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NURU – THE PERCEPTION OF VULNERABILITY

Four gods, each in turn, rose to claim the sun as their own. Their deaths heralded ages of apocalypse, the undoing of worlds.
Mountainheart was first to claim the sun. Smoking Mirror dragged him from the sky, murdered him with foulest deceit, and devoured the god, taking on many of his qualities. For one thousand years terrible storms wracked the world.
Next, The Lord of the Wind took the sun as his own, sweeping away nations. His worshipers built great cities of stepped stone pyramids and spilled blood in daily sacrifices. Jealous of his power and rank, the Enemy of Both Sides betrayed the god. The resulting cataclysm saw winds lay waste to the world.
The Rain of Flint Blades, once a weather god, was third to lay claim. Father Discord cast him down, drowned him in lies. Centuries of rain flooded the world, toppled civilizations.
Loved by all, She Who Shines Like Jade was the fourth god to call the sun her own. The Obsidian Lord betrayed her in the night, fed her heart to his jaguar nagual.
And so began the Fifth Age.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
Bastion is dying.
Nuru staggered down the street, a blend of unknown narcotics smashing through her blood. Efra and Kofi kept her upright, one under each arm. Some of the drugs she’d ingested intentionally in preparation for her journey to the underworld. Others Subira, the nahualli of Father Death, had prepared. Only too late had Nuru learned that the seemingly kind priest was an agent of Smoking Mirror.
I’m dying. She poisoned me.
The wind kicked up red sand, spun it in tight spirals, scattered it across the once pristine Senators’ Ring. Bloody clouds occluded the eastern horizon, a massive sandstorm raging against Bastion’s outermost wall. The sun, a dim smear of hate, baked Bastion dry as bone. The heat leached the strength from Nuru, sucked her dry of will.
Subira’s church faded into the distance behind them, a reminder of Nuru’s failures. She’d found Chisulo in the Underworld, seen his soul destroyed by the Cloud Serpent nahualli. She glanced at her hand, remembered the feeling of her friend coming apart, sliding through her fingers.
Gone.
Incinerated by the Fifth Sun, he’d never be reborn.
My fault.
For all the howling wind and the grit rasp of sand on stone, the streets felt haunted, as if all Bastion died while she and Efra were in the Underworld.
Not dead, she told herself. Hiding indoors.
The fear she’d fallen prey to manipulation beyond her understanding festered in her belly. Seeing the Cloud Serpent nahualli call the sun to Father Death’s realm, she suddenly understood the scale and cost of a war with the gods. That great battle between Face Painted with Bells and Southern Hummingbird had been but a distraction. Somehow, Smoking Mirror tricked the two gods into warring for the underworld just to get them both in the same place so they could be destroyed with this staff. Smoking Mirror cared nothing for the hundreds of thousands of souls that had been snuffed in an instant.
I brought Mother Death there too.
Nuru had believed the idea entirely her own. Now, she was less sure. If not for Efra, three gods would have died that day.
Kofi cursed under his breath, suddenly pulling them in a new direction. Eyes clenched against the blowing sand, Nuru stood on something sharp. Squinting down, she saw the blackened husk of a dead snake, flesh curled back to expose a long line of sharp ribs. A curl of white bone showed through the top of her foot, blood welling around it. Numb from narcotics, she felt nothing. No pain. No fear. Instead, she found herself thinking about Isabis, her snake.
Is she still alive?
She’d left the viper back in the Growers’ Ring.
“My foot,” she mumbled.
Efra yanked Kofi to a stop and then knelt to pull the bones free.
Nuru studied the woman. Efra’s red silk Senator’s dress clung to her, accentuating what curves she had. Soaked in blood and caked in sand, Efra looked like a demon from beyond the veil. Kofi, waiting impatiently at Nuru’s other shoulder, kept twitching. Shielding his eyes with his free hand, he searched for danger.
“I can heal that later,” he said, the wind whipping his voice away, stretching his words thin. “But now we have to move. Someone is following us.”
He sounds like a ghost.
Though he’d lost weight, his face sunken and angular, he was still larger than any Dirt.
Tossing the desiccated snake aside, Efra rose. “We need to get out of the storm!”
“We have to lose whoever is following us first,” he shouted back.
Efra bared teeth in a snarl. “We don’t have time for that.” Leaving Nuru’s side, she jogged off into the wind-whipped sand.
Kofi looked from Nuru to Efra’s fading form. “She’s going to kill them, right?”
“Them?”
“I think there’s at least three,” Kofi admitted.
“She might need your help,” Nuru said.
Worry crumpled his handsome features. “I can’t leave you.”
“Go help her.” Nuru left no room for questions.
“Stay here,” he said. “I don’t want to lose you in the storm.”
Nuru glanced at the blood pooling around her foot. “Not going anywhere.”
With a grunt of frustration, the young tecolotl dug several stones from a pouch and ran after Efra.
Suddenly alone, Nuru sank to her knees. Dim shapes moved at the edge of sight, blurred forms in the sandstorm. The dress did nothing to protect her from the abrasive flurry and she wished for the thicker itchy cotton of a Growers’ thobe.
I’ll be raw bone if they take too long.
A woman screamed, a sob of agony.
Blinding light lit the world red for an instant, followed by a crack like shattered stone.
Nuru blinked purple afterimages. Shambling nightmare forms moved in the tempest. Wrung out by Subira’s narcotics and exhausted from fleeing the church, she waited for them to find her.
“That was easier than expected.”
Nuru flinched awake.
A nahual of The Provider, dressed in unevenly stitched robes meant to represent the flayed skins of sacrifices, stood over her. Fat and soft, soaked in sweat and caked in grit, he looked a thousand times stronger than she felt.
He scowled at her exposed arms, laced with tattoos. “How vulgar.” He sniffed in appalled disgust, looking her over. “Leaving the Grower’ Ring, fifty lashes.”
Nuru had witnessed older Dirts die from fewer.
“Wearing clothes inappropriate to your birth ring,” the nahual continued, “thirty lashes. Decoration of the flesh, punishable by flaying of the inked areas. Study of sorceries unsanctioned by the church, sacrifice on the altar. Murdering gods…” Grimacing, he plucked at the sodden robe clinging to his belly. “Is there an official punishment? Banishment from holy Bastion at the very least.”
Nuru stared at him in confusion. Was this priest planning on punishing her for all her many sins?
“I see that you are confused. I am Udom, High Priest to The Provider, chosen Heart of Chaac, the Lord of Rain and Thunder.”
Too tired to feel awe, Nuru laughed. He’s The Provider’s Heart.
Udom raised an eyebrow. “A Grower should know her place.”
Stall until Efra and Kofi return. “And what’s my place?”
“Well, it’s not in the Senator’s Ring.”
She darted a look in the direction Efra had disappeared.
Udom drew a finely crafted flint dagger, hilt wrapped in soft leather. It didn’t look like it had ever been used. “Your friends are dead. My compatriots will have dealt with them by now.” He shrugged with dismissive disdain. “A Dirt girl and a tecolotl?” He spat the last word. “The blasphemers are no match for temple-trained sorcerers.”
A bloody apparition appeared behind him, whip thin with muscle, gore sodden clothes showing near emaciated limbs.
“I’m going to carve the stone from your chest,” the nahual stated as if it were nothing. “I’m going to send that sliver—”
He pitched forward to land beside Nuru, gasping into the sand. A dent deformed the back of his skull, blood welling from the wound.
Efra lifted the Staff of the Fifth Sun and struck him again, stone crushing bone. Teeth bared in a snarl of savage rage, she growled, “You don’t touch my friend,” at the nahual as she smashed in the side of his skull.
He didn’t move, stared blindly at the ground with a single bulging eye.
“You found her,” said Kofi, materializing out of the blowing sands.
Efra’s expression changed in a heartbeat as if suddenly embarrassed at her show of emotion. Pretending to notice the dagger, Efra muttered, “A girl can never have too many knives,” and bent to collect it.
“That was the Provider’s Heart,” Nuru said.
“Kill the gods,” Efra said, “and the Hearts don’t matter.”
Killing the High Priests of Bastion’s gods is nothing now.
Tucking the knife into her belt, Efra pulled Nuru to her feet. “Let’s get her inside.”
“The nahual’s friends?” Nuru asked.
“Dead,” Kofi answered. “Efra got one. I killed the other two.”
Efra snorted a laugh. “Don’t brag.”
Kofi took his place at Nuru’s other side. Squinting into the storm, he pointed at a nearby home. The windows shuttered, the oak door closed, it could be abandoned or filled with cowering Senators. With a priest’s lack of doubt, he set off, pulling the two women into motion.
Nuru allowed herself to be dragged in the new direction. Shapes flitted through the swirling sand, sinuous and twisting, hulking and terrifying. Inhuman. Demonic.
Not real.
Or maybe they were. Whatever narcotics Subira gave Nuru still pulsed through her. The veil sang a high, keening note of pain as if it were about to tear at any moment.
Nuru grinned teeth at the shape of a monstrous cat prowling around them, sniffing as if to decide whether they were prey. A score of writhing tentacles reaching from its spine, this was no animal spirit. It was other, something beyond. Demon. Dead god. The ghost of a sorcerer from some distant reality.
The thing lifted its nose to Efra, turned, and fled.
Neither Efra nor Kofi showed sign of noticing it. Maybe it wasn’t real. Maybe it was nothing more than the hallucination of a drug-addled mind.
Be funny if Subira’s drugs killed me in the end.
After all, Smoking Mirror must surely have wanted both her and Mother Death to die in the underworld. That must have been his plan.
Is he angry that Efra saved me?
Did he even know?
Nuru looked over her shoulder. The red prints of her bleeding right foot disappeared into the blowing sand. Tripping over the first step, she fell, knees slamming into the stone corner. Kofi lifted her and she left behind two red smears.
“I’m fine,” she mumbled. “No pain.”
Then she vomited on him.
The world stepped sideways, left her behind.
Stone on her right, all of Bastion laid out to her left, Nuru climbed the steps of Bastion’s outermost wall. Patchwork fields, their borders blurred and indistinct, as whatever grew there merged into the neighbouring crops. Roadways of exposed stone wound and twisted through the rolling fields. Wagons pulled by teams of oxen followed the roads, distance reducing them to miniscule insects. Sprawling forests claimed much of the outer ring, their shapes hinting that once, long ago, they were structured, maintained. The orderly fields and forests gave way to a wild tangle of vegetation, which in turn became dunes of red sand.
Nuru’s legs burned, the tops of her thighs aching from unaccustomed effort. The Sand Wall cut the sky in half, forever blue on one side, endless grey rock on the other. As if the world ended here. Cresting the top of the wall, she found Efra waiting for her. The girl wore robes of sable silk, long sleeves covering the bruises and scars of her arms.
“You are slow,” said Efra.
Ignoring her, Nuru marvelled at the colossal depth of the wall. There were buildings up here, an entire second city hidden from those living below. Every surface had been scoured by millennia of blowing sand, no hint of colour or sharp angle survived. Stone looked thin and stretched, like a threadbare thobe worn too long. It was impossible to tell if this had once been luxurious, like the Bankers’ Ring, or simple and unadorned like the Wheat District.
She weaved between unadorned stone structures, making her way to the far side. Nuru stopped several steps from the edge, looked out over the bloody desert. Red sand. Forever. The blood of billions, the nahual said, baked dry by a raging sun. A world of death. Heat wavered the air, rippled reality like the lingering aftereffects of an aldatu dose.
Dry wind blew in from the desert, ruffled her hair, stole the moisture of her breath.
Stepping closer to the edge, she looked down. The red became a tangle of bright white, like warring vines. The white followed the near imperceptible curve of the wall, disappearing in the haze.
“Bones,” said Efra, standing at her side.
Nuru flinched in surprise. She hadn’t heard the girl’s approach.
“They’d have us believe it’s from twenty-five thousand years of throwing unwanted souls from the wall.” Leaning out, Efra spat over the edge, watched the spittle fall and disappear long before it reached the ground.
Where does she think those dead came from?
Inching closer to the edge, Nuru stood beside her friend. Her only friend. Her last friend.
“One left,” said Efra. “One last god.” She took Nuru’s hand, gave her a sad smile. “You must decide what is more important.”
More important? Nuru squinted at the bones and sand far below. Would it hurt?
Stupid question, she decided. Better to ask if it would hurt for long.
Efra squeezed her hand. “You can rule Bastion. I’ll guard you with my life. With no other gods, there will be none to challenge Mother Death. You’ll be Heart’s Mirror forever, the High Priest of all Bastion. You can make the city whatever you want.”
Or she could step from the edge, fall to her death taking the god with her. The Queen would live on after Nuru’s death, but she’d be trapped beyond the Sand Wall.
“We said we wanted a Bastion free of gods,” she said.
“You said that,” Efra corrected. She looked out at the desert, eyes damp with tears. “But people change their minds. I thought maybe now, looking down at all those sharp bones, you might rethink a fast plummet to a painful death. I thought—I hoped you might decide not to abandon me.”
Abandon her?
“I haven’t changed my mind,” said Nuru. “This has to happen.” Swallowing, she turned on Efra. “You had to mention the bones being sharp?”
“Kind of obvious.”
“Fuck,” Nuru swore under her breath, returning her attention to the desert. “I don’t think I can do it.”
Efra squeezed her hand. “It’ll be better if you don’t.”
Nuru jerked awake surrounded by unimaginable softness. She lay in a bed heavy with silk sheets and pillows. Dark, she made out little detail. Only a faint pink blush of morning light made it past the closed shutters. The temperature had dropped during the night, and she exhaled whisps of fog.
A slim shape sat on the corner of the bed, hunched, and waiting. She recognized the hard lines of Efra, clenched as if about to spring into action. Or kill someone. The staff Efra took from the Cloud Serpent nahualli sat leaning against her shoulder.
“You went away there for a bit,” said Efra. “I was…” She chewed at the scar crossing her lower lip. “Worried.”
Nuru breathed. Everything hurt. Her foot. Her knees. Her skull felt like someone crammed it full of angry wasps.
“Am I naked?” she asked.
The thought bothered her. It wasn’t the nakedness or the vulnerability—privacy was a priest thing, not for Dirts. It felt like something was missing, a dark and terrible weight lifted from her soul.
“Between the sand,” said Efra, “the blood and the puke, there was nothing salvageable of that dress. Not that mine was any better.” She grunted a soft laugh. “Watching you vomit all over fatboy made everything worthwhile.”
Nothing made anything worthwhile. Chisulo was gone, soul incinerated by the sun the Cloud Serpent nahualli called to the underworld with the staff Efra now held. Not just dead, Chisulo would never be reborn. Omari, Happy, and Bomani, too. Hundreds of thousands of souls had populated the underworld, awaiting their time of rebirth. They were gone too, so much ash. There’d been thousands of Hummingbird Guard and Turquoise Serpents bearing obsidian weapons heavy with souls. Those stone blades fell to black dust when the sun touched them.
“Sorry,” said Efra, startling Nuru. “I’m not good at humour.”
“You’re fine at humour,” said Nuru. “It’s your timing that’s awful.”
“Bad timing is the key to good humour. Can’t remember who told me that. Probably Bomani.” Efra shuffled on the bed as if discomfited by the comfort. “I cleaned your wounds, wrapped your foot. Kofi did something with a stone. He said it should save you from infection. You slept a day and a half. How do you feel?”
“Awful. Thirsty. Hungry.”
“There’s no food,” said Efra. “The house was empty, the pantry raided. The place looks like a couple Birds got angry and smashed everything.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I tried to send his holy fatness foraging, but he refused to leave. Said he had to protect you. Like I couldn’t do that on my own.”
Something is missing. A stain.
Thoughts muddled, Nuru turned the idea over, struggling to understand why it mattered.
“The sun turned obsidian to dust,” she said.
Efra nodded.
“All those souls.”
Chisulo falling to dust, her fingers sliding through him as Kofi took her from the underworld.
Naked, under the blankets.
Naked.
Dust and souls. Gods crumbling to nothing.
“The god-killer,” Nuru said, chest tight with fear. “Did the sun touch it?”
“It’s on the table by the bed,” Efra said.
Relief and horror.
With the god-killer in her possession, there was a chance her mad plan to murder Bastion’s gods might succeed. She’d have to hold it again, bear the constant weight of crushing evil.
Not yet.
Nuru sagged back into the deep softness of the bed. She’d stay here forever. Doing anything more hurt too much. Maybe no one would notice her absence. The Hearts of the various gods could fight it out among themselves. The victor would rise to become Heart’s Mirror and rule Bastion for the next few thousand years. Forgotten, Nuru would sleep the time away.
“Time to get up, you lazy Dirt,” said Efra. “There are gods that need killing.”
Killing the gods and leaving humanity to its own devices was futile madness. As if humanity were any less greedy and corrupt than the gods.
She couldn’t escape the feeling Smoking Mirror manipulated her, planned everything.
Or almost everything.
Had he wanted Efra to save Nuru—and therefore Mother Death—from the underworld? Or had she done that on her own initiative. The girl was nothing if not unpredictable.
Efra held out a clean dress. “I picked this out for you. It should fit.”
Nuru pushed herself into a sitting position, groaning at the pain. Compared to the sleeping rooms in a Grower tenement, the chamber was massive. The oak bed was big enough for four Dirts to sleep comfortably. Ornate furniture, polished to a lustrous sheen, lined the walls. The drawers had all been yanked out, their contents littering the floor.
Kicking off the silk sheets, she accepted the dress Efra handed her. In the dim light she couldn’t tell what colour it was. Ducking into the dress, she found herself in clinging silk. Back in the Growers’ Ring, this would have been unimaginable luxury. Now, she wanted to hide in an old grey thobe, too big, itchy in the armpits, stained from weeks of use, and stinking like someone lived in it.
“You look good,” said Efra. She’d already changed into a fresh dress, though hers hung loose on her angular frame.
Efra studied Nuru in the growing light. “When I took the staff from the priest,” she said, hefting it, “I wanted to give to you.”
The Cloud Serpent nahualli used it to call the sun to the underworld. In his attempt to kill Nuru and Mother Death, he destroyed hundreds of thousands of souls.
“I don’t think I should have it,” Efra added.
There’s more. Nuru heard it in the girl’s voice. It was rare for Efra not to speak plainly. “But?”
“I want to trade something for it.”
Interesting. “What do you want?” asked Nuru.
“What do I want.” She snorted a soft, rueful laugh. “The god-killer.”
When Nuru first showed Efra the sacrificial dagger, Efra had leaned close, gaze fixed on the black stone, tension hunching her shoulders.
I wanted her to take it.
Efra would be a thousand times deadlier with this weapon than Nuru could ever be. She remembered thinking that if anyone could murder an entire pantheon, it was Efra.
“You told me I should never let you have it,” Nuru said.
“You remember that.” She sounded disappointed, like Nuru had missed something.
A knock sounded from the door.
“Fuck,” said Efra. “That’s fatboy. He keeps doing that before entering a room. His timing is worse than mine.”
She wants to discuss this without Kofi. That made Nuru want the Loa sorcerer present for the discussion.
“I heard talking,” said Kofi from beyond the door. “Is she awake? May I enter?”
“Yes,” called Nuru.
Efra remained expressionless where once she would have shown her annoyance at the interruption.
She’s learning to hide her thoughts.
That was dangerous. Sometimes Nuru felt like the only reason she trusted the girl was because she was so easy to read.
The rising sun snuck through the cracks in the shutters and layered curtains, bringing the colours to life. The stone walls were painted a pale pink. Curved lines of pastel green hinted at leaves and grass. The last of the night’s chill died, replaced by climbing heat.
Kofi entered, shoulders bent like he wanted to bow, or prostrate himself on the floor. Seeing Nuru, he blinked twice and then everywhere else.
Nuru said, “You’re not wearing the Bird armour.”
The voluminous robes of a Senator hung loose about his broad shoulders.
“Things changed while you slept,” he said. “I’m glad you’re all right. I didn’t know—I hadn’t realized you needed help. Not until you fell. I’ll do better.”
“You did fine,” said Nuru. “You got us to safety.”
A hint of a desperate smile, pathetic gratitude.
She turned her attention to Efra. “You want the god-killer. Why?”
Efra shot an annoyed look at Kofi and then grunted, accepting his presence with ill-grace. “I want to trade. I’ll give you the Staff of the Fifth Sun, you give me the dagger.”
Nuru hadn’t known the staff had a name.
But Efra does.
Had that been a slip? Was Efra’s god whispering to her even now?
“Why?” Nuru repeated.
“You’re really going to ask me why I want a weapon that kills gods? Seems self-explanatory.”
Efra’s speech had changed in the last weeks. Where once she grunted monosyllabic rage, now she spoke complete sentences, sometimes using words Nuru wouldn’t have thought she knew. It’s the priest. She listens to the way he talks. She learns. It was oddly terrifying. Efra had only been the Efra Nuru knew because she hadn’t been forced to be more. She adapted faster than she should.
Efra reached out, touched Nuru’s hand. “What are you thinking?”
“You’re smarter than I thought.”
“I learned early on that it was better if people underestimated me.”
How much of the person Nuru thought she knew was an act?
Efra squeezed her hand. “It’s different with someone I… With people I trust.”
Looking from Nuru to Efra, Kofi said nothing.
“You don’t want both the staff and the knife?” Nuru asked.
“No.”
“Why not?”
Efra loosed an exaggerated sigh. “The dagger does one thing: it kills. I think we can agree that of the two of us, I’m better suited to murder.”
That was true. Efra bashed people’s heads in or choked them to death like it was nothing.
“Agreed,” said Nuru.
“The staff is so much more. It will kill, as we’ve already seen, but it isn’t primarily a weapon.”
“What is it?”
“Weather control. With that staff, you could make it rain in the Growers’ Ring or drown the Bankers in a flood. I think, if you wanted, you could burn all Bastion to a cinder, and the gods would be helpless.”
“And you want to give it to me?”
“Do you want me to have it?” Efra countered.
“How do you know all this?” asked Kofi. “I’ve read both the Book of the Invisibles and the Book of Bastion many times, and I know less than you.”
“So much less,” said Efra. “On so many subjects.”
“How do you know?” asked Nuru.
“Smoking Mirror told me about the staff.”
“Does he want you to have the dagger?”
“He doesn’t know about the dagger.”
“Does he want me to have the staff?”
“Definitely not. But to be fair, he doesn’t want me to have it either. Along with killing that Cloud Serpent nahualli, the Obsidian Lord also instructed me to destroy the staff. Or at least shatter the bloodstone.”
“What will he do when he discovers your disobedience?” Kofi asked.
“What can he do? I’m his Heart.”
The priest blinked in shock. “That’s a rather callous attitude toward an entity who can snuff your soul with a thought.”
“He needs me more than I need him. If I die, he’s fucked. All his plans are fucked. His fucking fault for picking me, but there you go. Too late now.”
“You didn’t answer my question,” said Nuru. “Why do you want the dagger?”
Efra flashed a scar-stretching grin. “Caught that, eh? Fine. I have a plan for killing the next two gods and I think it’ll go better if I do the killing.”
Nuru couldn’t argue with that. Killing Her Skirt is Stars, slaughtering the god’s hoarded souls, left deep wounds in her heart that would never heal. She told herself it wasn’t real, that it was a dream, but she remembered butchering thousands of children with horrible clarity. She didn’t think she could do it again.
“Which gods?” Nuru asked.
“First,” said Efra, “I want to kill Cloud Serpent. His priesthood is dangerous and I’m tired of being hunted.”
“You killed his Heart back in Subira’s church,” Nuru pointed out. “He can no longer compete to rule the pantheon.”
“That doesn’t mean he’ll remain aloof. He’s a vicious and nasty god. He will seek vengeance.”
Unconvinced, Nuru asked, “Who is the other god?”
That grin returned, eyes bright and feral. “The one who plans to betray the pantheon and rule Bastion alone: Smoking Mirror.”




AKACHI – SYMMETRY OF DESTRUCTION

Whoever is not with us is against us, and whoever does not gather with us scatters. Blasphemy against the Pantheon will not be forgiven. Anyone who speaks against the Gods of Bastion will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the Seventh Age to come.
—The Book of Bastion
Akachi woke screaming.
“Where?”
Subira’s church, he remembered.
He lay gasping for breath, heart slamming in his chest. A hastily thrown together blend of narcotics shoved through his blood, sang his nerves like catgut strings on a lute tuned too tight. A high, keening wail of torment echoed the stone chambers, pain and loss and misery. It faded as he brought his breathing under control.
Another night spent stalking the dreams of the Senators’ Ring, prowling from home to home, searching for the Dirt girls. They were close. Every night he sensed them. Every night he got closer. Something stopped him. Last night he dreamed he flew over the city as a magnificent skyvyrm.
He’d been so close he could smell them, breathe deep the scent of their souls. The abrasive bloody edge that was Efra. The softer was Nuru, an intoxicating blend of fear, anger, and honesty. There was no evil in the woman, nothing malicious.
She thinks she’s doing the right thing.
She was wrong. She doomed Bastion.
Intentions were nothing, meaningless. No one knew that better than Akachi. He meant well. He tried and he tried. He tried to please his father. He sacrificed everything he was to obey his god.
Best intentions were shit.
Success or failure.
Nothing else mattered.
As with the previous nights, something hid the girls from him. He’d flown over their hiding spot and missed them. They were protected.
Probably the Loa tecolotl they travel with.
Akachi had read about stones of protection, though his slurred thoughts couldn’t recall which one it was or what it protected against.
Every night ended in failure. After the hunt, when the narcotic blend became unstable and his grip on the dreamworld fragmented into nightmares, he saw Efra. She stood over him as he lay helpless in Subira’s church. She mocked him, ridiculed his faith. She made fun of the gods and their plans like they were nothing. And then, just when he thought she was going to kill him, she took the Staff of the Fifth Sun and strolled away, humming to herself.
She didn’t kill him because she didn’t care. He wasn’t worth her time. She let him live on a whim, because it amused her that Smoking Mirror would be annoyed.
What kind of insane person intentionally angers a god?
Many nights he dreamed he lay helpless, screaming for her to come back and kill him, begging her to end this life of failure. Her laugh echoed the church’s halls, and she called, “You aren’t finished failing!”
Akachi touched the makeshift patch, a strip of tattered black cotton tied over the gaping socket of his left eye. Too many nights he dreamed something got in there. Sometimes it was a fist-sized chunk of crystalline rock, shoved into the socket until the orbit broke. Atone, atone, someone sang, eyes of stone. Sometimes it was a spirit or demon that had penetrated Bastion’s failing wards. It danced him like a puppet, wearing his body as it stalked the streets, hunting.
The stump-fingers of his left hand drew his remaining eye. He lost them battling Mother Death in the streets of the Wheat District. Cloud Serpent healed his other wounds but left him these reminders of his failure.
I don’t need reminders.
He remembered every defeat. The drugs in his blood made sure of that.
Staring at his ruined hand, Akachi wiggled the useless stumps.
Left hand. Left eye. A symmetry of destruction.
Rolling off the cot, he stood on unsteady legs, knees threatening to give. His stomach rebelled, twisted, and tried to heave up what wasn’t there. Bent over, he made dry savage retching noises. Nothing. He hadn’t eaten in two days, hadn’t had water since the previous morning.
The fit passed, his guts surrendering.
Firash, Captain Melokuhle’s tezcat, strode into the room.
“You’re dead,” Akachi told him. “Omphile killed you.”
The eyes tattooed on Firash’s bald skull wept blood. “The more you give, the more they take.” He became an obelisk of rotten jade, shot through with cancerous crevices.
Akachi rubbed his eye and found himself alone.
Hallucination.
Narcotic dregs, the stale scrapings of Subira’s stash, tainted his blood.
Aside from a decent quantity of aldatu, the powerful hallucinogenic required for nagual sorcery, there wasn’t much left. Not nearly enough ameslari for a another pactonal dream walk.
Leaning against the stone wall for support, he staggered from the room.
Silence owned the church.
Silence, and the growing stench of rotting flesh. Captain Melokuhle and Omphile, the beautiful grey-eyed god-touched assassin, lay dead on their cots. Subira lay on the floor, throat cut. On the surface, she’d been a nahualli of Father Death. Beneath that, a Loa infiltrator. She’d said something about the blasphemers using their foul stone sorcery to install the soul of another woman in the original Subira’s body. Balanced on the edge of brain-burn at the time, he hadn’t understood. It wasn’t until after, piecing everything together that he comprehended Subira’s truth. She served neither the Loa nor Father Death, but rather, Smoking Mirror. The god manipulated everything and everyone, from Mother Death and her Heart to the Turquoise Serpents and Akachi himself. The Staff of the Fifth Sun was a trap, its insidious influence on his confidence pushing him to increasingly dangerous decisions.
Akachi stared at his empty hands, eye drawn to the stumps of his fingers.
He had nothing.
The staff was gone, and with it, his certainty. False as it might have been, he missed it. Craved it.
It all seemed like a deranged fever dream, the result of a catastrophic overdose.
I need to know it was real.
Though he could smell the death, he needed to see.
Collecting a lit lantern, Akachi ascended to the second story to reaffirm the reality he remembered. He found his proof grey and sunken, Subira’s blood thickened like dark mud. The stench was terrible. How long had it been? Two days? Three? More?
He stood waiting, half expecting one or all of them to rise and tear out his remaining eye.
Empty husks, souls destroyed, they didn’t move.
“Did I win?” he asked them. “Was that a victory?”
His faith said he killed two gods, which must have been Cloud Serpent’s intent all along. His faith said that if the Lord of the Hunt wanted Efra and Nuru dead, they’d be dead. His faith said he had to trust in his god’s plan. The fact that Akachi neither knew nor understood any of it was irrelevant.
His doubt said he was a failure.
His doubt said everything happened as the Obsidian Lord willed.
Akachi’s god hadn’t spoken since the debacle of the underworld.
He’s sickened by my catastrophic failures.
Left hand. Left eye.
What more can he ask?
Looking past his half-hand, Akachi again focussed on the dead. As a nahual of the gods of Bastion, he should give Melokuhle, Subira, and Omphile last rites, see to their remains. Even as enemies their souls had value. But they were gone. Melokuhle and Omphile died in the underworld before Akachi called the Fifth Sun. The Book of Bastion said those dying in Father Death’s realm were beyond rebirth. Subira died here, in the basement, her throat cut by Efra. Her soul would have gone to the underworld and promptly been incinerated. Like Subira, the Dirt girl served Smoking Mirror. Akachi didn’t understand why she killed the nahualli. Had she done it for the same reason she spared Akachi, to annoy her god?
When the corpses failed to rise, failed to tear him apart, he returned to the ground floor.
“Faith is what remains when nothing else is left,” he said, heading to the chambers he’d claimed.
Entering the room, he stopped. Previously unused, it had been undecorated, a single, simple bed in one corner. An armoire in another, its drawers haunted by the husked ghosts of long-dead spiders. Earlier, he’d shed his robes of banded red, white, and black. Crusted in blood and rot from the attack in the underground church of The Lord back in the Crafters’ Ring, they’d been unwearable. He’d found a shirt and pants that must have once belonged to a visiting Senator in another unused guest room. Brightly coloured, flowering swirls of purples and reds, they were huge on Akachi’s gaunt frame. He kept his nahualli’s belt, hiding it beneath the billowing shirt. He needed it to store what few narcotics remained, and to keep the pants from dropping to his ankles.
Even dressed he felt naked. His nahualli robes defined him. They were who he was. Without them, he was nothing. A stupid boy far from home.
Heading back toward the kitchen, Akachi passed an open door he’d previously ignored. Through the gap he saw a simple cot heaped with blankets. Curious, he pushed the door open. Owl feather cloaks, the vestments of a nahual of Father Death, hung in a closet. A simple box of carved steatite not much bigger than his fist sat on the floor near the cot. A loose-rolled parchment rested atop it, wax seal broken.
Akachi imagined Subira reading the scroll, setting it aside when she realized someone had arrived at her church. There was little else in the room. The space felt like it had been inhabited by someone expecting to leave at any moment.
About to turn away, he hesitated. Father Death had been dead for days before Akachi’s arrival. Subira hadn’t been surprised. Somehow, he felt this wasn’t some communication from The Lord’s nahual. The soapstone box drew his eye. The Book of the Invisibles called it the ‘quiet stone.’ Though he couldn’t remember why.
Stop stalling. Hunt the girls.
Akachi stepped into the room, a sense of peace settling over him, loosening the tension he carried in his shoulders. He breathed deep, exhaled.
Sit, the cot said, just for a moment.
He sat on the edge of the cot, looked down at the soapstone box between his feet. Undecorated, it was still beautiful. Flickering light from the lantern gleamed off the softly rounded corners.
“The quiet stone,” Akachi said. “Quiet for hiding.”
Tecolotl used the stone to protect themselves from sorcerous spying. Had he once read that it protected the wearer even from the sight of the gods?
“There’s something in the box.”
Something the Loa wanted hidden.
Akachi plucked the scroll from atop the box, unrolling it. Written in a neat hand, it contained simple instructions for Subira to deliver the box—unopened—to the local church of the Lord of the Root. Turning the paper, he studied the broken seal. It bore the symbol of the Nahual Messenger Service pressed into the wax.
Official nahual communication?
“It can’t be.”
True nahual would never use blasphemous stone sorcery. Though, was it sorcery if the properties of the stone itself required no skill to use? Akachi knew almost nothing about the Messengers. Perhaps the most secretive communications were regularly sent in such stone boxes. After all, the steatite would hide the content from Loa spies too. If it had been sent from the Priests’ Ring, it must have left before Father Death fell in the underworld.
But then why not send it directly to the pastor at The Healer’s temple?
Glancing at the note again, he realized it didn’t specify who the box was to be delivered to. Subira must have known. This was likely one of many such deliveries.
“The Messengers’ seal, but sent to Subira, a Loa infiltrator, to deliver to someone placed in another church.”
Someone who couldn’t receive the package directly for fear it might fall into the wrong hands.
“Not the pastor,” Akachi decided.
The Loa must have had a spy in The Healer’s church that Subira was in contact with.
Setting aside the scroll, Akachi bent to collect the box. The soapstone felt cool and soft, polished smooth. Lifting the lid, he found a carving nestled in a bed of shredded paper. Setting the lid aside, he pulled the figurine from the box. The creature depicted was a foul abomination. The body was something between a snake and a crocodile. It had intricately carved wings spread wide, each feather flawlessly etched in stone. The beast had two heads, one of a screaming eagle, the other a roaring puma, fangs abnormally long.
“Amaruca,” Akachi said, recalling the description from the Book of Bastion.
Yet another creature of myth said to have once been bred in the menageries far out in the Growers’ Ring. Much like the skyvyrm he’d seen savaging the Quarter Cathedral when he went to take the Staff of the Fifth Sun from Bishop Zalika. At the time he’d wondered if it was foul tecolotl sorcery that made the creature or a deranged street-sorcerer messing with powers they likely didn’t understand. The fact the carving was stone suggested it was the former.
“This is blasphemy. Smash it.”
It could be nothing else.
Unable to look away, Akachi marvelled at the figurine.
That skyvyrm had dominated the skies over the Quarter Cathedral, its breath melting stone. No nahualli could match its might.
Can I use this?
A talented nagual, Akachi was skilled in shapeshifting. He had his own carvings, but nothing like this. He imagined the creature spreading its wings, lifting into the sky.
“Destroy it.”
Having lost the Staff of the Fifth Sun, he needed something. Amaruca were said to be terrifyingly powerful monsters. Could one defeat Mother Death in her weakened state? Such a weapon would tilt the scales in his favour in any mortal battle.
Nestling the figurine back into the box, Akachi tucked it into his belt alongside the narcotics. It wasn’t an artifact like the staff, but still made him feel better. Subira’s death—Efra’s refusal to kill Akachi despite her god’s wishes—gave him some hope Smoking Mirror made mistakes. The thought was a small blasphemy. Believing he faced a perfect and infallible god, however, was too much. Gods made mistakes. He knew that to be true. The pantheon banished Mother Death and yet here she was, once again within Bastion’s walls. Face Painted with Bells had ascended to divinity, but her roots were mortal. Southern Hummingbird and Father Death were both dead. Had they been perfect gods, they never would have fallen for Smoking Mirror’s manipulations. Cloud Serpent…
Akachi shied from the thought.
It was time to leave the sanctuary of this church. He’d searched the dreams of the Senators’ Ring for days and found nothing. Nuru and Efra would go inward. Hadn’t Firash said something about Efra betraying Nuru in the Priests’ Ring? At the time, Akachi had scoffed; they’d never get that far. He’d catch and kill them first.
I still can.
His hands shook, the stumps of his fingers fumbling at his belt, trying to hook the pouch within. A little erlaxatu, to take the edge off.
“No. I will not flee to the drugs. I am stronger.”
After waking on the altar in the basement, he hadn’t once ventured outside. What awaited him there?
Nothing but death and danger.
He hunted the Hearts of two gods, one of whom now carried the Staff of the Fifth Sun. Given the chance, the Hearts of every other god would kill him without hesitation.
“I will not go unprepared.”
Never again. He’d been caught too many times, his blood lacking the narcotics he needed to work his sorcery.
Decision made, his hands ceased shaking. Akachi fished out his pouch. United in purpose, his stump-fingers cooperated. It was a small victory. If becoming accustomed to an amputation could be called victory.
He withdrew the last of the ameslari, for his nagual power. He’d find a church of Cloud Serpent and replenish his supplies. Rolling the dried mushroom in the fingers of his whole hand, he popped the leathery nugget into his mouth. In a secondary container, a thin wrap of frog gut, he found what remained of his bihurtu. It would allow him access to the world of his spirit animals. Opening the wrap, he licked it clean, baring his teeth at the bitter taste. There wasn’t much else. No kognizioa. No pizgarri. No foku.
Only a small quantity of jainkoei to open his soul to Cloud Serpent.
Akachi hesitated. A failure, he hadn’t earned such a blessing.
I didn’t fail. Everything happened exactly as the Lord of the Hunt wills.
The erlaxatu caught his eye.
No. I don’t need that.
Surprised, he noticed his pipe clutched in the stump-fingers of his left hand. He hadn’t been aware of pulling it from the belt. Akachi drew a shaky breath. He’d taken the ameslari and bihurtu with no thought to dosage or interactions.
A little erlaxatu would ease things, keep him calm and in control. Filling the pipe, he smoked, drawing the dry straw heat deep into his lungs. Numb warmth spread through him, loosening his shoulders, trickling fingers down the back of his neck.
Jamming everything carelessly behind his belt, Akachi left the room, making his way through long, empty halls. Each footstep echoed and died. Lantern held high, he walked in a pool of dusty gold. The pantry was a disaster. Dirty plates and cutlery littered the table and floor, scattered where he tossed them after use. Cupboard doors hung open exposing barren shelves. Mice and cockroaches fled the intruding light.
Shoving aside a bowl of dried porridge, Akachi placed the lantern on the table. He collected what food he found—a coil of preserved meat, half a loaf of stale bread and two wizened apples—and tossed it into an empty flour sack. Seeing a flint knife Subira had likely used to cut meat, he tucked it into his belt. Not much of a weapon, but better than nothing. Finally, he slung an empty wineskin around his neck. He’d fill it from the local well before continuing his journey inward. He might not know where the Dirt women were now, but he knew where they were going.
Collecting the lantern, he headed to the main hall. The swinging light sent shadows cavorting across the walls like demons. He jerked his head, trying to see everything with his single eye.
Just shadows.
“Faith,” he repeated, “is what is left.”
What if the gods weren’t yet finished taking?
“Still have one hand and one eye,” he joked, voice cracking.
How much could he give? How much would he give?
Akachi stopped before the massive front doors. Harsh light crept through the gap by the floor.
“All of me.”
Speaking the words aloud, knowing they were true, brought tears to his remaining eye. They shouldn’t be true. No one should be willing to surrender that much.
Please don’t ask that of me, he prayed.
Being willing to sacrifice all he was to serve his god and save his city didn’t make it easy. He didn’t feel brave. Overwhelming horror filled him.
“Faith is what is left,” he said again, praying to Cloud Serpent there would be more than just his faith left when he finally won.
Akachi threw open the church doors, flinching back from the blinding sun. Heat hit him with concussive force, sucked the air from his lungs. Shading his eye with his half-hand, sack of food clutched in the other, he squinted.
The world was blood.
Blinking, he stepped from the church’s shelter.
Ankle-deep red sand covered everything. Footsteps cut winding paths. Garbage and partially buried corpses littered the street. He struggled to understand. When he left the world, it had been blanketed by ash from the fires of the Growers’ Ring. Here, in the Senators’ Ring, it hadn’t been as bad. By the time he arrived, the indentured and indebted had swept the worst of it up.
Sandstorm.
That explained the sand. Sandstorms were rare; he’d never seen one this bad.
Why the dead?
Had the rioting of the outer rings reached this far?
Looking left and right he found signs of violence and looting. The doors to shops had been smashed, the street-level windows broken. The grocery across the street was barren, shelves stripped clean.
Where are the Hummingbird Guard?
No indebted swept the streets.
A block to the east he saw three grey figures gathered around a well in the public square. All was eerily quiet. No bright carriages toted fat Senators to and fro. No gaunt men and women, arms tattooed with black hashes, begged on the corners or lay starving in the alleys.
Adjusting the wineskin strap, Akachi headed toward the well. He wouldn’t make it far without water, and perhaps they might share news of what he’d missed.
The three men saw him coming, turning to face him. Lean and hard, skin leathery from a life in the sun, hands and arms scarred from working the fields, they clutched Hummingbird cudgels. Akachi slowed. They weren’t grey from ash. They wore thobes. Grower thobes. He stopped in shock. Three armed Dirts stood in the Senators’ Ring!
“You!” called one, a tall man with bad teeth and a scraggly beard. “I see you have wine! Come drink with us!”
“It’s empty,” Akachi called back. “I come for water.”
“Ah,” said the tall man, scratching an armpit. “Water. There’s a…a…Kwame,” he barked, turning to a shorter man. “What’s the word the nahual use when the Book talks about collecting stuff what don’t belong to you yet?”
“Tithe,” Kwame enunciated carefully. “It’s a fucking tithe.”
“Right. There’s a fucking tithe.” He paused, studying Akachi. “I want your sandals.”
Akachi glanced at his sandals, and at the Dirt’s filthy bare feet.
“I want his pretty shirt and pants too,” said Kwame. “Fucking tired of grey.”
“Tithe!” yelled the third.
Akachi hesitated. Exhausted and weak, he doubted he could outrun the Dirts. In a physical confrontation with three men armed with ebony cudgels, he’d wind up with his skull caved in. Once they saw the nahual tattoos under his shirt, things would get worse. If they were Loa sympathizers, they’d skin him for trophies.
“I need that water,” he said.
“Tithe!” the three men bellowed in near unison.
“Don’t,” pleaded Akachi. “I don’t want—”
But he did want. More than he wanted water, he wanted to feel the veil shred apart beneath his will. He was tired of keeping his every thought locked tight. Failure after failure, he wanted to vent his frustrations, escape into his spirit animals.
The men approached, cudgels held ready.
The calm numb of erlaxatu fell away. The veil stretched thin.
Akachi called Gau Ehiza, his puma animal spirit.




NURU – HEART OF THE STORM

There are truisms even the gods must accept. Existence is cyclical. Birth, death, rebirth. A beginning, an end, and a new beginning. The cycle is greater than all. Before each new beginning there must be an end, a moment of near perfect nothing. Yet even that nothing is flawed.
There is one god greater than all the pantheon, greater even than the Queen and her husband. In the end, the god of decay always wins. For it is his mercurial state which shall bring about the next rebirth. He is a liar and a trickster. He both loves and loathes. His power is the sleight of hand of the charlatan, and the unbridled destructive might of chaos.
Through him the Age of the Seventh Sun shall be born.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
The rising sun cut hard lines through the cracks in the shutters. The heat climbed rapidly, devouring the night’s moisture, changing the flavour of the air from damp mud to dry straw. Nuru remained sitting. Having left the Staff of the Fifth Sun leaning against the side table upon which sat the god-killer, Efra paced the room.
“Think it through,” Efra said. “As long as Smoking Mirror remains alive, you’re going to wonder if you can trust me.” She stopped pacing, faced Nuru. “I need you to know you can trust me.”
Does she mean my trust is important to her, or that she needs my trust because it’ll be useful?
“We should kill Smoking Mirror first,” said Kofi. “Then we’ll know we can trust you.”
Efra shook her head in mock disappointment. “We need him to help kill the others. And since he’s already planning to betray them, he’ll help.”
“And you want the knife to kill the Lord of the Hunt?” Nuru asked.
Efra nodded.
“She’ll betray us the moment we’ve killed the god,” Kofi said.
“If I wanted to kill you,” Efra said, “I’ve had a thousand opportunities. I could do it now, kill you both, wander out of here and go kill the rest of the Hearts.”
“Not this time,” said Kofi, voice defensive. “I’m ready for you.” Fists clenched, ropes of muscle stood out on his arms.
“Don’t kill him,” said Nuru.
Efra ignored the tecolotl’s posturing. “I could be Heart’s Mirror if I wanted. Nothing could stop me. Not you,” she nodded at Nuru, “not Mother Death, and certainly not fatboy.”
There was no doubt, no hesitation or bravado, in her voice. This was Efra’s simple assessment of the facts.
Nuru had to agree.
“I don’t like it,” said Kofi. “We can’t—”
Nuru lifted the god-killer from where it sat on the side table. The moment she touched it death sank deep into her flesh, crawled up her arm like tainted blood spreading through veins. She wanted to scream, to hurl it against the wall, shattering the foul obsidian.
She offered it to Efra.
Accepting the knife, Efra held it like it was nothing. Either she couldn’t feel its influence, or it didn’t bother her.
Tucking the dagger into a small bag—purse, Nuru remembered Mbali calling it when she was preparing them for the trip to the Senators’ Ring—Efra flashed a smile of gratitude. “It means a lot that you trust me. More than you can know.”
“We’re in this together,” Nuru answered. “I can’t do this without you.”
“I know. Take the staff. It will help.”
“Help? How?”
“It makes making decisions easier.”
Reaching across the bed, Nuru lifted the staff. Though it looked like it was carved from oak, it was surprisingly heavy and felt cold like stone. A carved eagle’s claw clutched the red bloodstone heart.
“It’s calcified wood,” said Efra, “beyond ancient. From another age, long before the world died.”
It felt good in Nuru’s hand, a comforting weight, though more like a weapon you might club a man with than a powerful artefact.
“I don’t feel different,” said Nuru.
“Give it time. I think I know how to get to Cloud Serpent’s realm. Like Her Skirt is Stars, he hoards souls. We’ll kill them and then we’ll kill him.”
Startled by the sudden change in topic, Nuru said, “You make it sound easy.”
“It won’t be.”
It was insane, but then so was the idea of killing Bastion’s gods.
They’re killing us. We have no choice but to fight back.
Nuru gripped the staff, the stone warming in her hand. The Obsidian Lord made a terrible mistake in choosing Efra as his Heart. Efra would never blindly follow orders, no matter who gave them. He misjudged her.
Or you have.
There was one way to find out. And if Efra betrayed Nuru?
I could never do this on my own, anyway.
To free Bastion, the gods had to die. Smoking Mirror, however, was Nuru’s most dangerous enemy. It felt good to finally have direction, to have a goal.
“You said you wanted to kill Smoking Mirror after Cloud Serpent,” said Nuru. “How will we do that?”
“We’ll reach him the same way we reach Cloud Serpent.”
“And how is that?” Nuru asked.
Efra ignored the question. “You brought us together in the basement of our tenement in the Wheat District and made us eat those cat-turd mushrooms. At first, I thought everything that happened there was real. The nahualli showing up and turning into a snake. Me banishing him.” She flashed the black rectangle tattooed on the inside of her wrist. “It was all part of what you called an Uncomfortable Truth. I shared, but not everything.”
Kofi remained silent, watching the women talk. Something had changed in the way he looked at Efra, his attention lingering where he used to dismiss her as irrelevant. His arguments against trusting her rang hollow, were dropped too quickly.
Is he falling for her?
Nuru didn’t mind. It would be nice if he followed someone else around like a lost puppy desperate to please.
“What didn’t you share?” Nuru asked.
“I wanted to tell you—” Efra looked away from Nuru, nibbling at the scar crossing her lower lip. She made a soft hissing sound. “I wanted to tell you what I knew about Smoking Mirror, but I didn’t trust you back then. He talks to me, but sometimes I hear the thoughts behind his words.”
“And you heard some thought that will help us reach those two gods?”
Efra nodded, flashing Nuru a hesitant smile. “Yes. You said you trust me, but I need you to actually do that.”
“You don’t want to tell me how.”
“Not yet.”
“This is a terrible plan,” interrupted Kofi. “We somehow kill Cloud Serpent, a god who hunts humanity’s most dangerous warriors and wears their skin as trophies.” He turned on Nuru. “But then we walk into Smoking Mirror’s realm alongside his Heart, the one person who has the most to gain from your death? It could be a trap.” He laughed, a humourless snort. “Could be? It’s so obviously a trap.”
“He’s not wrong,” agreed Efra. If the accusation bothered her, she showed none of it. “It is a trap. But it’s our trap. Smoking Mirror will think I’m delivering you to him, but, as I said before, he doesn’t know about the god-killer or the Staff of the Fifth Sun.”
“She bears Father Discord’s mark,” Kofi argued, gesturing at Efra’s wrist. “She chose to have that tattooed.”
“To be fair,” said Efra, “I didn’t understand what it meant. The only reason I went through with it was because it gave me an excuse to visit the Artist and I liked his eyes.”
“To think she is anything but Smoking Mirror’s willing servant, is madness,” said Kofi.
Efra held out the god-killer, offering it to Nuru. “Trust me or kill me. I am his Heart. You know that and you know what it means. Once he’s dead, I’m nothing. Little Efra. Another helpless Dirt girl.” Spinning the dagger, she offered it to Kofi. “How about you, priest?”
When he made no move to take it, Nuru wondered if perhaps he was finally learning.
Efra grunted and continued. “If you kill me before you’ve killed the Obsidian Lord, how will you get to him?”
“With you dead,” said Kofi, “he is no longer in contention to rule the pantheon.”
He killed two gods. Efra’s right: he doesn’t care about ruling the pantheon. He wants to be the pantheon.
“That only matters if there is a pantheon,” said Nuru. “If he’s planning on being the only god, he’ll remain an active force even after Efra’s death.” She gripped the comforting weight of the staff. Insane as this was, with Efra at her side, there was at least a chance. Decision made, she said, “We kill Cloud Serpent first. If we survive that, we go after Smoking Mirror.”
The pain of her losses, her boys dead, souls incinerated and forever beyond rebirth, hadn’t faded. But now, knowing what she must do and having a plan, she felt better. Killing Cloud Serpent would move humanity one step closer to independence.
Chisulo gave his life for this, for what I’m trying to achieve.
It was a lie. He would have done the same no matter what she planned.
He did it for me.
His sacrifice would not be in vain.
Nuru stood, wincing at the pain in her foot. “You said this staff can control the weather.”
Efra examined her, eyes measuring, and nodded.
Breathing deep, Nuru said to Kofi. “The nahualli preach about the world before Bastion. The first time I saw clouds was barely a week ago when we saw lightning stabbing at the Crafters’ Ring.”
Nuru, Efra, and Kofi had been the other side of the Grey Wall. She remembered the sky darkening, the temperature plummeting in the middle of the day. And then Kofi used that word Nuru had only heard in sermons: rain.
Suddenly those stories of water falling from the sky, rushing rivers, huge lakes, and surging oceans became real. Now, with this staff, Nuru had the power to bring back some of the old world. She wanted to cry for joy. With the gods dead and this artefact in the hands of humanity, Bastion’s survival was possible.
“We’re going to the Growers Ring,” Nuru decided. “I’ll make it rain and put out the last of the fires. The crops will grow. We’ll save the city from starvation.”
“This is the heart of a dead god,” said Efra, “not some nahualli or tecolotl trinket.” She ignored Kofi’s frown. “If you want it to rain, step outside and make it so.”
“But the Growers’ Ring is days away.”
“You could call a storm to scour Bastion from the face of the world. That’s why I wanted you to have it.” Efra nibbled at the scar. “There are days I don’t think we’re worth saving. I want to burn it all down, gods and everything.” She scowled at the ground. “In that way, I am perfect for Smoking Mirror. But you…” Glancing at Nuru, she continued. “I trust you. If you say we can do this, that humanity will be better off without the gods, I believe you. I believe in you.”
Nuru pulled Efra into a hug.
Where she used to accept such treatment with stiff discomfort, this time the girl melted against Nuru.
“Let’s make it rain,” Efra said, When Nuru released her.
Grabbing her free hand, Efra pulled her toward the door.
Kofi followed, a look of uncertainty on his handsome face.
He wants to question, to argue.
All his life he worked to return the Queen of Bastion to her rightful place, and now here was her Heart plotting to not only kill his god but wipe out the entire pantheon. She couldn’t blame him for worrying.
As long as he obeys.  
The thought felt strange, not quite hers.
Shrugging off her doubt, she allowed Efra to bring her to the street.
The Senators’ Ring had changed. Drug addled at the time, Nuru recalled flashes of the storm, the bite of sand, the sting of it in her eyes. She hadn’t understood its severity. The lush lawns and parks were buried under red. Every gutter was filled to overflowing. When they first entered the ring, there’d been men and women—tattooed, Indentured, and indebted—sweeping the streets and collecting the garbage. Now, there was no sign of them. Wreckage lay strewn everywhere, scattered by the night wind, heaped in corners and against walls. Corpses littered the intersection, half entombed in crimson waves. Gaping mouths drooled sanguine sands. Sightless eyes filled with the powdered blood of billions.
Where the streets had been crammed with carriages rushing fat Senators in every direction, all that remained of that hustle was a few broken and abandoned carts.
She felt like she’d walked into a scene of brutal violence only moments after the evidence had been hidden.
Overhead, the sun burned. Staff in hand, Nuru grinned up at the blazing orb, basking in the heat on her face.
“Nuru,” said Kofi. “Wait.”
She shot him an annoyed look.
“Remember the lightning.”
“Yes,” she said, impatient.
“It was localized,” he said. “It kept striking the same building.”
She nodded. Lightning had smashed over and over at one spot on the far side of the wall.
Kofi glanced at the empty sky. “I think that was the Cloud Serpent nahualli using the staff.”
“So?”
“If that happens everyone will know exactly where we are. And Smoking Mirror might realize Efra didn’t destroy the staff.”
“So?” Nuru demanded, impatient.
“It’s…” he tried again, stalling. “Something like this could be a surprise. Maybe we should save it.”
“Shit,” said Efra. “He’s right.”
“I am?” said Kofi, stunned.
“What if I make it rain over the entire city?”
“The heart of the storm might still be obvious,” said the Loa priest.
Heart of the storm. It was a strange and strangely fitting term.
Nuru needed to do something, to achieve some good. This staff gave her that power.
That Cloud Serpent nahualli had the staff and let the Growers’ Ring burn.
How little the lives of Dirts must mean to the priests. If she did nothing, she was no better.
“I have to think beyond myself,” she said. “Saving Bastion is pointless if the city starves. The fields need rain to put out the fires and water to grow. It’s worth the risk.”
Kofi turned to stare out toward the Sand Wall. It was too distant to be visible. A pall of smoke polluted the horizon.
“I’m not sure it is,” he said. “The gods vie to rule the pantheon. Their nahual and nahualli will hunt us not only because you’re a Heart, but also to claim the staff for themselves.”
He spoke to the cowering Dirt she knew she was.
Nuru hefted the staff, “Let them come.”
He shook his head, eyes desperate. “We should stay small. Hide.”
What he said made sense.
I can’t do nothing.
Efra once said, ‘Growers run. Growers hide and cower. We’re not Growers anymore.’
No more than a month ago, it seemed like an eternity, Nuru had lived her Dirt life in her Dirt tenement with her Dirt friends. Even then, Efra knew things were changing.
Gods she’s scary.
Efra stood waiting, calm and unworried. Did she know what choice Nuru would make, or did she not care?
She said the staff would make decisions easier.
This didn’t feel easy.
“I’m going to make it rain,” Nuru said. It felt right. Save the fields. Save the Growers. Save Bastion. “I’m going to wash the city clean, rinse away the ash and the sand and the blood.”
“Water from the sky,” whispered Efra. Head tilted back, she grinned at the endless blue, sheltering her eyes with a hand. “I can’t imagine it.”
Neither could Nuru. The only water Dirts saw was the filthy stuff in the bath houses, and the slightly less filthy stuff pulled up from wells in the public square.
“Water from the sky,” said Nuru in awe.
Efra seemed to think she could make it rain over the entire city. Bastion’s population would talk about this for the rest of their lives.
Remember the time it rained?
The nahual would finally have something new to add to the Book of Bastion.
Remember when it rained and then all the gods died?
Not much point in having a holy book if the gods were dead. Yet she couldn’t imagine a life where every day, every task and responsibility were not prescribed. Her deepest fear was that she’d fight this war, kill the gods and free humanity, and nothing would change. She imagined the priests still running the city, still lashing Growers in the square, sacrificing them on the altar.
Why can I imagine killing the gods, but not the people of Bastion changing?
Whatever came after, it would be someone else’s problem.
Nuru stifled a laugh.
A tight clump of people turned the nearest corner. Gaunt and wizened from the sun, they wore filthy grey thobes stained red from the sand.
Growers in the Senators’ Ring?
Maybe she was wrong. Maybe the city would change. Maybe the people would adjust to the new reality.
“Everything is going to be all right,” Nuru said aloud.
Spotting her group, the distant Dirts fled back the way they came.
Nuru limped into the street, stood in the bloody sand. She closed her eyes, calm confidence filling her. Gripping the calcified staff in two hands she raised it over her head the way the Cloud Serpent nahualli had in the underworld.
“Rain.”
For a moment, nothing. Then, the air began to twist as if viewed through the bottom of one of her old glass jars. The horizon darkened.
“Clouds,” whispered Kofi.
Too slow.
Swinging the Staff of the Fifth Sun in a cutting arc, Nuru screamed, “Rain!”
The sky tore itself open.




AKACHI – THE BEAUTIFUL MOMENT

She was the wind, the guide and road-sweeper of the rain gods, of the masters of the water, of those who brought rain. And when the wind rose, when the dust rumbled, and it crackled and there was a great din, and it became dark and the wind blew in many directions, and it thundered; then it was said: The Goddess of the Cave is wrathful.
And so, like Mother Death, Smoking Mirror’s sister/wife/partner/lover [options offered due to translational uncertainty] was banished from the Last City.
—The Book of Bastion
Confident in their numbers, the Dirts spread out to surround Akachi.
He thinned the veil, calling his spirit animal forward. It was easy. Easier than it had ever been. Like a soap bubble filling with air, iridescent rainbows chased mad spirals across the expanding edge of non-reality. It slipped from his control, left him lost in the gaping wound joining the two worlds. Gau Ehiza came through the tear, hungry for existence.
It didn’t infuse him with its spirit. It didn’t share its power.
It took him.
The perfect manifestation of the ultimate predator, its ink-black soul infected Akachi, left no room for the young priest.
Akachi screamed and clawed, fought for control, and lost himself to the beast’s appetites.
Its hungers became Akachi’s hungers.
Its thirst for blood filled him.
The world collapsed, his peripheral vision narrowing to a predator’s focus. Contrast. Movement.
The eyes are everything.
You could tell, by the eyes, if something was food; food recoiled, would not meet your gaze.
The Dirts’ glee at the violence to come changed to horror and then terror as they realized their mistake. The smell of fear, the rabbit flinch of prey, flooded Akachi’s senses. He inhaled their scents, hot herbivore breath and malnutrition.
He lost the last threads of his humanity.
Gau Ehiza growled at the three primates gathered at the well. One of them bolted, triggering its hunter’s reflex.
Lithe muscle rolling beneath onyx fur, the puma gave chase. For a score of heartbeats it followed, allowing its prey to think it might escape. Playing. Teasing. Hearing others flee in the opposite direction, it caught the heel of the monkey’s trailing leg with a paw, hooking it out from under him. The Dirt fell, tumbling on stone. Annoyed and wanting to play, Gau Ehiza sank its teeth into the primate’s throat. Screams choked to a bloody bubbling froth as weak monkey hands struggled to find purchase in its fur. The spirit animal felt the cartilage collapse beneath its fangs as warm blood filled its mouth. The wound was fatal, but a slow bleed. This prey wouldn’t get far and would be easy to track in any case. Gau Ehiza would return to feed later, should it not be sated.
Gau Ehiza craved the hunt.
The puma searched the streets, looking for anything that might steal its kill. Seeing nothing, it left it to pursue the others, returning to the well at a comfortable trot. The upright primates were slow on their two legs. It caught their scent and followed, massive head swinging back and forth. The two had stayed together rather than splitting up.
Gau Ehiza tracked them to an open door, slowing as it approached. Typical monkeys, hiding rather than fleeing. Would they lay in wait with their monkey weapons, hoping to ambush the predator?
Pausing at the threshold, the puma listened to them breathe and whisper, heard the rustle of their clothes. It inhaled, reading the interior. They’d fled directly to the second floor.
Feline eyes dilating, Gau Ehiza sheathed its claws and padded silently into the building. It found the stairs and again slowed to taste the air. They’d ascended without pausing and retreated to another room to hide.
The spirit animal climbed the steps in perfect silence.
This was a beautiful moment. Cowering prey giving away their location with every panicked breath. The anticipation of mayhem.
Finding a long hall at the top of the steps, the puma ignored the open doors on each side. Its prey hid in the back room at the far end. It paused at the doorway, listening to the hissed monkey-jabber. Hungry, the cat still wanted to play. It had been thousands of years since Gau Ehiza enjoyed such freedom. Always called, used and commanded, bent to the pathetic purposes of things that should have feared it.
The spirit animal extended its claws to scrape stone, the quietest hint of sound. The monkey noises stopped. Listening to two throbbing hearts, it waited. They were such impatient creatures. A moment later, they were whispering again.
Gau Ehiza crept closer until less than the length of its tail separated him from his prey around the corner. Loosing a low growl, it heard the gratifying screams of terror. One of them leapt over the puma, sprinting for the stairs. Spinning, it gave chase. In two bounding strides it caught the monkey, leaping to land on his back and bear him to the ground. Hooked claws raked flesh, exposing spine and ribs. Taking its prey by the ankle, the cat dragged it, kicking and screaming, back to where the other hid. Pretending not to see the still cowering primate, it bit hard until the shin bone broke. The monkey thing beneath him went still and limp. Gau Ehiza released it, nudging the unconscious monkey with its nose as if confused. Then it curled up and pretended to fall asleep. Each time the one hiding in the corner moved, the puma grunted or twitched as if about to awaken.
The primate whose leg it bit regained consciousness. Confused and groggy, no doubt stunned to be alive, it didn’t take him long to see his chance and crawl away.
Gau Ehiza let him get as far as the door before rising to fetch him back. This time the cat bit through the primate’s wrist, left the ugly monkey hand hanging by threads of flesh and sinew.
The puma hesitated, staring at the dangling appendage. Something about the fingers bothered it. Still acting as if it hadn’t noticed the other, the spirit animal licked blood from the wound. Walking in a tight circle three times, it curled up again and pretended to sleep.
This time its victim took longer to wake.
Gau Ehiza lay listening to the hissed monkey jabber. Occasional words made it past the puma to the priest within.
“…can’t…leg broken…hand…go get help…draw it away…”
And each time the cowering monkey made to move, the puma shifted or growled.
“…bleeding out…won’t last…”
Slower this time, more careful to be silent, the wounded monkey tried to drag himself away. The puma let it get farther before fetching it back. This time it sank its teeth into the creature’s shoulder, feeling the bones give beneath its crushing jaws.
Three more times he allowed the primate to crawl toward freedom before tiring of the game.
There was, however, still fun to be had.
Gau Ehiza dragged the now weakly kicking monkey back and devoured his guts in front of his hiding friend. By the time it finished, the floor was slick with blood. Gore dripped from its maw. Still acting as if it didn’t know the other was there, it curled up to sleep.
When the remaining monkey failed to work up the courage to attempt escape, the puma became annoyed and killed him.
Gau Ehiza fed again, face deep in the soft tissue of its prey’s open belly. The rest of it was tough and stringy, not worth eating. Raising its head, the cat went in search of the one it left bleeding outside.
Akachi woke from the dream, staring up at a slate-grey sky. He blinked, uncomprehending, as cool droplets fell upon his upturned face. Sitting, he searched for the person who’d splashed him.
How?
Senators, indebted, and indentured poured from every building to stare at the darkening heavens in fear and awe. Some lifted their faces in supplication, catching rain in open mouths. Others flinched at the first cold droplets and fled to cower under the nearest shelter.
The wind whipped, spinning red sand into twisted ropes, dropping the temperature so Akachi’s flesh puckered. More water struck his face, landed on his shoulders, and outstretched legs. He groaned, rubbing his bloated belly. It had been morning. Now, the sun hung low in the west.
Sporadic droplets turned into a steady drizzle, darkening the sand-strewn street to a deep crimson. The braver Senators kicked their sandals off to walk barefoot through the red mud. Most retreated deeper into their homes, still staying where they could watch.
Akachi stood, leaning heavily on the waist-high stone wall ringing the public well. On the far side lay the torn remains of a partially eaten corpse. Wearing the tattered remnants of a grey thobe, it looked like it had been mauled by a huge cat. Though the limbs remained intact, the neck was a shredded ruin. The gnawed remnants of internal organs had been scattered about the gaping cavity of its guts. Mouth open and slack, the dead man stared at the gathering clouds as if in shock.
Akachi struggled to piece together the fragments of dream. There were three Dirts. He remembered their threats and realizing he could neither outrun nor fight them.
The drizzle became a steady rainfall, growing in volume and soaking him through. Shivering, Akachi tugged at his blood-soaked shirt, drawing it tight. Gore and sand caked his clothes.
Grey clouds darkened to gangrenous bruises, the rain surging to a pounding downpour. From horizon to horizon, roiling black choked the heavens. The street, a growing river of blood, swirled about Akachi’s ankles. Garbage floated past, following Bastion’s imperceptible slope toward the centre of the city. The sky split and for a heartbeat, Akachi thought the Fifth Sun had come to blast the world’s last wretched souls to dust. Lightning stabbed down to smash at a building a few blocks away, deafening thunder rattling his teeth.
Screaming in panic, the Senators fled back indoors, slamming shutters and doors closed. Only a few erlaxatu-addicted indentured remained on the street, cavorting in the growing storm like demented demons.
“It’s the end!” one bellowed at the others. “It’s finally the end!”
The rest whooped and hollered in celebration.
Akachi had accidentally called lightning in the Crafter’s Ring when battling Darakai, the Heart of the Lord of the Root, in the dreamworld. Omphile woke him by pinching his nose closed. She saved him from further damaging his city.
He twitched at the memory.
Another stutter of lightning licked at the same block.
Understanding dawning, Akachi stood rooted.
Efra took the Staff of the Fifth Sun. She must be using it to call the storm. The Heart of the Obsidian Lord was still here, in the Senators’ Ring, but a few short blocks away.
Akachi loosed a long acidic belch of blood and raw meat.
I left the church primed for narcotic battle.
There’d been enough aldatu in his veins to see him through most of the day.
The Dirts.
Angry and thirsty, he had called Gau Ehiza. His puma spirit animal answered, smashing through the veil like a raging god.
I lost control.
The corpse at his feet, arms bobbing in the red river drew his eye.
Hot viscera thickened his saliva.
The puma had dragged his last kill to the well so he could feed and drink.
Akachi’s half-hand moved to touch his stomach.
Again, and again lightning crashed down, turning Bastion a brittle white.
He vomited meat and blood. Internal organs, gulped down and hardly chewed, were still recognizable. Shredded strands of heart. Chunks of purple liver. Patches of scalp, hair still clinging. Stomach heaving, bending him double with the force of the contractions, Akachi emptied himself onto the street. A crimson river swept everything away, spinning it around his shins before rushing it from sight.
Akachi pushed himself upright after the convulsions passed. More than anything, he wanted to curl around the heaving pain in his guts, smoke erlaxatu until he felt nothing but numb calm.
“Move!”
Forcing himself toward the building the lightning struck, Akachi stumbled through the red runoff, cursing the shin-deep water for slowing him.




NURU – BLOODSTONE AND OBSIDIAN

From the ashes of the dead shall arise a new god, born of mortal failures. He shall wear aspects of the fallen, and be the last god, the self-proclaimed One True God. He shall make the world in his image, flawed and false, a life of lies and deception. And it shall be the Seventh Age. Magic shall become the dominion of the deranged and dreamers.
—The Book of Bastion (deleted text)
Nuru watched in awe as the clouds gathered, sweeping in from the horizon on fierce winds. Senators stopped in the street or poured from their homes to gawk at the sky. In a score of heartbeats, the sun was gone, the sky darkening as if night had suddenly fallen. She half-expected Her Skirt is Stars to call forth the moon before remembering the god was dead.
“The god is dead and yet the moon rises each night,” she said, not speaking to anyone. “Father Death is dead, the underworld lit by a soul-destroying sun, and yet babies are born.”
“The Grandmother is dead,” agreed Efra. “The goddess who we are told gave birth to the moon and stars is gone and yet each night they wheel overhead, unchanged.”
Millennia of religious dogma died with each god.
Lightning savaged the sky, a bolt striking at the nearest home. Kofi recoiled in terror and Nuru ignored him. The storm was hers. She controlled it. They were safe.
The bloodstone heart of a long dead god throbbed with rage. The Fifth Sun craved destruction, hungered for annihilation. Betrayed by his brother, trapped by Grandfather Coyotl, the Trickster, the god yearned for the end of all things.
Grandfather Coyotl? She couldn’t remember where she’d heard that.
“Kofi, who is Coyotl?”
“That’s from the Loa Book of the Invisibles,” he said. His eyes lost focus as he searched his memory and recited, “Dead gods populate the Bloody Desert. Most died long before the last war began. Since then, however, the death of every fallen god can be laid at the feet of one. Even his name is a lie, for he is the enemy of all sides. Obsidian Butterfly. Mother of Birds and Butterflies. Seven Serpent. Mother Harvest, god of the Life Ring, Protector of the Growers. Grandfather Coyotl, Lord of Tricksters. Lowyatar, Mother Disease. Áłtsé Hashké, Father Cunning. Eingana, Mother Snake.”
Ancient gods named by a thousand long dead cultures.
“The enemy of all sides?” She’d heard that before. Or something similar.
“The Enemy of Both Sides,” said Efra. “Smoking Mirror.”
“But Mother of Birds and Butterflies?” mused Nuru. “I thought he was male.”
Efra asked, “What is gender to a god?”
The death of every fallen god can be laid at the feet of one. If that was true, then even the Fifth Sun had been slain by the Obsidian Lord.
“Who made this staff?” Nuru asked Kofi.
“I don’t know. Probably an ancient tecolotl, back before the nahualli betrayed them.”
Or maybe Smoking Mirror made it for this very conflict.
How far ahead could a god plan?
Nuru resisted the urge to look at Efra. You can’t trust her until Smoking Mirror is dead.
Lifting the staff high, Nuru called for more rain. She screamed for lightning and the dead god obeyed. The sky shook.
The Senators, indebted, and indentured gathered in the street ducked as stuttering barbs of lightning stabbed the heavens. Many fled while others threw themselves to their knees, hands raised as they begged forgiveness from the sky. Which gods they prayed to, Nuru couldn’t guess.
Of what use was The Provider, lord of water and lightning, now? He was nothing, another god waiting to die.
I will execute them all!
The rain turned cold, lightning lashing to strike at the city.
Nuru, Efra, and Kofi were soon the only three outdoors. She couldn’t believe it. Here was this once in a thousand lifetimes event, the kind of thing the nahual wrote in the Book of Bastion, and everyone cowered indoors. Perhaps, back in the Growers’ Ring, Dirts danced in the streets, faces upturned, mouths open to catch the rain. More likely, they too hid in their drab tenements, terrified that the world was changing.
It didn’t matter if it was change for the better. It didn’t matter if change was freeing them from millennia of servitude. Change was scary. Comfortable slavery was better than an unknown tomorrow.
The sky coiled and twisted like a nest of angry black snakes.
Where do the clouds come from? Does it rain beyond Bastion?
She couldn’t imagine beyond.
The nahual preached that the world was round, a huge globe covered in red sand. They said Bastion was the last life on all the dead world. The words meant almost nothing.
Bastion is the world.
It was everything. There was nothing to give what lay beyond the Sand Wall a sense of scale. The Last City was already impossibly large. She’d seen more of it than any Grower in tens of thousands of years, and she’d seen nothing. In the Growers’ Ring there were districts dedicated to everything from corn to potatoes to raising specific animals or harvesting lumber. She’d seen a few streets of the Wheat District and a little of what might have been a barley district. Even then, she knew from the sermons that calling her home the Wheat District was something of a lie. There were wheat districts littered around the ring, scores of them, their simple, patterned streets repeated over and over.
Nuru glanced at Efra. The girl stood unafraid, face twisted in a scar-stretching grin.
She loves this.
And yet she gave the staff to Nuru without hesitation.
Confidence filled Nuru as she gripped the staff tighter. She felt a flash of guilt for wondering if Efra had a hidden agenda, other reasons for wanting her to have the artefact.
It was nothing, a silly fear. Staff and dagger, bloodstone and obsidian, they’d kill Cloud Serpent and Smoking Mirror. They’d kill the gods and free Bastion. She knew it in her bones.
“We should—” Rumbling drums of thunder drown Kofi’s words.
Ignoring the priest, Nuru screamed at the sky. “Rain! More rain!”
The nahual preached that water was life. They said the world was dead and dry, and that The Provider called the waters that gave Bastion life from the very deepest bowels of the earth. If she made it rain enough, could she return the world to life? Could she bring back the age of oceans and lakes and rivers? Humanity could leave Bastion, once again reclaim their lost world.
We’ll have a chance to rebuild when the gods are dead.
This deceptively simple staff, calcified wood and a bloodstone heart, could be the answer to everything.
A world of water, green plants everywhere. Trees and endless fields of clover. A world without ringed walls. A world beyond this prison.
Kofi bellowed something and Nuru ignored him.
“Rain!” she screamed at the black sky. “Rain you fucker! Rain!”
Thunder shook stone, blinding forks of jagged light spearing the city. The downpour became a crushing deluge, stinging icy droplets crashing down to pound Bastion, to wash away the ash and the sand and centuries of parched misery.
Seething clouds choked the vault of the sky, left no hint of the blue she saw every day of her life. Her storm was everything. Everywhere. She imagined what might be happening out beyond the Sand Wall. A world of blood. An endless ocean of red. Bloody waves smashing against Bastion’s defences.
This would be the first step in returning the dead world to life. She pictured pale green shoots climbing from damp sand.
Kofi grabbed Nuru’s arm. “You have to stop!” he yelled into her ear. “The storm!” He gestured at the sky. Stuttering forks of lightning lashed at the home behind them, blackening the stone, sending splintered cracks through the walls. Over and over the priests lectured the Dirts on how defacing Bastion was a sin and damaging the Last City the ultimate blasphemy.
Nuru felt no guilt.
This is what it is to be a god.
Unimaginable power. Control. She need fear nothing, because nothing could touch her. If Smoking Mirror manifest in the street, Nuru would destroy him in a heartbeat. Father Death showed her the way.
Even death may die.
Nuru jerked her arm free of Kofi’s grip. “I don’t have to do anything!” she snapped back.
Hand inside the purse with the god-killer, Efra stood unnoticed behind Kofi. She wore that dead calm expression presaging murderous violence.
If he touches me again, she’ll kill him.
Efra believed in Nuru. She trusted Nuru more than she trusted her god or even herself. Kofi was nothing more than another man with plans for her. Maybe he loved and worshipped Nuru, but she couldn’t pretend that was healthy.
If he touches me again, I’ll let her. She is my protector.
Nuru’s doubts and suspicions felt foul.
“Enough!” Kofi bellowed. He gestured toward the distant outer ring. “You’ve put out the fires. Now you’re drowning the fields. You’ll do more damage than good!”
More damage than good?
All I want is to make a better world!
There was no way to make the world she imagined without people getting hurt. The gods were already at war, though mostly battling through their Hearts. They wielded humanity like weapons, danced them like puppets. The only way to defeat the gods, to kill them all, was to fight their war. She’d turn the Loa to her purpose, never letting on what she planned. Many would die, and she hesitated to examine why she was fine with that.
They’re priests, just like the nahual.
Priests had been bleeding Dirts for millennia. Maybe that made it okay. Or at least lessened her crime. But innocent people would get hurt, too. No doubt the Growers were terrified by the storm. Maybe some even died, caught out in the fields, drowning in mudslides, or struck by lightning.
There is no way to kill the gods without hurting innocent people.
She couldn’t give up, not now when she had the god-killer and the staff. How many thousands of years would pass before someone got an opportunity like this again? If Nuru did nothing, then nothing would change. Dirt life would go back to the way it had always been. Nahual would lash them in the square, bleed them on the altar. The lucky died exhausted in their bed, shunned for being useless, for failing to contribute. Most fell dead in the fields or during the long shuffle home at the end of the day.
I can’t do nothing. I won’t do nothing.
A body floated by, face down in the red river.
Was that Nuru’s first casualty?
Hardly the first. She and Efra left half a dozen corpses in the Crafters’ Ring before she even completed the carving of Mother Death. She had no idea how many died at the Loa church when she called the god.
With Nuru distracted, the storm lost its rage.
“We have to go,” said Kofi. “We’ve been standing at the heart of the storm. If the nahual know we have the staff, they’ll know exactly where we are. We need to run. Now.”
“Let them come,” repeated Nuru. The cold stone weight of the staff gave her confidence. “I’ll sweep them away.”
She wanted that, wanted to smite with holy vengeance as the Book would say. With practice, she could master this ancient weapon, strike precise targets, destroy—
“Lightning struck every ring,” said Kofi. “But it was focussed here.”
“Someday we won’t have to flee,” said Efra. “This is not that day. We need to move before the nahualli come.”
Nuru turned in a circle. Blasted stone, blackened and cracked, surrounded them. Strange twisting snakes of sand had been turned into crystalline red glass. They were beautiful and terrifying.
“Fulgurite,” said Kofi in an awed voice. “My god, I never knew where it came from. Wait! I must get a piece!”
Running to the patch, he snapped a fist-sized chunk off. It crumbled in his hand, falling through his fingers. Cursing, he tried again. This time he gently broke off a finger-length, holding it with reverent wonder. Withdrawing a strip of material from one pocket, he carefully wrapped the rock, binding it in many layers.
“In the hands of a skilled Tecolotl, this can bring nightmares to life,” he said. “This…I never thought to touch fulgurite, much less possess it.”
“Are you done?” demanded Efra. “Remember how we have to run away now?”
Nodding, he tucked away the swaddled stone with exaggerated care.
Grabbing Nuru’s hand, Efra pulled her into motion. “We aren’t far from the gate,” she said.
They set off, sloshing through ankle deep water. Two blocks later, Nuru stumbled from exhaustion, each step a dragging effort. Even the flimsy Senator’s dress, sodden and clinging, felt heavy.
Kofi looked from Efra to Nuru, gaze lingering before shaking his head and focussing on the road.
The gutters, washed clear of detritus by the storm, sent murky rivers swirling toward the heart of the city.
“How are we going to get through the gate?” asked Nuru.
“Things have changed,” promised Efra.
The rain petered out as they ran, the rushing river dwindling to a trickling stream. Above, the impenetrable roiling black clouds crumbled like dried clay thrown to the ground. Clawing through the dissipating cover, the sun once again roared its hate upon the world. If anything, the loathing felt all the more intense after the cool rain. The streets, moments ago choked with refuse and sand, were clean. Millennia of filth and stains washed away in the deluge, the buildings and homes had changed colour. Bastion looked like Nuru imagined it once had: pristine.
The Senators were slow to return to the streets, peering from sheltered doorways, watching as the three jogged past.
Something felt wrong.
“Where are the Birds?” Nuru asked.
“They’re gone,” said Efra, to her left. “After we left Subira’s church, the Guard abandoned their posts.”
“We watched them through the windows as you slept,” added Kofi, jogging at Nuru’s side. “It looked very orderly.”
Their god was dead, but clearly someone still commanded Bastion’s only military force. What would they do?
They’re still priests.
The Birds would find another god to serve. The pantheon would have been as shocked by Southern Hummingbird’s death as the Guard were. Yet Efra said they’d begun marching as if given orders almost immediately.
Nuru dashed a glance left.
She was certain Smoking Mirror manipulated much of what happened in the underworld. Events might not have turned out exactly as the god planned, but the fall of Father War must have been a primary goal. It made sense that the Obsidian Lord would move quickly to conscript the suddenly godless Birds. All the Hummingbird Guard, from the cudgel wielding thugs who walked the Growers’ Ring to the sorcerous nahualli, were trained in battle. Even as a street-sorcerer, Nuru avoided conflicts with them. The Guard were not like other priests. They were the clenched fist of the gods, as hard as the ebony cudgels they carried.
Or it could have been Cloud Serpent.
She couldn’t explain why she felt sure the nahualli who tore the underworld sky had been as much a dupe as everyone else. It was possible Efra had known he was in Subira’s church the entire time. Certainly, she hadn’t seemed surprised.
‘I killed him,’ Efra had said so matter of fact. ‘Subira too.’
The moment Efra woke from Subira’s narcotics, she’d wandered off with clear intent.
Leaving behind the spacious homes of the Senators, the three jogged through damp sand into a neighbourhood of single-story structures with open fronts. Endless shelves lined the interiors. Outside stood ornately crafted wood tables too heavy to have been moved by the storm. The buildings had been brazenly painted as if defacing Bastion wasn’t blasphemy punishable by lashings in the public square.
Different laws for them.
Here and there, ancient paint showed through newer coats. This was no recent blasphemy. The Senators slathered layer after layer on top of the most holy stone. Some buildings had words painted neatly above the archways. Nuru couldn’t read them, but she recognized the swirling lines and symbols from the Book. Even after the destruction of the storm, everything was beautiful. More beautiful, for being scrubbed clean.
Seeing her expression, Kofi said, “This is a dining district.”
“Dining?” She recognized the word from the nahual’s sermons. Priests dined. Dirts ate. “They have to go to a separate district to eat?”
Kofi grunted a laugh as he loped at her side. “No. Senators have chefs—”
“Sheffs?” demanded Efra.
“Highly skilled Crafters brought into the ring on temporary passes to do their cooking,” he answered. “People who prepare their meals. They have special servants trained to lay out the tableware and cutlery, serve each course, pour the wine, and clean up afterward. But sometimes they want to dine out, eat somewhere other than in their own homes.”
Nuru had no idea what tableware or cutlery was. For the most part Growers collected food—typically wrapped in large leaves—from the nahual-run kitchens and ate it as they shuffled back to their tenements. No one went somewhere special to eat.
“In part,” Kofi continued, “eating is a social event. Families come together at the larger tables. It’s also a chance to talk business, politics, and law. Senators believe it’s important to discuss such things first while intoxicated, and then again later while sober. It’s about altering perspectives to see all sides of an argument.”
Nuru imagined long tables of plump men and women eating and drinking strange foods while drunkenly arguing the fate of the Growers. It explained a lot.
“As much as anything, though,” the Loa added, “it’s about being seen. They wear their most expensive clothes, order the most extravagant meals. It’s about displaying wealth.”
“I remember when I was a kid,” said Efra. “I was working the farming plot in the crèche, planting seeds. I found a stick that was perfect for poking holes in the soil. It fit my hand just right. I kept it wrapped in my thobe so I could use it each day. When the nahual noticed he made me break it and throw it in the fire. Growers aren’t allowed to own things.”
“An unfortunately literal interpretation of—” Seeing Efra’s expression, Kofi shut up.
He’s learning.
Nuru slowed to a walk, Efra and Kofi matching her pace. The Wall of Commerce separating the Senators from the Bankers lay a few blocks ahead. Half expecting it to reflect the power and importance of Bastion’s lawmakers, Nuru was surprised to see yet another massive grey wall dwarfing the nearby buildings. Whatever the Senators thought of themselves, like the Growers, they lived in the shadow of this reminder that others mattered more. Did they stare at that wall with envy while dining?
“Are Senators allowed to pass into the Bankers’ Ring?” Nuru asked.
“Only if summoned,” Kofi answered. “Only if granted a special pass. For the most part that means they only go to answer for a mistake or to clarify the ratification of a new law or proposed changes to an old one.”
Efra, still strolling at Nuru’s left, said, “How often are new laws created?”
“It’s rare.”
“A few a year?”
“Rarer,” he said. “Much, much rarer.”
Nuru asked, “Are Senators free to travel?” She’d never seen a Senator in the Growers’ Ring and couldn’t remember seeing any during her brief time among the Crafters.
Kofi nodded. “Sometimes they’ll visit the Crafters’ Ring to check the work on a custom project.”
“Custom?” Efra interrupted.
“They have furniture or clothes made to their own specifications. One-of-a-kind items. Very expensive.” Seeing their confusion, he added, “Owning something no one else has is a way of displaying wealth and standing. Though mostly they send indebted servants for such things. Travel is considered odious and unpleasant.”
For all that their lives were infinitely better than those of the Growers, the Senators were little freer. They still lived trapped within walls, their lives defined by where they were born.
That’s not true. They can travel but choose not to.
Perhaps some walls didn’t need to be physical to keep people locked in place.
Passing through the abandoned Dining District—Nuru couldn’t wrap her head around the idea of food being a social event tied to status—they entered a rougher looking neighbourhood. Gone was the pomp and colour of the rest of the ring. While massive compared to a Dirt tenement, the homes were drab and colourless. None of the windows retained their shutters, wooden frames, or glass. It looked like Nuru’s storm had swept the garbage from the rest of the ring and deposited it here. Great heaping mounds of sodden refuse, and more than a few corpses, lay piled against walls. Gaunt people huddled in doorways or stared out gaping windows, watching them pass. Most had arms covered in tattooed black hashmarks.
“Homes are rated by what the Senators call Light Time,” said Kofi. “The more time they’re exposed to sunlight, the more valuable they are. This close to the Wall of Commerce, these houses are in shadow half the day.”
“Stupid,” said Efra. “The houses that get more shade are more comfortable.”
“Not true. There’s a cooling system running through the buildings. Cold water is pulled up from deep underground and circulated through Bastion by The Provider.” Kofi glanced at Nuru. “At least from the Senator’s Ring inward. There’s an entire separate system for water heated deep below the city to warm the homes at night.”
Would those systems survive the death of the god maintaining them? Nuru decided she didn’t care. At worst, the inner rings would be forced to survive as the Dirts always had.
Turning the corner at the end of the block, they saw the gates into the Bankers’ Ring. Like those in the Grey Wall that separated the Growers from the Crafters, there was a smaller pedestrian portal, and a larger one for wagons. For a moment Nuru wondered if she’d misjudged the distance and they were farther from the wall than she thought. Both looked tiny in comparison to those in the Grey Wall, the pedestrian entrance hardly larger than a tenement doorway. Like puckered wounds in seamless stone, neither looked inviting.
Where the larger gate remained closed, the other hung open.
No Birds stood at either.
“Well,” said Kofi, “not having the Guard around all the time is going to make travel easier.”
Efra scowled at the open gate as if she suspected a trap. “At least until the rioting starts.”




AKACHI – FROM SLIVERS TO SYPHILIS

Not forever in Bastion, only a brief time here! Even jade fractures; even gold ruptures, even quetzal plumes tear: Not forever in Bastion: only a brief time here!
— The Flower Songs of Fasting Coyote (inscribed upon the Empty Temple)
The rain dwindled and stopped, the clouds scattering before the sun’s wrath, and Akachi screamed in frustration. The storm’s end meant the Dirt girls achieved whatever damage they intended and were already on the move. Ignorant as they might be, they weren’t dumb enough to stay at the epicentre.
The water hampering his progress drained away, carried by the now clean gutters. For a mad instant Akachi wondered if that had been their purpose but couldn’t imagine a Bastion where it rained often enough to need them. As the streets dried, Akachi increased his speed. The heat returned with concussive force, drying his blood, puke, and rain-soaked clothes to a chafing crust. Breathing hurt, seared his lungs. His heart slammed so hard he felt it in his throat. Slowing, he gasped for air. A pounding headache built in his temples, throbbed behind his missing.
He stopped, bent double, hands on knees, trying to breathe without vomiting again.
When had running become so difficult?
Akachi coughed a wheezing laugh of frustration. Always skinny, he’d never given much thought to exercise. Not like Nafari, who thought it was important to ‘look good naked.’
Weeks of near starvation, constant narcotic abuse, and being beaten half to death hadn’t helped.
“You’re so close,” Akachi scolded himself. “Keep moving.”
One foot in front of the other. Move.
Cleansed by the pounding rain, the city felt different and sounded strange. Each footstep echoed harsh off stone. Instead of looking rejuvenated, Bastion felt raw and wounded, as if millennia of filth and sand had been all that protected her. Senators huddled in doorways, terrified of the street. There was nothing out here for them. The markets were barren, tables stripped of food and goods. Restaurants sat empty, furniture overturned and tossed aside as looters sought food.
Today, the Senators were hungry for the first time in their lives. Tomorrow they’d understand how desperate things truly were.
Turning another corner, Akachi realized he hadn’t seen a single Hummingbird Guard since leaving Subira’s church. Though the Senators’ Ring never required the presence needed in the outer rings, there’d always been Guards walking patrol and directing carriage traffic on busier streets.
Panting and staggering from exhaustion, Akachi rounded the last corner. Before him stood a Senator’s home, blackened and blasted, scarred by countless lightning strikes. Twists of crystalline red stone lay in an otherwise clean street. It looked like the gods had somehow calcified lightning. Gaping wounds showed in the holy city where stone walls had cracked wide. Slowing to stop, Akachi stood in stunned silence.
Efra did this on purpose.
The terrible blasphemy rocked him to his core. The Dirt girl took the Staff of the Fifth Sun and turned it against the Last City.
There is no atrocity she won’t commit.
He couldn’t imagine why she’d done it. Bastion was life. By attacking it, she was attacking all humanity. Such damage could never be repaired.
He struggled to give the Dirt women the benefit of the doubt. They were ignorant, no doubt working toward some misguided goal they thought was right. This wanton destruction, however, was unforgiveable. It served no purpose. They might be the Hearts of gods, but they were still common Dirt filth.
Bastion was ancient beyond understanding. So much had been lost over the centuries. Everywhere he saw signs of deterioration. Missing doors or shutters. Glass windows broken hundreds, or thousands of years ago and never replaced. Every corner and step rounded with age. With the sand washed away, this was the first time he realized how deep the gutters lining every street were. Previously, they’d always been half-filled with detritus.
The blood will run fast, unhindered.
Akachi turned a circle to get his bearings and stopped. The clouds of smoke that choked the outer ring for the last week were gone.
She doused the fires.
No doubt an unforeseen consequence of her blasphemy.
I wanted to do that.
Why hadn’t he?
He’d been focussed on his prey.
I served my god.
Nothing else mattered, right?
She did it in moments. I could have done that, had I but taken the time.
Akachi crushed the sour guilt. He would have done it better, been more careful. He would have controlled the storm, focussed the rain where needed. But Cloud Serpent hadn’t said anything about the fires or the Growers’ Ring. The god never mentioned the staff.
He didn’t know I had it, doesn’t know I lost it.
That, at least, was some small mercy.
It was all Smoking Mirror’s fault. The god sent him the dream about Bishop Zalika and the Staff of the Fifth Sun, and Akachi had raced off without once questioning.
That can’t be true!
Everything was to Cloud Serpent’s plan. Akachi’s place was to obey, not to question.
But not questioning cost me everything.
Akachi faced the Wall of Commerce. Since he began stalking them, his prey had moved ever inward. The Dirts couldn’t have got far.
If you run, you might catch them.
Exhaustion pulled at him, sapped his will.
Other, sorcerous options were also at his disposal. As a puma, he could easily outpace the women. As a blood-tail hawk, he could fly above the city, pass over the wall.
The swirling draff of his last dose haunted him. Having lost himself to Gau Ehiza, he dared not take more aldatu.
He knew where they were going. He’d find them in the Bankers’ Ring. The Dirts couldn’t hide from him for long. He needed sleep. Food and water. A change of clothes. He was a nahual, the Heart of Cloud Serpent, and he looked like an indentured zoriontasuna addict.
They’ll have to pass through the gate. Maybe the Guard—
He still hadn’t seen a single Hummingbird Guard.
One of the gods probably offered them a place in their priesthood.
After Father Death’s demise in the underworld, Zalika had said the Loa offered to accept the dead god’s nahual into their ranks.
Or was that true? Hadn’t Zalika told him that in the dream he now believed Smoking Mirror sent?
Yet it still had the ring of truth. A priest without a god is nothing. Unimportant in every way. Less than a Dirt. Knowing The Lord was dead, few would hesitate to join the priesthood of another.
Even shaking with exhaustion, another piece of an intricate puzzle clicked into place.
The Hummingbird Guard hadn’t sworn themselves to just any god, and definitely not to Mother Death. The Queen of Bastion had been as tricked and manipulated as Akachi. If he was right, and Smoking Mirror was behind everything, the Guard had joined the Obsidian Lord.
They’re under Efra’s command.
Fear slammed through Akachi. The city’s only military force under the command of a dangerous and insane Dirt was too terrifying to contemplate. In blasting the city with lightning, she’d shown herself willing of the most terrible crimes.
In his dream Zalika had said, ‘The Destroyer seeks the end of all. The final blasphemy, the murder of an entire pantheon.’
It was a lie, or at least a misdirection. It was Smoking Mirror who sought to murder the other gods. And he’d already started by tricking Akachi into killing Southern Hummingbird and Face Painted with Bells in the underworld. He almost killed Mother Death too.
Once the other gods understood what Smoking Mirror planned, it would be a chaotic free-for-all, every god warring to kill the others, striving to be the last.
With a groan of pain, Akachi set off toward the gate. Half a block later, he stopped to vomit in the street, drooling red bile. His insides felt torn, as if Gau Ehiza raked his soul with its claws. Skull throbbing like it might split apart, he rubbed his temples, praying for the pain to pass or the world to come to a crashing end.
Neither happened.
Coughing and sputtering, his throat raw, he sobbed in pain. The wineskin, sunken and empty, reminded him he’d left the well without filling it.
How far was the wall? Ten minutes, if he ran hard.
I can’t.
He’d taken too much aldatu and gods knew what else. He needed food, water, and erlaxatu to calm his screaming nerves. Foku to bring him back to his purpose.
And something for this fucking headache!
He needed sleep. He couldn’t remember the last time he closed his eyes.
“Eye,” he mumbled, the empty socket throbbing behind its tattered patch.
Even though he knew he had nothing but aldatu, he clawed his belt pouches open, hoping he’d been wrong.
Nothing.
I can’t do this.
He needed narcotics.
Desperate, he checked the streets. Senator homes. The next block looked like restaurants. Clutching his gut, he stumbled to the first only to find it thoroughly looted, only a few shards of broken furniture remaining. Going from door to door, he found emptied pantries and stripped wine cellars.
Thoughts skittering like spit on a hot stone oven, he couldn’t think straight.
Erlaxatu.
There had to be somewhere he could find the narcotics he needed.
Nuru was a powerful street-sorcerer, and Efra had taken the Staff of the Fifth Sun. Rushing after them when virtually unarmed was unwise. Particularly if Smoking Mirror’s Heart now commanded the Hummingbird Guard. He needed to restock, to prepare for war.
A church? There had to be one somewhere.
No. Not just any church, he needed a church of the Lord of the Root. The Healer’s nahual were masters of preparing narcotics. In the Northern Cathedral, they’d been responsible for maintaining the dispensary as well as seeing to wounded Hummingbird Guards and curing everything from slivers to syphilis. With the exception of the illegal basement stills that sprung up in every ring, they also made all Bastion’s alcohol from the crude beer the Crafters drank to the finest vintages of the Priests’ Ring.
Gods, he’d kill for an ale to wash the bile from his mouth.
Things had changed. With the gods jostling for leadership of the pantheon, the cooperation once commonplace among their nahual would be no longer. As the Heart of Cloud Serpent, setting foot in the church of another god was incredibly unwise. Particularly when Akachi had only the aldatu, which he dared not use, at his disposal.
He’d killed Darakai, the Lord of the Root’s Heart, removing the god from contention. The Healer’s nahual would likely be ill-disposed toward helping as a result. The Healer might hold a grudge and decide to meddle, even if indirectly. One whispered word to a nahualli, and Akachi might find himself seeing the underworld’s new sun. Technically, it wouldn’t be breaking the pact.
He couldn’t control Gau Ehiza, but what about one of the other spirit animals?
Akachi had carvings of Indar Handia, the bear, and Bihotz Blindatua, the pangolin. Indar, while less aggressively predatory than Gau Ehiza, was still a terrifying beast. Bihotz, in comparison to the other two, was almost peaceful. Fishing the carving out from its place in his belt, Akachi studied the creature. As an apprentice, he spent weeks living with a pangolin in one of the menageries in the outer ring. It curled into a little armoured ball and farted loudly the moment he set foot into its cage. He chuckled, remembering how he almost lost a finger when he poked the thing out of frustration. It’s scything armoured plates were surprisingly dangerous to anything foolish enough to touch it.
His attention strayed to the stumps of his fingers.
Doesn’t matter now. That finger is gone anyway.
After living with the creature, studying its habits, learning its routines and personality, he spent a month carving it in painstaking detail and another two weeks painting it.
‘This,’ his teacher said, examining the finished carving, ‘you do acceptably.’
The subtle suggestion that everything else Akachi did was substandard still haunted him.
‘How much foku did you take when carving?’ his teacher asked, squinting at the overlapped scales.
‘None,’ Akachi answered, earning himself a look that might have been doubt or disgust.
Standing in the middle of the street in the Senators’ Ring, his stolen clothes crusted with puke and blood, tainted with poorly dosed narcotics, he longed for that innocence. Being a priest was supposed to be about peace, about preserving the harmony of Bastion. An acolyte’s time in the outer ring was meant to be a lesson in humility and bringing the Book to those who couldn’t read it for themselves. In the last two weeks he’d been attacked several times. He lost fingers fighting Mother Death and an eye when a Loa tecuhtli turned a church full of corpses against the squad of Guards he travelled with. Twice he lost control of Gau Ehiza and devoured those who would harm him.
His stomach knotted at the thought of raw meat, the throat-feel of vomiting up scalp and hair. Something between a laugh and a sob escaped his clenched jaw. He dared not thin the veil again. Not yet.
Sleep. I need sleep.
Sleep, and food.
There was only one god’s church he dared enter.
Turning his back on the Wall of Commerce, Akachi went in search of a church of Cloud Serpent.




NURU – PLAYING AT SCARCITY

Then The Provider said, “Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds.”
And it was so.
—The Book of Bastion
Finding no Birds guarding the gates, Kofi led Efra and Nuru closer. Just as the wall separating the Crafters from the Senators was shorter and less thick than the wall between them and the Growers, this was smaller again.
“Why do the walls decrease in size as you move inward?” asked Nuru.
“I never gave it much thought,” Kofi admitted.
“There’s a surprise,” muttered Efra.
Slowing, Nuru stared up at the expanse of stone. “It makes no sense. This would keep us out just as effectively as the Grey Wall. It doesn’t need to be so huge.”
“It’s all about power,” said Efra. “And the perception of power.” She turned on Kofi. “As you head inward, each wall is smaller, right?”
He nodded.
“That’s so everyone can look out and see the larger wall separating them from those lesser souls beyond. When they look inward, they see the smaller wall and know they’re that much closer to the gods. Everyone gets to feel superior to someone else.”
“Except the Dirts,” said Nuru.
“Except the Dirts,” Efra agreed. “We get to gaze at the Sand Wall and know it is all that stands between us and death. I suppose it’s to make us grateful to the gods, keep us in our place.”
Brow furrowed, Kofi said nothing as he led them toward the pedestrian gate.
The passage through the smooth and seamless stone wasn’t more than twenty strides and had none of the dark and foreboding terror of the passage through the Grey Wall. Heaped sand and garbage, washed in by the storm and still damp, sat compacted in the corners. Even though the torches lining the length of the tunnel were missing, with the doors at both ends open, Nuru saw enough she wouldn’t trip on anything.
When was the last time a Dirt stepped into the Bankers’ Ring?
A thousand years? Ten thousand?
Exiting the far side, Nuru shaded her eyes with a hand.
Once again, a short journey through stone brought her to an entirely new world. The Senators’ Ring had been all colour, each building a work of art. Each structure different, she’d seen nothing like the endless blocks of tenements the Growers lived in. Here, the buildings possessed none of the Senators’ intricate architecture. Everything was squat and flat, conveying strength and permanence. Nothing had been painted, and no bright curtains hung in windows. Instead, everything was shuttered with heavy wood, much repaired and yet still cracked with age. Even the entranceways were blocked with solid oak doors. The Bankers were as different from the Senators as the buildings. Tall and thin, lean to the point of emaciated, they wore a thousand shades of grey. For a heartbeat, she mistook them for Growers, except they were clean, and their robes shimmered in the sun.
“Are they not allowed to eat?” demanded Efra.
“Austerity is next to godliness,” intoned Kofi. “Obesity is blasphemy, gluttony a lack of control. Flamboyance and loud behaviour are frowned upon as needy. Though,” he added, “on certain carnival days they dress in the best finery and put the Senators to shame.”
“What’s a carnivore day?” Efra asked.
“It’s a special day where no one works. The entire ring feasts and celebrates the gods. Only on carnival days do Bankers eat and drink to excess.”
“Must not happen very often,” said Efra. “They’re scrawny.”
“Once a week.”
Efra shook her head in wonder. “They have a day off every week?”
Nuru remembered the one time the nahual sent the Dirts home from the fields, and that was because a puma had dragged a young woman off into the wheat and killed her. Its meal had been interrupted by a pair of Birds and it was still hungry, still prowling the grain. The next day they’d been sent back to work, and it killed and ate a youth barely a week from the crèche.
“They also make liberal use of the vomitoriums,” added Kofi, “so as not to gain weight.”
The two women stared at the nahual.
Efra scowled like she suspected a trap. “Vomitoriums?”
“They eat until bloated, and then step out to the private rooms to relieve themselves. Part of that is vomiting the food and drink to make room for more.”
A Banker glided past in silken grey robes. This poverty and austerity were a façade. They had the best of everything, from clothes to food, and played at denying themselves knowing they’d gorge. Growers got barely enough food to keep them on their feet, and Bankers ate so much they had to puke it up lest they become fat.
“Another ring not worth saving,” grumbled Efra.
None of it is.
Gripping the staff, Nuru reminded herself it was about the people, not the social structures. She wasn’t fighting to save the rules of Bastion; she fought to free the Growers, and to save the population from the depredations of parasitic gods.
“If I was Heart’s Mirror,” said Efra, “all of this would come down. The Bankers. The Senators. The nahual.” She glared at Kofi. “All the priests.”
“What would you replace it with?” Kofi asked.
It was a good question.
“One law for all,” Nuru answered, “from those in the fields to those preaching the book. And I’d revisit the idea that one man’s hour can be worth more than another’s.”
“Time is all we have,” Efra said.” Anyone who thinks theirs is worth more than mine is wrong.”
Turning onto another street of unadorned, squat buildings, they found their way blocked by a massive wagon. Sweating Bankers wrestled with a heavy and intricate yoke of oak and leather. Three, in the lightest grey robes, barked conflicting orders at the rest. One claimed the straps were tangled, and that nothing could be done until that was fixed. Another said they had it all backwards and upside down. The third wanted those doing the work, all in sweat-soaked grey robes so dark as to be near black, to ignore the yokes and somehow tie the straps directly to the beasts.
The six oxen ignored the Bankers and their attempts to bully them into place.
Nuru, Efra, and Kofi stopped to watch.
A gaunt young man spoke in earnest tones to the ox nearest him, politely imploring it to back up a few steps so they might harness it. He futilely tried shoving the beast and it turned ancient eyes on him.
“What are they doing?” asked Efra.
One of the young women wrestling with the yoke suddenly wobbled on unsteady legs and collapsed to the ground, fainting from the heat and her efforts. The ox she’d been working on wandered off toward a nearby well.
“They’ve clearly never done this before,” said Nuru. While she’d never been assigned to one of the yoking teams, she’d seen it done often enough to know how it worked. “For one thing, that yoke is only designed for two oxen.” It was also meant for a much smaller wagon.
Seeing the three of them, the oldest Banker imperiously waved them over. “You there, Senators! Come here this instant!”
A rush of fear tightened Nuru’s chest. All her life the nahual preached that the holier one was, the closer one lived to the gods. To the Growers, those of the inner rings were near-mythic, blessed by the pantheon, hallowed by birthright.
They’re just people, no different from us.
With an amused shrug, Efra obeyed. Nuru and Kofi trailed along behind.
“Do you know how to”—the Banker gestured at the oxen and wagon, searching for the words—“tie these stupid things to that stupid thing?”
“Why?” Efra asked.
He blinked at her in myopic surprise. “So we can go to the Growers’ Ring and get food. It’s been two days since the last wagon!”
Efra nodded. “You saw the smoke, right? The Growers’ Ring burned. Not much food out there. The wells are drying up too. I’d guess you have maybe two more days of water at most.”
The other Bankers gathered to listen.
Efra said, “The nahual plan to let everyone starve. They say it’s punishment for ten thousand years of blasphemy. The gutters will run deep with blood and the gods will feed. Only when one in ten remain will they save those few survivors.”
A Banker in sopping robes fanned himself with a hand. “One in ten?”
“The Hummingbirds took all the food in the markets,” said another. “They said something about the need for rationing.”
“Where is your ration, then?” asked Efra.
Panic spread.
“They can’t let us die!” yelled an elderly woman in grey robes so pale they were almost white. “Bastion would collapse without her economy!”
Efra raised an eyebrow. “You grow nothing. You make nothing.”
“Without Bankers, no one will get paid,” the woman snapped back, voice smug. “Why would someone work unless they’re being paid?”
“Why indeed,” mused Efra.
“The Hummingbirds tore up my garden,” said another Banker as she pushed her way to the front of the crowd. “They took everything, even Abdalla, my gardener! And they didn’t leave a receipt!” she huffed in annoyance. “I’m withholding her wages until she’s back at work.”
Another Banker, gaunt and sodden with sweat, sunken skin strangely grey like he never saw the sun, shoved to the fore. “They took my pets,” he wheezed. “All three cats, and my dog. No paperwork. Just threw them into the back of a penance wagon with a bunch of other animals. What do they want my cats for?”
“They’re going to eat them,” Efra answered.
“My little Haadiya? Food? You… You can’t eat cats!”
“When you’re hungry, everything is food.”
The rest argued about which forms the Birds neglected to fill out before requisitioning the gardener and pets.
Turning away, Efra wandered past the knot of arguing Bankers. All attempts to yoke the oxen had ceased.
Nuru and Kofi jogged to catch up.
“Why did you tell them the nahual were going to let them die?” the priest asked.
“What was it the priests in the crèches used to say before punishing us?” Efra asked.
“It’ll be character building,” quoted Nuru.
“Exactly. A little fear and suffering will do them some good.”
The street opened into a public square large enough to fit hundreds. Indebted climbed the surrounding buildings with wooden ladders, scrubbing the already pristine walls with coarse brushes. Though they moved slowly in the crushing heat, men and women cleaned the streets in pairs, the first pushing a broom, the second following behind on their hands and knees with wet rags. Aside from the damp patches, which dried in a few heartbeats, Nuru saw no difference between the cleaned areas and the parts they had yet to reach.
She slowed, staring in awe at the well. A seamless stone gazebo, large enough for dozens to lounge in, shaded the area. Shaped coils of stone snaked the structure like a tangle of vines. Maybe, at one time, that’s what the designs were. All that remained were rounded depressions and hints of leaves. Several lean Bankers lounged in the shade, sitting on long stone benches, waving their hands excitedly as they conversed. Sweating teenagers donned in black robes stood fanning them with long fronds or fetching them wood mugs of water from the well. Uncomfortable as they looked, they still wore silk and sturdy leather shoes.
Seeing Nuru’s attention, Kofi said, “The shades of grey denote rank. The youngest, acolytes of the Lord of the Vanguard wear perfect black. The higher the rank, the lighter the shade. In each quarter is a Quartermaster, the ranking priest, and they wear a grey so close to white it’s indistinguishable to all but the keenest eye.”
“That’s called white,” said Efra.
“Something is missing.” Nuru scanned the public square, trying to figure out what bothered her.
“There’s no altar for public sacrifices,” said Efra. “There are no whipping posts.”
Kofi’s eyes widened with shock. “Bankers are never whipped or publicly sacrificed. It’s just not done! If a Banker commits a crime heinous enough to earn such punishments, they’re stripped of their name and belongings and are forever indentured.” He managed an embarrassed wince. “Unless a family member pays the requisite fines on their behalf.”
“Growers get whipped for owning a conveniently shaped stick,” said Nuru, “or for taking a handful of fresh berries instead of waiting for them to be carted to the Crafters’ Ring. Are Bankers punished for such things?”
“You were being punished for stealing,” said Kofi. “If a Banker took something without paying for it, they too would be punished.”
“You’re talking about that scrip stuff,” said Efra, “those little slips of paper with all the lines.”
Kofi nodded. “They print it here in the churches. They use ink created by the nahualli of the Lord of the Vanguard. It’s painted onto holy stones carved by the god himself, and then pressed into sheets woven in a secret pattern. It’s impossible to copy.”
“The Bankers make the scrip?” asked Efra, incredulous. “No wonder they don’t have to steal anything. If they can’t afford it, they just make more scrip.”
“It doesn’t work like that,” said Kofi. “There are rules.”
“Who makes the rules?” Efra demanded.
“The Bankers are in charge of everything related to the economy.”
“And who decides when to print more scrip?” Nuru asked.
“There are formulas, set down by the Nose Lord, that define when—”
“Who?” she repeated.
“The Bankers,” he admitted. “But they can’t print scrip whenever they want.”
“Why not?”
“Like I said, there are rules—"
“You Loa are confusing,” Efra interrupted. “You’re the sworn enemy of the nahual, and yet you act as if they’re flawless. You can’t imagine your enemy being driven by greed. You can’t imagine them taking advantage of a system that sets them at the top.” She barked a scornful laugh. “I get it! You Loa aren’t trying to replace the nahual with something better, you’re replacing them with more of the same. You just want to be the ones on top.”
The young priest bristled, and then sagged. “I’m not Loa. Not once I agreed to betray our god.” He flinched. “Their god.”
“And?” asked Nuru, knowing he wanted to say more.
“Efra isn’t wrong,” he admitted. “The Loa talk about making things better for the Growers, but never about paying them.”
“There have been Loa priests since the moment the gods banished Mother Death,” Efra said. “You’ve had near twenty-five thousand years and never once thought to teach the Dirts how to read and write?”
“I…” He frowned at the ground before him. “No.”
“If the Loa won,” Efra said, “what do you think would have happened? How would Dirt lives been improved?”
“Efra,” Nuru said. “Leave him alone.”
“No,” Kofi said. “She’s right. Maybe things would have improved for a while, but nothing was going to change.”
Efra’s eyes widened in surprise.
Kofi’s expression hardened. “Afterwards, Bastion will still need leadership. Part of me clung to the belief that it would still be the nahual. No one else knows anything about running a city! There must be laws. Someone must grow the food, and that food must reach every ring. But I was naïve. It can’t be the priests. I just…” He shook his head. “But if not them, who?”
Nuru didn’t know. He wasn’t wrong, but what use was tearing the old structures down without having something to replace it? Gripping the Staff of the Fifth Sun tighter, she felt better. She didn’t need an answer for every single little problem the future would face.
“Once the gods are gone,” Nuru said, “the people will have to figure it out for themselves.”
Kofi looked doubtful but said nothing.
Beyond the public square, all stone and grey, they entered a sprawling park of grass and manicured trees. Patches of exposed earth showed where plants had been torn up. Glancing down, Nuru saw piled clods of goat shit. She saw no sign of goats or other animals. A crowd of men and women gathered around a flowering bush, arguing. An old man in light grey pushed a young woman in black forward, barking an order. Pinching one of the leaves off, she ate it, face crumpling at the flavour. The others squinted at her, waiting to see how she reacted.
“She’ll be dead by morning,” said Efra.
Nuru, who had only half been paying attention, cursed. Cupping her hands before her mouth, she shouted, “That’s larkspur! She needs to vomit immediately!”
The elderly man narrowed his eyes in distrust, as if Nuru meant to steal the plant for herself. The woman, however, jammed her hand in her throat, and puked.
Efra said, “They’ll just kill her by getting her to eat something else stupid.”
Nuru hoped not, but people had a strange reaction to authority figures.
Even Bankers, it seemed, had rules so ingrained they never stopped to question them. Was anyone in all Bastion free from childhood indoctrination? For a moment, she thought perhaps the nahual lived free, but realized they had more rules than anyone. If anything, the priests seemed the least able to question what they’d been taught.
Kofi led Nuru and Efra through the Bankers’ Ring, tension in the streets rising as the heat grew.
“Choosing to go without food,” said Efra, “is easy when you know you can eat anytime you want.”
They watched yelling matches turn into brawls as Bankers fought over crusts of bread or cheese. As the sun crept past its zenith, they saw their first Banker corpse, an elderly man in light grey robes leaking blood from a vicious head wound. By the time the sun sank toward the horizon, there were no longer indebted sweeping or scrubbing the streets and buildings, their empty buckets and rags abandoned.
Though they stopped at every well for water, hunger built in Nuru’s gut, a hollowed empty gnawing feeling. Everywhere they saw increasing signs of desperation. As the sun sunk from sight, Bankers chased rats or stared with desperate self-hate at the few cats and dogs the Birds hadn’t confiscated.
“One more day,” said Efra, walking at her side. “Tomorrow they will panic. The smart ones will head outward, to where the food is. The stupid ones—the majority—will head inward to complain. Tomorrow they will realize they’re no longer playing at scarcity.”
“They’ll riot,” said Kofi.
“They will remember what it is to be animals,” agreed Efra. Glancing at Nuru, she added, “Don’t worry, Kofi and I will keep you safe.”
Was that the first time she suggested the tecolotl might be useful? Nuru darted a glance at the man, read the pleased surprise in his widening eyes.
“That’s right,” he said. “We won’t let anyone hurt you.”
And now it’s we?
“The Temple of Shei Baal Ba, Efra said, changing the subject, “is in the Priests’ Ring.”
Nuru, confused, said nothing.
“The Place of Fear,” said Kofi, looking to Efra with newfound respect. “The temple has stood empty for ten thousand years. I heard Smoking Mirror betrayed the god whose church it was, tricking him into angering Mother Death, who killed him. The Book of the Invisibles says the abandoned temple is a place of nightmares and a thousand doors leading to a thousand worlds. Most are entire realities stripped of life by the endless hunger of the gods.”
“Exactly,” said Efra. “The doors are the important part.”
“Are there doors leading to the worlds of the other gods?” Nuru asked.
Efra smiled at Nuru and touched her hand. “I knew you’d understand.”
This abandoned temple might allow them to ambush the gods.
“Efra,” said Nuru, “how do you know this?”
That smile turned into a wide grin. “Smoking Mirror. He likes over-explaining things to women. There is nowhere that cannot be reached by a door in that temple.”
What else has he over-explained to you?
“That’s impossible,” said Nuru. “It would have to be bigger than all Bastion.”
“It is. The door into the temple leads to Shei Baal Ba’s world.”
“Doors to anywhere and everywhere?” Nuru thought about that. “Do the priests use it to travel between rings?”
“No. It’s the underworld of a fallen death god, populated by nightmares.”
Kofi, silent, eyed Efra with distrust.
“Lovely,” said Nuru. “If there’s so many doors, how will we know which ones to use?”
“No idea. But Smoking Mirror told me we’d figure it out.”
“Why did he tell you this?”
“Because, like Nuru, he wants to kill the gods. All but himself, of course.”
“And?” asked Nuru.
“And I told him of your plan.”
Kofi spun to face Efra with a look of hurt betrayal. “I trusted you!” He winced, embarrassed, and mumbled, “We trusted you.”
Efra touched his shoulder, an oddly gentle contact. “What he wants is very close to what we want. It only makes sense to use him.”
She spoke of using a god like it was nothing.
“He’s tried before,” Efra continued. “Each time ends in catastrophic failure.”
“Smoking Mirror keeps trying to be the only god and destroying everything?”
“I think it’s actually Mother Death that destroys everything,” Efra said. “But he causes it. So, obviously, fuck that. Why he thinks he’ll succeed this time is beyond me. The important part is that he’ll help us kill the gods right up until he betrays Nuru. Which is why we must betray him first.”
It was all too big.
“Once we kill Smoking Mirror,” said Nuru, “will we still be able to use the temple doors to reach the other gods?”
“No idea,” answered Efra with a mad grin. “But this is the only way to get both Cloud Serpent and Smoking Mirror.”
“You aren’t seriously considering this?” demanded Kofi. “You can’t possibly trust her!”
“Do you know of another way to get at two gods?” asked Efra. “If so, speak the fuck up.”
Kofi sagged. “We’ll figure it out. We can use Mother Death somehow. Or maybe we can gain access to the Gods’ Ring in the centre, kill them there.”
“He’s right,” said Efra. “I mean, the first idea is beyond stupid, but you might be able to get at the gods in the centre.”
On the one hand, trusting Efra, the Heart of Smoking Mirror, was insane. On the other, she was the only person Nuru knew who was crazy enough to betray a god.
Nuru gripped the Staff of the Fifth Sun so hard her knuckles hurt. The cold weight lent her strength and confidence. “We’ll kill Cloud Serpent first and then Smoking Mirror. Once the Obsidian Lord is dead, we’ll figure out how to get the others.”
If nothing else, the temple gave her options. If she could understand the workings of the doors, she might go directly to the Gods’ Ring or flee back to the Growers’ Ring.
A place of nightmares and a thousand doors.
Kofi said most were dead realities, ravaged by the hunger of the gods. But if some led to populated worlds, perhaps it was possible she might find allies.
“We’re not going to reach the wall before dark,” Nuru decided. “I need food and sleep.”
“There can be no rest for the wicked,” a voice said.
Startled, Nuru spun to discover a nahual of Sin Eater standing a score of strides behind them. The woman wore robes of brilliant white, blinding in the sun. A voluminous cowl hemmed in intricate symbols shadowed a shocking pale face devour of colour. Ivory hair, knotted with the bones of snakes and birds, spilled from the cowl and hung in coiled braids to her knees. Bleached, they clacked and rattled, hollowed notes of death, as she swayed.
Albino eyes, irises and pupils a deep pink, studied Nuru with distaste. “Blasphemer, I saw your storm.”
She’s a nahualli, ready for battle.
Efra stepped away from Nuru, drawing the god-killer. Foul smoke spilled from the blade, ravaging reality with its sickness, and the priest ignored her. Kofi dug a stone from his pouch and moved in the opposite direction.
“I followed you,” the nahualli said, “counted your sins.”
A lifetime of training told Nuru to fall to her knees and beg forgiveness. Where Father Death cared for the souls of the dead, Mother Purity shepherded the souls of the living, ensuring they walked the righteous path. Many priests would scold a Grower for straying. Some would order the Birds to administer lashings. If the transgression was serious enough, a minority would bleed the transgressor on the altar or command the local Hummingbird Guard to cart them to the Sand Wall in a penance wagon. The nahual of Sin Eater, with their rigid adherence to their god’s laws, routed out sin like they meant to carve rotting flesh from a wound gone bad. They smelled guilt, heard every evil thought. They knew the lie before you breathed the first word, saw into the flawed hearts of their flock.
Nuru gripped the Staff of the Fifth Sun and rage flooded her. Every doubt fell away. Maybe she’d damaged Bastion with her storm, but mistakes weren’t sins. Intent had to matter. Her heart was pure, her goals just.
“And you ignored the sins of the Bankers,” Nuru growled. “Twenty-five thousand years of blasphemy. They gorge and puke while Dirts starve.”
The nahualli’s pink eyes narrowed to slits of cold rage. “She Who Devours the Filth defines sin, not some ignorant farmer.” She took in Nuru’s clinging Senator’s dress with a sneer. “You’re better suited to being a temple whore of Precious Feather than ruling the Last City.”
Nuru clung to the staff, desperate for its unshakable certainty. This is Sin Eater’s Heart. She wanted to flee, yell at her friends to do the same. There was nowhere to run. This woman saw her storm and followed, unseen. No doubt she’d dosed herself the moment she understood who Nuru was, biding her time until the narcotics infused her blood.
Kofi and Efra spread out, keeping their distance as they circled the priest.
The nahualli said, “Mother Death was a fool for choosing one so unschooled in sorcerous battle,” and scattered two thumb-sized wood figurines across the ground in front of her.
“Your totemic magic is nothing, Peyollotl,” Kofi growled, working himself into the emotional state required for his stone sorcery. “I will flay that foul white flesh from your bones.”
As he lifted the clutched stone, the nahualli said, “If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin.”
Kofi hesitated, hand raised.
“I cleanse you of blasphemy,” the nahualli intoned as if giving the young tecolotl benediction.




AKACHI – DREAM WORLDS OF NARCOSIS

The old world fell when its rulers fought to separate church and state.
But a civilization’s culture is defined by its faith.
It’s meaning and significance are defined by its gods.
Religion doesn’t ‘play a part’ in a civilization, it defines civilization.
—The Book of Bastion
The sun baked Akachi’s clothes to a chafing crust of blood and puke. Were he still wearing his nahualli robes, he could go to any home and demand clothes, and they’d be supplied without question. Now, dressed as a Banker and smelling like a Dirt, he would be expected to pay for anything he took. As an acolyte in the Growers’ Ring, he’d had no need of scrip. Everything he needed was supplied, and there was nothing to purchase. Growers, given free room and board, weren’t part of Bastion’s holy economy.
His hand twitched, stump-fingers clenching with need. Gods, he wished he still had the Staff of the Fifth Sun. Uncaring whether it had been real or delusional, he craved the certainty it had given him. Maybe its influence led to many of his mistakes, but they felt right. Now that it was gone, he understood a powerful and much ignored truth: Feeling right and righteous was infinitely better than being right and righteous. Perhaps there was some connection between doubt and wisdom, but there was definitely a connection between confidence and happiness.
Reality is a myth.
If there was no right and wrong—no good and evil—if such things were in fact not universal truths but rather entirely perception-based, why would one not take what happiness and confidence one found? Even if it came from a distilled cactus or mushroom. Even if it was found in the ephemeral smoke.
The reality of the narcotics was every bit as real as the stone of Bastion.
Those brain-burned old relics he’d been forced to care for as an acolyte were meant as a lesson in restraint. They were probably the only happy people in all the city, lost in dream worlds of narcosis.
They don’t live shallow lives of crushing doubt.
Akachi twitched again, blinking in confusion. He still stood in the street, but the sun had moved.
Just the last of the narcotics in my blood.
These things happened, he told himself. Nothing to worry about.
Food. Food and clothes.
Unwilling to throw himself on the mercy of Bankers—charity being a filthy word in the ring—Akachi staggered toward the distant wall. The sun, a hateful inferno of rage, drained him of will. He moved in ever-decreasing shuffled steps. Limbs heavy, he slowed at each intersection to check the streets for the tell-tale sinuous architecture of a church of Cloud Serpent.
Stumbling to another crossroads, Akachi spotted what he sought. Turning into the street, he approached the church. Where the Banks were uniformly blocky and lacking ornamentation, and the Banker homes were sprawling and grandiose, the church of Cloud Serpent lurked like a coiled viper. Twists of stone reminiscent of a nest of snakes formed the walls, the faded hint of scales barely visible after millennia of sand and wind. A single tower rose in the centre. Strangely balanced, it flared at the top like the hood of an angry cobra. The front entrance, a winding tunnel through stone, stood open. If the structure once possessed doors, they were long gone.
Akachi entered, pausing a few steps inside. The shade offered some small relief from the relentless heat.
“Hello?” he called. “I am a nahual of Cloud Serpent, a hunter in need of sanctuary!”
It was an ancient ritual greeting, rarely used, but it felt right.
Silence answered.
Walking deeper into the church, he tried again. “I seek sustenance and shelter.”
Beyond this twisting tunnel the church opened into a hall. Many round windows, the width of constrictors, allowed a diffused light to brighten the gloom. A scene of destruction greeted him. The once neatly lined pews had been destroyed, broken apart, most of the wood and cushions gone. Only splintered fragments remained. The art decorating the walls had been pulled down, the ancient canvas torn from the frames and either tossed aside or stolen. Pale patches of stone showed where great tapestries once hung. There was no sign of them.
The church, a holy sanctuary, had been violated.
Akachi stood shocked by the desecration.
Understanding dawned with slow horror.
They stole everything they might burn for warmth.
Though he’d never been to this specific parish, he had seen enough others to know what to expect. Some of the art and tapestries would have dated back to Bastion’s earliest days. The most recent pieces would have been centuries old and oddly more faded and less detailed than the older works.
Shattered stone littered the floor. Gaze sweeping the hall, he saw the barren pedestals that once would have held carvings of Cloud Serpent in all his many incarnations. A snake banded in red, white, and black, or a naked man with a fanged ebony mask, flesh tattooed in the same colours. Endless variations of constrictors and vipers coiled and crushing or rearing to strike. They were gone, their broken remains scattered about the hall. This took concerted effort. Someone took the time to break each one to unrecognizable shards. It spoke of patient rage. The stone floor, dented and cracked where carved stone had been lifted and brought down hard over and over, bore witness to the crime. The loss of the holy artefacts broke Akachi’s heart. The irreparable damage to the very stone of the Last City carved pain deep into his soul.
Tears came and he wept for the loss, for the thoughtless violence. The tattered eyepatch grew damp and leaked, his rage burning hotter. He wanted to set aside his hunt and find those who did this, open them on the altar, expose their foul souls to the cleansing light of the gods.
“They came yesterday.”
Akachi flinched at the soft voice, hand clenching around a staff he no longer possessed.
A nahual of Cloud Serpent stood behind him, her robes stained and crumpled. She held a splintered chunk of wood gripped in two hands, sharp end pointing at Akachi. Midnight hair hung to her knees in tight braids entwined with the skulls and bones of snakes.
It had been so long since he’d washed his hair and replaced the bones that little remained beyond the odd curve of snake spine or rib caught in the matted disaster. He bit down on his shame, buried it deep. He’d made so many sacrifices this girl would never understand.
He guessed her to be in her mid-twenties, impressively young if she was the pastor.
Akachi showed his empty hands. “I am a nahualli of Cloud Serpent.”
She looked him over, making no attempt to hide her doubt.
Lifting the stained Senator shirt, he showed her his belt, all that remained of his sacramental robes. The soapstone box created an odd protrusion. His ribs stood out, mottled by scrapes and bruises he couldn’t remember receiving.
“You could have killed a nahualli or stolen that,” she said.
Akachi grunted a laugh. “I’m not sure I could have. I haven’t eaten in days. I can barely stand, much less fight.”
She said nothing, waiting.
He sagged. “My name is Akachi. Until recently, I was a pastor in the Growers’ Ring. I have been commanded to hunt two women.”
That earned him a doubtful eyebrow. “Who commanded you?”
He should say it was Bishop Zalika, the lie a thousand times more believable than the truth.
“Cloud Serpent.”
She didn’t laugh, didn’t mock. Onyx eyes studied him.
While not Akachi’s parish, this was a church of his god. If he couldn’t be honest here, then all the world was a lie. He stifled a laugh. This nahual was older than he and had earned her way closer to the gods, yet he was her High Priest.
“I am the Heart of Cloud Serpent.”
She relaxed, lowering her crude weapon. “I’m Pastor Fajah, and I dreamt Cloud Serpent searched for you fearing you’d been slain or imprisoned.”
Akachi’s chest tightened. Was this a true sending? Why wouldn’t Cloud Serpent reach out to his Heart as he previously had?
He wanted to warn Fajah of Smoking Mirror, but hesitated. “Tell me of your dream.”
She glanced past him at the winding tunnel leading out. “Did anyone see you enter?”
“I don’t think so. Why?”
“Perhaps we should go into the back.” She swallowed nervously. “In case the Hummingbird Guard return.”
Turning away, she led him deeper into the church. Mind numb with hunger and thirst, he watched the mesmerizing swing of her braids, listening to the clack and rattle of sun-bleached bones as she walked.
“You’re a nahualli,” he said.
“Nagual,” she answered. “And huateteo. Though I never could manage crowds. Too many distractions. Too many thoughts and desires.”
Akachi heard the disparaging comments of his every teacher in her voice. “I was never much of a huateteo,” he admitted. “I’m a better nagual and pactonal.”
“Skilled in two arts?” she asked, impressed. “Rare.”
Not wanting to sound like he was bragging, he said nothing of his other talents. He’d passed his tests, albeit barely, as an otochin and peyollotl as well.
A short walk through an unlit passage led them to a communal dining area where the church’s staff and nahual would have eaten. He found more destruction. Tables and chairs had been broken down and hauled away, the pantries raided and left barren. Somehow, despite the missing furniture, he felt sure Fajah had been alone here even before recent events.
“They took everything,” she said, passing through the room and heading into the rear of the church. “Every scrap of food they found and anything that could be burnt.”
Akachi’s chest tightened. “Your narcotics?”
“Everything except what I had on me when I hid.” She stopped at a narrow set of stairs spiralling down into the dark. “There’s a snake’s warren of tunnels down there. I don’t know what they were for, but they haven’t been used in thousands of years. When the Guard came, I hid. After a quick search, they gave up.”
Not every Cloud Serpent nahual is a trained hunter, Akachi reminded himself. It took a thousand different priests with a thousand different skills to run a sect.
Much as he wanted to know everything, Akachi couldn’t think past his thirst. “I need water,” he said, voice cracking. He still tasted blood and bile, raw meat and salt. He shuddered to think what he must look and smell like.
Fajah pulled a sunken waterskin from under her robes. Her nahualli belt bulged with the figurines hidden there. “This is all I have left. I’ve been afraid—”
Akachi took the skin and emptied it, pouring brackish water down his throat, swishing it around his mouth to try and rid himself of the foul taste.
He returned the empty skin. “I’ll refill it,” he promised, seeing her desperate fear. “I need to sleep.”
Tucking the skin away, she said, “There’s nothing to sit on. The Guard destroyed everything.”
After five years in the Growers’ Ring, he’d forgotten people in the inner rings slept on beds of wood and not stone slabs that were part of the Grower tenements.
“Anyway,” she added, “I will stay near the stairs in case they come back.”
Leaning against the wall, Akachi slid to the floor. He sat with his legs stretched out. The water relieved the worst of his thirst, but he was still far from sated.
“Tell me everything,” he said.
Fajah sat across the hallway from him. Crossing her legs, she smoothed her banded robes as she gathered her thoughts. “I was tending the garden plot in the back when the Hummingbird Guard came. I was about to call out when I heard Captain Makena order them to find and kill the pastor. I knew her. We had lunch together once. Anyway, I fled to the basement. They came down with lanterns but gave up when they realized how massive the catacombs are.” Frowning at the wrinkles in her robes, she leaned back. “When I heard them smashing everything, I snuck to the bottom of the stairs to listen.”
“Brave,” said Akachi.
“Dumb,” she answered. Drawing a deep, calming breath, her gaze flickered over him, taking in the sad state of his clothes. “I heard them discussing their orders. They’re going from church to church, killing nahual and searching for the Hearts of gods.”
Akachi stared at her in silent shock.
“I snuck out last night,” Fajah continued. “There’s a church of Precious Feather only two blocks away. I found the women dead, their hearts cut from their chest.” She blinked, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “I knew them. We were friends. I often ate there because it gets so lonely here.”
He sat stunned. He’d suspected the Guard had sworn for Smoking Mirror. Such vicious butchery certainly seemed like the kind of order a soulless katle like Efra might give.
“They killed with obsidian knives and swords,” Fajah continued, “collecting souls. They drained their victims, gathering the blood in barrels they loaded onto wagons.”
Blood and souls, Akachi thought. Blood, souls, and faith.
Kill a god’s priests, and you weakened that god. Kill all a god’s nahual, and that god would starve and die.”
This was insane!
“They collected the blood,” Akachi said, “so it wouldn’t run to the gutters and flow to the Gods’ Ring. They’re attacking the gods of Bastion.”
“Not all of them. They could have dumped the blood into the gardens or fields, but they didn’t. They took it with them.”
This is my fault. I killed Southern Hummingbird.
Akachi’s blind obedience to the Zalika he saw in his dream doomed his god and all Bastion.
It wasn’t fair! All his life he’d been taught that questions were weakness, that faith was the armour and blade of the nahual. Both couldn’t be true. Either faith was a virtue and doubt a sin, or he had to question everything he’d ever been taught. It was too much. And it wasn’t just his own life. He’d have to question everything. Bastion’s twenty-five thousand years of history. The so-called Last War and everything that came before. All those ancient mentions of a blue and green world not yet stained red by the death of billions. Was none of it real? Maybe Bastion was all there’d ever been.
I can’t question everything.
There were no answers to be found beyond those in the Book of Bastion. At some point, ask enough questions, and you’d reach a point where you were forced to accept something without proof.
“Are you alright?” Fajah asked.
The Heart of Cloud Serpent should have no doubts.
“You dreamt I would come,” he said. “Dreams can’t always be trusted. You’d best explain.”
Fajah shuffled about, trying to get comfortable. “It felt like everything was falling apart. Wagons weren’t coming from the Crafters with food or supplies. Several highly ranked Senators were assassinated by Loa infiltrators. And the smoke. Even from here we could tell there were massive fires in the outer ring. When I realized the Guards were going from church to church killing the nahual, confiscating all the food, I knew I had to seek guidance. I was desperate. I took the last of my jainkoei and prayed.”
Akachi’s breath caught. It was so simple! Each time he’d been visited by his god, he had jainkoei in his blood. That hadn’t been the case when he dreamed of Bishop Zalika and the Staff of the Fifth Sun.
“Did Cloud Serpent visit you?” he asked.
She blinked in surprise. “Visit me? No. But I saw things in the trance. It’s…difficult.” She waved a hand in frustration. “Feelings and images. The Lord of the Hunt searched for someone important. I felt his fear and confusion at having lost a piece of himself.”
The sliver in my heart. It connected Akachi to his god in ways he didn’t yet understand.
“I knew something important might happen,” Fajah continued, “and that I was to watch for this important thing. I didn’t know it was you, but the second you told me who you are, I knew.”
Akachi prayed he was right and Fajah’s use of jainkoei meant this was a real dream sent from Cloud Serpent. “I need narcotics. My supplies are dangerously depleted.”
“Pastor Kokumo’s church isn’t far,” Fajah answered. “She’s a nahual of The Healer. It’s little, tucked away. The Guard might have missed it.”
It could be a trap, like the one Omphile led him into. Skull aching, empty eye socket throbbing, he shuddered, remembering the pushing fingers.
“And you’re going to lead me there and I’ll blindly follow?”
Fajah’s attention darted to his missing eye.
“What will be waiting for us?” Akachi demanded. “More dead raised by stone sorcery?”
She shrank from him. “I don’t know. I don’t understand. You are Cloud Serpent’s word and will given flesh. What happens next is entirely up to you. If you order me to come with you, I will. If you order me to hide in the basement, I will. If you order me to chase the Guard and try and kill them, I’ll say that I will, and then go hide in the basement once you’re gone.”
Akachi studied her. Without her nahual robes and bone-braided hair, she would disappear into a crowd. “You’d disobey and order from your High Priest?”
“It’s best to be realistic about such things.”
Akachi felt a stab of jealousy at her easy honesty. If he left her here, she’d hide and likely survive what was to come. Somehow, she seemed like the kind of person who coasted through life untouched.
“Show me your carvings,” he commanded.
Fajah carefully removed them from her belt, a jaguar, hunting hound, rearing bear, viper, blood-tailed eagle, and a tiny mouse, standing them on the floor between them.
Akachi leaned close, careful not to touch them. The work was incredible, better than anything he ever managed. “These are good.”
Fajah shrugged.
“You know the spirit animal names for all of them?”
She nodded.
This was a skilled nagual. She could fly, fight, hunt, and kill. She’d be useful; he couldn’t afford to leave her.
Having failed to control Gau Ehiza, he wasn’t sure he dared use his own nagual power.
You’re afraid of being alone.
Akachi crushed the thought.
How could he explain that an untutored Dirt had returned the Queen of Bastion to her city? He shied from thinking what this meant for Nuru’s raw talent. “We’re going to Kokumo’s church. I must prepare for war.”
“War? That sounds very much like the kind of thing I am not well-suited for.” She nodded at the state of his clothes. “I’m not much for discomfort and effort. I’m more suited to reading about adventures than having them.”
Adventures?
This was no adventure. The bloodiest god walked the streets. This was the end.
“You are a nahualli of Cloud Serpent,” Akachi said, voice hard. “I need your help hunting my prey.”
She made a face suggesting this was at best a questionable half-truth. “I’ve never hunted anything beyond a nice sandwich.” Words poured out in a jumbled torrent of panicked explanation. “The only reason I have a parish is because people owed my mother favours back in the Priests’ Ring. I don’t…I’m not…” She breathed deep, struggling for calm. “You should do whatever it is you’re doing, and I should stay here and do…whatever I’m doing.”
“We’re cutting our hair,” decided Akachi. “We’ll remove the bones and dress as Senators. It’s too dangerous to be nahual right now.”
“No shit.” Fajah touched her coiled braids, toying with the pale spine of a snake. “I’ll only slow you down.”
“Once we’re ready, we’ll go to that church and see if there are still narcotics there.”
“We?”
“We.”
“Oh.” She looked from his half-hand to her own fingers, made a fist. “What if you’re right and it’s a trap? Might be safer if I stay here.”
“How is that safer?”
“Safer for me.”
“No,” said Akachi, decision made. “If this is a trap, you’re walking into it with me.”
She stared at her hands with glum resignation. “I think maybe it is a trap and I got everything wrong and you were right.”
“You’re saying that because you don’t want to go.”
“Well, not if it might be a trap.”
“I don’t think it is.”
She looked up, hope in her eyes. “Why not?”
“You’re a terrible liar.”
She thought about that for a moment. “Or I’m a great actor.”
“Yeah. Or that.” Akachi picked at the crust of his shirt. “Do you have clothes here, something other than your vestments?”
She hesitated, looking like she wanted to lie. “I do.”
“Anything I might wear?”
“The previous pastor left his civilian clothes here. I haven’t had time to dispose of them.”
“You haven’t been here long?”
“Three years.”
“Oh. I got the impression you weren’t that busy.”
“I’m not. They’ll be big on you,” she added, “but they’re clean. Or cleanish. It gets dusty in here and my acolyte never arrived.”
“Didn’t you report that to the Quarter Cathedral?”
“I rather liked being alone. It’s quiet.” Fajah rose to her feet. “Let’s go look at the clothes.”
Akachi groaned as he stood, every bruise and joint complaining.
Fajah led him through serpentine halls and into her personal chambers at the rear of the church. Crumpled clothes and sheets of paper with charcoal sketches of pretty men with chiselled features and bodies littered the floor. She was skilled, though not in the way the Artist had been. Where the Dirt somehow caught the essence of his subjects, Fajah had a more detailed and realistic style.
“Oh,” she said, flipping several over and shoving the rest under the nearest shirt. “Forgot. Anyway.”
Open boxes of clothes, books, chalks, paints, brushes, and other sundry personal items covered much of the floor. Thin books with tattered and much handled covers sat piled in one corner. Unlike handwritten holy texts, these were mass-produced in the Crafters’ Ring on intricate presses of wood and stone. The ink was often smeared and borderline unreadable, but each press could produce up to fifteen hundred pages a day. Sadly, most were turned to cranking out short romance and adventure stories that were then carted to the inner rings.
Akachi crossed the room and bent to pick the top book from the pile. The cover showed a partially undressed Hummingbird Guard wielding an ebony baton. The man’s physique seemed unreasonably detailed. “The Guard left all this?” he asked.
Fajah blushed. “The Guard aren’t much for literary fiction.” She gestured at a rectangular patch of clean stone. “They took my desk. I had it custom made in the Crafters’ Ring, a present to myself for getting my own parish.” She stared at the corner where the desk had been. “Fuckers.”
Picking her way through the maze, she dug into a heaped pile of clothes at the back. “They dumped the clothes and smashed the oak armoires to make them easier to carry.” Lifting a dark maroon shirt from the pile, she gave it a vigorous shake. “Not too much dust after all.” The dried husk remains of a curled spider fell to land at her feet.
Hunting through another pile, she found a pair of black pants, a belt of supple leather twined with golden threads, and an assortment of underclothes. She laid them out on the floor, hip cocked, hand on her chin as she looked from the clothes to Akachi.
“That’ll do,” she said. “The colours suit you.”
For five years Akachi wore nothing but an acolyte’s grey. Since then, he wore only his Cloud Serpent sacramental robes. He couldn’t imagine what might suit him.
“Thanks,” he said, uncertain.
Fajah waited, one foot tapping.
“Um…”
“Oh! Privacy. Right. Sorry.”
She hustled from the room, calling, “Don’t touch my stuff!” as she left.
Akachi changed quickly, shedding the filthy clothes. He felt marginally better, but was still in dire need of a long, hot bath.
Fajah returned as he fumbled with the ties on the belt, the stump-fingers of his left hand making it awkward.
“Let me,” she said, stepping close and pushing his hands out of the way. When finished, she stepped back and cast an appraising eye over him. “You look better, but gods, you need a bath and a dozen big meals. Maybe we could hit one of the district bathhouses before we go to Kokumo’s church.”
“Church first.”
“How about bath first?”
“Church f—”
“Bath,” she said. “First. And I’m going to bring you a second change of clothes.”
“You’re stalling.”
“You’re stinking. If the Guard haven’t already killed Kokumo and taken the narcotics, they will still be there after your bath.”
Akachi gave in, the thought of being clean too tempting. “You need to change your clothes as well.”
Fajah nodded agreement and set to searching.
Akachi watched, trying to decide if he was making the right choice. She clearly didn’t want to join him, didn’t want to be part of the coming struggle. It might be best if he let her go after she led him to The Healer’s church. And yet he didn’t want to be alone.
She’ll slow me down.
“You know this Kokumo?” he asked.
Straightening with a long simple blue dress of thin cotton clutched in her hands, Fajah said, “Not friends, but sometimes she ate at the Precious Feather temple. A lot of the local nahual did. They have the best chef.” She sniffed. “Had.”
“You must understand that Kokumo is our enemy now. All nahual who aren’t wearing the red, white, and black are.”
“Kokumo is nice,” she said. “She’s a true nahualli of The Healer and would never hurt anyone.”
“I killed The Healer’s Heart. Their god might no longer vie to rule the pantheon, but they won’t be happy with me.”
She pretended to focus on rubbing a spot from the dress. “You murdered a nahualli?”
“I didn’t murder him; we fought a sorcerous battle.”
“Ending with him dead.”
“Well, yes, but—”
“I’m not sure I see the difference.”
“Is it murder if you sacrifice someone for blasphemy as proscribed in the Book of Bastion?”
“This nahualli blasphemed?”
“Well, no, but—” Frustrated, Akachi cut himself off. “I didn’t want to, but I am Cloud Serpent’s Heart. I had no choice.”
She looked doubtful but said nothing.
“Fine,” Akachi said. “Bath first.”
“Good idea.”
“We’ll leave as soon as you’ve changed.”
Fajah herded Akachi from her chambers. The hall darkened as he waited, the sun setting. When she finally called him to join her, she was a dim shape in the fading light. Her blue robes, nondescript and hanging loose, left her formless and adrift in looping coils of fabric. A hemp bag hung slung around her shoulder.
She flashed a quick grin. “Feels good to wear real clothes again. Those vestments were always itchy.” She patted the bag. “I brought my sacrificial dagger. If it isn’t too blasphemous, we can use it to cut our hair at the bath house.”
“It’s in the bag? I can’t sense it.”
“Sense it?”
“You can feel the death in them.”
Akachi shied from the memory of the Fifth Sun tearing through the underworld sky, turning his sacrificial dagger to dust.
“You can?” Fajah glanced at the bag. “It’s never been used.”
Remembering the first time he sacrificed a Dirt, Akachi felt a stab of jealousy that Fajah had somehow been handed this easy posting.
Fajah withdrew her obsidian dagger, the black glass clean and bright, and handed it to Akachi. Even holding it, he felt nothing. Not a single soul resided within.
“Do my hair first,” she said, turning her back to him.
He looked from the knife to the woman, her hair, neatly braided and tied with the bones of their sect, hung past her knees. She likely hadn’t had it cut since she was a child, first initiated into the Church of Cloud Serpent. Dirt street-sorcerers mimicked the nahual, letting their hair grow long and clumsily braiding bones into it. The punishment for doing so—at least in the older copies of the Book of Bastion—was to be shaved bald, head splashed in oil and set alight. In recent centuries that had fallen from favour, the latest Heart’s Mirror leaning toward more lenient punishments.
She was dead now, assassinated by the Loa heretics.
The sins of tolerance.
Dagger in his whole hand, he stepped close, lifting Fajah’s hair with his ruined hand. It slid like silk through the stumps of his finger until a snake skull caught in his knuckles. She smelled of sweat and soap. The scent took him back to his life before leaving the Priests’ Ring. Playing in the gorgeously manicured parks with Nafari, his best friend.
Nafari, whose soul he’d carried in a sacrificial dagger alongside Captain Yejide’s.
Nafari, whose soul he destroyed when he used the Staff of the Fifth Sun in Father Death’s realm.
Akachi blinked and a tear fell. He swallowed, longing for the innocence lost.
Why me?
Of all people Cloud Serpent could have chosen, why Akachi?
“It’s all right,” Fajah said. “It’s just hair.”
But it wasn’t just hair. It was who they were. It separated the nahualli—priests trained in sorcery—from the common nahual. Cutting it felt like an admittance of defeat. The priests were the true heart and soul of Bastion! They cared for their wards, led them down the paths of justice and piety. Hiding what they were to avoid being murdered in the street was an abomination, a foul perversion of the natural order.
If I still had the staff, I’d—
Fajah took a step back, moving uncomfortably close. “Is that better?”
Better? More tears fell and he thanked Cloud Serpent she had her back to him. Gods, how long had it been since he’d known a moment of simple intimacy that wasn’t part of some grand manipulation?
“Yes,” he managed, choking on the word. “Thank you.”
She stood still, made no sound as he carved away her hair, tossing aside the holy bones like they were nothing. When he finished, he turned quickly so she wouldn’t see his tears, offering the dagger over his shoulder.
He felt her behind him, her fingers brushing his as she took the stone knife.
You’re pathetic.
Fajah ran her fingers through his hair, tutting at the tangled mess.
So close, she was a warm presence.
Akachi’s eye slid closed as she untangled the knots, working the bones free with gentle care instead of chopping them out as he had with hers. Each time she turned away to set aside a skull or piece of spine he felt her distance and was grateful when she moved close.
Fucking pathetic.
With the knots undone to her satisfaction and the bones freed, she cut his hair. Her breath on his neck. The slight tug on his scalp as she lifted the hair to cut it away.
He couldn’t move, couldn’t open his eyes.
Akachi prayed it would last forever.
After brushing off his shoulders, Fajah stood on tiptoes to blow the last clippings from his neck. “There we go. Turn around so I can admire my work.”
Eye now dry, Akachi turned.
“Not too bad,” she decided.”
Large eyes in a face too round stared up at him. Nafari used to wax poetic about the shape of a girl’s chin and the lines of her cheek bones. Fajah had none of that.
“How do I look?” she asked, brushing uneven bangs from her eyes.
“Like a brain-burned idiot with one hand cut your hair.”
“Fantastic. That’s how I’ve always wanted to look.” She studied him, reaching forward to swipe a few clinging strands from his chest. Her hand slowed as it brushed his ribs and fell to her side. “The best Crafter barber could have done no better. Though maybe we should find you a meal after the bath. The Guard came through too quickly to be thorough. I bet with a bit of searching I can find the ingredients to whip up a meal. Biscuits?” she asked. “Cookies and tea?”
“I’m fine. We must go to The Healer’s church.”
“You’re skin and bone.” She caught herself reaching to touch his ribs again. “Mostly bone.”
“I don’t matter.”
“Well, that’s a little melodramatic.”
“We need to move. Now.”
Fajah led Akachi through the church to the main entrance. Outside, the sunset stained the western horizon a pastel pink. The stars, just beginning to show, were not yet the sharp shards of light they’d become. Slowing, she stopped before setting foot beyond the church.
A fat man sprinted past wheezing and sobbing in fear, his silk shirt plastered to him with sweat. Behind him, a half dozen scrawny men and women, arms black with the tattooed hash marks of the indentured and indebted, followed. Armed with makeshift clubs, they hooted and shouted, jeering and threatening, easily keeping pace with the Senator. He stumbled, falling to his knees, and they were upon him. They struck him, targeting his limbs and joints, howling in rage.
A gaunt middle-aged woman stood over the fallen Senator hefting a broken chair leg in both hands. “The debt was mine,” she screamed at the cowering man. “And you fuckers tattooed my little girl!” She brought the chair leg down hard, smashing his exposed fingers. Wood and bone broke, and he curled tighter with a wail of agony.
The indebted circled, lashing out and kicking.
“I told you I needed one more day!” roared a young man, arms blackened with debt. “One day! One fucking day!” He kicked the senator in the face.
“It’s not my fault,” wailed the Senator, voice slurred and wet from missing teeth. “It’s the law!”
“The fucking law? What about some basic fucking humanity?”
When Akachi made to step past her, Fajah grabbed his shirt, pulling him back.
“Don’t be stupid,” she hissed. “We’re dressed like Senators. They’ll kill us.”
Weak from hunger, empty of narcotics, he was helpless.
The indebted clubbed the senator unconscious. Taking a few last swings at his limp body, they left him bleeding in the street and went looking for other prey.




NURU – MOTHER VENGEANCE

Civilization is a pyramid, base rooted in soil, apex reaching toward the heavens. Put simply, those who work in the dirt are at the bottom, and those who govern are at the top. And so, knowing that a man can only be as free as his spending power, the first nahual decided it was imperative that those at the bottom-most step of society not have the freedom to lift themselves to the next.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
Kofi screamed, a desperate cry of terror and agony. Clutching his face, he stumbled and fell, sobbing as he curled into a foetal ball.
Sin Eater’s Heart shredded the veil with contemptuous ease, a mighty Peyollotl at the height of her power. Two spirit animals answered her call, infusing the figurines with their essence.
Efra cursed when the wood carvings grew and stretched, turning into a pair of pink-eyed white cobras. One, a colossal snake four times as long as Nuru was tall, wound a sinuous path toward Efra, who retreated, waving the god-killer before her. The other, a monster large enough to swallow Nuru whole and still be hungry, reared as it approached, hood flaring.
Nuru lifted the Staff of the Fifth Sun over her head and screamed for lightning.
The Sin Eater nahualli grinned, following the cobra targeting Nuru. “I watched you call that storm. It takes time.”
Nuru backed away. The horizon darkened, distant clouds beginning to form. How long had it taken? Minutes? Lost to the euphoria of the staff, she hadn’t paid attention to such things. Can I stall her that long?
Efra, herself viper-fast, lunged at the cobra confronting her with the dagger and caught a faceful of venom. An unstoppable force of will, she drove the knife into the snake’s throat under its mouth, ripping the blade out sideways. Efra and the cobra fell as one, the beast folding, dead, the girl collapsing to cough and gag as her eyes bled.
That instant of distraction cost Nuru. The other viper struck impossibly fast, sinking fangs into her arm before she managed the first breath of a scream. Fire clawed through her veins leaving numb and dead meat in its path. The staff fell from her fingers as she retreated, the snake following, crimson eyes locked on her with predatory focus. Her shoulder felt like someone drove a burning splinter of wood into it and then it went numb. Heat crept into her chest, lighting the air in her lungs on fire, turning every heartbeat into searing agony. She lay on her back, gasping like a fish torn from the water, her innards a raging inferno of torment.
The albino nahualli stood over, pink eyes glaring down from within the cowl. “You feel it, burning away your sins. Be still,” the priest soothed, “and be cleansed.”
The vipers were gone, once again figurines in the woman’s hand.
The staff! Where’s the staff?
No longer bent to Nuru’s will, the clouds darkening the horizon scattered, leaving the sky an endless blue. Each breath a desperate sip of air, the world collapsed, a deep hum filling her ears as focus narrowed to a dwindling tunnel.
“Mother Purity will return Bastion to the righteous path,” the nahual said. Eyes closed, she tilted her pale face back, exposing it to the sun’s rage. “You feel that? Sin Eater will burn it clean.”
Kofi slammed into the woman with one shoulder. Much larger than the albino, his blind tackle still spun her off her feet. Jarred from a loose grip, the two snake figurines landed near Nuru and, for a single shuddering heartbeat, she marvelled in their craftsmanship. Kofi fell, rolling into a nearby wall. Scrabbling at the crumbling stone with desperate fingers, he used it to regain his feet. The young tecolotl stood crouched and panting arms wide, snarling in the wrong direction.
“Behi—” Searing venom stole Nuru’s words, scotched her throat.
Kofi spun and took two steps before tripping over the nahualli, falling atop her. Helpless, Nuru watched as he flailed at her, not knowing what he hit. They wrestled, kicking and biting, until he managed to bounce her skull off the street. Grabbing the dazed nahualli’s head in both hands, he slammed it against stone over and over until she went limp.
Kofi straddled the woman, chest heaving as he turned blind eyes, searching. Thick mucus tears smeared his face. “Nuru?”
Nuru’s mouth opened. Closed.
“Nuru!”
No air. No words.
“No!” Disentangling himself from the priest, he crawled in the wrong direction. “Nuru!”
A pinprick world, all reality crushed to a dot of blue sky fading.
Nuru bared her teeth, forced air between them, managed the quietest hiss.
Kofi’s face filled that dwindling blue spark. He looked past her, focussed on the street beside her. “What happened?”
She closed her eyes, or maybe that collapsing reality fell to nothing.
Her body moved, jerked from side to side by some external force. Lifeless meat limbs flopped heavy.
“Shit.” Kofi. The single word sounded muddy and distant, as if called from the basement of a Dirt tenement.
I miss my basement.
Isabis, her snake. Gods, she missed Isabis, the firm weight of the viper draped around Nuru’s shoulders. How many lashings for the glass jar? She couldn’t remember.
“You’ve been bitten.”
He’s so far away now.
Farther with each weakening beat of her dying heart.
“I have a stone for this!”
The world returned like a bucket of water thrown into Nuru’s face. Jerking upright, she looked around in shocked confusion. Sin Eater’s Heart lay dead, blood pooling around her mishappen skull. The two figurines sat near Nuru, glaring with tiny accusing eyes. Kofi hunched over Efra, a grey stone gripped in his left fist. As Nuru watched, the blood leaking from the girl’s clenched eyes slowed and stopped. Inflamed flesh sank, returning to a healthier colour.
The stone in his hand cracked like snapping bone and he spilled shards onto the street, dusting off his palms.
Wiping blood from her face, Efra blinked and Looked to Nuru. “Let’s not do that again.”
“Agreed.”
“What took you so fucking long?” Efra demanded of Kofi.
“I had to heal myself before I could find you,” he said, ducking his head in shame.
Looking down, Nuru noticed two cracked grey carnelian pebbles.
“Spent,” Kofi said, noting her attention. “And that’s the last of them.”
“Right,” muttered Efra, as she climbed to her feet. “No one get into any sorcerous battles or you’re fucked.” She glanced at Kofi. “Good to know.”
“Can you stand?” Kofi asked Nuru.
Lifting a hand, she was amazed to find it still worked. “I thought the venom was killing me.”
“It was,” Kofi said. “But grey carnelian is rare and powerful. I took the last three that church had. They’d probably held them for hundreds of years, waiting for when they’d turn the tide.”
Nuru forced herself back to her feet and leaned against the nearest wall. The memory of pain danced through every vein like the afterimage of lightning cutting the sky. She wanted to lie down, to cry for relief and let the horror bubbling inside her free lest it take root in her soul.
Too much. I can’t go on.
Collecting the Staff of the Fifth Sun, Efra handed it to Nuru
She accepted it gratefully and transferred her weight to the staff. Its unwavering confidence chased away the ghosts of agony.
I can do this. Nothing will stop me.
“The sun is setting.” Kofi scanned the nearby buildings. They looked like they’d been maintained and clean. “Let’s get off the street. Once you’re settled, I’ll look for food.”
Picking the nearest Senator’s tenement, Kofi led Nuru and Efra to the home. The sun sank beneath the horizon, stars stabbing holes in the coming night.
Reaching the alcove at the entrance, Kofi waved the women forward. They huddled together, Nuru shivering in the silken dress.
Kofi hissed, “It’s not usually this dark.”
“Night is always dark,” Efra muttered.
“No, everyone here has lanterns and candles.”
“Thirty lashes for the false light,” said Nuru, remembering her single candle of rendered beef fat in the gang’s tenement basement.
“Normally,” continued Kofi as if lecturing students, “you can tell if someone’s home from the light coming through the shutters.”
“It’s late,” said Efra. “What if they’re sleeping?”
“Most families leave a large candle burning all night in case someone needs to get up and relieve themselves.”
Relieve themselves. The Senators even had cleaner ways of discussing the act of shitting and pissing.
Efra stared at him, incredulous. “They burn a candle on the off chance someone might want to pee?”
“It’s just a candle. They’re delivered by the wagonload.” Kofi glanced down the street at the darkened windows. “Or at least they used to be.” He lifted a hand to knock.
Efra grabbed his wrist. “Don’t be a fucking idiot.”
“But it’s rude!”
“Fuck rude. If you warn people you’re coming, they can be ready to bash your stupid skull in.” She scowled, releasing the Loa priest. “I change my mind. Go ahead and knock.”
Kofi pushed and the door swung silently open on oiled wood hinges. “Not locked. That’s a good sign.”
Heat wafted from the open door.
“Wait out here,” the priest instructed. “I’ll make sure it’s empty.”
Efra pushed past Kofi, pulling Nuru in after her. “We’ll wait inside.” She closed the door, plunging them into darkness.
Their homes really are heated!
It was one thing to hear about it. Stepping inside and feeling the difference was like immersing oneself in a tub of water left all day in the sun. So many nights she’d huddled under her single thin sheet. Back at the crèche, when they were young, she used to sleep with Chisulo and the others to stay warm. Later, when they got older, he put a stop to that, mumbling about needing space and being uncomfortable.
“How are you going to make sure it’s empty,” Efra demanded, “when I can’t even see my hand in front of my face?”
“Wait.”
A single smug word.
Nuru listened to the rustle of fabric as he rooted through his pockets. A score of heartbeats later, white light emanated from a stone he held pinched between two fingers. A row of shoes, neatly arranged from smallest to largest, lined a smooth stone wall painted soft pastel pink. Dust blanketed the footwear. The next room was barren. She saw no sign anyone had been in here for decades.
Barefoot Growers shivered every night while Senators heated empty homes.
“I can make it brighter,” Kofi said. “Much brighter.”
“Don’t!” Efra snapped. “And stay away from windows.”
With an annoyed look, he disappeared into the house, taking his light with him.
The two women stood in the gloom.
Aware of her own breathing, Nuru noticed she didn’t hear Efra. She’s silent, like a predator.
Efra found Nuru’s hand. “Are you sure you don’t want to fuck him?” she whispered.
“Quite.”
“I always wondered; you never fucked Chisulo. You knew he loved you. So, why not?”
Pain tightened Nuru’s chest. She blinked, eyes stinging. Tears fell in the dark.
“Sorry,” Efra said. “I shouldn’t have—I just wondered if maybe you don’t like men. You know, in that way.”
Again, Nuru watched Chisulo fall, seared to dust by the light of the Fifth Sun, sliding through her fingers.
“I guess I like women more,” Efra continued, oblivious. “But a man will do in a pinch.”
Teeth clenched, Nuru wanted to scream for the pain of loss, for the horror at what she’d done. Chisulo—all her boys—were gone because of her. Each had been a piece of her soul torn away.
“I wondered if maybe you—” Efra squeezed her hand a tentative pressure. “If we—I think I—” She hissed. “Fuck.”
A long silence followed.
Nuru wiped her tears with a silken sleeve.
Efra said, “If it’s alright with you, I’m going to. Fuck him, that is.”
Nuru forced out a single word. “Why?”
She heard Efra’s shrug. “A girl has needs, and if you’re not… A girl has needs,” she finished, sounding awkward.
“And that’s the only reason?”
Efra snorted a soft laugh. “It isn’t even the main reason.”
Wondering what that meant, Nuru asked, “Why are you always poking at him?”
“Men fuck better when they’re emotional. I don’t know how to make him love me, but I can make him angry. An angry fuck is always better than an ambivalent one.”
“This whole time you’ve been working him up to disliking you so the sex will be better?” She doesn’t see the change in him, that she’s having the opposite effect.
Again, Efra shrugged.
“And not because you like him a little?”
“Gods, no.”
Nuru couldn’t make sense of any of this. It felt like a childish attempt to make her jealous.
“Why are you asking? It’s unlike you to care what people think.”
Efra snorted a laugh in the dark. “If people know you care what they think, they can use that against you. It makes you weak.”
“And so you hide that you care?”
“Mostly I don’t care.”
“You care what some people think?”
Efra hissed, released Nuru’s hand. “Can we not talk about this? If you don’t want me to fuck Kofi, I won’t.”
“You can, if you want.”
“Fine.”
In the silence, Nuru heard the Loa priest moving about elsewhere in the home.
“Look,” Efra said, “Kofi is in love with you, and you do care what people think. You’ll let that sway your choices. We can’t afford that. He’s a tool, maybe a weapon if used right. The idiot is almost definitely going to die. Once he’s fucking me, he’ll forget about you. That’ll make it easier for you.”
“For me to what?”
“Use him. Spend him” Efra mumbled something under her breath. “Sacrifice him. Whatever.”
“If he’s so in love with me, how are you so sure you can…you know?”
“Men need to be given emotions, to be told what they feel. I’ll empty his balls and that will empty his head so I can fill it with whatever seems useful.”
Nuru wasn’t sure that was true.
“Anyway,” Efra added, “if I’m fucking him, maybe he’ll stop looking at you like a lost puppy all the time.” A hint of anger slipped into her voice.
Nuru had seen and ignored the looks. She figured it would pass when he realized she wasn’t interested. And unlike some men, he never attempted to do anything about his feeling.
Kofi returned with his glowing stone. “We’re alone. I think, because this place has been abandoned for a long time, no one bothered looting it. There’s an armoire upstairs with bedding, blankets, and pillows. They’re dusty, but better than nothing. In the morning, we’ll see if we can find some Banker clothes. Right now, dressed as Senators, we stand out. Come,” he added, imperious in that way nahual were.
Efra winked at Nuru. Together, they followed the Loa priest into the home. Holding the stone before him, Kofi led them up a winding set of stone steps. They left footprints in the dust.
He ushered them into a small bedroom at the top of the stairs. “There are larger rooms, but this is the only one with the shutters still intact.”
The stone brightened, giving them more detail. An empty crib sat in one corner, blue blankets hanging over one rail. Above it, carved wooden animals hung from a frame. Painted bright colours, they waited to be played with by tiny hands.
Longing to see another baby, Nuru swallowed her pain.
She and Efra waited as Kofi hustled about the room, piling blankets and pillows together.
When he had a makeshift bed large enough for the three of them ready, Efra said, “Nuru is tired, but I’m not ready to sleep. How about you show me the rest of the house. If the Birds show up, it’ll be better if I know where the exits are.”
Kofi hesitated, attention darting between Nuru and Efra.
“Go ahead,” said Nuru. “I’ll be fine.” She made a show of getting comfortable atop the blankets, though in truth, it was warm enough she didn’t need them.
Taking his hand, Efra led Kofi from the room.
Alone in the dark, Nuru’s mind wandered. Memories of her boys flittered through her thoughts, fragments of half-forgotten moments. Chisulo’s embarrassed grin when she caught him watching her. The way Happy’s brow furrowed when he was concentrating. Bomani’s quick temper crumbling to laughter when she mimicked his fierce expression. Omari blushing at her praise when he gave her the sheets of crisp clean paper he stole from somewhere.
Efra, naked and splashed in blood after killing Fadil. Surrounded by the rest of the gang, she’d still snarled defiance.
Why do I feel like rescuing her was a mistake?
It was an awful thought, but had Nuru known how violent the scarred girl could be, she wasn’t sure she would have rushed to save her. She saw the irony of it: in one breath she told herself she needed Efra. In the next she knew she should never trust someone so self-centred.
Maybe I’m clinging to the last piece of my old life out of fear.
Efra was dangerous, though as long as she did as Nuru told her, she was useful. Much like Kofi.
You’ve surrounded yourself with people to do the brutal and dirty things you can’t.
Sleep came fast, pulled her from the world.
The Queen of Bastion dreamed of her earliest days, long forgotten.
Blood to dust.
Dust in time.
Time to stone.
Mother Death was not yet Mother Death. She was a woman, a mother. She hunted the eternal grass plains of some distant reality. Existing within the framework of her tribe, raising her children, she wanted nothing more.
Compared to the great walls and concentric rings of Bastion, they were savages, travelling their world on horseback, hunting great herds of beasts Nuru didn’t recognize.
And then came the others, a brutal tribe led by a Stone Sorcerer. He harvested his victims, ripping every memory, emotion, personality trait, from the meat of them and storing it in stones. The Stone Sorcerer took her children, left them husked, empty bodies with staring eyes slowly starving to death.
She, who was not yet Mother Death, became a broken spear. Robbed of her babies, she was nothing. Purposeless, she followed the Stone Sorcerer’s tribe.
Until she killed the warrior who found her stumbling in the tribe’s wake and took the rocks—gifts from the sorcerer—he wore about his neck. She found among them members of her tribe, including her own sons. Wracked with grief, she cut herself, shoving the stones into her flesh so they might stay with her forever.
She was Mother Vengeance.
She hunted the tribe, killing those who wandered from safety, drawing ever closer to her true prey. Warrior after warrior, she added their skills and memories to her own, growing in power. Each time she claimed a new stone, she cut herself, hoarding it within. Mother Vengeance was one and she was legion.
When she killed the Stone Sorcerer and took his stones, she learned his art.
She learned a hard truth: vengeance was empty.
She was empty.
Once a mother, she could now be nothing less.
She would be The Great Mother.
Tribe after tribe, the Mother claimed them all as her children. She killed their weak, mortal bodies, caught all they were in stone, and wore them beneath her skin. The eternal plains were an illusion born of ignorance. Leaving them behind, she discovered grand cities of men. Kingdoms and empires. Sorcerers working strange magics alien to everything she knew.
She killed and she learned.
By the time her world was dead, every stone soul riding her colossal form, she was no longer human but not yet a god. She was The Great Mother because she loved. She saved them all from death, kept them safe. What happened to her children would never happen again. She would make loss a thing of the past.
She would never again be alone.
One and all, The Great Mother contemplated what she’d learned with the passage of endless aeons. Loss and pain were universal. Everywhere she went, she found tragedy.
This, she now knew, was not the only world.
Darker epithets came with the death of worlds, each given by the few survivors who fled before the end.
Where The Great Mother walked, others tread similar paths, though always for fouler reasons. Where light and life rose, dark things came to feed.
Faith and blood and souls.
Some of these upstart godlings warred with the Great Mother. Others worshipped her as the first, the Rada Loa. Where gods worship, their devotees soon follow.
Only too late did The Great Mother understand the trap: faith shapes. Belief carves and moulds.
Though she grew in power as world after world called her name in fear, attributed every death and calamity to her, populated their dark caves with crude charcoal sketches of a woman half spider, she changed.
She loved them and in return, they made her something foul and terrible.
Seething rage. Helpless hate.
She became Kālarātri, the Destroyer.
She was Nephthys. Nebthet.
She was the Black One. She was death, the destroyer of worlds.
She was the end of ages.
She devoured the gods who worshipped her and their followers.
After killing the First Sun, she became Mother Death.
In her horror at what she’d become, the god who had once been The Great Mother tore the uncountable stones from her body and flung them across a thousand realities, giving birth to the second age.
Lost among the scattered stones was one darker than the others. Black and shiny, surface a smoky mirror, it was sharp and dangerous.
Nuru woke tangled in blankets and confused. The Staff of the Fifth Sun lay cuddled in the crook of her arm. Golden light shone through the shuttered windows drawing sharp lines in the dusty stone floor.
“You’re awake.” Efra sat nearby, leaning against the wall. “We should talk.”
Kofi, less than arm’s length away, nodded. His hair was a mess, his clothes rumpled. He looked like he’d been mauled by a feral cat.
How often had Efra returned to the gang’s tenement looking like that?
He said, “Efra had an idea,” darting a look in her direction that carried more bewildered confusion than his usual distrust.
Nuru kept her face carefully neutral. She fucks him once and suddenly he’s backing her ideas?
“We…uh...” He coughed awkwardly.
“We were talking last night,” Efra said, completely at ease.
“Right,” agreed Kofi. “Talking. And. Anyway.”
“It occurred to me,” continued Efra, “that we might be making a mistake in rushing off after Cloud Serpent.”
“How so?” Nuru asked.
Kofi shuffled where he sat. “We’re in the Bankers’ Ring. We’re not that far from the nearest Quarter Cathedral.” Brows crumpling, he looked suddenly doubtful. “Maybe we should kill the Lord of the Vanguard while we’re here. Efra thinks that if we cause enough of a stir at the Quarter Cathedral, we might be able to lure him there. It’d have to be easier to kill the Bankers’ god here than in his home reality, right?”
Nuru looked from the Loa priest to Efra. “We have the dagger. Maybe we can kill him. But how do we get him to come to us?”
“I have a few ideas,” Efra answered. “My first thought was that if we kill all the Nose Lord’s followers he’d starve to death without worshippers.”
Kofi nodded, adding, “But we agreed that was crazy. For one thing, we’d have to murder everyone in the ring and that would take a long time.”
“A long time,” said Nuru. “That’s why it’s a crazy idea?”
“It would also probably take the god thousands of years to die,” Kofi said, ignoring the rebuke. “And we don’t know how many souls he has hoarded; it might be enough to maintain him indefinitely.”
Nuru said nothing.
“Which led us to the second idea,” Kofi said. “Efra’s idea, really.”
Efra took over. “Bankers worship the Lord of the Vanguard, but what they really worship is wealth. Destroy the wealth, destroy the god.” She touched Kofi’s shoulder.
“Right,” he said. “Like every ring, there are four Quarter Cathedrals. That’s where the scrip—the lifeblood of Bastion’s holy economy—is printed. We can destroy a quarter of the economy in an instant. If that doesn’t get the Nose Lord’s attention, we’ll travel to the next cathedral and do it again.”
“It’s an entire quarter away!”
“You’re thinking like a Dirt,” Kofi told Nuru. “This is the Bankers’ Ring. It’s tiny compared to the Growers’ Ring. We could reach the next Cathedral in three days. Less, if we find a Loa church and take a carriage.”
She remembered sweating men, tattooed black with the marks of the Indentured, hauling her and Efra through the Senators’ Ring.
Will I use some people as beast of burden to free other people from being used as beasts of burden?
She set aside the question. Maybe it wouldn’t come to that. “How do we destroy the scrip?”
Kofi grinned, clearly pleased with himself. “Remember when I told you that the nahualli of the Lord of the Vanguard painted holy stones, carved by the god himself, and then pressed them into special sheets? That’s what we must destroy. Those stones are as old as Bastion. I don’t think new ones can be made. If we destroy those stones, we destroy the Bankers’ power.” He spoke with awed reverence, like it was some living entity they planned to murder. “The Lord of the Vanguard can’t possibly ignore that.”
“If you want a world without gods and nahual,” Efra said, “we have to do this. I don’t understand anything Kofi says when he babbles about the economy but even I can see it’s a system of control. And not just the Growers. Even the nahual are slaves to it. You need to ask yourself: Are we freeing everyone, or just the Dirts?”
“Everyone,” answered Nuru.
Why couldn’t she shake the fear that they’d bring everything down, kill the gods, leaving the priests nothing to worship and no reason to bleed Growers, crash the economy to dust, and still change nothing?
She couldn’t think about that. Such thoughts would defeat her more surely than the nahual.
“How do we destroy these holy scrip stones?” Nuru asked.
Efra grinned a scar-stretching smile showing bright teeth. She nodded at the Staff of the Fifth Sun, still nestled in the crook of Nuru’s arm. “With that. Bring the whole fucking Quarter Cathedral down. Smash it to dust.”
Nuru looked to Kofi and his head bobbed in agreement.
She really did fuck his skull empty and fill it with her own ideas.
Transferring the staff to her hands, Nuru clutched it. The comforting weight seemed to lend her some of its cold stone strength.
Thirty lashes for the false light. She wanted to laugh. How many lashes for destroying a Quarter Cathedral constructed by the gods themselves?
Throwing aside the blankets, Nuru rose to her feet, leaning against the staff. The wounded foot, now wrapped in torn strips of clean sheets, still hurt. Putting weight on the foot, she grimaced. Hopefully no one chased her through the streets of Bastion anytime soon.
She felt the empty crib behind her, heard its silence.
Kofi stood too, offering Efra a hand, and pulling her up.
He can’t be that stupid.
Or was it more a matter of loneliness. He loved Nuru and she could never return that love. No matter what he said, no matter his promises of allegiance and loyalty, Kofi was a priest. Even now he wore his superiority like a Bird’s blood-red leather armour.
Are you going to kill all the priests to rid the world of their poison?
That was the kind of violent insanity Efra would suggest.
Using an ancient artefact as a crutch, Nuru shuffled toward the door. “Let’s go destroy a church.”




AKACHI – PENANCE TREES

Everyone has a price, and most can be purchased cheaper than you expect.
—Banker Maxim
Clinging to the shadows like cockroaches, Akachi and Fajah made their way from Cloud Serpent’s church. Quiet streets did nothing to quell the unease. This wasn’t peace. The Senators had fled to their homes and barricaded their doors. After millennia of calm, they likely thought recent events an aberration to be waited out. This was Bastion, the Eternal City! Nothing ever changed. Dirts grew food. Crafters made tools. Senators wrote the laws. Bankers walked the streets knowing only a single ring separated them from the gods.
Fajah, leading the way, slowed at the next intersection. Peering around the corner, she ducked back. “Shit,” she swore in a most unpriestly voice. “They’re between us and the bath house. Maybe we should go back.”
Akachi pushed past her to look for himself. Squinting at the morning sun, he struggled to make sense of the scene. Men and women in the warm earth tones of Crafters worked to build a wood scaffold. Behind them, dozens of Senators, bright silk clothes filthy and soaked in sweat, stood yoked to penance wagons. Instead of people, the wagons bore stacked planks and beams. The Crafters had already completed several simple structures. Akachi recognized them from the Book of Bastion.
“They’re making penance trees,” he said over his shoulder.
Indentured and indebted looped rope around a Senator’s feet and hauled him up to hang upside down. Unable to look away, Akachi watched in horror as, once the indentured had him hoisted, they sawed his ears off with flint knives, tossing them into a waiting bucket. Leaving the Senator to drip blood on the stone, they moved to their next victim, a woman in robes of the palest grey.
“That’s just fucking great,” hissed Fajah. “Let’s head back to the church and hide.”
“You’re an embarrassment to Cloud Serpent.”
“I’d rather be an embarrassment than hung from a penance tree.” She retreated a few steps, looking back the way they came.
“I’m your High Priest. I order you to stand your ground, nahualli.”
“My ground is the church I was assigned. I’ll go stand there.” She backed away another step.
Akachi sagged against the wall.
This is my burden.
Hoping he might share it had been childish.
Closing his eyes, he pressed his forehead against the unforgiving stone until the rough grit hurt. Over and over, he whispered his god’s words: “The detritus of your life is gone. Your time of youth and distraction is finished.” He pushed harder, the pain a distraction. “The detritus of your life is gone. Your time of youth and distraction is finished.”
Teeth bared he ground his forehead against the rough wall. If Cloud Serpent demanded it, he would sacrifice all that he was. There was no cost too high.
Everything. Everything. Everything. Everything.
Struggling to find the calm centre of his faith, Akachi pulled back from the wall. A wet smear of red defaced the stone.
Blasphemy.
“You’re bleeding.”
Surprised, he turned to find Fajah still there. He offered a tired smile. “Go.”
“Your time of youth and distraction is finished,” Fajah repeated. “My mom said something similar before I was given this parish I hadn’t earned.” She turned away. “We’ll skip the bath for now and head straight to The Healer’s church.”
Akachi hurried to catch the nahualli and walked at her side. Though they still stuck to the shrinking shadows, she now moved with purpose.
He frowned at her uneven hair, one strand hanging past her left shoulder where the rest stopped. “Later, I should try and fix your hair.”
Fajah stopped suddenly and he stumbled into her.
“Sorry,” he mumbled, retreating. “I haven’t slept since…” He couldn’t remember when. Losing himself to Gau Ehiza hadn’t been restful. If anything, he felt like he’d spent the night sprinting about the city, hunting and killing for the sheer joy of slaughter.
Ignoring his semi-coherent mumbling, Fajah said, “You mentioned you were hunting two women.”
“Dirts who escaped the ring.”
A scowl wrinkled her brow and was gone. “You keep using that word.”
He remembered his own discomfort the first time Captain Yejide used the term. “Growers.”
“That doesn’t sound too dangerous.”
“One is a street-sorcerer.”
“I’ve read about street-sorcerers,” Fajah said. “The Book says they’re nothing compared to temple-trained nahualli.”
“The Book is wrong. Nuru, the street-sorcerer, called Mother Death into the city.”
Fajah stared at him with wide-eyed disbelief. “And the other woman?”
“I think the other is a katle.”
“Soulless warriors are a myth.”
“This myth murdered several priests and stole a powerful artefact called the Staff of the Fifth Sun.”
Akachi explained everything. He told her how the Hearts of both Mother Death and Smoking Mirror travelled together. He spoke of the war in the underworld and how Father Death, Face Painted with Bells, and Southern Hummingbird fell to the staff. Having already said the two women possessed it, he decided not to mention he’d wielded it at the time. It wasn’t his fault. Either everything had transpired as Cloud Serpent willed, or Smoking Mirror had manipulated events. Finally, he told her how Cloud Serpent had come to him with words that Nuru, Mother Death’s Heart, had murdered Her Skirt is Stars.
“Previously,” he said, “the gods fought through their chosen representatives to decide who ruled the pantheon. I believe those pacts have been broken.”
“Such wars aren’t unprecedented,” Fajah pointed out. “Many gods died in Bastion’s first years. And there are historical references to similar events. The Last City is eternal; I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.”
Akachi stared at her, incredulous. “Nothing to worry about? A god hasn’t died in the last ten thousand years, and we lost four in the last two weeks.” Impulsively, he grabbed Fajah’s shoulders, forcing her to make eye contact. “Cloud Serpent told me Nuru would be the death of Bastion.” He released her. “Where are you going to hide from that?”
Pulling free of his grip, Fajah straightened the hang of her shirt, brushing out the wrinkles he left. “I get it. You’re scared.”
“Scared?” He laughed, a mirthless grunt. “I was scared.” With his ruined hand he gestured at the tattered patch over his missing eye. “Before this. I don’t know what I am now, but it’s not scared.”
“You don’t want to do this alone,” she continued, ignoring his protest. “I wouldn’t either. I’m not a hunter or a battle-trained nahualli. If someone threatens me with a sharpened stick, I’m going to run away. Let’s be honest, if the survival of the city depends on me, Bastion is doomed.” She looked him in his remaining eye. “I’ll get you to The Healer’s Church, but I’m not the help you need.”
“Where will you go?” Akachi asked.
“I’m going to find my way back to the Priests’ Ring, find my family.”
“That’s where I’m going.”
Fajah cursed under her breath. “Don’t even think of suggesting we travel together.”
“We should travel together.”
Drawing a deep breath, she let it out in a long sigh. “Fine. You’ve convinced me.”
Turning away, she once again set off.
Bewildered, Akachi followed.
“You know,” she said when he caught up, “nothing ever happens until everything happens.”
“What?”
“For three years I was a pastor. Not many people came to my services, and I rarely got called on to do anything interesting.”
“I had to sacrifice a Dirt who attacked a Hummingbird Guard in my first week,” Akachi said.
“The whole of Bastion depends on the Growers. Demeaning them—calling them Dirts because they work in the fields—seems unfair.”
“Did you ever meet any Growers when you were an acolyte?”
“No,” Fajah admitted. “I never left the Quarter Cathedral.”
“Uh huh. Is it possible you haven’t a clue what you’re talking about?”
“Maybe.” She glanced at him. “Or maybe neither of us do.”
Fajah slowed, peering around the next corner. Small shops lined a quiet lane. Though all looked closed, there was less damage here, fewer signs of looting. Though the sun had risen, the streets were devoid of life.
The Hummingbird Guard must have missed this street when they passed through. The illusory peace would be temporary. Before long, Senators from those districts harder hit would come in search of food. For the moment, everything looked strangely normal. It was a reminder of what Bastion was supposed to be, what she could one day become. The last cool breath of morning faded, the day’s heat claiming the city. Akachi’s clothes soon clung damp to his gaunt frame.
Seeing the way clear, Fajah led him across the street and into a narrow alley. “It’s back here.”
Nestled among Senator tenements, the church looked like a wild splash of colour. A sprawling physic garden, neat rows of plants both medicinal and narcotic, showed signs of great care. Tangled vines had climbed one wall of the structure making it look like part of the herbivory.
“Won’t be long before desperate Senators raid the garden,” Akachi said.
Fajah led him toward the main entrance. “That’ll end badly. None of what grows here is food. Most of it will kill you if prepared wrong.”
Akachi grunted a laugh, imagining hallucinating Senators stumbling through the streets. Without nahualli training, few would be capable of manifesting anything dangerous. Those rare souls with raw talent, however, would likely be devoured by something if they accidentally thinned the veil.
Ducking from the sun, Fajah paused within the church’s entrance. “Hello?” she called. “Kokumo? It’s Fajah!”
A woman Akachi guessed to be in her early thirties stepped from the shadows. Sharp cheekbones and judging lips, two sharp creases furrowed her brow. Blue black hair hung in tight beaded braids. A nahualli of The Healer, she wore no bones. Instead, sticks and dried herbs were woven into her hair. She wore a long, unadorned dress of pale cotton.
“I see I’m not the only one who decided to do away with her vestments,” she said. She nodded toward Akachi. “Who is this?”
“This is Akachi. He’s from the Growers’ Ring.” Fajah looked over her shoulder, eyes narrowing at the sun beyond. “The Guard raided my church. They took everything. Akachi and I are heading to the Priests’ Ring to report.”
Kokumo’s attention never left Akachi. “It’s been quiet here, though I heard rumours. I’m assuming you’ve come looking for narcotics to aid in your travels?”
“And for a bath and some food,” Fajah said. “We have a long walk ahead of us and he stinks like he rolled in an abattoir.”
Kokumo bent in a shallow bow. “Of course. Come.”
She led them deeper into the church, through strangely shaped halls. Where all Bastion was a testament to the perfection of the gods, The Healer’s church was perfectly imperfect. No two rooms were the same size or shape. Some areas had windows or lacked a roof and were open to the sky. In these, more neatly tended gardens grew lush with life. In others, the room was dark and mushrooms and strange fungi clung to damp walls. Nowhere did Akachi see a single corner. There was no clean delineation between floor and wall. The ground rose and fell in smooth waves, other hallways branching off at strange angles. It felt like walking through the root system of a colossal tree.
“You’re in luck,” Kokumo said, leading them into a room at the rear of the church. “I was preparing narcotics for several of the local churches earlier this morning. I have everything you might need ready to go.”
“I’m surprised the other nahual haven’t already left for the Priests’ Ring,” Fajah said.
“Some have,” Kokumo admitted. “Unless things improve in the next day or two, the rest probably will too.”
“How long will you stay?” Fajah asked.
“I’m the only healer for many blocks,” the woman answered. “I can’t leave. Not unless ordered to do so.”
Such orders were unlikely to arrive soon. Akachi had slain Darakai, The Lord of the Root’s Heart. The man had probably also been The Healer’s High Priest. The sect would be leaderless until they had time to replace him.
Seeing two tables heaped with narcotics, Akachi hurried past Kokumo. She hadn’t exaggerated. From aldatu to zoriontasuna, she had everything and in quantities he hadn’t seen since leaving the Quarter Cathedral in the Growers’ Ring.
“Over here,” Kokumo, said, waving him toward the second.
Pouches and bags lay spread across the table, each labelled in a careful hand, though Akachi could tell what was in each by the fabric and colour. All nahualli used the same system for marking the tools of their trade.
Akachi’s heart pounded, his mouth suddenly dry. Ausardia, to increase confidence and bravery. Foku to sharpen his senses and improve memory. Jainkoei to open his soul to his god. He caught himself reaching for it and forced his hand back to his side. Pizgarri for heightened alertness. A selection of cured hallucinogens. Bihurtu, and a large pouch of erlaxatu. In most rings the last was used recreationally. For nahualli, it was a critical balance to the effects of the other narcotics.
Everything I need.
Prepared by a nahualli more skilled in such things than he, and laid out in perfect quantities to fit in his belt.
“Help yourself to anything on that table,” kokumo said. “Fajah, I’ll supply you from what I’m working on here.” Turning away, she began crumbling apart dried epelak petals to be blended with other narcotics.
Akachi couldn’t pull his attention from the drugs before him. He wanted all of it. He wanted to smoke erlaxatu right here, just to soften the edge of excitement and still his shaking hands.
“I don’t want to leave you with nothing,” he said.
“I doubt there are many nahualli left for me to supply,” Kokumo said without turning from her task. “I can make more as needed.”
Akachi selected a papery bag of dried aldatu mushrooms. Though he still tasted the blood and gore from Gau Ehiza’s killing spree, he craved the escape. The puma spirit animal knew no doubt or hesitation.
Tucking the aldatu into place within his belt, he scanned the table. “No etorkizun?”
“I didn’t think a nahual of Cloud Serpent would need it,” Kokumo answered.
Akachi set aside his disappointment. Divination had never been his strength. Tempting as it was to try and catch glimpses of the future, in his current state of mind he’d be just as likely to be led astray. Though Kokumo had arrazoia, an aid for logical thought, heaped on another table, there was none among the prepared pouches. It was, he decided, more of a ‘nice to have’ than a ‘must have.’
Less useful than my teachers claimed.
Recent experience showed that brute force sorcery, backed with a good supply of reality twisting narcotics, was infinitely more effective than thinking and planning.
Except maybe if you’d been thinking clearly, you’d have seen Smoking Mirror’s manipulations for what they were.
“Can you spare some arrazoia?” he asked.
Kokumo tensed. “It doesn’t blend well with most of what you have there. You’d have to be careful—”
“I am sufficiently skilled in the dosing and use of narcotics not to brain-burn myself,” Akachi interrupted.
“It’s rare that nahualli ask for it,” she said. “Mostly I use it when diagnosing illnesses or wounds.”
Akachi frowned at the pile. Why did she hesitate when she had plenty?
Back still turned to him, she said, “Help yourself to the arrazoia. But remember that combining it with aldatu is deadly.”
Resisting the urge to tell her he already knew, Akachi took a pinch of dried arrazoia leaves from Kokumo’s table.
You’re too excited. You need to think clearly.
Akachi shoved the leaves into his mouth, chewing and swallowing the fibrous mass.
Returning his attention to the table of prepared and packaged narcotics, he set to work finding a place for each behind his nahualli belt. Barely aware of what they were doing, his half fingers broke apart a clump of erlaxatu, lifting it toward his lips. The hand paused and he breathed deep of the faint skunk musk. More effective if smoked, he couldn’t be bothered to fetch his pipe. His lips parted.
“When I asked for etorkizun,” Akachi said, discovering each word as it fell from him, “you said you didn’t think a nahual of Cloud Serpent would need it. Fajah never mentioned which sect I belonged to.”
Kokumo kept working. “Since you went to her first, I assumed—”
“I don’t think so,” Akachi said, wondering if that was true. “She also didn’t tell you I was a nahualli. I wear no bones or robes.”
“You have the look of a priest,” Kokumo said.
“I have the look of a brain-burned Senator,” Akachi corrected. “You hesitated when I asked for arrazoia. And then you made a point of suggesting I wait to take it later.”
She turned to face him. “As I said, it does not mix well with other narcotics.”
“But you claim you knew I was a priest, and any temple-trained nahualli knows that. That, and your hesitation triggered a subconscious distrust, pushing me to take the arrazoia now instead of waiting. As a result, I understand why you didn’t want me thinking clearly.”
The crease in Kokumo’s brow deepened. “I don’t think you’re thinking all that clearly at all.” She made a show of looking him over, tutting at his wrung-out dishrag physique. Attention lingering on the stump fingers still holding the erlaxatu beneath his nose, she raised a judging eyebrow. “Is it possible the dregs of some ill-advised earlier doses taint your blood? That would explain this paranoia.”
Most definitely, the coldly logical part of his brain told him, though there was no need to admit that to her.
“You sent me specifically to this table” Akachi’s stump fingers retreated from his face, held the erlaxatu out to Kokumo in offering. “Here. Have some.”
Her nose wrinkled in disgust and she slapped the hand away, spilling the poorly gripped erlaxatu to the floor.
Kokumo drew an obsidian dagger from her belt. Unlike Fajah’s, this one carried the stink of death, though nowhere near as bad as the one Bishop Zalika gave him.
Eyes wide with surprise, Fajah backed away.
Akachi frowned at the knife, struggling to understand its importance. “Ah! Of course! This means you knew I was coming. You didn’t want to harm your friend, Fajah, with whatever you used to poison the prepared narcotics.”
“Logical,” Kokumo said, lip curling, “and yet still stupid.”
Normally he would have argued, but the arrazoia spelled out his limitations as if explaining to a simple child. He’d been easily tricked by mortals and gods alike and fled his failures to the false safety of narcotics. He was loyal to a fault. His faith was absolute, and he saw now it could only remain so if he refused to question. And questioning was what he needed to do most.
Faith is what remains when nothing else is left.
No, said the arrazoia. Faith is what remains when you turn your back on the evidence.
“You killed Darakai, The Healer’s Heart,” Kokumo said, advancing.
Akachi didn’t retreat. There was no need.
Yes, there is! She’s going to stab me!
“I did as Cloud Serpent commanded,” Akachi explained.
Kokumo bared perfect teeth. “You’re insane.”
“Increasingly,” he agreed. “But how does one measure such things when the gods play us like puppets and the fate of all humanity hangs by the most tenuous thread?”
Knife ready, Kokumo advanced. “The Healer came to me in a dream.”
“Maybe. He told you to kill me?”
She nodded. “The Lord of the Root has spoken to his every nahual and nahualli, as has every surviving god. You are excommunicated, no longer a nahual. You are cast out, the enemy of all.”
“The enemy of all,” Akachi said. “Interesting choice of words, don’t you think?” And it was.
Maybe this isn’t the time to get caught up in that!
But the arrazoia was in control now and he found being stabbed less interesting than the phrasing of ancient curses.
“I had thought to poison you,” Kokumo said. “Your corpse was to be carted to the Sand Wall and thrown to the desert.” Eyes cold, she crept closer, poised for him to attack or flee. “Carrying this dagger to the wall will be easier.”
Akachi wasn’t listening.
Smoking Mirror tricked Akachi into killing those gods, and the other gods assumed he acted on Cloud Serpent’s orders. The entire pantheon and their priests would strive against him. Kokumo was right, he was the enemy of all. And yet, as the only mortal who saw the truth, he was the only one who could save Bastion.
“All this time,” Akachi said, “I should have been taking arrazoia instead of erlaxatu.” He should have been hunting for answers instead of fleeing from reality.
With several gods dead, the arrazoia asked, will the others cleave to the pact forbidding them from warring directly?
“No.”
“Yes,” said Kokumo
She’s going to kill me now.




NURU – A POEM TO PERMANENCE

In the last years, before the world died, came a movement to remove walls. Tear down the walls between classes, the intellectuals said. Shatter the walls between cultures, between the ignorant and educated. Bring down the walls between the farmer turning soil and the king on his throne, between the wealthy and the poor. They even sought to pull apart the walls between gods and mortals, to lift themselves to divinity.
But walls exist for a reason.
Some things are meant to be kept separate.
—The Book of Bastion
Kofi walked at Nuru’s side, feeding her narcotics from the supply he carried. She needed to be dosed and under their influence before they arrived at the Quarter Cathedral. After a lifetime of scarcity, it felt strange to simply ask for whatever she wanted and receive a carefully measure dose.
The sky showed no hint of the previous day’s abuse. No cloud marred the blue. For the first time in a thousand generations, rain had fallen in Bastion and now the sun vented its fury on the city. Every surface rippled and wavered in the heat. The air hurt to breathe, stole moisture with every inhalation, left Nuru cracked and dry.
In the distance, the Quarter Cathedral towered over the city. She’d never seen anything like it. Like the banks, it looked more like a defensible battlement than a church.
Yet she couldn’t understand why. On the surface it was simple enough: Control. But why allow the inner rings more freedom than the outer?
Perhaps people with something to lose are more willing to imprison themselves.
The inner rings were freer because they wouldn’t risk what they had to cause trouble. Not that the Growers had been terribly rebellious. A few men and women in red leather with ebony clubs managed to keep an entire ring living in fear.
She’d recently seen Dirts in the inner rings. Driven by the Loa, they’d stormed gates, broken thousands of years of imprisonment.
We could have taken over any time we wanted.
But they hadn’t. Instead, they’d lived their crushed lives. They bowed to the nahual, accepted their lashes, watched as their friends were sacrificed on the altar or loaded into penance wagons to be hauled out to the Sand Wall.
Faith was everything.
Faith that the nahual knew best.
Faith that the gods watched over everyone.
Faith that they’d be reborn to better lives if they but lived right in this one.
Horse shit.
If questioning was blasphemy, as the Book of Bastion claimed, then faith was a cage.
Ahead, bright fabrics littered the street. Smashed shutters showed the pillaged interior of the nearest building.
Shop, she reminded herself. It was difficult to comprehend that the people of the inner rings purchased new clothes whenever they desired. Special dresses for specific events. Loose, casual attire for entertaining friends at home. Ornate and clinging silks for being seen in public. Shoes for walking. Slippers for dancing. They even had clothes they only wore to sleep in.
Everything inside the shop had been systematically destroyed. Wood mannequins smashed apart. Shelves splintered, heaped into piles, and burned.
“I didn’t think the Bankers would riot so soon,” Nuru admitted.
Efra stooped to pluck a burgundy scarf from the road and wrap it about her head, pulling it forward to give her face some shade. “Nothing pushes one to civil unrest quicker than hunger and fear.” She didn’t seem worried. In fact, the street ahead remained oddly empty.
Civil unrest? The words sounded strange coming from Efra.
“I see you thinking about that,” Efra said, lips twisting in a smirk.
Turning at the next intersection, they slowed to a stop. Churches lined both sides of a block longer than those they previously walked. Nuru recognized many. A small stone box that was the entrance to Father Death’s temple. Most of it lay beneath Bastion to remind parishioners of the underworld. Back in the Growers’ Ring she’d enjoyed the monthly visit to The Lord’s church. Dark and depressing as the sermons were, the halls were cooler than most. Beside Father’s Death’s temple sat a sensuously curved church of Precious Feather. On the other side, a building that looked like a coiled serpent with wings. Southern Hummingbird, Her Skirt is Stars, The Provider, Sin Eater, and several other temples she didn’t recognize, filled the street. Before each entrance was a pile of burnt bodies, charred black and still smouldering. Among the heaped corpses Nuru caught glimpses of vestal robes, bone masks, and feathered cloaks. Scores of Banker corpses littered the street and sidewalks. Limbs scattered, gore already browning in the morning sun, they lay where they were cut down. Unlike the priests, the Bankers hadn’t been burned.
Three Hummingbird Guard stood before Smoking Mirror’s church. Red armour gleaming in the sun like freshly spilled blood, hands resting on the pommels of obsidian swords, two hulking men studied Nuru’s little group. Between the men stood a woman in armour of green stone. Sun glinted sharp off jade. A helm of mottled green and brown, cut from a single stone, framed a hard face. The cheek guards were so thin as to be translucent and looked impossibly fragile. Intricately carved jade slabs, held together with straps of leather, protected her chest and limbs.
Nuru’s heart froze. She’d dreamed of Birds cleaving their way through the Growers’ Ring.
The jade Bird turned to examine Nuru, eyes slitted against the sun.
Run!
She couldn’t move.
“Gods,” Kofi breathed. “Someone killed all the nahual!”
Had the Birds fought off the attackers?
From a pile of corpses, a single arm, clad in grey silk, caught Nuru’s attention. The cut was clean, bone sheared smooth. The narcotics seeping into her blood sharpened every detail, intensified the colours, and left her awed by the beauty of the scene.
The Birds did this.
“Birds,” Nuru managed to say. “We should run.”
“The one in the centre is a Turquoise Serpent, one of Southern Hummingbird’s elite,” said Efra, walking down the centre of the street. “Those swords will cut stone.”
Kofi looked from the Birds to Efra. “What are you doing?”
“They won’t bother us,” Efra said without slowing. She made no attempt to lower her voice.
This time, he didn’t follow, instead turning to Nuru for guidance.
Maybe she didn’t fuck his head completely empty.
The jade Bird’s gaze locked on Efra.
All three Hummingbird Guard bowed low to the Dirt girl.
Nuru hurried after her friend. Kofi made a surprised sound and followed, muttering a long string of profanity under his breath. As a Loa tecolotl, the Guard were his most dreaded enemy. Birds hunted the streets of the Growers Ring for blasphemers, often delivering a brutal and immediate justice. They regularly raided Loa churches. Those Loa they didn’t kill on the spot were either sacrificed on the altar or tortured and dragged out to the Sand Wall to be cast into the Bloody Desert. That he kept moving, teeth bared, one foot in front of the other, spoke volumes for his dedication. Having seen the sudden change in how he reacted to Efra, Nuru was no longer certain who that dedication was for.
Efra leading, they picked their way through the pooled blood, severed limbs, and hacked bodies. A few hours in the sun, and they’d begin to bloat.
A pile of smoking corpses, feathered cloaks stinking like burnt hair, lay heaped before The Lord’s church. Even though their god was dead, they hadn’t abandoned their post. Of course, the Birds’ god was dead too, and they still seemed to be acting on orders.
They’re standing in front of Smoking Mirror’s church, not their own!
Nuru snuck a glance at the Turquoise Serpent, hand resting on her obsidian sword. The souls of these dead were trapped in that stone, though perhaps it didn’t matter. She’d seen a mother with a new-born baby after The Lord’s death in the underworld. Even knowing the truth—everything the gods claimed they did for humanity was a lie—it was difficult to ignore the faith hammered into her from the day she was born.
Reaching the far end of the block, they crossed into a district of bakeries and boutiques. The stench of charred human flesh combined with the buttery scent of fresh bread in stomach-twisting confusion. There were no bodies here.
Nuru looked back. The Turquoise Serpent and her Bird retinue remained in their places, standing guard before Smoking Mirror’s temple.
“Why did they allow us to pass?” Nuru asked.
“Why wouldn’t they?” Efra replied.
It wasn’t an answer. She’s getting better at that.
The world wobbled and straightened as the veil pulsed under the growing influence of the drugs Nuru ingested.
“Why did they kill the nahual and Bankers?” she asked.
Efra kept moving, refusing to slow. “You said it yourself, killing the gods isn’t enough. The nahual will still rule the city. They’ll maintain the current order, and everyone will go along with it. If you want real, lasting change, you have to shatter the old system. If you want to free the Growers, you have to kill those who would keep them enslaved.”
Nuru stared at Efra’s back. “I never said that!”
“You did. Maybe not explicitly—”
“Explicitly?”
“Maybe not in so many words.”
“I know what it means,” Nuru snapped. “I’m confused because you’re speaking like a nahual.”
Efra snorted. “Either we grow and learn and change, or we’re exactly what the nahual say. You don’t get it both ways.”
Nuru caught Efra’s shoulder, dragged her to a stop. “Killing everyone who disagrees with us isn’t a viable plan.”
Efra tilted her head to one side, one eyebrow lifted in a quizzical hook. “Isn’t it?”
“We can’t kill all the priests.”
Efra made of show of leaning to look past Nuru at the dead. “Can’t we?”
All this was a distraction.
There’s something she’s not saying.
“Why did the Birds allow us to pass?” Nuru repeated.
“It was your idea. Even if you didn’t quite word it the way I did.”
“Why,” Nuru enunciated carefully, “did the Birds allow us to pass?”
“Because I told them to.”
Kofi made a choking coughing splutter of surprise. “You? How?”
Efra said, “A priest without a god is a bowl of soup without a spoon.”
In the Growers’ Ring they slurped it straight from the bowl. This must have been something Efra learned in the outer rings.
“Explain,” Nuru demanded.
Seeing Nuru’s expression, Efra put her fists on her hips. “After Southern Hummingbird fell, Smoking Mirror offered the Birds a place in his priesthood.”
“And they accepted?” Nuru asked, stunned.
“Of course. Priests are terrified of not mattering.” Efra shook her head in amazed wonder. “What did you think would happen? We’d kill the gods, and the priests would join the Crafters and learn how to make shoes, or become Dirts?”
Nuru had worried, but never found an answer. Each time the thought rose, she shoved it aside as a problem for later. And here was Efra, thinking about it now, solving it now.
Except her solution was mass murder.
“Efra, we can’t possibly kill…” With dawning horror, Nuru understood. “The Hummingbird Guard are now nahual of Smoking Mirror, and you are Smoking Mirror’s High Priest.”
Bastion’s only military force answered to Efra.
Kofi stared at the smaller woman with a look between fear and worship. “The Guards knew we were coming. You told them to kill those priests.”
Efra scowled at Nuru and Kofi. “Why can’t you see how simple this is?” She shook her head. “We are going to kill all the gods in the pantheon. That means that, except for the Birds, every nahual and nahualli is our enemy; not one of them will hesitate to kill us. And once the Loa figure out what we plan, they’ll try and kill us too. It is no exaggeration to say that it’s two Dirt girls and one fat idiot against everyone.” She stalled any argument with a raised hand. “We walked through there because I told the Birds to clear our path to the Quarter Cathedral.” Flint eyes met Nuru’s gaze. “All the way to the cathedral.”
Nuru stared at her in horror. “You told them to kill everyone?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Just the priests. And anyone who resisted.”
Eyes glazed, lost in thought, Kofi said, “Efra could easily have killed us on that street. I couldn’t stand against a Turquoise Serpent. She could have taken the staff and the dagger and had everything.” Focusing on Efra, he flashed a fractured grin. “I wanted proof we could trust you, and I think you just gave it to me.”
Or she needs us for something else she has planned.
Efra touched the scar crossing her lower lip. “I didn’t expect you to balk at killing the nahual who are trying to kill us. You know I’ve thought this through, right? I can use the Birds to kill the other nahual. Maybe not all, but I can cull their numbers. In the end though, there’s still going to be the Hummingbird Guard. What I can’t decide is if we need some way of eradicating them too, or if Bastion will have need of an armed military force trained in violence.”
Balk, cull, and eradicating; all words Nuru wouldn’t have thought Efra knew. The concepts behind the words were scarier still. Efra was already contemplating how to maintain law and order after the nahual were gone.
It makes sense. Even after the gods are dead and I’ve carried Mother Death beyond the Sand Wall, Efra will still be here.
Nuru didn’t know how to respond. Worse still, she couldn’t find fault in the logic. Except killing thousands and thousands of priests—many of whom were probably decent people—had to be wrong.
The Book of Bastion says—
The book that said murder was wrong was also in favour of tossing anyone who disagreed with it from the wall.
It was a terrible thing Efra had done, but had she not cleared the way to the temple, it was possible they wouldn’t have made it the length of the last street.
“We’ll discuss it next time.” Nuru said. “Before you have a bunch of people killed.”
“No,” answered Efra. “How about this instead: you decide whether you trust me enough to do what needs doing.”
Without waiting for an answer, Efra turned and set off.
Nuru watched her leave, admiring the hard edges of the woman, the narcotics forcing her to focus on the way her hair moved, the slide of silk over sharp curves.
What Efra would do if Nuru didn’t follow?
Probably march to the centre of Bastion with an army of Hummingbird Guard and take the city for herself. Nuru blinked. Unless she’s already doing that, and I’m just tagging along.
“We need to stay together,” Kofi said, standing at Nuru’s side. “If she commands the Guard, we need her.”
He wasn’t wrong. And he was right that Efra could have used the Birds and taken everything, had she wanted to.
How many times does she have to prove she’s trustworthy before I stopped doubting?
Efra made no attempt to continue the conversation or demand an answer when Nuru caught up with her.
The rising sun seared the shadows to nothing.
They passed churches and temples from a score of sects. Heaped corpses smouldered before each, the air stinking of cooked meat, charred cloth, and burnt hair. Bankers cowered in their palatial homes, watching Nuru’s little retinue pass.
She stepped over the dried husk of a dead snake lying in the centre of the street. She couldn’t tell how it died. Maybe someone stomped on it, or perhaps the heat killed it. Looking right, she saw Kofi dripped sweat. To her left, Efra walked, shoulders set with grim determination. She seemed to handle the crushing heat better than the priest, but still suffered the sun’s wrath.
Hot as it was, Nuru felt comfortable. A polished red and green stone clutched in the carved raptor’s talon at the staff’s head caught her eye.
It’s protecting me, at least a little.
Why not protect her friends too?
Nuru gripped the staff tighter, baring her teeth.
A cool breeze.
For a heartbeat, nothing.
Then, a refreshing wind feathered Efra’s hair, plucked at Kofi’s sweat-stained shirt.
A little more. She didn’t want another storm.
The wind picked up and her friends stood straighter.
“Gods that feels good,” muttered Kofi. “I thought I was either going to burst into flames or drown in my own sweat.”
Efra nodded. Attention moving from Nuru to the staff and back, she pointed up the street. Ahead awaited the Quarter Cathedral, looming over the rest of the ring like a hulking god. Flat stone walls towered into the sky. A mighty tower stood at each corner. If all Bastion was a poem to permanence, the cathedral was an ode to eternity.
Nuru stared in awe. “It looks like they expect to be attacked.”
Efra’s face stretched in that mad feral grin Nuru knew so well. “Bring it down. Bring it down and bring their greedy god running.”




AKACHI – NARCOTIC LOGIC

True freedom is created by opportunities for defiance.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
Locked in narcotic logic, Akachi saw the lunge coming long before Kokumo decided to stab him. She was a puppet to circumstance, a slave to fate. There could be no other result. Akachi was the enemy, and her god commanded his death. She’d known he was coming, but not when he’d arrive, and hadn’t been prepared for a sorcerous battle.
And so, the knife.
Akachi checked her pupils and saw they were no more dilated than the light called for. He saw the increased breathing and heartrate of someone working themselves up to doing something against their better nature. Nahual of The Lord of the Root were healers, both by nature and by training. But every nahual holding a parish was expected to sacrifice sinners on the altar if duty demanded. Kokumo, he knew, had never been called to do so, and her days as an acolyte were years gone. He saw it in the awkward way she held the dagger, the way she looked from the knife to his chest to his eyes, taking a deep breath in preparation for the killing thrust.
Her jaw clenched first, the tension running down through the tendons in her neck to her shoulders. Knuckles white on the sacrificial dagger, her legs tensed to drive her weight forward.
Akachi saw the way he must attack her wrist and arm, rather than deflecting the dagger itself. All the time in the world to—You waited too long, the arrazoia told him. You must move now.
He struck her forearm, knocking the attack aside. Instead of skewering his heart, the black glass tore a gash through the flesh above his left hip. For an instant, he felt the sick wrongness of skin parted so cleanly it confused his senses.
The arrazoia wasn’t confused. You’re hurt but will survive. Kill her. See to the bleeding after.
The sound of shattering stone off to his left as the dagger flew from Kokumo’s fingers, landing hard and awkward.
“Bleeding?” Akachi asked.
Hot searing pain hit him and he hissed.
A minor distraction, the arrazoia ignored it. She’s not a warrior, the narcotic said.
Akachi slapped Kokumo’s face hard with his left hand, an attack designed to startle and shock rather than do real damage.
Right foot back. Brace, centring weight. Pivot the hips as the right foot comes forward. Knee lifting. There, in the centre, just above the softness of her belly.
Akachi kicked the nahualli and she folded, the air rushing from her. Kokumo crumbled, retching, and gagging for breath.
Fajah said something and the arrazoia discarded it as unimportant.
The narcotic laid Akachi’s choices before him, showing him the pros and cons of each, explaining the likely results, and weighing which was the most advantageous. He tried to resist but ignoring the advice of logic was illogical and so he couldn’t want to.
If you kill her, the arrazoia said, she can no longer harm you. On the other hand, she would also cease to be useful.
“Useful?” Akachi mumbled, watching Kokumo curl into a foetal ball and fight for breath.
She can call her god, the arrazoia informed him.
Akachi blinked in confusion. Why would I want that?
The drug had a hold of him now. Free will became an illusion born of ignorance. Given enough information, one action would always be better than the others. And what seemed like chaos or unpredictability was in fact nothing more than a dearth of knowledge. Even something as simple as rolling a bone dice was entirely predictable if one could but understand the pressures involved. The weight of the die, the strength of the throw, the thickness of the air, the texture of the surface the die would contact, the—
The arrazoia interrupted Akachi’s spiralling thoughts: The gods can’t see you.
“They can’t?”
But if she calls her god, the narcotic continued, The Healer will come.
Curled on the floor, Kokumo managed a shuddering intake of breath.
Akachi argued with the drugs coursing through his blood. “The Healer no longer vies for rulership of the pantheon. Why get involved in this?”
Though he wasn’t entire sure what this was.
The arrazoia laid out the only possible future: The pact forbidding war between the gods is broken. Soon, all the pantheon will realize that if one of their numbers seeks to be Bastion’s sole god, they must all do the same.
“I understand that,” Akachi snapped.
That sliver of stone in your heart, the arrazoia continued, connects you to Cloud Serpent. Through you, The Healer can attack him. The gods will war until there is but one left.
Finally, the narcotic offered the only solutions available within the cage of Akachi’s faith: Either stop that war from happening or ensure Cloud Serpent is that last god.
The street-sorcerer had already proved it was possible to kill god. If I make sure Cloud Serpent is Bastion’s sole god I will have more than made up for any failures!
“I must kill the gods,” Akachi said, awed by his own blasphemy.
Or end the war, the arrazoia offered, by killing Smoking Mirror.
Ending the war wouldn’t earn Akachi the redemption he craved.
“No! My first loyalty must be to the Lord of the Hunt!”
Still curled around her belly, Kokumo rolled onto her side. “Lord of the Root, hear my call—”
Silence her!
Akachi stepped forward, kicked Kokumo in the chin, snapping her head back.
The nahualli fell limp and he froze, stunned at what he’d done.
Is she dead?
Kick her again, the arrazoia said, make sure.
Akachi prepared to kick the unconscious priest.
Fajah grabbed him by the shoulders, turning him to face her. “Stop.”
“The arrazoia says I should kill her,” Akachi said, confused by the interruption.
Fajah took a steadying breath. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but logic based on false information can be wrong, no matter how logical.”
She’s correct, the arrazoia informed Akachi.
“And being more logical,” she continued, “doesn’t mean you have gained new knowledge.”
Correct again.
“The narcotic might draw connections you hadn’t previously seen, but in the end it’s still your intellectual prowess—or lack thereof—reaching the conclusions.”
She’s suggesting you might be stupid, the arrazoia informed Akachi. She’s saying that even supplied with the purest logic you might reach incorrect and idiotic conclusions.
The drug was starting to sound more like the cruel voice Akachi always heard in his head.
Still holding him by the shoulders, Fajah said, “You can’t kill the gods. Bastion needs them.”
Fajah is a distraction, the arrazoia calmly informed Akachi. Kill her.
The narcotic showed him how to move the nahualli: Slam the heel of his open right hand into her left shoulder to spin her. As she turned, slip that arm up and around her neck.
Choke her unconscious, the narcotic said. Cave her skull in with a heavy clay bowl.
Hit Fajah? No matter how logical it seemed, it felt wrong.
Akachi crossed his arms, tucking his clenched fists into his armpits. “I won’t hurt her.”
Fajah released his shoulders. “Do you mean me or Kokumo?”
“Find a narcotic to counteract the arrazoia,” Akachi told her. “Quick!”
Fajah fled to the table of prepared narcotics, hunting for the right blend.
She’s right, Bastion needs her gods.
Thinking otherwise, even for an instant was madness beyond mere blasphemy.
The arrazoia had almost led him down a dangerous and insane path. Was this what happened to Nuru? He could easily imagine an ignorant street-sorcerer messing up her doses and winding up deluded and thinking she should kill gods.
The drug had, however also offered another option: End the war by killing Smoking Mirror.
Akachi
grinned wide, baring his teeth in savage joy. “I see you, Obsidian Lord. I know your intentions. God of Strife, oh Enemy of Both Sides, I will shatter your plans like glass. Perhaps, in the end, only one god will remain. But this I swear: It will not be you.”




NURU – THE FIRST MOTHER AND THE LAST LIGHT

The Growers and Crafters are critical to Bastion’s survival and as such their obedience cannot be risked. If education breeds questions, and those who do not question cannot rebel, teaching the outer rings not to question becomes the primary purpose of every priest.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
The narcotics Nuru took earlier landed in force, crushing her focus to a jagged flint edge. Every stone and mote of dust hanging in the air was painfully beautiful. Efra glowed with a warm light every time she turned eyes on her. The scar pulled Nuru’s attention from one eye, through lips so often twisted in anger, and down to Efra’s narrow chin and the shadowed curve if her neck.
She wants… Nuru didn’t know. But Efra was not the kind of woman to risk so much for nothing. She wants something.
Knowing she could call a storm to strike anywhere, Nuru still wanted to be closer to the Quarter Cathedral. She wanted to know the streets were cleared, that innocent bystanders wouldn’t suffer. Efra had argued that there were no innocent Bankers, but Nuru refused to bend. Power like this should not be abused. That’s where the Cloud Serpent nahualli had gone wrong: he failed to respect the staff’s potential. Anyway, it seemed unlikely that every single person born in the Bankers’ Ring was evil, no matter what Efra thought. Like Growers, there’d be all kinds of people. Some were no doubt kind and decent while others were probably exactly as Efra imagined. And then there were the indentured and indebted, those who failed to excel in the Banker-created economy. In some ways, they seemed worse off than Dirts. Watching the fat Senators and falsely lean Bankers every day was no doubt its own torment. At least the Growers didn’t know what they were missing.
Turning the last corner, Nuru finally understood the true scale of the cathedral. She’d known it was large, but not understood its purpose. More than a church, this was the centre of the economy for an entire quarter of the city. The cathedral was a god in its own right, impenetrable and permanent. A fortress to safeguard the wealth of an entire world, all hoarded here. Every window was a narrow slit through which guards could safely watch all who approach. Separate from the church, massive towers, each large enough for one hundred Hummingbird Guard, stood at every corner. The entire colossal cathedral stood on an island in the centre of a massive lake, narrow paths winding through the water connecting the church to the city proper. Anyone attacking the temple would be exposed.
Staff of the Fifth Sun gripped in both hands, Nuru stopped. The Hummingbird Guard were there in force, hundreds of them. Scores of Turquoise Serpents, their jade armour glowing in the sun, stood among them. Only in her dreams had she seen so many. For a moment, she knew fear. There were too many. Even with the staff, they’d kill her before she so much as scratched the Quarter Cathedral.
But they weren’t looking at her. The gathered Birds didn’t look outward at all. Instead, the entire force faced inwards, toward the temple.
They aren’t here to keep me out, they’re keeping the Bankers in.
More Birds stood in each tower. They held thin staves of curved wood and carried bundled sticks on their backs.
“The Birds call them bows,” Efra said, seeing Nuru’s attention. “They’re made of flexible wood and hurl sticks called arrows.” She glanced at Nuru. “There are two kinds of arrows. The flint-headed ones have wide and flat heads of napped flint. They hurt and cause terrible bleeding, but don’t usually kill. At least not right away. The obsidian ones are called soul collectors. Each obsidian tip has killed hundreds and is incredibly powerful. They’ll punch through a Dirt and rip her soul out, trapping it in the obsidian, on the way.”
Nuru had a flash of memory, the Artist showing them something similar when they went to him to cut their hair. Of course, Efra had turned the hair into garrottes. She did that with everything.
“My Birds will stop anyone from escaping the cathedral,” Efra continued. “That will give you time to make a storm big enough to bring it down.”
A tremor ran through Nuru. She’d been excited to use the staff again. And blasphemous as damaging the eternal stone of the Last City might be, this was for a good purpose. The gods had to die, and she’d never have another chance like this. In moments of quiet honesty, she never truly believed she and Efra would succeed. Even if they reached the Gods’ Ring at the centre, that was where the gods were strongest. The Staff of the Fifth Sun would be no match for the united might of the pantheon.
Out here, though, The Lord of the Vanguard would be vulnerable. Or so she hoped.
“Why trap the bankers and nahual inside?” Nuru asked. “The plan was to destroy the stones they use to print the scrip.”
Efra’s answer was immediate. “The more damage we do, the more likely he’ll come. If we destroy his believers, his holy stones, and the centre of his sect for an entire quarter of the city, he will be unable to resist.”
“What if he doesn’t come alone?” Nuru asked.
“Then we’re fucked,” Efra said. “Luckily, the gods don’t appear to be all that smart. And though their priests pretend otherwise, they don’t like each other.” She slapped Nuru on the shoulder. “The others will watch The Lord of the Vanguard fall in smug satisfaction.”
Mother Death moved within Nuru. The god didn’t disagree. Her children were fractious and foolish, and the god of merchants had played his part in banishing her.
Your staff is nothing, Mother Death told Nuru. Smash his church, and when The Lord of the Vanguard comes, I shall have my vengeance.
Spiders seethed in Nuru’s soul, glistening black like oil. She was the Destroyer, the First Mother and the Last Light of a dying reality.
Nuru’s knees gave and she fell. There were thousands in that church. Bright spark souls with dreams and hopes. She’d been horrified at the atrocity Akachi brought to the underworld, forever destroying millions.
This isn’t as many.
Thousands, at most.
It’s all fine, then? she asked herself. If your crimes are smaller than your enemy’s, you’re the hero.
She had no choice but to trust Mother Death. If the Staff of the Fifth Sun wasn’t up to the task of killing the Lord of the Vanguard, it would all be for nothing. Still kneeling, Nuru dug out her dwindling supply of narcotics. She shoved them into her mouth, chewing the leathery grit.
You’re beyond reckless.
She should have measured each dose, considered the interactions.
What did a little brain-burn matter when she already knew she would not live beyond the moment she banished Mother Death? If all this wasn’t over before she blasted her mind, it was too late anyway.
Nuru jerked as barbed spider legs skittered inside her skull, dancing over her brain, pushing into every nook and cranny of self. For a terrified heartbeat, she froze, wondering if the god heard her thoughts.
How would I know?
The god wouldn’t so foolish as to let on she was aware of Nuru’s plans. She’d wait until the last instant and take Nuru from within. There’s be nothing a street-sorcerer could do to stop her. Unless perhaps she wasn’t dosed. Mother Death seemed to need Nuru primed for sorcery to manifest. But then how would she fight her enemies?
When there’s no future you have nothing to lose.
The nahual should have considered that before leaving the Dirts with nothing.
She waited, feeling the writhing burn of narcotics taint her blood, reach tendrils of alien will into her thoughts.
When Nuru felt ready, she used the staff to regain her feet. Her knees bled through the silk Senator dress she still wore. A little pain. A small penance.
“Remember how upset I was when you killed that woman for her paints?” Nuru asked.
“I remember that you helped me,” Efra answered. “But yes.”
“How did I get from there to here?”
“Necessity.”
That felt like an excuse. No matter how cornered she felt, she always had a choice. Give up this mad idea to free Bastion from the gods. Stop hurting people. Return to the Growers’ Ring and a life of quiet toil.
The cold certainty of the staff comforted Nuru.
A decision had been made and she would see it through. If she had moments of doubt, that was only because she understood what it was to be caught up in events beyond her control. In any struggle of this scale, people would get hurt—innocent and guilty alike. The only way to guarantee she wasn’t the cause of suffering was to do nothing.
“The Growers have done nothing for too long,” Nuru said.
Maybe I’m the dangerously insane one and not little Efra.
Lifting the Staff of the Fifth Sun over her head, Nuru called the storm.
In a score of heartbeats, the sky darkened, roiling black clouds racing in from every horizon to collide above the Quarter Cathedral in a seething maelstrom. A deep, rumbling guttural growl splintered the air. Those pebbles not washed away by Nuru’s last storm skipped and skittered on the street like spit on a sun-scorched black rock. A frigid wind roared through narrow alleys like rampaging spirits freed from their bonds. It tugged and tore at Nuru’s dress like it meant to tear it from her shivering body. Every night in the Growers’ Ring she’d been cold, huddling in her single grey blanket. This was different. Her breath plumed before her, each inhalation burning her lungs with ice.
Kofi screamed something and the wind shredded his words, hurling them away with brutal disdain.
Efra stood at Nuru’s side, arms crossed over her chest, mouth cutting a hard line somewhere between rage and smug amusement. Whipping winds pulled her too-large dress tight, showing sharp lines and the rigid tension of locked muscles. The hemmed silk cracked like a Bird whip and frayed. She looked to Nuru, nodded once.
Efra mouthed a single word: More.
Nuru screamed at the dead god, demanding more. The calcified staff kicked in her hands, froze her fists closed around frost-rimed stone. The heart of the Fifth Sun, clutched in the carved talons of a raptor, throbbed with unending hate. In the First Age he’d been the Father of the Day, Lord of the Sun. Now, betrayed and forgotten, he loathed all life. Let slip from the leashes of his binding, he’d scour this dying world of its last foul crust of life.
Doubt was nothing, a laughable human frailty. Such power left no room for pitiful uncertainty. Smoking Mirror had been a fool. He’d manipulated the Cloud Serpent nahualli, sending him to Father Death’s realm only to have this ancient artifact end up in his foe’s hands. He called himself The Enemy of Both Sides, but he had no idea. Nuru was the true enemy of the gods.
She roared at the Fifth Sun, demanding ever more destructive power, and it gave it to her.
Nuru was unstoppable, a mortal god. The weather. The sky. The sun itself. All were hers to command. She could sear Bastion clean and the gods would starve and fade until the last soul became nothing. Age after age they danced mortals to their whims and now it was in her power to end that sick cycle forever.
Destroy it all, the staff urged Nuru.
“No!” She bent the dead god to her will, focussing its rage on the Quarter Cathedral.
Barbs of jagged lightning split the sky, smashing the cathedral. Stone blackened and exploded, fragments cutting down a throng of gathered Bankers huddled nearby. Tempting as it was for Nuru to rid herself of a few more opponents, she left the surrounding towers with their Bird squads untouched. Efra was right that someone had to enforce the laws and keep the peace, but perhaps a religious sect raised on violence and breaking Growers wasn’t the best choice. Eventually, Nuru would have to deal with them, but for now they were useful.
Night fell in the middle of the day. Black clouds choked the screaming sun to silence, throttled it to a faint red ball of seething light. The city was blood. The sky churned, spinning faster and faster, colossal funnels reaching down toward the church like a spider god descending from the heavens.
Bastion shook, punching Nuru from her feet.
Sprawled in the street, face stinging where it struck stone, she looked up in confusion. Bankers and Birds, every mortal lay sprawled. Many were blearily rising, shaking their heads in stunned confusion. Some who fell badly clutched broken limbs or bleeding wounds, mouths stretched in screams she couldn’t hear. Many lay still and unmoving, blood pooling around them.
Chaotic winds tore through Bastion’s streets. The air rumbled, a deep, bone-shaking bass note too loud to hear. As Kofi looked up from where he fell, a sharp rock, whipping by so fast Nuru barely saw it, clipped his forehead. He collapsed, pebbles and debris striking his unconscious form. Efra, curled in a ball, cowered behind her arms. She bled from a dozen wounds.
What have I done?
Terror surged through Nuru as she realized she’d dropped the staff when she fell. Near blind in the false night, she searched the street. There, a little more than an arm’s length away. As she reached for it, the wind dragged it beyond her questing fingers. Something struck her in the side sending splinters of pain through her ribs. She crawled after the staff in desperate fear, the wind tugging it away each time she reached for it. Stones and shards of wood hissed past her, hurled by the world-shaking winds. Over and over, she was struck. Senator silks shredded apart, doing nothing to protect her.
Gathering her strength, Nuru lunged. When her hand found the staff, fingers curling tight, she dragged it close, wrapped it in her arms.
Protect me.
The wind around her fell to nothing.
In a dome of silent darkness, Nuru crawled to her feet. She stood on unsteady knees, the staff all that kept her upright. Nothing touched her, shards of shattered rock snaking past as if she stood behind an impenetrable wall. There, barely visible, Efra lay curled tight, her slim body twitching each time something struck her. She bled from scores of wounds, blood painting her arms.
In two strides, Nuru stood over her. Protect us both.
Efra rolled onto her back, grinned bloody teeth up at Nuru. “Fucking took you long enough.”
One hand gripping the staff, Nuru pulled Efra to her feet. They stood together, leaning on each other for support.
Efra touched the remains of Nuru’s dress where it clung wet to her ribs. “You’re bleeding. A lot.”
“You’re bleeding more.”
“Fatboy is over here,” Efra said, dragging Nuru with her.
They found him unconscious. Miraculously, he seemed to have suffered fewer wounds than the two women.
“Fucking typical,” grumbled Efra. She nudged him in the side with a toe. “Wake the fuck up.”
Kofi groaned, eyes opening to focus on Nuru. He stared at her, mouth moving as he hunted for words.
“Yes,” Efra said. “She’s wounded. Yes, she’s bleeding. And yes, her dress is torn to shit and she’s mostly naked. As am I.”
Kofi dragged his attention from Nuru to Efra. “You’re hurt!”
“Thanks for noticing.”
The Quarter Cathedral interrupted Efra by falling in on itself.
Cocooned in silence, sheltered from the raging storm, the three watched the massive temple crumble. Walls buckled. Eternal ramparts of stone sagged and caved in. Tiny smudges of grey, barely visible in the gloom and dust, disappeared as the Fifth Sun destroyed the church.
Those are people.
Bankers, support staff, and visiting families. Indentured and indebted.
I killed them.
The church had been huge, bigger than anything Nuru had ever seen. Its demolition was no neat and tidy event. When it fell, the destruction spilled into neighbouring districts. An avalanche of stone crushed businesses and Banker homes, burying them in an instant.
Bastion, the Last City of Man, had stood unchanging for twenty-five thousand years.
Numb with horror at what she’d done, Nuru could only think, Unchanging no more.
“Stop,” she ordered the Staff of the Fifth Sun. “Enough.”
In minutes, the storm lost its fury, the wall of clouds shredding and then fleeing the scene of the crime. As the sun broke free, the dying winds swept away the dust and smoke, exposing the horrific damage done.
“No way anyone survived that,” whispered Kofi, staring wide-eyed at the ruined cathedral.
I killed them all.
Two of the four towers had fallen, swept away by the tide of stone. Most of the Birds surrounding the church had died too, buried, and crushed.
Not long ago, Nuru had struggled to tally how many people Efra killed. Fadil, who ran the gang in the next street. The Crafter boy and his father they choked with their hair garrottes. The woman they killed for her paints. A couple of Birds. She’d cried for the bloodshed, horrified by the casual violence.
What did Efra’s little murders count for now?
Nuru couldn’t begin to guess how many she just killed.
She loathed the Cloud Serpent nahualli for the souls he destroyed in the underworld and now she’d committed the same atrocity.
My victims were alive. Families. Children.
How many young lives had she crushed beneath tons of rubble?
He destroyed more souls than I.
Being less of a murderer was no comfort.
“If that doesn’t bring The Lord of the Vanguard,” Efra said, “nothing will.”
With the last of the storm gone, the staff relinquished its protection. Sound returned, the distant wailing cries of the wounded echoed through stunned streets.
A low moan filled the air, growing into a lament of loss. The shattered ruin of the Quarter Cathedral shifted as something massive moved beneath the fallen stone.
“Perhaps,” Kofi said, squinting at the distant ruins, “you stopped the storm a little too soon?”
Much as she hated herself, she couldn’t stop now.
Mother Death, don’t let my sins be for nothing.
Nuru handed the shocked priest her staff. The instant she lost contact with the calcified wood she regretted the decision. Jaw clenched hard, she breathed out her fear and the gnawing doubt that she was making a mistake.
“No,” she said. “Powerful as the staff is, it will not kill gods. And none of us is in any shape to wield Efra’s god-killer.” Her veins ran black with spider venom. The veil separating the worlds shrivelled and recoiled. “I have something much better in mind for the God of Greed.”
Nuru opened herself to the Destroyer.




AKACHI – FAITH IS WHAT REMAINS

In the earliest days spirits possessed every river and mountain. Those minor wraiths and sprites soon fell to the more powerful gods dreamed up in humanity’s first communities. Villages became cities and the gods grew in power. Where once each city of man prayed to its own numen, entire nations came to worship a handful of divinities. Uncountable gods became all too measurable. Thousands became hundreds. Hundreds became scores.
A day will come when the pantheon of gods dwindles to a wretched few squabbling over the blood and souls of the few remaining faithful.
In time, those few shall become one.
—The Book of Bastion (deleted text)
As Fajah searched the heaped narcotics, Akachi knelt to check on Kokumo. The nahualli was alive but unconscious. A rush of relief filled him. Even if they weren’t on the same side, they weren’t enemies either. Smoking Mirror was the true enemy.
The Enemy of Both Sides.
How brazen of the god to adopt such a name, literally telling all the world he was against them.
Finding a silk scarf that looked like a gift from some visiting Senator, Akachi used it to bind the priest’s hands behind her back.
Fajah returned with a pipe, the bowl and shank carved to look like an old man with an unusually thick beard. The shape of the face was all wrong, the brow too prominent while the nose was too small. She placed a candle Akachi hadn’t noticed her lighting on the table.
“Best I could do on short notice,” she said, tamping a blend of egia and erlaxatu into the bowl with her thumb.
Akachi blinked at the pipe, the arrazoia telling him not to trust her, that she knew this nahual of The Healer and all this might be part of some nefarious plan.
Seeing his expression, Fajah held out the pipe. “The warm euphoria of the erlaxatu should counteract the cold logic of the arrazoia.”
“And the egia?”
She frowned at the pipe. “It reduces inhibitions and makes it difficult to lie. I’m hoping that means you’ll also find it more difficult to lie to yourself.” She looked at him, uncertain. “And I’m hoping it means you won’t be able to lie to me.”
“What do you think I’m lying about?”
“You’ve said a lot of insane things. Maybe you are the Heart of Cloud Serpent—and I admit Kokumo trying to poison you makes that sound more likely—or maybe you’re brain-burned. I need to know, and I need to be able to trust your answers.”
“If I’m brain-burned,” Akachi said reasonably, “I will believe whatever mad insanity I speak.”
Fajah lifted her shoulders in a helpless shrug. “It’s better than nothing.”
“I’m quite sure the Book of Bastion doesn’t speak fondly of those who drug their High Priest.”
“I dreamt you’d come and that I should help you. Try to see it from my perspective. You weren’t wearing the robes of Cloud Serpent when you arrived and look like a half-starved madman.”
“How can you doubt a dream sent by our god?”
Akachi prayed her use of jainkoei meant it was a real sending and not more of Smoking Mirror’s manipulation.
Fajah was having none of it. “Smoke this or I’m leaving.”
Akachi accepted the pipe. She saved me. He’d been caught up in the narcotic’s dangerous logic, and she’d pointed out its flaws. And if, like Omphile, she’s an agent of Smoking Mirror?
“I’ll make you a deal,” he said, plucking the candle off the table. “We’ll both smoke this blend. That way we’ll know we can trust each other.”
Fajah hesitated.
“Not such a great idea,” Akachi said, “when the trust has to go both ways?”
“Good idea! Let’s go our separate ways.”
“Your willingness to abandon me inspires more faith than swearing you’ll never leave.”
“I swear,” Fajah said, face solemn, “that I will never abandon you.”
“Nice try. I’ll go first,” he decided.
Fajah’s jaw tightened. “I should have stayed at my parish.”
“Probably,” he agreed.
Applying the candle to the bowl of the pipe, Akachi inhaled deeply, filling his lings with smoke. The erlaxatu landed first, softening the world’s edges. A soul-deep warmth started behind his eyes, crawled through his thoughts to the base of his skull, and snaked down his spine. Limbs loose, he slumped into the nearest chair.
Hitting the pipe again, he said, “The egia will need a moment longer, then you can ask your questions.”
Gods he was hungry. It had been so long since he’d eaten a real meal, he’d come to ignore the empty gnawing in his gut. Now, he craved those hard-baked cornmeal breads his mom use to make. Sometimes she’d fry ground goat meat and spice it with—
“How will I know if the egia has taken effect?” Fajah asked.
“I guess you could start with an uncomfortable question, one I would rather not answer.”
“Have you ever been with a woman?”
“Wow,” he mumbled, “right to it. Define ‘been with.’ Nafari and I used to sneak into the wing where the acolytes of Precious Feather lived, but that was more about talking to girls—at least for me. I danced with one once. That was nice. She gave me a kiss on the cheek and said I was cute. I loved Captain Yejide, but I fucked everything up and she died and then I fucked up even worse and her soul was destroyed when I called the Fifth Sun to Father Death’s realm. And then there was Omphile. She was a tecolotl assassin. She used stone sorcery to make me fall in love with her. Or maybe it was lust. Either way, I slid my fingers into her—”
“That’s quite enough,” Fajah said, blushing.
“Technically,” Akachi continued, “I think we were dead so I’m not sure that counts. But the real answer is no, I’ve never been with a woman.”
“The woman you loved,” Fajah said. “Yejide. What was she like?”
“She was a nahual of Southern Hummingbird. Strong and brave, she was everything I am not.”
Fajah glanced at Akachi’s severed fingers. “You’ve suffered and yet fight on. I would have quit at the first discomfort.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“Did Yejide love you?”
His heart hurt. “I don’t think so.” He laughed, a mocking snort of disgust. “No, she did not. I don’t know what she felt, if anything. We never talked about it. She was nice to me but protecting me was her job. What I fear most is that she pitied me. She saw me as a helpless idiot and did her best to keep me alive. That’s what got her killed. But it was my stupidity that destroyed her soul so she could never be reborn. And I’ll have to live with that for the rest of my life.” He met Fajah’s eyes. “Which I don’t think will be all that long.”
“I think the egia is working now,” Fajah said.
“Then ask the real question.”
“Are you Cloud Serpent’s Heart?”
“Yes.”
“You understand that you don’t look at all like what I thought the High Priest would look like.”
“Even in my vestments I don’t look like much.”
“I expected a beard and grey hair and gravitas.” She fluttered disappointed fingers at Akachi. “You should have a deep, manly voice.”
“What’s wrong with my voice?”
“You should be taller, too, better dressed. You look like a starved indentured.”
“You accept that I’m not lying?”
Fajah sighed. “I accept that you believe you’re not lying.”
He rolled his eyes. “You believe me.”
Akachi held out the pipe and she accepted it.
He watched as she smoked, enjoying the way she closed her eyes and let the smoke curl from her nostrils. After taking several deep hits, she returned the pipe to him, and he breathed in more of its truth. The combination of the egia and erlaxatu was strangely pleasant, opening doors he desperately wanted kept closed.
“I’m so tired of lying to myself,” he said, passing the pipe back. “This feels good.”
Fajah nodded, eyes heavy-lidded and smoky.
They smoked in silence for a while, passing the pipe back and forth.
“I remember smoking erlaxatu with Nafari—he was my best friend, he’s dead now too—in the Quarter Cathedral in the Growers’ Ring. I think that’s the last time I was happy.” It felt like a thousand years ago.
“I haven’t slept well in days,” admitted Fajah. “When I did sleep, I dreamt of you.” She blinked, startled, and laughed. “Well, that hit fast.”
“Are you ready?” Akachi asked. “I have questions of my own.”
“Yeah,” she grinned, studying him with a loose and languid gaze. “Just don’t ask me anything awkward or embarrassing.”
“I need your help,” he said. “I think Cloud Serpent brought me to you because you’re important.”
“I’m not.”
“You saved me from making a terrible mistake.”
“Sure, but you never would have found this place had I not brought you here.”
“The gods work in mysterious ways.” Akachi inhaled on the pipe and realized it had gone out. “Why did you ask if I’d been with any women?”
“You look like stomped goat droppings, but you’re not hideous.” She blew out a gust of air. “Fine. You’re cute. Or maybe pretty in a crushed and beaten kind of way.”
“Pretty?” No one had ever called him that before and he wasn’t sure how he felt. “Not ruggedly handsome?”
“Not even close. And if I’m honest, I was alone long before any of this. Maybe I didn’t actively dissuade people from attending my church, but I never put much effort into making them feel welcome. Most sermons were short and poorly attended. I told myself I wanted to be left alone. But in truth I was lonely and didn’t know how to be otherwise.”
Akachi couldn’t let it go. “You think I’m cute?”
“I did a pile of sketches of you after the first dream. I was so embarrassed when I thought you saw them. Sometimes I had dreams about you that Cloud Serpent didn’t send.”
Akachi didn’t know how to react. He knew he wasn’t ugly but had never thought of himself as attractive. Nafari, outgoing and handsome, always got all the attention.
“Can I trust you?” he asked, instead.
“If I found a piece of chocolate from the Priests’ Ring, you couldn’t trust me to share it. On the other hand, I can’t imagine doing anything to harm you. You’re my High Priest. I might not be a great nahual, but I did swear oaths and I’d like to think I take them seriously, even if I don’t.”
The erlaxatu swimming his blood, Akachi had trouble following the spilled avalanche of words. “Can I trust you not to betray me?”
“Probably.”
That was not at all the answer he hoped for. “Can I trust you not to abandon me?”
“I’d like to think so.”
“What does that mean?” he demanded.
“Prior to the Guard arriving at my parish, I’d never been in danger. When they did show up, I hid. I’ve never needed to be brave.” She wrinkled her nose, lips pursed.
“You’re cute when you do that.”
“Great,” she said. “We’re both cute. You have got to admit that in a lot of situations that require bravery, bravery looks stupid. For example, a squad of Turquoise Serpents step out of the next alley, obsidian swords drawn. Maybe the brave thing to do is talk to them, or fight, if you must. The smart thing to do is flee. You really think I’m cute? I watched a lot of plays back before I left the Priests’ Ring, mostly romances and tragedies. A tragedy is basically a romance where the hero dies. I like watching the tragedies the most but would rather live the romance. You?”
Akachi touched his ruined stump-fingers to the tattered eyepatch. “None of my experiences so far suggest this will end with a happily ever after.” Strangely, the missing fingers and eye didn’t bother him right now. And the way Fajah looked at him suggested they weren’t bothering her either.
“I’m not going to order you to travel with me,” he blurted. “But I hope you will.”
She frowned, staring off at nothing. “Why not? And why?”
“Because it’ll be dangerous and I don’t want you to get hurt. And because I’m afraid to do this on my own.”
“I’ll join you on two conditions.” She wrinkled her nose at him again, and it really was cute. “Three conditions. One, we take a bath and get clean clothes before we leave.”
“Together?” he asked, startled.
“That’s not what I meant but I’m not sure I’m opposed to the idea either. Two, you have to be all right knowing that if things get scary, I might run away. Though, if I run away, you should probably consider joining me. Three, I’m not the plucky sidekick or the love interest. I’m the hero. If anyone is going to die, it’s you. No doubt, if this is a tragedy, I will be heartbroken for some time afterwards.”
“I’m Cloud Serpent’s Heart. I’m the one who is going to save Bastion.”
“Yeah, maybe. Or maybe the gods work in mysterious ways, and I save the world. Frankly, that would be a much better story.” She rose, grabbing his ruined hand, and pulled him to his feet. “Let’s go have that bath before the narcotics wear off and I realize how bad an idea this is.”
Akachi hesitated. “What about Kokumo?”
“She’s unconscious. If we bring her into the tub, she’ll drown.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
Fajah shook her head in exasperation. “Your sense of humour needs work. Fine. Let’s make sure she’s well-trussed—that’s what they call it in the plays—and have a bath.”
“I…I’ve never…”
“Trust me, the female body is even more exciting when all slippery with bubbles and warm water.”
They were still looking for something to bind the unconscious nahualli’s feet with when the first deafening crack of thunder shook the ground, kicking millennia of dust from the walls and ceiling.
Fajah stared at Akachi. “Another storm?”
He shook his head. “The Dirts are using the Staff of the Fifth Sun again. Come!”
He hurried for the street.
Fajah jogged to keep up. “I wish you wouldn’t call them that. Growers are people, just like us.”
“They aren’t just like us,” Akachi said, stepping from the church. “They’re ignorant and dangerous. Their stupidity will doom Bastion unless we stop them.”
Together they stared at the incredible storm now raging on the far side of the Wall of Commerce. In the Bankers’ Ring, lightning lashed at the Quarter Cathedral as deathly black smog turned day into night.
They watched as the cathedral succumbed to the brutal attack and collapsed, kicking up colossal clouds of dust and smoke.
“It’s not that far,” said Akachi. “We could reach the wall in less than half an hour.”
“The nearest gate is an hour away,” Fajah said. And then from there, it’s another hour to that Quarter Cathedral.
They watched helpless as the foul Dirts destroyed holy Bastion. From a single massive stone, the entire city had risen from the sands, shaped by the will of the gods. One seamless stone, it had stood, unchanging, for twenty-five thousand years.
One stone no longer.
“Why?” Fajah asked, tears spilling free. “What could they hope to achieve with such destruction?”
“The Lord of the Vanguard will never stand for such a blasphemous attack on his church.” Akachi understood. “Oh, no. They want him to come! They’re going to kill another god! We have to stop them!”
He tried to pull Fajah into motion but she resisted.
“Why?” she demanded. “The god of Bankers can crush any street-sorcerer.”
“They might turn the Staff of the Fifth Sun against him and do untold damaged to the ring.”
The staff killed several gods in the underworld, but could it do the same here?
He realized it didn’t matter. “Nuru is Mother Death’s Heart. She already called her god once. She’ll do it again.” He looked back into the church. “There’s a table full of narcotics in there and we are temple-trained nahualli.”
“And Mother Death is a god.”
Akachi’s stump fingers curled into a weak fist. He already lost to the Queen of Bastion once.
Maybe I don’t have to fight the god.
Cloud Serpent had warned Akachi that Efra, Smoking Mirror’s Heart, was the true danger. ‘She is chaos. She will bring about the fall of Bastion, utter ruin.’ The Lord of the Hunt was less worried about Mother Death. Perhaps he believed the once banished god would accept her old place in the pantheon. Afterall, there was a gap left by Father Death.
Maybe the only person who must die to save Bastion is Efra.
Akachi’s mind raced, trying to find a way to turn this moment to his advantage. Right now, he knew exactly where the two women were. With the narcotics in Kokumo’s church, he could use the blood-tailed hawk carving and fly to the Bankers’ Ring.
You’d have to leave Fajah behind.
The real problem was what he’d do once he arrived. While useful for fast travel, the hawk wasn’t meant for battling gods and sorcerers.
I could call Gau Ehiza again.
The thought of tearing Efra apart, ripping her throat out and drinking her blood, filled him with hunger.
You lost control last time.
Already under the influence of egia and erlaxatu, his will weakened, he worried he was more susceptible to the pull of the puma spirit animal.
Faith is what’s left.
The puma might decide it would rather stalk easier pray than an angry god. He couldn’t chance it.
Faith is what’s left.
But the egie left no room for dishonesty: his faith was a broken and shattered thing.
Akachi screamed in helpless rage at his failure.
Fajah flinched. “I know you want to race off and do battle,” she said.
Akachi locked onto her voice, desperate for absolution from his failure.
She took his partial hand in hers. “But these aren’t helpless Growers. You need to be smart. You need to be prepared. Rushing off to face them when they’re clearly prepared for a fight is foolish.”
Akachi shook off the thought. Fajah was right.
You know where the Dirts are going.
If he didn’t catch them in the Bankers’ Ring, he’d catch them in the Priests’.
“Once you were scrubbed clean,” Fajah said, “I was planning on fucking you. But that mood is gone.”
“I think I would have liked that,” Akachi admitted. “I also think we should stop talking until after the egia has worn off.”
Fajah nodded. “It’s going to be really hard to look you in the eye later. No matter what you think of me right now, the truth is I’ve never done anything like this before.” She frowned. “The bath thing, I mean. Not the saving the world thing. Though I’ve never done that either.”
“Same,” said Akachi. “On both accounts.”




NURU – THE NOTHING BEFORE TIME

The world looks to the nahual because it looks to the gods!
No one can see the gods; but everyone sees the priest, and through the nahual they wish to catch a glimpse of the pantheon!
Immense is the grandeur of the gods!
Immense is the grandeur and dignity of the nahual!
—The Book of Bastion
Something moved beneath the ruins. Fragments of wall so large a hundred oxen couldn’t move them shifted and groaned a deep rumbling grumble that shook Nuru’s bones. Clutching the Staff of the Fifth Sun, she willed a last gust of wind to clear the dust and smoke.
Bodies everywhere. Lazy rivers of red leaking from heaped stone.
I broke Bastion.
The Last City, humanity’s only haven, and she wilfully damaged it.
The Staff of the Fifth Sun wanted more. Keep raging, it begged. Bring about the end of the Sixth Sun. Until all has fallen, until the last pebble lies forever still and the last smear of life fades to sand, there can be no Seventh Age.
Destroy it all?
The staff cared nothing for her war. Betrayed and slain, trapped in stone until the end of an age, only hate and seething rage remained. Where she wanted to kill the gods, the Fifth Sun sought the end of all life.
“Nothing is permanent,” Efra said, looking out over the shattered cathedral. “Not banks. Not cities. Not worlds, and not gods.” She glanced at Nuru. “Everything can die, and that means that, given time, everything does die.”
The blasted rubble of the cathedral moved like the surface of a pond disturbed by the passing of something large and hidden below. Unable to pull her attention from the damage she’d done, Nuru said, “So Bastion is doomed and all our efforts are for nothing?”
“A nihilistic way of looking at things, but not inaccurate, I suppose.”
Where was the brusque and monosyllabic Efra she’d known?
“However,” Efra continued, “you aren’t fighting for what might happen a thousand years from now. You’re fighting for tomorrow. You’re fighting for that baby we saw back in the Crafters’ Ring. You’re fighting for all the babies yet to be born.”
“You don’t sound like you anymore,” Nuru said.
Efra’s lip twitched. “You don’t know me. You never did.”
“If that’s why I’m fighting,” Nuru said, “why are you fighting?”
“I’m done being a slave. Freeing the rest of you is a side effect of freeing myself.”
At least she’s still blunt and honest.
Nuru adjusted her grip on the staff and felt better. She imagined temple-trained nahualli, street-sorcerers, and tecolotl working side by side to rebuild. They’d make something new, something better. Or would they erect another temple to greed, finding some way to worship wealth without the god?
The Lord of the Vanguard, god of merchants and Bankers, came to avenge the destruction of his temple. He built himself from the hoarded gold, diamonds, and precious stones hidden in long-locked vaults beneath the church. Fused together by divine will, a golem of wealth and greed, he towered over the neighbouring buildings.
Released from the grip of the Fifth Sun, the storm clouds fled the raging deity. In moments, the false night gave way to the hateful sun and The Lord of the Vanguard gleamed bright. The god clenched a golden fist, crushing the screams of the wounded and dying to silence. These paltry souls were nothing, their suffering beneath his notice. He was the Lord of Economies, his priests ruling an entire ring in a way no other god’s did. He was the movement of goods, from the driest husk of hardbread to the finest silks. He was labour and effort given value. Each time a sweating Dirt hauled a carrot from the ground, it was an offering, an unconscious prayer. Each time a Crafter fashioned a table, cooked a meal, or wove a new thobe, it was an invocation, their every effort a litany, an appeal for wealth to move in their direction.
Other gods represented things like fire or wind or night or death, but only one god defined civilization. The understanding of value bound humanity in a way fire never could. If one person could work a garden, three could work a farm. God of Profit, every wandering salesman worshipped him, burned bundles of sticks in his honour. Where other gods fed off the fears of ignorant mortals, he showed them dreams of glory, colossal edifices clawing the sky, impossible works of art, comforts and luxuries beyond the fantasies of even the most imaginative cave-dwelling savage. He showed them that true wealth and power lay not in what one did for oneself, but in what one was able to get others to do for them. His first priests preached the value of hard labour and did nothing, collecting tithes. Later, they formed businesses, forever honing and perfecting the idea of generating wealth until the wealth itself ceased to have meaning. For if value was in the eye of the beholder, then generating wealth was simply a matter of manipulating perceptions.
Minor godlings of Unions and Government rose to challenge The Lord of the Vanguard, and he suborned them all, devouring them, twisting their ideals until they were profitable. Soon, even those priests loudly professing the rights of the worker still believed that everyone must work. The lazy did not desire more, did not bend themselves to the pursuits of wealth and the ethereal concept of finding happiness through possessions. And all agreed that laziness was a sin.
An insidious god, the Lord of the Vanguard tied a person’s worth to the profits they created. Art, music, and theatre were nothing, devoid of value until someone paid for them. Even then, it was the piece that mattered, not the artist. Creators were only as valuable as their most recent work.
In the eyes of The Lord of the Vanguard, a person was worth nothing until they spent their time creating value, be it food, crafts, art, or even something intangible like ideas. The more value a person could create, the more valuable they were. A woman who owned farms and never planted a single seed was worth a thousand times more than the girl kneeling in the mud. The man who owned the cotton mill and stayed home drinking was worth more than the boys who worked it. When seen from this perspective, spending a valueless life to create or protect something of value was simple arithmetic. Sending a poor boy with no education to die in a war to protect your resources was easy. If a girl was dragged from the field and devoured by a jaguar, she was just part of the cost, a little mark in the debit column.
Nuru, who’d only known one artist, saw this and understood little as Mother Death woke. Oil black venom slithered through her veins, silken webs of destruction trapping her every thought.
“Efra,” she forced out, the words sounding strange and animal, the grunts of a thing barely worth calling sentient. “Take Kofi and hide.”
The girl said something, a meaningless noise.
Mother Death tore reality, sundered the very fabric of existence, manifesting in the Bankers’ Ring for the first time since Bastion’s creation.
Nuru split wide, flesh stretching and tearing, as the god clawed free of its meat prison. Glistening armoured midnight carapace replaced soft skin. Her ribs splintered and grew, stabbing through her sides to reach out and become the dainty barbed legs of a spider. Yellow bone, splashed with blood, darkened to light-devouring black.
She was the nothing before time, the first hunger. She was the Mother of the Universe and the Destroyer.
Caught suspended in the god, Nuru saw flashes of the past, a time before Bastion, or even the birth of this world.
Mother. That’s all she ever wanted to be.
And someone took that from her.
Mother Death, a skittering black spider with the upper torso and head of a stunningly beautiful woman, stood in the street. A silken sable waterfall of hair hung past the swell of her hips, hypnotically swaying with every movement.
The Staff of the Fifth Sun, a plaything, an unimportant trinket, lay at the god’s feet.
Mother Death hissed, spat venomous oil that melted stone. “Child,” she said to the Banker god. “Betrayer. Beg forgiveness and your death shall be quick.”
The Lord of the Vanguard faltered. This was no errant sorcerer or summoned demon he faced. Nuru saw fear in the eyes of a god, and it broke her. That such an entity could know terror shook everything she believed. He was here, in Bastion, not surrounded by hoarded souls. Whatever his sins, the Lord of Economies had done his part to maintain the Last City for twenty-five thousand years. She might hate what he represented, but there had been a long peace, one that might have lasted another twenty-five millennium had she not called the Queen of Bastion back to her city.
Eyes of fist-sized rubies reflected the hating sun, burned holes in Nuru. The god’s fear faded as he studied his foe.
“You have returned, Lady of the House. But you are not what you were.” The god spoke in buttery gold and hard, cutting diamond. “Your time in the desert has weakened you.” The Lord of the Vanguard grinned bloody garnet teeth. The mangled corpse of a Banker, grey robes tangled and torn, hung trapped there, flopping loose with each word. “Last of the Rada Loa. When you are gone, another will claim your names.”
Barbed spider legs skittered, punched holes in the stone of the eternal city. “Not you, Yacatecuhtli. I named you The Lord Who Guides, and you led them in rebellion!”
Ruby eyes widened in surprise. “I led, oh Mother, but only because you already planned betrayal. You left us no choice.”
Nuru felt Mother Death’s surprise. She knew her children. For all the Lord of Economies’ flaws, he was no liar.
“Who whispered such lies in your diamond ear?” she demanded.
“Lord of the Near and Far,” answered the Banker god. “Father of the Night Wind.”
Smoking Mirror.
Nuru wanted to ask questions, but Mother Death didn’t care. With the last of humanity huddled in this pathetic, ringed prison, there was neither enough blood nor faith to feed a pantheon.
Mother Death would kill them all, become a pantheon of one.
That’s what he wants! Nuru screamed from within the god.
The Queen of Bastion ignored her. Nuru might be her Heart, her chosen mortal representative, but the girl was still flawed blood and bone, ignorant and blind to the larger realities.
Thoughts racing, Nuru fell silent. The Obsidian Lord planned this all those millennia ago. He whispered lies to the other gods, turned them against their queen. He wanted them to banish Mother Death because he knew she’d kill several during the battle, diminishing the pantheon.
He knew she would return.
Something as powerful as the Mother of the Universe could not be kept out forever.
He wants her here, wants her killing the gods.
Kofi had told her what the Loa called Smoking Mirror. That they had different names for the same gods was somehow terrifying. As if the nahual and the loa were two sides of the same religion, each with only half the story.
Obsidian Butterfly. Seven Serpent. Lowyatar, Mother Disease. Áłtsé Hashké, Father Cunning. Eingana, Mother Snake.
He’s no warrior, he’s Grandfather Coyote, Lord of Tricksters.
And yet, for now, Smoking Mirror’s goals coincided with Nuru’s. They both wanted to kill the gods of Bastion. Where the Obsidian Lord wanted to be the last remaining god, Nuru would kill them all.
Every night she dreamed the culmination of her plans, her last moments in Bastion before she stepped from the Sand Wall and carried Mother Death beyond the city. Suddenly, she felt alone and weak, too fragile for such a task. She would falter and fail, stand at the edge and be unable to take that final step.
She missed the stone confidence of the staff and knowing she did the right thing.
The Lord of the Vanguard reared up to his full height, a mighty titan of rock and precious stones. “I see the weakness within you, Kālarātri. I see the cowering mortal you ride like an infection.” The god strode down from the rubble of his desecrated temple to confront Mother Death. “I’ll crush the insect you inhabit, banish you back to the red wastes. I’ll—”
The god of wealth crumbled to nothing, fragmenting until a loose heap of gold and diamonds lay at Mother Death’s skittering feet.
Efra stood on the far side of the mound, obsidian dagger gripped in a small fist, grinning that scar-stretching smile Nuru knew all so well.
She planned this.
Efra had used Mother Death has a distraction.
The god’s rage sputtered to annoyed affection. “Little mirror. You are brave beyond the limits of reason.”
Efra bowed low to the god. “You are too important to risk.”
A blatant lie and yet Mother Death accepted it without question.
Vile smoke poured from the obsidian knife, wringing reality like a damp cloth. The dagger bled death and rot, stained the air with its evil. It had killed two gods, trapped their divine souls in stone.
That sacrificial dagger is more powerful than any of the Turquoise Serpent’s swords.
And little Efra held it like it was nothing.
Mother Death bent to scoop up the Staff of the Fifth Sun. “You destroyed a church, desecrated my city.”
Efra didn’t flinch, showed no hint of fear. “We needed to get the Lord of the Vanguard out of the Gods’ Ring.”
Mother Death accepted the explanation without question. “This is dangerous,” she said, hefting the staff. “I remember Tonatiuh, the Fifth Sun. Born each morning, he died every night. Such a hungry child, he demanded more sacrifices than any of the others. So much blood. So foolish, never questioning.” The god looked fondly down upon the mortal girl and Efra stared back, unafraid. Mother Death needed Nuru, but she liked Efra. “Stupidity, foolishness, and bravery are much the same. Which you are depends more on the outcome and the opinions of the survivors than it does on what choices you made or what reasons you may have possessed. Such is the way with mortals. You are nothing until other mortals decide you were something.”
Narcotics shrieking through her blood, Nuru witnessed a dark understanding cross Efra’s features.
“Like Face Painted with Bells,” Efra said. “We can make our own gods?”
“Can, do, and did.” Mother Death nodded, her silken hair swaying, parting to expose the flawless beauty it hid. “I didn’t make her a god, the Loa did. She was nothing until they prayed to her.” The god laughed, spider silk and sand. “All I did was give her a place in the pantheon.”
“You said the staff was dangerous,” Efra reminded the god.
Mother Death pulled the red and green stone heart of the Fifth Sun from the carved eagle claws. The calcified wood talons shattered. “It’s too much for mortals.” The god crushed the Fifth Sun’s heart in her fist, grinding it to sand. “They forget their fears and doubts. They destroy things that are not theirs to destroy.”
Trapped within the god, Nuru screamed in impotent fury and heartbreak. With the loss of the staff, she’d lost her confidence and security. Though still a street-sorcerer, the god stole the one thing giving Nuru true power. Worse, many of her plans died in that instant. How could humanity lift water from the ground without that staff? Without it, she couldn’t make it rain beyond the Sand Wall, returning life to this dead world.
She wants me dependant on her. She hates me having strength of my own.
Efra, hands on hips, frowning at the broken staff, heard nothing.
“You think any street-sorcerer could have carved me? Loa stone sorcerers pray to me every night for power. A thousand temple-trained nahualli chafe at the limits set by their superiors and dabble in forbidden arts. I could have come to any of them. I chose you.”
Why do you like Efra so much? Nuru asked the god, forcing her thoughts outward.
“I know what she is,” the god answered. “She bears his mark. Not just inked into her flesh, but in her very blood. Smoking Mirror chose a little too well. She is a force of chaos. He wanted her to destroy the Staff of the Fifth Sun and she decided not to on a whim.” Nuru felt Mother Death’s sick humour in her bones. “She decided not to kill the Cloud Serpent nahualli because disobeying a god amused her.”
The stunned gut-drop of betrayal. She didn’t kill him?
“And she loves you,” the god added.
Like blood seeping through cotton, the world returned to Nuru. The screams of the wounded grew in volume, smoke and dust scraping her throat. The god sank into her soul. An ancient consciousness, unimaginably old, she was a creature of fractured memories. Endless realities, each different, all the same.
World after world, populated by thronging worshipers.
There are people in all Mother Death’s memories.
A gnat, Nuru clawed, unnoticed, through the god’s past. The pantheon changed. Sometimes there were thousands of gods, so distanced by time and geography they never met. Sometimes there were half a dozen gods with most cultures worshipping just one.
The people changed in each memory. Sometimes they were tall and dark-skinned, like those who populated Bastion. In others they were lighter shades of brown or even a sickly pink. They lived in mud huts, dank caves, or colossal cities. They fought with sharpened sticks, crude clubs, or arm-length slivers of polished grey mirror. They called fire from the skies, begged favours from haunted bogs, or summoned foul things from other worlds, binding them to service. Sometimes they were masters of their environment, sometimes slaves.
But they were always recognizable as people. No matter how far back Nuru dug, they were there. The god’s oldest memory, clawing free from a mountain of corpses and finding her children harvested—whatever that meant—still contained people.
The so-called Mother of the Universe, she was said to be the oldest of the Rada Loa, the first gods.
And yet she had not a single memory where humanity was not present.
Mother Death left Nuru kneeling in the street.
Efra loves me?
Was that true, or had the god, in all her divine inhumanity, misunderstood their friendship?




AKACHI – HUSKED CARCASSES

The privilege of freedom is only possible when populations are tightly controlled. When there are too many people to effectively police, social autonomy inevitably leads to chaos.
In the Age of the Fourth Sun all the world gloried in its freedom, every individual carrying within themselves the ability to shape the very fabric of reality with their desires and beliefs. Thus were the True Gods beleaguered by Ascended mortals thinking they knew better how existence should function.
Given the freedom to shape their world into a utopian heaven, the mortals instead turned the Fourth Sun into an age of madness, violence, and death. Faith, it turns out, is a much weaker instrument of change than insanity.
As the calamitous Age of the Fourth Sun came to an end, the Mother of the Universe decided such freedoms were dangerous and bred the power of madness from the hoarded souls saved to repopulate the world.
—The Book of Bastion
Whatever happened in the Bankers’ Ring after the Quarter Cathedral fell, did so out of sight behind the Wall of Commerce. The storm blew away as suddenly as it had come, clouds scattering in every direction.
Then, silence.
Akachi hissed in frustration, needing to do something, and yet being helpless to act. Not knowing what happened beyond the wall was torture. Maybe the Lord of the Vanguard hadn’t come to smite the blasphemers. He had no idea what the gods thought or knew. They stayed in the Gods’ Ring for millennia on end, ignoring their worshippers. Or perhaps the god came and crushed the two Dirts. Maybe Bastion had inadvertently been saved and Akachi didn’t have to do anything at all!
This is Efra.
She was katle, a soulless abomination, he was sure. Smoking Mirror would promise her power and she’d destroy Bastion to get it. The god of discord somehow picked someone even more chaotic than himself. There was no horror she would not commit to achieve her goals. Dangerously intelligent, she would have had plans within plans. Not as terrifying, Nuru, the street-sorcerer wasn’t to be underestimated either. Mother Death must have picked her for a reason.
That first storm had been small in comparison. It must have been a test. Once they knew the staff’s power, they’d marched straight to the cathedral. It wasn’t random. It wasn’t senseless Grower violence. He kept thinking of them as stupid Dirts, but they made it farther than he could have imagined. He needed to treat them as the dangerous enemies they were.
“They act with purpose,” Akachi said. “Destroying the Quarter Cathedral was a challenge no god could ignore.”
He had to assume the Lord of the Vanguard heard the challenge and answered. Likewise, he must assume the two women were ready for him. Impossible as it was to believe, the pantheon had probably lost another god.
Standing at his side, Fajah said, “We have time. Let’s get cleaned up, find fresh clothes.” She looked back into the church. “We need to decide what we’re going to do with Kokumo. We can’t leave her tied up.”
“She tried to poison me.”
“She was obeying her god. Would you do any less?” Grabbing his half-hand, Fajah pulled Akachi into the church. “There’s a bath in her private quarters. Hot water. You go first, you smell much worse than I.” She wrinkled her nose in thought. “Should we dress as priests of The Healer?”
“I think it’ll be safest if we don’t look like priests at all,” he said. Uncomfortable with the contact, he pulled his ruined hand free.
Heading inside, they found Kokumo groggy and confused but awake. After checking her restraints, Fajah led Akachi to the rear of the church to the nahual’s personal chambers.
Untouched by the pillaging Guard, the wealth displayed was a reminder of how much he’d lost since leaving the Priests’ Ring all those years ago. Several oaken armoires filled with clothes and an assortment of vestal robes for every occasion. A fourposter bed filled one wall, heaped with down-filled blankets and silk pillows. A leather sofa sat against the far wall. Bookshelves filled with tomes. He spotted a much-read personal copy of the Book of Bastion as well as collections on philosophy, herbal and narcotic preparations, and all twenty volumes of The History of the Last City that must have been worth a fortune. Never having seen a copy, he wanted to grab Volume One, collapse into the over-stuffed leather chair, and read while the light was good. He’d heard it began with a first-hand recounting from one of the pilgrims who witnessed Bastion rise whole from the bloody sands.
Akachi laughed, remembering his parish in the Wheat District. Shattered furniture, every corner choked with spider webs and the husked carcasses of centuries of dead insects. He’d been so proud to have earned a posting, even if it was temporary. He remembered wondering if his father would be impressed. But Fajah’s parents arranged to have her sent from the Growers’ Ring to the Senators and given a parish. Akachi’s father, the High Priest of Cloud Serpent—at least until Akachi became the god’s Heart—could have done that, had he wanted.
He wanted me to earn it.
Akachi didn’t believe that. His father hadn’t looked terribly pleased when his son swore his oaths to the Lord of the Hunt and donned the red, white, and black. One more disappointment.
What could I have done differently, Dad? What would have made you proud?
Fajah pushed him into the water closet at the far end of the room and this time he laughed. Where Akachi had to bathe in the public bathhouses with the Dirts—unless he sent Jumoke, his apprentice, to fetch water—the nahual of the Senators’ Ring had private bathhouses in their chambers. The tub, sunk into the floor was large enough for half a dozen adults. A toilet and two sinks, all part of Bastion’s seamless stone.
Not seamless anymore.
In destroying the Quarter Cathedral, the two Dirts had done irreparable damage. The gods had rarely manifest in the last ten thousand years, and never to enact repairs on the city. Windows broke. Walls and floors cracked and weathered. Stone steps wore shallow beneath the passing of a thousand generations. In the dream battle with Darakai, The Healer’s Heart, Akachi saw the Sand Wall from the desert. The wards and pacts that protected the city from the raging sandstorms, banished gods, and demons, had been worn to near invisibility. He often wondered if the gods were too far above the toils of humanity to notice such damages, or if they were no longer capable of effecting repairs. Though the city had known millennia of peace, there had been terrible wars early in Bastion’s history. Many gods died in those tumultuous years. Maybe those capable of such works were among the lost.
“Smoking Mirror wants to be the last god,” Akachi said. “No matter what Nuru thinks, Efra will do whatever it takes to make that happen. Katle are drawn to power, she can’t resist.”
“Katle?” Fajah asked, startled. “I thought those were myths.”
Akachi ignored her question. “What will happen when they kill the Provider and there’s no god to raise the water from deep in the earth?”
“When a god dies,” Fajah said, “another steps forward and takes on their roles. That’s why they all have so many names. Long before Bastion, each god ruled a single domain, one aspect of mortal life that was theirs. As long as one god remains in Bastion, the city will survive.”
“Smoking Mirror has chosen his Heart,” Akachi quoted. “Cloud Serpent said that to me. He said she would bring about the fall of Bastion. He said that if I didn’t stop her, humanity would die.”
“That can’t be what Smoking Mirror wants,” Fajah said.
“I don’t think it’s what he wants, but rather it’s what happens every time he tries to grab power.” Akachi tried to explain. “Over and over Smoking Mirror grabs for power and fails. Each time his failure heralds the end of an age.”
Fajah stared at Akachi, eyes wide. “That’s…That’s insane.”
It was.
“And this time,” Akachi said, “he chose Efra, a soulless katle, to be his Heart.”
Chaos personified, Efra would be the instrument of his failure.
“Cloud Serpent instructed me hunt Efra,” Akachi admitted, “to cut her heart out.”
My god warned me, and I didn’t listen.
So much death and destruction could have been avoided if only Akachi had acted sooner.
It’s not too late. I can still stop her.
Fajah pulled a wood plug from the side of the tub and it began to fill with steaming water.
“We hunt this katle,” she said. “We stop her.”
The only way to stop Efra was to kill her.
Akachi hesitated, afraid to speak his thoughts aloud. Then, “I have a plan.” He laughed, a cracked sound. “Efra and Nuru killing the gods gave me the idea. If I kill the Obsidian Lord, I stop him forever. I could end the cycle, save humanity forever.”
“Great plan. How do we kill the one god everyone agrees is more clever than all the others?”
Scowling at her, Akachi said nothing.
“Take two baths,” Fajah ordered. “I’ll find clothes and make us a meal. I think better when I’m not hungry.” She left.
The fact Akachi now knew killing a god was possible didn’t make it easy. Nuru probably called Mother Death to do battle with the other gods. Akachi had no such option; Cloud Serpent had been ignoring him for days.
He stripped off his filthy clothes and lowered himself into the tub. A long straight line, already scabbed in red, crossed his ribs where Kokumo cut him. The heat melted his tensions, loosed muscles he hadn’t realized were clenched. When the water reached his chin, he shoved the plug back into place and floated, thinking.
The cut burned as the fresh scab dissolved in the hot water, a pink stain spread to surround him like a bloody halo.
Smoking Mirror was a god of manipulation, not war or battle. Even so, Akachi couldn’t hope to defeat him in a sorcerous battle. Killing Efra might stop Smoking Mirror’s plots for now, but the god would immediately make new plans.
The water turned a uniform brown as filth joined the blood.
Lying in the tub, Akachi touched the stump fingers of his ruined hand to his chest. Like Akachi, Efra would have the tiniest sliver of obsidian in her heart. Each of the gods’ Hearts had one. It was how they connected themselves to their mortal servants.
He spotted a bar of dark soap. Grabbing it, he scrubbed his hands and arms, muttering to himself as he worked.
“When I kill Efra, what happens next?”
She’d lay there, dead.
The arrazoia’s words returned to Akachi: That sliver of stone in your heart connects you to Cloud Serpent. Through you, The Healer can attack him.
He imagined Efra dead at his feet and a smile twisted his lips.
The katle might be both the problem and the solution. There were many ways to sorcerously attack someone if you had unfettered access. Typically, street-sorcerer collected hair or fingernail fragments from their intended victims, but a shard of heart should work much better.
How do I attack him?
Could he trap a god in a dream world and do battle much as he had with Darakai?
I am a nahual of Cloud Serpent, Lord of the Hunt!
He could use the shard to track the god.
Arms clean, Akachi set to work scrubbing the filth from his legs.
If he could kill the physical manifestation of the Obsidian Lord, he’d have access to the god’s stone heart! He imagined crushing it to dust, littering it around the world.
“Not enough,” Akachi mumbled, working his mud-caked toes to a lather. “Not nearly enough.”
Someone might find the grains, bring them back together.
Akachi stared at his sudsy toes and laughed. “The Place of Nightmares. The Temple of a Thousand Thousand Doors.”
“Shei Baal Ba.”
He would shatter Smoking Mirror’s Heart, scatter the grains to a thousand worlds. Maybe nothing could guarantee a god’s death forever, but this would definitely slow him down.
“Fajah!” Akachi shouted from the tub. “How do you break a god’s heart?”
“Tell him you found someone new!” she shouted back.
Scowling, Akachi returned to scrubbing himself clean. Somehow, somewhere, there would be something capable of shattering a god’s heart. He’d often wondered why the gods in the stories were more powerful than those inhabiting Bastion today. If their hearts really were obsidian, he could smash one with a hammer.
Is that why the gods grew weaker and weaker with the passing millennium?
Perhaps sometimes they couldn’t retrieve the sliver from their chosen Heart and were diminished.
Akachi considered the possibility. Bastion had stood for twenty-five thousand years, roughly eight hundred and thirty generations of man. The Heart’s Mirror might live for thousands of years, but the rest of the god’s chosen lived normal lives. In the beginning, there had been scores of gods, each with their own mortal representative. That number had slowly dwindled. He estimated that in the last twenty-five thousand years there had been tens of thousands of Hearts, each carrying a sliver of a god’s stone heart within them.
The soap slipped from his ruined hand, disappearing into the murky water.
“The difficult part will be cutting the heart from Smoking Mirror’s chest so you can break it. After that, it’s simple!”
All he had to do was carry the shards to the temple of Shei Baal Ba, a place abandoned by gods and men alike, brave the nightmares, and then toss the grains of obsidian through a thousand doors.
Akachi drained the tub, rubbing at the stained ring left behind, and then refilled it. Finding the soap, he worked at his matted hair, shocked when the water turned red. Dirt blood, from Gau Ehiza’s killing spree.
Nuru and Efra had the Staff of the Fifth Sun and were killing gods; the odds of him surviving long enough to make it to the Priests’ Ring looked slim.
“One thing at a time.”
Akachi floated, feeling more human than he had in weeks.
An insane plan is better than no plan.
When he felt ready, he once again drained the tub. He found a towel hanging nearby, dried himself off, and tied it around his waist. Gods, he was thin, his entire body bruised, scarred, or both. A fresh line of blood dribbled from the reopened wound along his ribs and he sopped it with the towel.
The tub looked like someone butchered a goat in it.
More than anything, he wanted to ignore it and go in search of food.
I can’t let Fajah think I’m a slob.
He giggled.
Once he wiped the tub clean enough, Akachi turned to find his dirty clothes gone. In their place lay the neatly folded burgundy robes of a mid-level Senator. Fajah must have brought them. Lost in thought, he hadn’t noticed.
His nahualli belt hung over the back of a chair looking much cleaner than he remembered. The soapstone box with the amaruca figuring inside sat beside the clothes.
He dressed quickly, tucking the box into the belt and hiding it beneath the too large clothing. He shifted, uncomfortable. Anything other than his nahualli vestments felt wrong.
“Much better,” said Fajah, standing at the doorway with an armful of clothes. “I raided Kokumo’s closets. Something in here should fit me.”
Akachi plucked at the fabric over his chest. “Where’d this come from?”
“I think she had a male friend who used to stay here regularly. Either that, or many male friends, some of whom left clothes.”
Lost in thought, Akachi wandered from the bath. He heard the water run as he found the kitchen. Fajah had already searched the pantry and laid out what food she found as well as a couple waterskins. It wasn’t much. A few dried apples and an untouched loaf of bread that didn’t look too stale. He sat at the table, stared at nothing.
There were so many stories about how the forces of evil always failed, undone by their arrogance. When Efra killed Subira, she’d mocked Smoking Mirror saying, ‘The gods are fallible. They make mistakes. Makes you wonder what else they may have missed.’ She said he wanted Akachi dead and the staff destroyed. On a whim, she kept the staff and left Akachi alive.
Maybe there was something to those stories after all.
“Smoking Mirror’s overconfidence has given me everything I need to destroy him.”
“If you’re going to be my plucky sidekick,” said Fajah striding into the room, still towelling her hair dry, “you’re going to have to stop saying such ominous stuff. Your job is comic relief. Try not to let me down.”




NURU – NIGHTMARES AND DOORS

Only once did Feathered Serpent lead the pantheon, her Heart’s Mirror ruling Bastion only three days before being murdered. As always, the Loa were blamed.
But we were not behind this assassination.
—The Load Book of the Invisibles
Kneeling among the shattered shards of the Staff of the Fifth Sun, Nuru reached out to touch a jagged fragment of the bloodstone heart. She felt nothing. No energising confidence. No cold confidence she would succeed. In the distance, the ruins of the Quarter Cathedral smouldered as something within caught fire. Dust loomed over the horizon like sick rainclouds.
Picking the chunk from the ground Nuru squeezed it, feeling a sharp corner dig into her palm.
How do I fight gods without this weapon?
All she had left was the god-killer, and Efra had that. She considered asking her to return it, but what was the point? Efra would always be a better killer.
So many plans lay broken on the street. She’d dreamed of using the staff to make Bastion the lush and thriving place it should have always been, of return the entire world to life.
Blood trickled from her clenched fist, fell to blemish Bastion’s holy stone. She watched the stain spread, red tentacles following miniscule grooves. Without the staff, she was nothing. A helpless Dirt girl with a meagre talent for sorcery.
I can’t do this.
Efra knelt at Nuru’s side, put an arm around her. “You don’t need the staff; you have me.”
Nuru uttered a pained laugh. “Can you make it rain?”
“Give me enough time, and yes.” As always, she spoke with no bravado. This, too, was a simple statement of fact. If Nuru asked Efra to make it rain, she’d find a way for it to happen.
Nuru pictured Efra twisting the Provider’s arm up behind his back and demanding he bend the weather to her will and snorted in amusement.
“There you go,” Efra said. “The pain of losing the staff will pass. It’s like spending a few weeks gelled on erlaxatu and then stopping: it’s not fun, but you’ll get over it.”
Was that what she used to do when she’d disappear for days on end?
Kofi hovered nearby, brow wrinkled with concern. “We need to keep moving.”
I can’t.
Kofi and Efra lifted Nuru to her feet and got her moving.
Efra walked at her side, one arm around Nuru’s waist. “Kofi and I are all you need. The three of us and the god-killer are unstoppable.”
Kofi flashed Efra a grateful smile.
“I’m sorry,” Efra said, voice cracking.
“For what?” Nuru asked.
“I gave you the staff because you looked so scared. I just wanted you to feel better. I knew the strength it gave was illusory, but I didn’t know what else to do.” She hissed in anger. “I never thought about what would happen if it was taken from you.”
Nuru put an arm over the shorter woman’s shoulder and pulled her close. “I’m glad I’m not doing this alone.”
“You’ll never be alone,” Efra promised. She made an awkward noise that might have been a laugh. “Not with me and Kofi here for you.”
Efra guided Nuru from the ruins of the fallen temple, heading toward the Wall of Faith separating the Bankers from the Priests. Nuru walked, numb and shuffling, barely noticing the grandeur surrounding her. The closer they got to the wall, the more palatial and impressive the homes became. Once lush gardens, now pillaged and trampled, surrounded colossal mansions.
We’ve almost reached the wall.
The Priests’ Ring may have been her goal, but not for a moment had she believed she might make it.
You’re not there yet.
Glancing left, she saw Efra nibbling on the scar crossing her lips. The girl frowned, expression caught somewhere between thoughtful and angry.
She’s unhappy about the loss of the staff too.
“You lied to me,” Nuru said, unsure if she should be angrier than she was. “You didn’t kill the Cloud Serpent nahualli.”
Efra released Nuru’s waist, stepping away. “His name is Akachi,” she said, unconcerned that she’d been caught in a lie.
“Why didn’t you kill him?” Nuru asked. “He was hunting us. Probably still is.”
“Probably,” Efra agreed.
“Why didn’t you kill him?” Nuru repeated. “And why lie about it?”
Efra stopped, forcing Nuru and Kofi to halt. “I know you don’t trust me, and so sometimes your distrust forces me into situations where I have to lie because if I tell the truth, you’ll end up doing something that will hinder our plans.”
“It’s my fault you lied?”
Kofi looked from woman to woman, silent.
Efra winced. “That’s not what I meant. Smoking Mirror wanted me to destroy the staff and I didn’t want to because I thought it would be useful. I wish Mother Death hadn’t smashed it because she did exactly what Smoking Mirror wanted me to do; I worry that somehow serves his plans. He also wanted me to kill Akachi. I didn’t understand why, and no matter how I turned it around, I couldn’t see how the boy’s death gained us anything.”
“If he catches and kills us,” growled Nuru, “we definitely lose something.”
Efra ignored her. “I decided anything that messed with Smoking Mirror’s plans was probably good.” She met Nuru’s anger with flat, expressionless eyes. “Ever wonder why he hasn’t asked me to kill you? Shouldn’t you be the first one he wants dead? But no, he tells me to kill that scrawny priest. What if Akachi is the one who stops the gods?”
“He’s a nahualli,” Nuru said. “No priest will turn their back on the gods.”
“That’s not true,” Kofi said, voice soft. “I did.”
Efra flashed him a strange smile of tenderness and touched his shoulder. “We know. But you’re special in so many ways.”
She’s manipulating him.
Efra turned back to Nuru. “I didn’t kill Akachi because Smoking Mirror wanted him dead. I didn’t tell you because you’d want me to go back and kill him. If I did that, I’d end up doing what Smoking Mirror wanted.” She scowled again, brow furrowing. “Obviously, at some point you were going to find out. Broken as the boy is, he doesn’t strike me as the kind to quit. We killed his friends and Mother Death fucked him up back in the Wheat District. But that didn’t stop him. Nope. He kept coming. He chased us through the rings. Akachi is Cloud Serpent’s Heart. He can’t quit.”
Nuru glared at her in shock. “He’s going to chase us all the way to the Priests’ Ring. He will kill us to serve his god!” She looked back toward the Wall of Commerce. “He could already be in the ring!”
Efra looked annoyingly unworried. “If he catches us, I’ll kill him.” She spoke with utter certainty. “Until then, he’s a thorn in the Obsidian Lord’s side. All the god’s plotting assumes Akachi died in the underworld and Cloud Serpent no longer contends to rule the pantheon. Not only is Akachi still alive, but he knows of Smoking Mirror’s plans. I suspect he’ll be too focussed on stopping the god to worry about two little Dirt girls.”
“He knows we’re Hearts, too, doesn’t he.”
“No plan is perfect.”
“Not perfect? Do you even have a plan?”
Efra grinned. “Yes. But if I tell you, you’ll try and stop me.” She sighed, shaking her head. “You do understand that you’re angry at me because I betrayed the god we’re planning on killing, right? If anything, this should make you trust me more.”
“You’re insane!”
Efra shed all expression, eyes flat. “Insane suggests there’s no logic, or that I’m somehow flawed.” She flashed a quick grin, as if to show she wasn’t hurt by Nuru’s words. “So, are we heading to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba to kill the next god?”
Gods, Nuru missed the stone comfort of the Staff of the Fifth Sun.
She didn’t trust Efra but nor did Nuru believe she could do this without her. If they parted ways, Efra would march off and do whatever she planned anyway. Maybe she’d stomp into the temple of a thousand doors and go from world to world killing gods, or maybe she’d hunt down the Hearts of the other gods so she could rule Bastion as Hearts’ Mirror.
I need her more than she needs me.
“You suggested a trade,” Nuru said. “The Staff of the Fifth Sun for the god-killer. The staff is gone.”
Drawing the dagger from within her robes, Efra held it out. “All yours.”
Reality twisted and squirmed around the blade, smoke coiling like enraged snakes. The edges of the world frayed and Nuru saw the things beyond. Foul monsters, sanity-raping nightmares, prowled the tear. Only their fear of the knife kept them from coming through.
Or fear of Efra.
Nuru couldn’t reach for it, couldn’t make herself touch the soul-stained stone. “Keep it.”
It was too much. Akachi, the Cloud Serpent nahualli who attacked them in the Wheat District, and who later killed two gods and eradicated millions of souls in the underworld, including Chisulo, Happy, and the others, was still alive. She wanted to turn back, find the priest, and make him pay. She wanted to carve him to nothing, burn his soul to ash so he might never be reborn. More than anything, she wanted to scream and rage at Efra for letting their enemy live.
When she kills, you hate it. When she doesn’t kill, you hate it. Make up your fucking mind.
“Look at me,” Efra said, still holding the knife. “I could kill you. Nothing and no one could stop me.” She shot Kofi a silencing look and he closed his mouth. “But here you are and here I am. Understand?”
“No. You have the dagger. Why do you need me?”
Efra flinched as if stung and blinked quickly, backing another step from Nuru. The cold certainty fell from her face “I need you…” She growled, shaking her head. “You and me, we’re—Look,” she started, again, “I could rule Bastion. It would be nothing. But you want something bigger. And so, I have to help.”
“Why?”
Efra wouldn’t meet her eyes. Is she fighting tears?
Finally, she said, “When Fadil took me, it was you who came for me.”
Nuru remembered Efra, naked and sheened in blood. “All the boys came.”
“Only because you made them. Chisulo would never have risked his friends for me. I was an outsider, and you know it.”
Nuru wanted to argue, to defend Chisulo, but Efra was right.
“You saved me,” Efra continued. “And then when you found out what I was, you didn’t send me away or kill me, and you probably should have. Instead, you gave me weapons. When I knew what needed to be done, you let me do it. You didn’t like it, but back then you trusted me. No one else…Fuck.” She hoisted the dagger, balancing it in her open palm. “Even now, even after I lied to you, you still trust me.”
She’s right. I do.
Though not as much as she once did.
Efra’s mouth cut a crooked smile. “I see you thinking about that. Take it. Kill the gods yourself.”
She knows I can’t.
Instead, Nuru said, “You’re going to need it to kill Smoking Mirror.”
Efra looked up, eyes dry. “Fucking right. However, we’re going to kill Cloud Serpent first.”
Nuru’s thoughts scrambled to fit together the pieces. Efra left the Cloud Serpent nahualli alive and now planned to kill his god. With his god dead, he’d no longer be a Heart.
Will he give up his pursuit and go home?
She couldn’t imagine him quitting.
Efra hid the dagger away. Taking Nuru’s hand, she pulled her back into motion, leading her toward the Wall of Faith.
Kofi jogged to catch up. He looked as lost as Nuru felt.
“Fatboy,” Efra snapped without rancour. “You know where the temple of Shei Baal Ba is?”
“I’m not fat.”
“How far?”
“Half a day to the gate. Another half a day to the temple.”
“What’s inside?”
“Nightmares and doors.” Kofi cracked an embarrassed smile. “I don’t know. No one has set foot within for ten thousand years or more.”
Nightmares and doors to a thousand different worlds. Nuru remembered the realm where she killed Her Skirt is Stars. There’d been rolling hills, green grass, and beautiful children.
Until she killed them all.
“We should keep looking through doors until we find one that opens to a beautiful world with trees and water. We’ll go through and close it behind us forever.”
Efra waved at the blasted ruins of the church. “And leave all this behind?”




AKACHI – GUILT AND DISGRACE

The Rada Loa are the oldest entities in existence, the very first sentients. They birthed the first gods, are the distant ancestors of the entire pantheon. They are the essences upon which the frame of this world is built, elemental in nature, ancient beyond reckoning.
From the moment this reality birthed life, death was born.
Mother Death, The Lady of the House, is the true master of Bastion.
—The Book of Bastion (deleted text)
Fajah forced Akachi to sit and eat while she went in search of ‘the kind of useful stuff that boys don’t usually think of.’ After the warm bath, muscles loose for the first time in what felt like a month, he was too tired to argue. Collapsing into a chair, he watched as she hustled about the kitchen discovering food he’d somehow missed.
Lifting the lid of an ugly clay jar that looked like it had been made by a child, she glanced at him. “Did you even look in these?” There were half a dozen similar jars, each painted a different colour.
“I thought they were art.”
“Kokumo’s children made them.” Reaching in, Fajah drew out a fistful of oat cookies. Popping one in her mouth, she handed him the other three. “There’s seven or eight more in there. Leave me two or I’ll be rude to you.”
“I’ll leave you four.”
“Just two. You eat the rest.” She slid the jar in front of him and returned to digging through a cupboard he’d thought was for pots.
Akachi blinked at the cookies in his hand. They were dry and crumbly, and he wished he had milk to soak them in. “We always used to have cookies and muffins delivered from the Crafters’ Ring,” he mused. “Once, when I was seven, Mom took me to the Crafters. She was having a dress custom made for some event I don’t remember. That was the first and last time I ate a cookie still warm from the Crafters’ oven. Best thing I ever ate in my life.” He shook his head, lost in the memory of flavour. “I told the baker I wished I was a Crafter so I could eat those cookies all day every day and he laughed. He said eating a cookie from the oven was ten lashes. All baked goods had to go to the Bakery District warehouse to be sorted. Apparently, there are laws as to what cookies can be available in each ring.”
The senators decided such things, though he’d never given it much thought. Judging from how fat they all were, most of the good cookies must have stopped in their ring.
“I never saw a single cookie in the Growers’ Ring,” said Fajah, still digging through the cupboard. “The awful food was the worst part of being an acolyte.”
Akachi, who’d sacrificed a man on the altar, taken a baby from a young mother, fought Loa tecolotl in the streets, and lost a fight with a god, said nothing. The food in the Quarter Cathedral had been infinitely better than anything in the Wheat District.
Finding some buns that were only three or four days old, Fajah tore one in half. Shoving some cheese into it, she handed the sandwich to Akachi. “Eat.” She stood watching as if worried he’d stop the moment her back was turned.
Akachi ate. The tough bread hurt his jaw by the time he finished.
Fajah narrowed her eyes at him. “Question.”
He raised a tired eyebrow.
“The city is in chaos. The Guard no longer enforce the laws and will actively try and stop us if they know who you are. Maybe marching into the Priests’ Ring isn’t a great idea. Even if we are disguised. Maybe we should wait until it’s dark.”
“You’re stalling.”
“Of course I’m fucking stalling. I don’t want to get beaten to death in the street.”
“Me either,” Akachi agreed.
He looked toward the hall leading to the entrance. He should move. The Dirt girls were out there, killing gods, and moving ever closer to their destination.
Even if it was the smart thing to do, sitting here, waiting, felt wrong.
I haven’t earned rest.
Not until he saved Bastion.
He should be dosed for war, stalking his prey.
“Cloud Serpent gave me a mission,” Akachi said, standing.
“And if the Guard catch us, you’ll fail. Be smart. Wait for dark.”
Akachi hesitated. His limbs felt weak and heavy as if his time in the tub left him waterlogged.
“Go lie down,” Fajah instructed. “I’ll wake you before sunset. By then, I’ll have everything packed and ready to go.”
“And Kokumo?”
“I checked her again. She’s fine. We’ll leave a knife so she can cut herself free after we’ve left.”
“She tried to kill me.”
“We can’t leave her to starve. Anyway, the other nahual might be our enemies now, but later, after things go back to normal, Bastion will need her priests.”
Back to normal. Akachi couldn’t imagine it.
Too tired to argue, he returned to the nahualli’s chambers and collapsed onto the bed. He lay enveloped in softness, a down mattress and silk sheets and remembered his stone bed in the Wheat District. The Book of Bastion said the temple of Shei Baal Ba had doors to everywhere. He’d always imagined that to be hyperbole or myth, but the things he witnessed in the last weeks left nothing impossible.
A colossal snake pushed through the doorway to Kokumo’s chambers, its body deforming to squeeze through. Endless bands of red, white, and black. Akachi lay frozen in holy awe, unable to move as it circled the bed building a wall with the coiled loops of its body. The snake’s flat viper head rose over Akachi, venom dripping from curved fangs the length of his forearm. It smoked where it fell, burning holes in the silk sheets and searing his skin black. He screamed as flesh charred and curled exposing the bone beneath. The snake’s eyes, thin vertical slashes of bottomless black surrounded by a yellowish green like a wound gone septic, regarded him with undisguised rage. The wood bedframe groaned as the coils tightened.
Head swinging in slow arcs, forked tongue flickering to taste the air, the snake searched the bed, eyes sliding past Akachi like he wasn’t there.
Akachi couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.
Cloud Serpent left, shoving back through the too tight door to search elsewhere.
The god’s venom ate through Akachi’s flesh, through his soul, stained his blood like the most brutal narcotic.
Searing agony took him away.
Akachi stood among Grower tenements, though he recognized nothing. Though the recent rains had swept away much of the sand and ash, the air stunk of damp rot. The fires that had raged in the fields were gone.
Loa tecolotl herded thousands of complacent men and women through the streets, calming the mob with their blasphemous sorcery. Dirts, Bankers, Senators, and priests shuffled mingled, shuffling and bumping into each other.
He recognized the stones Mother Death’s priests clutched in their fists: hyraceum, the stone of domination. The Growers shuffled like brain-burned erlaxatu addicts.
Lifting their arms in supplication, the Loa screamed prayers at the sky. Spiders boiled up from every crack and cranny in the stone. A seething blanket of arachnids, some glistening and colourful, many black, others pale and sickly white from having lived their lives in the dark below the city, climbed the unresponsive crowd.
A Loa priest carrying a shard of hematite approached a woman dressed in the robes of a high-ranked Banker and covered in spiders.
“I dedicate this life to Nephthys,” the Loa said. “Nebthet, Mother of the Universe, Kālarātri. Mother Death, feed and grow strong. Devour the soul, inhabit the flesh.”
The priest drove the hematite crystal into the Banker’s throat.
Wobbling, the Banker made no attempt to stanch the wound. The spiders entered her ears, crawling into nostrils and mouth, forcing their way into staring eyes, pushing into the bloody wound, until they disappeared. She twitched and shivered, skin bulging as spiders moved beneath it.
Leaving the hematite sunk in the Banker’s throat, the Loa drew another from his robes and approached a Dirt.
Loa tecolotl moved through the crowd saying, “I dedicate this life to Nephthys, Nebthet, Mother of the Universe, Kālarātri. Mother Death, feed and grow strong. Devour the soul, inhabit the flesh,” and driving a crude shard of hematite into their victim’s throat. Each time, the waiting spiders forced their way inside.
Akachi had read the Loa Book of the Invisibles, studied everything there was to know about the heretical stone sorcery, but never seen anything like this.
Hematite is Mother Death’s stone.
Was this how they were feeding her blood and souls?
No, it would be more effective to make these sacrifices on an ordained altar.
A squad of Hummingbird Guard turned a nearby corner, pouring into the alley. Armed with flint knives and cudgels of ebony, these were rank and file, not the Turquoise Serpents.
The Loa and spider-infested Dirts turned to face the new arrivals. As one, the tecolotl drew tiny stones from their pouches, holding them up to catch the sun. Akachi squinted at the scene below, struggling to understand. Then, a flash of reflected light.
Every single tecolotl carried a tiny diamond. The wealth was staggering. The heretics could have fed families for generations or armed themselves with the best weapons Crafters could manage.
“Blindness,” Akachi said, recalling a passage he’d read. “Physical or spiritual.”
Never before had he contemplated what spiritual blindness might entail.
“You are gone from the eyes of your god,” the Loa shouted at the Birds.
Gone from the eyes of your god?
Somehow Cloud Serpent had failed to see Akachi. Hadn’t the arrazoia he’d taken earlier said something about the gods not being able to see him.
Gods no, he pleaded.
This was asking too much. He would sacrifice everything for his god, but what was that worth if his god couldn’t see the sacrifice?
A brutally scarred captain stepped forward, red leather armour gleaming in the sun, sweat beading her brow. Though outnumbered ten to one, she showed no fear. “Southern Hummingbird is dead. We serve Smoking Mirror, the Father of Ends, Last God of Bastion.”
Father of Ends? Akachi had never heard that name before.
The Loa priest grinned. “We know.” She held aloft her tiny shard of diamond. “This not only hides you from Father Discord’s gaze, but also your souls. When you fall, we shall collect them for the Queen of Bastion.”
The Hummingbird Guard formed around their captain. Akachi had seen this before, witnessed the way a few Birds could smash through a disorganized mob like they were nothing. The wet slap of wood on flesh. The crack of breaking bone and screams of pain. There were more enemies here than the group who attacked Captain Yejide’s squad as they escorted Akachi to the Wheat District, yet Akachi couldn’t imagine the Birds failing. Warriors trained from birth, shaped by a life of hardship, they knew no fear. The Guard did not bend or break. They were the holy fist of Father War.
Or had been, before Akachi killed their god in the underworld.
“You are blind to the truth,” said the Loa priest and a tremor ran through the Birds.
The men and women gathered around the captain blinked and rubbed at their eyes, suddenly unable to focus on their enemy.
“Don’t kill them,” said the Loa tecolotl. “They will serve.”
The crowd surged forward, a wave of filthy flesh. Though blind, the Guard fought with consummate skill, never fleeing, never surrendering ground. Back-to-back, they battered the massed humanity breaking upon them.
The two groups fought in eerie silence. Where the Birds battled with bared teeth, their opponents were expressionless as they mobbed them with superior numbers.
Akachi realized he’d understood nothing. Nuru might travel with Efra, but their gods were enemies.
Smoking Mirror and Mother Death aren’t cooperating.
The ground shook and Akachi stood in what looked like a timber district in the Crafters’ Ring.
Sin Eater towered over squat tenements. Mother Purity had left the Gods’ Ring for the first time in twenty thousand years. An ancient divinity, she was impossible to truly see. The sun’s light bent around the god in deference to her perfection, throwing details in shadow. Sometimes she was one, beautiful and forgiving. Sometimes she was all four dread sisters and tore confessions from the sky itself. She was beautiful and she was writhing worms and filth. She was purifying fire, forgiveness, and divine punishment. Where her pristine feet touched stone, plague spread. Streets cracked and rotted, the eternal city crumbling with decay. Flower gardens blackened and wilted, falling to sludge.
Crafters swarmed from their homes to fall to their knees before the god. Their sins clawed free, becoming demonic entities. Vile and twisted aspects of the human soul haunted the streets. Rage and envy. Greed and laziness. Blasphemy. Every petty thought became torturous agony. The slightest jealousy launched a man at the neighbour who once glanced at his wife. Feelings of inadequacy crushed others to pathetic dolls of themselves. Some, carrying so much self-hate and bile, burst like swollen and infected wounds.
Sin Eater ignored them all, such mayfly lives beneath notice.
The stone of Bastion split asunder as Precious Feather, god of pleasure and indulgence, rose from beneath the city to face Sin Eater. She was the cradle of all life and the glorious lust of creation. Black and nothing, feathers of flame and opal, she wore a headdress of yearning and love. God of sexual power, protector of young mothers, she was the embodiment of the perfect woman. Everyone saw something different. For some she was curved softness. For others, planes of hard muscle. She was warmth and strength, worshipped for being unattainable.
Akachi, torn between the youthful ideals of what a woman should be and the new knowledge Captain Yejide wrote into his blood, saw all her flickering guises. Precious Feather was too much for any mere mortal man and he cried. She wasn’t something that could be earned or deserved. Nothing he could ever do would make him worthy.
She chose.
She chose, or she cast aside.
Wearing the guise of the four sisters, Sin Eater, god of confessions and guilt, surrounded the one god who laughed at such concepts. For Precious Feather there could be no sin. There was need and need fulfilled. Without lust, there could be no life.
Sin Eater spoke of guilt and disgrace and the gathered Crafters screamed for forgiveness. Many gouged out their own eyes for the iniquities they’d witnessed. Others tore their tongues out for the lies and cruelties given voice.
Precious Feather spoke with the forgiveness of a mother who loves her children. Men, craving a kind word beyond all else, sobbed in gratitude. For she was what their father could not give. Women, needing to know they were heard, stood like the gods of creation they were.
The two gods launched themselves at each other. Stone ruptured and exploded. Crafters died like ants stomped by warring elephants.




NURU – FEATHERED FIRE

The mighty Shei Baal Ba, one of the oldest death gods, was slain when Mother Death discovered he plotted to replace her. The Queen of Bastion then anchored his church, the Place of Nightmares and a Thousand Thousand Doors, to the Last City. Shortly after, the Queen was overthrown and banished. No one ever knew what she planned for the Temple of Shei Baal Ba.
—The Book of Bastion
Nuru and Efra followed Kofi through the Bankers’ Ring. He moved from corner to corner, raising a hand to stop them until he decided it was safe. Before moving to the next corner, he’d wave them forward and then set off at a hunched jog. The ring was quiet here, the corpses rare. Most of the homes looked abandoned, doors hanging open, dropped possessions littering the streets. People had fled in a rush. With food no longer coming from the outer rings, the Bankers must have become desperate.
Efra watched Kofi, shaking her head. “I told him to lead so he’d feel useful. Men are like that. You have to give them something to do so they leave you alone.” Her lips twisted in something that might have been a rueful smile or self-conscious doubt, were she capable of such things. “He’s got nice shoulders. Like Chisulo.”
Sand, sliding through fingers. Pain stabbed Nuru’s heart at the mention of her friend.
Efra, unaware, snorted in amusement. “It’s weird. I like slim women and big men.”
“Do you like him?” Nuru asked to distract herself.
Efra lifted one shoulder, gaze never leaving the tecolotl. “Sure, I guess. Though to be fair I like potatoes too.”
Ahead, Kofi stopped at another corner. He gestured the women forward and waited.
“People,” he told Nuru. “Not Bankers.”
Nuru peeked around the corner. A mob of brightly dressed people shuffled along the street running parallel to theirs. Some wore vestments she recognized, priests of one god or another. Many wore dresses or intricate thobes unlike anything she’d seen in the Crafters’ Ring. None wore the grey or black of the Bankers. They walked bent under overstuffed backpacks or belongings hastily gathered into tied bedsheets. Men women and children. Entire families huddled together, attention darting nervously to dark Banker windows like they expected attack. They looked tired and scared.
“They’re from the Priests’ Ring,” Kofi whispered.
“This might work in our favour,” Efra said. “If the Priests’ Ring is empty, it’ll make it a lot easier to reach the temple of Shei Baal Ba.”
Huddled at the corner, they watched the people for several minutes. There seemed to be an unending stream of folks heading toward the outer rings. Some among the crowd were wounded, limping, or nursing bruises or broken bones. A few bled from their wounds.
“The Guard didn’t do that to them,” Kofi said. “Too sloppy. That looks more like what you’d expect to see after a street fight or tavern brawl.”
“Tavern?” asked Efra.
Focussed on the next street, Kofi ignored her. She scowled at his back like she was considering stabbing him.
Nuru glanced toward the Wall of Faith. “It’s only a couple of blocks away. Let’s get closer. I want to see the gate.”
Kofi fished a chunk of kunzite from his selection of stones. “If anyone notices us, I’ll distract them. If things get ugly—if we run into nahualli or the crowd gets violent—you two run. I’ll slow them down until you’re away and catch up later.”
He led them across the street. A few of the refugees from the Priests’ Ring noticed them but no one seemed overly interested.
The Wall of Faith, the shortest of the great walls, loomed over the Banker homes crowded near it.
“Four men standing on each other could reach the top,” Efra said, tossing a wink at Nuru.
“I can see the curve,” Nuru said. “Just barely.”
She knew the Priests’ Ring was the smallest of the mortal rings yet still expected the wall to look straight.
The setting sun stained the western sky red, the day’s heat finally lifting. In another hour they’d see their breath.
Kofi stopped at the last corner before the wall, again waving Efra and Nuru forward. The three huddled together to peer into the next street. There were two gates set into the wall. The larger, that for the wagons bringing supplies into the ring, was closed, garbage heaped to block it. The smaller pedestrian gate was open. A squad of sloppily armoured Birds guarded the gate, waving individuals and families forward. They were searched, the Birds dragging their possessions aside and rooting through them. From each they claimed something—a waterskin, food or blankets—before returning the packs and waving the people through. Anyone resisting was struck with a cudgel. Most surrendered to the search after that. Several bodies lay sprawled nearby, bleeding into the street.
On the far side of the gate, inside the Priests’ Ring, a huge crowd gathered, packed tight to protect their place in line or move closer.
A man and a woman in the robes of a Feathered Serpent nahual, her bone mask missing, reached the Birds. Three small children clung to the couple, the youngest of which looked no more than a few months old. Packs were pulled away and searched, the Birds tossing whatever they wanted on the growing pile. Shoving the pack back into the man’s hands, the Birds let them into the Bankers’ Ring.
“Those aren’t Birds,” Efra said. “They must have ambushed a squad or taken the armour and weapons off corpses.” She grunted. “All that crap they’re claiming as a toll will be worthless when the wells stop giving water.”
“When they stop?” Nuru asked.
Efra ignored the question. “Fatboy, can you clear a path through that mess?”
Kofi nodded. “I’ve got some stones that should do the trick.”
“Wait.” Nuru touched Kofi’s arm, getting his attention. “There are families there, children.”
“Who cares?” Efra demanded. “They’re all priests. None of those assholes have known a day of hunger or hard work. It’s their turn to be on the bloody end of a cudgel.”
“Can’t you command some real Birds to clear the gate?” Nuru asked.
Efra shook her head. “They’ve all left for the outer rings to protect the food. Water is about to become scarce in the inner rings. A lot of people will die if we don’t move fast.
“Why?” Nuru asked. “What’s going to happen?”
“I don’t know. Smoking Mirror only shares what he thinks I need to know. But sometimes I dream fragments of his thoughts. We’re nothing to them.”
Kofi cleared his throat in that way he did when trying to politely get the women’s attention.
Efra rolled her eyes. “Spit it out, balls-for-brains.”
“I stocked up on stones at the Loa church. I can clear a path.” He glanced at Nuru. “I can only do it with brute force, skystone and flint. People will get hurt.”
Nuru watched another family surrender their last belongings to the thugs controlling the gate.
At least they’re keeping things mostly peaceful.
Anyone who complied was let through.
She realized though that the current arrangement only worked because, strangely, everyone was so accustomed to doing as they were told. That would change when the people on the far side got desperate and rushed the gate. The thugs were too slow. They wanted to make sure they didn’t miss anything valuable. Already the pressure on the far side of the wall was building. When the sun rose tomorrow and the heat returned, tempers would fray. If Efra was right, and the wells dried up, there would be panic. The small and weak would be trampled in the mad rush.
“It’s almost night,” Nuru said. “Let’s find an abandoned home where we can watch the gate. Maybe we’ll have a chance to sneak through.” She knew it was a pathetic hope.
“We could be waiting for days before we get a chance.” Efra scowled, annoyed at the delay. “We don’t have that kind of time.”
Kofi’s attention darted from Nuru to Efra and back.
He might be falling for Efra’s manipulation, but he’s still waiting for my decision.
Another family carrying a crying baby was searched, relieved of a few possessions, and allowed through the gate. It all moved so slow. She remembered the Loa driving Growers to a killing frenzy with their stone sorcery.
The setting sun sank beneath the horizon splashing the city in shadow.
Decision made, Nuru said, “We can’t risk those children getting hurt.”
Efra’s jaw clenched and relaxed. “You know how there are some decisions you can’t make but I can? Maybe this is one of those. That way it won’t be your fault. You’ll be guilt free.”
Does she really think it works like that?
“No. Kofi, find us somewhere where we can watch the gate.”
The first house they tried was abandoned, though only recently. The family must have gathered everything they considered valuable and fled. Down beds still sported heavy blankets and the closets were filled with clothes, though the pantry had been emptied. It didn’t look like the Birds had been inside. The furniture remained neatly arranged, nothing smashed or broken.
Kofi led the women to a second-floor bedroom. Nuru pushed the wood shutters open enough to peer through. The gang claiming tolls had lit a fire and closed the gate. They began drinking, sloshing stolen wineskins, and tossing the least valuable of their purloined goods onto the fire.
“Why take it if you’re just going to burn it?” Nuru asked no one in particular.
Efra joined her at the window. “The nahual believe that the only thing separating a so-called decent person and those people down there is fear of punishment and that with the fall of the rule of law, all becomes chaos.”
The rule of law? Efra seemed to change and grow with alarming alacrity.
In two weeks, she’d gone from grunts and rage to something dangerously close to philosophy. I can’t believe fear of the nahual is all that made people behave decently.
Efra sniffed, glancing at Nuru. “Personally, I think those people down there were assholes before this.”
Though more like the old Efra, it sounded like an attempt at distraction, as if she’d realized she’d revealed something and wanted to hide it.
“You’re smarter than you used to be,” Nuru said, wondering if it was the woman’s time with Smoking Mirror that altered her, or more direct meddling on the part of the god.
Efra scowled, a flash of anger, hidden. “I’m not.”
“You say things the Efra I knew in the Growers’ Ring would never say.”
“First, I know more now than I did. I always learned fast, but I never used to have access to a god’s memories. Second, you never bothered to get to know that Efra.” Face blank, she didn’t sound upset.
“You’re right,” Nuru admitted. “I’m sorry. I always thought of you as being on the edge of the gang because you came and went where the rest of us stayed together.”
“Periphery is a better word,” Efra said, with a mischievous twitch of her lips. “And there were reasons.”
When she didn’t continue, Nuru decided to let it go.
As the sun set, those at the gate drank with increased dedication, bellowing songs into the sky.
“We’ll take turns watching the gate,” Efra decided. “If anyone sees an opportunity to sneak through, wake the others. Nuru, you’re first. I’ll take second watch and Kofi will do the third.”
It was, Nuru suspected, a hopeless pursuit. Those at the gate showed no sign of tiring any time soon.
When no one argued, Efra curled up on the floor, and immediately began snoring.
Nuru moved to the window to watch the crowd below. Behind her, Kofi paced with nervous energy.
“Can we talk?” he asked, voice pitched low.
Nuru nodded without turning.
When she didn’t say anything, he said, “I know you don’t feel about me the way I do about you. And that’s fine. I get it. You’re…” He drew a deep breath. “You’re so far above me, so much better than I could ever be.”
Better? Who and what did he think she was?
“I thought that as a Loa I fought injustice,” the tecolotl continued, “but I see now I was as much part of the problem as any nahual. At first, I followed you because that was what my mother commanded me to do. You were the Heart of my god. And maybe I was a little smitten.” He laughed, an awkward sound. “You have so much power and yet you make no attempt to use it for yourself. I realized that you would sacrifice everything you are—everything you have—to make the world better for your people. For all people, though many won’t understand until much later.”
“I don’t feel powerful,” Nuru whispered, still facing the window.
“You are. In so many ways.” He stopped pacing. “I will never be worthy of you, but that doesn’t mean I can’t try.”
“I’m not what you think.”
Kofi smiled at her, an expression of love and sadness. “I would die for you.”
Nuru’s heart hurt. Too many had already died for her. Chisulo and her boys. Tears fell and she ground her teeth to stop from shaking. “I don’t want you to die for me,” she said. “I don’t want anyone to die for me.”
“There could be no greater purpose than serving the woman who will save Bastion. I could die knowing my life had meaning.”
Meaning? Could one death be more meaningful than another?
She wanted to tell him he was being an idiot, that dead was dead, and that this wasn’t about some pathetically juvenile search for meaning or purpose but couldn’t; she needed him. If he believed what she did mattered, he would sacrifice everything for her. Facing a pantheon of gods and their priests, she needed such people.
Nuru glanced at Efra, still snoring on the floor. Who is cold and calculating now?
“Get some rest,” she told the young priest.
When it was Nuru’s turn to sleep, she lay with her eyes closed listening to Efra and Kofi fuck. The priest kept hissing for Efra to be quieter while she kept telling him to shut up so she could focus.
It all sounded oddly forced, like a performance.
Is she trying to make me jealous?
But to what end? Nuru already told Efra she wasn’t interest in the tecolotl.
They went at it twice before Kofi fell asleep. Naked, Efra rose to prowl the room.
“It’s unfair,” she said, grinning white teeth at Nuru in the dark. “Men fall asleep after, but rutting wakes me up. I’ve got so much energy right now I could kill everyone at the gate myself.” She moved to the window, scowling at the street below as if tempted. “I’m going for a walk.”
Efra ducked into her Banker robes and padded from the room, a silken ghost.
Nuru fell asleep wondering if she’d wake to find a mound of corpses at the gate.
She woke with a groan, stretching, and snuggling into the deep softness of the mattress.
Nothing in all Bastion will pry me from this bed.
How Bankers achieved anything when they had the opportunity to remain in such comfort was a mystery. Every seat was cushioned. The bed sat upon a rug that was softer than anything Nuru had ever touched. For all their pretend austerity, Banker life was all luxury.
The first blush of dawn lit the room in warm colours though the nights’ chill remained. Kofi stood at the window, Efra sleeping curled in a blanket on the floor. She’d ignored the bed, perhaps uncomfortable with the unaccustomed comfort.
“Tell me everyone left during the night and we can pass through the gate,” Nuru said to Kofi.
Glancing over his shoulder, he shook his head.
Forcing herself to leave the bed was an act of supreme will. She joined him at the window and the two stood watching as those at the gate rose and gathered their weapons. Two men shuffled forwards, scratching themselves. Lifting the bar, they waved through the first group and set to rooting through their belongings. Something happened on the far side of the gate, out of Nuru’s sight. More priests rushed through, shoving the thugs aside. Then, a mad rush as the gate became a crush of panicked humanity. With the larger gate closed and barricaded, those on the far side were forced to cram through an opening not much wider than three people standing shoulder to shoulder. The space kept jamming with bodies and then someone would fall and disappear under the fleeing crowd. Families were torn apart, parents screaming as their children disappeared beneath the rampaging mob.
The Wall of Faith exploded. Huge boulders tumbled through the crowd leaving bloody smears. Sharp fragments cut down scores.
A god strode through clouds of dust.
Kofi watched in horror. “Maybe you should call Mother Death.”
“I don’t think I should. She’s still—”
Nuru woke from the dream with a start. It had been so realistic. The mattress no longer felt quite so soft and comfortable.
Swinging her feet over the edge of the bed she saw the thick rug she hadn’t noticed the night before. She curled her toes in it. Nothing had ever been so soft.
The first blush of dawn lit the room in warm colours though the nights’ chill remained. Kofi stood at the window. Efra’s blankets lay folded on the floor, suggesting she hadn’t returned from her walk.
Why had she expected Efra to be there? Uncomfortable with the unaccustomed comfort.
Nuru studied Kofi from behind. This was the same as the dream yet different. “Tell me everyone left during the night, and we can pass through the gate.”
Glancing over his shoulder, he shook his head.
She rose, stepped over where Efra should have been sleeping, and joined him at the window. Together they watched as the gate opened and then the mad rush of panic.
“I think I dreamed—”
The Wall of Faith exploded as a god smashed through it, the street becoming a scene of blood and destruction as a second god appeared. Entire blocks of housing were reduced to ruin in an instant.
“Do we run?” asked Kofi, “Or do you call Mother Death? If those gods are fighting, she can kill whoever survives.”
It made sense, but Mother Death was herself still quite weak. Nuru felt her sleeping in the pit of her soul.
“No, she’s—”
Nuru woke with a start from the dream. Something about this reminded her of the nahualli of Turquoise Fire she and Efra fought. Before she’d gone into the basement, she’d seen flashes of possible futures.
When I sit up, I’ll see the rug I hadn’t previously noticed.
She pushed herself upright. There was the rug. Having seen it twice now, it looked familiar, and she doubted herself.
I must have seen it last night.
Kofi stood at the window, watching the morning sun crest the distant horizon. Efra’s blankets remained neatly piled on the floor.
Say it. See if he responds the same. “Tell me everyone left during the night and we can pass through the gate.”
Glancing over his shoulder, he shook his head.
“There’s going to be a riot,” Nuru said.
“You think so?”
She rose, joined him at the window. “Those two,” she pointed out two men, “will open the gate. A family will come through first. Two children. Then something happens on the far side, and everyone is fighting to escape the Priests’ Ring.”
“It was just a dream. You—” He stopped as the two men she pointed out lifted the bar and the family came through as described. “Coincidence?”
Voices lifted in panicked screaming as thousands of people in the Priests’ Ring tried to pass through the tiny pedestrian gate at the same time.
Efra threw open the door and entered the room, startling Nuru.
“It’s Turquoise Fire.”
“The Lord of Time?” Kofi asked, startled. “But Nuru killed his Heart.”
Efra joined them at the window. “The pact is well and truly broken. The gods will war openly now.” She watched the chaos below with narrowed eyes. “Idiots. This is exactly what Smoking Mirror wants.”
Nuru studied Efra’s profile. “It worries me that our plans are so in line with Smoking Mirror’s.”
Efra scowled, scar wrinkling near her temple. “You’re worried that killing the gods wasn’t your idea?”
Nuru’s chest tightened. It was my idea. Wasn’t it?
She’d been in the Growers’ Ring, heading toward the Grey Wall with Efra, when the plan first came to her. Tired of being afraid and powerless, she’d been desperate to make a difference, to do more than simply survive. And then the thought: If only we could banish the gods from Bastion.
She’d struggled to imagine a godless city, people left to choose their own path. It had been a pathetic dream until she saw that baby in the Crafters’ Ring. The child had been born after Father Death fell to the Fifth Sun.
It was my idea.
Yet she couldn’t quite put her finger on what led her to that decision. It had seemed like a natural and logical progression, but Smoking Mirror was a trickster god. The Enemy of Both Sides plotted to become Bastion’s sole divinity, and here was Nuru slaughtering the rest of the pantheon.
Efra said he wanted her to kill Akachi, but not me.
Smoking Mirror was the god of strife, but not a fighter. In none of the nahual’s sermons did he directly confront or battle another god. He worked through lies and manipulation.
Efra snorted a laugh. “I see you thinking about that. I don’t know if you used to be more subtle, or if I just never thought to try and read people’s expressions.”
“How do we beat him?” Nuru asked. “How do we know we’re not his puppets?”
“We beat him by being smarter. He’s flawed and foolish and can’t imagine being bested by mortals, never mind two Dirt girls. We let him think he’s getting what he wants. And then, at the end…” Efra grinned a scar twisting snarl to hide the pain in her eyes. “He thinks I’ll do whatever he wants because I crave power. I’m no one’s puppet.”
Nuru glanced through the window. Those who had tried to control the gate had been swept away by the tide of panicked humanity. Somehow, Efra had broken the loop. The ground, awash with blood, people were trampled in their stampede flight from the Priests’ Ring. Others slipped in the gore or stumbled over the fallen bodies and disappeared.
The Wall of Faith exploded sending fragments of shattered stone scything through the crowd. Larger chunks of wall tumbled over fleeing families leaving a path of red ruin. Something massive lay sprawled in the destruction struggling to rise.
It’s different this time.
Nuru had trouble focussing on it, her eyes sliding away as her mind sought to save her sanity. Sometimes, it was a burning wheel of feathered fire, deranged eyes orbiting the central hub. It was male. It was female. She was bounty and harvest, and he was death and drought. It was seven writhing snakes.
“The Provider,” Kofi whispered in awe, “has abandoned the Gods’ Ring.”
A seething maelstrom of green fire hovered over the fallen god, tendrils of flame licking out to melt stone, turn fleeing priests into doddering old men and women or corpses of mouldering bone. Some of the nahual screamed and clawed their eyes out rather than see the gods they’d worshipped for thousands of years.
Kofi flinched at the sight. “Turquoise Fire. The Lord of Time hasn’t been seen in fifteen thousand years.”
The wheel of flaming feathers lashed out at Turquoise fire, shredding the god and quenching much of its light. Reality stuttered and The Provider once again lay sprawled beneath the Lord of Time, whose wounds had healed as if they’d never happened.
The downed god struck the stone beneath it, cracking the city open. Water boiled up through the fissures, spraying into the air to douse Turquoise Fire. Again, reality juddered and shook, thousands of fleeing priests suddenly ceasing to exist as if they’d never been born. A few pale-skinned strangers appeared from nowhere, their hair a strange colour Nuru had no word for and were seared to dancing cinders in the next instant.
The street was again whole, the Lord of Time unwounded.
Turquoise Fire undid The Provider’s every attack, shredding time, flitting through possible realities until he found the one where he won.
Nuru watched in mute horror as the Lord of Time unravelled the god who raised the water from deep in the bowels of the world, breathed life into crops, and ensured the harvests were bountiful. Turquoise Fire devoured his enemy, pulling flaming feathers from the wheel of life and making them a part of himself, taking on aspects of the failing god.
It's not the end. Turquoise Fire will become the new Provider. He’ll draw the water— She cut the thought short in disgust. She’d kill them all. Bastion would live on without gods, or this world would finally die.
“How do we kill a god who controls time?” Efra asked. “I thought Cloud Serpent was going to be difficult, but…” she waved a hand at the scene below. “How?”
Turquoise Fire had become a wheel of flaming green feathers, each decorated with stunning opal eyes like a peacock’s tail. The eyes blinked, saw through time. One focussed on Nuru and Efra, still standing in the window.
“Oh, shit,” breathed Efra, as the burning wheel spun to face them.
“The Lord of Time is flawed,” said Nuru, thoughts racing. “We can trick him, offer a future that looks perfect.”
“What does that future look like?” Kofi asked.
“Probably a lot like one in which we’re dead,” answered Efra.
She was right.
Unless there’s something he wants more than the death of three pathetic mortals.




AKACHI – THE QUIET STONE

The brave never question. The brave never flinch from duty or hide behind hastily created reasons and excuses. The brave don’t need to understand the how and why. The brave never stall and call it deliberation.
Where the brave have faith, the coward has logic. Robbed of the strength to believe, the coward asks why instead of acting.
—The Book of Bastion
Akachi bolted upright with a scream of horror. The dream chased through his veins like worms infecting his blood.
Not a dream.
Though he saw no sign of the burns, Cloud Serpent’s venom still coursed through him.
The world wavered and bent, reality a filmy soap bubble about to pop. Everywhere he looked there were other bubbles, each its own reality. He saw into each one, his mortal mind splintering as he struggled to make sense of what he saw. Most were dead, stripped of life by ravenous gods. Here and there floated smaller bubbles, tiny pocket realms filled with hoarded souls.
He saw the dwindling reality that had belonged to Her Skirt is Stars. Endless flower fields littered with the corpses of children. The grass was dying, fading to brown. Once gorgeous flowers hung wilted and drained of colour. The Grandmother was dead, murdered by Efra and Nuru, the bubble shrinking as the god who ruled it faded from memory. Soon, in a couple of generations, Her Skirt is Stars would be nothing more than an entry in the Book of Bastion, and the reality would collapse in on itself.
A couple of generations?
With every passing day he felt less sure Bastion would survive.
As he watched, the lushest of the bubble realities quivered and popped, the hoarded souls snuffed from existence in an instant.
The Provider was dead, he knew it in his blood.
What madman would kill the god responsible for the harvests, who lifted water from the bowels of the earth to fill Bastion’s wells?
Madwoman, Akachi corrected. This stunk of Efra.
As long as one god remains, Akachi reminded himself, there is still hope.
Akachi struggled to count the surviving gods. Smoking Mirror, and Cloud Serpent. He’d seen Precious Feather and Sin Eater battling in his dream, though he hadn’t seen the outcome. Mother Death lived on within the street-sorcerer, Nuru. And there was Turquoise Fire, though the god’s sect had dwindled for thousands of years. There couldn’t be more than a handful of his nahual left in all the city; there hadn’t been an occupied church to the Lord of Time in the Growers’ Ring for millennia.
Four or five gods.
With the pact broken, they would fight until only one remained. While Cloud Serpent might be more powerful than Smoking Mirror, the Lord of the Hunt had shown a distinct lack of cleverness. At no point had he warned Akachi of the Obsidian Lord’s plotting. Truth be told, Cloud Serpent seemed frighteningly unaware of the danger the city faced.
Akachi touched the spot on his chest where his god’s venom fell.
Why couldn’t he see me?
Which brought Akachi’s spiralling thoughts in a complete circle. His god hadn’t abandoned him; he simply was unable to see his Heart. It stung to contemplate Cloud Serpent’s failings, but he had to admit his god had been tricked or outsmarted. Worse, he wasn’t sure if another god was responsible or if this was the work of the Loa or perhaps even Nuru. The street-sorcerer had proven more powerful and skilled than he ever would have imagined.
Akachi closed his eyes. Seeing reality as a god saw it was too much. He felt himself crumbling under the pressure.
I haven’t failed yet.
Perhaps not, but he definitely felt like a failure.
Most of the pantheon was dead. The few left squabbled among themselves instead of fighting their true enemy. Efra had won. The only battle-trained nahual and nahualli had gone rogue, rampaging through the streets set on destruction and chaos. The carefully constructed system that had kept the city breathing and functioning for twenty-five thousand years had been shattered. Father Discord had no interest in rules and structure. He cared nothing for civilization. Both the Book of Bastion and the Loa Book of the Invisibles agreed that Smoking Mirror was a force of destruction. He was the end of ages.
It might take a thousand years, but Bastion would die.
Eye still closed, Akachi wiggled the stumps of his severed fingers and a tear fell from his remaining eye. So much sacrifice for nothing. His father had no idea what Akachi had done, how he’d been tested.
His father would not have failed.
Why did you choose me? Akachi asked his god.
As if he needed more proof of his god’s fallibility.
Opening his remaining eye, Akachi made a pathetic fist with his ruined hand. The bubbles were gone, the stone of Bastion once again the only reality.
Akachi rose from the bed and headed into the church. Kokumo sat where Fajah had left her, wrists and ankles bound.
She looked up, startled, when he entered. “I told him you were here!”
Akachi stood over the nahualli. “Him?”
She laughed, a rueful bark of ill humour, and shook her head. “The Healer. I prayed, telling him the man who murdered his Heart was here. For the first time, he answered! He came to my church. To my church! He searched every room and then returned to me in a rage. He said you weren’t here, that you were probably dead. He left me tied up and said I could starve to death for my stupidity.”
Cloud Serpent couldn’t see me either.
Was he invisible to all the gods?
Akachi touched stump fingers to his nahualli belt and felt the soapstone box still tucked there. The amaruca figurine sat nestled within. Removing the box from his belt, he showed it to Kokumo.
“Steatite,” she said. “The quiet stone. It’s said to protect the wearer from sorcerous—” Her mouth snapped shut as her eyes widened in understanding.
“Sorcerous spying,” Akachi finished with a bark of laughter.
He’d been carrying the box since he left Subira’s church. Cloud Serpent hadn’t abandoned him. He’d been rendered invisible to the gods by the steatite. His god must have known The Healer came to this church and had come to see why.
Remove the belt, call for Cloud Serpent.
Akachi hesitated. His god couldn’t find him but, presumably, neither could Smoking Mirror.
A horrible feeling of freedom crept over Akachi. He could walk away, live the rest of his life in anonymity. Find a shack out in the Growers’ Ring and wait for the trouble to blow over or the world to end.
Or I can walk, unseen, into the Priests’ Ring, find Efra and Nuru, and punish them for their sins.
Akachi studied Kokumo. She called her god, and he came.
The bound nahualli stared up at him. “Oh,” she said. “Oh.”
“Can I trust you not to call your god again?” Akachi asked Kokumo.
“Why bother?”
She was lying.
“I fight for the survival of humanity,” Akachi said. “There is no blasphemy I will hesitate to commit.”
Kokumo closed her eyes.
What was the murder of one nahual when held against the survival of Bastion?
Drawing his flint dagger, Akachi knelt before the helpless priest. All those lessons as an acolyte on how to sacrifice a helpless victim on the altar returned to him in a flood. He cut the side of her throat, severing the artery. Blood sprayed out, splashing a red line along the wall.
“I’m sorry,” he said, retreating before the growing pool.
He wasn’t though. Having murdered millions of souls in the underworld, this small sin was nothing. He’d cut the throats of a thousand priests to save Bastion.
Kokumo twitched and kicked, making wet gasping noises as she fought for breath.
Akachi left the dying nahualli and went in search of Fajah. He’d forgotten about the soapstone box and the carved amaruca within. She was a skilled nagual, much more than he. If she didn’t find the idea too horrendously blasphemous, perhaps she’d be willing to use it to help him.




NURU – SEVEN SERPENT

Obsidian Butterfly. Mother of Birds and Butterflies. Seven Serpent. Mother Harvest, god of the Life Ring, Protector of the Growers. Grandfather Coyote, Lord of Tricksters. Lowyatar, Mother Disease. Áłtsé hashké, Father Cunning. Eingana, Mother Snake.
He is the death of ages.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
Efra retreated from the window. “I have an idea. It’s not great, but unless someone has something better…”
Kofi headed for the door, throwing it open. “If your idea involves us fleeing, I’m way ahead of you.”
Efra made no move to follow the priest. “We have to kill all the gods, and we’re not going to get a better chance than this.”
“I was hoping we could sneak up and stab him in the back with the god-killer,” Nuru said, backing away from the window.
“He’s the Lord of Time,” Efra said. “But we can control time the same way he can. We do it all the time! Think about it. Time slows when you’re bored, right? But it flies when you’re excited.”
“Time must be fucking flying right now,” Kofi grumbled from the door. “Let’s go!”
Efra ignored him. “If one of us is bored and slowing time and the other excited, he won’t be able to reach us both. Maybe we can trap him between the two states and the difference will tear him apart.”
Tear the Lord of Time apart with our boredom? Nuru stared at Efra, struggling to find the words to explain how crazy she sounded.
Kofi shook his head. “That’s only your perception. The flow of time doesn’t change.”
“How do you know?” argued Efra.
“Because I’ve been in the room with a bored person, and they didn’t slow time for me.”
“Maybe it’s a localized thing,” Efra suggested.
Localized? The Efra in the Wheat District would never have suggested trapping a god with boredom.
“It won’t work,” Nuru said. “Even you can’t manage boredom when being crushed from existence by a god.”
“I didn’t say it was a perfect idea.”
Kofi stared at her, incredulous. “Not perfect?”
“Fine,” snapped Efra. “Nuru, can you call Mother Death again?”
Nuru closed her eyes, felt for the god lurking in her soul. “I’m not sure. She’s…”
“Quiescent?” asked Efra.
A shiver ran through Nuru. Every day she’s less the girl I thought she was. “I was going to say sleeping.”
Efra’s eyes narrowed and Nuru wondered if she’d shared too much.
“I think we should call Mother Death,” the scarred girl said. “It’s not like we have a lot of options.”
Was this what Smoking Mirror wanted?
Efra said, “I have another crazy idea,” as Nuru said, “I’m not sure—”
Nuru woke with a start from the dream. It had been so impossibly realistic. The mattress, once soft and comfortable, now felt like a prison.
Not a dream! I keep waking and Turquoise Fire keeps kicking us back to this moment.
She had no idea why. Maybe this was the first moment he became aware of them. Or perhaps, Nuru’s own awakening was some kind of wall stopping him from pushing them further back.
Last time it lasted longer.
The first blush of dawn lit the room in warm colours though the nights’ chill remained. Kofi stood at the window. Once again, Efra’s blankets sat folded on the floor.
Will she return?
Swinging her feet over the edge of the bed Nuru ignored the thick rug. “Efra had an idea.”
Kofi, standing at the window, turned in surprise. “When? She never came back from her walk last night.”
“Turquoise Fire killed—” Nuru cut herself off. That hadn’t happened yet. “The Lord of Time is going to kill The Provider in a moment.”
Confused, Kofi returned his attention to the street below. “All quiet right now.”
“Last time, we watched them fight. Every time his enemy got the upper hand, he flipped back to an earlier time and changed tactics. He did that until he won.”
“Last time?” Kofi asked.
“I’ve seen this moment several times. I think we keep getting booted back in time along with the gods.
“But you said Turquoise Fire already won.”
Another idea occurred to Nuru. “Maybe we’re already fighting him.”
“If he keeps resetting time,” Kofi said, “we must be winning!”
“I don’t think so. We’ve never left the room. Sometimes Efra is there sleeping,” she nodded at the blankets, “and sometimes she’s gone. Last time, she entered the room right about now.” Nuru glanced at the door, waiting. Nothing happened. “Anyway, how could we fight the god of time?”
“Maybe you call Mother Death again,” Kofi suggested.
“I don’t think I should,” Nuru said, “she’s still weak from—”
Nuru woke with a start. “Fuck.”
“What?” Kofi asked, turning from the window.
She ignored him. Once again, Efra was gone.
I keep waking and Turquoise Fire keeps kicking us back to this moment.
Except previously, she’d been awake longer.
Not caring if the priest understood, Nuru said, “Turquoise Fire is about to smash through the Wall of Faith battling The Provider. He’ll kill the god. Trust me, we’ve done this before. He keeps sending us back to this moment for some reason.”
His eyes widened in surprise. “We must be—”
“Yeah, yeah,” interrupted Nuru. “We must be fighting already.” She rose from the bed and joined Kofi at the window. “I don’t think so. This would be easier if you could remember.”
“It’s probably because you have a god riding your soul,” the priest said.
They watched as the gates were opened and the resulting riot as those in the Priests’ Ring tried to flee. This time, Turquoise Fire unravelled his opponent on the first attempt, fighting as if he knew exactly how to defeat The Provider.
It makes sense. Having done it before, the god knew how to win.
That will be true when he fights us too.
This could be it, the last time Nuru woke.
Wishing Efra were here, Nuru explained everything to Kofi in quick snapped sentences.
“Last time,” Nuru finished, “we were talking about me calling Mother Death when I woke up again.”
“Makes sense,” he said. “We need her to fight the god. She must be winning. That’s why he keeps restarting.”
In Mother Death’s weakened state, it seemed unlikely she’d defeat the Lord of Time even once, never mind over and over. Anyway, I keep deciding not to call her.
Was that it?
If Turquoise Fire kept restarting things the instant Nuru decided not to call Mother Death, he must want her to. The question was, did that mean he needed the god to appear so he could win the fight, or was it more that he needed the god so the fight could begin? Did calling Mother Death mean she’d lose, like The Provider had, slowly undone by the Lord of Time?
It's not when I decide not to call Mother Death, it’s when I speak the decision aloud.
Turquoise Fire wasn’t all-knowing. He might see everything, but he didn’t know Nuru’s thoughts until she spoke them.
That’s his weakness!
Nuru decided to test it, thinking, I am not going to wake Mother Death.
Nothing happened, which was either proof the god couldn’t hear her thoughts, or proof he could and was waiting for her to make an actual decision.
He’s seen this moment. Or maybe he was watching it now. Or later or had previously seen it. Her mind whirled, trying to grasp the tangle of time.
She’d watched the Lord of Time try again and again until he figured out the puzzle that undid his opponent.
He doesn’t know the future.
If he did, he would have defeated The Provider the first time.
“Calling Mother Death is the only chance we have,” Nuru lied. “But not yet. We must get closer.”
There’s no way we can kill Turquoise Fire without Mother Death and no way she can win a fight with him.
Kofi would have to remain ignorant of her intentions. Not that running away was much of a plan.
“First,” Nuru said, “we have to find Efra.” When she didn’t awaken back in bed, she added, “Then we’ll kill a god.”




AKACHI – SUCH BLASPHEMY

The nahual would have you believe that faith is taking that first step even when you can’t see the stairs. But sometimes faith is the last step you take before plummeting to your death.
—Anonymous Grower
Akachi found Fajah. The last cookie clenched between her teeth, she stuffed food, water, and clothing into a backpack she’d found. Strands of cobweb still clung to the faded and dusty burlap.
She stuffed the cookie into her mouth, spilling crumbs as she mumbled, “This was buried in the basement. Hasn’t been used in decades. Still sturdy though.”
“Any gods come through here?” Akachi blurted.
“Were you expecting one?”
She hadn’t seen either Cloud Serpent or The Healer then. He wasn’t surprised the gods could appear to whomever they chose and remain invisible to others. For most of his life they’d been distant and unknowable, strange forces that everyone said never left the Gods’ Ring. And yet today, two gods manifested in this very temple. Had things changed, or did they regularly pass unseen among the city’s populace?
“No,” he said. “When you’re ready, we’ll leave. He realized it would be best if she didn’t see her friend’s corpse. “We’ll exit through the servant’s entrance at the back.”
Fajah nodded. “Stick to the alleys. Smart. It’ll keep us out of the sun, and we’ll be less likely to run into a squad of Hummingbird Guard.”
Swinging the pack over one shoulder, Fajah led the way to the rear entrance.
Akachi followed. “I can carry that.”
“Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said over her shoulder, “but I’m not sure you can. Let’s get a couple more meals into you before you start your new career as a beast of burden.”
They exited into the sun, staying close to the wall and the dwindling shadow.
Fajah said, “It might simplify life if there was only one god.”
Struck silent by the blasphemy, Akachi couldn’t speak.
“No more strife between sects,” she added. “All Bastion united under one vision for the future.”
He wanted to hate the idea more than he did.
“Though that future would look better,” Fajah continued, “if it wasn’t a deranged death god or Father Discord.”
“A sane god would be nice.”
Fajah snorted a laugh. “After ignoring us for millennium, they show up to break the most ancient pacts—those saving Bastion from utter destruction.” She darted a look in his direction. “You read the book. I don’t remember a single god for whom sanity is a defining characteristic.”
Akachi’s attention strayed to the stumps of his fingers. He wanted to argue that their own god, Cloud Serpent, was sane. But the god had missed so many opportunities to explain in clear and simple terms what it wanted. Maybe the Lord of the Hunt found conversing with the small minds of mortals to be difficult.
How hard can it be to explain Smoking Mirror’s plans?
Surely Akachi would be better able to serve were he given all the relevant information.
Cloud Serpent is so much smarter than I am and he can’t understand how lacking I am. The thought rang false. The god made mistakes. He’d been in the same room as Akachi and failed to see him. If a simple tecolotl trinket could defeat a god, how powerful was he?
“If you had to pick one god to rule Bastion for the rest of time,” Akachi said, “who would it be?” When Fajah hesitated, he added, “I don’t care about the expected answer. Yes, we’re loyal nahual of Cloud Serpent. But I’m not sure the Lord of the Hunt is the right god to rule Bastion for the rest of time with no other gods to balance him.”
“Such blasphemy!” she joked. “Fine. I guess, if I had to pick one god it would be The Provider. Water and crops are kind of important, and he’d make as good a fertility god as any male.”
“He’s dead,” said Akachi, remembering that lush bubble reality bursting, the hoarded souls living there snuffed from existence.
“Oh,” said Fajah. “Well, shit.”
They walked on in silence, Fajah looking increasingly thoughtful.
Finally, she said, “You didn’t tell me who you’d choose.”
There was a time when his answer would have come fast. Now, having suffered so much for his god, he wasn’t sure he wanted to rule Bastion as Heart’s Mirror for thousands of years. After all that time, what would remain of the Akachi he knew?
Nothing.
The Healer seemed like the obvious choice, but he’d already tried to kill Akachi. There was something weak about the god, something pathetic about his nahual. True rulers don’t serve, they decide. At best, the Lord of the Root was a support god, there to aid the nahualli of the rest of the pantheon.
“Sin Eater,” Akachi decided. “Mother Purity.”
Goddess of filth, guilt, cleansing, sin, purification, Bastion needed these things now more than ever.
“You’re a little dark for a sidekick,” Fajah said. “We’re going to have to work on your comedic relief.”
She set turned into another alley, avoiding the main street, and Akachi jogged to keep up.
“I have something to show you,” he said when he caught her.
“If you had any idea how many young acolytes have tried to ‘show me’ things—” Seeing his expression, she cut herself off. “Did you ever have a sense of humour?”
“I think so.” He walked at her side for a moment, trying to remember who he had once been. Nafari and I used to sneak into the wing where Precious Feather’s nahual stayed. Though Nafari had always been the instigator of such boyish adventures.
Akachi said, “I fought Mother Death in the streets of the Growers’ Ring and lost. She killed me. She severed my fingers and tore me apart. Cloud Serpent put me back together with all the care of a child making a doll out of mud. A squad of Hummingbird Guard escorted me into a tecolotl trap, and a dead man ripped out my left eye before I escaped. Smoking Mirror manipulated me into killing gods and turning millions of souls into ash. I live with all of that. My fingers ache every day. I’m afraid to lift this eyepatch for what I’ll see. I don’t sleep. I close my eye and a new nightmare begins.” His chest hurt. He wanted to scream, to cry and beg forgiveness. “Give me a god of punishment. Give me the god who abhors sin and filth. I want a god who demands cleanliness and perfection.”
“That sounds great,” Fajah said. “Crazy, but great.”
She wasn’t wrong. Sin Eater was hardly a god known for understanding and compassion.
Fuck understanding. Fuck compassion. We’re at war for the very survival of humanity.
“What did you want to show me?” Fajah asked.
Ducking into the shade of a nearby doorway, Akachi fished the steatite box from the belt he wore hidden beneath the voluminous Senator’s shirt. Fajah joined him and he became uncomfortably aware of the smell of her. He wanted to step closer, close the small gap separating them, so he could breathe deep her scent. Instead, he opened the box and showed her the amaruca within.
“Is that a crocodile or a snake with legs and wings and two heads?” she asked, leaning closer to study the stone creature nestled there.
Her hair smelled like lilacs. Akachi swallowed. “Neither. It’s—”
“Amaruca,” she said. “I read about those. Thought they were myth, like skyvyrm.”
“I saw a skyvyrm,” Akachi said. “It destroyed a Quarter Cathedral in the Growers’ Ring. Someone, either some secret nahualli sect or the Loa, maintain hidden menageries way out near the Sand Wall.”
Still uncomfortably close, Fajah looked up, met Akachi’s eyes. Brow crinkled in thought, she seemed unaware of the proximity. “Have you used this? Have you become an amaruca?”
Akachi shook his head. He wanted to retreat a step but yearned for human contact that didn’t involve violence or deception. “The last time I used my nagual power I called Gau Ehiza, a puma spirit.” He forced himself not to look away in shame. “I hunted and killed several Dirts.”
She winced at the derogatory term and Akachi felt a flash of guilt. “You are a nahualli of Cloud Serpent.”
“As Gau Ehiza I stalked them. The puma toyed with them as cats sometimes do.”
She touched his arm, offering comfort. “I know you’ve had to do things—”
“I ate them.”
Her hand fell away.
“When we first met, all that gore on me was theirs.” He wanted to tell her how his belly had been distended, full of raw meat, how he’d belched blood. How good it felt to surrender control.
“I dare not use my nagual power to become the amaruca,” he said instead. “In the old stories such things were near unstoppable monsters. Scores of skyvyrms fell before a single amaruca.”
Fajah’s gaze fell to the box, eyes widening in understanding. “You want me to use it.”
“Maybe,” he said. “If it comes to that. This is the only weapon we have.”
Fajah touched the figurine with a slim finger. “It’s carved in stone. That’s blasphemy.”
“So is eating human flesh, killing our fellow nahual, and reading the Book of the Invisibles. What is blasphemy when held against saving humanity?”
“It’s still blasphemy,” she answered. “You don’t get to ignore the gods’ laws whenever they’re inconvenient. We’re nahual.”
Akachi didn’t feel like a priest. He hadn’t felt human since Bishop Zalika sent him out to the Wheat District. He felt more like a trapped animal contemplating gnawing a paw off to free itself.
His eye strayed again to the ruined hand. Except I don’t know which paw to chew off. And the trap was a thousand generations of obedience. Bastion itself felt increasingly like a prison. As a small child he asked his father why there was no gate in the Sand Wall. Why weren’t they allowed to leave? His father said there was nothing out there but bloody sand forever and the ghosts of dead gods and a billion souls.
‘Why would anyone sane want to leave Bastion?’ his father asked.
That had been the end of the conversation, Akachi once again left feeling like he’d asked another stupid question and somehow disappointed his father.
There could be other cities just beyond the horizon and no one would ever know. Maybe there were hundreds of identical ringed cities littered around the world, each with its own gods.
If the gods break the Sand Wall in one of their fights, I’ll leave, walk until I find something or die.
He knew he wouldn’t leave. He’d fight to save his city until his last breath.
“No matter the cost,” he mumbled.
Fajah looked up at him. She still hadn’t backed away. “Pardon?”
“If blasphemy is the only way to save humanity, then I shall blaspheme.” Snapping the lid closed, he lifted the box, offering it to Fajah. “I need your help. You’re a skilled nagual. Refuse, and I will do my best without you.”
“No need to be so dramatic.” She took the box, fingers brushing his. “Anyway, you’re my High Priest. According to the Book, you define what is and isn’t blasphemy.”
Akachi’s eye felt hot with tears, and he turned away, focussed on breathing.
Not alone. He wanted to cry with gratitude.
Fajah had none of Captain Yejide’s implacable strength, but she also lacked Omphile’s manipulative charm. She was…Akachi struggled to find the words. She is nobody. She could have gone through life without ever drawing attention to herself. She’d never have been important, would never have risen beyond the parish her parents arranged for her. Yet here she was, utterly out of her depth, cracking jokes about him being her sidekick despite the fact he was her High Priest. Beneath that quiet bookworm exterior, she was a true servant of Bastion. While perhaps unremarkable, Fajah was what nahual were supposed to be.
“We should keep moving,” she said, voice gentle.
Tucking the box into her belt, she once again set off down the narrow alley.
Akachi followed, feeling vulnerable now he’d surrendered the box. As Cloud Serpent’s chosen Heart, he was more important than any pastor.
She could keep the carving and return the box.
Or maybe it will hide and protect her.
Whatever happened, he wanted Fajah to survive. No one else had. Every nahual he’d crossed paths with was dead.
And if he had to sacrifice her to save Bastion?
No matter the cost.
Once a mantra of faith, he was growing to hate the thought.




NURU – OWLS AND OMENS

And on that, the very first day, Áłtsé Hashké did set in motion his plans. The changes he made to the Queen’s city were small, beneath divine notice, but he knew the long-term effects would be colossal. For the behaviour of any complex dynamical system is exquisitely sensitive. The most infinitesimal changes made in the earliest state will result in ever larger changes over time.
All gods feed off worship and blood and souls, but only one feeds off discord. And that chaos would inevitably lead to a pantheon-wide war.
—The Book of Bastion
Nuru dragged Kofi from the room. “Efra went for a walk last night after…”
Kofi blushed, looking everywhere but at Nuru. “I was asleep, never saw her leave.”
Why had Efra been asleep the first time Nuru woke and then gone after that?
She returned once, Nuru remembered.
Why had she come back last time but not this time?
“We’ll go out the back. She would have stayed to the smaller alleys if she left the building.”
In truth, Nuru had no idea where the girl would have gone. She did, however, know Turquoise Fire was out front and that was the one place she didn’t want to be. If they found Efra, the three would run. Maybe, if they got far enough away, the god wouldn’t be able to kick them backwards in time again and they’d be free. Father Time wasn’t omnipotent and all-knowing; that much she knew. But she also had no idea what his limits were. Had all of Bastion been reliving the same moments over and over just like she and Kofi? No, the other gods would notice if that was happening.
He wouldn’t want to draw attention.
She prayed she was right.
Nuru shouted, “Efra! Efra, where are you!”
Her voice echoed through the building. There was no response.
Turquoise Fire wants Mother Death. If I’m gone, he has no reason to pursue Efra.
Not unless he knew she was Smoking Mirror’s Heart.
Where is she?
And how the hell had she managed to be in the room sometimes and not others when Kofi stood in the same place each time Nuru woke? She was half tempted to say aloud that she wasn’t going to call Mother Death this time just for another chance to do this over and hope Efra was there.
They reached the ground floor without finding her.
“Out the back,” Nuru snapped. “If she’s not there…”
She snarled in silent anger. She shouldn’t abandon her friend, and yet if Turquoise Fire killed Nuru and Mother Death, it was the end of everything they fought for.
Maybe Smoking Mirror warned his Heart and she fled. With Nuru dead, there’d be little to stand between her and becoming Heart’s Mirror, the unchallenged ruler of whatever remained of Bastion when all this was over.
Nuru led Kofi to the rear exit. Pushing the door open she stepped into the morning light. Smoke and dust still choked the air, the aftereffects of the battle between two gods. Even managing a perfect victory, a terrible amount of damage had been inflicted upon the city. The cries of the wounded echoed through the narrow alley. Stepping onto the street, Kofi at her side, Nuru stopped.
A spiralling tornado of flaming feathers awaited them. Pulling loose detritus and stones from the street, it grew, a maelstrom of trash. It spun and hummed a deep note she felt in her bones. Her guts shook to jelly and then water. She wanted to scream, to flee. She wanted to hurl herself to the stone and beg forgiveness. She was nothing before the might of this divinity. Her merest existence in its presence was an unforgiveable blemish. Burning opal eyes circled the raging torus of fire, all focussed on Nuru.
This was the moment. She could call Mother Death and die or refuse to summon the god and likely wake up back in that bed only to die later.
Indecision froze her. More than anything, she wanted to escape. Even fleeing back to that previous moment—knowing it would only again lead here—was better than facing this god.
Kofi stepped forward, placed himself between Nuru and Turquoise Fire. “I have an idea.” Digging through his pouch of loose stones, he tossed several aside in his haste. Several shattered on impact with the ground and he ignored them. “Please be right,” he whispered to himself. “Diamond,” he muttered, selecting, an uncut clear stone. “Blindness, I hope.” He found an oval crystal of deep magenta. “Kunzite. Distraction” Scattering stones in his haste he found another which looked like a rounded shard of dirty glass. “Fulgurite. Nightmares.” The last stone was a misshapen grey lump glinting with an internal crystalline structure. “Sky stone.”
Holding all four clutched in his fist, Kofi faced the Lord of Time.
Turquoise Fire became a giant of a man, face painted red and black. He wore a shirt of stones, a mosaic of a thousand shades of green. A continga bird of blinding blue nested in the centre of his skull, a burning halo of sky-coloured feathers circling over his head. The god carried a shield of green stone in his left hand and a wood staff, the end carved into the shape of a dear’s antlered skull, in his right. Droplets of blood bubbled from the ground to jump up and cling to the antlers.
“Tecolotl; owls and omens.” The god spoke in the dust of generations long dead. “Blood and bones and stone. Time is death and destiny.”
Kofi stood his ground. Baring teeth in a rabid snarl Efra would have been proud of, he grinned challenge at the god.
Turquoise Fire took a step forward, the stone of Bastion crumbling beneath his bare feet. His head tilted to one side, and the continga bird within squawked in annoyance. “What are you doing?” The feather halo spun faster, a blur of blue flames. “Time collapses behind me, ceases to be. I see only five heartbeats back. What have you done to the past?”
“Call Mother Death,” Kofi hissed over his shoulder to Nuru. “I don’t know how long I can hold this.”
Convinced that’s what Turquoise Fire wanted, Nuru hesitated. If she refused to, she’d once again awaken back in bed. If she called the Queen of Bastion, the Lord of Time would battle her until he won. At full strength Mother Death would crush him with ease. Though stronger with each passing day, she was nowhere near that.
Turquoise Fire advanced on the Loa priest. The continga’s wings fluttered in increasing agitation. “The days are a river,” the god said. “Branching. Eddies swirling in every direction. All gone.” The god reached a massive hand toward Kofi, spread fingers becoming blue feathers. The Lord of Time stopped. “Not one. None. Nothing.” The continga nested in his skull flapped its wings in mad panic, the fingers falling loose and drifting to the ground to burn feather-shaped wounds in the street. “Where is the future?”
Teeth bared, eyes streaming tears, Kofi snarled, “Call her!” at Nuru.
She hadn’t shared her suspicions for fear Turquoise Fire would hear. Kofi had no memory of the previous times they woke and no reason to think this was anything other than a simple battle between gods. He couldn’t know that calling Mother Death was probably the worst thing Nuru could do.
“Where?” demanded the god, massive head swinging in every direction as if searching for something. “Why is there no future beyond this moment?”
No future?
Nuru froze. If the Lord of Time saw no future, it either meant Mother Death would slay him, or the battle between the two gods would end everything.
Turquoise Fire took another step toward Kofi, the continga squawking in terror. Brilliant blue feathers scattered in every direction, each one searing its shape where it fell. The god swayed as if about to stumble and fall, confusion written into its posture.
Something moved on a nearby rooftop, the blurred form of a woman sprinting along the edge.
Silk dress snapping in the wind, Efra leapt. She uttered no war cry as she crashed down upon the Lord of Time. She landed hard on his broad shoulders, staggering the god. That massive open skull, bird nested within, turned toward her.
Even as she lost her grip and fell, Efra stabbed at the continga with the obsidian dagger.
Reality stuttered.
Something moved on a nearby rooftop, the blurred form of a woman sprinting along the edge. Nuru turned to see Efra, eyes wide with dawning horror, leap off the roof.
The god, ready and waiting, caught her with ease. It held her clutched in a feathered fist. “Though I see only five heartbeats back, that’s enough to defeat mortals.”
Kofi screamed, “No!” Brandishing his stones, he advanced on the god. “If you kill her, you end everything!”
Turquoise Fire crushed Efra, flinging aside the pulped ruin of her, and the sky split as the Fifth Sun clawed its way from the underworld to Bastion. A wail of horror rose from the Lord of Time as every mortal soul became ash and his own skin blackened and peeled.
Time spasmed in terror.
Brandishing the obsidian dagger, Efra leapt from the rooftop, screaming as she fell toward the god. Turquoise Fire swatted her aside and she left a smeared splash of blood on the wall she hit. Even as her smashed remains slid to the street the sky tore as the Fifth Sun brought his endless rage to Bastion.
Kofi screamed, “Call her! I can’t—”
The world snapped back five heartbeats, Efra sprinting, too fast to stop. This time her jump was more of an ungainly tumble as she stumbled, eyes going wide with horror as she knew what came next.
Turquoise Fire caught her midjump, crushed her in his fist, and hurled her savaged remains at the nearest wall. She impacted with a gelatinous squelch, flesh and bone crushed to paste.
The Fifth Sun shredded time and reality, ripping the sky wide.
Kofi yelled, “He’ll see it—”
Time retreated from the final moment of ruin.
He’ll see what?
Kunzite, the stone of distraction. She’d seen that before. And hadn’t Kofi said that skystone acted as a booster for other stones, making them more powerful?
Efra screamed as she leapt from the roof, falling toward the god with the obsidian dagger clutched in both hands. Turquoise Fire punched her from the air. Her remains landed a score of strides distant and slid along the street leaving a long streak of gore.
Diamond, Nuru thought, frozen in horror. Kofi is blinding the god. He can’t see through time!
The sky cracked and time fled back five heartbeats and Efra screeched as she tried to stop and fell off the roof.
Fulgurite, he said. Nightmares. Kunzite, the stone of distraction.
Blindness, distraction, and nightmares.
Nuru understood what Kofi had been trying to say: He’ll see it’s an illusion.
Kofi must have planned to use this when Nuru called Mother Death. Instead, when Efra attacked, he panicked and created an illusion. Unfortunately, he’d already used the diamond to blind the Lord of Time to the past more than five heartbeats previous. And so Turquoise Fire reset time five heartbeats back as he sought to escape the fate Kofi showed him.
The Fifth Sun isn’t real.
The god wasn’t tearing the sky open.
The rest was. Efra died, over and over, each time aware of what was to come.
Five heartbeats. Enough to stop the god from going far enough back in time to restart the battle.
Turquoise Fire caught Efra in midair, this time careful not to kill her.
This was it. The illusion only began when he killed her.
The Lord of Time laughed, shaking his head in wonder. The continga nested in his skull settled its ruffled feathers. “Tecolotl; owls and omens It was a fine attempt, but I am time.”
“You missed something,” said Kofi, displaying a facetted oval of magenta kunzite pinched between two fingers. “Distraction.”
Efra, clutched in the god’s hand, drove the sacrificial dagger into his wrist.




AKACHI – GUIDANCE AND STRENGTH

Faith and confidence are one and the same.
—The Book of Bastion
Akachi and Fajah watched the gates to the Bankers’ Ring from a nearby alley. Both the pedestrian and larger wagon gate were open and unguarded. Dejected families shuffled through carrying their meagre belongings. Many limped or helped those too wounded to walk on their own. Makeshift crutches and bandages of torn silk were a common sight.
Carrying her daughter, a nahual of Precious Feather abandoned the bulging suitcase she struggled to haul behind her. Another woman caught the handle and hurried to catch the priest. They exchanged words, too distant to be heard, and the first nodded her exhausted thanks. Together they continued deeper into the ring.
“There are more priests than I expected,” Akachi said. “Everyone appears to be fleeing the inner rings.”
“I’m tempted to join them.” Fajah darted a glance at Akachi. “Joking, of course. Mostly.”
Akachi ignored the attempted humour. “They look like they’ve been through a war.” Had that battle between Precious Feather and Sin Eater already happened? How many gods were left? Five? Six?
Though there were several crude weapons—clubs crafted of tree branches, and a few ebony cudgels—the mob seemed peaceful, subdued.
They’ve seen something that’s taken the fight from them and are trying to escape to safety.
He doubted the outer rings would be much better. Though there were more than enough abandoned tenements for everyone to find somewhere to sleep, there’d be fights over food and water.
“They’re going to have a few unpleasant surprises if they go out to the Crafters’ Ring or beyond,” he said.
“What do you mean?” Fajah asked.
“We’ve been telling the Dirts ‘work or die’ for thousands of years. How do you think they’ll react to pampered Senators and Bankers who’ve never lifted anything heavier than a sandwich?”
“There are sandwiches in the outer ring?” Fajah asked.
Akachi didn’t answer.
“Cookies? Biscuits?”
“By now, there won’t even be the hardbread we used to feed them.”
“Is that like a cracker?”
“More like a compressed brick of grain and wood-dust left too long in the sun.”
The more he thought about it, the worse it looked. “The Bankers have always been jealous of the priests. Now, with many of the gods dead, the nahual have lost political power.”
“Nahualli still have their sorcery.”
“True, but it’s going to become increasingly difficult to find narcotics.”
Fajah flinched at the casual blasphemy but said nothing.
Akachi realized he wasn’t sure where the raw ingredients came from. Presumably they were grown in the outer ring, shipped to the Crafters for drying and the first stages of preparation, and then sent on to the Priests’ Ring. Soon, it might be impossible to replenish his supplies.
“In a few days,” Akachi said, watching the Priests and Bankers file through the open gates, “Bastion will be ruled by a mob of ignorant Dirts. They outnumber everyone else. Except for a few nahual teaching at the creches, they’re the only ones who know how to farm food or care for the animals.”
“It won’t come to that.” Fajah turned to face Akachi, put a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll save the city. Bastion has survived worse than this.”
He kept his doubts to himself. “We’d best get moving.”
Akachi led Fajah out into the street and toward the gate. Those fleeing the Bankers’ Ring parted to make way for the two priests, making no attempt to stop them. Some muttered things like, ‘You’re going the wrong way,’ but most shuffled past in silent dejection, lost in their misery.
On the far side of the gate, they found a lumbering mountain of a man in the earthen robes of a nahual of The Provider, though he wore no jaguar skull mask. The priest worked as the Hummingbird Guard once had, keeping the crowd moving and organized. He dissuaded any who might think of pushing through before their turn with a few soft words and by resting his huge hands on their shoulders. No one argued, most apologizing and returning to their place in line. Seeing Akachi and Fajah, he broke off chatting with a family waiting their turn and carefully made his way through the crowd to intercept them.
“Greetings friends.” Loud and deep, his voice was surprisingly gentle.
Remembering he was dressed as a Senator, Akachi bowed to the priest. Fajah, trailing behind, did the same a moment later.
The nahual looked them over, frowning in fatherly concern. “I’d strongly advise turning around.”
“We have family in the ring,” Akachi lied.
“They’ve either left already or…” The big man winced. “Hopefully they’ve left.”
Akachi said, “I have to try.”
Looking past the priest he saw the destruction. Though many blocks away, the nearest Quarter Cathedral was a smoking ruin of shattered stone.
Seeing the direction of his attention the nahual said, “A sorcerer destroyed the cathedral. At least that’s what I heard. I wasn’t there.”
“No one could do that,” argued Fajah, staring in awe at the damage. “That had to be a god.”
“The Lord of the Vanguard came to punish the blasphemers,” the nahual rumbled. “And was himself destroyed. I didn’t believe it. But then—” He stopped to swallow his pain. “My god was slain the next morning in a battle with Turquoise Fire. I thought The Lord of Time was dead.”
“He still has a few priests,” Akachi said.
“Had,” said the big nahual. “A sorcerer killed Turquoise Fire shortly after.”
“The same sorcerer?” Fajah asked.
The big priest shrugged, and tears fell. “All my life I’ve been a nahual of The Provider, a servant to the people of Bastion. What am I now?”
Fajah waved at the crowd winding past them. “These people need your guidance and strength. You should travel with them to the Growers’ Ring.”
“I’ve never been there. Never met a Grower.”
“They’re just people,” Fajah said. “No different from us.”
Akachi decided not to correct her. Everyone fleeing to the outer rings was in for a rude surprise no words could prepare them for.
Eyes narrowing, the nahual looked from Fajah to Akachi. “Those are the worst haircuts I’ve ever seen. You’re not Senators.”
Fajah flashed a crooked grin. “You caught us. We’re nahualli. We’ve come to do what we can to stop any more destruction.”
“Who do you serve?”
“Bastion,” she answered. “In the end, we’re all on the same side.”
“That’s not true; someone is killing our gods.”
“We’re going to stop them,” Akachi promised.
“How? You’re no battle-trained nahualli.” He gestured at Akachi. “You’re too small and weak to be priests of Southern Hummingbird.”
“Father War is dead. His nahual now serve Smoking Mirror. I don’t know what they plan, but you’ll need to deal with them when you reach the outer rings.”
The big nahual tilted his head, studying Akachi, taking in his many wounds and scars. “Cloud Serpent. You’re hunting those who did this.”
Fajah nodded. “We’ll find them. We’ll stop them.”
Looking from Akachi to Fajah the priest said, “Then you’d best hurry. The Provider was slain in the Priests’ Ring. Your quarry are two days ahead of you.”
A thought jolted Akachi. “The gods are warring. They’ve abandoned the Gods’ Ring, probably retreated to their own realms.”
“Then they’re safe?” Fajah asked, confused.
“Yes.” Akachi remembered his plan to litter Smoking Mirror’s heart through the many doors of the Temple of Shei Baal Ba. “No, they’re not. Nuru and Efra are going to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba. From there, they can reach anywhere in any reality. They’ll strike the last gods in their own homes, catching them unprepared and vulnerable.”
Fajah looked thoughtful. “We’re both nagual. Do you have a bird spirit animal?”
“Blood-tailed hawk. But…”
Gau Ehiza had taken control with ease, crushing Akachi into the background. While smaller, the hawk was no less a violent predator. It might not rampage through the city killing people, but it could wander off stalking smaller prey. He might end up hunting mice in the Growers’ Ring.
“You’re worried you can’t control it,” Fajah said. “Because of what happened last time.”
Akachi nodded. “What other spirit animals do you have? Anything that could carry me quickly?”
She looked thoughtful, brow crinkling, and then shook her head. “I have a puma, but it couldn’t carry you that far. You can’t ride me all the way to—” Fajah cut herself off, blushing. Her eyebrows shot up. “Wait! The amaruca! It’s huge and it flies. It could carry you with ease.”
Seeing the big nahual’s confusion, Akachi blurted a quick farewell and pulled Fajah into the crowd.
“That was carved by Tecolotl,” he hissed once they were out of earshot. “It’s forbidden sorcery!”
Walking against the flow of traffic, he shoved through the mob as politely as possible. Were he wearing his red, white and black robes, they would have scattered before him. Or maybe not. Perhaps the days of fearing the nahual were gone. After all, once the population learned the truth, that the gods were dead, why would they follow the priests?
Spotting what looked like an abandoned Baker home, Akachi led Fajah toward it.
Entering the home, she dragged him to a stop. The interior, lit only but what sun made it past the closed shutters, looked long abandoned. Though fully furnished, intricately carved chairs surrounding a huge oak table, thick dust covered everything. At some point, long ago, whoever lived here had simply walked away. Perhaps they’d become indebted or indentured and no one had bothered selling off their possessions. Or maybe they fell to some sickness and the home had been avoided after that.
“I shouldn’t have said anything about the amaruca,” Fajah said. “It slipped out. But running off like that was rude. And dragging me like some little kid, twice as rude.”
“Sorry,” Akachi said. He caught himself about to brush off her anger. When held against the survival of humanity, nothing else mattered. That’s not true. “I…I don’t recognize myself anymore.” He lifted his ruined hand, wiggling the stumps. “I don’t want to be this. I was a good kid. Not the best at anything. Nothing special. But happy. I only ever wanted to help people, to make Bastion a better place for all who live here. Even the Dirts.” He hissed in self-loathing. “I was shocked the first time Captain Yejide called them that. And then they attacked us and threw ox shit at me. They were dirty and they stunk. They ignored the teachings of the Book of Bastion. Because of their ignorance, I was forced to do terrible things just to do my job. I hated them.” He drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Now, I hate myself. Every day I wake knowing I’ll have to do something terrible, something that diminishes me.” He laughed, a sick sound of despair and touched the eyepatch with the stumps of his fingers.
“I was just pointing out you didn’t need to be rude,” Fajah said. “We’re in this together and I’ll do what I can to help. But I’m not a tool or a weapon in your arsenal.”
That’s exactly what you are.
With the amaruca carving, she was the most dangerous weapon he had.
He hated himself a little more. “Sorry,” Akachi repeated.
“If the two women are going to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba, we’ve won. The Book of Bastions says all who enter fall to madness.”
“They’re trying to kill the gods who maintain the city,” Akachi said. “How sane can they be?”
“Anyway,” she continued, “there are supposed to be doors to everywhere. They won’t know which to take.”
“Smoking Mirror will guide Efra, and she’ll guide Nuru.”
“Oh,” said Fajah. “Shit.”
“The temple won’t stop them.” He knew he was right. These two Dirts had done the impossible so many times he believed them capable of anything.
Though it might stop us.
He kept the thought to himself. After everything he’d sacrificed, being broken in the Temple of Shei Baal Ba might be a welcome escape.
“Fine.” Fajah pursed her lips. “What god will they go after first?”
He’d seen Sin Eater and Precious Feather warring in a dream, though felt sure it was real. Though he hadn’t seen the conclusions, it seemed like She Who Devours the Filth would win such a battle.
“My best guess,” he said, “is that both The Healer and Sin Eater are alive. Mother Death, of course, and Smoking Mirror. And…”
“And Cloud Serpent,” finished Fajah. “Which of the surviving gods is the most dangerous?”
“Cloud Serpent or Sin Eater,” Akachi answered.
Fajah pulled a dusty chair out and sat at the table. She used her sleeve to clear a spot before her and withdrew several narcotics from her belt. “Give me a moment to get the blend right. It’ll take an hour before I can access my spirit animals.”
Akachi watched her work.
After their last clash, Efra left him alive. She could have killed Akachi—and Smoking Mirror wanted her to—but his survival amused her.
And now he knew why. She’d laughed about how him being broken was entertaining. She wants to finish breaking me.
Looking over Fajah’s shoulder, he admired her nimble fingers. He’d been skilled but never that good. Now, one hand ruined, he would forever be awkward at even the simplest tasks.
Tell her it’ll be Sin Eater.
If Efra and Nuru killed his god, he would cease to matter. He’d finally be nothing and could give up. Bastion would find some way to survive without him.
Closing his eyes, Akachi pictured returning home, throwing open the door, and finding his mom in the kitchen. He longed to be held, to feel the security of her embrace. She’d stroke his hair and cry about the wounds he’d suffered.
She wouldn’t be there. With no food delivered to the Priests’ Ring she would have been forced to abandon her home. Maybe she was dead already, killed in the battle between the gods. He wanted to believe his father would have fled with her but knew better. The church meant more to his dad than family ever could.
He’ll make sure she’s safe.
Previously, as a high ranked priest, his father could have requested a squad of Hummingbird Guard as an escort, but that was no longer possible.
Dad won’t leave the church and Mom won’t leave him.
They were both still somewhere in the Priests’ Ring. It had been at least three days since the last shipment of food. The larders would be empty. Mom’s garden was for treats, the odd fresh orange or mango. Even if the Guard hadn’t raided it before leaving—and he shuddered to imagine how that would upset her—it wouldn’t feed the family for long.
He couldn’t go searching for his family. He’d pray they were all right and do as his father would.
“It will be Cloud Serpent,” Akachi said.
Fajah stopped. Brow furrowed, she carefully said, “Fuck,” and worked faster.




NURU – WITH EBONY AND OBSIDIAN

It is axiomatic that the person with the most problems rules the relationship. The nahual are no different.
Insecure, they demand constant demonstrations of faith. Jealous, they preach their god above all others. Cruel, they lash out with whip and blade at the slightest hint of infidelity. No matter how hard you try, they will always find flaw. No matter how much you give, they will always want more. Toxic and destructive, they turn your every word and act against you.
The nahual want love and respect and give none in return.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
Efra lay on her back, staring up into the endless blue sky.
“I’m sorry,” said Kofi, dropping to his knees at her side. “I didn’t know—”
“Over and over,” Efra mumbled.
Kofi reached toward her, stopped shy of contact. “He killed you. I couldn’t let that happen.”
“It happened.”
“I had to trick him into bringing us back to a moment before you died.”
“He killed me over and over. It was real.” Efra flinched. “I felt my bones break. Ribs tearing through lungs. Spine snapping. Splinters ripping flesh, piercing organs. Every death.” Wide eyes rolled to look at the tecolotl. “I’ve been in fights. Stabbed. Cut. I’ve broken bones and been hit so hard I blacked out.” Reaching up, she traced a finger along the scar bisecting her face. “Jagged flint did this. Gritty and dirty. I couldn’t see through the blood; thought I lost an eye. An old lady stitched it closed, but it was two raw hanging flaps of flesh for most of a day.”
“You’re fine now,” said Kofi, wincing at the stupidity of his words. “Not even bruised.”
“Not even bruised.” Efra closed her eyes. “Every death haunts me. I know I’m fine, but I know I’m dead.”
“I have stones that can fix this,” Kofi said. “I can remove the unwanted memories.”
“Touch me,” Efra said, voice calm and cold, “and I will fucking kill you.”
“I can help—”
“Why would I want to forget this?” Efra demanded. “This… was important. Pivotal.”
Pivotal?
The sudden improvement in Efra’s vocabulary bothered Nuru, though she wasn’t sure why. Did Efra being smarter than Nuru had previously thought make her less trustworthy?
That hardly seems fair.
It was too easy to assume she malevolently hid her intelligence, but Efra showed no hint of subtlety. Though that, too, was changing.
Or is it that Efra is more than the blunt weapon you assumed?
“Give us a moment,” Nuru told Kofi.
The priest looked from her to Efra, nodded, and moved away.
Nuru knelt at Efra’s other side, placing a hand on her friend’s arm. “Are you alright?”
A tear leaked from Efra’s clenched eyes. “He broke me,” she whispered. “I can’t die again. Not ever.”
“It will pass,” promised Nuru, praying it was true. “Time heals all wounds.”
Efra barked a harsh laugh. “Time did this to me.” Rolling her head, she focussed on Nuru, nibbling at where the scar crossed her bottom lip. “Will you—” She looked away.
“Will I what?”
Efra bared teeth in a silent snarl.
“Will I what?” Nuru repeated.
Trembling, Efra closed her eyes. “Hold me?”
Lowering herself to lie beside her friend, Nuru pulled Efra into a hug. Sharp grit dug into her side and she ignored it.
Efra buried her face in Nuru’s neck, whispered, “The nahual say we’ll live again unless we get thrown from the wall.” Her breath felt hot. “Maybe I was never good enough to be reborn closer to the gods, but I was fine with being reborn as a Dirt.”
Nuru didn’t know what to say. Father Death was gone, the underworld scorched by the Fifth Sun. Babies were born, but she had no idea if they’d lived other lives or if they were new souls. She wasn’t sure they had souls at all.
“Knowing I’d be reborn,” continued Efra, throwing an arm around Nuru’s waist and pulling her closer, “that my soul would be purified and I’d have another chance at being something other than what I am made death less scary.” Her lips brushed Nuru’s skin. “After this, there’s nothing.”
Unsure what to say, Nuru held Efra’s hand, hoping to offer some small comfort.
“I half expected one of Sin Eater’s hells,” Efra said. “Maybe I deserve that. But there’s nothing.” She shivered, and Nuru hugged her tighter. “No underworld. No rebirth. I can’t die. Not again.”
Kofi, who had been listening moved closer. “Maybe you weren’t dead long enough to make the transition.”
“To where?” Efra demanded.
Nuru released her, extricating her arms.
“Father Death’s underworld is polluted by the Fifth Sun,” Efra said. “It burns souls to sand.”
Had she gone to The Lord’s realm, she’d truly be dead.
Kofi glanced at Nuru “I thought maybe Mother Death had her own underworld.”
Efra said, “Each time I died my soul was snuffed from existence. Then, every time Turquoise Fire reversed time, it took me back to the moment before I died.” She laughed, a small, wounded sound. “I used to be terrified of ending up in some hell. Now I’m afraid I won’t.”
Efra held out a hand to Kofi. “You going to lounge around all day, fatboy, or help me up?”
A half smile flitted across his features as he pulled Efra to her feet. “I’m skinnier every day.”
“Less fat isn’t the same as not fat.” Efra turned a full circle, scowling. “Where is Turquoise Fire? I want to kick the fucker.”
No fallen deity lay in the street. There was, however, a man sprawled where the god fell.
Efra hissed. Clutching the dagger as if she feared he might once again arise, she crept forward. Nuru and Kofi followed, the tecolotl digging another stone from his pouch.
Slowing as she neared, Efra nudged the corpse with a toe. “Just a man.”
While true, he was unlike any man Nuru had seen. His features were oddly square, chin too big, forehead sweeping up to sickly pale hair the colour of dead grass. Eyes liked murky water stared at the sky.
Growing bolder, Efra knelt at his side, poking a gaunt cheek with her finger. “His skin looks like the colour has been leeched from it.” She stabbed the dagger into his side, beneath the ribs. Red blood leaked out and she dipped a finger into it. Hesitating for a heartbeat, darting a quick glance at Nuru, she touched the finger to her tongue. “Blood. He’s meat and blood.”
“Face Painted with Bells became a god,” Kofi said, expression suggesting he wrestled with an uncomfortable idea. “The Loa preached that she ascended at Mother Death’s whim and so everyone prayed to this new god. But before that, she was mortal; a skilled tecolotl, but no more so than I.”
Efra examined the dead man. “Mother Death told me worship made Face Painted a god. She said all she did was give her a place in the pantheon.”
“She has no memories,” Nuru said, “where humanity isn’t present.”
Efra’s eyes widened. “It makes sense. We know the gods feed on faith and blood and souls. Maybe that’s because those are the things that created them.” She focussed on Nuru with feverish hope. “If I’m right, it means we could make new gods.”
“No,” Nuru said.
“We find some way of drawing Mother Death out of you. We kill her like we killed the others. Then we tell the Loa that we’re the city’s new gods. I’ll command the Hummingbird Guard to worship us too.” She let out an awed breath. “With ebony and obsidian, they will spread the word of our ascension.”
“No,” Nuru repeated, louder.
“We’ll live forever! I won’t die again!”
“No! We’re fighting to free humanity from parasitic gods, not replace them!”
“But if faith creates gods,” Efra argued, “humanity will make new ones anyway.” She waved a hand at the city. “The nahual have been hammering religion into us for thousands of years. We’re…” She faltered to a stop. “I don’t know how to say it. It’s like we’re built for faith. I’ve seen enough of Smoking Mirror’s memories. The instant people are afraid of something, they look for someone to save them. Someone bigger, more powerful. You don’t think the death of the gods and the collapse of everything they’ve ever known is going to scare them?” She barked a laugh, shaking her head. “If new gods are going to rise anyway, the best we can do is decide who they are. You and me, we’re in a better position than anyone. We already have our own priesthoods.”
Efra’s words sank in.
“No. You can’t be right.” She swallowed, fighting back the swelling wave of fear. “If you’re right, we can’t win. All this was for nothing.”
“Wouldn’t you rather be a god than fall from the Sand Wall?” Efra asked.
Yes. “No!”
Still kneeling at the side of the dead god, Efra opened her mouth to speak and then closed it. She glared at the corpse. “You might be right.”
“I might?”
Hefting the sacrificial dagger, Efra carved open the dead man’s chest. Black stone passed through flesh and bone like parting water. Returning the knife to its place hidden beneath her clothes, she dug her hands into the gore. Grimacing, she tore free a heart-shaped chunk of obsidian.
She held it up to Nuru. “This might be the one thing separating people from gods. Not everyone has obsidian in their hearts.”
But you and I both do.
Efra focussed on the rock. “The sacrificial daggers capture souls. If the gods have souls, my guess is they reside in the stone hearts. Since we’ve already killed several, it means the daggers can capture even the souls of gods. This,” she hefted the stone heart, “is nothing now.”
“How can we be sure?”
Efra hurled the heart at the street, grinning when it fragmented to glistening shards. “No idea, but this makes me feel better.” She turned on Kofi. “Fatboy, where can we find food and water?”
“The Loa have churches hidden in every ring.”
She stared at him, waiting.
Kofi checked the streets. “I’ll need to find the nearest temple. It might take a while.”
“That’s fine,” Efra said. “Nuru and I need to talk.”
Kofi looked to Nuru and she nodded permission. He hesitated, not wanting to leave them unguarded.
“We killed several gods,” Efra said. “Pity any Banker dumb enough to get in our way.”
After promising to return as fast as he could, Kofi left at a jog, heading toward the nearest intersection.
Efra watched him leave. “I’d suggest we abandon him, but he knows where we’re going.”
The tecolotl disappeared around the first corner.
“We might still need him,” Nuru said. At least until his supply of tecolotl stones runs out.
“True,” Efra agreed. “But his chances of surviving this would be greatly improved if we let him go.”
Spotting the district well, a wide stone plaza shaded from the sun, Nuru suggested they sit. Efra selected a long stone table in the centre where she could see down each alley and sat. Nuru did the same, waiting to see what she had to say.
They sat in silence. Lost in thought, Efra’s face flickered through several expressions as she picked at the worn stone with a ragged fingernail. For the first time in days she reminded Nuru of the woman she’d know, unaware of the story her face told. Yet even seeing the fear and doubt, Nuru wondered at its cause.
Finally, as the sun crawled across the sky, Efra said, “I don’t want to die again.”
“You don’t have to,” Nuru soothed. “Smoking Mirror doesn’t live within you. Once we kill him, you’re free.”
A hint of regret, gone in an instant. “I’m going to find a way to free you too,” Efra promised.
An hour later, Kofi returned. Two burly men covered in tattooed black hash marks and pulling a rickshaw followed him. Seeing Nuru, their eyes lit with fervent worship. Both bowed low when they arrived, releasing the rickshaw to prostrate themselves before her.
“This is Chiumbo and Adir,” Kofi announced, waving the men to their feet. “They were indentured but years ago became Loa spies.”
“It is an honour to serve,” Adir said. Though bulkier, he had the gaunt build of a Dirt, every vein and muscle standing out in sharp relief.
Chiumbo, taller and scarred from many public lashings, nodded agreement. “Our lives are yours.”
Kofi approached the well, looking down into the dark depths. “Water?”
Efra said, “Doesn’t matter. Someone stole the bucket. I dropped a rock and it sounded like it landed in mud.”
The priest gestured toward the rickshaw. “There are water skins in there. Not many, but enough for you two.” Seeing Nuru’s concern, he added, “We drank our fill before leaving the church.” Digging into his robes, he drew out several small pouches. “Not much, but here are the narcotics I could gather. The nahual took most of it when they left.”
Nuru accepted the drugs, taking a quick look into each pouch. Foku seeds, aldatu, and ausardia. Though she still felt the loss of the Staff of the Fifth Sun, the longer she went without its influence, the more she questioned the confidence it gave her. Knowing one was right was strangely addictive.
The two Indentured returned to the rickshaw. After opening a parasol large enough to leave the single bench in shade, they took their places at the front. Nuru and Efra followed, Kofi tagging along behind.
“There’s room for two,” he said. “I’ll jog with Adir and Chiumbo, spot them if needed.”
“Haven’t had a proper meal in days,” agreed Adir. “But we’ll be fine. If you need to be at the Temple of Shei Baal Ba, we’ll die to get you there and consider ourselves lucky.”
Face determined, Chiumbo grunted his agreement.
Once Nuru and Efra were seated, the two men set off, setting a surprisingly fast pace. Kofi ran at their side, long, muscled legs devouring the distance, making it look easy.
They found the gate to the Priests’ Ring unguarded and passed into the innermost ring. The Indentured must have seen it before; they didn’t break pace, continuing as if the incredible sight was nothing.
Nuru stared in awe. Every building was a singular work of art. Though no two were the same, they belonged together, creating a tangled web of beauty. Where the Bankers’ Ring embraced blocky architecture meant to impress with its weighty permanence, here Nuru saw homes like gossamer bubbles of stone. Nowhere did she see hard right angles. Some structures were reminiscent of plants, a single curved tower of stone reaching into the sky, branches spreading out from the central column to hold homes far above the street. Sometimes the branches were flat walkways, exposed to the sky, and she shivered at the thought of walking so high, so exposed. Others were hollowed tubes of stone sporting round windows every few strides to light the interior. The nearest building, and she could discern no hint of purpose from its shape, looked like a colossal stone rose. The stem twisted and curled on itself as it reached into the sky. Each flower was a separate room or suite, windows built into the layered structure of the petals. Another, farther into the ring, was a series of slim towers joined together, many hundreds of strides into the air, by massive platforms and sweeping stone bridges that looked too fragile to maintain their own weight.
Strange shapes, whisps of the familiar, flitted in Nuru’s peripheral vision, gone when she turned to look. The air rippled with the heat. Though she felt no hint of breeze, her hair blew and danced as if the wind whipped around her.
Something is wrong.
Everywhere she looked, Nuru saw gardens. Long sprawling fields of flowers with meandering walkways. As if priests had nothing better to do than while their days away while wandering through scenes of idyllic beauty. Here and there it was spoiled, as if whatever grew there had been torn from the soil and carted away. Only flowers and inedible shrubs remained. Glancing upward, she realized some of the elevated platforms bore gardens as well, seemingly hovering hundreds of strides above the city.
Though some detritus littered the streets, it was much cleaner than the Bankers’ Ring.
The Indentured turned at the second corner, pulling the rickshaw deeper into the ring.
Efra nudged Nuru in the ribs. “It’s too quiet.”
She was right. There were no people.
“Adir,” Efra called out to the man pulling them.
He looked over his shoulder, never once breaking pace. “Yes, my lady?”
“My lady?” Efra asked. Seeing him about to answer, she waved it away. “Where is everyone?”
“A few remain,” he said, “hiding. Everyone else has gone outward, praying there’s food and water in the Growers’ Ring.” He laughed, lips twisting into something hateful. “Best day of my life was watching herds of nahual bent under the weight of their possessions, shuffling out of the ring. I saw one family carrying a fucking sofa.”
The next street looked like monstrous spiders had webbed everything in stone. If there was a central structure, Nuru couldn’t find it. There was also considerable damage. Shattered rock, the very bones of Bastion, lay scattered. Entire buildings had been smashed to rubble. Here, the air twisted and writhed, warping whatever lay beyond into strange snakelike shapes. Patches of darkness formed, shadows clawing from nothing to stain the world, claiming it like falling night, only to retreat before the sun’s hate. Things flittered through the air, not quite real and yet impossible to ignore. A giant bird with the head of a snake clawed at the thin curtain separating it from Nuru’s world. The beast was long dead, torso a rotting ruin of writhing worms.
The men pulling the rickshaw slowed to a stop. Kofi drew two stones from his robes, gripping one in each fist.
“The veil,” said Nuru, “has been damaged.”
Yet no sorcery was at work here, no narcotics polluted her blood.
This shouldn’t be possible.
A puma, existing as a wound in reality showing a starlit night sky, pushed its way through the veil. She only knew what it was from its outline and the way it moved, shoulder’s rolling with a hunter’s grace. It stopped, turned to face them. It was a thing that was not there, and its absence left a hole in the world.
“I recognize the constellations,” Efra whispered.
The cat flinched at her voice. Turning, it fled down another street.
“Gods or sorcerers battled here,” Nuru said. “It must have been huge. They’ve damaged the veil.”
Having never seen such a thing, she had no idea if it was permanent. Could such wounds heal?
“If there was a fight,” Efra said, “where are the bodies?”
Nuru pointed out the bloody smears crisscrossing the street. Each ended in a neat line. “They were taken, dragged through the veil.”
Hungry spirit animals, ghosts starved for thousands of years, had pulled the dead into their world where they could be safely devoured. Seeing bloody palm prints, she realized that not everyone pulled through had been dead and shivered at the thought.
Kofi cleared his throat. “We should keep moving.”
“That’s probably not good,” said Efra, pointing down the lane to their right.
The air split like an overripe tomato squeezed in an angry fist, blood and gore pouring out of nowhere to pool on the road or leak toward the runnels lining every street.
Even here.
The gods always got their due. What would they make of this new offering?
Crablike claws, mottled with pale patches of furred mould, wrestled with reality, ripping it asunder. Bloody eyes on milky white stalks shoved through, twisting, and turning to study this new world.
“Shit,” breathed Efra. “It must be twenty feet tall.”
A crustaceous nightmare entered Bastion like a newborn, spilling onto the street in a rush of bloody afterbirth, claws snapping and clacking.
“We should move,” Kofi repeated.
Adir and Chiumbo took off at a run, pulling the rickshaw behind them as if it weighed nothing. Lurching into alley after alley, they soon left the nightmare behind.
Shaded by the parasol, Nuru let the clattering jostle of the rickshaw lull her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept a full night. It felt like days, maybe weeks. Her eyes slid closed, the rhythmic motion pulling her down. Sleep felt like sliding into an endless and ravenous darkness. She still heard the wood wheels on stone, the creak and groan of the chassis, the breathing of the men hauling the rickshaw. She smelled the baked dust of shattered stone, the rancid salt stench of the sundered veil. None of it was enough to keep her awake.
Nuru dreamt of a dying world, oceans drowning in the pollutions of incomprehensible industry. She dreamt of sorcerers so mighty they challenged gods, and vast machines of war, crafted from stone and soul, rumbling across the earth. She watched in helpless rage as her children failed over and over to rein in their baser natures. They squabbled and fought, murdering each other for slights real and imagined. And there, behind everything, she saw the lurking shadow of a coyote.
The rickshaw came to a sudden stop, waking her.
Climbing awkwardly from the bench, Nuru stretched, rubbing her eyes.
Efra looked alert and entirely awake. “That’s it?” she asked Kofi, who stood soaked in sweat with the two Indentured. “That lumpen turd is the Temple of Shei Baal Ba?”
Kofi gave a shallow nod. Sagging with exhaustion, he looked like he wanted to sit on the long steps leading up to the temple entrance. Adir and Chiumbo, bent double, hands on knees as they sucked in each breath, looked worse. Their limbs shook, each rib and bone standing out in harsh relief. The run had cost them what little they had left.
After handing the two men what remained of the water, Nuru dismissed them, suggesting they head for the nearest gate and make their way to the outer rings. Leaving the rickshaw, they bowed low to her and shuffled away.
Efra watched with furrowed brow. “I never like letting anything go that has any chance of being useful at some later date.”
“They’re spent,” said Nuru. “And they’re people, not things. Anyway, whatever happens in there, we won’t be walking to the Growers’ Ring.”
Efra snorted in amusement. “I talked to Smoking Mirror while you were snoring. With most of the gods dead, their Hearts are making little effort to hide themselves. The Birds have already collected several shards of obsidian and smashed them to powder.”
Each carved from the chest of a living person.
Nuru tried not to think about it. More people had already died, souls forever incinerated, than she could count. A few more shouldn’t matter.
They were nahual. Bastion will be better without them.
She couldn’t bring herself to believe that. Back in the Wheat District, there had been rare priests who were decent people, kind and caring.
Those aren’t the kind of people gods choose to be their Hearts.
What did that say Efra and herself?
“Do we have a plan?” Kofi asked, staring at the temple.
“Use magical doors,” said Efra. “Kill Cloud Serpent and Smoking Mirror. Kill any other gods we find. Use another magical door to travel to the Sand Wall. And then…” She trailed off, looking away.
And then I step off the wall and fall to my death.
Nuru had no idea what Efra would do after. As long as Smoking Mirror was dead, she’d simply be another Dirt girl.
This is Efra. She’ll be fine.
“Brilliant,” muttered Kofi. “Wander into a temple called ‘The Place of Nightmares and a Thousand Thousand Doors’ and somehow find the right ones to get where we need to go. Fine. Let’s say that works. How do we kill Cloud Serpent? He’ll be in his own realm. Will Mother Death dare manifest there?”
Nuru felt no response from the god. “I don’t know.”
The god hadn’t helped when they fought either Her Skirt is Stars or Turquoise Fire. It seemed unlikely she’d be willing to face a more dangerous god.
Kofi accepted that without comment, as if the aid of a god would have been nice, but the lack was no big deal. “I have my stones, but that won’t be enough.”
“I find myself wishing Mother Death hadn’t smashed the Staff of the Fifth Sun,” grumbled Efra.
Nuru agreed. Efra’s confidence might be dangerous, but her lack of it was terrifying.
“I’ll use the narcotics we have,” she decided. “Not knowing what we’ll face, I need to be ready.”
She had her few crude figurines from before but doubted they’d be of much use. Then there was the hematite carving of Mother Death. Perhaps she could force the god’s hand.
Sitting on the first step, Nuru laid out her narcotics, deciding what might be of use. It all looked pathetically pointless. What use would her limited nagual powers be against a god? How would dream walking or the pactonal’s art possibly help?
Nuru reached for the aldatu and hesitated. Would hallucinating make the Place of Nightmares any less nightmarish?
No. It will make it a thousand, thousand times worse.




AKACHI – STARVED FOR BLOOD AND REALITY

Faith is regarded by the common people as wise, by the wise as foolish, and by the foolish as useful.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
Watching Fajah prepare and then ingest the narcotics she’d need to become the amaruca was both humbling and troubling. She worked with unconscious skill, carefully measuring doses, keeping everything separated. It felt like watching one of the teachers lead a class of acolytes back in the Quarter Cathedral. Quick as she worked, it never looked rushed. She cut no corners, skipped no steps, no matter how trivial they might seem, and did everything exactly right.
Akachi remembered being like that. He remembered taking pride in his work, the soul-deep satisfaction of the process, of knowing he followed rituals laid down thousands of years ago by the first nahualli. Somewhere, he’d lost that. Now, when he needed narcotics in his blood to work sorcery, he crammed it into his mouth. He never cleaned his pipe, smoking the dregs of his previous dose with whatever new narcotic he needed. The ritual was dead. Meaningless. There was only the end result. Nothing else mattered. He cast aside traditions dating back millennia like they were worthless. There was nothing pure in his use.
Abuse, Akachi corrected.
He ingested narcotics uncaring of how they’d interact, ignoring everything he learned about the dangers of unfettered use. Where previously he added foku to sharpen his thoughts and senses, now he added erlaxatu, always looking to blunt the edges of his world. Even now, watching Fajah work, he wanted some.
Just a taste.
Enough to ease the knots in his shoulders.
He couldn’t do it. Not with her right here, witness to his weakness.
Make some excuse. Duck around the corner and eat some erlaxatu. It was better smoked but eating some would still help.
Akachi focussed on Fajah’s fingers, watched them make neat piles of prepared narcotics, laying them out in the order she’d ingest them. She moved with simple surety, no questions or hesitations, no reaching for anything she didn’t absolutely need. Her calm confidence was relaxing.
Akachi’s hunger faded, his shoulders loosening.
Fajah looked up, noticed him staring at her, and blushed. “Sorry it took so long. I’m out of practice.”
“No,” he said. “I wish I was that good.” He wanted to say more, but it all sounded needy and juvenile.
She set the amaruca carving on the stone before her and looked up at him. “Are you sure I should do this?”
“No. But we need to get to the temple fast.”
“It’s stone.”
“I know.”
“The book says it’s blasphemy.”
“I know,” Akachi repeated, refusing to try and convince her.
When she reached for the drugs, he caught her hand in his. “I’ll do it. You’ll have an hour before I’m under the influence. Get as far away as you can.”
“You said last time you lost control. If that happens with an amaruca, the damage will be incredible.”
“I’ll be more careful with the drugs this time.” It might help.
Fajah placed her free hand on top of his, trapping it. “Bastion is all that matters. What kind of priest would I be if I was unwilling to risk myself to serve the city?” She breathed deep. “I’ll do it.”
He wanted to tell her that she should flee, save herself. He wanted to list the names of everyone who died helping him to make her understand. He couldn’t. He needed her. He couldn’t do this alone. It had always been too much. His god chose wrong, and he couldn’t let Bastion suffer for his own weakness.
“I guess you’ll get to ride me after all,” Fajah blurted and then blushed when he looked up, startled and confused. “A joke. Because I’m going to have to carry you to the Priests’ Ring.”
Akachi opened his mouth, brain desperately searching for something funny—or at least not stupid—to say.
Releasing his hand, Fajah began working her way through the waiting drugs. When she finished the last dose, they sat in silence, shuffling to stay in the dwindling shade.
Fajah’s breathing deepened, her pupils dilating until they swallowed the entire iris. “Shit,” she mumbled after what felt like an hour. “It’s been a long time since I took such a large dose.”
“You’re alright?” Akachi asked.
“It’s different.” She twisted to look over her shoulder, eyes following something he couldn’t see. “The veil has been…abused. Feels like a finger bent to the point where it’ll snap!” She tried to snap her fingers for emphasis and failed. “Fuck.” She frowned at her hand. “You have a girlfriend?”
“Ah, no.”
“Never met the right girl?”
He’d thought he was in love with Captain Yejide. Then there’d been Omphile, the beautiful Hummingbird assassin, who eventually tried to kill him. “I guess not.”
“They don’t tell you how lonely it is being a Pastor,” Fajah mused. “There we go.” She stood suddenly, leaning against the nearest wall.
Fajah let out a long hissing breath, shoulders slumping as she weaved unsteadily. She held out a hand, palm up. “Carving.”
Akachi placed the stone amaruca in her hand and she mumbled something about blasphemy.
“Stand back.” She frowned at something over his shoulder. “Maybe don’t stand over there though.”
Akachi retreated, giving the nahualli room. He saw nothing in the area she indicated but avoided it anyway.
Watching it happen was entirely unlike being part of the transformation. Fajah’s attention locked on the stone, and it became her world. He knew she was unlocking the parts of her mind that clung to who and what she was, throwing open the cage doors to let in the spirit of the beast. It was a moment of vulnerability and strength; one could not master a spirit animal or demon until after it was too late to turn back. Allowing the amaruca to possess her was the only way to control it.
Her lips twitched, tremors running through her body. While she saw the veil part to her will, Akachi saw only a young woman trembling under the assault of a massive dose of narcotics. Eyelids flickering, showing only white beneath, she lifted her face to the sky. Her skin moved under her clothes, tentacles writhing, coiling about her neck as if preparing to choke the life from her.
The amaruca was in her now. She’d called its soul through the veil, offering herself as a host to something starved for blood and reality. This creature had likely not been summoned since the days of myth mentioned in only the oldest copies of the Book of Bastion.
The stumps of his severed fingers tried and failed to make a fist. He felt weak and useless. If Fajah fell before the amaruca, it would take her, body and soul, twist her into a new shape, shredding existence to make it real. The foul abomination would join Akachi in the alley, free to do as it willed. He’d be powerless against such a monster. It would devour him in an instant before going on a bloody rampage through the city.
Like Gau Ehiza, but a thousand time worse.
And once again, it would be Akachi’s fault.
I shouldn’t have asked.
She was skilled but hadn’t used her nagual powers since her days as an acolyte. There was nothing in her to give her the strength needed to control such a savage spirit. Even the Book spoke of ancient and mighty sorcerers falling to such unholy creations.
Akachi’s fear and self-doubt had doomed her.
She was too deep into the process to stop now. Distracting her would guarantee failure. He couldn’t run, couldn’t try and save himself. He wouldn’t abandon her no matter what happened.
Fajah’s skin split as she grew at a terrifying rate. Ridges of pebbled crocodile flesh shoved through, tearing her apart. She screamed in agony, dropping to all fours, as her spine cracked and bent, becoming longer in stuttered jolts as if suddenly sprouting new vertebrae. Shoulder blades bent outward, stretching skin impossibly as wings spread into the sky over her. Feathers shoved through every pore and shone bloody and bright in the sun. They shook, raining red. As Fajah’s face became disfigured, bones reforming to create a savage beak, a second head, that of a midnight puma with cruelly curved fangs, grew from her shoulder.
Reality shuddered under the assault. Nothing remained of the young nahual. A massive amaruca—a serpentine crocodile with two heads and the wings of an eagle—towered over Akachi. Its shivered, shedding the last of the blood to expose the brilliant white feathers beneath. Both heads studied him, the puma’s nose twitching as it tasted the air.
Standing in its shadow, Akachi swallowed his fear. If it tore him apart, his worries were over. The thought was more than a little appealing. Not willing to chance the eagle’s viciously edged beak, he reached a hand toward the puma’s nose. It bent, nostrils flaring, and sniffed him like a housecat.
The amaruca shook, a tremor beginning with its crocodilian shoulders and travelling the length of the body to the snake’s tail. Then the puma yowled an interrogative at Akachi.
Akachi returned his hand to his side, happy it still possessed the requisite number of fingers.
Next time you’re going to offer a limb to a monster, use the one that’s already damaged.
He met the cat’s green eyes. “Fajah?”
It yowled again, the eagle head nodding as it lowered its belly to the ground.
Studying the hard ridges of its back, Akachi said, “I bet in the past they had saddles for this.”
The amaruca shrugged, an action so strange in such a beast and yet so Fajah.
“I thought for sure I was about to be eaten,” Akachi admitted as he clambered onto the beast’s back.
The puma snorted in mock disgust.
Once settled and as comfortable as was possible riding the back of a monstrous crocodile, Akachi said, “If you avoid any aerial acrobatics, I might not fall off.”
The puma made a chuffing noise that might have been a laugh. Legs bunching beneath it, enormous wings began to pump. With a great and oddly awkward heave, the creature took to the air, wings beating faster, gaining speed as the amaruca wobbled higher.
Everything about this felt wrong, impossible. As an acolyte, Akachi had studied birds in great detail so he could carve them for nagual sorcery or to be used as otochin fetishes. He knew they were light, bones hollow and easily broken. Ridged with reptilian muscle, the amaruca was none of that. This was a solidly built creatures with nothing fragile about it. That it clawed its way into the air by sheer determination undermined Akachi’s confidence in reality. Riding on its back, he felt unreal, like he’d stepped into Fajah’s narcotic-induced hallucination and was now subject to a reality defined by her drugged mind. Maybe reality was another delusion, and the narcotics allowed the nahualli to see reality for what it truly was.
The amaruca cleared the nearest buildings, still gaining height as it headed toward the Wall of Faith separating the Bankers from the Priests. The beast seemed to swim, body undulating, through the air as much as fly. Akachi held on, torn between clenching his eyes closed to block out the sight of the city falling away beneath him, and the need to see everything.
Banking gently, Fajah headed toward the Temple of Shei Baal Ba. The Book of Bastion said the church contained a doorway to everywhere and that the resulting damage to reality broke most minds. The Loa Book of the Invisibles claimed there were doorways to both the past and the future as well. Akachi never used to believe such blasphemy. Now, looking at the ruin of the pantheon, he hoped the heretics were right.
If there’s a door to the past, I’ll go back and warn Cloud Serpent of Smoking Mirror’s plans.
He could warn them all, warn everyone that Father Discord planned mass deicide. He could save everything and everyone from the events Nuru set into motion with her carving of Mother Death.
I would sacrifice myself in a heartbeat if I could return the city to sanity.
Perhaps that was the reason Cloud Serpent chose him.
Perched on the back of a blasphemous monstrosity from myth, Akachi laughed, his shoulders shaking with the force of it. The hot wind tugged at his clothes, whipped through his hair and brought tears to his eyes. And still he laughed. Hoping the heretical Loa were right so he could save the Last City of Man was one sacrilege too many. And yet that was what he prayed for with all his soul.
Please gods, let me find a door to the past. Let me change everything, avoid all this destruction. Let me never journey to the Wheat District. Let me be nothing and no one, forever a quiet disappointment to my father. Let me never meet Captain Yejide. Leave me to dust and obscurity.
He couldn’t dare believe such prayers would ever be answered. This was not the way of the gods of Bastion.
Fickle fuckers.
Fickle and insane, hiding away in the Gods’ Ring only to venture forth to bring destruction and death to the Last City. They danced their mortal puppets, uncaring what it cost those pathetic souls.
I hate them.
It was a terrible confession.
I hate them all.
Akachi swallowed the bile of doubt and self-loathing. He was a nahual and existed to serve the needs of his god. Anything less than total commitment was the pathetic whinging of a boy.
The puma head turned to look back and made a chirrup sound before nodding at Akachi to look down. Leaning out as far as he dared, he saw the Wall of Faith pass beneath them. For the first time since leaving as a twelve-year-old to study as an acolyte, he returned to the Priests’ Ring.
His breath caught.
Below, an entire block lay in ruin. Homes, each a work of art dating back to the moment the gods lifted Bastion from the Sands, were smashed to rubble. A temple of Precious Feather looked like the stone itself had developed some foul disease. Pocked with open sores, the very rock wheeped gangrenous puss. The bloated corpses of once beautiful women littered the church grounds, each ravaged by a different disease. The flower gardens surrounding the temple were black and dead, mouldering putrescence.
“Sin Eater did this,” Akachi said, not sure if Fajah could hear or understand. Control of spirit animals was a tenuous thing at the best of times. Moments of human clarity slid into animal hunger, only returning with force of will.
Examining the damage, the eagle nodded.
The Priests’ Ring flashed by below, the destruction incredible. Gods had manifest and fought here, squabbling like Dirts in the street, stomping each other’s churches and believers like spoiled children.
Wings wide, the amaruca shed altitude, dropping toward a behemothic temple. Where most of the Priests’ Ring was a thing of architectural beauty, the gods at their most skilled, the Temple of Shei Baal Ba looked like the corpse of an elephantine god. Rounded, lumpy and misshapen, it was the largest church Akachi had ever seen, much larger than the Quarter Cathedral where he served as an acolyte. It felt strange that he’d lived the first twelve years of his life here and never seen it. Small as the Priests’ Ring was compared to the outer ring, it was still home to twenty thousand souls. Walking from the Wall of Faith to the Wall of Gods took most of a day. Akachi’s childhood home was somewhere on the far side, beyond the Gods’ Ring.
Fajah landed with an awkward stumble as if she’d forgotten how. When she came to a complete stop and lowered herself to the ground, Akachi slid off. He turned to study the strange temple of a long dead god.
A set of shallow steps rose to a single open doorway. Beyond that, darkness.
Fajah yowled like a hungry cat.
Pulling his attention from the temple, he gauged her size. “You’re not going to fit through the door like that.”
Turning a full circle, he saw no sign of his prey. Had he got here first, or were they already inside? If he beat them here, it might be handy to have an amaruca for the battle. If they arrived first, however, he needed to hurry after them.
There was no way to know. Indecision twisted his gut. He needed to act, but the wrong choice might cost him everything.
Slow down. Don’t make the same mistakes you’ve made before. Think!
He was close, he knew it.
If he caught up with them, he’d face Efra, armed with the Staff of the Fifth Sun, and the street-sorcerer, Nuru, who would call Mother Death.
An amaruca won’t be enough.
A thrill of hunger and fear, need and self-doubt, swept through him like a cold wave.
“Fajah,” he decided, “we’re going to enter the temple. But first, I need to prepare for war.”




NURU – IN YUMEN XIBALBA

What we do for ourselves dies with us; what we do for Bastion live on forever.
Immortality can only be found in service to the gods.
—The Book of Bastion
Narcotics clawing through her veins like angry ants, the world a rainbow sheen like a bubble about to burst, Nuru climbed the temple stairs. With each small ascension pressure built in her ears as if she soared high into the air. Though no wind blew, she had to lean forward, teeth gritted with effort, to make the next step. The sun howled violence, every bead of sweat screaming in agony as it hissed into vapour.
Dead world. Dead world.
The Provider was gone. No god lifted the life-giving waters from deep beneath Bastion to fill the wells.
I doomed the world.
The nahual said the gods took on aspects of the fallen, filling holes in the pantheon. Given the chance, Mother Death would claim the roles of the dead gods. A pantheon of one, she would purify souls, fill the wells, chase the stars from the night sky each morning. She would rebuild, repair the damage done to her city, and protect her worshippers from the damned souls beyond the Sand Wall. And everyone would worship. The nahual would allow nothing less. They’d flock to her like vultures circling a dying Dirt out in the fields.
No! It’s all shit and lies.
Except the wells were empty.
The structure Nuru knew and hated all her life crumbled with each step.
The air tasted dead. Looking back over the city, she saw no sign of life.
The tired shuffle of slippered feet on stone the only sound.
Lift a foot to the next step.
Lean into the non-existent wind, push through the tornado of fate trying to drive her back.
Another step.
Lies and shit, she told herself again. We don’t need the gods. They need us.
Even if the wells of the inner rings never again offered water, humanity would survive. There were lakes, ponds, and rivers out in the Growers’ Ring. And that ring—where all the fields were, where all the food of Bastion grew—was big enough to support the city’s entire population. The inner rings could be abandoned.
Nuru smiled at the thought of nahual bent in the fields, arms filthy to the elbows as they mucked for roots. Bankers herding pigs and sheep. Senators in tattered silks harvesting wheat with stone axes.
Looking up, she blinked in surprise. She stood at the entrance to the temple.
“Are we going in?” Kofi asked.
“What?”
Efra touched Nuru’s shoulder. “You’ve been standing there grinning like a crazy person long enough that it’s getting awkward.”
“Sorry.” She had no idea why she apologized.
Looking past Efra, she saw the open doorway. No light made it beyond the entrance. The narcotics in her blood populated the dark with flitting snakes and roiling chaos teasing patterns yet always stopping shy of revealing their message.
“A place of fear,” Nuru said.
“A place of nightmares,” agreed Kofi.
“And several doors,” added Efra. “Are we going to kill some gods or loiter out here until thirst kills us?”
Loiter? She had never heard her use that word before.
Nuru stepped into the Temple of Shei Baal Ba. Reality shuddered as clinging webs of fate tugged at her face, hair, and clothes. Time stuck to her, hung from her dreams of a world free of gods. Chance was a joke. What looked like chaos was a pathway of carefully laid stones, each leading to the only possible conclusion. The path wound ahead of her, calling, promising the only destiny available to a Dirt street-sorcerer.
Choice is a myth.
Follow the path, each foot landing exactly where it must. There, the final destination: a world without gods. A dead world scrubbed free of the infectious stain of life. Perfect silence. Flawless tranquillity. Nothing struggled. Nothing fought for life. Death, the final state of existence, the last, unknowable god. The only real god. And not pretenders like Mother Death or her husband.
And there, beyond the end, another beginning. An explosion of life. Things clawing free of primordial mud. The mad scrabble of hunter and prey. Bright teeth and predator pupils glowing in the night. Dark caves and murky waters. Humanity’s first fears giving birth to new gods.
Except they weren’t new gods.
They were the same old ravenous gods taking on new names, wearing new aspects.
Worship, blood, and souls.
And fear.
Born of fear, the gods drank terror like a Dirt at a district well.
But those wells had gone dry. The fields had burned, smoke blanketing the city. People who hadn’t seen rain in a thousand generations cowered in their homes as storms and lighting lashed the world.
They’ve smashed the city, toppled buildings, and killed thousands.
The gods must be feeding well today.
Efra, dressed once again in a Dirt’s thobe, marched past Nuru. “Come on. There’s only one path, one way this can end.”
There, at the end of everything, Father Discord waited, holding a mirror to humanity, reflecting their worst flaws.
Efra, hair long and tangled with the bones of snakes, wearing the black robes of a nahual of Smoking Mirror walked at Nuru’s left. No brutal scar split her face, leaving her oddly pretty. “We can do this. When the last god is dead, we win.”
“You’re cuter than I expected,” Nuru told her.
Efra, still dressed in the stained robes of a Banker, flinched. “What?” She looked ready to cry.
“I just—”
This was the scarred Efra Nuru had always known.
Ahead, the path snaked through time, narrowly avoiding an infinite number of fates to end at the only destiny possible.
Nuru stopped.
“What’s wrong?” Akachi asked. The nahual, wearing his red, white and black robes of Cloud Serpent, stood on Nuru’s right where Kofi had been. Seeing her expression, he said, “This is not the time for doubts. I know we’ve had our differences, but in the end, we’re both on the same side. We both serve Bastion.”
“I would never do that,” whispered Efra, drawing Nuru’s attention from the priest. “She’s my friend.”
Who sis she talking to?
When Nuru again looked right, Kofi stood there, teeth bared in snarls of fear, stones clutched in his fists like he meant to beat his enemy to death with them.
“We need to keep moving,” said Efra. The scar bisecting her face was different, deeper and more ragged. Her right eye was a puckered scar, sewn closed. “It’s the only way to reach the end of the path.”
The only path. One route to the only fate allowed her.
“No.”
Nuru stepped from the path.
Fate, smashed like a clay jug hurled to the floor, crumbled into infinite shards. Bastion lay before her, a city without gods. The Hummingbird Guard patrolled the streets in pairs, keeping the peace. Their red leather was gone, replaced by simple red cotton shirts. Ebony cudgels still hung at their hips, but did so as an afterthought, forgotten as the Birds chatted with passing bystanders. Beyond the Grey Wall, Bastion was a scene of utter destruction. People scavenged the ruins of the inner rings, digging through collapsed buildings for tools and trinkets. Some of those farming the outer ring, green and lush, wore grey thobes, but just as many wore other colours. She saw no delineation of class.
Another step, moving farther from her predestined fate, and the Growers toiled as slaves, worked to death, teetering at the brink of starvation. Squads of Birds in blood-stained leathers lashed them for every transgression. The massive gates in the Grey Wall were closed and barred, stone from collapsed buildings dragged to block them so they would never again open. Beyond that wall, the ghosts of the dead and those souls and spirits strong enough to tear through the veil, haunted the inner rings.
Another step.
Nuru saw worlds where she won, and everything worked as planned. Humanity banded together, worked past their differences, and founded a new society not wrapped around religion and gods. In others, her victory led to the death of every living soul. Even the demons and ghosts of dead gods beyond the Sand Wall died in that future.
Another step.
Efra ruled Bastion as the Blood Queen, culling the faithful for sacrifices to a god who could never be sated. One life at a time, Bastion died. It was a slow death of attrition, a leaking wound that never healed.
Another step and Nuru ruled Bastion as Heart’s Mirror to Mother Death, the last city’s last god.
Everything was possible and she saw it all in teasing glimpses. A thousand perfect destinations, each with no path leading there. Having abandoned fate, she walked blind. Not knowing where to walk tore her apart. She witnessed countless futures where humanity survived and yet could not take a single step toward them.
Nuru screamed in frustration when the mere act of contemplating the vision changed it. Another future and it twisted even as she sought hints as to how to make it real. As if the very act of desiring something changed it. The more desperately she reached for her goals, the faster they flit by, always beyond grasp.
Efra betrayed her over and over, stabbing her, or bludgeoning her with a Bird’s cudgel or a handy rock. Kofi screamed and dug his own eyes from their sockets. Haunted by the guilt at what he helped Nuru achieve, he murdered both women. Sometimes he lived out his years serving the Blood Queen, worshipping and loving until his last breath. He was a boy who needed purpose and would do anything to have it. No price was too high as long as he felt needed.
Not daring another step, Nuru said, “Is any of this real?”
Kofi, who was sometimes Akachi, answered, “It’s all real and that makes it worse.”
Efra, who was sometimes scarred and sometimes wore the black of a nahual of Smoking Mirror said, “It doesn’t matter.” She stepped in front of Nuru, facing her. “As we walked, I’ve seen scores of you. Sometimes you still have bones in your hair or are sad and beaten and speak only of vengeance. I saw myself do things I would never do. I assume you’ve seen similar?” When Nuru didn’t answer, she continued. “Even if everything we see could happen—if some version of me would betray you or some version of you would stab me in the back—what we decide is all that matters. What we do. All this…” She sneered at whatever she saw, curled lip tugging at the scar, “It’s a distraction at best and a trap at worst. How many times will you watch me push you off the wall before you decide you’re not willing to risk trusting me?”
She saw herself push me from the wall?
Since stepping from the wall was already Nuru’s plan, she saw only one possibility: In the end, standing at the edge, her bravery would give out.
She thinks she sees betrayal, but she’s saving Bastion.
“Maybe,” continued Efra, “the damage is done, and the god who made all this will get exactly what they want.”
Kofi sobbed, screamed rage at his crimes, or waited placidly for one of the women he loved to tell him what to do. “Xibalba,” a version of him blurted, eyes unfocussed. “Home to the Lords of Xibalba, Hunhau and Uacmitun Ahau, antipodal points on the sphere of life and death. Mother Death murdered them, devoured their souls, took on their aspects. Yetel Noh Yum E'hoch'e'en Xibalba. Ola Noh Yuum Keban Xibalba In yumen Xibalba.” He blinked. “What?”
Nuru ignored Kofi’s babble. “Efra, this was your idea. How do we reach Cloud Serpent?”
“Know what you want and go there.”
“I want a world free of gods, where humanity survives in peace.”
Efra gave her a sad smile. “It’s too much. The more complex your desire, the more you need to understand every aspect of it. And we can’t, because we can’t even understand ourselves; it’s what drives us insane. But I want to go to Cloud Serpent is easy.”
Something felt off, like Efra wasn’t telling her the whole truth. Is this the real Efra, or one of the possible Efras I’ve seen?
“You’ll need to know and want the same thing, right?” Nuru said.
“I don’t know. What if one destination satisfies our specific individual desire?”
Too many questions bubbled up and she shoved them down deep. It would work or it wouldn’t.
I want to go to Cloud Serpent.
She wanted to add that she desired the god’s death but worried her doubts might cloud her intentions. I didn’t willingly step from the wall. Efra had to push me.
Nuru said, “I want to go to Cloud Serpent.”
Before her lay a lush world of dense jungle.
Nuru stepped into her desire.




AKACHI – THE WORM OF DOUBTS

Faith is the first duty of society as all values, ethics, morals, and laws are watered from that single well.
—The Book of Bastion
Aware Fajah watched him work, Akachi forced himself to take time preparing his narcotics. Much as he desperately wanted to smoke and ingest everything at his disposal in a mad rush of gluttonous need, he couldn’t let her see his weakness. Her presence made it easier. Even as he laid everything out, handling the drugs he craved, that hunger faded.
The fear, however, did not.
I can do this. I can keep my spirit animals at bay.
This time, he would not let Gau Ehiza slip the bonds of control. There was too much at stake. He would not let his father down. He would not disappoint his god.
When he first woke on the altar after Cloud Serpent healed him, he’d thought himself freed of such childish distractions. The euphoria had been short lived. Not long after, he found himself worrying about what his father thought.
Another hint at my god’s flaws.
Hint? Akachi wanted to laugh. Even now, faced with so much evidence, he found it difficult to accept the proof. Such thoughts were blasphemy; the only flaw was his inability to understand.
He dared a glance at Fajah. She’d shed the amaruca while his attention was on the narcotics. She sat beside him, brow furrowed in concentration, as she prepared her own blend of drugs. Unwise as it was to take more so soon after her last dose, she did not hesitate. They would both need to be ready for sorcerous battle. Bookish and quiet, prone to awkward jokes, she was not at all the kind of person one expected to help save the world. She’d have looked more at home tucked into a leather chair with a book. He imagined her in oversized rabbit fur slippers padding through the candle lit halls of a library in search of her next read and quashed a smile.
I won’t let her get hurt.
A promise he knew he couldn’t keep.
Tucking a strand of hair behind an ear she said, “You’re staring,” without looking up. “Don’t be weird.”
“Sorry. I’m just surprised you’re still here.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t quite the truth either.
“Me too.” Pulling a disk of polished glass and a small pile of dry tinder from her belt, she checked the angle of the sun. “I can’t help but think the smart thing would be to flee to the Growers’ Ring.”
“I’d be tempted to join you,” he agreed, unsure if he joked.
Fajah nodded at his prepared narcotics. “Ready?” Her own sat neatly laid out before her, pipe filled and tamped.
“Ready,” he answered.
Fajah fetched a fire lens from her belt. This was the kind of ancient artifact that was passed down through families, from one nahualli to another. It was likely thousands of years old, treasured, and meticulously maintained. She tilted the glass lens, directing the bright point of white light to the waiting tinder. In her other hand she held a dry stick, the end wrapped tight with slow burning fabric. The moment the first tongues of flame appeared, she lit the stick. With no breeze, the flame stood unwavering.
After lighting her own pipe and taking a long draw, she handed Akachi the burning twig. Her eyes slid closed as he accepted it.
He lit his pipe. Arrazoia to clear his mind. A dusting of foku seeds to sharpen his senses. Perhaps not a church-approved blend, he felt confident in the results. He also felt some pride he’d resisted the temptation to sneak in some erlaxatu.
“Do you think we got here first?” Fajah asked, smoke curling from her mouth as she spoke.
“They had a head start but couldn’t travel nearly as fast as we did.” Akachi checked the bowl of his pipe to be sure it burned evenly. “I think we’re here first.”
“I guess it doesn’t matter. We know where they’re going.” She looked to Akachi, pupils so dilated they swallowed her eyes. “Assuming we find the right door, we can go to Cloud Serpent’s domain and wait for them.”
She spoke with reverent awe. There were stories of gods appearing to a favoured nahual, though all were millennium old. For a priest to visit their god, however, was unheard of. Searching his memories, Akachi found no mention of it in the Book of Bastion.
“Do you think he’ll welcome us?” Fajah asked. “Tea and biscuits?”
Akachi snorted. “I’m sure he’ll lay out a platter of cookies as well.”
“I haven’t had tea and biscuits in weeks.”
“Not since I left the Quarter Cathedral,” he agreed.
“Or cheese,” she added. “I miss cheese.” Hitting the pipe again, she said, “Cheese is fucking happiness.”
“Cheese and wine.”
“Wine and sex.”
Akachi cleared his throat and turned to look up the steps at the temple.
They sat in silence until they finished smoking and eating the various narcotics.
As Akachi chewed the last leathery nugget of dried mushroom, Fajah said, “Was that an awkward silence, or a comfortable one?”
“I was so busy asking myself exactly that question I forgot to be either awkward or comfortable.”
“Me too.” She stood, swaying slightly. “Did you see that?”
“See what?”
“Nothing. You go first.”
Akachi ascended the stairs, Fajah at his side. Reaching the entrance, he slowed to a stop, peering into the darkness.
“A place of fear,” he said, voice barely more than a whisper.
“You sure about this?” Fajah asked.
“Of course not.”
“I didn’t bring candles. A tecolotl with one of those glowing stones would be handy right now.”
Ignoring the blasphemy, Akachi entered the Temple of Shei Baal Ba. Stepping through the doorway was like stepping into another world. A shiver ran through him, the hairs on his neck and arms standing straight as if he’d entered one of the chillier basements far beneath the Quarter Cathedral. The inside wasn’t dark. Far above, arched ceilings showed impossibly large panels of stained glass. They were too high for him to tell if they bore scenes like some churches in the Priests’ Ring. The sun, filtered through the glass, lit the interior a warm orange. Archways of stacked stone only slightly taller than Akachi, littered the church. Through each lay another world. Looking into the nearest, he saw a family of Crafters, dressed in brown and orange, gathered around a dining table to take their meal together. Faces serious, they waited as the father shared out what little food there was. A wedge of apple on each plate. A torn crust of hardbread. A bone with scraps of meat. Everyone got more than he left for himself.
They didn’t notice, or couldn’t see, Akachi watching them.
He moved on.
Many archways showed scenes he felt sure were elsewhere in Bastion. Others were stranger, worlds of water or fire. Through one he saw the endless red dunes of the Bloody Desert.
“Weird,” said Fajah, her lips moving after he heard the words. “This is exactly what I expected.”
That’s the aldatu. Much as he’d dreaded entering the temple, Akachi hadn’t given much thought as to what he’d find within.
Winding through the seemingly endless hall, careful not to pass through any of the archways, Akachi witnessed impossible scenes.
A god, larger than all Bastion, floated dead in an ocean of blood. Savage tribes lived within her, travelling through collapsing veins and rot-hollowed bones. They carved meat from her insides and ate it, briefly taking on infinitesimal slivers of the god’s aspects. They dug tunnels through decomposing flesh, warred with other tribes over choice organs. In the skull, an obese sorcerer devoured the rotting brain, learning all he could of the fallen god and going mad from the knowledge.
Through another arch Akachi saw a field of once gorgeous flowers now faded with decay. The corpses of countless children lay scattered among the clover.
He slowed to a stop, realizing he knew that scene. “I think I saw some of this in a dream. That’s Her Skirt is Stars’ realm. Nuru and Efra killed the god, murdered her menagerie of souls.”
Akachi blinked and the scene in the arch changed. Gaunt Growers and Crafters gathered around a lake. One man crept forward, a clay mug clutched in his hand. Reaching the edge of the water, he called something over his shoulder. The surface of the pond exploded as he leaned to dip the cup. A crocodile caught his arm up to the elbow. The man screamed and flailed as the beast dragged him into the water. Those gathered did nothing, backing further from the lake.
No doubt there were already Crafters in the outer ring, but those people looked thirsty and desperate beyond a couple days without food. They also seemed comfortable in each other’s presence in a way he would not expect so soon.
“Do you think that’s the future?” he asked Fajah.
She flinched, turning away from another arch and he gestured at the one he’d been looking at.
“I just see desert,” she said. She sounded relieved. “It’s weird though; the sand isn’t red.”
The Dirt disappeared under the churning water, dragged down by the crocodile and Akachi felt a flash of guilt that it hadn’t occurred to him to step through and at least try to help.
“We see different things through the arches.”
“Makes sense, I guess,” said Fajah, darting a nervous look back over her shoulder at the other arch. “The Book of Bastion says the temple has doors to everywhere. I thought that was impossible, but if each archway can be a passage to multiple destinations, it becomes somewhat more believable. Maybe each arch can be a portal to anywhere.”
Akachi thought about how he’d seen the view change. “Wouldn’t that make it difficult to find the arch you want?”
“Of all the things the Book says about this place, I don’t remember easy being on the list.”
With the narcotics swirling through his blood, Akachi wondered how much of anything he saw was real. “This…” He struggled to put the thought into words. “Does it seem more real in here than it did outside?”
Fajah nodded. “Everything out there looked stretched and thin, like reality itself was about to tear under the strain. In here, it’s insane and yet stable.”
“I thought this was supposed to be ‘the place of fear.’ I saw someone killed by a crocodile, but that’s it. No nightmares.” He laughed, “Bit of a let-down, really.”
Eyes haunted, she didn’t respond.
“You saw something?” Akachi asked.
“I think I’m going to die.” She darted another look at the other arch.
“Tell me.”
“We were on the Sand Wall. I’ve never actually seen it, you know? Never been close enough. There are buildings and streets up there. I saw a woman. She was short and scarred.” Fajah drew a line with her finger from her right temple through her lips to the left of her chin. “She had a nahual’s sacrificial dagger. It dripped with fresh blood.”
“That’s Efra,” Akachi said. “Where was Nuru?”
Fajah shrugged. “You were there too, but I wasn’t.”
“That doesn’t mean you were dead.”
“You were crying.”
“A place of nightmares,” Akachi said. “Don’t trust what you see.”
“Both you and Efra were crying.” Fajah wouldn’t meet his eyes. “She said the gods were all dead, but that Bastion would make new ones.”
Akachi’s mind raced, torn in a thousand directions. Was this the future, or a meaningless drug-addled vision?
If Nuru wasn’t there, it probably meant Efra had pushed her from the wall. He wasn’t surprised; he’d known she’d betray her friend when it came time.
The gods all dead. His failure would be complete.
Fajah stared at her hands. “I saw Efra kill you. You didn’t even fight.”
Akachi staggered away, Fajah following.
We’re too late.
The damned Dirts killed Cloud Serpent and made it to the Sand Wall before Akachi caught up with them. Efra won. No matter how hard he tried, no matter what he sacrificed, he was doomed to fail.
Please, no. He stopped before another archway. Please, show me anything else.
The scene rippled and he saw himself with Nafari and Captain Yejide. They were battle-scarred, but alive. Nafari still wore the robes of a Cloud Serpent nahual and carried an ebony cudgel. Unlike the Nafari Akachi knew, this one looked comfortable with violence. Akachi blinked and they were gone. He saw himself as an old man, working in a garden. Fajah, long grey hair tied with snake bones, puttered about their home. Children and grandchildren chased each other through the house, screeching with joy. Blink, and Akachi was young and innocent and whole, walking the halls of the Quarter Cathedral wearing the robes of an acolyte. The boy’s brow furrowed in concern as he arrived at Bishop Zalika’s door.
That’s when she sent me to the Wheat District.
He stepped toward the archway and hesitated.
“How does this work?” he asked. “Do I step through?”
“I assume so,” answered Fajah from behind him. “What’s the point of doors to everywhere if you can’t use them.”
He wanted to laugh. “That would be a nightmare. Imagine seeing the moment where you can fix everything, and yet be unable to go there.”
What would happen if he stepped through? No older version of himself had ever visited from the future to warn him of the trouble to come. Perhaps he’d become the Akachi he saw, forgetting everything he now knew. But if that happened, how could he escape arriving back here in the end? Would stepping through this arch tangle him in some endless loop where he never made it past this moment because he kept fleeing back to a time of relative happiness?
Fajah saw me on the wall.
And yet here was an opportunity for escape.
“These are lures,” Akachi said. “Traps.”
“I’m not going to die?”
He shook his head. “No. The arch reacted to my thoughts. And you and I see different things through the same arch. I think if we focus on the same goal—the same place—we’ll both see it. That’s how you travel.”
“They react to what you want to see?” Fajah asked.
“Or to your fears.”
Through the arch he saw himself and Fajah making love in a massive stone tub, slippery with soap. The scene crumbled, became a view of the night sky, though he recognized no constellations.
“That wasn’t me that wanted to see that,” Fajah said. “Or did you see something else?”
Uncomfortable, Akachi ignored the question. “Can we see whatever we want, or only things that are possible or that actually happened?”
“If we both imagine the perfect world where everyone lives in peace, we can step through and live there? That seems too easy.”
Akachi agreed.
Turning in a complete circle, he saw through endless archways, each with its own scene. He watched himself die over and over in a thousand terrible ways. He saw himself stagger wounded through war-ravaged streets, his god dead, the pantheon murdered. He saw Fajah, alone, searching for her family, or being chased by Dirt men howling like savage animals. She found her family. She starved to death, was raped and murdered. She fled to the Grower’s Ring and learned to farm. Sometimes Akachi was with her and there were children who looked like him.
The scenes changed as he turned, every outcome darker and bleaker than the last. An empty city, the streets drowning beneath endless waves of red sand. The mighty Sand Wall cracked and crumbled with time. Even the ghosts of dead gods and banished sorcerers were gone. A truly dead world. In another arch a black-skinned man, darker than the darkest Grower, wandered abandoned streets, studying the walls and tenements. Sometimes there was a woman with him, her skin oddly pale and pink. And then they too were gone, the city was truly dead and empty.
It felt like every archway showed a scene chosen to break his will, to sap his strength and fill him with doubt.
Efra told Fajah the gods were all dead.
All dead. She meant Smoking Mirror as well. That was probably why the Dirt woman was crying.
She didn’t win!
“I’ve been thinking about this all wrong,” Akachi admitted. “I’ve been focussed on stopping Efra and Nuru. I should be trying to save Bastion.” He tried to explain. “Smoking Mirror keeps trying to become the pantheon’s sole god. He lies and manipulates and murders and each time he fails in a manner so catastrophic it ends an age. Killing Efra won’t stop that, it will only stall things.”
“We have to kill Smoking Mirror?”
“We have to kill Smoking Mirror,” Akachi agreed.
“How?”
“I don’t know.”
“You’re Cloud Serpent’s Heart,” Fajah said. “Can’t you ask him?”
“I…”
Fajah still carried the soapstone box he found the amaruca figurine in. He was reasonably certain it had magical properties that hid him from both the gods and sorcerous spying.
“I’m an idiot,” Akachi admitted. “Would you mind throwing that box through an archway?”
Fajah withdrew the box from her belt. Removing the figurine, she tucked it into the belt and lobbed the box into the nearest arch, which showed a lake larger than any Akachi had ever seen. He saw no sign of the far shore. The box hit the water with a silent splash and disappeared beneath the waves.
Praying he’d done the right thing and not cast aside some critical advantage, Akachi dug the jainkoei from his belt. His fingers shook as he shoved a too large dose into his mouth and chewed quickly. Fajah’s eyes widened but she said nothing.
He dropped to sit crossed legged, eye closed while he waited for the narcotic to take effect.
Please don’t be too late.
He wasn’t sure what a failure to reach Cloud Serpent would mean. The god might be busy elsewhere or could already be dead.
The jainkoei peeled Akachi’s soul like a moonflower opening to the night sky.
Scales on dry stone as the sunlight pouring through the stained-glass skylights darkened.
“You were gone.” Cloud Serpent spoke in death and venom. “I couldn’t find you,” the god accused.
What little relief Akachi felt died a quick death at Cloud Serpent's tone. “Stone sorcery,” he answered, eye still closed. “It was not intentional.”
Previously, every time Cloud Serpent visited, Akachi had been overcome by awe at the god’s presence. This time, he felt none of that.
He’s fallible. They all are.
Such terrible blasphemy. He should be skinned for even thinking it.
“Why have you called me to the Temple of One Thousand Deaths?”
Akachi ignored the petulant tone. “We must kill Smoking Mirror. I have a plan, but we need your help.”
The Lord of the Hunt hissed reptilian laughter. “A plan. I tire of plans. Take the path to Áłtsé Hashké’s realm. Once you are there, call me as you have just done. I will crush the Worm of Doubts.”
Could Cloud Serpent not use these archways and go there himself? Akachi quashed the question. “The Hearts of Smoking Mirror and Mother Death have killed several gods. I think they are going attack you next.”
“Mortals,” sneered The Lord of the Hunt.
“I believe they have a god-killer.”
“Find Coyotl, the Trickster,” commanded Cloud Serpent. “And then summon me.”




NURU – THE BROKEN

Civilization isn’t community but rather the feeling of community. Without community, the masses are drawn to the selfish pleasures of loneliness, and those who believe themselves truly alone are capable of any crime. Therefore, one person, alone, is an enemy. Ten people bound by the feeling of community are a weapon. To send them to war, give them a common enemy.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
A dense citrus stench hit Nuru. It was like nothing she’d experienced. Even those feral forests out beyond where the Dirts normally laboured seemed dry and tame in comparison. Here, the air felt heavy with moisture. It wrestled her senses with a warring riot of rot and life. Water pattered down through the leaves and branches in a soft rain, ran in rivulets along vines and fell from the cupped tips of leaves. Looking up, she saw only the tiniest slices of grey sky through the tangled foliage overhead. Though it was clearly daytime, she saw no hint of blue, no sign of the sun.
A tiny frog, red like a drop of fresh blood, watched her from a nearby branch. It nodded greeting when she noticed it.
“Clouds,” said Efra, standing beside her. “Like when we used the Staff of the Fifth Sun.”
She held out a hand, palm up to catch the water. When her palm filled, she sipped it and smiled at Nuru. “Everywhere is better than home, which begs the question: why return?”
Kofi, eyes wide, flinched from everything. Nuru understood; the priest had never ventured beyond the streets of the Growers’ Ring. He’d likely never seen a real forest, much less savage jungle.
Nuru watched a score of bright blue birds like gleaming opals flit through the trees, circling the two women as if curious. They each winked at her before disappearing into the jungle.
“There’s always something hidden,” Nuru answered, “something dark. These little realities are shaped by the gods, and the gods are insane. Like the children Her Skirt is Stars kept. They were trapped like that forever, innocent and ignorant.”
“That doesn’t sound awful,” Efra said. Her lips twitched toward a smile. “I can’t imagine being innocent.”
“There’s something unreal with this place. It’s like the idea of what a jungle should be.”
Or maybe that was the narcotics.
Nuru turned to find the doorway still open. The way back to the Temple of Shei Baal Bal looked like a perfectly smooth incision in reality. Borderless and painful to look at for its wrongness.
“That’s a relief, I guess,” she said.
“I made a point of thinking about how I wanted to be able to return,” said Efra, turning away from the portal. “Don’t know if that made a difference, but it seemed like a good idea, what with everything reacting to will and desire.”
I hadn’t thought of that. “I guess we both want to return.”
“I’d like to return now,” Kofi mumbled. “All this is unnatural.”
Efra grunted a mocking laugh. “I wonder how big this reality is. I guess we start walking and see what happens.”
With few other options, the two women set off into the jungle, Efra leading the way. She always chose the path of least resistance, letting the undergrowth decide their route.
Pushing past a massive damp leaf, Efra said, “In the wilder forests there are puma, jaguars, tigers, snakes big enough to swallow you whole, and all kinds of dangerous plants. If anything troubles us, I’ll use the god-killer.”
After what felt like hours, Nuru said, “Are we going to be able to find the portal again?”
The rain hadn’t let up and both were soaked through. Their Senator’s clothes, ill-designed for jungle treks, in turns clung to them and hung in tattered ruin.
Efra, still taking the lead, said, “Don’t know. Compared to killing the Lord of the Hunt, finding our way out should be easy. Shit.” She stopped suddenly, retreating toward Nuru.
Six men and women stepped from the jungle. Squat, bow-legged and walnut-skinned, they carried wood spears. Bodies and faces lined with snaking tattoos of faded black, they wore only simple animal-skin loincloths. A dozen more crept from the jungle to surround Nuru and Efra. Though armed, they seemed more scared than combative, constantly darting glances at the sky as if expecting to be attacked at any moment.
When Kofi bristled, digging into his pouch for stones, Nuru placed a calming hand on his arm. “Wait.”
A short man, barely reaching Efra’s shoulder, dipped a shallow bow to the women. Thousands of pale scars crisscrossed his body, limbs and face. None of it looked intentional or planned. No part of him hadn’t been terribly wounded at some point in the past.
“Camaztle sent you?” he asked, voice little more than a whisper. He spoke with a strange accent, words sibilant.
“No,” answered Efra. “We seek—”
Flinching from her volume, he made panicked hushing gestures with his hands.
“We are new here,” Nuru whispered. “We’ve travelled a long way.”
“A long way,” the man repeated, checking the jungle for threats.
“We’re tired,” added Efra. “And hungry.”
The man glanced at the others and when most nodded, he whispered, “Come.” His eyes narrowed at Nuru. “Try not to move like an angry elephant.”
Without waiting, he headed into the trees. Nuru and Efra followed as quietly as they could, though the squat and barrel-chested warrior kept shooting glares over his shoulder. The rest followed as if escorting the two women. None of them made a sound.
Kofi picked his way carefully through the foliage, one hand gripping a stone Nuru couldn’t quite make out.
“I hope we haven’t made a terrible mistake,” Efra whispered, receiving an annoyed glance from the nearest woman.
Nuru agreed but said nothing. They hadn’t much choice and couldn’t wander the jungle forever. Eventually, whatever these warriors were so afraid of would find them.
The rain ceased as the unseen sun set and finally the jungle parted to reveal a clearing of conical animal hide tents. A fire burned bright in the centre, men and women gathered around it. Many held sticks with impaled meat in the flames. Those escorting them relaxed as they entered the clearing, straightening to stand as tall as their minimal statures allowed and chatting openly among themselves. Their speech, guttural and spat in rapid staccato, was hard to follow. Nuru understood every third or fourth word at best.
“This makes no fucking sense,” mumbled Efra. “Whatever hunts them will attack armed warriors in the jungle but not the village?”
“Maybe it’s afraid of fire,” Nuru suggested.
Efra looked doubtful.
The man who led them through the jungle waved Nuru and Efra forward, his fear and crouched gait gone. The rest of the village stared up at them in awe. Even Efra, one of the shorter adults Nuru knew, was a giant here, standing head and shoulders above everyone.
“I am Xochipilli,” the man announced. “I welcome you. Food and water are yours.”
The others shuffled to make space around fire and Xochipilli gestured them forward. Nuru sat in confused silence as the man went around the fire with a flat piece of bark, piling shreds of meat and grilled vegetables upon it. Returning, he laid it on the ground before the two women and sat a little too close to Efra, who made a show of eating from the makeshift plate and ignoring his proximity.
“We have not seen new souls in many years,” Xochipilli said. “Not in…” He lifted his hands to the night sky. “In many, many deaths.”
Efra’s gaze swept those gathered around the fire, and the tents beyond. “Where are the children?”
A sob of pain passed through the men and women.
“No children,” said Xochipilli. “Only life and death. Only the hunt.” His lips pulled back to show teeth, his eyes narrowing in hurt. “No world for children.”
“I don’t understand,” Efra said, blunt as always. “Life and death are all there is, yet people still have children.”
“We are the Otomi,” Xochipilli said. “We hunt the jungles and are hunted by Camaztle, the four hundred cloud serpents who are one. When he catches us, we die. Over and over. Until the White Cloud Serpent decides we have been worthy prey. All praise the White Cloud Serpent, the Red Smoking Mirror, the blood that teaches us.”
Those gathered all muttered, “All praise the White Cloud Serpent, the Red Smoking Mirror, the blood that teaches us,” as they lifted their hands to the sky.
“Ah,” said Efra. “And he doesn’t hunt you in the village.”
Xochipilli nodded. “This clearing, and this clearing alone.”
“And,” Efra continued, “you need to leave to hunt for food and fetch water.”
Again, Xochipilli nodded. He pointed at a long pale scar that curved halfway around his abdomen. “This was my first death. Camaztle disembowelled me. He deemed me unworthy, the hunt over too quickly, and left me lying in the mud, my guts floating around me. I took two days to die.”
“Cloud Serpent hunts you for sport?” Nuru asked.
“Over and over.”
The scars made sense now. This man had been hunted and killed thousands of times.
Kofi sat silent, picking through the strips of meat and nibbling whatever he found interesting. He ignored the conversation, his attention sweeping those gathered around the fire.
“And when you finally provide a worthy hunt?” Efra asked.
Xochipilli waved a hand at the jungle. “The worthy are taken away to live the rest of eternity in peace.”
Efra shot Nuru a doubtful look. To Xochipilli she said, “I, too, have died many times. It is bad.” She blew out a breath. “Every fucking time is bad.”
“Bad,” Xochipilli repeated as if savouring the understatement. “Only the strongest survive. The deaths break most. They stop running when Camaztle hunts. He breaks them, forbids healing. Their living corpses litter the jungle, slowly sinking into the damp earth. We used to collect them, try and make them comfortable, but he forbade that too. Suffering is the point.” He looked at his scarred hands, face twitching through rage and guilt and loss. “We all have friends out there. Family.”
“Can you help us find Camaztle?” Nuru asked.
“He is gone to war with the Stars of the Night. We don’t know when he’ll return.”
“But he lives here?” asked Efra. “He has a…a home?”
“He does,” answered Xochipilli. “In the mountain caves.”
“Will you guide us there?” Nuru asked.
“No. The Otomi are forbidden.”
Efra grunted annoyance. “Will you point the way?”
Xochipilli pointed into the jungle. “There.”
Efra looked from Nuru to Kofi “Good enough. We eat and sleep and leave in the morning.”
“Xochipilli said he’s not here,” Kofi pointed out. Turning to the short man, he asked, “Does Cloud Serpent often leave for a long time?”
“Sometimes he hunts every day. Sometimes he’s gone for months, though it is rare. When he is gone for that long, he usually returns with new souls to replace the broken. He brings young men and women from the Last Bastion.” His brow furrowed as he considered the wisdom of what he wanted to say next. “Much as it is an honour to serve Camaztle, the four hundred cloud serpents who are one, such times are both a welcome respite and a time of great sadness. We keep them here, protect them for as long as we can. But in the end, all take part. Camaztle must hunt.” He studied Nuru, Efra, and Kofi. “He didn’t bring you.”
Nuru wanted to tell Xochipilli that she planned to kill their god, free them from this endless life of death, but wasn’t sure how he’d react. These people showed equal parts awe, worship, fear, and anger.
“No, he did not. Later, when we have done what we came to do, could you lead us back to where we entered this world?”
A crooked smile bent Xochipilli’s mouth. “Your tracks are easy to follow.”
After Cloud Serpent was dead, she’d tell him what she and Efra had done. He and his people could return to Bastion through the temple doorway.
Efra would find some use for such warriors, she thought, wondering if she was being unfair.
As if this brief respite beat down her last defences, exhaustion and the narcotics still singing through her blood crushed Nuru’s will.
“Come,” said Xochipilli, offering her a hand. “You can sleep in my tent. Don’t worry,” he added, reading her doubt. “Those who die would never hurt another. Our world has enough pain.”
Xochipilli showed her to a tent that stank of cured furs and sweat and she welcomed the familiar humanity of the scents.
The moment she lay upon the heaped furs she felt herself tip backwards, tumbling into the abyss of sleep.
She dreamed she was a figurine shaped by damp clay. A lonely god breathed life into her, seeking to entertain itself with her struggles all the while knowing her end would be terrible and pointless. Nuru was the villain in this demented story, pitting herself against a god who only sought to end the world so it could be reborn anew.
“I’m not evil!” she screamed at the uncaring god.
She woke alone, tangled in a rough cotton sheet and dripping sweat. Crawling from the tent, she found Efra and Kofi already awake. Efra, eyes hollowed with exhaustion, gave her a wan half smile. Kofi and Xochipilli hunched over a backpack, sorting through the gathered food and stuffing it inside.
The last dregs of narcotics flowed through Nuru’s veins like thick mud. The greens of the jungle were so iridescently vibrant she wanted to cry and hold them in her memory until her last day. Every sound was distinct as if no two things were allowed to make noise at the same time. The wind paused to make room for the squawk of a bird. The susurration of leaves held its breath while water pattered down from the higher foliage.
“I should have slept,” said Efra, joining Nuru, “but I was too tired.” She glanced at Kofi, an odd smile twisting her scarred lips. “And it seems likely we’ll die today, so…you know. Anyway. They’ve given us enough food to get there and back.”
Once everyone had eaten a breakfast of cold meat, Xochipilli led the three to the edge of the camp.
Pointing in the same direction as the night before, he said, “That way. One day. Less, if you travel incautiously.”
Without another word, he returned to those still gathered around the morning fire.
Kofi led the way into the jungle, Efra and Nuru following.
“They didn’t ask what we intend,” Nuru said. “They seemed disinterested.”
Efra’s shoulders tensed. “Dying a few times changes you. I think they either knew or hoped.”
Kofi barked “Fucking hells!” backing toward the women. “Sorry,” he said, looking embarrassed. “Startled me.”
Since he looked shaken, but unafraid, Nuru joined him, looking where he gestured. A woman lay half submerged in the earth, only her face and one scarred arm visible. One eye a gaping socket of wriggling maggots, the other opened at their approach, watching as they shuffled awkwardly past.
“The broken,” Efra said, frowning at the undying woman. “Those who gave up.”
Half expecting disgust, Nuru was surprised to hear something else in Efra’s voice. Previously, she would have said that Efra had no bend in her; she was an unstoppable force of rage and intent. But since being slain by Turquoise Fire she showed moments of brittle fear.
Nuru couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be hunted over and over, dying thousands of times. Could someone reach the point where sinking into the muck became preferable to suffering through another brutal death? Had Efra died enough times in short succession that she’d reached the point where she would have surrendered if it meant an end to the pain?
They walked for hours, the incessant dripping the only sound. The sun, hidden above the unchanging dome of grey clouds, crept across the sky, in no hurry to surrender to the whims of night. They passed several more partially submerged people, some lying face down in the mud as if to escape the sight of the world. Later, they found a knee-high jungle cat they didn’t recognize gnawing on a man’s exposed leg. The cat fled at their approach. Even as they stepped over the broken man, sinews stretched to cover the exposed bone, blood and flesh welling up to repair the damage.
Efra said, “Cat’s are smart. It’ll be back once we’re gone. It probably returns every day for a free and easy meal.”
“How can being eaten every day be better than being killed by a god?” Kofi asked.
Efra grunted. “Ask me that after one has crushed your spine to porridge a few times.”
“I took the narcotics too early,” Nuru said, changing the topic. “I expected to step through the doorway and do battle with Cloud Serpent. I have enough to dose myself again. Maybe twice, if I’m careful.”
“That would be dangerous,” Kofi said, once again in the lead. “You’d risk brain-burn.”
“That,” said Nuru, “and it’ll be most of a day before we arrive at Cloud Serpent’s home.”
“We also have no idea when he’ll return,” Efra added. “What did Xochipilli say, that Cloud Serpent had gone to fight the stars?”
“Gone to war with the Stars of the Night,” Kofi corrected over his shoulder. “I think that’s one of Smoking Mirror’s old names.”
Efra stumbled, catching herself on a branch. “And you didn’t think to fucking mention this earlier?”
Kofi stopped, turned to face the women. “If the goal is to kill all the gods, then if one kills another it means less work for us.” He examined Efra. “Killing Smoking Mirror was always part of the plan, right?”
When Efra, jaw clenched, said nothing, Kofi resumed his plod through the jungle.
“Are the two gods openly battling in Bastion?” Nuru asked. She shuddered to contemplate the damage they might do. Cloud Serpent might not be Southern Hummingbird, but he was a killer through and through.
“Smoking Mirror is a manipulator,” Kofi said, “not a warrior. The Lord of the Hunt would slaughter him in a straight fight.”
“Do you think Akachi had anything to do with Cloud Serpent’s absence?” Efra asked, startling Nuru. “Maybe I should have killed him when I had the chance.”
Nuru couldn’t remember Efra ever expressing regret. “Why?”
“Do you know the difference between gods and priests?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Gods treat everyone the way the nahual treat Dirts. Smoking Mirror doesn’t care what I want. I’m a tool; I should be honoured to be of service, grateful for whatever crumbs he tosses my way.” Lips peeled back in a vicious snarl. “I am no one’s dog.”
Ahead, Kofi parted the foliage, exposing a plain of shoulder-high grass ending abruptly at a ragged and ancient mountain. Nuru stopped, struggling to make sense of what she saw. Monstrous shapes had been carved into the stone. She recognized some, creatures of myth from the nahual sermons. Others were alien and incomprehensible. Men and women with heads like octopi with thousands of tentacles. Wards and glyphs unlike anything she’d seen in the Last City. Where her home was rounded with age, eroded by sand and wind, the carved figures were barely discernible from the mountain itself. Much of the work had crumbled and fallen.
A single massive entranceway had been carved into the foot of the mountain, dark and foreboding.
Efra flashed a quick grin at Nuru. “How many men would have to stand on each other to reach the top of that hall?”
“About ten,” answered Kofi, not realizing it was a joke.
Efra shook her head in mock disgust. “Let’s go see who’s home. And kill them.”




AKACHI – GRANDFATHER COYOTE

When the gods were man, they did forced labour, they bore drudgery.
Great indeed was the drudgery of the gods, the forced labour was heavy, the misery too much: the seven great Anunna-gods were burdening the Igigi-gods with forced labour.
—Heretical text fragment rumoured to predate Bastion
‘Summon me,’ as if Cloud Serpent was nothing more than another demon or spirit animal to be called through the veil. Akachi tried to shake off the blasphemy, but it clung to the inside of his skull like tree sap, sticking to every thought.
Much like summoning a spirit animal, Akachi could only reach his god with sufficient narcotics in his blood.
It’s different!
When nahualli brought something through the veil, it inhabited them.
Like the way Mother Death inhabits Nuru?
No. A spirit animal might reshape the nahualli, spiritually or physically, but a skilled sorcerer controlled the process.
No one controls a god.
Yet there were stories in oldest versions of the Book where sorcerers challenged the gods and won. Those sections had all been culled from the commonly available version. As many of those lost stories mentioned mythical monsters like skyvyrm and amaruca, he had to wonder if the rest was true too. Or perhaps the sorcerers of old were more powerful than their modern counterparts.
Or does our use of jainkoei ensure the gods’ sovereignty?
Nagual used aldatu to reshape their bodies with the help of their spirit animals. Otochin used bihurtu to bind spirits to fetishes and peyolotl used it to make totems. The Book of Bastion and everything his teachers hammered into him during his years as an acolyte said the only way to reach the gods was through jainkoei. Even then, the gods often ignored the nahualli’s call for aid or advice.
Jainkoei is incredibly rare in the Growers’ Ring.
He hated the thought, but it, too, clung to him. Had Nuru carved Mother Death in hematite and called the god through the veil without jainkoei?
No. It wasn’t possible.
One of the members of the street gang she belonged to was a Finger. Somehow, the thief must have acquired it for her. That had to be it. The Finger stole it from a sloppy nahualli.
“Are you alright?” Fajah asked.
Akachi blinked. “What?” He lay on his back in the Temple of Shei Baal Ba, surrounded by stone archways flickering from scene to scene.
Fajah stood over Akachi, studying him with worried concern. “You flopped onto the ground and started mumbling and twitching. I was worried you were having a seizure.” She wrinkled her nose. “You took a lot of narcotics. And you weren’t careful in your preparation.”
Akachi snorted an undignified laugh. Not careful. If she had any idea how often he’d crammed random narcotics into his mouth or dosed himself with erlaxatu, ‘just to take the edge off,’ she’d be appalled.
He sat up, groaning. “I’m fine.”
“Did you warn Cloud Serpent about the street-sorcerer?”
“I did.” He prayed the fact the god ignored the warning was reason for confidence.
No mortal—even one with a god-killer—can defeat the Lord of the Hunt.
Fajah helped Akachi to his feet. She kept flinching away from things he couldn’t see. Though he’d ingested just as many narcotics, he felt oddly solid. Brief as the visit was, once again basking in Cloud Serpent’s presence returned some of his lost confidence. Though not nearly as much as when the god healed him on the altar. The Lord of the Hunt seemed distracted, as if too many demands were being made on his attention.
“We’re going to Smoking Mirror’s realm. Once we find him, I am to—” Akachi crushed the image of summoning the god as if it were just another wandering spirit. “I am to call Cloud Serpent. Our god is going to end Father Discord’s manipulations for once and for all.” He gestured at the nearest archway. “I guess this one will do.”
Akachi faced the arch, Fajah moving to stand at his side. She took his ruined hand in hers, gave it a tentative squeeze. He frowned as the vision changed, rapidly flickering through different scenes.
“We don’t know what Smoking Mirror’s realm looks like,” Fajah said. “How can we create it in our thoughts?”
“No need to be so precise,” Akachi answered. “We want to go to wherever the god is. Focus on that desire.”
“What I really desire is to sleep off the drugs and then have a cup of tea.” Her grip on his hand tightened. “Not help kill one of the pantheon’s last gods.”
For a nahual, it was a crime beyond contemplation.
Cloud Serpent wants me to kill Smoking Mirror.
And the god had already ordered Akachi to throw Nuru from the Sand Wall, once again banishing Mother Death.
Would that leave the Lord of the Hunt the only god in Bastion?
My god commands. I obey.
The scene in the archway flickered faster, gaining speed.
“Calm,” he said, as much to himself as to Fajah. “Focus on where we need to go.”
Her grip on his hand hurt. “We are nahual, servants to all Bastion.”
“We’re servants to Cloud Serpent first,” Akachi corrected. “We obey.”
Fajah was silent for several heartbeats, frowning at the flickering images. “Is there nothing Cloud Serpent could ask that you would refuse?”
There was the trap. Because if Akachi must obey his god, then surely Nuru and Efra must obey theirs.
Remembering a teacher mocking his paper on ethics, Akachi said, “I’m not a philosopher. The Book of Bastion says we are to obey the gods.” He extricated his hand from Fajah’s grip. “If it’s not enough for you, leave now. Go with my blessing.”
The scene in the archway snapped into focus.
Did I do that?
For a moment Akachi stared, uncomprehending. He thought it was still day, but night lay beyond the stone arch. Boxy wooden buildings interspersed with simple fur tents surrounded a roaring bonfire. People wandered in and out of the wood constructions. Others danced drunkenly around the fire, sloshing drinks in clay mugs as they sang and cavorted. All wore something akin to Grower thobes, though filthier and more tattered than the nahual usually allowed the Dirts to become.
Understanding, muddled by narcotics and the strangeness of what he saw, dawned slowly.
Canopied tents were common in the inner rings, allowing one to escape the sun yet remain outdoors, but these were fully enclosed. He’d never seen a structure not shaped from stone, never imagined people making their own homes from hewn logs.
“I don’t know what the right thing to do is,” Fajah said, “but the gods banished Mother Death for a reason. Bastion has suffered terribly since her return. Maybe everything will be better with Cloud Serpent ruling whatever remains of the pantheon. I can’t imagine it being worse.”
Why didn’t I think of that?
Instead of looking for reasons, he’d reached straight for blind obedience.
Would my teachers be happy now that I’ve finally stopped asking questions?
That seemed unlikely.
Fajah stepped through the arch and Akachi, startled, followed without thought.
The sound and stench hit him like a club. The air stank of puke and piss, the dancers never stumbling far from the fire to vomit or relieve themselves. The singing—if he could call it that—sounded more like the tuneless squeal of pigs in a Crafter abattoir. Secondary cooking fires surrounded the central bonfire. Swaying in time to the screamed song, which appeared to be a long list of Smoking Mirror’s many names repeated, men turned spits ladened with impaled meat, adding to the pall. Open barrels lined the outer walls of the buildings and every so often a dancer wandered over to refill their mug.
The cabins were at the heart of a clearing, surrounded by impenetrable woodland. Dark forest lay beyond the light of the fire, massive trees towering over the proceedings like nahual judges. The sky looked like a curved sheet of jagged obsidian, as if an overturned stone bowl covered the world. Light, perhaps from the raging bonfire, glinted off the imperfections in the stone, like smeared stars. It was impossible to judge the distance. Sometimes it felt like if he jumped high enough, Akachi could brush the sky with his fingertips. Others, he felt dwarfed by the scale. This was a world encased in obsidian.
A dancer, tattered thobe sodden with spilled drink and what might be vomit, broke off from the main group. Waving at Akachi and Fajah as if inviting them to the party, she staggered to the nearest cookfire. Peeling a strip of meat from the roast and shoving it into her mouth, she chewed with intense determination. The man doggedly turning the spit ignored her.
“I don’t know what I was expecting Smoking Mirror’s realm to look like,” Fajah said, “but this wasn’t it.”
Akachi agreed. Looking back, he saw the archway they passed through. The Temple of Shei Baal Ba remained visible, and Akachi dared not think about what would happen if either he or Fajah decided they didn’t want to return.
“I guess we should talk to someone,” Akachi said, nodding toward the woman still shoving meat into her mouth. “Maybe she can tell us where we can find Smoking Mirror.”
“Great.” Fajah looked doubtful but followed Akachi to the cookfire.
Up close, the woman smelled worse than Akachi expected. He’d go in search of someone else to talk to, but the others looked no cleaner.
The tuneless wailing continued in the background, “Lord of the Tenth Day, We Are His Slaves! Father Discord, The Obsidian Lord! The Flayed One, Enemy of Both Sides! God of Storms and Strife, Lord of the Night Sky! He by Whom We Live, Lord of the Near and Far! The Jaguar God, Father of the Night Wind!” Sometimes someone would shout rarer names— Áłtsé Hashké, Father Cunning, Eingana, Mother Snake, Obsidian Butterfly, Mother of Birds and Butterflies, Seven Serpent, Mother Harvest, Grandfather Coyote, Lord of Tricksters, Lowyatar, or Mother Disease—in counterpoint to the others.
An odd poem from the Loa Book of the Invisibles, rendered near meaningless with the passing millennium, popped unbidden into Akachi’s thoughts:
The blind daughter of Tuoni,

Old and wicked witch, Lowyatar,

Worst of all the Death-land women,

Ugliest of Mother Death’s children,

Source of all the host of evils,

All the ills and plagues of Bastion,

Black in heart, and soul, and visage,

Evil genius of Lappala,

Made her couch along the wayside,

On the fields of sin and sorrow;

Turned her back upon the East-wind,

To the source of stormy weather,

To the chilling winds of morning.

He was so used to thinking of Smoking Mirror as male, it was easy to forget the gods were, in fact, neither.
Seeing Akachi and Fajah approaching, the woman spat a mouthful of partially chewed meat into the cookfire where it hissed and sizzled. The head and limbs of whatever was on the spit had been hacked off, leaving a long torso of seared flesh dripping fat into the fire. It smelled like pig and Akachi’s mouth watered, his hunger suddenly returning.
Showing stained teeth in a grin of blissful idiocy, she shouted, “Welcome, newcomers, I am Nala. Eat! Drink! For tomorrow, the Sixth Age shall die!” Dipping her mug into a nearby barrel, she passed it to Fajah. She squinted at the ground. Finding another mug, which she filled and handed to Akachi.
“Thank you,” Akachi said more from habit than a desire to drink from a cup which had probably never been cleaned. Lifting the mug, he sniffed at the contents and promptly lowered it without drinking. A polite man would have perhaps described the wine’s scent as ‘peppery.’ An honest man would have likened it to a Dirt’s filthy undergarments.
“Is that pig?” Fajah asked, nodding at the fire.
The man working the spit didn’t react, eyes locked on the meat, drool leaking from the corner of his mouth.
“Caplan,” Nala answered.
“What’s a caplan?”
“He got drunk and fell into the fire,” Nala said, nodding toward those still dancing. “Didn’t even have to push him. Want some?”
Fajah stepped away from the cookfire. “No thanks.”
Akachi’s hunger died. Pulling his attention from the slowly turning corpse, he watched the dancers stumble about the raging bonfire. “Is it always like this?”
Nala shook her head. “Of course not! This is the last celebration of the Sixth Age. Áłtsé Hashké has won.” She spoke with slurred reverence.
“No,” said Fajah. “Smoking Mirror hasn’t won. Not yet. We just left Bastion. The gods still war.”
“That’s why he’s won! Starting the war was the difficult part.”
“I’ll stop him.” The words were out before Akachi had a chance to consider the wisdom of telling this servant of Smoking Mirror his intentions.
Nala seemed unconcerned, wobbling as she grinned drunkenly at Akachi. “The fact that you’re here means it’s part of his plan.”
Efra had stood over Akachi, gloating as he lay on a cot in Subira’s church. She saved his life because messing with a god’s plans amused her. Was that also what Father Discord wanted? It seemed impossible, but then two weeks ago he would not have believed two Dirt women could shatter the peace of twenty-five millennia.
“Why does Smoking Mirror want the gods to war?” Fajah asked, darting a look at Akachi.
“He’s too smart to fight more powerful gods; better to let them weaken and destroy each other.”
Efra travels with Nuru. Smoking Mirror put his Heart where she could ensure his victory. Fajah saw Efra lone on the wall. That was how he would rid himself of his last opponent. The Obsidian Lord could never defeat the Queen of Bastion in battle.
“Once he’s won,” Nala said, “he’ll be the One True God and rule for the rest of time!”
Akachi stared at her in horror. He’d read similar words once before, long ago. She’s insane, quoting blasphemous parables. He’d only seen the text—said to have been cut from the Book of Bastion—once. From the ashes of the dead shall arise a new god, born of mortal failures, he recalled, the gorgotatzen he’d been on at the time having forever locked it in his memory. He shall wear aspects of the fallen, and be the last god, the self-proclaimed One True God. He shall make the world in his image, flawed and false, a life of lies and deception. And it shall be the Seventh Age. Magic shall become the dominion of the deranged and dreamers.
Could it have referred to Smoking Mirror? He didn’t see how; the gods were eternal, not ‘born of mortal failure.’
“I can’t imagine a deity less suited to ruling Bastion,” Akachi said.
“It’s a reason to celebrate,” Nala continued, taking a long drink from her mug. “Smoking Mirror will take on the aspects of the dead and defeated gods. Then, wearing the guise of Mother of the Universe, he will give birth to the Last Age.”
Akachi drank from his mug, uncaring of the foul taste. The God of Strife would destroy the last city. “Everything and everyone will die.” Numb horror filled him, robbed him of words and will.
Nala patted him on the shoulder as if to comfort him. “You have served him well and he shall bless you.”
She babbled on, rambling madness.
Fajah said something Akachi couldn’t hear.
He looked back toward the portal to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba.
In the last few days, the veil had been irreparably damaged, the city itself suffering as the gods manifested to do battle. Buildings lay in ruin, churches and temples desecrated, their nahual murdered. He’d seen the exterior of the Sand Wall when battling Darakai, the Healer’s Heart. The runes and wards protecting the Last City from the demonic souls and ghosts of dead gods populating the Bloody Desert were worn shallow, almost invisible. The pantheon had been devastated.
If Smoking Mirror hadn’t already won, he was winning.
“Akachi?”
He flinched. “Fighting Father Discord is giving him exactly what he wants. Everything I’ve done furthered his plans.”
Wielding the Staff of the Fifth Sun in the underworld. Killing Southern Hummingbird and Face Painted with Bells and ending all those souls. Even hunting Efra and Nuru, chasing them into the inner rings where they could do the most damage, served Smoking Mirror.
“I’m not the hero,” he managed. “I’m the villain. All those people I killed, the souls I destroyed. There can be no justification for such crimes.”
Fajah gestured at Nala. “She’s a servant of our enemy and you’re going to believe her? He is a trickster. Kill Smoking Mirror and free humanity from an endless cycle of suffering.” She grabbed his shoulders, shook him hard. “Over and over, he brings about the destruction that makes rebirth necessary. He’s a self-fulfilling prophecy.”
Is that true?
He had no way to answer such an impossible question.
“Killing Father Discord will end the cycle,” Fajah continued. “The surviving gods will ensure life continues. Even if there’s just one—even if it’s Cloud Serpent or Mother Death—the Last City will live on.”
Fajah’s unwavering faith dragged him from the precipice of doubt. Efra was the problem, but maybe she was the solution too.
“And Efra’s sacrificial dagger has gods in it,” he remembered.
Fajah understood, eyes lighting. “If we break it, they’ll be freed.”
The pantheon would live on.
Bastion would be saved.
Redemption for all his many failures.
Fajah still held him. “We have to try. We have to fight. If we give up, then he really has won.”
“I know why I found you,” Akachi said.
“Because you came stomping into my church before I worked up the nerve to leave.”
“Fate.”
“Sure,” Fajah said, releasing him. “That too.”
“I wish I’d met you earlier. A lot earlier.”
Fajah’s lips bent in a crooked smile of regret. She touched his ruined hand, her fingers brushing the stumps. “Me too.”
He wanted to hug her, to hold her in his arms and nuzzle his face in her hair. Instead, he said, “Nala, where can we find Smoking Mirror?”
“You don’t need to,” the filthy woman answered. “He’s found you.”
The roiling smoke over the bonfire thickened and twisted in teasing shapes. Akachi saw a bent old woman wreathed in ash, a coyote prowling the darkest forest. There was a snake whispering lies as it coiled through burning grass, a winged man promising salvation as he descended from ashen clouds.
“Are you ready?” Fajah asked.
Feeling the narcotics swirling through his blood, Akachi nodded.
Stepping back, she became an amaruca.
A jaguar stepped from the flames. Its eyes were the stars, its fur the black of the deepest cave. It was fear and savagery, ancient before men raised their first wall.
The beast prowled closer, slowing when it saw Akachi.
Smoking Mirror stopped, the midnight cat’s ears perking in surprise. “She told me you were dead.”




NURU – PAIN AND UNDERSTANDING

The gods alone can deliver us from meaninglessness.
—The Book of Bastion
Crossing the clearing between the edge of the jungle and the entrance into the mountain proved difficult. Jumbled rocks, from fist-sized stones to colossal boulders as large as a Grower tenement littered the ground.
Clambering over another pile of rocks, Nuru stumbled, scraping the palms of her hands when she fell.
Kofi, who decided he’d lead the women to the mountain, wasn’t doing much better. Both his knees bled from tumbles he’d taken. He stopped, cursing, when he led them into an impassable dead end.
Efra, following Nuru, flittered from rock to rock with the grace of a cat, balance always perfect. “At this rate, Cloud Serpent will have died of old age before we get the chance to kill him.”
Picking another direction, Kofi once again set off. About to follow him, Nuru hesitated, one of the rocks at her feet catching her attention. Though part looked rough and natural, the other three sides formed a perfect corner. Bending to pick it up, she saw others with unnaturally flat sides or flawless edges.
“This way,” Kofi called over his shoulder, disappearing around another boulder.
What had looked like a chaotic landscape of fallen rocks suddenly took on another form. Here and there she saw segments of broken wall. In a gap in the stone, she saw the flat surface of what might have been a road beneath. Kofi’s new path had once been a laneway or alley. Hints of walls or segments of sloped roofs lay everywhere. Once, long ago, this had been a stone city.
Like Bastion?
She couldn’t be sure. Now, with everything smashed, it was impossible to judge if it had once been seamless.
Following Kofi and Efra, she saw the destruction in a new light. There was nothing random in what happened here, the damage was too complete. From one end of what she now thought of as a city to the other, not one structure had survived.
Cloud Serpent did this.
Though she couldn’t imagine why. Perhaps the worshippers living here had somehow angered the god.
Efra slowed, allowing Nuru to catch up. “This isn’t Cloud Serpent’s realm.” She made a face, lip curling. “I mean, it is now, but it wasn’t originally. The gods didn’t make any of these realities. Some were born in their realm—or ascended to godhood there—while others found the reality later on, after they’d already become powerful. Cloud Serpent found this place. There were people living here, an empire spanning much of the world.” She waved a hand at the tangled forest they’d left behind. “The natives had their own gods and resisted him. He killed their gods and then reduced the people to savagery. Long after he hunted the last survivors, he learned to hoard souls. Since then, he’s taken those from Bastion whom he thinks might provide an interesting hunt and imprisoned them here so he can stalk them for entertainment.”
“Smoking Mirror told you this?” Nuru asked.
“Kind of. Gods don’t think like we do,” Efra said, tapping her temple with a finger. “They think too big. It’s like…” She stepped over a chunk of wall with faded characters carved into the stone. “You know those spiders that scamper about on ponds and puddles? They make a tiny dent in the water’s surface. People are like that. Their thoughts are that dent. A god is like dropping a boulder into the pond. Their thoughts are the waves that swamp the little spiders and crash up against the shore.”
Nuru understood. Even when Mother Death wasn’t intentionally communicating with her, she often caught images and memories from the god.
Ahead, Kofi stopped within the mouth of the cave entrance and waved Efra and Nuru forward. Lost in thought, Nuru followed Efra.
Though she could look back and remember the moment she decided to rid Bastion of all gods, Nuru couldn’t understand how she reached that conclusion. She’d been nothing back in the Wheat District. Even as a street-sorcerer in Chisulo’s gang, three blocks away no one knew her name. She’d never been driven to achieve more than survival. As long as her boys were safe, she was happy to carve her nagual totems and distil the alcohol they claimed to enjoy.
Remembering Chisulo’s face as he forced down another mouthful brought a tear to her eye.
That was me.
Who was she now? Was it Mother Death’s insidious influence pushing her to murder an entire pantheon and leave the Last City of Man without its gods?
Or was something else behind the changes she saw in herself?
“It’s weird,” Kofi said when the women reached him. “Looking in, it’s totally dark. But once you step into the shadow, you can see. It’s like a wall.”
Stepping between Kofi and Nuru, Efra grabbed their hands, pulling them into the darkness.
Passing through the shadow was like stepping into one of the doorways in the Temple of Shei Baal Ba. Light greeted them on the far side. Thousands of statues of men and women littered the floor at random. Far overhead, stalactites hung from the rough stone ceiling of the cave, all as well-lit as everything else. Distracted and confused, Nuru searched for the source of the light. Nothing was brighter than anything else, and yet nothing was dark. She saw no shadows, not even beneath her.
Still gripping Kofi and Nuru’s hands, Efra led them to the nearest statue, an incredibly lifelike woman lunging with a spear. Nuru blinked in confusion. The statue’s weight was forward, behind the spear she drove at her target. Only a single toe remained in contact with the ground, and somehow, impossibly, that kept it upright. Something had caught the woman mid-attack, tearing a brutal gouge through the ribs beneath her left breast. Shattered bone, caught in the act of exploding outward with the force of whatever struck her, gleamed bloody white. A splash of gore hung in the air. Teeth bared in a savage snarl of hate, the woman’s face showed pain and the understanding of the terrible damage she suffered.
“Caught in the moment of her death,” breathed Kofi.
The woman’s eyes moved to focus on Nuru.
Studying the mortal wound, Efra said, “I guess we know what happens to those the Lord of the Hunt deems worthy.”
Releasing their hands, she went to the next statue. Nuru and Kofi followed as if pulled along. A muscled man with a club raised over his head as if about to crush an enemy’s skull, he hung just off the ground. No part of him touched the stone below. A jagged hole over his heart matched the frozen explosion of blood emanating from his back.
“He looks like he jumped out of a tree,” Efra said.
As if reacting to her voice, the man’s agonized eyes locked on Efra.
Pulling her attention from his pain, Nuru studied the chamber. Thousands of statues, men and women decorated the hall. Lacy ropes of blood hung in the air. Glistening organs, ripped from savaged torsos, tangled legs. Shattered bones, crushed skulls. A head and spine torn from a body still falling like a Dirt stepping out of their thobe. Exposed hearts, framed in sundered ribs, shone with fresh blood. Only their eyes moved, following Nuru, Efra, and Kofi as they passed.
Approaching a woman bent backward as if some giant snapped her over a knee, one side of her skull caved in, Efra said, “They’re alive.” Reaching out, she touched her finger to a suspended droplet of blood. Her finger came away stained red, and she wiped it on her dress, uncaring of the smear.
The woman focussed on Nuru, eyes red and insane with the unending agony. “They’re trophies. Cloud Serpent caught them in the moment of their death and trapped them there.”
Efra shook her head in disgust. “Xochipilli thinks if he impresses the Lord of the Hunt, he’ll be freed from pain and misery. Those people keep dying until they manage a suitably awful death. Then, they spend the rest of eternity suffering here.” She looked to Nuru. “If we weren’t already planning on killing the gods, I’d still want to kill this sick fuck.”
“Will killing Cloud Serpent free them?” Kofi asked.
Still facing Nuru, Efra ignored him. “Imagine how it feels, caught forever in the moment a god rips your guts out. Fucking monster.”
The hall was long enough Nuru couldn’t see the far end. Statues reached into the distance. The god had been collecting his trophies for a long time.
Efra returned her attention to the broken woman. “There are many kinds of worship. Fear and pain are their own kind of faith. These souls pray every second of every day to be released.”
Lies. Always lies.
The nahual of Father Death preached rebirth and hoarded the souls of his believers as playthings. Her Skirt is Stars stole children and trapped them in eternal childish ignorance so she could feed off the purity of their innocent faith. Southern Hummingbird claimed the souls of his favourite warriors to build armies for a war that was never supposed to happen. The nahual told lies and the Bastion believed.
“We’ve been worshipping these gods,” Nuru said, “feeding them with our blood and souls since before the world fell, and this is how they repay us.
Efra said, “I’m going to kill them.”
“We’re going to kill them,” Nuru corrected. “All of them.”
Efra drew the sacrificial dagger, black soul smoke polluting the air and staggering Nuru back several paces. “I mean I’m going to kill them.” She nodded at the trapped men and women. “All of them.”
She’s doing it to free them.
And yet, that didn’t sound like Efra. The woman Nuru remembered from the Wheat District didn’t care if others suffered. She cut throats and garrotted people like it was nothing.
Nuru asked, “Why?”
“Freeing these people from an eternity of pain isn’t a good enough reason?”
“Is that your reason?”
Efra lifted a shoulder as if embarrassed. “No. I’m hoping it might weaken Cloud Serpent. And the more souls in the dagger, the more powerful it is. This is the Lord of the Hunt we face. It’s not going to be like killing some grandmother.”
Nuru’s chest tightened at the casual dismissal the horror she suffered in Her Skirt is Stars’ realm. She still had nightmares of butchering those children, still desperately wanted to believe it wasn’t real.
“The souls in that dagger are doomed,” Nuru said. “There are gods in there. In the end, when I…” She couldn’t say it. “The dagger can’t remain in Bastion.”
“I know.”
“Don’t kill them. These souls will be freed when we kill Cloud Serpent,” Nuru suggested. “At least then they’d have a chance at being reborn.”
Efra scowled, nibbling at where the scar crossed her lower lip. “Sorry.”
“Sorry?”
“You said, ‘when we kill Cloud Serpent,’ but if we kill Cloud Serpent would have been more accurate.” Efra spoke in a flat, emotionless voice. “These people are dead. The people in Bastion are not. Much as we might want to, we can’t save everyone. We have to focus on what it is we want to achieve and maximize our odds of success.”
Maximize our odds of success?
Efra continued. “We have a better chance of killing Cloud Serpent if he is weakened by the loss of these souls. Doubly so if those souls are used to make our only weapon more powerful.”
Nuru loathed Efra’s coldly inescapable logic. Even if they killed the god, there was nothing they could do for these victims trapped in time. Unless Nuru dragged them all through the portal to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba, they’d remain in this doomed reality.
We can’t save everyone.
She wanted to argue that they should still try but knew it for foolishness.
“You don’t have to watch,” Efra said, voice gentle. “Kofi, take her to the entrance. Keep an eye out for any returning gods.”
Kofi did as commanded, and Nuru didn’t resist.
You killed all those people in the Banker Quarter Cathedral and now you balk at freeing these tortured souls?
She stood with her back to the room, eyes closed as she listened to the wet collapse of corpse after corpse.
The sound went on and on.
At first, Kofi stood watch with Nuru, alert for danger. Curiosity broke him and he turned to watch Efra work with a look torn between awe and horror.
“She’s fast and efficient,” he mumbled at one point.
“Humane,” he said later. “If butchering helpless people can ever be called humane.”
Later still, his face twitched with the sound of each dead body striking stone. “They don’t suffer.” He flinched again, blinking as if to rid himself of the sight.
He’s trying to convince himself.
The light in the cavern never changed.
Nuru woke curled on the floor. She had no recollection of sitting. Kofi snored beside her.
Hearing the distant thonk of a skull striking stone, she closed her eyes again and slept.
She dreamt she wandered the clover fields in the realm of Her Skirt is Stars. Curious, the children came to observe this strange guest.
This time, she refused to kill them, and they pulled her apart, sharp fingernails clawing off strips of flesh. She accepted the pain. She’d earned it, deserved this and so much worse.
When she was nothing but raw bone sprawled in grass, a little girl knelt by her head and whispered, “Is Efra not perfect for the god of futility?”
Efra returned, wearing gore like a Senator’s silk dress. Sodden hair clung to her face, red rivulets cutting tracks through the older, caked blood. It dripped from her, painting a winding path through the trophies.
Eyes bright, she showed no hint of exhaustion. “Omari used to call knife-fighting ‘close work.’ I get it now. Even with unresisting targets, there’s no way to avoid the blood.”
Corpses littered the enormous cavern. None remained upright. The dagger was gone, again stashed wherever Efra hid it.
She should be exhausted.
Having watched Chisulo and the boys wrestle, she knew how tiring such efforts were. Efra’s victims might not have resisted, but there were thousands of them.
Her arms should be shaking.
Gore aside, Efra looked fresh and ready.
The dagger gives her strength.
A terrible thought. Efra had never liked vulnerability; she would cling to anything offering protection.
Efra’s brow crinkled in concern. “What—” Her knees buckled, and she collapsed to kneel beside Nuru. Eyes wide, she stared at her friend, mouth moving as if in prayer.
Kofi hovered like a concerned hen, unsure what to do.
Efra grabbed Nuru’s hand, smeared it with blood. She gripped it like she feared she might slide away or be dragged into another world. “Something has gone terribly wrong. Smoking Mirror. He’s…” Her voice cracked. “He’s gone.”
“Gone?” Kofi asked.
Efra blinked and a red tear fell. Meeting the scar, it followed the line to her lips. “Dead.”
Does she mourn the death of her god?
Nuru’s thoughts raced to the obvious conclusion: Efra planned betrayal and the death of her god ruined those plans.
Or she’d lied about Father Discord’s death so we don’t try and kill him.
The temperature dropped, and Nuru’s breath plumed out before her. The mountain groaned in agony as an impossibly large snake pushed through the entrance. Grievously wounded, it left a long, smeared trail of blood.
Cloud Serpent returned to his realm.
“Run,” Efra said. “Run!”




AKACHI – THE GODDESS OF THE CAVE

The nahual tell you that simplicity is a gift and that they protect you from making difficult choices. They tell you that wealth and possessions are not the path to happiness and live in opulent comfort. They preach peace, announcing that violence solves nothing while smashing your bones, lashing you in the public square, or bleeding you on the altar.
I’m here to tell you that the most difficult choices are those most worth making for yourself.
I’m here to tell you that it’s better to have than to have not. Wealth and possessions might not bring happiness, but abject poverty will definitely contribute to misery.
I’m here to tell you that some problems can only be solved by violence.
Your freedom will be earned in the blood of your enslavers.
—Loa Street-Preacher
Smoking Mirror stalked closer, warping and changing. Reality bubbled and melted as the god pulled disparate fragments of itself from distant universes. Akachi staggered under the onslaught to his senses, his mind struggling to fit what it saw into accepted paradigms of existence. Behind him, the amaruca folded to its knees, puking and retching into the grass. Nala screamed in glee and sprinted away to hurl herself into the bonfire.
Father Discord, sometimes a man, sometimes a pillar of fire or a towering column of obsidian, stood before Akachi. “She told me,” the god repeated, “that you were dead.”
Had he not previously been in the presence of divinity, Akachi would have collapsed, sobbing, to the ground. Now, rage and the sure knowledge he did his god’s work kept him upright.
“You are flawed, God of Strife. Your chosen Heart is katle. She cares only for herself.”
Smoking Mirror’s flesh blackened and crisped, falling in flakes. Head tilted, he studied Akachi like a child seeing its first caterpillar. “Of course; you made us in your image.”
Akachi reeled. Even the gods blasphemed.
Smoking Mirror was a thousand forgotten gods, names stretching back to the earliest days of man. Some aspects were so old they predated language. He was the unseen predator, a snake in the grass. He was man’s fear of the unknown, the nightmare lurking deep in the darkest cave. Even his current name, Smoking Mirror, preceded the death of the world by tens of thousands of years. He stuttered between shapes and aspects, wearing every guise he’d worn over the countless millennia.
Akachi saw one form, that of a tall man with skin as black as the jaguar’s fur, again and again. A head taller than anyone in Bastion, the man’s bone structure was subtly wrong. Shoulders too wide. Arms too long, roped with powerful muscle. His presence left Akachi feeling like a lamb confronting a ravenous tiger. This was what men were supposed to look like, not the craven rats scampering the alleys of a dying city, bleeding themselves to appease these beasts of prey. This was a man unbent by the laws and niceties of civilization, unfettered by morals and ethics. He had the strength to take what he wanted and weaker men flocked to him for leadership and protection.
The god’s words, ‘you made us in your image,’ haunted Akachi.
Like the faith of the Loa helped Face Painted with Bells ascend, the mortal man who became Smoking Mirror must have earned the reverence of his people.
And Cloud Serpent?
Jainkoei smashing through his blood, aldatu stretching the veil—even here, even in Father Discord’s demesne—to snapping, Akachi reached out with his ruined hand and swept the curtain separating worlds aside.
Cloud Serpent, the Lord of the Hunt, roared through the wound Akachi tore. A colossal snake banded in red, black, and white, it launched itself at Father Discord, trapping the god within its coils. As the Lord of the Hunt crushed his enemy, Smoking Mirror changed, became a jagged shard of obsidian, edges slicing through scales. The snake screamed in agony, squeezing harder until stone cracked. Divine blood fell beneath the gods like rain.
They hate each other.
Cloud Serpent had fallen for too many of the Trickster’s ruses to forgive. He would constrict his opponent until splinters of black sand fell with the blood. Except the snake’s very nature made it a poor opponent against stone sharp enough to cleave bone. Though Cloud Serpent’s efforts damaged the Obsidian Lord, he suffered terribly.
“Fajah!” Akachi shouted. “We have to help!”
The amaruca staggered upright, its two heads focussing on the warring gods. She hesitated. The puma head turned toward Akachi and made a yowling interrogative sound.
Guessing the question was, How do I attack a block of stone, he yelled, “I don’t know,” and returned his attention to the veil. A foul shapes torn from nightmare moved there, clawing at the curtain.
Hearing Cloud Serpent’s agonized screams Akachi froze, past failures choking all thought, tasting like the raw flesh devoured when he lost control of Gau Ehiza.
I brought my god here, to Smoking Mirror’s realm.
The fact he obeyed Cloud Serpent’s orders meant nothing. Akachi’s failures left his god with no other choice. The Temple of Shei Baal Ba. Fajah. How much of this moment was exactly what Smoking Mirror wanted?
Akachi’s screams drown out those of his god. Making no attempt to control what he called, he ripped the veil wide, calling that vile shape through. With clumsy half-fingers he dug the carvings from behind his belt. He gripped them tight, letting the sharp wood dig into the palms of his hands until he bled.
Gau Ehiza, the puma. Indar Handia, the bear. Bihotz Blindatua, the pangolin. He screamed the names of every spirit he knew, every demon he’d read about, inviting them all into Smoking Mirror’s world.
A thousand hells poured through the hole he tore in the veil. Even as spirits and demons invaded his flesh, he wondered if this too served Smoking Mirror’s plans. It was too late to change his mind. The curtain came apart, a wound that would never heal.
The wider the laceration became, the faster the curtain tore.
Everything answered his call. They swarmed into Akachi, shoving aside the young man and fighting each other for their moment of life. He twitched and jerked, a doll danced by warring puppeteers. One rose to the fore, chasing the others away with her rage.
Kukulcán, the Goddess of the Cave. Long before the fall, she taught humanity to write and read, elevated the chosen to be the first nahual. She was White Tezcatlipoca to Smoking Mirror’s obsidian black.
A single line from the first Book of Bastion ran through Akachi’s crumbling mind: And when the wind rose, when the dust rumbled and it cracked and there was a great din, and it became dark and the wind blew in many directions, and it thundered; then it was said: The Goddess of the Cave is wrathful.
Having invited the dead and demonic into himself, Akachi had no defences. The Goddess of the Cave claimed him as her own. She owned him, meat and soul, blood and bone. And she had come to punish the lover who betrayed her.
Shoved to the darkest corner of his heart, Akachi lost himself. He was a gnat in his own body, too small to understand what happened. Thousands of years trapped beyond the veil left White Tezcatlipoca deranged beyond comprehension. Once one of the great gods of the pantheon, she’d been reduced to a nugget of searing rage. The god threw herself at both Smoking Mirror and Cloud Serpent, uncaring who she hurt. The Lord of the Hunt had played his own part in her banishment, and now he stood between her and the man she most loathed.
Though weaker than either, she savaged them both. Cloud Serpent, unwilling to loosen his grip on his ancient enemy, suffered grievous wounds.
Silence and smoke.
Burnt meat and the lingering memory of screams still haunting the air.
Akachi woke sprawled in dirt. The bonfire had guttered and dwindled to dull embers. The drunken dancers had either fled or thrown themselves into the blaze. Head lolling to one side, Akachi squinted through the smoke. Judging from the charred limbs and skulls, most chose fire. The obsidian sky no longer reflected smears of light.
Black is black was black is black.
Meaningless. Like all life. The fact he was too insignificant to understand the endless loop of existence, didn’t mean he couldn’t hate it.
Life, death.
Life, death.
If everything died, nothing mattered.
Nahual talked about leaving a mark on those they shepherded. Senators wrote laws they dreamed would outlive them. Bankers spoke of generational wealth and looking after those not yet born. But Akachi couldn’t name a single priest from a century ago. No doubt the Dirts of the Wheat District had already forgotten his name. If they ever knew. While the Book of Bastion offered some kind of immortality, no names had been added in thousands of years.
Fight all you want, but someday Bastion will die.
He knew he was right. Someday, the last god would fade to nothing.
“You’re alive.”
Akachi turned his head from the fire to find Fajah kneeling beside him.
Resisting the urge to tell her the fact he still lived was meaningless, he said, “You are too.” Then, “How?”
“Smoking Mirror and Cloud Serpent were fighting. I circled them, looking for an opening. But what is an amaruca going to do to a god? Particularly one made of stone.” Wrinkling her nose, she glanced toward the fading fire. “And then you called another god and she…” Fajah swallowed, cheek twitching. “She scared me.”
Akachi stared at her in mute surprise.
Seeing his expression, she added, “If at some point I have given you the impression that I am in any way brave, I do apologize.”
“No need to apologize,” Akachi said. “Sometimes, fear is the only reasonable reaction.”
“In that case, I was very reasonable.”
Cast aside like a broken puppet, the lingering taint of divinity infected his blood, a reminder of his insignificance. “I don’t matter.”
“So melodramatic. You matter.”
“None of us do.”
“Or,” Fajah said, “we all do. Do you think I’m here out of loyalty to Cloud Serpent?”
Akachi stared at her. “Of course—”
“No. You needed my help, and you were desperate.” She touched his knee, a fleeting contact. “Really desperate. You asked a woman who’s never done anything more exciting than discover a new cheese and cracker combination to help you save Bastion. If that isn’t desperation, I don’t know what is.”
“You’re a talented nagual.”
“It doesn’t matter how good a sorcerer you are if you hide during the battle.”
“You hid?”
“Fucking right.”
“Smart,” Akachi said. “I wish I’d thought of that.”
“I was going to run back through the portal,” Fajah admitted, “but they were in the way.” She touched Akachi’s knee again, this time maintaining contact. “And I couldn’t abandon you. I’m a coward, not a…what do you call someone who leaves their friends behind?”
Akachi had no answer.
“Asshole?” Fajah suggested.
Akachi groaned as he levered himself into a sitting position. “I think there’s a better word.”
Everything hurt. Checking his limbs and fingers, he was pleased to discover he hadn’t lost anything else. Looking up from his ruined hand, he saw a black-skinned man lying nearby, limbs bent and twisted at horrific angles. His eyes had been torn out and lay crushed upon his chest. Though a little larger and more heavily muscled than anyone in Bastion, he looked entirely human. And entirely dead.
“What happened?” Akachi asked.
“The Goddess of the Cave killed Smoking Mirror.” Fajah frowned, looking uncomfortable like she wasn’t sure if she should say more. “Cloud Serpent fled as soon as she arrived.”
My god fled?
Nothing in the Book of Bastion prepared Akachi for the thought of the Lord of the Hunt running away from a fight.
“But that doesn’t matter,” Fajah continued, speaking quickly as if to blot the blasphemy of suggesting their god was a coward. “We won! We saved Bastion and all humanity.”
They’d broken the cycle. Smoking Mirror’s conniving would never again lead to the death of an age.
“We’re not done yet,” Akachi said. “We have to get the sacrificial dagger from Efra so we can free the gods trapped within.”
“Shit.”
Jainkoei still in his blood, Akachi reached out for Cloud Serpent, desperate to find some of his lost certainty.
He found nothing.




NURU – THE SILENCE OF THE STALKING PREDATOR

Fear and jealousy are two edges of the same dagger. They simultaneously bind people together whilst turning them against those perceived as different.
In Bastion, it begins with the nahual, who covet the power of the gods. Each successive ring is jealous of the one closer to the gods and fears the outward one for its differences. Even the Growers get look toward the Bloody Desert and cower in terror.
By separating the people into rings, the betrayer gods designed a system of distrust, and it is entirely intentional.
—The Loa Book of the Invisibles
Nuru ran, Kofi at her side.
A monstrous snake, banded in red, white, and black, scraped through the mountain entrance. Damaged scales caught on jagged stone and tore free leaving bloody wounds. The beast slowed, tongue flicking to taste the air, which stank like an abattoir the day after a slaughter. Pushing further in, the snake found one of the statues Efra murdered. Nudging the corpse, Cloud Serpent’s head reared in startled fear. For a moment the god struggled to retreat, torn scales catching and stopping it dead. In trapped agony, damaging itself whichever direction it tried to move, the serpent flailed and thrashed. Stone splintered and crumbled.
‘If you see a snake,’ a nahual at the crèche she grew up in once told the children, ‘remain still. They sense movement.’
Seeing nowhere to hide, Nuru slid to a stop. Though Kofi stayed with her, Efra was gone.
The god wriggled in panic, managing to retreat a few feet before the next row of damaged scales caught.
“If he escapes,” Kofi hissed, “he’ll drain those out there in the jungle to heal himself.”
And then the god would return to deal with those who invaded his home.
Praying Efra had a plan, Nuru said, “Distract him.”
Cursing under his breath, Kofi dug into his pouch, rooting through the stones. Withdrawing a small but brilliant diamond, he muttered, “Last one.” Finding a second stone, this one looking like a misshapen turd, he whispered, “Have to try.”
Gripping the two stones, Kofi stalked toward the trapped god.
Unsure what to do and feeling helpless, Nuru remained where she was. Nothing remained of the narcotics she’d taken days ago. She could have ingested more but hadn’t been sure if or when the god would return. She still felt wrung out, hollowed by the drugs. Never having had access to such quantities, she couldn’t be sure how close she skirted to brain-burn.
Kofi screamed his rage and the massive viper’s head swung to face him. Holding diamond pinched between thumb and forefinger, the priest looked up through the stone at the rearing serpent.
He yelled, “Your fear blinds you!” and the rock crumbled to powder.
Cloud Serpent’s struggles changed, the god searching the mountain hall with milky eyes and flicking tongue.
Kofi lifted the lumpy brown rock, approaching the blinded god. “With the stone of domination, I—”
Nuru saw it before Cloud Serpent moved. Kofi, a Loa priest from the inner rings, had no experience with snakes. He didn’t know they relied on their tongues and ability to sense vibrations through the ground to locate prey. Even as she screamed warning, Cloud Serpent struck with unerring precision, sinking arm-length fangs into Kofi’s chest.
The brown stone fell from the tecolotl’s fingers to shatter on the floor as the snake lifted him into the air. Cloud Serpent swallowed him whole.
Nuru fell to her knees in stunned shock. She’d never known what to think of the young priest. He carried himself with the haughty superiority common to nahual and yet he’d followed two Dirt girls on their mad mission to kill the gods. She didn’t want to think about what that meant.
Cloud Serpent shuddered, wounds healing as he drew sustenance from the devoured soul. Milky eyes darkened to black and focussed on Nuru, tongue teasing the air in her direction. Something broke, cracked loose in her soul, and she prayed to Mother Death, begging the god to come to her aid despite the lack of narcotics in her blood.
There was no answer.
Seeing that Nuru offered no threat, Cloud Serpent pushed deeper into the hall, moving closer.
He can’t smell Efra because of the blood!
The gore she wore after killing the god’s helpless trophies hid her.
“Fallible creatures.” The Lord of the Hunt spoke in the silence of the stalking predator and the fear-stink of prey. “Weak and disgusting.” The massive snake studied Nuru. “I told my Heart to kill you.”
Hoping Efra hadn’t abandoned her, Nuru spoke to distract the god. “He killed two gods instead. Was that part of your plan?”  
Cloud Serpent hissed. “Áłtsé Hashké manipulated the fool.”
Desperate to stall and distract, Nuru said, “And you didn’t think to warn your Heart this might happen?”
Black eyes glinted in amusement. “Grandfather Coyote is a consummate trickster.”
“Because you didn’t think to warn Akachi,” Nuru said, voice dripping scorn, “Smoking Mirror easily manipulated him into murdering Southern Hummingbird and Face Painted with Bells. That’s what broke the pact. The pantheon going to war was exactly what Father Discord wanted.” Thinking of Efra, she dared a cocky grin. “Perhaps you’re as foolish as your Heart.”
Cloud Serpent pushed the rest of the way into the cave, encircling Nuru with his long body until she stood surrounded by a coiled wall of serpentine scales. “Smoking Mirror is dead.”
Nuru hid her relief. Efra hadn’t lied about the god’s death.
Efra, where are you?
Cloud Serpent looked upon Nuru, walled within his coils. “Before he died, Smoking Mirror tricked Sin Eater into killing Patecatl. The Healer did surprisingly well, managing to wound the Four Sisters, making it easier for me to defeat her. I am the last.” The god looked past Nuru. “You ruined my trophies.” He sounded petulant.
“You’re not the last,” Nuru dared.
Head tilting to one side, the Lord of the Hunt examined her with a glistening eye. “You look like her. Beautiful. But Mother was desperate. She tied herself to you. It was her only means of regaining entrance to the city. And now you shall replace one of my lost trophies. The Mother of the Universe will spend the rest of eternity on display, here in this foul little reality.”
Nuru saw no hint the Cloud Serpent was aware of the irony.
She blurted, “Was she really the mother of the universe?”
“Foolish child,” Cloud Serpent said, lowering his head until Nuru saw herself reflected in onyx eyes. “She wasn’t even the first god, merely the most successful. At least until we rebelled and cast her from the city. In a hundred generations of mortals, I will be worshipped as Mother Death, Mother of the Universe. I shall be the Trickster, Precious Flower, and the Devourer of Sins. I shall be the One True God, owning every aspect of those who came before. The underworld shall be mine, as will every last soul in existence. I am Alap and I am Tau, The First and The Last, The Origin and The Fulfilment.” That huge eye became glassy and distant, seeing beyond the mortal girl standing before it. “Blessings to those who are obeying my Commandments; their authority shall be over The Tree of Life, and they shall enter The Last Prison by the gates. And outside are fornicators, murderers, idol worshipers, the defiled, sorcerers and all seers and workers of lies.”
The god babbled on, spewing nonsense.
He's lonely, desperate for someone to talk to!
Trying to remember what he’d said, Nuru asked, “Outside?”
“Beyond is madness, a world of delusion. The Last Prison is—”
“Still a prison.”
Cloud Serpent hissed in annoyance at the interruption but kept talking. “It’s a bastion against insanity. By controlling what the population believes, we dominate reality.”
How many times had she wondered if there was more than sand beyond the outer wall? “Are there other cities?” Nuru asked.
“The last wall keeps us in as much as it keeps them out.”
Reality crumpled like wadded paper and the snake became a bent and wrinkled old man dressed in flowing robes of red, white, and black. He wore a headdress of crow feathers dipped in blood. Haunted eyes saw nothing, staring at something beyond Nuru. Nahual vestments aside, he could have passed her in the street unnoticed.
Efra stood behind him. Face expressionless, dress caked in dried gore, she stared at the back of his exposed neck.
“I murdered five suns or tricked other gods into doing it for me. Five ages ending in failure and destruction. Not this time. This time I will—”
Efra drove the god-killer into the base of his skull.
Cloud Serpent made a wet, gagging sound and fell dead at Nuru’s feet. Lips pulled back in a feral snarl, Efra kicked the corpse. Roiling smoke curled off the black stone blade, writhing in agony. Reality shivered in horror, shrinking away in fear.
“I thought maybe you’d left, Nuru admitted, nausea turning her gut.
“I would never abandon you.” Not taking her attention from the dead god, Efra added, “Anyway, I couldn’t kill him as a snake. He was too big, the scales too thick. I wasn’t sure the dagger would reach the meat of him.”
“You knew he’d become a man?”
“I hoped,” Efra answered. Gesturing at the mountain hall and littered dead, she added, “Snakes don’t collect trophies.” She darted a shy look at Nuru. “You did an admirable job of distracting him.”
Pent horror and revulsion, held at bay through sheer will, finally burst the dam. Nuru’s strength crumbled. Efra caught her as she fell, held her close.
“He killed Kofi,” Nuru managed past the sobs wracking her body.
Face in Efra’s neck, breathing blood and sweat, Nuru cried. The tecolotl’s worship left her uncomfortable. He turned his back on his god and everyone he knew for her. Instead of being grateful, she felt something closer to disgust.
He sacrificed himself for me.
He’d been doing that from the day they met, always putting Nuru’s needs first. She commanded blasphemy, and he obeyed.
“He was so desperate to belong to something bigger than himself.”
“Boys are like that,” Efra said. “That’s what makes them useful.”
Nuru separated herself from Efra and was startled to discover her friend’s face damp with tears.
Efra brushed away Nuru’s tears. “He loved us both, but I think he loved you more.” Simply stating fact, she sounded neither upset nor jealous. “I understand that. I feel the same.”
She’s never what I think. A remorseless killer, Efra still felt the loss of Kofi.
“Do you regret not killing that Cloud Serpent nahualli?” Nuru asked.
“Killing Smoking Mirror was always the plan, but as long as he was alive, I had options.” Efra snorted, dabbing at her own tears with a blood-stained sleeve. “Let’s face it, success was unlikely. And if you died, then my reasons for doing all this—loyalty, friendship, love, whatever—became meaningless.”
Love?
Nuru recalled the times Efra held her hand. She never used to do that, and never to anyone else. Not even Kofi, who she was fucking. She’d even joked about a willingness to fuck Nuru back in the bath at the Loa church in the Crafters’ Ring.
“Since those reasons would die with you,” Efra continued, “it seemed prudent to have a backup plan. I mean, if you died and I survived, I might as well do so as Heart’s Mirror. At least then I could impact the lives of the Growers, make things better.”
“And that’s important?”
“Fuck no. But it’s important to you and so I’d try.”
Unsure how to respond, Nuru said, “We did it.” She couldn’t believe it was true. Apart from Mother Death, the gods were dead. “All that’s left is returning to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba and finding a door to the Sand Wall.”
“What if we don’t go to the Sand Wall?”
Nuru had asked herself the same question so many times. If she didn’t jump from the wall, she’d become Heart’s Mirror, the immortal ruler of the city. Mother Death didn’t care how Bastion was run as long as mortals went to church, and blood flowed in the gutters. With but a single god in residency, the toll on Bastion’s population would be greatly reduced.
“They’re parasites,” Nuru said. “Mother Death is no better than the others.”
Efra’s lips twitched toward a snarl. “Every time you called her, you became the god.” Eyes pleading, she asked, “Can you make her manifest as a separate entity?”
“I don’t think so. She’s a god.”
“Try!” Efra demanded. “Call her and force her out.” She made an angry slashing gesture with the dagger. “I’ll kill her. We’ll throw the knife off the wall and you’ll get to live and I’ll—”
Nuru touched Efra’s hand. “The only way to be sure she’s banished from the city is to take her with me.”
“There must be another way.”
“There isn’t.” Though she’d known what must happen, she hadn’t considered the details. “You have to give me the god-killer before I jump. I’ll kill myself on the way down, trapping both me and Mother Death in the dagger.”
“I can’t lose—You can’t leave—” Efra swallowed, jaw clenching. “Akachi will know Cloud Serpent is dead. If he realizes we have a god-killer, he’ll try and stop us and free his god. Even if he doesn’t, he might come for vengeance.” She blinked, fresh tears spilling free. “I should have killed him like Smoking Mirror wanted.”
Torn between comforting her friend and needing to flee, Nuru said, “We need to go.”
Smeared in gore like some forgotten blood god, Efra took Nuru’s hand, led her from the mountain hall and its corpses. They returned to the clearing where those Cloud Serpent hunted camped and told them of the god’s death. Shocked silent, men and women gathered around the two Dirts.
“We’re returning to Bastion,” Nuru explained. “You can come with us.”
No one moved.
“We’ll stay,” Xochipilli said. He offered no word of explanation and no one argued.
Nuru thought she understood: These people had been stalked and killed thousands of times. There could be no returning to a normal life.
Still holding Nuru’s hand, Efra led her back to the doorway to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba.
When they once again stood in the colossal church, Efra released her hand and said, “This is it. Last chance to change your mind. For now, I still command the Hummingbird Guard. We can find a portal to one of their churches in the Growers’ Ring and they’ll protect us. They will be your fist and enforce whatever laws you desire.”
My fist.
That was how Efra would use them.
“I will stand at your side and no one will ever hurt you again,” Efra swore, eyes feverish. “Say the word, and the world is yours.”
Nuru couldn’t speak. She wanted to take Efra’s hand and nod her agreement, a silent betrayal of all she fought for, of everyone who died to help her.
Instead, she mouthed the word, ‘No,’ and shook her head.
Efra stared at the floor between them as if searching for something. “Alright.”
Taking Nuru’s hand, she led through the closest portal and out into the crushing sun.




AKACHI – HEART’S MIRROR

Civilization comes neither from faith, as the nahual would have you believe, nor from economics as the Bankers proclaim. Civilization is born of rules and laws.
—Senator Maxim
“How badly was Cloud Serpent wounded?” Akachi asked.
“Hard to tell with a god. He was pretty cut up, though I think he did most of that to himself trying to constrict a block of sharp obsidian.” She sounded unimpressed.
Akachi couldn’t believe their god died of the wounds he suffered fighting Smoking Mirror and the Goddess of the Cave.
He escaped; he must still live.
And then he remembered why he and Fajah had rushed to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba: He’d been certain Nuru and Efra were intent on murdering Cloud Serpent. He prayed he was wrong, that his god had gone somewhere beyond the reach of jainkoei and Akachi’s skills. Except the Book said the Temple of Shei Baal Ba had doors to everywhere. If that were true, there was nowhere the Lord of the Hunt could flee.
“I can’t sense Cloud Serpent,” Akachi told Fajah.
The same had been true when he carried the soapstone box. Perhaps some tecolotl sorcery hid the god or blocked contact. It might even be an aspect of this strange obsidian-sky reality.
He didn’t believe that. His god was gone.
“While we were fighting Father Discord, I think Nuru and Efra killed Cloud Serpent.”
Fajah stared at him in shock. He saw in her the desire to argue that such blasphemy was impossible, but the corpse of a dead god lay a few strides from where they stood.
If I’m right, I’ve failed one last time.
But losing didn’t mean he’d let Efra win.
Akachi looked from Efra to the dead god.
“In the myths,” he said, struggling to fit disparate parables into a cohesive whole, “Smoking Mirror vies to rule the pantheon, pitting the gods against each other, and always fails. In the end, he angers the Queen of Bastion and she destroys all creation so she can start again with a fresh canvas. Somehow, Father Discord survives the cataclysm. He’s always there in the new world, plotting and manipulating. We must ensure that never happens again.” He managed an exhausted and beaten smile. “I think I know how.”
Fajah watched as Akachi carved the obsidian hart from the god’s chest and clutched it in his fist.
He cleaned it on his shirt, uncaring of the mess, and marvelled at the tiny missing slivers.
“They carve parts of themselves off to make us, their chosen Hearts,” Akachi explained. “I think sometimes they fail to reclaim those slivers.”
Where once the idea the gods might be fallible appalled him, he now found it comforting. Were the gods flawless, what he planned would be the most blasphemous crime.
Fajah flinched when he dug several stones from the soil and used them to smash the god’s heart to black dust.
She followed in silence when Akachi led her back through the portal to the Temple of Shei Baal Ba and bore mute witness as he tossed a mote of obsidian dust through another archway. She said nothing as he stalked from arch to arch, flicking a single grain or sliver of the god’s heart into each.
“Come back from that,” Akachi said, throwing the last grain through an archway.
Fajah finally spoke. “Now what?”
That simple question stopped him cold. He’d been so focussed on the task of saving Bastion from the manipulations of Smoking Mirror, he’d given little thought to what would come next.
What will the Dirt girls do?
“Efra’s god is dead,” Akachi said, trying to imagine how a soulless katle would react. “She’ll have no reason to betray Nuru.”
Glancing toward another archway, Akachi saw the scarred Dirt shove her friend from the wall.
“Why do we keep seeing them on the Sand Wall?” Fajah asked. “I didn’t think there was anything up there.”
Akachi cursed himself for not asking the same question. Through another archway he saw Nuru and Efra walk to the edge of the wall, look down into the red sands. They held hands.
“They’re going to jump,” Fajah said.
Releasing Nuru’s hand, Efra gave her a nudge, just enough to tip her balance forward. She leaned out to watch Nuru fall.
Akachi said, “After Father Death died in the underworld, Bishop Subira told me that many of his nahual swore to Mother Death. Southern Hummingbird died soon after, but I don’t think they did the same. Instead, they butchered countless priests and then headed to the outer rings. Someone was giving them orders.”
“You think they swore to Smoking Mirror?” Fajah asked.
“Making Efra their High Priest.” Understanding stole his breath. “Killing Smoking Mirror didn’t change her plans.” He swore, trying to think like a soulless katle. “What’s her new plan?”
“You told me she is a katle,” Fajah answered. “The Hummingbird Guard, Bastion’s only military force, believe she is their High Priest. She’s going to kill any who oppose her and take the city.” Fajah’s nose did that little wrinkle thing it did when she was thinking. “And once she kills you, Nuru, and any other Hearts still living, she’ll be the last living Heart, and Heart’s Mirror. I don’t know if that will make her immortal, but it might.”
Efra hadn’t lost at all. In fact, she was about to win. Forever. Akachi shuddered to imagine the city under the rulership of the kind of person who betrayed her own god because it amused her.
No, she hasn’t won! Not yet.
Nuru’s god still lived, and that meant she was Heart’s Mirror!
Yet, he hesitated.
The Dirt women broke him. They’d damaged the city, murdered gods! Everything had been fine for twenty-five thousand years until they burned crops, assassinated nahual, and upset the natural order of creation.
He wanted to hurl them both from the Sand Wall, watch them tumble to their deaths.
I hate her. She ruined everything.
But what was Bastion without her gods?
Doomed.
There’s only one left.
The Lady of the House. The Queen of Bastion. All her oldest names said she was Bastion’s true god.
She built the city and we banished her.
Akachi remembered the first time he became aware of the wind-eroded walls in the Wheat District, the shallow steps worn concave by passing feet. Later, he’d seen windows in the Senators’ Ring that hadn’t had glass in generations. Bastion had been falling into disrepair for so long no one noticed.
The god who made the city had been banished soon after, her creation decaying with each passing millennium.
Perhaps Mother Death could repair the damage, or even return the Last City to its former glory.
He knew what he should do. He knew what he had to do.
And still he hesitated.
Nuru stole his destiny. He hated her for it. He would never be Heart’s Mirror. Until the day he died, he’d be the man who failed Cloud Serpent. Akachi stifled a sob of pain. He’d killed two gods with the Staff of the Fifth Sun. He’d be lucky if the worst he was remembered for was failing his god.
Let Efra shove the Dirt bitch from the wall.
“Faith with certainty isn’t faith at all,” Akachi said, quoting the Book. He’d last spoken these lines in Subira’s church after his failures in the underworld.
“True faith can only be found at the bottom,” Fajah answered, quoting the next line, “in the hollowed-out, gutted depths of a ravaged soul.”
Akachi took up where she stopped. “There are a thousand parables about faith, but do any sing the praises of the untested?”
Fajah spoke the last line: “True faith is what remains when the gods have taken everything.”
Akachi had nothing left to lose. His eye. His fingers. His friends. His god. The future he’d fought so hard for, sacrificed everything to achieve. All gone. Every hope and dream lay dead, polluting the murkiest depths of his soul.
And my faith?
Akachi faced Fajah. Forcing the words out hurt like he carved flesh from his very limbs. “Nuru is Heart’s Mirror.”
“You’re right.” She frowned at the nearest archway. “And the scarred one is going to kill her, once again banishing Mother Death.”
There would be chaos without the gods to give structure and meaning to life. Efra would control the Hummingbird Guard, at least for a while. All Bastion would be at the mercy of a murderous katle.
Pain sank into Akachi’s guts and festered. Either he was a nahual, or he was nothing.
I can’t be nothing. Not now. Not after all this.
“We have to save the Dirt—” She was now the highest ranked nahual in all the city; her history no longer mattered. “We must save the street-sorcerer.” Even that term was derogatory. “We have to save Nuru. She is Bastion’s only chance.”
Fajah nodded agreement.
With no plan, Akachi faced the nearest archway. I want to find Nuru, he told himself over and over. I don’t care if I die, need to save the Heart’s Mirror. The scene within, an endless dead world of grey rock and dust, flickered and became empty stone buildings lining a central highway. Between two structures he saw the Bloody Desert. Afraid it might change if he hesitated, Akachi stepped through. Fajah followed, bumping into him when he stopped.
Blowing in from the desert, a hot wind whipped through Akachi’s hair, tugging at his clothes. It stank like dried blood. The Sand Wall was wider than he thought, several hundred strides from one edge to the other. A central road ran around the wall’s circumference. Structures, all part of the single stone that was Bastion, lined the highway. A dozen strides away, a stone gazebo covered what looked to be a well.
Softened by wind and sand, every corner was a gentle curve.
Every building looked both ancient and pristine.
Though up here the wind and sand had done more damage, everything looked newer than the city below.
When he fought Darakai, the Lord of the Root’s Heart, they’d been outside of Bastion, among the sand and bones. He’d had no idea there was an entire second city atop the wall. Like much of the Growers’ Ring, this too was abandoned. Once, long ago, the city upon the wall had been a place of bright colours, walls painted. Now, all that remained were the faintest sand-scoured smears.
“I had no idea,” Fajah whispered in awe. “This is big enough to be its own ring. Who lived here?”
Had an entire ring been struck from the annals of Bastion? Akachi had never seen it mentioned.
“They must have been watching the desert,” he said.
“Why?” Fajah asked. “Nothing could penetrate this wall. It’s too high, too thick.”
“Maybe, in the early days, they didn’t know whether the wards would hold the dead gods and demons at bay.”
Fajah looked doubtful. “Or they were watching for something else.”
Something else? Akachi didn’t want to think about that. The world was dead, covered in the dried blood of billions. The Book of Bastion said so and so it was true.
“Whatever they watched for,” Akachi said, “it never came. At some point they must have given up.”
It had probably taken thousands of years, a slow lessening of alertness, fewer nahual manning the wall until they simply stopped sending anyone.
He imagined the last few priests living out their days, waiting for someone to come and relieve them from duty. Had they died here or abandoned their post?
Shading her eyes with a hand, Fajah examined the abandoned city. “I thought the Hummingbird Guard brought those considered irredeemable out here to be thrown from the wall. You know, penance wagons and all that.”
“I saw them in the Growers’ Ring,” Akachi said. “They carried blasphemers out toward the wall.”
She shot him a doubtful look. “No one has been here in ten thousand years. There should be something. Garbage. A broken wagon. Something.”
“It’s a big wall,” Akachi argued. He tried to remember what he learned as an acolyte. “Roughly seven hundred and eighty-five-miles circumference.” Was that right? He wasn’t sure. “The Guard probably have one spot in each quarter that they take the blasphemers to.”
“Seven hundred and eighty-five-miles.” Fajah waved at the surrounding buildings. “How can we possibly find them?”
“I’m hoping you were right and the doorways react to desire. Before stepping through, I decided I wanted to go to wherever Nuru is.”
Fajah made a show of looking around. A red sandstorm obscured the horizon, the distance impossible to judge with nothing out there to give it scale. Wind whistled between buildings, spinning sanguine dust into tiny tornadoes. Far above the rest of Bastion, the sun felt even hotter than in the streets. “Good job.”
Akachi wanted to tell her to have faith, that all this had happened for a reason. In saving the Heart’s Mirror from the soulless katle, he would earn his redemption.
“What do we do if they’re not here?” Fajah asked.
“Walk, I guess.” Looking right, he saw the wall curve to disappear over the horizon. Looking left, he saw more of the same. “Maybe we each go in a different direction.”
“Right.” Fajah’s nose wrinkled. “That means we divide the distance. That’s only about three hundred and ninety-two miles. Each.”
“Only?”
She ignored his sarcasm. “I read that a healthy person can walk maybe twenty miles a day.” She looked him up and down with a doubtful eye. “That’s about twenty days of walking. What will we eat and drink?” Not waiting for an answer, she stomped to the nearest well, squinting down into it. “If there’s water in there, it’s so far down I couldn’t possibly reach it. And the Provider is dead, so he won’t be answering prayers and raising water for the holy faithful.” She faced Akachi, hands on hips. “We’ll both be dead within the week.” Looking past him, she loosed a low curse unbecoming of a nahual. “The doorway back to the temple is gone.”
Because
I don’t expect to survive.
The temple must have read that in his desire.
“How are we getting back down?” Fajah asked.
“There have to be stairs,” he said. “Somewhere.”
Fajah accepted that without comment. “Before we go wandering off, lets’ make sure the temple didn’t deliver us exactly where we need to be.
Dozens of buildings surrounded them.
“Should we split up?” Akachi asked.
“It’ll be faster.” She hesitated, touching her nahualli belt. “My last dose wore off while you were sleeping in Smoking Mirror’s realm.”
Akachi’s had too. He felt like the morning after he and Nafari stole a keg of wine from the Healer’s acolytes.
“It would be unwise to take more so soon,” she added, “but we don’t know what we might face. Nuru is a street-sorcerer. I read that they can be dangerous.”
“She’s Heart’s Mirror now.”
“We saw Efra push her, but she was already standing at the edge like she meant to jump. What if she doesn’t want to be Heart’s Mirror?”
Akachi wrestled with the impossible. “She wants to kill the gods?” It was a stupid question; she’d already murdered several. “She wants to kill all the gods?” he corrected.
“It fits.”
“Then we have to find some way to convince her she’s wrong.”
Failure after failure, and now, here he was, faced with trying to convince an insane Dirt she needed to live.
Gods, I want another dose of Jainkoei to feel—
To feel what? His god was dead.
Erlaxatu then.
Or maybe I should step off the wall with Nuru.
Breathing deep, crushing his fears and doubts, Akachi said, “Talking to Nuru will be easier without narcotics. I need to think clearly.”
“I can take more aldatu,” Fajah offered. “In case we need the amaruca again.”
She wants that. Akachi knew all too well the addictive feeling of such power.
“No,” he answered. He wanted to tell her she’d already dosed herself twice to help him, daring to make use of the blasphemous tecolotl stone carving. He wanted to say he couldn’t risk losing her. “It’s too much too soon.”
Lips twisting in the slightest frown, she raised one eyebrow. “Katle were legendary killers, soulless assassins who murdered without hesitation. In their ignorance, street sorcerers make deals with dark and evil forces. What are we going to do if they decide to fight?” Fajah showed empty hands. “I have no weapon and don’t know how to use one anyway.”
True faith is what remains when the gods have taken everything.
Fajah was a priest, sworn to serve Bastion. Despite her fear, she hadn’t abandoned him. He knew she wouldn’t. He knew that, if he asked, she would ingest the narcotics and fight at his side.
How could he balk at sacrificing this nahualli if it meant saving the city’s last god?
“If they fight,” Akachi said, “you will run.”
“I won’t.”
“You will find stairs and return to Bastion.” Seeing her open her mouth to argue, he added, “As your High Priest, I command you.”
A lifetime of training silenced her, though she studied him through narrowed eyes.
“We’ll split up,” Akachi decided. “But if you find them you will not engage.”
“Two problems,” Fajah said, slitted eyes never leaving Akachi. “What if they engage me?”
“Flee.”
“Fine. And what if this Nuru—the Heart’s Mirror—gives me an order?”
As Heart’s Mirror, Nuru outranked Akachi and every other priest in the city.
For a temple-trained nahual, there was only one answer: obey.
“Until we know her intentions,” Akachi said, “we will ignore any attempt to give us orders.”
“Right,” said Fajah. “We’re ignoring orders from our superiors now. Got it.”
So much for faith.
“I’ll check this building here,” Akachi said, gesturing at a blunt structure reminiscent of a Dirt tenement.
Muttering under her breath, Fajah headed into another nearby building.
Akachi watched her until she disappeared into the dark interior before setting off into the one he chose. Stepping inside, he stopped beyond the reach of the raging sun to let his eye adjust to the darkness. Once he could see, he pushed deeper into the building. It was more like a home in the Priests’ Ring than a Dirt tenement. There were many rooms instead of the usual three for eating, sleeping, and defecating. Glancing into the latter, he found a simple boxy closet with a basin for water and a single hole into which the tenants would shit and piss. Where that hole went, he had no idea. Perhaps dealing with such waste had been part of the Provider’s duties, along with raising water from the ground to fill the city’s wells. Returning to the front room, he realized everything was perfectly clean. Nowhere had he seen refuse or signs that anything had been left behind when the wall was abandoned.
Maybe no one ever lived here.
Why, then, build it?
Perhaps the gods expected Bastion to grow and built all this for when the population became too much for the city below.
There were no spider webs, and nothing fled his approach with skittering feet or slithering scales.
Akachi froze, the ghost of a voice teasing at the edge of consciousness. Had that come from outside?
Exiting the building he heard whispers of feminine speech, thinned by the wind whipping in from the desert.
Fajah?
He listened, words scraping the edge of hearing, impossible to comprehend. The voice didn’t come from the direction she’d headed, though she could have gone elsewhere while he was inside.
Akachi followed the sound until he reached the end of the building. Slowing, he peered around the corner. There, holding hands at the edge of the wall, stood Nuru and Efra.




NURU – THE CRUSHING WEIGHT OF DESPERATION

Though built of stone, crafted wood is Bastion’s heart and soul.
—Crafter Saying
Nuru’s breath caught as she looked out over Bastion. Stone roads divided rolling fields and forests into neat squares. Here and there patches of blue, lakes and ponds, reflected the sun. From up here she couldn’t tell if these were worked farms or long abandoned and allowed to go fallow. Tiny dots moved in clumped groups. They might be shuffling Dirts or herds of wild animals. There was no way to know. On the edge of the horizon, smeared by thick, wavering desert air, lay what might be the neat streets of Grower tenements. Nothing moved there. On either side of her the Sand Wall reached out forever, a god hugging the city.
“I thought I’d be able to see the Grey Wall from up here,” Efra said, squinting into the distance. “The scale hurts my head.” The blood and gore caking her tattered Banker’s dress dried quickly in the sun. She stank like death.
Nuru agreed. “The fields burned but I don’t see any fire damage. It’s all green.”
Efra grunted a laugh. “The Loa are lazy fuckers. They only burned the fields they could easily reach. Think about it. We couldn’t see the Sand Wall from the Wheat District. I bet no one has set foot in these fields in ten thousand years.”
Efra was right, the scale beggared imagination. Nuru felt smaller than a gnat. Thinking she could ever matter, ever make real change, was purest insanity.
The nahual said Bastion’s population was around two hundred and fifty thousand. There was room for ten times that and fields to support them. Yet another reminder of how the gods abused their authority and failed those they were supposed to protect.
Turning from the view, she saw a second city perched atop the wall. A main street ran through the centre, following the curve of the wall into the distance. Buildings, separated by narrow alleys, lined that highway. In a nearby clearing stood a stone gazebo sheltering a well.
Feeling desperately thirsty, Nuru said, “Let’s see if we can’t get a little water.”
Efra followed her, scowling at the empty buildings.
Nuru peered into the well. The shaft disappeared into the bowels of the wall. She saw no sign of water. Not that it mattered, as there was also no bucket to lower. Seeing her expression, Efra didn’t ask.
“Did you see any steps leading from the ground?” Nuru asked. “The Birds were constantly hauling people out here in penance wagons to toss them from the wall.”
Efra snorted. “I never believed that. Why would the Birds take days to drag someone out to the wall when they could cut their throats the moment they were out of sight?”
Standing in the shade of the gazebo, Nuru looked up and down the main street. “It’s nicer than the Wheat District.”
“No food, and no water. Anyone living here would die.” Efra frowned at a nearby building, nibbling at where the scar cut her lower lip. “How many steps would it take to get this high?”
“It’d take a day to climb them,” Nuru said.
The wind tugged at her hair, and she pushed it back out of her face. This had never been a problem when she kept it tightly braided with bones. She wanted to explore, hunt through every building for lost artifacts and treasures. She tried to imagine what strange sorceries might be hidden steps from where she stood.
You didn’t come here to satisfy your curiosity.
No, she came here to die.
Efra rounded the well, catching Nuru’s hand. She stood, expressions flitting across her features like windblown sand on stone. Anger. Regret. Sadness. Pain.
“This is the last time I’ll ask,” Efra whispered. “You can still change your mind.” With a rough, callused thumb she stroked the back of Nuru’s hand. “It can be you. You and me. Forever.”
Nuru found herself remembering the baby she saw in the Crafters’ Ring. With birth-control forbidden in the outer ring—punishable by thirty lashes in the public square—pregnancy was simply the unwanted result of sex.
Growing up in the Growers’ Ring, she never gave thought to being a mother. How many times had she watched the nahual of Her Skirt is Stars pry a screaming infant from the arms of the Dirt who gave birth to it? Each time the Dirts were forced to sit through a lecture on how they were too stupid and ignorant to raise a child. Afterwards, the baby was taken away to be raised by the priests.
She grew up in a crèche with Chisulo and the boys, never once thinking about her own mother. There was no point. No one knew who their parents were. All she knew was that she would eventually be assigned to a district far away from where she was born. It was, the nahual said, to prevent accidental inbreeding.
I could be a mother if I wanted. A real mother.
Did she want that?
Nuru imagined holding an infant in her arms, leaning down to smell its hair. It would be hers and no one could take it. She would order the crèches burned to ash. The nahual of Mother Life, now bereft of their god, would be repurposed to teaching the Dirts how to parent.
I’d have a daughter. She’d be mine.
Efra would destroy any who dared raise a hand to Nuru’s girl.
Children, she knew, were the purpose Kofi craved. Nothing mattered more than children. Not gods. Not priests. Not Bastion. Not freedom.
Life.
The desire to live threatened to choke Nuru’s resolve.
One word and Efra would save her from this grim fate.
One word and Mother Death would be a pantheon of one.
How many would Nuru sacrifice to the god’s hunger to save her own life?
Not one fucking soul.
Not after all the terrible things she’d done and seen.
No after Chilsuo and Kofi sacrificed themselves for her. She couldn’t betray their trust.
Nuru shook her head and led Efra from the well. Passing what looked like an oversized Grower tenement, they made their way to the far side of the wall. Nuru slowed, suddenly feeling the gut-twist of vertigo. She forced herself forward until her toes reached the edge. Back straight, she looked out over sanguine sands. If Bastion had been big, the desert was eternal. She thought about the creatures she’d seen moving through the fields below.
We’re a tiny green dot on a bloodstained world.
Shadings of red hinted at contours, though with nothing for scale they could be colossal dunes or long shallow ridges catching the light.
Nuru squeezed Efra’s hand. I should ask her to push me so I don’t have to decide.
Her mad quest to free Bastion from the gods had seemed both impossible and so simple. She’d pictured her last moment—stepping from the wall to carry Mother Death away—so many times she’d believed she’d lost her fear. She hadn’t. Until this instant, she hadn’t truly comprehended the decision she’d made.
Start small. Push your right foot forward until the big toe sticks out over the edge.
The foot refused to move.
Nuru looked down, saw a line of white at the base of the wall.
“Bones of the dead,” she said. “They really throw people from the wall.”
“Or they did,” Efra answered. “It’s far, but do you see any colour down there? Imagine falling all that way to land on those bones. There should be some red.”
Some red. Nuru imagined tumbling end over end as she fell, bouncing off the sloped wall, landing on sharp bones. Swallowing, she pictured them tearing through her, ripping her apart even as the force of the landing shattered her body.
“It looks wrong,” she said. “The bones are densest near the wall but reach out what looks to be a few hundred strides. No one could jump that far. Did some survive the fall and crawl?”
Efra leaned dangerously far out, peering at the boneyard below. “It looks more like people swarmed the wall from the outside. They died there, clawing at the stone, trying to climb, trying to get inside.” Leaning back, she added. “Maybe some were killed by the sorcerers who lived up here.”
The white bones followed the wall, disappearing into the distance in either direction. Nuru struggled to imagine how many people it would take to surround a city said to be over seven hundred and eighty miles around. Except they hadn’t merely surrounded it. Those bones reached out over one hundred strides from the base of the wall.
“Were they attacking?” Efra asked. “Or begging for entrance, climbing on each other. Dying under the crushing weight of desperation.”
The crushing weight of desperation? So unlike Efra.
“The gods left them to die,” Nuru said.
Efra straightened. “Let’s go exploring. No one has seen this in thousands of years.” Words tumbled out of her, gaining speed. “We were the first Dirts to leave the Growers’ Ring in generations. We went all the way to the Priests’ Ring. Did you ever imagine you’d stand on the Sand Wall? Seems a shame not to see what no other living person has seen.”
She’s trying to save me.
“No,” Nuru answered. “If I step from the edge now, I’ll never come back.”
“Then step away.”
Pull me away. Please, gods, take the choice from me.
“How many times have I been there for you when you needed me most?” Efra asked. “How many times have I stayed when fleeing was the only smart decision? Over and over I risk death for you. I told you I would never abandon you. Is it too much ask that you do the same for me?” Lifting Nuru’s hand, she kissed the knuckles. “I’ve never asked anything in return. Until now.”
I can’t. If I live, I’ve failed. Chisulo died for nothing.
When Nuru didn’t answer, Efra said, “I know why Smoking Mirror wanted me to kill Akachi. I saw it in one of the doorways when we returned his realm. The Cloud Serpent nahualli broke Father Discord’s obsidian heart into thousands of pieces and threw them through different doors in the temple. The Enemy of Both Sides is littered across a thousand realities.”
If the portals react to desire, what was she hoping to see?
“I guess he’s not coming back from that,” Nuru said.
“Not any time soon,” Efra agreed, voice light like she hadn’t just asked Nuru to betray everything they’d fought for. “But he’s not dead. I saw flashes. A man grows around those stone shards. He looked so lost, like he had no idea who he is or how he got there. We make them gods with our worship and blood. But they’re as flawed as any man or woman.” Efra flashed a smirking grin at Nuru. Though she hid it well, pain lurked behind her eyes. “Shit, look how badly their plans turned out. We won.”
Stepping from a wall to fall to a painful death is winning?
Efra opened her mouth and closed it, her teeth digging hard into the scar crossing her lip. When she closed her eyes, tears fell, cutting tracks through the red sand staining her face. “Are you sure this is the only way?”
“Humanity will never be free as long as there’s a god in the city.” Releasing Efra’s hand, Nuru said, “Give me the god-killer. It has to go with me.”
Efra drew the knife, smoke churning around the black glass blade. “You’re really going to do it?”
“I have to.”
“How many people did I kill for you?”
“For me?”
“You think I wanted to garotte that boy? You think I like cutting throats? Maybe there’s something wrong with me and I get off on butchering people like they’re fucking meat?”
“Efra.”
Efra’s attention slid from the blade to Nuru, scar darkening as her eyes hardened. “You’re going to abandon me.”
She changed after Turquoise Fire killed her. For the first time Nuru had seen fear in the girl’s eyes.
‘When we die,’ Efra said after killing the god, ‘we cease. I can’t. Not again.’ Prior to that, she’d never once worried about death, blithely striding into even the most insanely dangerous situation as if immortal.
“Efra,” Nuru repeated. “You are an unstoppable force of will. You’re going to be fine without me.”
A lip twitched. “And fine is the best someone like me can hope for?”
Nuru’s heart slammed in her chest. If she pushes me before I have the knife, it’s all for nothing. “You don’t need the dagger. You were never helpless.”
“I was always helpless.” Tears streamed from her eyes. “I love you! I’d kill thousands, slaughter an entire pantheon for you! I betrayed a god who promised me power and immortality for you!” Her voice grew higher in volume. “I fucking died for you! And now, when I ask for one thing—”
“Nuru! Stop!”
Both women flinched, turning.
The young Cloud Serpent nahualli stood at the corner of the nearest building. He’d been skinny the first time Nuru saw him, back in the Wheat District. Now, he was gaunt like a brain-burned addict. He no longer wore his vestal robes. Senator clothes hung loose on his bony frame, ill-fitting and filthy. His flesh looked like damp cotton stretched on bone, every feature sharp and angular. A tattered eyepatch covered one eye. The other, fevered and bright, bloodshot with exhaustion and madness, watched the two women.
Akachi lifted a hand, fingers ending in blunt stumps, as if pleading. “Please. Please.”




AKACHI – ONE LAST GRAND FAILURE

Living each day as if it were our last leads to hasty and unwise choices. Instead, live as if each day is but the first in the rest of your life. Make plans and act upon them. Work to leave this city a better place than it was when you arrived. Strive to leave something lasting behind when your last day finally arrives.
—Loa Street Preacher
Startled, the two women turned at Akachi’s yell. Where Nuru tensed, shoulders hunching in fear, Efra seemed to relax as she studied Akachi.
She knows I can’t reach them in time to stop her.
Akachi wanted to scream with frustration. After so many failures, here he was again, too late.
I was too slow!
Akachi raised his ruined hand in what he hoped was a calm and unthreatening gesture. “Please. Please.”
The women stared at him in shock.
The last time he saw Nuru, she knelt in the street in the Wheat District, terrified and hallucinating from the narcotics in her blood. Now, even though her Banker dress hung shabby and stained, she was stunningly beautiful for a Dirt. She looked like how he used to imagine Precious Feather would appear. He hated to admit it, and loathed himself for that hate, but Nuru looked like someone who should be Heart’s Mirror. In comparison, he was half-starved, bordering on brain-burn, and filthy.
Unlike Nuru’s softer beauty, Efra was angular, edged like the sacrificial dagger she held, smoke curling from the blade. When she didn’t immediately shove Nuru from the wall, Akachi dared the tiniest sliver of hope. He took a careful step and then another.
Efra said, “No closer.”
She’d been crying, eyes red, tears staining her cheeks. Had he misread the situation? Fajah had said it looked like the women planned on jumping together, but Akachi had seen Efra push the Heart’s Mirror.
He took one last daring step, stopping when Nuru slid a foot back, heel hanging over the edge of the wall.
“I think I understand,” he said.
“A priest without a god,” Efra said. “What is it you think you understand?”
Fajah said the Dirt women weren’t killing the gods to make Mother Death the last, but to rid Bastion of all divine influence. Akachi hadn’t believed her, but now, seeing Nuru ready to jump to her death, he feared she was right.
Where is Fajah? He hadn’t seen her since they split up and dared not look.
“You want to kill the gods,” he said. “All of them.”
Efra shot him a look of disgust. “How many did we kill before you figured that out?”
I didn’t, Fajah did.
“I didn’t understand until I saw you through one of the doorways in the Temple of Shei Baal Ba.”
Should he warn Nuru that he’d seen Efra push her?
No point if she plans on jumping.
“He’s cute,” Efra said. “But not terribly smart.”
Akachi ignored her. He was missing something here, something important. If he couldn’t understand Nuru’s motives, he was doomed to one last grand failure.
“Nuru, Bastion needs her gods.” He cursed the slip. “She needs at least one god.”
Nuru’s foot retreated from the edge and Akachi stifled a breath of relief. “Father Death fell,” she said, “and yet babies were born. Feathered Serpent died but we still have wind.” She gestured at the massive red storm raging on the horizon behind her. “I killed Her Skirt is Stars and the moon and stars behave as they always have. Smoking Mirror is gone, yet we still have strife and discord. Turquoise Fire was slain and yet time continues without him. The Provider is dead but if you look off the far side of this wall you will see endless green fields, lakes, and ponds.” She ran fingers through her windblown hair, pushing it back from her eyes. “Tell me, why do we need even one god?”
Nuru might be Heart’s Mirror, but she was still a Dirt. She had neither the experience nor education to understand.
He tried to phrase things as simply as possible. “People need structure and rules and laws. They need the gods to give them purpose, to tell them what they should and should not do. They need gods to bind them together into a civilization.” He coughed, throat painfully dry in the brutal heat. “Without civilization, all is chaos. Rape and murder in the streets. You’ve seen it yourself. People…” All the violence and crime he witnessed since Bishop Zalika sent him to the Wheat District came rushing back. Priests beaten to death. The Guard smashing through mobs driven by tecolotl sorcery. Something in him cracked. “People are shit. They need religion to make them less shit.”
Efra’s lip curled in a scar-twisting grin. “Debatable, but it doesn’t matter. Let’s pretend, for the sake of argument, that you’re right. Let’s say people need religion. Fine. Religion doesn’t need gods.”
Akachi couldn’t understand. Religion existed because of the gods. It was how one offered worship to the divine. Religion without gods was insane!
“I see you thinking about that,” Efra said, winking at Nuru. “Before the recent fun, how long had it been since a god appeared in Bastion? I bet you didn’t know a single nahual who had spoken to—much less met—a god. Everyone said they lived in the Gods’ Ring but there was never any proof. Even you nahual blindly accepted what you’d been told by your teachers. You believed, but you didn’t know.”
“I had faith,” Akachi said.
Efra looked disappointed. “That’s what I said.”
Nuru’s face changed, dawning with both understanding and fear, as she looked from Akachi to Efra. He prayed his arguments had reached her, helped her see beyond whatever insanity brought her to this moment.
“You don’t need faith,” Akachi said, “because there are gods.”
“God,” Efra corrected.
“I’ve studied the most ancient histories,” Akachi said. “Humanity didn’t have civilization until we had gods, and that structure is all that saves us from extinction. Religion is civilization. They’re the same thing, intertwined ideas.” He gestured to Nuru, praying his words reached her. “Mother Death will bind the last of us together, from the lowest Dirt to the highest nahual. She can return the city to the way it was.”
Nuru’s eyes narrowed in anger and he knew he’d made a mistake.
“The way it was,” she said, “when Dirts worked the fields until they died? No thanks.”
Akachi cursed himself. He’d used the derogatory term by habit. Even though the Growers themselves used it, Nuru was clearly angry at his casual usage.
He tried again. “You don’t know what will happen if you do this. You think things will be better but you’re wrong.”
“They can’t be worse,” Nuru answered. “Not for us ignorant Dirts.” Her attention darted to Efra and Akachi saw doubt. “Freed of religion and gods, humanity will be freed to decide its own path.”
They’re here together, but she’s afraid of Efra. If she planned on falling to her death, he couldn’t imagine what she might be afraid of.
No, she’s afraid she’ll fail.
But why? One small step back, and she’d won. There was nothing Akachi could do to stop her. And why be afraid of Efra?
Religion doesn’t need gods. Efra said that.
Akachi thought he understood. Efra plans on killing the gods but keeping the religion.
A nightmare puzzle, pieces snapping together like cracking bones.
The Hummingbird Guard swearing to Smoking Mirror after the death of Southern Hummingbird. Later, they’d acted in concert, clearly obeying someone’s commands, murdering nahual.
Efra studied Akachi, a smug grin twisting her face. Black smoke writhed around the sacrificial dagger clutched in her fist. A powerful weapon. A god-killer.
Since the gods never spoke to their priests, no one would know they were dead. No one would be surprised when they didn’t manifest in the city. If anything, this would be greeted with celebration. The people of Bastion would think things had returned to normal and praise Efra, their new Hearts’ Mirror.
She’s here to make sure Nuru dies.
A soulless katle, to her, casual murder was nothing.
But the tears. She was crying.
She wasn’t now though.
Akachi dared another step closer. What else could he do?
Perhaps he’d misjudged Efra. If she cried for the loss of a friend, there might still be a chance to save Nuru.
“Nuru,” Akachi said, “you are the Heart of Bastion’s last god.”
Efra darted a hopeful look at her friend.
She doesn’t want Nuru to do this either!
“There can be no Heart’s Mirror,” Nuru said. “No gods.” She turned to face Efra. “And no religion. Please don’t undo all we’ve strived for.”
“You’re going to leave me,” Efra whispered. “After all I did for you.”
“Efra,” Nuru said, voice tender, “please give me the dagger. Please.”
Desperate, Akachi tried again. “You’ve already won. As Heart’s Mirror you can change everything. Change the laws however you see fit, but don’t doom the city.”
“You’re going to abandon me,” Efra forced out. “I love you and you don’t fucking care.”
“I didn’t know. I do care.”
“And you know how afraid I am of dying again, and you don’t care about that either.”
Not sure if he was lying, Akachi blurted, “As Heart’s Mirror Nuru can make sure you live forever.”
Efra looked to Nuru with pure, desperate hope and longing. “Don’t abandon me. Don’t let me die again.”
Nuru reached a hand toward Efra but stopped short of contact. “I’m sorry.” Tears fell. “But if even one god remains, we’ve lost.”
Efra shed her pain like a snake shedding its skin. “You made it clear there is no we. And we haven’t lost, you have.”
Nuru lunged for the dagger.
Efra stepped aside and shoved her from the wall.




THE END

Fajah sprinted past Akachi, the narcotics singing her blood already twisting reality. Massive, feathered wings sprouted from her back, flaring out to catch the searing wind coming in from the desert. Her body changed, contorting toward that of a huge eagle. Sprouting vicious curved talons, her feet left the ground. She screamed in agony as her legs bent into the reverse-kneed form of a raptor. Ignoring both Akachi and Efra, she ran for the edge of the wall.
Akachi’s heart roared with joy. She’s going to catch Nuru!
Feathers burst from Fajah’s skin like knifes thrust out from within. The transformation incomplete, caught between human and amaruca, the nahualli staggered toward the edge.
There was no way she had enough narcotics still in her to manage such a transformation. She must have ignored his orders and dosed herself after they split up. Trying to convince Nuru not to jump, he’d lost track of time. Had it been long enough for the drugs to take full effect?
If he’d known, he would have stalled for longer.
Efra hissed in anger. She sprinted along the edge of the wall, heading to intercept the changing nahualli. Ducking under an outstretched wing, she leapt at Fajah, driving the god-killer into her chest, tearing a long gouge through flesh and bone.
Fajah tumbled from the wall, bright blood drawing graceful arcs through the air in counterpoint to her uncontrolled plummet. Even as she fell, she reached for Efra, fingers catching the sleeve of the Dirt’s dress.
Pulled off balance, Efra landed hard. The god-killer fell from her fingers, skittered across stone.
Akachi watched in helpless horror as the dagger—his god and several others trapped within—reached the edge, teetered for a heart-crushing instant, and disappeared.
The Heart’s Mirror, dead. The last god, gone.
I… failed?
Efra rose to her feet. “Fucking priests.” She stood at the precipice like it was nothing.
Nuru, the Heart’s Mirror, was gone. Mother Death had once again been banished from Bastion. The dagger containing the souls of several gods was forever beyond reach. Fajah, dead. Just like everyone who tried to help him.
Instead of trying to protect her, he should have ordered Fajah to ingest narcotics in advance of coming to the wall. He should have done it himself.
Failure after failure.
I should have left Fajah at her church.
But he’d been terrified of being alone.
She sacrificed herself for nothing.
Why was there no gate in the Sand Wall? If there was, he could fetch the dagger containing the slain gods. One fucking gate, and he could save Bastion.
Numb with shock, Akachi couldn’t move, couldn’t think beyond his failures.
Efra stepped away from the edge. “People are shit,” she said, repeating his words. “They need religion to make them less shit. I don’t know if you’re right, but it is an effective tool for controlling the populace.”
Akachi gaped at Efra. She didn’t talk like an uneducated Dirt.
Shaking took another step closer. “I began considering my options as soon as Nuru told me she wanted to kill the gods. I thought there’d be some way for me to save her, but I failed.” A wounded snarl of pain twisted her face. “Then, after Turquoise Fire killed me a bunch of times, I knew I had to find a way to live forever. Or at least long enough to figure out how.” She glanced back toward the edge. “I fucking warned her I wasn’t willing to die again.”
“You’re insane.”
“Maybe.” Efra shrugged. “Dying a half dozen times will do that. Bastion’s gods are gone, but the city still needs leadership and religion is the easiest way to do that. You nahual have been training everyone to obey for twenty-five thousand years. Trying to change that now would be madness.” Her lips pulled back in a grimace. “Nuru would never understand. She thought people could lead themselves. Now that’s insane!”
Another step closer.
“Since you already understand that Bastion needs religion, if not gods, I’d like to offer you a place in my priesthood. And not just any place; you could be my High Priest. Gods know I’m not the right kind of person to rule a city.”
Religion without gods? He stared at her in horror.
“The Birds obey me,” she continued. “They’ve already taken most of the Crafters’ and Growers’ rings. Production and manufacturing are mine.”
No Dirt should understand such concepts.
Efra took another step. “We’ll tell everyone that Smoking Mirror lives. I will rule as Heart’s Mirror, but you will be the real power in Bastion. You will decide what changes are made, if any.”
“What about the Growers?”
She ignored the question. “I’m giving you the opportunity to bring peace to Bastion. Religion doesn’t need living gods to be an effective tool.”
“Faith is not a tool.”
“Obviously, it is,” Efra snapped back. “The gods proved that when they remained hidden away for thousands of years. The nahual kept preaching. The population kept going to church, offering prayers, and bleeding on altars long after the last person who’d seen a god was dead.”
Another step.
“Smoking Mirror is dead,” Akachi said. “I smashed his obsidian heart and littered it across a thousand realities. You’re no true Heart’s Mirror. You’ll age and die.”
“Perhaps. But with all the powerful artifacts you’ve seen, do you really think there’s nothing out there that will help me live forever?”
She had a point. There were countless stories in the Book of Bastion of ancient sorcerers achieving immortality.
It’s a distraction.
“Did you know the gods used to be mortals?” Efra asked. A step closer, and she continued without waiting for an answer. “It’s faith that makes gods. Like that Loa sorcerer who became Face Painted with Bells. Mother Death named her, but it was the Loa worshipping her as a fallen hero that caused her ascension.”
She controls the Guard, can tell them what to believe.
In turn, those priests would tell the population what to believe, who to worship.
The implications staggered Akachi. “You want to be a god. You think that if all Bastion worships you, you will ascend to divinity.”
“If you truly believe Bastion needs gods,” Efra said, taking another step, “then I am your only chance. Worship me. I shall be your new god.”
Face Painted with Bells ascended mere days after she died. With the entire faith of Bastion behind her, Efra would soon be the city’s sole god. The Hummingbird Guard would ensure the nahual of the other sects joined her priesthood. Every priest in the city would preach her name with a single voice.
“I have the Temple of Shei Baal Ba,” Efra continued. “The realms of the other gods will be mine. We will grow and spread. In time, we’ll repopulate entire realities. As the One True God, I will take on the aspects of those fallen. I will rebuild Bastion, make her whole. I will repair this damaged world.”
In Smoking Mirror’s realm Nala had said something about Father Discord becoming the One True God. He’d ignored it as insane ranting, but he’d read those words before. It was from a parable deleted from the newer copies of the Book of Bastion for its blasphemy.
Dosed on foku at the time, Akachi remembered every word:
From the ashes of the dead shall arise a new god, born of mortal failures. He shall wear aspects of the fallen, and be the last god, the self-proclaimed One True God. He shall make the world in his image, flawed and false, a life of lies and deception. And it shall be the Seventh Age. Magic shall become the dominion of the deranged and dreamers.
Smoking Mirror must have said something to Efra and the ignorant Dirt had misunderstood.
“The old gods were parasites,” Efra said, moving closer. “Lazy. Uncaring. Distant. I will be a better god, worthy of worship.
She’ll be a god worthy of fear.
Efra said, “When you were in the temple, what did you see? I bet you were focussed on yourself, on short-term goals. I looked for this moment, and for the path beyond. I looked for the Bastion a thousand years from now where I still live and I found it. You were there with me, though better fed. You were whole.” She wiggled fingers at him and then gestured at her left eye. “I made that happen. But I also saw you fight me. I watched you die over and over.” She looked up at Akachi, eyes pleading. “It doesn’t have to be like that.”
If she lied, she did so perfectly.
“I want to believe,” Akachi admitted. And he did. A future without gods was terrifying beyond comprehension. Bastion would fall to chaos and war. Unrestrained, humanity would tear itself apart.
Another step. She was only three strides from Akachi.
Something didn’t make sense.
Why does she need me?
An utter failure, he had nothing to offer.
“I don’t have to be Bastion’s only god.” She gave him a tentative smile of love and yearning. It looked strange on that scarred face. “I don’t want to spend eternity alone. They can worship you too.” Efra stood before Akachi, so close he felt the heat of her. Dark eyes drank him with undisguised hunger. “I will be the new Rada Loa, and you will be my husband. You’ll have everything. Respect. Fear.”
She doesn’t need me.
Efra reached toward the undamaged side of Akachi’s face, and he drove his flint dagger into her belly.
“Fuck—” She dropped the flint dagger held behind her back. Masterfully crafted, the handle wrapped in soft leather, it looked like the kind of prized family possession nahual handed down from generation to generation.
Akachi stabbed her again, shoved her back as he retreated, weapon gripped in a red fist.
Efra clutched her gored abdomen, blood spilling through desperate fingers. Her knees buckled.
“You stupid—” She coughed blood.
“I could never trust a katle.”
Efra toppled to one side, lay curled around her wound. “Push me off the wall so I can be with her.” A rapidly expanding pool of red surrounded her.
“Bastion needs every soul. Even yours. You’ll be reborn to—”
Hissing in pain, she whispered, “No afterlife. When we die, we—”
A shudder ran through her petite frame, and she tensed, shivering, before going limp. She stared at Akachi, unblinking. He waited, half expecting her to rise and kill him. Wind-blown sand collected in the blood, gathered on the side of her face, and dusted her eyelashes red.
“No afterlife,” Akachi said, once he felt sure she was truly dead.
She’s gone.
They were all gone.
Alone, Akachi stood atop Bastion’s outermost wall. Wind whipped what remained of his hair, tugged at his filthy clothes.
With no gods and no underworld, all who died simply ceased to exist. It felt like this should lift some of the guilt for the souls he destroyed with the Staff of the Fifth Sun, but it didn’t.
Akachi stepped over the dead woman. Reaching the spot where Nuru, Fajah, and the god-killer had disappeared, he looked down. The sun-bleached bones of countless dead lined the wall. There, directly below, a tiny splash of red.
One step.
He didn’t move.
Bastion had been stripped of her gods. If religion and civilization were one and the same, the city was doomed. Strangely, his first thought was for young Jumoke, the acolyte he left behind in the Wheat District. Was the boy still at the church, sweeping floors in preparation for Akachi’s return?
“I am a pastor,” Akachi told the desert. “It was supposed to be temporary.”
Those souls in that district were his holy responsibility.
Will you turn your back on your people when they need you most?
What could one man do? He was nothing, a failure.
‘Let’s say people need religion,’ Efra had said. ‘But religion doesn’t need gods.’
“Faith is a tool,” Akachi said, repeating her words as an idea took root.
Return to Bastion, tell them I am Heart’s Mirror.
It sounded too close to Efra’s blasphemy.
Unlike the katle, he didn’t command the Hummingbird Guard. What remained of Cloud Serpent’s nahual, however, would follow him. The other Hearts were dead, or their gods were. There’d be no one to challenge his claim.
The nahual will fall in line once word spreads.
If true faith was what remained after the gods had taken everything, what was left after the last god died?
He knew the answer: Faith.
Now, more than ever, Bastion needed faith.
I will save the Last City.
Insane as Efra’s plan to ascend to divinity was, Akachi had nothing better to offer.
Faith is everything.
It made Face Painted with Bells, as it made Bastion’s old gods.
After rolling Efra’s corpse off the wall, Akachi went in search of stairs.
This time, he would not fail.
Bastion’s new god would not die on this wall.




GLOSSARY – THE GODS OF BASTION

Cloud Serpent (Lord of the Hunt): God of the hunt. As no one leaves Bastion, all hunting happens within the city. The most common prey is escaped criminals or fleeing debtors. His priests wear robes with thick bands of red, white, and black.
Face Painted with Bells: Slain by the Staff of the Fifth Sun in the underworld. Once a powerful Loa nahualli, skilled in crystal magic, she was slain by Akachi. Once in the underworld, she set a trap for Father Death, luring him into a false war. Slaying The Lord, she ascended, becoming the newest god in the pantheon. While not a true death god, and not nearly powerful enough to hold the position of ruler of the underworld, she resides there as Mother Death’s representative. Though only a godling, she is the god of assassins.
Feathered Serpent (Father Wind, Lord of Storms, Bringer of Knowledge): God of wind and sandstorms. His priests wear masks that look like bone skulls eroded by sand and wind.
The First Sun: (Mountainheart): Slain by Smoking Mirror.
The Second Sun: (The Lord of the Wind): Slain by Smoking Mirror.
The Third Sun (Father of the Long Cave Beneath the Earth, The Lord of the Third Sun, The Rain of Flint Blades): Slain by Smoking Mirror.
The Fourth Sun: (Enlil, Lord Wind, She Who Shines Like Jade): Often referred to as The Bright Age, the Fourth Sun ruled over humanity’s pinnacle of civilization. Enlil was slain by a cabal of gods manipulated by Smoking Mirror.
The Fifth Sun (The Movement, Naui Olin, He Who Goes Forth Shining, Father of the Day, Lord of Eagles, Flint Tongue, Nanahuatzin, Full of Sores): Long ago, back when the world was young and alive, The Lord had a brother, The Fifth Sun. The Fifth Sun was the god of the sun. Father Death killed his brother and took his heart to make a powerful artefact for his most loyal high priest.
Her Skirt is Stars (Mother Life, Goddess of the Stars, Skirt of Snakes, Grandmother): Slain by Nuru in her private menagerie of hoarded souls. Gave birth to moon and stars. Goddess of childbirth and women who die during it. Her nahual run the crèches where Grower children are born and raised. They wear the spines of snakes woven into their hair and clothes. Their vestments vary in colour, but always match the colouring of some deadly viper, depending on their particular sect.
Lord of the Root (The Healer, Lord of Wine, Lord of Our Flesh): Slain by Akachi in a dream battle. God of doctors, medicine, narcotics, herbs and hallucinogens.
Lord of the Vanguard: (Lord of the Nose, Nose Lord, Lord of Economies, Yacatecuhtli, The Lord Who Guides) God of merchants, commerce, and trade. Primarily worshipped in the Bankers’ Ring.
Precious Feather: (The Maiden, Mother of Flowers) Goddess of pleasure, indulgence, sex, female sexual power, and protector of young mothers. Her priests are strictly female and wear robes cut to show off and accent their beauty.
Sin Eater: (Mother Sin, Mother Purity, She Who Devours the Filth, The Four Sisters, Goddess of Dirt) Goddess of filth, guilt, cleansing, sin, purification, steam baths, midwives, and adulterers. She takes confessions and purifies or punishes. Her priests are always immaculately clean. Never dirty or sweaty, they bathe many times a day. They wear robes of flawless white.
Smoking Mirror (Father Discord, The Obsidian Lord, God of storms, God of Strife, Lord of the Night Sky, Enemy of Both Sides, We Are His Slaves, He by Whom We Live, Lord of the Near and Far, Father of the Night Wind, Lord of the Tenth Day, The Flayed One, The Jaguar God, Áłtsé Hashké, Father Cunning, Eingana, Mother Snake, Obsidian Butterfly, Mother of Birds and Butterflies, Seven Serpent, Mother Harvest, Grandfather Coyote, Lord of Tricksters, Lowyatar, or Mother Disease): He is associated with a wide range of concepts, including the night sky, the night winds, the north, the earth, obsidian, discord, jaguars, and strife. His priests wear black.
Southern Hummingbird (Father War, The Left Hand, The Dart Hurler, Father Terror): Slain by the Staff of the Fifth Sun in the underworld. God of war. His priests are the Hummingbird Guard.
Turquoise Fire (Father Flame, Lord of Time, The Heat in the Night, The Light in the Dark): One of the truly ancient gods, Father Flame has dwindled in the last millennia. Now, his nahual are never seen outside of the Priests’ Ring, and even rarely seen there. His nahualli are by far the most powerful tezcat, capable of seeing detail beyond other Diviners. His sole remaining church, the Temple of Duality is in the Priests’ Ring. His priests wear robes of red with polished stones of turquoise woven into the fabric and in their hair. The colour of the stone denotes their rank. A bright, clean stone with no other colours denotes an acolyte. A stone shot through with thick veins of other rock, one that is lumpen, misshapen, and ugly, denotes a high-ranked nahual. They are also all marred by fire, burned and scarred. All tezcat who dare the rivers of time have seen a day where Bastion is gone, lost beneath the bloody sands, and all the world is dead. Such visions leave most insane, and drive the rest to suicide. Turquoise Fire’s nahual never talk about what they have seen, never discuss the death of the Last City.
The Lady: (Mother Death, Lady of the Dead, The Queen of Bastion, The Falcon, The Great Mother, Nephthys, Nebthet, Mother of the Universe, Kālarātri, The Black One, The Destroyer, The Lady of the House) Cast from the city after the creation of Bastion she has lived in the Bloody Desert for over twenty-five thousand years, devouring those souls thrown from the Sand Wall. She is the eldest of gods, betrayed by her husband, The Lord.
The Lord (Father Death, The Lord of the House): Slain by Face Painted with Bells in the underworld. God of death. His priests wear long cloaks of owl feathers. Current ruler of the pantheon. The Lord was lured into a trap by the godling Face Painted with Bells (a powerful Loa sorcerer who ascended after The Lord’s death) and slain.
The Provider (Chaac, the Lord of Rain and Thunder ): God of male fertility and water and lightning. The Provider is responsible for the running water in the inner rings and for the well that feed the crops. He can bring droughts. His priests wear tattered robes that represent the flayed skins of human sacrifices.




GLOSSARY – NAHUALLI (SORCERERS)

Huateteo (Spirit Guides): Have the power to bring people together or tear them apart. Utilizing aspects of the pactonal art of dream-walking, they can move people’s souls into one of the neighbouring realities. Different realities have different rules. Some are conducive to unity and time spent in such will bind a group into a tight knit unit. Some are darker and subtly weaken the bonds of society. A powerful huateteo can, given time and the right narcotics, alter people’s personalities, plant goals and ideas.
Nagual (shape shifter): Has the power to transform either spiritually or physically into an animal form. Nagual can completely become the animal or take on aspects or characteristics of the animal.
Otochin (Fetish Magic): Fetish magic is the creation of charms and wards, which can offer protection, imbue characteristics (strength, charisma, quickness, etc.), or be used as curses.
Pactonal (dream-walking): Allows the practitioner to enter or control the dreams of others. This can be used to send messages, nightmares, or threats. A powerful nahualli can kill someone in their dreams and the victim’s spirit will die, leaving the body a living shell. Since it is common knowledge that the gods speak through people’s dreams, this is particularly powerful/dangerous.
Peyollotl (Totemic Magic): The sorcerer must hand carve totems of various creatures and study them while taking drugs. They imagine (and later hallucinate) the creature coming to life. The more powerful the sorcerer, the more they can control their hallucination. Truly powerful nahualli, like those in Bastion’s earliest days, can cause their totems to grow to immense size and do all kinds of fantastic things, like breathe fire.
Tecuhtli (Death Magic): Practised only by worshippers of The Lord (Father Death)
and The Lady (Mother Death). There is great power and energy in death. The dead are ritually burned at the local temple so that an evil street-sorcerer doesn’t steal body parts for use in dark magic. Curses, poisons, summoning and binding evil spirits, raising and talking to the dead are all aspects of death magic. A powerful tecuhtli can summon spirits from the afterlife and bind them to corpses. With Face Painted with Bells, a godling in service of Mother Death, effectively overseeing the underworld, only Mother Death’s tecuhtli can now practice death magic. They also now have access to Father Death’s Library of Souls.
Tezcat (Divination): By taking the right mix of drugs (and with the right training) it’s possible to see flashes of the future, the past, or even elsewhere in the present. All tezcat who look beyond a certain point in the future go mad and commit suicide shortly after. Rumour is they see a truly dead world, the ruin of Bastion sinking beneath the red sands of the Bloody Desert. Attempts have been made to ascertain the exact day the city dies, but too many nahualli died in the process and the experiment was dropped. Matters were made worse by the fact it’s impossible to control how far forward you see with any real accuracy. Most tezcat are incapable of seeing more than a day or two into the future and are, therefore, safe. But rare and powerful diviners occasionally turn up dead by suicide after accidentally looking too far ahead. Rumours say the rate at which powerful texcat are killing themselves is increasing, suggesting that the day of Bastion’s death looms closer. They also claim that’s the reason there are now fewer powerful diviners than there used to be. No one knows for sure if it’s in the near future, or thousands of years from now.




GLOSSARY – SORCEROUS NARCOTICS

Aldatu: A powerful hallucinogenic mostly commonly used by nagual as it aids in shape-shifting. Mushroom.
Ameslari: A strong hallucinogenic. A trained user can enter the dreams of another if that person is also asleep. The fungus is grown in dark basements and must be eaten.
Arrazoia: Improves logical thought
Ausardia: Increases confidence and bravery.
Bihurtu: Most commonly used by peyollotl (totemic magic). A poisonous residue scraped off the backs of a large, black frog. Bihurtu connects the sorcerer with the world of spirit animals, allowing the nahualli to channel aspects (strength, speed, armour, etc.) of various animals.
Bizitza Izoztuak: Leaves the user conscious and alert, but immobilized. Distilled from the venom of a deadly viper, it is used as a tool to aid in deep meditation.
Egia: Reduces inhibitions and makes it difficult to lie.
Epelak: Cured petals from the epelak flower are used to open the third eye, found in the centre of the palm of a sorcerer’s right hand.
Erlaxatu: A relaxing euphoria that numbs the user to the hurts of the world and leaves a peaceful feeling. Smoked. Most commonly available narcotic in the Growers’ Ring as it can be grown hidden in fields of corn and wheat.
Etorkizun: Milky sap from a tree. Mixed with your own blood, this is used by tezcat in divination magic.
Foku: Sharpens all senses. Edible seeds. Improves retention.
Gorgoratzen: Allows user to recall even ‘forgotten’ events in great detail. Any memories made while under its influence will be incredibly sharp.
Jainkoei: Opens the soul to the will of the gods.
Jakitun: Makes user physically aware of their surroundings. Increased physical aptitude, balance, proprioception.
Kognizioa: Makes the user smarter, better able to focus on problem solving.
Pizgarri: User feels sharp and alert, and very awake. Helps with concentration.
Zoriontasuna: A euphoric. Common street drug (4th ring), mostly used as an escape from reality. A trained user can cause those around him to feel some of his high. It calms crowds, makes people mellow and happy. A leafed plant that is smoked.




GLOSSARY – TECOLOTL – STONE SORCERY

Unlike nahualli and street-sorcerers, the Loa don’t need narcotics to power their sorcery. The sorcery lies within the stones, and can be accessed by achieving the right mental state. Learning Loa sorcery is a matter of learning meditation and trances. Some are more difficult than others, and different stones require different mental states (often emotion-driven) to access.
Tecolotl don’t specialize the way nahualli do. This is the sorcery of youth and emotion. Once they learn to tap their potential, and access the power trapped in the various stones, they can use any. The skill comes in the form of being able to call up the requisite emotion when it’s needed, the purity/strength/ depth of the emotion being felt. There are very few old tecolotl. This is the sorcery of youth and rebellion.
Take a Loa sorcerer’s stones away, and they are helpless.
Some stones can be used over and over and have been passed down for generations. Others, however, are a one-time use, after which they shatter or crack and become useless. Such stones are incredibly valuable. There are, hidden throughout Bastion, secret Loa mines where they dig for new stones.
After twenty-five thousand years, these mines, limited by the underlying stone of Bastion, are largely tapped out. They dare not attempt to penetrate the stone for fear of breaking the wards that keep the dead at bay. At this point they are scrounging for scraps. This is part of the reason for the desperate power-grab. Ranking priests among the Loa have foreseen a time when there are so few stones in circulation among their members that rebellion will be impossible.
The quality of the stones can have a great effect on its power. A large quality stone, prepared by a master craftsman, will be massively more powerful than a small chunk of rock. Raw, uncut stones, such as those handed out to street-level grunts are of low value/quality. The high-quality cut and polished stones are reserved for high-ranked nahual.
Agate: Curses and protections.
Alexandrite: Cause obsessions, make subject delusional.
Amethyst: The stone of self-destruction.
Angelite: Abort unborn children and kill the sick and elderly.
Astrophyllite: The stone of torment. Drive the subject insane with nightmares.
Black Onyx: Cause nightmares, mental torment, and ruin relationships.
Bloodstone: Blood red quartz. The stone of gates. Opens the veil so the wielder may step through, pass between realities. The stone of noble sacrifice.
Carnelian: Comes in colours ranging from grey to orange to blood-red. Each colour has its own properties. Grey has uses in healing and counteracting the damage done by sorcerous attack. In its deepest red shades, the stone is a portal to death, a doorway from the underworld to the reality of the living. A skilled sorcerer can use it to summon souls to inhabit corpses. Combined with other stones (such as obsidian) it can create armies of the dead.
Diamond: Create blindness, physical or spiritual. Causes confusion and disorientation.
Emerald: Drive subject insane with greed and selfishness.
Flint: Stone of Conflict. In the hands of a skilled Loa nahualli, this simple and common stone can be used to incite violence. A powerful nahualli can drive even large crowds to rioting.
Fossilized Shark Teeth: The stone of curses
Fulgurite: Sand turned into crystalline glass by lightning. Channels nightmares, making them appear to have come to life. In the hands of a truly skilled tecolotl, it can actually make them real. Carved into shapes, those things can manifest as real monsters.
Garnet: Stores many forms of energy. It can store wounds the sorcerer suffers. Those wounds can later be given to a subject. It can also steal health or strength or intelligence from a helpless subject. The sorcerer can use what the stone steals, burning through the energy. The subject doesn’t recover lost energy unless the sorcerer returns it to them.
Goshenite: Stone of Unmasking.
Hematite: Mother Death’s stone. Like obsidian, it can store souls. Even when trapped beyond the Sand Wall, Mother Death could communicate with her priests through this rare stone, and feed them some small sliver of her power.
Hyraceum: Stone of Domination.
Kunzite: Stone of Distraction.
Kyanite: Knife of the Mind. In the hands of a skilled practitioner, this stone can forcefully rip thoughts, memories, even personality from someone. Everything they are can be torn away and stored in the stone. The sorcerer can later access the stored person, questioning them. Truly powerful nahualli can drive the personality into a new body. It will exist over top of the original personality, able to control the host body, slowly fading over time. This can be used to install spies into churches, business, and political structures. Some nahualli can even pull specific aspects of a person (skills, memories, etc.) from the stone and take it into themselves.
Skystone (Meteorites): Increase the intensity and effects of other stones
Obsidian: Obsidian is used by tecuhtli in their death magic. This is the one kind of crystal magic not forbidden to the nahualli, though they don’t think of it as such. The soul of anyone killed by obsidian will be stored inside the stone. The more souls inside the stone the more powerful it becomes. If enough souls are stored in the stone it begins to stain local reality. The obsidian swords of the Turquoise Serpents, Southern Hummingbird’s elite, carry thousands of souls and are unbreakable. These swords can cut through anything, even the eternal stone of Bastion herself. The sacrificial daggers used by the nahual are always obsidian. They are regularly returned to the Gods’ Ring at the centre of Bastion to be drained of souls. Those souls are then cleansed and made ready to be reborn.
Opal: Container and radiator of negative energy.
Pyrope: Fire stone: Raw stones can be used to create a bright and blood-red light. Cut stones can be used to start fires and even unleash firestorms, depending on the craftmanship. A pyrope stone with many facets and polished to perfection is a truly dangerous weapon.
Ruby: Clarifier or purifier of intent.
Sphene: Stone of Depression.
Star Diopside: The stone of truth.
Steatite: The quiet stone. Hides anyone holding it (and those nearby) from sorcerous spying. Can also be used to hide/disguise objects. It is used for its calming properties and because it promotes calm and rational thought.




THE WALLS OF BASTION

The Sand Wall: Separates Bastion from the Bloody desert.
The Grey Wall: Separates the Growers from the Crafters.
The Wall of Lords: Separates the Crafters from the Senators.
The Wall of Commerce: Separates the Senators from the Bankers.
The Wall of Faith: Separates the Banks from the Priests.
The Wall of Gods: Separates the gods at Bastion’s core from the Priests.
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BASTION - A REALLY BAD MAP

Population: ~250,000
Diameter: ~250 miles
Fach ring is divided by a wall
The outer wall (Sandwall) has no gate

Grower’s Ring
Tenements, farm lands. menageries
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The Wall of Lords: Separates the Crafers fiom the Seaators,
The Wall of Commerce: Separates the Semars [rom the Bankers.
Lhe Wall of Faih: Seratarcs the Banks from the Priosts,
The Wall of Gods: Separates the gods at Bastion's core from the Priests.





