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Madness and Chaos





“No.” David sank to the ground beside Sese’s body, unable to believe it. This couldn’t be true. He couldn’t have gone through all that trouble, pulled Sese between worlds, only to lose him now. “You can’t be dead, you can’t be!” 

He gripped him for a moment longer, then leaned in and started CPR. The door to his office crashed open, and Roo shouted, “What’s going on here? Which of you is which?” David ignored him. He breathed into Sese’s mouth, compressed his chest.

“Come on, you can’t be dead!” He pressed twice more, then breathed into him again. “Live, damn you!”

Sese’s body convulsed. His forehead smacked against David’s, and David fell back, staring. A moment later, Sese opened his eyes, breathing again. For a moment, he stared blankly, then his expression collapsed. “Why did you have to do that? Maybe I could have finally died!”

While David continued to stare, Roo said, “Your Excellency? I think you need to come to His Holiness’s office. We have… a problem.”

“A problem.” Sese’s lip curled. “That’s all I ever am.”

That shook David out of his daze. “You aren’t a problem! Don’t say things like that!” He reached out to shake Sese by the shoulders, but stopped himself. He didn’t actually know Sese. After worrying about him so long and after seeing his own face reflected back at him, he felt like he knew Sese. He didn’t. Other than his name and his face and the fact that the Nephilim had fucked him up too, David knew nothing of the other man.

Sese slumped over, leaning against the legs of the desk. “I’m not like you. I only cause problems. I already revived the Nephil king.”

“If that means that you deserve death, then so do I. I brought him back to life last time.” David stood and held out a hand to Sese. The other man hesitated, then let David help him to his feet. He didn’t look injured, though something had killed him a minute ago.

A small bathroom stood off to the side of the office, and Roo grabbed a towel from there and handed it to Sese, who was soaked. Sese stared at the towel, which was way too small to dry him off, before patting at his hair. A moment later, Roo slipped out, murmuring something about finding Sese something clean to wear.

David perched on the edge of the couch. “I’m David Kemp.”

“I know who you are. Everyone knows who you are.”

“Right. Sorry.” David twiddled his thumbs. “So, um, are you from Bantong?” He wanted to ask how Sese was alive again, almost as much as he wanted to ask how he’d fallen in with the Nephilim. It seemed too early to ask either question.

Sese took the towel from his hair. His hair was a little shorter than David’s, or at least didn’t stick up as much after being toweled. “I’m from world 3, Blue Star. I came to Bantong a few months ago.”

“World 3.” It seemed David should know that number. The worlds were numbered from when they’d been found, with the lower numbers first. Bantong was, therefore, world 1. Nabiru, at 6, was one of the earliest. Most of the Bantonan worlds had low numbers, in the double-digits.

Enough of a pause passed that Sese turned to look out the window. David tugged his com pad out and searched for world 3. There was almost no information. The name was listed with a few facts (size, location, astronomical details, landmasses). There was nothing about the people, no mention that it was part of the Bantonan worlds or ever had been, or even the allied worlds. A note at the bottom of the entry said, ‘Gateways used to be common to world 3 but haven’t appeared in over one hundred years. Most historians agree that world 3 is likely to be one of the worlds where humans originated.’

Patos entered without knocking, Roo behind him. He stared for a moment while Roo offered a Beloved Priest uniform to Sese. “I can’t wear that,” Sese said, not taking it.

“What, you’d rather be wet? Take it, it’s fine,” David said. Sese nodded and retired to the bathroom. No one spoke until he returned. These days, David mostly wore clothes in the style of a Beloved Priest. He liked more color in his wardrobe, but he always seemed to end up in a vest. A vest wasn’t his style, but he learned to live with it, and maybe even like it. Dressed the same way, Sese managed to look even more like David, though at least his clothes were brown and David’s blue.

Patos had used the cooker to produce coffee and cookies. David ignored the coffee because Bantonan coffee tasted funny, but he dove into the cookies. “You are Sese?” Patos smiled when he spoke.

“Yes, sir. Sese Tola.” Sese took a chair on the far side of the room, as if he wanted to be as far from David and Patos as possible. “Er, Your Excellency. Sorry.”

“It’s not a problem, don’t worry about it. I’m sorry to spring this all of a sudden, but you died after you appeared here. Or am I mistaken?” Patos turned to include David in that question.

When Sese didn’t reply, David said, “I couldn’t hear his heart or get a pulse. It was only for a few seconds before I resuscitated him.”

Patos raised an eyebrow. “Was it resuscitation, Sese? I listened to the security footage. You said you would die.”

Sese licked his lips. “The Nephilim saved my life, Your Excellency. It wasn’t much of a life, but it’s all I had. They said… Malmis said he could fix me. I did feel better after, but it’s not a one-time thing. I have to get injections daily. Today… Today I missed it.”

Dark possibilities ran through David’s mind. Dapa Kin performed all sorts of experiments on Terra. Each victim had lived longer than the previous one. He had given his research to Carman. Carman had died, but he’d had a com pad on him. He could have sent Dapa’s research to Malmis.

On Terra, they assumed that the Nephilim were trying to create a new immortal – or at least someone chaotic enough to revive Riman. They hadn’t known about Sese yet. If Sese was the same as David used to be, who knew what kinds of effect pseudo-immortality drugs would have on him? Kanlan said an immortal couldn’t be created since the circumstances behind David couldn’t and wouldn’t be recreated. With Sese already fucked up, maybe the Nephilim had invented a close facsimile.

“Have you died before?” David asked softly.

Sese stared at his lap. “No.”

“Do you heal fast from your injuries?”

“Yeah. I always have. It’s been faster since Malmis gave me the first injection.” Sese hunched over. “Did I die? Will I die again?”

“You’re going to live!” David shifted closer to the edge of the couch, closer to Sese. “The Nephilim talk bullshit. It sounds good, so you believe them, but it’s a lie. Maybe they start with true things at first, but the important stuff is all a lie. I don’t know what they did to you, but I will do everything I can to save you. I promise.”

Sese ducked his head, though not fast enough to disguise the tears. “Malmis and Wosek said many things about you, Your Holiness. I hope they lied about you.”

“I don’t get along with Malmis. I’ve never met Wosek, but I don’t think I’d get along with him either.”

“You should hate me. I worked against you. I helped the Nephilim. I killed all those Sword Priests. I revived Riman.”

David stood. He walked over to Sese’s chair and knelt on the ground beside him. “I’ve been manipulated by the Nephilim, too. I know how easy it can happen. And I’ve done horrible things too, things I wish I could take back. Reviving Riman wasn’t even the worst of it. With that, at least, I can say I was tricked. No one here hates you, Sese.”

“Then the only reason you don’t hate me is because we look the same.” Sese finally looked at him. It was like seeing David’s past self, the one who stared back at him in the mirror when he lived in Jigok. There was no joy there, no hope. He lacked David’s anger but made up for it in despair.

Shaking his head, David said, “I wanted to save you the moment I first heard about you. Honestly, I’m still freaked out about the looks.” I’m not jealous, he added to himself, because he wasn’t, and Riman was full of shit. He needed to apologize to Kanlan, too. “Sese, I don’t mean to be cruel, but I have to know. Your family. Are they dead? Did they die in a weird way?”

“It was a freak accident.” Sese’s attention returned to his lap. “My parents were walking together while I was at home. A large stone fell off the top of a tall building, even though it was barely windy. It killed them both. I was eighteen.”

Just like my parents. Even the age is the same. David didn’t think he could feel more freaked out. Sese was just like him. What would have happened if he had found his way to Bantong before David? Something welled up in his stomach. David pressed it down, refusing to look at it closely. “Did you—”

“I’m sorry, but I’m very tired. Is there somewhere I can rest?” Sese stood quickly, face turned aside.

Patos smiled. “There’s a room you can rest in. Roo, if you’ll take him there?” Roo nodded. He led Sese from the office. As soon as the door closed behind them, Patos tapped his com pad. “Sese Tola is here in Avon, under watch. Tell Jati that the fleet needs to move as soon as possible. The Nephil king may already live.”

“Let’s hope he revives as slowly as last time,” David said, though mostly to himself.

“How did you find Sese?” Patos asked David. “How did you bring him here?”

David shrugged and sat on the couch again. “I have no idea. I went into the void and tried to track him down. Nephilim have a scent, and I smelled it. There was a… passage.” Patos frowned, and David shook his head. “I can’t explain it. The void’s weird, and this place was even weirder. I found Riman there. I think he lives there, at least while he’s coming back to life. He was his usual perverted self, but he made a few comments about Sese. And Wosek Djak – that’s the guy who was with Sese.

“Anyway, the area we were in looked like Nabiru. I don’t think it was just because of Riman’s illusions. The place was seriously messed up. Anyway, I dug up the bier and found a pool under it. When I looked into the pool, I saw Sese. I reached in and pulled him out. We ran out of that area. When I left the void, I brought Sese with me. Then he collapsed.”

Patos shook his head. “With you, I can never say what’s impossible, Your Holiness. You sat motionless in your chair for about a half hour. When you woke, you fell out of your chair. Sese appeared at the same time. I looked twice, but he came from nowhere.”

“Was he dead, do you think? I mean, actually dead, not just on the way and still capable of being revived?”

“I’m sure I have no idea. I’ll call a Heart Priest to give him a complete physical. The Nephilim had him in their clutches for a few days at least, maybe longer. They injected things into him – what, we don’t know. Neither Aeons nor I could get much information from Dapa Kin on his experiments, no matter how we searched his mind. The Nephilim had whited that out. We must be cautious of Sese.”

David set his jaw. “It wasn’t his fault, what happened. The Nephilim used him.”

Patos nodded. “Perhaps it wasn’t his fault, but we can’t say yet what the Nephilim did to him. Maybe they did more than inject things into him. Perhaps you were meant to save him and bring him here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that Sese might be a trap.”

David shivered. That sounded like something Malmis would do. Sese could be a trap and not even know about it. The Nephilim fucked with his body; David was sure they fucked with his brain, too.

The Nephilim knew more about David these days, too, he realized. Malmis and Carman had cut into him to see how he worked. Carman had taken notes the entire time, though David hadn’t cared then. Those notes, added to Dapa’s experiments and Sese’s natural unnaturalness, could result in anything.

“It isn’t Sese’s fault.”

“I didn’t say it was. Please, just… be careful. Don’t get too close to him.”

David huffed. “I’ll be fine. Anyway, we won’t have to worry about the Nephilim much longer.”

“Let us pray that’s so.” Patos headed for the door.

Before he could leave, David said, “Do you think—”

Patos looked over his shoulder. “Do I think what?”

David shuffled his feet. “Do you think… Sese looks like me?”

“His face seems to match yours exactly, Your Holiness. He clearly doesn’t have the training you do; even I can tell that much. People will be able to tell the two of you apart, never fear.”

“Yeah.” When David met Kanlan on Mount Kulun, he wore a Sword Priest jacket. With that on, Kanlan wouldn’t have been able to tell that David had more muscle than Sese. He licked his lips and tried to force another question out. Patos waited for a moment, but when David didn’t speak, he nodded and left. David sighed and slumped on the couch. So much for that.

He stayed in place for a few minutes, then set his jaw. Soon, Kanlan would open the gateway to Nabiru, then immediately join the fleet. David wanted to be with him. So he needed to apologize before that.

To his surprise, Kanlan was already in the lowest basement with the gateway. Many high order Sword Priests stood there too, some of whom David recognized. The bodies from earlier had been moved away, and David was sure every inch of the hallway had been checked – he checked too, and didn’t see anything suspicious. Scorch marks stood out on the walls. David wondered when that would be fixed. Maybe, since soon Nabiru would be no more, no one would bother.

Kanlan stood in front of the gateway, staring into it. David could see only the gold covering it. He didn’t think Kanlan could see anything different. The gateway was closed; there was nothing on the other side. “There,” he said as David approached, pointing to the top right corner of the gateway.

“What?”

“That is where Sese touched it. He unwove the covering, letting the gateway open again.”

David nodded, though that didn’t mean anything to him. “Did you hear about Sese?”

“That you pulled him from Nabiru through the void? Yes.” Kanlan turned to David. “That was brave of you. Is Sese well?”

“He seemed okay. The Heart Priests are checking him out.” David shrugged. “Hopefully he won’t die.”

“I will do what I can to help him. You know that, right?” Kanlan’s dark eyes searched David’s.

“Yeah. Yeah, I know that. Before… Before, you were doing what you had to do.” Kanlan had always wanted to save Sese. He wanted to save everyone. Bantong, its people, and its allies always had to come first in his consideration. Opening this gateway before the fleet was ready would have been the height of stupidity.

For a few moments, neither of them said anything. David wondered if he should mention his conversation with Riman. Kanlan might already know about it; Kanlan pulled things out of his mind constantly. When he opened his mouth, what came out was, “Do you think Sese looks like me?”

Kanlan didn’t answer immediately. “I love you, David, not Sese.”

“Yeah, ‘cuz I was unnatural when we met, so you knew I could be immortal. And because I looked like the person you met on Mount Kulun. That’s all true of Sese, too. If you met him before me…”

“Sese doesn’t feel the same as you did when we first met. He’s close enough that I can sense him now. The Nephilim have altered him, even further than what Riman did initially. Whether he could become the same thing as you if the circumstances were different, I couldn’t say. I have not inspected him closely.”

David shook his head. “That’s Sese now. He wasn’t always like this. You said so, the Nephilim screwed him up further. Before that, when he was just unnatural, you could have fallen in love with him. He looks just like me! You fell in love with me because I had the potential to be your Beloved. How is Sese any different?” He was speaking louder than he’d realized. All the Sword Priests stared at him. A moment later, they returned to keeping watch because they were high order and didn’t stay distracted long. David hunched his shoulders and poked his foot at the ground.

It didn’t matter who heard it. It was true.

Maybe he was still upset with Kanlan.

“I saw the footage.” Kanlan raised his com pad. “Perhaps I could mistake Sese for you based on looks, but I had more than looks to go on.”

“I didn’t let you look into my mind on Mount Kulun.” David glared at the floor.

Kanlan snorted, and that made David look up. “I wasn’t talking about anything so complicated, David. I heard Sese talk. Five thousand years ago, you and I spoke. Sese’s voice is much deeper than yours.”

For a moment, David could only gape. He hadn’t even thought about that. “So…” His mind groped, trying to put things together. Even with an upgraded brain, it still took him time, especially when he got emotional. “So you’d have known from the beginning that Sese wasn’t me.”

“I might have been tempted by him anyway. I was in a bad place when I met you the second time.” Kanlan shook his head. “I might have taken up with him, but I never would have mistaken him for you. Our first meeting was short, but I never forgot any of it. I didn’t need that picture to remember. I just liked having it.”

To hell with the audience. David pulled Kanlan into a tight embrace, which he loosed a moment later only so he could kiss the breath out of him. “I’m an idiot,” he said when they finally pulled apart. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry for worrying you.”

“It’s not your fault. I just—” David pressed his forehead against Kanlan’s. He didn’t know how to put it into words. He didn’t know if he wanted to.

Kanlan framed David’s face between his hands and made him look at him. “I know there are many things you struggle to believe. Your humility is one of your many good points, but I want you to believe one thing. I want you to know one thing. I love you, and nothing and no one could ever or will ever change that.”

After a moment, David managed a nod. He wanted to believe that. Some days he did. Some days it was harder. Learning about Sese had messed him up again.

One of the Sword Priests coughed loudly. David stepped away from Kanlan, his face warm. “Cardinal Ekati is on the line,” the Sword Priests told Aeons, hand pressed to his com pad.

“Put her on.”

Jati’s image appeared before them. Behind her, David could see sleek, gray lines and people working in the background. She was on one of the ships already. “The fleet will be ready in thirty minutes, and the manipulators are all attached.”

Kanlan nodded. “We’re ready here, too. Open fire the moment you pass through the gateway.” Around them, the Sword Priests raised their disintegrators, pointing them at the gold-covered gateway. David licked his lips and placed himself between Kanlan and the gateway. Down the hallway, another gateway snapped into existence, wreathed in dark blue and connected to a manipulator. David could see the corridor of a spaceship on the other side. After opening the gateway here, Kanlan planned to join the fleet, which meant David would too.

The timing could get tricky. David had heard the plans many times, but he reviewed them as he raised his agitator and Bramira. Kanlan would reopen the gateway to Nabiru. Then the Sword Priests with them in the basement would engage the manipulator. The techs in the fleet would power up the manipulators in orbit a moment later. The gateway would appear in low orbit over Nabiru, hopefully in the same area of the planet where the hill and the tree and the bier lay.

If everything went as planned, that part of Nabiru would be devastated less than a minute after the fleet came through. They planned to fly around the entire planet, destroying all possible life on it. The planet itself would remain intact, but the surface would get blown away. Even Nephilim had trouble surviving in the vacuum of space. When he assaulted the space dock, Erlik wore a spacesuit and a helmet connected to a tank of oxygen.

This should kill Malmis and Sayaz – and Wosek Djak, who was only human. Whether it would be enough to kill Riman, he didn’t know. It probably depended on how close to life Riman was. If he already lived, David feared they were already too late.

In the moments between engaging the first and then the second manipulator, the Nephilim might have a chance to slip through or attack from Nabiru. That was why David stood between Kanlan and the gateway to Nabiru, why the Sword Priests watched it so warily. The Nephilim had to know an attack was coming. They weren’t dumb. In the void, Riman sounded like he knew an attack was coming. If he knew, even if he was still dead, he might have found a way to alert Malmis and Sayaz.

David pushed his agitator and Bramira into the same hand so he could wipe a suddenly sweaty hand against his jacket. We’ll be fine, he told himself. Even Nephilim can’t attack that fast. And destroying Nabiru will kill Riman. It has to.

Behind him, Kanlan said, “Even if the Nephilim try to come through, that is why we are here. They will not get past us. We can throw them back onto Nabiru.”

“Yeah.” No matter how hard David fought it, he couldn’t believe that they would win today. The thought of destroying all the Nephilim, once and for all time, seemed too impossible. They had to try, though. He set his jaw. They would win. And Riman would die. He believed that. If he repeated something to himself often enough, he could believe anything.


      ***Patos sat down in his office and stared at the stacks of papers waiting for him. Though nowhere as high as it had been months ago, the sight of it still made him wince.

After a minute or so, he sighed and stood. He felt twitchy, and he didn’t think he had the attention span to go through paperwork. Minerva frowned at him, but he shook his head. There wasn’t anything wrong with him; he just needed to move about.

He left the office and wandered down the hallway. It was probably the coming attack on Nabiru, combined with the sudden appearance of Sese. Military maneuvers always made him nervous, even when he agreed with them. Sometimes, especially when he agreed with them. A few minutes ago, he’d felt reasonably confident about their chances in the battle. Now, with Sese pulled out of nothing, Patos couldn’t find his confidence.

Maybe he’d feel better if he checked on Sese. Patos nodded. That was a good idea. The man disturbed him: he came from nowhere, knew the Nephilim, and looked too much like David. Right now, he was resting down the hallway. When Patos saw him there, he’d be able to relax.

The room stood a short distance from the office, which had been convenient when Patos spent more nights here than in his bedroom. It was still convenient. There were no Sword Priests. Jati had offered him some – so had Syatog, before his death – but Patos refused. With the Nephilim still around, the Kurup Executive Center would be safer with Sword Priests, but Patos didn’t want them here. They didn’t bother him as much as they used to, but he didn’t want them in his home. He accepted them on the lower levels, but not up here.

Avon was safe. It had never attracted the trouble that the other priest districts saw, and it never would.

When he reached the small room, he opened the door slowly, not wanting to wake Sese up. He expected so strongly to see Sese asleep on one of the couches that for a moment Patos didn’t register the scene.

He screamed, stumbling back and hitting the door frame. Blood splattered over the white couch and carpet, focused on the far side where Roo lay. His body was twisted, red all over his throat. There was no sign of Sese.

Footsteps thundered down the hallway. “Your Excellency?” asked Qetesh from behind. “What—” He choked down a cry.

“Move.” Minerva pushed past them both. She stood for a moment, staring silently at Roo’s corpse. “We need Sword Priests,” she said into her com pad. “There’s been a murder. And Sese Tola has disappeared – he looks exactly like His Holiness. Confirm His Holiness’s location, now.” She gripped Patos’s shoulder as she spoke.

With effort, Patos shook himself. He forced himself to look away from Roo to examine the hallway. He could see no blood out here, nothing out of place. A glance up confirmed that a security camera stood in place near the ceiling.

It had been perhaps ten minutes since Roo left the office upstairs to take Sese here. Sese couldn’t have gotten far. The Sword Priests would find him. Even if he turned invisible, the Sword Priests knew how to deal with that now.

Sword Priests appeared from further down the hallway, just around the corner that led to the gateway to Castle Eternal. These weren’t high order Sword Priests, not that Patos could complain about having marines. They probably came from Valal. Next to the Castle Eternal gateway stood gateways to the other priest districts, too. Half the marines moved into the room while the others grouped around Patos, clearly planning to protect him.

“We have people checking your footage now, Your Excellency,” said the Steward, a wiry woman. “We’ll find him.”

“Where is His Holiness?”

Minerva said, “He would have returned to Castle Eternal, wouldn’t he?”

Patos thinned his lips. “We need to be sure.” Sese looked just like David. If he headed to Castle Eternal, no one would have thought to stop him from going anywhere.

A man’s voice came across all their com pads. “His Holiness is in the lowest basement of Castle Eternal with Aeons.”

“Good,” Patos sighed. Aeons wouldn’t mistake Sese for David. “Is there a sign of anyone else who looks like His Holiness? Can we track him?”

The Steward shook her head. “We’re working on it, Your Excellency. It shouldn’t be more than a minute or so before we find him.” She glanced back at the room and bit her lip. “Should we inform Aeons and His Holiness?”

“Yes. And the other Cardinals. We don’t know what Sese’s target might be. Put Sword Priests all around Pardis until he’s found.” Most likely, he was headed for the gateway to Nabiru, but Patos didn’t want to take any chances.

He had known the man was a trap. He should have insisted on keeping a closer eye on him, should have put at least one Sword Priest to guard him. Then Roo might still be alive.

He shook his head. “Roo was going to conduct tests and call a Heart Priest. Did any of that happen? How much do we actually know about Sese?”

“There he is.” Minerva had her com pad up too. It showed the room a few minutes ago. Roo and Sese walked inside, Sese’s shoulders slumped, and his steps weaving. He looked as tired as he’d claimed to be. Roo motioned for him to sit on the couch and got him a cup from the cooker. Sese took it with a nod, then put the cup on the table next to the couch. Roo turned and pulled out his com pad.

Before he could do anything, before he could even make a call, Sese moved. He hand shot under his jacket and reappeared with a flip knife. He launched himself at Roo, wrapping one arm around Roo’s torso and clapping the other over his mouth. The knife flashed down towards Roo’s throat, and Patos had to look away.

He turned back when Minerva touched his arm. As he watched Sese move away from Roo’s body, he felt a twinge of shame. If Minerva could watch a friend being murdered, how could he look away? Biting his lip, Patos focused on Sese. He couldn’t do anything to save Roo, but he could avenge him. He could help the Sword Priests catch the man who killed him, at least.

Sese slipped the knife back into his jacket and calmly made his way down the corridor. He turned the corner, crossed the gateway to Castle Eternal, and Minerva’s com pad showed no more.

“I’m going to Castle Eternal.”

Everyone turned to look at him. Minerva’s lips pursed, and the marine Steward said, “Your Excellency, it isn’t—”

“You can provide me with an escort. We all know where he’s going. I plan to help.” He refused to look at the Sword Priests, knowing what they would think. Perhaps he was weak and unable to fight, but he could help. He had killed Riman.

“Yes, Your Excellency.” The Steward motioned for half of her division to stay behind, while the others joined her around him. Patos looked once at Minerva before he left. She smiled and nodded. She understood that he needed to help, perhaps understood it more than he did.

He was already regretting his decision when he passed into Castle Eternal. Then he remembered Roo’s body. Maybe this was foolish, but he was going to do it. It was his fault Roo had been killed. He would see him avenged, even if it meant going into battle himself.


      ***Only a few minutes into their thirty-minute countdown, and one of the Sword Priests got a call on their com pad. “It’s from Avon,” he said. “Sese Tola killed a Beloved Priest and disappeared to Castle Eternal. Cardinal Toth assumes he’s heading here.”

David stared at the man, unable to believe that. Sese couldn’t be a murderer. He needed help, needed protection. Sure, he’d revived Riman, but he’d been tricked into that by the Nephilim. He wasn’t an evil man. The rest of the report caught up to David then, and he remembered Roo leading Sese from his office. “Who got killed?” he asked around the sudden lump in his throat.

“Vicar Roo Qandis.”

A shudder ran through David, and he clenched his hands into fists. “No.” He couldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be true. Sese couldn’t be a killer, and Roo couldn’t be dead. Bad enough when David’s Sword Priest friends died, but someone like Roo should live to an old age. He wasn’t a fighter.

Kanlan clasped David’s hand. “Is Castle Eternal alerted to the danger?”

“Yes. We’ve confirmed that His Holiness is here, so if anyone sees him elsewhere, they will know to attack,” said the Sword Priest.

“Don’t kill Sese,” David said. His mind caught up with his mouth then, but he refused to take the words back.

This had to be a mistake. If Sese had killed Roo – and that report must be mistaken, because Sese wouldn’t do that – there must be the Nephilim behind it. They had fucked up Sese’s mind along with his body. Sese wasn’t doing this by choice. He was as much a victim as anyone else.

The Sword Priests turned to Kanlan. “I wish to inspect this Sese,” Kanlan said. “Protect yourselves first, but try to take him alive.” With a nod, the Sword Priest relayed the order to the rest of Castle Eternal.

David stood still a moment longer, then shook Kanlan’s hand off and started out of the room. “I’m going to look for him too.”

“No.” Kanlan clamped a hand to his shoulder and held him tight. David strained to escape him, but Kanlan was as strong as he was. “Sese looks like you. If you go wandering around, the Sword Priests will hesitate to attack. They know what they’re doing, David. Stay here and let them do their job.”

“But—”

“Sese is beyond your help for the moment, and we will have other concerns in a moment.” Kanlan nodded at the gateway.

David’s shoulders slumped, and all the fight drained out of him. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He looked down the hallway again, towards the staircase. If Patos was right, and he probably was, Sese was coming here. This might be the best place to stay.

The Sword Priests kept their com pads open so they could track the news from the rest of Castle Eternal. Chatter filled the room as Sword Priests confirmed their positions and that they hadn’t seen anyone. They had heat sensors and sonar devices. Sese should not be able to hide.

“Five minutes until the fleet is ready,” said one of the Sword Priests who stood beside the second gateway, the one that led to the lead ship. “They’re priming weapons right now.”

“What do we do if Sese doesn’t come before that?” another Sword Priest asked.

Kanlan said, “We continue as planned. Nabiru will be destroyed.”

A group of four high order Sword Priests came down the stairs, pointing their com pads and heat sensors in every direction, as if David wouldn’t spot Sese if he was nearby. They continued down the hallway, moving closer to the gateways and the manipulators. He was about to look away from them, but something caught his eye. The man in the back: there was something odd about him. He was slim with dark skin and pale hair, and his hands shook as he pointed his com pad down another hallway. As a rule, Sword Priests didn’t shake like that. Even when terrified and injured, Sword Priests held strong, especially those of the high order. If their mindset didn’t guarantee that, their training did. Even David had some of that.

That man was afraid. Though not pleasant, this situation wasn’t enough to rile a high order Sword Priest.

When David squinted, the man’s previously pale hair turned dark. An illusion!

“You!” He pointed with his agitator. The man only stood a few paces away. “Who are you?”

Half the Sword Priests turned their weapons on the man, too, including ones who had come down the stairs with him. The man froze, eyes wide, mouth opening and closing. “Brother Guan Yu, Your Holiness. We’ve met before.” His voice didn’t shake. Now that David looked closer, neither did his hands.

One of the Sword Priests who’d come down the stairs with him, the one who raised his weapon at Guan, moved. He launched himself at Guan, shoving Guan towards the Sword Priests on the other side of the hallway, the ones standing near the manipulator attached to the Nabiru gateway. The moment that man moved, his features changed, too. Before, he’d been swarthy, but now he looked exactly like David. And Guan’s hair appeared pale again.

Shouts rose as the Sword Priests moved around Guan and Sese. They kept their weapons pointed at Guan. “No, not him! That’s Sese!” David pointed, turning his agitator towards Sese.

Sese moved fast. He ducked behind Guan, moved for an opening that hadn’t been there a moment before, because everyone had been focused on Guan inside. His agitator was still pointed at Guan, and he dropped to a crouch beside the manipulator, holding it in front of him. “Don’t move,” he whispered.

David froze, his finger on the trigger. Maybe he could shoot Sese and stun him. His aim was decent, and he should be faster too, certainly fast enough to save Guan and the manipulator. The stun setting was less precise than the kill setting, though. It would hit both Sese and the manipulator, and David didn’t know what effect that would have on the manipulator. They needed that manipulator.

The Sword Priests didn’t move either, possibly thinking the same thing. Guan, who appeared so calm that David had to assume his shaking earlier had been an illusion made by Sese, held his arms up and said, “You will not kill me.”

“I’m not going to kill anyone. I’m here to save everyone.” Sese’s fingers danced across the controls on the manipulator, hitting buttons and twisting knobs without looking. He stared at Kanlan as he spoke. “You will not kill Riman, Aeons.”

Sword Priests stood between Kanlan and Sese, but Kanlan seemed not to notice them. He stared intently at Sese, and David could only imagine what he saw when he looked at Sese. “You killed a man to come here. Surely you cannot expect us to believe you.”

Sese’s hands shivered, but he didn’t stop working the manipulator. “I know what I have to do. Riman must live, Aeons. The universe needs him. You need him. If he dies, dies for real, then you will die, too. The universe will not survive the loss of all its deities.”

“Sese,” David started, but he didn’t know what else to say, so he just stared and tried not to weep. This wasn’t supposed to be happening.

“You’ll understand soon, Your Holiness. You have to. You’re so much like me. You’ve met Riman, you know the Nephilim. There are things that have to happen, and this is one of them. There are no good things, no bad things. There is only the inevitable.” He reached out and touched the edge of the Nabiru gateway.

The gold bled away to black, and Sese screamed. Lights blinked on the manipulator he clutched, and then the sides of the gateway turned red. White rushed forth, and Riman stepped through the gateway. Sese fell over and didn’t move.

“Kanlan. David.” Riman turned a smile on both of them, seeming not to notice all the weapons pointed at him. “I’ve wanted to see you both again in the flesh. Did you miss me?”

Kanlan raised a hand, gold emanating from him. “I wished to never see you in the flesh again.” His fingers twitched. Gold tendrils formed around Riman, sparking the air. They covered everywhere around him except the gateway at his back. The gold converged on him, drawing tight and trying to push him back through the gateway.

“I don’t think so.” Riman shook his head. “We need to have a nice, long talk, but Nabiru isn’t the place for it. You’re weak there. Castle Eternal isn’t good either, because I’m weak here. I will find another place where we can talk, Kanlan. Don’t fear. It won’t be long. I have missed you. Both of you.” His dark gaze stroked over both Kanlan and David.

“Pervert,” David growled.

The gateway behind Riman bloated. It covered the entire room, and the Sword Priests fell back a few steps. They hadn’t attacked, but they continued to point their weapons at Riman. The weapons only twitched when three other forms stepped through the gateway. Malmis and Sayaz stood beside their father, Wosek Djak hovering close behind them. Riman pushed back at the gold around him, holding it away from the other three.

Malmis flicked his wrist to the right. The Sword Priests on that side of the room dove away. No heat appeared, though, another red gateway forming instead. David saw a savanna on the other side. Malmis gripped Wosek’s arm and pulled him through, and the man survived passing through the red gateway. Sayaz followed, waiting on the other side with his sword out.

The gold tightened on Riman. For a moment, wrinkles appeared on the backs of his hands. They lasted a moment only, then Riman looked young again. “I am stronger now, Kanlan,” he said. “I learned many things in death, things that I will be happy to teach you if you come to me when I call. Didn’t David tell you? I love you, as you once loved me. We need to return to that. Only when we are all three of us together will the universe find balance.”

“Never,” Kanlan said, still trying to fight Riman. Riman winced as a pinprick of gold exploded near his head. He walked backwards across the new gateway. “I will find a way to kill you.”

“You already know the only way to kill me. If you can only accept my love in death, I suppose I can accept that, too. I would rather have you in life, you and David both. The joys of life are different than the joys of death, sharper and fleeting. When you’re ready to speak to me, David knows how to contact me. Remember that I love you.” Riman blew a kiss, then the gateway disappeared, taking Riman, the Nephilim, Wosek, and the savanna with it.

Kanlan grimaced and dropped his hand, the gold light snuffing out. Then he turned to the gateway to Nabiru. That stood open, red and black mixed together on the edge. “Should we have the fleet stand down?” one of the Sword Priests asked.

“No. Nabiru will be destroyed.” Kanlan strode across the room. He stopped beside Sese’s inert form and picked up the manipulator. Just as swiftly as Sese, he switched the settings. The red vanished from the gateway until only black remained. Then Kanlan hit another button, and the gateway vanished.

“Fire!” The words came from the other gateway, the one down the hallway, which no one had paid attention to over the last few minutes. David heard the distant hum of agitator fire, and he shivered.

He joined Kanlan, who seemed to have no plan to move, even though they had both intended to be on one of the ships when the attack on Nabiru began. Against his will, his gaze slid to Sese. The man wasn’t moving, and David couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead.

Red lights struck the ground through the Nabiru gateway, burning the sky and grass both. Smoke rose, and David couldn’t see Nabiru anymore. For a moment, he felt sad. He hated the Nephilim, but the planet was innocent. Even after Kanlan said that Riman and the other Nephilim were connected to Nabiru, David wanted to see the world saved. Already, he missed the lone hill with the tree that rained leaves constantly.

The Sword Priests shifted away from the Nabiru gateway as heat radiated through it. Kanlan didn’t shy away, but David couldn’t handle it. So he stepped back. Without conscious thought, his feet took him to Sese.

The man lay on his side, and when David reached his side, he still couldn’t tell if Sese was alive or dead. For one angry moment, he hoped Sese was dead. Immediately guilt followed. Obviously, Sese had been confused, twisted by the Nephilim and Wosek. None of this was his fault.

“Are you okay?” David knelt beside him, squinting at Sese’s chest. With the loose jacket the man wore, David couldn’t tell if he was breathing. He put a hand on Sese’s shoulder and shook it. “Sese? Wake up.”

With a violent twitch, Sese rolled on his back and blinked up at David. A whimper escaped his throat. “You hate me.”

“I don’t hate you. Come on, sit up.” David tugged him up and had to stay in place because Sese seemed not to have any strength.

“Aeons. Is that Nabiru?” Sese shivered as he stared at the gateway. Lights blinked on the manipulator attached to it, and David assumed that was keeping the heat of the explosions away. He couldn’t see anything but smoke and fire.

“It was,” he said. “Riman, Malmis, Sayaz, and Wosek escaped.” Because of you, he wanted to add, but didn’t. Confused, he might be, but Sese knew what he’d done.

Slowly and using David’s shoulder for balance, Sese stood. A few of the Sword Priests turned their agitators on him, but none opened fire. There was no reason to attack Sese now. He made no move to escape, and the Nephilim had already succeeded in their plan.

David waited for Sese to say something, because it looked like he would, but when the other man stayed silent, he had to ask. “Will this weaken the Nephilim? Destroying Nabiru?”

Sese shrugged. “I have no idea. Maybe. It won’t kill them. If it would, Malmis would have told me to do more than open the gateway.”

“What else did the Nephilim say to you, Sese Tola?” Kanlan finally turned from the Nabiru gateway, staring flat at Sese. Sese stumbled back and might have fallen, but David kept him upright.

“I—” Sese opened and closed his mouth in silence a few times, shaking his head. Finally, he bowed his head. “Forgive me. Please.”

“It wasn’t your fault. The Nephilim fucked you up.” David squeezed his shoulder.

Kanlan walked closer to them, and he didn’t look happy. “You have been much abused by the Nephilim, but you killed Vicar Roo Qandis. You could have escaped Avon without killing him. We saw the footage.”

“I’m sorry. I was desperate. I didn’t know how much time I had. I had to stop you!” Sese finally looked up. Tears streaked down his face. Seeing such a desperate look on a face that matched his own made David’s stomach twist.

“There is no excuse for murder. You know that.” Kanlan reached a hand towards Sese’s head.

Before he could touch him, Sese fell to his knees. He moved so fast that David didn’t have time to stop him. With hands that shook, Sese grasped the hem of Kanlan’s robe. “I had to save you. You cannot live without Riman. Everything I’ve done has been for you. Please, I love you.”

David’s hands clenched. He had to press his lips tight together and fight not to move. Since when did Sese love Kanlan? They’d never met before. It didn’t matter how much like him Sese looked, Sese wasn’t the Immortal Beloved. Maybe Kanlan would have taken him as a lover, had he met him before David, but Kanlan would not mistake Sese for David. Their voices were different.

Right now, none of that mattered to David. He stared down at Sese and hated him.

“You will show me your memories,” Kanlan said. If Sese’s words had any effect on him, he gave no indication of it. David thought Kanlan had been moved, though, because Kanlan always cared.

“Anything you wish, Aeons.” Sese closed his eyes and tipped his head back, offering himself to Kanlan.

Kanlan placed a hand on Sese’s forehead, and a golden glow appeared. For maybe ten seconds, neither Kanlan nor Sese moved; they barely breathed. Then Kanlan took his hand back and stepped away. “Take him to Jod and see that he is secure there.”

Four Sword Priests moved. One put handcuffs on Sese while another pulled him to his feet. Sese continued to cry as he stared desperately at Kanlan, but he didn’t say anything. As the Sword Priests led him away, he remained silent.

When Sese was gone, Kanlan touched the edge of the Nabiru gateway. David felt extreme heat for a moment, then gold covered the gateway again, and there was nothing. “Is Nabiru gone?” he asked. He hesitated a moment, then took Kanlan’s hand. Kanlan grasped his hand tightly in turn, and David knew he’d made the correct decision.

“Not yet and not entirely. Another hour or so, and it will be effectively gone.”

“Is it okay to miss Nabiru a little bit? Maybe it was unnatural, and I wouldn’t want to live there, but I like weird stuff.”

A smile flickered over Kanlan’s face. “Of course, you like weird things. You can mourn the loss of Nabiru. It was unnatural, and the birthplace of much evil. I do not regret having to destroy it. Still, it is gone now from the universe, and that is always a sad thing.”

David thought of all the things that were gone from the universe. Cethon, Conal, Alosh, Bellon, Sashi, Raik, Roo, his parents: they were gone, and he would never see them again. It made him want to weep. “Why do people have to die?”

“Time comes for all humans eventually. Even I can’t stop it.” Kanlan held his hand. “Even I cannot bring the dead back to life. Only you can do that. You and perhaps Sese.”

“I can’t bring people back. Only Nephilim.” He was happy to use his power on Mikels, but what was the good of it if it couldn’t bring back the people he most wanted to see? What was the point of standing before death in the void, unable to see anything past that bright light?

Together they stood before the closed gateway to Nabiru, waiting for the call to come from the ships, confirming that Nabiru was gone. When it came, David felt no pleasure. They had destroyed a beautiful, if bat-shit crazy planet. Riman was alive again. What was the point of it all?

What if they could never kill Riman permanently?

Worse, what if Sese was right, that the only way to kill Riman was for Kanlan to die? David felt sick to his stomach and wished for a moment that he’d left Sese on Nabiru.









