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The Void





“Somewhere that way,” Pelles said, pointing his sonar device towards the back of the park. “I register four people at least.” 

David nodded and gripped his agitator. “Give me two minutes, then follow.” Pelles nodded, and David turned invisible and stepped off the back of the truck. He angled left as he headed across the park, avoiding the path. It was early morning, and no one else was around. The Sword Priests shouldn’t be obvious in the back, though the assassins might wonder why the truck is parked out front. If they were distracted, all the better. David didn’t fancy dying too many times.

He passed a playground next to the jogging track with a field for sports beyond that. A heavy copse of trees stood at the edge of the park, separating the park from a pond and an apartment complex on the edge of Thul. No matter how David squinted, he couldn’t see anyone. He huffed internally. No matter how many times he chased people with cloaking devices, he would never get used to it. Now he knew how normal people felt about fighting Nephilim.

Moving slowly to avoid making any noises, David peered through the trees. He couldn’t see anyone, but he did notice a small clearing. It sat in the center of the group of trees, near the lake. It was far enough from the park that, if the invisible assassins kept quiet, no one would hear them. The trees would provide some shelter from the elements, too. He chased crazy, Nephil-worshipping, occasionally suicidal assassins. Experienced woodsmen, they weren’t.

When he slid closer, David grinned. He saw a discarded can lying near the edge of the clearing. A thick, brownish liquid dripped onto the ground. Heat still rose from it: it was recent. Yup, the assassins didn’t know the first thing about surviving in the wilderness. Not that a park in Pardis counted as wilderness, but these were office workers and engineers from suburban Rajagrihar. It was close enough to the wilderness for them.

David drew both his agitators, set to stun. No point aiming, because he couldn’t see. The moment he opened fire, he moved. He might be trying not to kill, but his enemies wouldn’t. Just because he shrugged off death didn’t mean he enjoyed the experience.

A thud sounded, followed by a cry. David smirked. Found the fuckers. He kept firing, moving closer to the lake. The Sword Priests would come from the opposite direction. This way, they could catch the assassins between them.

Gunshots sounded, wildly blowing through tree limbs. One got close enough to David that he felt it punch through his arm, but he didn’t flinch. They didn’t know where he was, and he wasn’t going to give his position away. Moments later, he heard only two guns shooting – he’d got one more of the assassins.

David reached the edge of the lake. He moved his agitators left to right, high and low, trying to hit anything that might be there. The gunfire stopped, and David held his breath. Had he gotten them all? He lowered his agitators.

A shot came again, followed by pain. Darkness came, and David tried to watch it closely. Did he see the next world at these times? Or was this the void between life and death, a transition that he could only study in an instant?

He revived in the pond, spitting out water and splashing at the shallows around him. One offended duck took flight, honking loudly. David shot his agitator at the clearing a few more times. No gunfire came in return this time.

The Sword Priests appeared from the opposite side, moving slowly, keeping low and close to the trees. Unlike David and the assassins, they didn’t disappear. David stood from the lake and shot away at the clearing a few more times. One of the assassins could be keeping low, trying to hide.

He spotted Pelles holding up his sonar device again. David raised one hand and waved it around, signaling where he was; he didn’t fancy getting stunned. The Bishop lifted his agitator and shot four times in quick succession. Finally, David turned visible again. “Did we get them?”

“We’ll see.” Pelles and the Sword Priests moved forward. Pelles crouched and groped around him. When his hand stopped on something not there, he smirked. A moment later, he pulled a cloaking device off a twenty-something man. Soon, the Sword Priests uncovered the other three assassins, all stunned now.

With a sigh, David put his agitator away and climbed out of the pond. Browned red stained his jacket over his chest and his arm. He splashed some lake water on it, but that did little to help. Mentally shrugging, David left it alone. This wasn’t the first time he’d ruined his clothes, and it wouldn’t be the last time either. There were reasons he didn’t dress fancy.

The Sword Priests tied up the assassins and carried their unconscious bodies back to the truck. They would go to Jod to face trial with the other assassins and the people captured at the Kin-Lua Research Center. “That’s the last of them.” Pelles watched the proceedings with a smirk.

“We sure?”

“That’s twelve. Unless they sent out assassins without cloaking devices, which I doubt. We’d have seen them coming through the gateway from Terra. I think Bantong can rest easy for a while. There’s one less Nephil in the universe and plenty less crazy people.”

David let himself fall back a few steps as they headed to the truck. Pelles spoke the truth, but it wasn’t the full truth. Carman was dead, Caolo Lua and Dapa Kin were captured, and all their associates were captured, too. But had Carman sent a copy of Daps’s research to Malmis before he died? If so, would Malmis continue the experiments? David couldn’t imagine him not doing so.

The trip to the Mitra Judiciary Building didn’t take long. David left Pelles and the Sword Priests to see to their captives while he returned to Castle Eternal. Kanlan and Rahu were discussing candidates for the next Sword Cardinal – David wouldn’t be much help with that. The Cardinals were busy, too. So David stopped by the room he shared with Kanlan to wash the lake water and mud off himself and change into clean clothes. Then he went to the sixth floor to visit Mikels.

The moment the elevator doors opened, a tidal wave of afancs crashed into him. “Oof,” David said, grabbing at fur as the afancs pushed him back into the elevator. “Chill out, guys, and let me out!” He had to push at the afancs a few times before they finally pulled off him. At last, they all climbed out of the elevator, and the door immediately closed behind them, as if the elevator wanted to escape the afancs. The afancs dashed around David, jumping and pressing against his legs and making more noise than he’d ever heard before. “What’s wrong?” The afancs often got worked up, especially over visitors, but David had never seen anything this extreme.

“They’re tired of being stuck in such a small space.” Mikels appeared down the hallway, walking instead of flying for a change. “This floor’s only about the size of one of the trees on Llyn Syfaddon.”

It took another few pushes at the afancs for David to walk down the hallway. The afancs, if anything, moved more rapidly. They bounced into him at every step, crashing into his front, his sides, his back. David stopped trying to calm them down. Instead, he ruffled sides and pushed back and made scary faces at them. “Carman is dead now, and Sayaz is stuck on Nabiru. You could probably risk returning to Llyn Syfaddon or finding a new world. Malmis never attacked you or took the afancs.”

Mikels patted the afanc closest to him. He had yet to say anything about Carman’s death or David’s part in it. David didn’t think he was angry, but he wasn’t sure. He hadn’t asked, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. “Maybe,” he said at last. “I don’t like being here, and no one else wants me here either.”

Finally, David reached his side. He draped an arm over Mikels’s shoulder, careful of the wings. “I want you here. I like having you close. But you’re miserable, and your afancs need space. You’ll all be happier elsewhere, and it’s not like it’s hard to find gateways to Llyn Syfaddon.”

“Yeah.” Mikels twitched away, out of David’s reach. “I want to go home. When is the next gateway?”

“Umm…” David pulled out his com pad. “In an hour, actually. It opens in Tandi, but the other side is near where you lived, with the huge trees.” David had seen enough maps of Llyn Syfaddon to recognize the area. “We can’t have you go to Tandi, people’ll freak out. Do you want to go home now? Because I can get a gateway manipulator.”

Mikels hesitated only a moment. “I want to go home. It should be safe. Father is dead, Sayaz is trapped, and Malmis won’t kill me. He might yell, but he’d never hurt me.”

Something twisted through David’s gut at that. He pushed it aside. Malmis was an ass and a monster, and David hated him second only to Riman. For all that, David had always trusted that Malmis wouldn’t hurt Mikels. Malmis had become a Nephil to protect Mikels. However much the two had drifted apart, surely they must still have affection for one another. David didn’t know much about siblings, but he knew what it was like to lose family. Losing so much family should surely make any person cling closer to those still left alive.

To escape those thoughts, David pushed the afancs away from him. “I’ll find a manipulator. I should be back in a few minutes.”

“I’ll start packing.” Mikels ruffled his feathers and then flapped off down the hallway. He snapped his fingers, and the afancs hurried after him. Finally able to move freely, David didn’t immediately move. He stood there, watching the afancs walk away. Most of them had to stay behind in the hallway, since there wasn’t enough room for them all.

“It’s my imagination,” David said softly. “Mikels will be fine. The afancs too.” He pivoted quickly on his heel and marched back to the elevator. On the tenth floor, he asked Mim, “Can we get a manipulator? There’s a gateway to Llyn Syfaddon in an hour, and Mikels wants to go home.”

Mim seemed surprised by that, but he nodded. “This way.” On the 17th floor, they found a room filled with manipulators. David had expected Mim to give him the manipulator to take to Mikels, but the Lost Vicar held onto it tight. He even led the way into the elevator and ignored the recorded warning to avoid the sixth floor. When they reached the sixth floor, he cringed. No afancs immediately ran at them, and Mim sighed loudly.

“You didn’t have to come,” David said softly.

“It’s fine. I’m happy to help. Where’s a good place to put this?”

David shrugged. “Here?” He pointed to the floor a few feet from the elevator. Anywhere on the sixth floor should be as good a spot as any other. Mim put the manipulator down and, after consulting David’s com pad for the coming gateway to Llyn Syfaddon, set it up. David let him. He knew the basics of manipulators, but Mim obviously had more experience than he did. It only took a minute or so to set it up. After that, Mim and David waited. The manipulator could open the gateway a few minutes early, but Mikels wasn’t here, so he must still be getting ready.

Ten minutes before the gateway was due, Mikels appeared with two large suitcases. Many of the afancs carried packs too, hunched over and pushing the packs before them. “Are you stealing the towels and soap and shit?” David asked with a grin.

“I don’t have nice toiletries back home, and you can afford to buy new ones.” Mikels put his suitcases on the floor and patted them. “Home is nice, but I never appreciated how primitive it is. I took some power cells, com pads, and cookers and cleaners too.” He spoke with no sign of shame.

“Will power cells be enough to make everything work?” David asked Mim. He still understood little of Bantonan technology, having never attempted to learn its workings. He didn’t think most appliances plugged in – if they needed something other than power cells, he didn’t know what they did need.

Mim shook his head. “You’ll need a recharger too. Power cells need charging once a year.”

Mikels rummaged in his left suitcase and pulled out a flat device. It was the same size as a power cell or com pad but twice as thick. “This?” Mim nodded, and Mikels stuffed it back in his bag. David mentally shrugged. He couldn’t seem to keep a com pad long enough for it to need charging, so he hadn’t paid rechargers much attention, but he had seen them around. Mikels left his suitcases and wandered back off – probably to get more stuff, David guessed.

“Is it a problem, him taking so much stuff?” he whispered to Mim.

“We’ll have the floor back, and there won’t be monsters in Castle Eternal. I don’t think anyone will complain too much, and we can afford it. Besides, the Nephil is an ally now. You should have a way to contact him. So he needs the com pads and rechargers. He might as well take the power cell, cookers, and cleaners too.”

Mikels appeared with his arms full of sheets and blankets and pillows. Mim sighed and looked away. David wondered how much of the décor would be left on the sixth floor. This was where ambassadors normally stayed: it was probably nice, expensive stuff. Kanlan wouldn’t complain, but someone in the accounts department might. David made a note to tell someone about this as soon as possible, so it wouldn’t be a surprise.

The gateway finally popped into existence. A huge smile stretched Mikels’s face when he saw the massive trees on the other side. A staircase wound around one of the nearest trees. David couldn’t see any of the walkways or platforms in the trees, since the angle through the gateway was bad, but he knew they were up there.

He had to twist aside suddenly as the afancs swarmed through the open gateway. Packs got kicked into the grass; the afancs didn’t seem to care, running to the stairway. “Home at last,” Mikels said. He took his suitcases across, then left the sheets and blankets on top of them. “Hold the gateway open,” he said, running back down the hallway, doubtless for more stuff to steal.

“We weren’t gonna close it yet anyway,” David called after him, because less than a third of the afancs had left Bantong so far. As the creatures streamed past, David reached down, scratching or patting each of them. They ignored him, too eager to get home. He supposed he couldn’t blame them. If he’d been stuck on a single floor for months – a single floor stuffed with other people – he’d be eager to get away too.

That funny feeling churned his stomach again. It’s just paranoia, he told himself. I’m being stupid. Malmis won’t attack Mikels.

David had been wrong about many things, especially when it came to the Nephilim. He hadn’t thought Malmis was a Nephil at first or that he could hurt anyone. Even knowing Tenin was a Nephil, David had thought him safely captured and powerless on world 1247. In Babylon, he had thought Olif was the Nephil rather than Carman – who, admittedly, had been using a different name. He didn’t expect to get kidnapped by Nephilim after having sex with Kanlan for the first time. He traveled to Nabiru without a clue, thinking Riman a Yesterlord and Sayaz some sort of immortal, human bodyguard. In Xanadu, he let his guard down, allowing Erlik to kidnap Lei-Bei. He got kidnapped by Nephilim again on Mount Kulun and only escaped that thanks to Mikels, but ended up bringing the Nephilim back to Castle Eternal with him. Then he got kidnapped by the Nephilim yet again, when he was stupid and went chasing after those rock giants by himself. And it took him far too long to kill Erlik on the space station, allowing him to kill many people in the process.

Nephilim couldn’t be trusted, not even when it came to the people they cared about the most. Maybe especially then. Perhaps Malmis wouldn’t turn on Mikels, wouldn’t kill all the afancs. David didn’t trust him not to.

He couldn’t tell Mikels to return to Castle Eternal now, not after seeing how happy both he and the afancs were. Neither could he stay with Mikels to protect him. Well, that just meant he needed to find other protections. Keeping a gateway open to Llyn Syfaddon might not be enough. That kept the Nephilim away from Earth, but would it work with Llyn Syfaddon? With Mikels there, there might be something for Malmis to latch onto, to create one of his own gateways. David didn’t know enough about how they formed their gateways to guess. Anyway, even if he couldn’t create one of his own, Malmis could take a normal gateway to Llyn Syfaddon. If Malmis felt vengeful enough against Mikels, there might be nothing to stop him.

“Hold the gateway open,” he told Mim, hopping to his feet. “I’m going to get some stuff.” He dashed off without waiting for a response.

Most of the sonar devices were in Valal, where the scientists were studying and improving them. The cloaking devices, too. There was one of each here in Castle Eternal, though, in the armory on the ninth floor, down the hall from the council chamber. A Sword Priest stood watch over it, with many more down the corridor, since Kanlan and Rahu were in the council chamber. He let David pass through, watching curiously.

“We can get another of these from Valal,” David said, picking up the cloaking devices. He took the sonar machine too. Mikels could see through some illusions, but David didn’t know if he could do so consistently. He nodded thanks to the Sword Priest and headed back down to the sixth floor. “You should use these.” He shoved both at Mikels, balancing them on top of the pile of linens. “Just in case.”

Mikels stared at both devices and sighed. “You might be right. I don’t want to, but I don’t enjoy dying. I have heat sensors on my com pads. If anyone comes to Llyn Syfaddon, I’ll know.” With a grin, he half-flew, half-hopped through the gateway. The last of the afancs had crossed over, as had a large pile of stolen (or at least questionably obtained) items. “I’ll give you a call when the next gateway opens.”

“Likewise.” David waved at Mikels, then at the afancs, then at Mikels again. He might have kept going, but Mim shut down the manipulator. With the connection gone, David sighed and slumped over. It was the right thing to do, letting Mikels and his afancs go home. They would be happier on Llyn Syfaddon. That didn’t mean David wouldn’t miss them. Everyone he knew was busy all the time, or at least more of the time than he was. He liked having someone nearby whom he could just hang out with whenever.

Maybe he just needed to find more to do.

With a mental sigh, he parted from Mim and stuck his head in the council chamber. “Ah, David.” Rahu pushed his com pad across the table towards David. “What do you think of Jati Ekati?”

It took a moment for David’s brain to kick into gear. When he first upgraded, it worked faster. He still had a good memory, but it took longer to process things now. David didn’t complain; this was still the smartest he’d ever been. “The Bishop in charge of the high order, right? I don’t really know her.” He’d only seen Jati a few times: when Rahu and Dev took their trials for the high order and for a few practice sessions with seeing through invisibility.

“I think she’ll make a good Cardinal. Do you?”

David shrugged. “Sure, why not?” He didn’t know many of the Bishops. It was selfish, but he was glad they weren’t considering Iwel, since Iwel still didn’t like David. Pelles was a good man, too, but David was pretty sure he was younger than Jati and probably less experienced. The only other Bishop David knew was Apan Gak, who oversaw new Sword Priests state their vows, giving them their gifts. That seemed like a pretty important job already. There were dozens more Sword Bishops, some of whom David vaguely knew, and who were probably qualified for the job. Still, he knew of no reason not to pick Jati Ekati, if both Kanlan and Rahu thought she’d be good.

“Excellent. I’ll arrange for her to meet us tomorrow morning. Now, if you don’t mind, I haven’t had much alone time with my fiancée.” Rahu smiled, took his com pad back, and left the council room.

“We caught the last of the Terran assassins,” David told Kanlan.

He nodded. “I heard. Well done.”

“We didn’t catch them soon enough.” Thirteen more people had been killed in Pardis over the last month, and that didn’t count Syatog and the sixty-four people murdered in Kumarkan. Plus all the poor people grabbed for experimentation. Whenever David thought of it all, he couldn’t help but grit his teeth. He hoped Dapa, Caolo, and their conspirators got the death penalty. Or something worse, if there was such a thing.

No date had been set for the trial. They had been waiting to catch the last assassin, so they could all be tried together and so the Law Priests could put all the memories together. That way, they could find out who had been an active conspirator, who had been an ignorant conspirator, and who worked at the engineering center but had no idea what was going on. Now that they had all the assassins, David expected the trial would be in a day or two, with the sentence following quickly. When he sat on this side of the table, he liked Bantonan justice and how quickly it came.

Kanlan got out of his chair, walked over to David, and sat in his lap. “I’ve barely seen you since Terra. How have you been?” He combed his fingers through David’s hair.

David sighed and leaned into Kanlan’s administrations. “Busy. Tired. I’m okay, though, really.”

“Are you? Your friend Sashi died. You let yourself get killed many times to speak with my siblings. And Mikels is back on Llyn Syfaddon.”

To that, David didn’t know what to say. He pulled Kanlan closer. He’d kept busy since returning from Xanadu for a reason. He was grieving for Sashi in the normal way – or he thought he was – but so many things bothered him. “Mikels and his afancs will be happier in Llyn Syfaddon. Oh, they took a shit ton of stuff from the sixth floor. Just so you know.”

Kanlan snorted. “After learning that a Nephil had used it, I think the ambassadors would insist on new items for that floor anyway. Don’t worry about it. If it makes Mikels happy, then I don’t mind.”

“You like Mikels?”

“I don’t know him very well. Mostly, we avoided each other after you recovered your mind.” Kanlan shrugged. “He worried about you, though. And he fought hard to get you back. I never would have thought I would say this, but yes. I suppose I do like him.”

For the first time in days, David grinned. “I’m glad. I gave him one of the cloaking devices and sonar machines too, in case Malmis comes after him. I don’t think Malmis would hurt Mikels, but I don’t want to risk it.”

“Malmis has no conscience and no love for anyone. I hope he has some affection for Mikels, but you were right to give him protection. When it comes time to hunt down Malmis and Sayaz and destroy Riman for good, we might need Mikels’s help.”

“What do you know about the void between life and death?” Kanlan pulled back and frowned. David immediately missed his closeness but refused to be distracted from his questions. “The Yesterlords mentioned it. They said I know more about it than anyone – because I’ve died and revived more than anyone, I assume. They implied that if we learned more about it, we could defeat Riman for good. Keep him from coming back to life, and keep him from fucking with the dead too.”

Kanlan rubbed his chin. With his other hand, he drummed his fingers on David’s head. That made David grin, but he didn’t point it out. He wanted to know how long it would take Kanlan to notice what he was doing. “I know little about death, or what lies between here and the next world. When they first passed away, I spoke briefly with my siblings. That was how I thought to make weapons from their power. That is the closest I have come to death, other than when I rescued you.”

David ran a finger down the front of Kanlan’s robe. He loved that white robe. It felt like liquid silk. It was even better in bed. “When you did rescue me and come close to dying, did you see anything? Feel anything?”

“I spoke to my siblings. They wanted to take you for themselves. I had to persuade them not to. I never reached the next world at that time – neither did you. We both got close. There was a darkness there, and I couldn’t feel my body much. That must be the void they spoke of.”

“Is that where Riman is? Because he’s not really dead?”

“I didn’t sense him there.” Kanlan shrugged and finally ceased drumming on David’s head. “I wasn’t looking for him, and I was distracted. We should study this void.” He climbed off David’s lap.

David pouted for a moment, then stood also. “How? I don’t stay dead long enough to notice anything. There’s darkness, and sometimes I can speak to the Yesterlords, but that’s it. I can’t… I don’t know, go exploring or anything.”

Kanlan took his hand as they left the council chamber, heading up to their room. David thought of it that way now, and not just as Kanlan’s room. He hadn’t left much of a stamp on it yet, but he would. It already felt as comfortable as anywhere else David had stayed since he was eighteen and living in his parents’ house. Rather than going to bed, as he’d hoped they would, Kanlan sat them both down on the couch. “If there is a void between life and death, perhaps one can touch it without dying. I felt it when I was near death. You catch fleeting glimpses when traveling between life and death.”

“So how do we reach it? In sleep?” Riman was called the Sleeper in many of the prophecies.

“Perhaps it can be touched in sleep, but there might be another way.” Kanlan held out his hand. “I can move you close to it, so that you are on the edge of death. I should be able to hold you there for some time, that you may explore it.”

David frowned. “Wait, I have to do this alone? You aren’t coming?”

“With anyone else, I fear I would accidentally kill them. And no one else could do this to me. It involves both time and healing powers. I want to keep a close eye on your mind too.”

“If you push me too far by mistake, it isn’t a problem.” David nodded. It made sense. “Okay, let’s try it.” He leaned back against the couch, using Kanlan’s shoulder as a pillow. Before he closed his eyes, he said, “I love you, you know,” because he hadn’t said it in a few days.

Fingers brushed across his brow. “I know. I love you too. Now relax.”

“Yeah.” David wiggled, finding a more comfortable spot, then let his mind drift. He concentrated on the feel of Kanlan’s touch, the smell of Kanlan’s hair. This was home. Not Castle Eternal, not this room, but anywhere with Kanlan in it.

Darkness slowly crept in around him. At first, it felt like falling asleep – or like death, when it was something painless, like drowning. It wasn’t sleep, though, because David didn’t lose awareness. He didn’t concentrate closely because he needed to relax, but he knew he was awake. In death, he didn’t lose consciousness, but now he had a stronger sense of his body. Even during his painless deaths, he lost track of his body for a moment or two.

“Look around,” Kanlan said. “What do you see?”

David opened his eyes. He didn’t see their room in Castle Eternal. Darkness surrounded him, and at first, David thought it was absolute. He turned slowly, while still able to feel himself sitting on the couch beside Kanlan. Behind him, he felt his body. When he looked that way, he saw a golden line that wrapped around him and kept him tethered. That was Kanlan; maybe that was Kanlan’s life, holding David in life too.

Turning, he looked the other way. Far in the distance, he saw a pinprick of light. It shimmered gold, too. Slowly, he moved in that direction. He held the gold line around him, not because he thought Kanlan might drop him but because he wanted to. No matter how many steps he took, that distant light grew no closer.

“Hello?” Whether he called out in the void or also aloud, he didn’t know. He didn’t look behind him to see the living world. Only the void around him concerned him. That, and the distant light which he assumed was the threshold to death.

No response came to his call. David looked around again but still saw nothing. No wonder the Yesterlords called this the void. If there was nothing here, how could it help him?

“Hello?” he called again. He heard his voice, sounding faint. As if it had nothing to bounce against, not even ground. That made him look down. The void looked the same under him as around him. He could, he noticed for the first time, see his own body, as well as the golden chain that tethered him to Kanlan and life. The void couldn’t be without light, or he wouldn’t be able to see himself.

It felt like he was standing. David prodded with his foot and felt substance. He crouched down and reached out. His fingers felt nothing. No matter how much he groped around his feet, he encountered nothing. When he leaned further down, his hands passed through nothing and touched the bottoms of his boots.

That was fucked up.

David sat, his legs suddenly wobbling. He didn’t fall, though; it felt like sitting on the ground. When he reached again, he could touch his rear as he had his feet. “How am I not falling?”

Then he was falling. David yelped and reached out, but found nothing. He flailed and kicked, but there was nothing. Desperate, he grabbed the golden line and clutched it tight. It at least had substance. It went taunt, and his body jerked; the free fall halted. David panted, his eyes shut tight. He couldn’t die, but he sure as hell could be freaked out.

“What the fuck?” With a tentative toe, David reached out. He felt nothing. When he looked around him, he jerked again. The distant light of death was closer. It seemed brighter and larger at least, but maybe that was his imagination. “Am I closer to death?” He gripped the chain tight with one hand, wishing it hung low so he could wrap his legs around it too. With his free hand, he reached towards the light of death, but he could feel neither that nor anything else.

He slid lower on his tether. He grabbed it in both hands again. “Kanlan? Can I come back? I’m weirded out.”

A moment later, he stared up at the ceiling of their rooms. His hands twitched, groping for the line which, in his mind, should still be there. He felt only air. At the same time, he jumped off the couch and away from Kanlan.

David stood there, gasping for air. When he touched the couch, his fingers felt resistance, and he found the same on the ground around his feet. Finally, comforted by the solidity of the world around him, David let out a loud breath and slumped on the couch beside Kanlan, dropping fast enough that he made the couch bounce.

Kanlan’s fingers found his brow again. “Odd,” he said after a moment, a frown marring his brow.

“Fucking insane, more like!” David threw his hands in the air. That made him shiver, so he gripped Kanlan’s arm. “What the hell was that about? How come I fell?”

“The void has no substance. That’s why, when you felt around, you couldn’t find anything.”

“Then how come I only fell at the end? I was standing on nothing!”

Kanlan nodded. “I saw. I think the void reacts to what you expect. When you first saw it, you didn’t know it lacked substance. You only fell when you reached for the ground under your feet and felt nothing. At that point, you expected to fall, because there wasn’t anything holding you up.”

David frowned. He loosened his grip on Kanlan but didn’t let go. “So if I believe I can stand and walk, I will?”

“So I’d guess. I think that’s why you were able to see your body too. You’re used to seeing yourself. Even when you turn invisible, you can see yourself.” Kanlan shrugged. “The only way we can test our theory is if you go back there. Will you?”

With a sigh, David shifted closer to Kanlan. “I’m not scared. Not really. Just… seriously freaked out. I miss the laws of physics. So, if I think really hard that I can stand on something, I will.”

Kanlan smiled softly. “Maybe don’t think about it too hard. It’s natural for you to think you can stand. You only ran into trouble when you started wondering why.”

“I won’t make any progress like that.”

“Let’s not worry about anything else for now. When you return to the void, don’t think. Just act as you would anywhere else.”

“Right. Pretend I’m just in a dark room.” David took a deep breath. “Take me back there. I’ll try again.”

Kanlan tugged him down to rest against him. “My brave David. The void might seem strange, but remember it can’t hurt you. And remember that I’m watching you.” His fingers found David’s forehead again.

It took longer to reach the void this time. David had trouble relaxing; the craziness from last time was impossible to forget. Neither could he stay tense for long, wrapped up next to Kanlan and basking in his attention. Sleep beckoned, and David thought he’d rather have that. At least when he had crazy dreams, he wasn’t bothered by the craziness. In dreams, everything felt natural.

He kept his eyes closed for a long time, letting himself drift. His other senses fell away: he couldn’t smell Kanlan or feel his fingers on his forehead. He must be in the void.

Still, he kept his eyes tightly closed. He stepped forward and started to walk. Maybe he couldn’t feel hard ground underneath him; there was enough there not to fall. Finally, with a stern You’re fucking brave, remember? David opened his eyes.

Darkness surrounded him. When he glanced down at himself, he saw the golden tie. It didn’t just attach to his back this time. Now it wrapped around his chest, six times. David smiled; he liked it when Kanlan gave him little reminders like this. He could be brave, no matter what craziness he saw.

Finally, he looked further than himself. The light of death hung in the distance again, small and far off. When David looked behind him, he saw the light of light. They looked much the same, though David knew which was which. Even if he hadn’t had the cord connecting him to life, he thought he would still know.

“Right. Walking.” He didn’t look down. He tried not to be tentative, but he couldn’t overcome himself entirely. When his foot pressed down, something pressed back. He pushed further, but his foot didn’t give. Then he stood just on that foot, but he was still fine.

More confident now, David took another step. He didn’t look down, didn’t look around him. He could walk, and he did, and if the key was not thinking about the how too closely, then David could deal with that. He’d been stupid long enough that he could accept things he didn’t understand.

After a few more steps, he felt confident enough to study his surroundings again. The light of death was no closer, but David hadn’t walked in that direction. Neither had he walked towards life. He frowned. If backward was life and forwards was death, what was off to the sides? Or above? Or below?

He twitched and looked down. There was nothing there, not even a tiny light. When his feet moved, nothing stopped them from shifting lower. “Shit!” David fell again. He grabbed the tether around him. “I want back now, Kanlan!”

The couch and Kanlan pressed hard against him. Kanlan put his hands over David’s chest till David’s breathing calmed. At least he hadn’t jumped off the couch this time.

“You walked a little,” Kanlan said. “And you knew to call me when you ran into trouble.”

“Yeah.” He mopped sweat from his brow. How all that sweat got there when he was doing nothing but lying down, David didn’t know. Maybe it was stress. “It felt less weird this time. I don’t think it’ll ever be natural.”

“Give it time. There are lots of things you didn’t think you could grow used to.”

That helped less than it could have. Mostly because David didn’t want to get used to the void. It wasn’t scary, not exactly, but he didn’t like it. As Kanlan liked to say, maybe he was unnatural; that didn’t mean he liked the world around him being equally funky. “Are we done for today? Please say we are.”

Kanlan stood and held out his hand. “We’re done for today. We can continue tomorrow.”

David sighed, the relief making him sag. When Kanlan led him towards the bedroom, he paused. “We never have fun together.”

“You don’t like sex?” Kanlan raised an eyebrow.

“Course I do. I always like sex, I always like doing anything with you, so of course I like having sex with you. But other than having sex and talking a bit, we don’t do things together. I know we’re both busy, but I want to spend time with you going on dates. You know, fancy dinners, walks in the park, watching a movie, hiking, shit like that.” He liked Castle Eternal, but he was getting claustrophobic. He liked getting out; that was why he helped catch the invisible assassins. Well, that was one of the reasons why he helped.

Kanlan tilted his head to the side. “That does sound nice. I would like to get out with you, like we did when we were avoiding Bantong. We were going to spend time with the Haffs, but that didn’t happen.” He pulled out his com pad. “Three days from now, I have the evening free. Plan something for us – surprise me.”

With a grin, David picked Kanlan up, ran with him a few steps, and dumped them both on the bed, ignoring the way it creaked when they fell onto it. “I do love you. And I’ll come up with something fun, I promise.”

“I know you will.” Kanlan kissed him, and that derailed the rest of the conversation.









