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1

The Farfen Plague

 

David left a note with his landlord, saying he wasn’t coming back. He packed a single bag while Kanlan helped herself to his shower. Seth had his spare key and could keep or sell anything David left behind. He kept the agitators he’d taken from Intu, Musha, and Volk. Having extra weapons couldn’t hurt.

Kanlan stepped out of the bathroom as he finished. She already had her bulky coat buttoned up, which was a shame. Finally clean, she was nicer to look at. She didn’t seem to have anything to take with her, but David didn’t ask about that. “So where should we go first?”

“There’s a gateway to world 384, Agartha, opening in a few minutes not far from here,” Kanlan said, looking at a com pad before slipping it in one of her coat pockets.

“You have gateway information?” David asked, motioning for her to lead.

Kanlan shrugged. “Another gateway connecting Agartha will open in ten days.”

That should be enough time for any immediate search to die down. “Sounds good.” As he walked through the streets with Kanlan, David realized he knew almost nothing about her. He also hadn’t seen her com pad with the information – she could easily be lying. “Can I have a look?” he asked, trying to sound casual. He wanted to trust Kanlan, but he’d also wanted to trust Brigid and the Core and the priesthood, and look how that had turned out.

She handed him her com pad without comment. David whistled softly as he found the list of gateway information. All the gateway information a person could possibly want was here. If the Core had access to Kanlan’s com pad, they’d have been rich. He found the entry he wanted and confirmed what Kanlan said. Unless her com pad was wrong, they could return to Bantong in ten days.

“You’re not a Passion Priest,” he said, handing her back the phone.

Kanlan shook her head.

“But you have all this information anyway.”

She titled her head to the side. “Is there a question in there?”

David shrugged. “Well, it’s just, how did you get that information? I had to break into the Delpi Administration Building in Shamla to find out less than that.” Kanlan raised an eyebrow at that, and David ran a hand through his hair. “This last month or so, I’ve done things I’m not proud of. They seemed like good ideas at the time. The Core needed money, and they needed to trust me. So I broke into Shamla and stole gateway information. I was doing that again when Tresas bumped into me. She knew me from when I was a Sword Priest, so I had to take her with me. I never planned to kidnap her.”

Kanlan stopped just down the street from an intersection, waiting for the gateway to appear. “There are ways to get information about gateways without being a Passion Priest. I too have done things I’m not proud of.” She looked down at the sidewalk.

“Kemp!” a voice barked. David jumped and whirled to see Pludes and two of his thugs marching down the street. His boss didn’t look happy, and both the thugs carried guns. “Where have you been?” he asked. A few people had been loitering about on the street, but they ducked inside doorways. In Jigok, people quickly learned the signs of an impending fight.

David realized that he’d been scheduled to work for Pludes the last two days. In all the craziness with kidnapping Tresas and the attack on Jod, he’d forgotten all about it. “Hey, boss,” he said, aiming for casual. “Sorry about that. I got caught up in stuff. Listen, I can’t work for you anymore.”

Pludes’s face twisted, turning purple. “You work for me until I say you don’t.”

“Yeah, well, I’m about to leave Jigok – Bantong, too. I’m not coming back anytime soon, if ever. So I’m sorry I didn’t give you two weeks notice, but there it is.” David shrugged, still trying to sound and look nonthreatening. Under the cover of his jacket, he thumbed off the safety on his agitator. Beside him, Kanlan stared at Pludes and his thugs, looking unimpressed. Of course, she didn’t back down from jiang shi. A crime boss certainly wouldn’t worry her.

At a faint motion from Pludes, the two thugs raised their guns, both aiming at David. “You know far too much to just leave my employment. But you’re useful, so I’ll give you a choice. Come back now, and all is forgiven. I’ll even give you a raise. Or you can get shot.” The thugs threatened the triggers of their guns.

The gateway appeared suddenly, just a foot or two to David’s left. He pushed his jacket aside to show his agitator. “I’d rather pick option three: you go back to your dance club, I leave Bantong, and we both pretend we never met. No fuss, no mess. Or would you rather lose more help?” He cocked his head at the thugs.

Pludes sneered. “I’m not blind. You have that agitator on stun. You can try for option three, but I wonder if you can attack before my boys can? Or if you’re fast enough to save your friend?” He pulled out a gun, training the barrel on Kanlan.

The smile dropped off David’s face. He didn’t care if Pludes and his goons threatened him, but Kanlan was another thing. When he was at his worst, she came to him and helped him. “Leave her out of it,” he said darkly.

“She’s already part of it,” Pludes said, smiling now.

Kanlan made an impatient sound and stepped forward. Pludes and his thugs stared at her in surprise as she stopped before them, their guns nearly touching her. “This is ridiculous,” she said, “and the gateway won’t stay open much longer.” She placed her hands on their guns, a faint light appearing. A moment later she took her hand away, and David saw the guns had turned rusty, looking decades old.

“What?” Pludes stared at his gun.

“I don’t care about Bantong anymore,” Kanlan said. She grabbed David’s arm and dragged him with her across the gateway. Moments after they crossed, it disappeared, leaving them on Agartha.

“That was awesome,” David laughed. “Too bad I didn’t get paid for the last week though.” Then he looked at his new surroundings.

David had thought Jigok depressing, with its dirty streets, run-down businesses, and ratty apartments. Agartha was a million times worse. Smog clogged the air, all but obscuring the sun. What few houses he could see had tilted sides, sagging roofs, and boarded-up windows. Grime and garbage filled the street. People draped in rags hunched in doorways, barely moving.

An old-fashioned car trundled past, gouts of stream hooting up from tubes protruding from the bonnet. David gagged and covered his mouth and nose as a truly horrible smell assaulted his senses. “This is steampunk hell or something,” he said.

Kanlan paid him no attention. She walked straight over to the nearest group of people, crouching down beside them. The people didn’t move, barely even reacted. She pulled one person’s head wrap off, and David gasped. The man’s entire face was covered in boils, bright red and oozing pus. He was filthy too, clearly underfed, and looked older than he probably was. “The Farfen Plague,” Kanlan said. She traced a finger down the man’s cheek, seeming oblivious to his boils and dirt. The man’s eyelashes fluttered, but he made no other reaction.

“I’ve never heard of it.” David sat on his heels beside her and reached for the person lying beside the man. The next person was a woman, her boils ever thicker than the man’s. She was barely breathing.

“It’s never reached Bantong.” Kanlan took the man’s head between her eyes and closed her eyes. A faint gold shimmer covered the man, drifting over his face. When it vanished, the boils too were gone. The man gasped and sat up, clutching at his chest and staring open-mouthed at Kanlan. She ignored him, continuing on to the woman. She healed her just as easily and moved on to the next person.

David glanced around them, seeing all the people lying around. The ones who had fewer boils pulled themselves to their feet and shuffled over to Kanlan for healing. David spied a tiny figure lying on its own. A child, no more than five, with ragged hair and indeterminate gender. David picked the child up and carried it to Kanlan. Then he found someone else too weak to move.

Of those already healed, some held one another and wept for joy, others laughed and jumped, and others helped David carry more plague victims closer to Kanlan. A group of teenagers who hadn’t been as far gone as others seemed to know everywhere and everyone in the neighborhood. They let themselves into apartments that should have been condemned years ago, finding people in rooms, corridors, and stairwells. They showed David alleyways and underpasses and dumpsters. Every time David returned to Kanlan’s side, the crowd around her grew. To his surprise, the people patiently waited their turn, sometimes letting those weaker and sicker than themselves go ahead of them.

Not everyone David found could be saved. He found many people who had already died, their faces so distorted by boils that he didn’t think their own mothers could identify them. He took the bodies to the worst apartment and left them piled there, to be taken away later. His back ached as he worked. None of the people were fat and only a few were tall, but there were just so many. He barely noticed the sun set as he worked on into the night.

Some of the teenagers slipped away after dusk but showed up about an hour later with oil lanterns. David didn’t ask where they’d gotten them. He wondered how far the slums went but couldn’t see more than a few feet through the steam.

Kanlan worked tirelessly, and David wondered if that was normal. He remembered Tain sometimes getting tired after too many healings, far fewer than Kanlan had already worked. He wanted to stop, wanted to go to sleep. He’d had a long, complicated, emotional day. But how could he sleep while Kanlan worked?

A middle-aged man, one of the first Kanlan had healed, stayed near Kanlan, helping the newly healed. Sometime while David was away, a barrel of moldy bread had been left nearby, and the man handed it around. When he saw David around midnight, he held out a piece. “Take it, sir,” he said.

Rubbing the stiffness out of his shoulders, David sat on the ground between the man and Kanlan. He took a second piece and pushed it into Kanlan’s hands. “You need to eat too.” She stuffed the whole thing into her mouth, making her cheeks puff out comically, and went right on to the next person. David shook his head.

“We owe you our lives,” the man said softly as he handed more bread around. “How can we thank you?”

David shook his head. “It’s Kanlan you should thank, not me. I’m just doing the heavy lifting.”

“But who are you?” The man plucked at David’s sleeve, running his fingers over the fabric. David supposed the people of Agartha had never seen polyester before – or whatever Bantonan clothes were made of. “Where do you come from?”

He really didn’t want to talk about Bantong. “Far away.” He looked around again. A place like this, he’d have thought the people would fight amongst themselves. But they worked together smoothly, and no one argued. “How did this happen?”

The man sighed. “We have always been poor, but it never bothered us before. Most of us worked in the factory.” He pointed to his right, but David could see no factory. Even if it had been light out, he doubted he’d see anything. He nodded anyway, and the man continued. “We build machines. We work long and hard, but we have each other. We were content. Then, only a few days ago, a man came here. He appeared from nowhere, much like yourself. We welcomed him at first, gave him food and water and a dry place to sleep. It was all we could offer. The very next day, a child who had slept two blankets away from the man had sores under his arms that caused him to cry loudly. Sores are common enough. His mother tried to soothe him, and no one thought anything else of it.

“But the next night, the child’s sores were worse. Everyone who had slept in the same room as the visitor had sores also. We thought perhaps some infection had appeared. We are no strangers to illness. The people affected bathed themselves at the factory and went to bed early. When they woke the next day, they were covered in boils, so weak they could barely move.” The man shook his head. “Two days later, everyone in the area had fallen sick, and the first few had already died.”

David ate his bread slowly, forcing himself to swallow even the moldy bits. “What about the traveler? What happened to him?”

“I don’t know,” the man said softly, looking around. “I haven’t seen him. Perhaps he already died.”

David nodded but wondered. “Did the illness spread anywhere else or is it just here?”

The man turned in the direction of the factory. “I don’t know. None of us have moved much in over a day. While at the factory, we rarely come into contact with the foremen, but they may still have caught it.”

When they were done here, they’d have to check, David thought. He licked the last few crumbs from his fingers and stood. “We put the dead together. Would you recognize the man if he were among them?”

The man motioned for a middle-aged woman to take over handing out the bread. “I’ll try.”

“I’ll be back soon,” David told Kanlan. She nodded, not looking up from her latest patient. The line had finally grown shorter, and David thought she’d be done in maybe another two hours if she kept up her rate of healing. “I’m David,” he told the man.

“Contine,” the man said as David wound his way around buildings. “A good place,” he said when David led him inside the dilapidated building that held the corpses. One of the teenagers had left a lantern in a corner. David held it above the face of every man in the room. Contine studied each face carefully, sometimes looking at the rest of the body too. Each time he shook his head. When they examined the last man, Contine sighed. “Carman isn’t here.”

“We may not have found everyone,” David said, shining the lantern around the room. “We may never find anyone.” He made a point to remember the name Carman. Once, when he’d still lived on Earth, David hadn’t had a suspicious bone in his body. Now distrust was part of his nature. He wasn’t sure if he liked the change.

He was making a new start of things with Kanlan. He was tired of being angry and plotting to hurt people. He was tired of being betrayed, but what could he do about that? His life might be over, but maybe he could still do something useful with himself. And maybe see some amazing things along the way. Carman probably wasn’t anyone plotting against the Agarthans. He was likely some poor soul who’d caught the Farfen Plague and wandered here from somewhere else in the cosmos, possibly passing through Bantong first.

“Well, keep an eye out for him. If you see this Carman, alive or dead, let me know. How do you care for your dead? We can’t leave them here.”

“A barge goes past the factory every morning,” Contine said. “They take the dead away with them. There are carts we can use to take them to the factory.” They collected most of the other men and walked slowly through the streets, heading to the factory. David quickly passed into areas he hadn’t seen. Through the dark fog, he saw a large shape looming before him. He couldn’t make out many details of the factory, not with both the smog and the darkness, but it was taller than any of the rundown apartments, and very wide. Between the neighborhood and the factory ran a river, its current slow and clogged by mud and waste. A handful of flat, wooden carts stood along the edge of the river.

David and the men pulled the carts back through the streets. They slowly loaded the dead onto them, packing the carts three or more high. David dragged his cart back to the river easily enough, but the Agarthans, skinny and recently ill, struggled. David left his cart next to the bank before helping with the next one.

By the time all the carts stood along the side of the river, the sky had begun to lighten. David squinted at the factory, now able to see plain, steel walls, no windows in sight. He could faintly make out other buildings beyond the factory, but no details.

A barge appeared on the river, a flimsy wooden thing that looked like it would fall apart at any moment. Four men punted it along the river with long poles. When they saw the carts, they pushed the barge to the bank and stood aside. David and the other men moved the corpses onto the barge.

“This is more than usual,” one of the bargemen said, frowning at the corpses.

Contine nodded. “We suffered from the plague these last few days. Tell me, did it reach anywhere else in the city?”

The bargeman spat into the river. “Only here in the slums would plague strike. The factory boss has had to look for more workers since you haven’t been to work. If you still want a job, go beg his forgiveness.” He pushed the barge away from the bank and slowly headed down the river.

A narrow bridge spanned the river, ending at the factory door. Contine and the other men slowly walked across. David turned and headed back into the slums. Other people passed him: women, the elderly, the teenagers who’d helped him earlier, and children as young as ten. David frowned, remembering the things he’d learned about the Industrial Revolution. Children shouldn’t work, but these children might not have a choice. They had been cured of the plague, though, and that counted for something.

When he returned to Kanlan’s side, she had finished with the last person and slumped against a wall. A few children played nearby, watched over by elderly women. David sat beside Kanlan. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine,” she said without raising her head.

David decided to leave her be. He smiled at the children. “Have you ever played tag?” he asked. The children stared up at him, silent. A few shook their heads. “Well, it’s a great game. I played it when I was your age. Let me show you how.”

Soon enough he had the children dashing about the street, shrieking with laughter. The old women chuckled as they watched them. When the children grew too exhausted to play, David had them sit around him in a circle. “Do you go to school?” he asked.

One boy, sitting near his knee, shook his head. “Only rich kids go to school.”

“Well, that’s a shame. I know school can seem boring, but it’s very useful.” David ignored the voice in his head that reminded him he’d barely graduated high school. “How about I teach you letters?” He just hoped Agartha used the same alphabet, or that the crazy Bantonan translation device would make him show the correct letters to the children.

Glad that the ground was so dirty, David started drawing letters in the grime, singing the alphabet song as he went. They really needed paper and pencils or maybe chalk, but he didn’t know where to find any of that in Agartha. Well, they weren’t going to run out of dirt any time soon, and the kids seemed to enjoy drawing letters on the ground.

Noon came and went with no sign of lunch. David’s stomach rumbled; the moldy bread he’d eaten sometime during the night hadn’t been nearly enough. He hadn’t brought any food with him, and he couldn’t eat in front of the children. Seeing them grow restless, he taught them how to play red rover.

Kanlan stirred sometime during the middle of the afternoon. She stood beside him and watched the children play. “You’re good with children,” she said.

“It’s because I’m immature.” David grinned. He’d probably be sick of them if he had to do this often. And these children seemed far better behaved than any of the children he’d known in Boston. They didn’t argue with him and seemed happy that someone was paying them attention. He remembered how he’d interacted with Seth and his smile vanished. Maybe he wasn’t good with kids. He’d taken advantage of Seth’s generosity, and he’d convinced Seth to commit a crime he’d objected to. Another thing to add to his long list of fuck ups. He turned back to Kanlan. “How are you?”

“Much better. It’s been a while since I healed so many people at once.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “We should check the rest of the city to see if the plague spread.”

“I spoke to a bargeman this morning, and he hadn’t seen any signs of it.”

Kanlan shook her head. “The signs aren’t obvious right away. When the adults return, we should leave.”

There’d be two less mouths to feed this evening, David thought. “I taught the kids their letters. Want to help me with counting?”

“I’ll watch you,” Kanlan said, sitting down again.

David called the children together and taught them numbers until the adults finally returned from the factory. It was nearly dusk when they came back, each carrying a small piece of bread, an apple, and a thin slice of cheese. It didn’t seem like nearly enough dinner, especially when shared with the children and the old women. As soon as the people arrived, Kanlan pretended to be busy, avoiding their eyes. David found Contine in one of the less run-down buildings. “Any trouble at the factory?”

Contine pressed his lips together. “The foreman didn’t believe we’d been ill. We had to argue for him to give us our jobs back.” He shook his head when David scowled. “They were empty threats. None of the people across the river want to work at the factory. We are willing and able, the foreman just likes to complain.”

“Kanlan’s worried the plague might have spread elsewhere in the city. We’re going to check things out.” David clasped Contine’s shoulder. “We might not see you again, so take care of yourself.”

“Aeons’s blessings upon you both,” Contine said, proving Agartha had contact with Bantong. “I pray that you will be well, that you will be able to heal anyone else ill, and that we might meet again someday. If I see Carman, I will try to send you word.”

David managed an awkward smile, still not used to people talking like that – talking casually about prayer and meaning it. “I hope to see you again before we leave.” They still had nine days on Agartha. Surely it wouldn’t take that long to search the rest of the city for plague.

He left Contine to look for Kanlan. She found him, stepping out from a shadowed doorway. “Let’s cross the river,” she said. Her strides were strong and energetic, so she must have recovered from her night of healing. They’d nearly reached the bridge when Kanlan spoke again. “The children loved you.”

“Oh, kids love anything that’s different. They’d be sick of me soon enough.” He laughed. “Or I’d be sick of them. I’d run out of things to teach them too. Really, I’m not good with kids. But you barely talked to anyone.”

She turned her head, her short hair hiding her face from view. “I’m not good with people. I spend most of my time alone.”

“But you offered to travel with me.”

“That was different.” She hunched her shoulders.

She clearly didn’t want to talk about it. “Look, there’s the factory,” David said, glad of the distraction. He couldn’t afford to make Kanlan upset with him. She knew when and where the gateway to Bantong would appear. While returning to Bantong held no interest to him, he didn’t want to be stuck forever on Agartha either. He wanted to trust that Kanlan wouldn’t abandon him, but he couldn’t afford more blind trust. He’d already learned his lesson, more than once.

The factory doors stood closed and locked tight, and David didn’t see anyone nearby. They skirted the building, David gaping at the tall chimneys jutting out from the roof. Trails of smoke trickled out, adding to the smog that seemed to hug the city permanently. David wondered what the factory made. He wondered too if Contine or any of the others knew.

They checked every door of the factory but couldn’t get inside, so they headed into the neighborhood on this side of the river. Though far from rich, these buildings were solid and not falling over. Oil lamps lined the street every few feet. A handful of people wandered outside. Their clothes were plain but well-made and clean. They stared at David and Kanlan and whispered amongst themselves.

A man stood with a cart of food on a corner. Noodles, David saw, in a heavy broth with wilted vegetables. Kanlan marched right up. “Have there been any strange illnesses lately?” she asked.

The noddle man stared at her. “What do you want?” he asked, voice unfriendly. Another man who’d been eating put his bowl down and glared at Kanlan and David. David stepped closer to Kanlan, forcing himself not to reach for his agitator. “You’re not from around here.”

“We’re passing through,” David said. “We were on the other side of the river, past the factory. They had a plague.”

“Fucking Aeons,” the noodle man said, and the other man held up three fingers on each hand, a gesture David had seen Bantonans make sometimes – it was like making a cross. “Those filthy factory rats better keep their sickness to themselves.”

Kanlan’s dark eyes flashed. “Those filthy factory rats,” she bit the words off, and the two men shrank away from her, “are better now and no danger to you. But the illness may have spread already. Have you or have you not seen any usual sicknesses?”

The other man shook his head. “I’ve seen nothing, but the wardens would know better. Their headquarters is two blocks that way.” He pointed down the street.

Kanlan nodded, turned, and marched off in the direction indicated. “Thanks,” David said to the men and hurried to catch up with Kanlan. “I think you frightened them,” he said cheerfully.

“Good.”

David laughed. “I met some pretty scary people while I was a Sword Priest, but I think you might beat all of them.” He remembered the way she’d looked at him when they’d first met, when he’d opened the gateway for the jiang shi. He shivered. Kanlan could glare like no one he’d ever met. He spied a building just ahead, lamps standing at both sides of the door. It filled most of the block. Metal bars covered the narrow windows. “That must be it.”

Kanlan didn’t hesitate. She pushed the doors open and strode across a small lobby. Men in dark gray uniforms grasped truncheons and glowered at David and Kanlan. A man with white braiding on the shoulders of his uniform sat behind the desk – probably the officer in charge. He opened his mouth, but Kanlan spoke before he could. “Have there been any unusual illnesses reported?”

“Who are you?” the man asked – the warden, David thought, remembering the word the man at the noodle cart had used. “You stink like a factory rat.”

David resisted the urge to sniff himself. With the strong scent of smoke that filled the entire city, he didn’t know how the warden could smell anything else. David couldn’t. “We were across the river,” he said quickly, seeing the way Kanlan’s face darkened. “There was a plague there. We need to know if it spread to the rest of the city.”

“Plague!” the head warden shouted, lurching to his feet. He held his truncheon before himself. “And you’ve brought it here! Arrest them!” he said to the other wardens. The others raised their truncheons, surrounding David and Kanlan.

“We don’t want any trouble,” David said. He drew his agitator, flicking off the safety. The wardens stared at his weapon; they’d probably never seen one before. “And we’re not sick. Kanlan here can heal.”

The head warden lowered his truncheon, staring at Kanlan. “You’re a doctor?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes.”

The warden’s smile was as sudden as it was broad. He put his truncheon down and rubbed his hands together. “Come with me, then. We could use a good doctor.”

The other wardens didn’t put their truncheons down, and David kept his agitator out. “And where are we going?” he asked.

“The duke fell ill two days ago,” the head warden said. “We’ve tried to keep it secret from the people. His personal doctors haven’t been able to do anything to cure him. It’s something they’ve never seen before. If you can heal him…” He shook his head. “You could ask for a quarter of this kingdom.”

“I don’t need a quarter of anything,” Kanlan said. “Take us to the duke.” David sighed and put his agitator away. The other wardens lowered their truncheons, though they didn’t put them away.

“This way,” the head warden said, leading them out through the other side of the lobby. They passed some dim and undecorated hallways with closed doors and more wardens. After three turns, they were outside again, in a small, covered courtyard. Two cars sat in the courtyard, reminding David of the one he’d seen when they first stepped through the gateway. They were dark gray, a fragile cloth roof covering narrow seats. Pipes protruded from the engines, angled away from the driver’s seat. David and Kanlan sat facing forwards, the head warden sitting across from them, a second warden beside him. Another warden took the wheel.

The warden at the wheel had to crank something at the base of the bonnet. After a minute, the car made a loud sound that was somewhere between a bang and a squeak. Smoke billowed out of the pipes, and the car chugged forward, trundling into the now empty street. A lantern hung at the front of the car, though David couldn’t see anything through the smog.

“Where are you from?” the head warden asked. The car bounced and jerked and drove through the cloud of smoke that came from the engine. David hoped it was a short drive, or he’d be sick soon. He pinched his nose and kept his face pointed to the side.

“Far away,” Kanlan said.

The head warden frowned. “I cannot bring strangers in front of the duke, even if they are doctors.”

David scowled back. “You haven’t introduced yourself either.”

“I am Parion, head warden of the lower district of Blavat,” the warden said, puffing himself up where he sat. Blavat must be the name of the city, David thought. “I’ve met the duke on many occasions.”

“I’m David Kemp, and this is Kanlan Maza. We’re from Bantong.” Immediately, he wondered if he should have mentioned that. Agartha knew about Aeons, but they may have forgotten Bantong. And maybe David and Kanlan should keep their origins a secret.

But Parion gaped. “Are you a Heart Priest, then, rather than a doctor?” he asked Kanlan.

Kanlan leaned back. “Something like that.”

Parion clasped his hands together tightly. “Good,” he said. “Then the duke is as good as healed.”

David winced, not liking the sound of that. He hoped Kanlan could heal the duke – for their sake more than the duke’s. He looked out of the car again. It was hard to tell in the dark, but here the smog didn’t seem as thick. The road was less bumpy, the houses larger and further apart. He couldn’t make out much detail of the buildings, since most now had tall, solid fences surrounding them. Definitely a rich neighborhood.

The car pulled into a wide driveway, and the driver spoke with someone outside, whom David couldn’t make out. An iron gate was pulled aside, and the car parked in front of a castle. David could think of no other name for the building – it looked like something out of the Middle Ages. A huge, arched doorway stood before them. Turrets rose above the structure, how high David couldn’t tell. Every bit of the castle he could see was coated in decorations: a mural above the doorway, gargoyles perched along the edge that ran below the second-story windows, and intricate, swirling curves everywhere in between. “Damn,” he said. Of course, it wasn’t as magnificent as Castle Eternal. Still fucking impressive.

Men in uniforms stood outside the door – the cut was similar to what the wardens wore, but more ornate. They nodded politely to Parion and ushered them inside. David gaped as they walked through the hallways. He felt like he was in a museum – paintings covered the walls, vases stood at every corner, and his feet sunk into the deep carpets. He wondered how muddy his shoes were and wished he’d wiped them clean. Kanlan didn’t bat an eye at the castle, he noticed, so he tried to keep his mouth from hanging open.

They climbed two staircases and many hallways before stopping at a broad door carved with the image of a nude man sitting atop a lion. Standing with a guard before the door was a man with thick glasses and a green robe that left his arms bare. “Chief Warden,” he said to Parion, frowning. “Why have you come here so late in the evening?”

Parion knuckled his forehead. “Forgive me for disrupting your rest, Lastaire, but I have a Heart Priest from Bantong with me.”

Lastaire turned to David and Kanlan, his mouth a perfect O. “What’s wrong with the duke?” Kanlan asked, stepping forward.

“He has been very weak,” Lastaire said quickly, though David saw him squint at Kanlan’s tan coat. “He has barely been able to get out of bed. A terrible rash covers his skin. Are you sure you’re a Heart Priest?”

“Sounds like the plague,” Kanlan said. She pushed past Lastaire and opened the door. David scurried after her, not wanting to be left behind. A huge, canopied bed dominated the room. A fireplace stood beside it, the coals still glowing faintly. A man lay in the bed – perhaps fifty years old, with streaks of gray in his short, dark hair. David saw the same boils on him as Contine and his people had, if perhaps not as large or as numerous.
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