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The Things Left Behind





“So we chased the manticore out of the village, towards the cliffs. None of our weapons had any effect on it, and we couldn’t use our agitators in the village, not when the locals had only just discovered fire.” Anur waved a hand as she spoke, as if to encompass all the annoyances of primitives. “Turns out, there was a whole colony of the things, living on top of the cliffs. They usually came out to hunt at night, so the locals thought there was just one monster.” 

David winced. “No one was hurt?”

“Cid got hit by the tail of one,” Niam said. “Manticores have scorpion tails, and it ripped him apart pretty good. Tain got to him in time. He has a month of leave.”

That would be why Cid wasn’t here, or Tain. Most of the rest of the sixth filled the pub in Valal, though Rolan and Hue weren’t here either. Probably busy filling out paperwork about the incident. “They fly, you said? Didn’t that make it hard to hunt them down?”

Lugh smirked and took a long drought of his drink. It was blue with an umbrella stuck in it. “You’re not the only one who can fight flying monsters, you know. We’re pretty talented too.”

David felt his face heat. “I know you are–you’re way better than me.”

Anur poked him in the side. “Just because you’ve gotten famous, you think you can do better than us. If I had Bramira and could survive battles in space without a suit or oxygen, I could kill Nephilim, too.”

“It’s not as fun as it sounds.”

“It doesn’t sound fun at all.”

“Well, it really isn’t fun.”

Niam giggled. “Well, we’ve killed a dozen manticores, and you haven’t, so we can still brag.” Anur and Lugh raised their drinks to that.

David could only smile as he watched them. He wished he could go hunting monsters off-world with them. He was being useful here, but he did miss traveling to other worlds. Maybe Kanlan would have business off-world again soon; David could go with him.

Anur started up her story again, detailing how they’d killed the manticores. It sounded like an exciting fight, though David couldn’t regret missing it. He didn’t actually enjoy fighting monsters; he just liked the way he could feel useful. Anyway, he still had plenty of action in his life, even if the only fighting he’d seen in the past month was sparring with Siegi every other day.

“You can’t stay fit on your own,” Siegi said a month ago, a few days after David returned from space. “You exercise, but you lose track of style and awareness. If you’re going to continue fighting Nephilim and other monsters, you can’t slack off.” Whether David wanted to train with Siegi never came up – Siegi decided he was going to keep David sharp, and that was the end of the conversation. David didn’t mind, because he liked the training, and he knew Siegi was right about him needing someone to keep him on track. The first week was annoying, as Siegi spent most of it bemoaning how badly David’s skills had deteriorated since Cethon died, but Siegi scolded him less now.

That meant David was making progress. He thought he fought as well as he ever had. It was hard to tell, with only Siegi to fight. He wasn’t as evil as Cethon, but he was tougher than Scatha. David felt a pang at the thought of Scatha, which he forced away. He tried to be happy about his life. Why shouldn’t he be happy with it? He helped the Sword Priests train to see through illusions during the morning after his training sessions, he studied with Mim or read through reports for Patos in the afternoon, and he often joined the council for discussions over lunch. He had a fantastic lover, good friends, and important work. There wasn’t anything else he could ask for.

Well, no. He was greedy. There was always more he wanted. He wished his friends would visit Mikels with him. Being stuck on one floor with all his afancs made Mikels cranky. He needed more space – the afancs really needed more space. Though no one had seen a Nephil since Erlik’s death, they were still out there. Mikels was sure he and the afancs would be killed the minute they left Castle Eternal, and David couldn’t convince him otherwise. Maybe David wasn’t trying that hard to convince him otherwise, because he thought Mikels’s fears might be justified. The remaining Nephilim had to be planning something, and they had to be angry at Mikels.

Sometimes David wished the other Nephilim would just show up, so he’d know what they were planning. Then he remembered how much damage the Nephilim caused whenever they appeared, and he decided he preferred them distant.

A large screen on the side of the room scrolled through the news. David watched it with half his attention. He always watched the news these days. He heard most important things before other people, but he didn’t want emergencies to pass him by. So when the words ‘Breaking News’ appeared on the screen, David sat up and turned all his attention to the screen.

He sat too far away, and the sixth made too much noise for David to hear what the reporters said, but he didn’t need to. ‘High Priest Rahu Vaku to marry Sword Sister Dev Hunn on 24 Mareri.’ The words stood large and bold over the bottom half of the screen. “What?” David cried.

His friends turned to stare at the screen, too. “What’s your problem?” Anur rolled her eyes. “That’s wonderful news.”

“He didn’t mention it to me.” He saw Rahu yesterday, and Rahu hadn’t even referenced his marriage.

Lugh laughed. “You actually think His Holiness set the date? A dozen Lost Priests and historians probably decided it after spending days up to their eyebrows in books. Didn’t another High Priestess get married that same day?”

“All the High Priests have married 24 Mareri.” Niam had her com pad out. “Those who married during their reign, at least. It’s an official holiday. No one’s celebrated it in over three hundred years, not with a marriage, but it’s still official.”

Anur tipped her chair back, balancing on the back legs. “That isn’t very romantic. It isn’t much time to plan either.”

“I don’t think His Holiness and Dev get much choice in the details. Marriages of High Priests and Priestesses are pretty standard. I bet the only reason they waited to announce the date was because they wanted to make sure Aeons wouldn’t be off-world. He always officiates his High Priest’s marriage.” Niam propped her head up on her hand. She looked a little sad, and David wondered if she was thinking about Conal.

“That sounds pretty romantic to me, having Aeons there,” Lugh told Anur. He leaned close to Niam, though, their forearms touching. Niam leaned closer too, so that their shoulders touched. David blinked at the sight. Those two? He’d never even thought about them as a couple. “Anyway, there’ll be at least two days of parties. We might have to pull a short shift, but we’ll have time off. Lots of chance for food and drink and dancing!”

Anur perked up. “I guess you’re right. Still, I’d want to decide the date of my own marriage.”

“Rahu and Dev won’t care about that,” David said. Nothing bothered Rahu, and little bothered Dev. “You  guys should be at the ceremony – Rahu and Dev like you.”

“Are you sure?” Niam asked.

David nodded. “Of course! Anyway, the more people at a marriage, the better, right?” It wasn’t like Rahu and Dev could have a quiet, private ceremony, so they might as well embrace the crowd and enjoy it.

“Sweet. I’ll tell Stewart Duran you invited us. Then we can definitely have the day off.” Anur grinned.

“I want to get married too,” Niam said softly. Lugh took her hand in his but didn’t say anything.

David chugged the rest of his drink. “Oh, I need a refill. Come on, Anur.”

“I’m still good.”

He grabbed her arm and pulled her up with him. “I want to get enough for everyone. You can help me carry it.” When they were away from the table, he said, “Niam and Lugh need some time alone.”

Anur looked back at the table, and her expression softened. “Sorry. I didn’t notice.”

“How long have those two…?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know, a month? Niam didn’t know Lugh well when she left. She mostly hung out with us. I’ve been spending more time with Lugh, though, especially since Bellon died.” She paused to swallow. “Anyway, he’s a lot of fun, him and Cid both. Since I spend time with them, Niam does too. Lately, I guess Lugh and Niam have been talking a lot. I don’t think it’s gotten further than casual dates. Niam isn’t over Conal yet, not really.”

“You never totally get over someone, not after losing them like that. But eventually, you can think of other people, too.” Niam and Lugh had their heads close, both smiling softly. David smiled too. If two of his friends found happiness together, how could he be anything but happy? It took a moment for him to notice the strange look Anur gave him. “What?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “It’s just… I’m still not used to seeing you like this. Smart, and noticing stuff.”

“I’m not that smart.” He didn’t think Anur knew about his upgraded brain. Even with it, David made plenty of stupid mistakes and said things he shouldn’t have. Just yesterday, Vesa banned him from talking with ambassadors from newly allied worlds after he failed to make small talk with the people from world 847,694.

“Maybe not smart, but observant. You noticed nothing at first. You didn’t know anything about Bantong, so I guess it makes sense. I never noticed how sweet you were, though, back then. Or maybe you’re more obvious about it now.”

David shrugged. “A little bit of both, I think. I was so overwhelmed when I first came here that I didn’t notice anything that didn’t have to do with me, and I didn’t want to either.”

“Well, I’m glad you show it now. Speaking of marriage—” Anur arched an eyebrow “—when are you getting married to Aeons? There’s been no word you’re even planning to.”

He hunched his shoulders. “That’s ‘cuz we’re not. It’s too early to think about marriage.” Anur’s eyebrow crept higher, and David cleared his throat. “Fine. It’s too early for me. I’m still messed up. I can’t get married yet.” He hadn’t thought of it in over a month, not since Before. That was how he thought about his Incident with the Nephilim, capital letter included, because a vague but specific name meant he didn’t have to think about any of the details.

For a moment, he wondered if Kanlan still wanted to, but he only needed to wonder for a moment. Of course, Kanlan must want to get married. Public vows were important to him. David felt equally sure that Kanlan hadn’t brought it up because he knew David wasn’t ready to deal with marriage yet, not when Kanlan had to soothe away nightmares most days.

“Hey, I’m sorry I asked.” Anur bounced her shoulder against his as they stood in front of the bar. “It just seems weird for Aeons not to be married, now that you guys are together. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

“Don’t worry about it. People talk about it – I need to learn to deal with that.” He didn’t know how to deal with that yet. When most people asked, he clammed up and waited for them to move on to other topics. His friends rarely spoke about it, but some reporters could be pretty stupid. He had to talk about it with Patos. They talked every three days because David couldn’t handle anything more frequent than that.

Anur ordered a round of drinks for all four of them, and they carried them back to the table. Niam and Lugh no longer held hands, but they still sat close to one another. They didn’t have time to do more than settle in when someone stepped up to their table. David turned with the others and saw a young man, younger than him but older than Niam and Anur, with brown skin, wild dark hair, and a skin-tight suit covered with a purple drape. He looked familiar. David poked his brain, and it offered up an identity after a moment: Luei, prince of Atlantis.

“So the Immortal Beloved was hidden in the sixth traditional,” he said, staring down at David, barely noticing the others.

David shifted his chair around so he could face Luei. “I wasn’t hiding. I didn’t know who I was, back then. Did you need me for something, Your Highness?” He had spoken maybe twice with Luei on his visit to Atlantis. Rolan and Hue dealt most with the royals during that time. Luei’s father, Palop, hadn’t been happy with the sixth when they left. He wanted them to hunt down the traitor in his court, but Rolan refused. The sixth only came to Atlantis to fight the vodyanois, not to investigate everyone who lived there.

Thinking back, David wondered if they should have checked Palop’s court for him. Someone in Atlantis had dealings with the vodyanois. The vodyanois had recently changed, so they could fly now. The only people who could change monsters like that were the Nephilim. Did that mean a Nephil had been hiding in Atlantis? Or maybe someone from Atlantis acted as an informant for a Nephil. David didn’t know – maybe no one knew.

“Most of the vodyanois are gone.” Without asking permission, Luei snagged a chair from the next table over so he could join David and the others. He even took Anur’s drink. Anur scowled at that but didn’t say anything. “Four divisions of Sword Priests have searched the waters around Atlantis over the past two months. They even sent the navy, which has ships that travel under the water and can see the vodyanois no matter where they try to hide. They learned how to fly, but they still prefer the water.”

David smiled. “Well, that’s great, isn’t it? That means you can go home.”

“What for? There’s nothing left.” Luei downed the rest of Anur’s drink in one go. When he put the glass back down, the sour expression on his face had grown more pronounced.

David glanced at his friends for help. 

“Some of Atlantis survived the attack, didn’t it?” Lugh said. “I saw pictures. Half of it should still be habitable.”

“Habitable. What would you know about it?” Luei spat on the table. “You don’t live on the water. You don’t know anything about Atlantis. Our way of life is over! We can’t go back!”

“Then what are you going to do?” Niam asked. “Will you live here on Bantong?”

Luei’s lip curled further. “And become second-class citizens? I don’t think so.”

“Things have gotten much better for travelers,” David said, because it was true. He would have insisted on some of those changes, but Kanlan made most of them while he was asleep. The curfew was gone, as were restrictions on what jobs travelers could take and where they could live. Travelers who had lived in Bantong for a few years or more could vote in local elections, collect pensions, and receive public assistance. Gateways were common again and predictable. Many travelers had returned home, while others merely chose to visit their homes regularly. Some travelers were still stuck on Bantong. Kanlan was working on a project that he hoped would make gateways more common still. David didn’t understand the details, but he knew Kanlan hadn’t made much progress yet. He had a project of his own, too, albeit still in its early stages.

“We have no interest in living here. We want our own world, someplace with lots of water but also plenty of land.”

For a moment, no one answered. They all gave each other looks, hoping someone else would speak first. None of them wanted this conversation with Luei – Sword Priests didn’t deal with issues like this, or not Brother and Sisters at least. And David didn’t want to deal with it either. He feared that Luei would try to get him to take the issue straight to Kanlan or at least the council. Just because he’d met Luei before didn’t mean David had any interest in going out of his way for him.

“Have you spoken with the Lost Priests?” Niam asked at last. “They could help you find a list of uninhabited worlds or at least worlds with low populations that you could use. That’s part of what they do.”

“The Lost Priests provided a list of worlds to my father and me, but none were acceptable. We don’t want shit worlds, the kind no one wants to live in. We want a good world!”

“Pick-y,” Lugh muttered, drawing the word out. He spoke softly enough that David didn’t think Luei heard him. Louder, Lugh said, “Do you have a particular world in mind, Your Highness?”

Luei slapped down a com pad. “None of these is acceptable. There’s a reason no one lives on them. Find something good. You owe us.” He shoved the com pad at David so hard he nearly sent it off the edge of the table before David snatched it.

David picked up the com pad and found a list of worlds. When he poked each world, he read details and saw pictures. Seven worlds were listed on Luei’s com pad, and David could understand why the Atlanteans didn’t like them. One world experienced severe temperature differences over the seasons. One had days way too long – nearly a month for one day. One was very close to its sun; it was only habitable because the star wasn’t very warm, according to the astronomical data provided. One world had almost no water, while another had even more than Atlantis. Another had a good ratio of land to water, but the land was all desert. The last had high mountains and low valleys and very little in between.

“Are these seriously the only worlds available?” David handed the com pad to Anur so she could see; she’d been reading over his shoulder.

“These worlds were the only ones shown to us by the Lost Priests.” Luei crossed his arms over his chest. “They refused to show us any worlds that already had people living on them, no matter how few people there were.”

David took out his own com pad and searched for ‘uninhabited worlds.’ There were more than the seven listed on Luei’s com pad, but many had even worse problems that meant people couldn’t live there. Not without lots of tech, at least, which David guessed the Atlanteans didn’t want. He saw a few decent worlds on the list, but none had regular gateways. And since they didn’t have regular gateways, there wasn’t much information on them, so they could have serious problems.

“Does the entire world have to be uninhabited?” he asked. If they found a big world with a small population, wouldn’t that be just as good? There weren’t many Atlanteans; they shouldn’t need much space. When he searched ‘worlds with low populations’, he found more that had low populations for a reason. Several new worlds appeared on the list, primitive and probably dangerous. He continued. Near the bottom of the list, he found a good prospect.

World 1247 had three continents, and only the larger two had people living on them. It was a lush world, with a nice climate and few dangers. Or so David thought until he came to the end of the entry. It said, “The third continent is newly deserted.”

Well, duh, his brain said, and David blinked. He focused on the number and waited for his brain to inform him of what he already knew about the place. When the memory appeared, David flinched.

He’d been to world 1247. He’d been to the third, smallest continent, and he knew why no one lived there anymore. 1247 was Keri and Kemi’s world, and no one lived there because those two stole Bantonan weapons and used them to slaughter all their neighbors. And they’d only found those weapons because of David.

He slid down in his chair, hunching over. He could blame Tenin for that fiasco – and he did, although he couldn’t deny that he had a hand in it too. Tenin was the one who convinced Kemi, Keri, and their people to commit genocide. Tenin had nearly caused more damage until he retreated after running into David and the sixth traditional. No one still lived on that continent, because Keri and Kemi had been exiled to Jahan while their people labored hard in Lilipan.

The world itself was fine, though. It was no natural disaster that destroyed the former population, nothing that affected the land. After almost a year, probably most of the bodies were gone – or close enough to gone that they wouldn’t bother the Atlanteans.

David handed Luei his com pad. “What do you think? The smallest continent is called Lipsip.” That was the name of Keri and Kemi’s village, as far as David could recall, but no other name was listed for the landmass. The other two continents lay a good distance away, and the people who lived there were still primitive. They probably had no contact with the smallest continent. Introducing the Atlanteans shouldn’t cause any trouble unless the Atlanteans decided to go to war against the others. They might – David didn’t have good memories of the Atlanteans, and Luei had only reinforced those opinions today. Gateways regularly opened to world 1247, so if the Atlanteans tried to kill their new neighbors, Bantong would learn and hopefully be able to stop them.

“Perhaps,” Luei said after staring at the com pad for a good five minutes. He reached over the table and took his com pad back from Niam, who’d gotten it from Anur. He pressed the com pads together, copying the information. Then he pocketed his com pad and returned David’s. “I will discuss it with my father and our people. This had better not be a Bantonan deception, Your Holiness. You owe us a world, and you can’t just show us one only to take it away.”

“Of course.” David glared and fidgeted, annoyed and worried simultaneously. Maybe he should have asked someone about world 1247 before he showed it to Luei. What if the Atlanteans decided they liked it, but there was a reason they couldn’t move there, a reason David didn’t know about? The Atlanteans would be furious, and it would all be David’s fault.

When Luei marched out of the bar, everyone relaxed. “Was he always such an ass? They can’t have expected us to fix all their problems, can they?” Lugh stuck his tongue out at Luei’s back.

“If they wanted someone to investigate their problems and their court, they could have made a request,” Anur said. “They didn’t, even after we left. Just because we couldn’t stay and do that doesn’t mean someone else couldn’t have. They only had to ask.”

David nodded, though he hadn’t known that. He didn’t know if anyone could have found a Nephil influence, but maybe if someone had tried, Atlantis would still stand, and the vodyanois wouldn’t fly. He felt guilty for not looking, though at the time he’d known less than anyone what to look for.

He stayed with his friends for another hour or so before they had to part. The sixth division was watching Thul tomorrow, while David had plenty of his own plans. He said goodbye, wishing again that his life was simpler. He wouldn’t give Kanlan up for anything, but sometimes he wished he were just another Sword Priest. He used to feel bad for taking time with his friends until Patos bugged him into doing it. He was glad Patos had convinced him.

When he checked his com pad on the way out, he found a message from Mim to drop by his office. It was evening in Pardis, later than they usually talked, but David shrugged and headed in that direction. If Mim needed him, it was probably important.

The door to Mim’s office stood open, and David saw a person sitting there with Mim. Though he could only see the back of their head, the person looked familiar. It was a young man with dark, straight hair, wearing a robe with a cut David would never forget. He still had a robe with that same cut, kept safe because he’d left it behind in Elysa during his travels; it was now in the closet in Kanlan’s room. “Sashi?” David asked, disbelieving.

The young man turned, and David saw familiar chipmunk cheeks and bright eyes. “David!” Sashi hopped to his feet, the sword at his hip thumping the side of his leg when he moved. “You finally found Aeons again?”

“Yeah, I did.” David could only stand there, shocked. Of all the people he’d expected to see, Sashi had to be at the bottom of the list – well, above his dead friends, but after everyone else. “What— How are you here? The gateway—”

“Turned blue yesterday.” Sashi bounced closer. “We checked by throwing through a com pad – Lady Li-Shan had a few in her laboratory. When they continued broadcasting on the other side, we decided it must be safe to pass through. Another gateway appeared, and I volunteered to go through it. I wanted to see you. Are— Are you mad?” He wilted, achieving puppy dog eyes.

David laughed and wrapped the boy in a tight hug. “Of course, I’m not angry! I’m so glad to see you again! I’m just surprised!” Sashi was almost the same height as him, he realized. The boy had grown – no, not a boy. Not anymore.

“He claimed to know you, Your Holiness, so the other Lost Priests passed him along to me,” Mim said when David and Sashi parted. “I asked enough questions and decided he was probably telling the truth, though there were many details he didn’t know.”

“Me and Sashi never had time to exchange full histories.” David kept his arm around Sashi’s shoulders – which, unless he was mistaken, had grown broader too. Had it only been a year since he saw him last? “We met in Xanadu. Sashi helped me fight the local monsters and answered all my questions. How is everyone?”

“We’re much better.” When Mim retrieved an extra chair from the cubicles, all three of them sat down. Sashi poked at the cushion on his seat and relaxed into it with the complete lack of bones that only teenagers possessed. “The shabtis haven’t come back. We can go out at night now without worrying. Last month, the people chose representatives from each neighborhood in the city and countryside to come to court so they could make sure their problems were taken care of. Lord Bei-Wu calls it representative democracy. He has the representatives present during some court cases. He’s in charge of that, now, him and Lord Chang-Jin. Lady Tian-Yu has started a school, and anyone who shows aptitude can enroll for free. Lady Li-Shan is working with her when she isn’t busy with her experiments. And Lord Bei-Lei made me a lieutenant.” Sashi pointed to the green crest sewn into the left breast of his robe.

David couldn’t help the smile. However many mistakes he’d made – and he’d made a fair few – he’d done right by Xanadu. He could barely believe how much progress they’d made, and in such a short time. Representatives chosen by the people, lawyers for the courts, and schools for everyone. With that rate, David could only imagine where Xanadu might be in ten years. “I’m glad. Is the army busy? Are you having trouble with your neighbors?”

Sashi shook his head. “Oh, no, our neighbors love us. They know we stopped the shabtis and the demon – the Nephil, I mean. We’ve been drowning in ambassadors. They only get upset when they find out they can’t meet you, but we’re handling it. No, we kept the army to keep things safe and to rebuild the city and the mines. I spend most of the time in the city because Lord Bei-Lei likes having me nearby. He says I can make general by thirty if I work hard.” He puffed out his chest.

“Tell Bei-Lei I’m glad he’s well – all of them, and Vainam and Shun too. Now that the gateways are working again, I’ll try to find time to visit you. I’ll bring Aeons – I’ve told him all about you.”

That made Sashi blink and look worried for a moment, but he regained his cheer immediately. “We would be honored to have you visit. As I am honored to be here. Is this place made of moonlight, David?” he lowered his voice as he glanced around.

David stifled a laugh. “No, not moonlight. It’s marble.”

“Castle Eternal is made from normal marble, but it was blessed,” Mim said. When both David and Sashi looked at him blankly, he said, “The Yesterlords and Aeons built it. It’s like nowhere else in the cosmos. Until the Nephilim attacked, nothing in thousands of years had damaged it or even eroded it.”

David blinked at that. He knew Eternism was six thousand plus years old, but he hadn’t put that in the context of the buildings. By rights, Castle Eternal should look worse than the pyramids. The crypts held tombs dating back to the first High Priest, Quetzal Coa, so he should have made the connection. He’d never thought about it, though, which was his excuse.  “Cool.” He turned to Sashi. “So, not moonlight, but might as well be for all anyone can duplicate it.”

“I hope to see more of Castle Eternal while I’m here – everything really.” Sashi pointed to the ceiling. “Is it only Castle Eternal that glows like that?”

A light stood at the edge of Mim’s desk – even with the glow from the walls, rooms got dark at night. “Yes and no,” David said. “They’ve got a tour of Castle Eternal – all the buildings in Pardis, I’m sure. You should go on one. I’d offer, but I wouldn’t know what half the stuff is. I’ve only lived here three months.” And much of that time, he’d barely left Kanlan’s bed, but Sashi didn’t need to know that.

“I can arrange accommodations for you,” Mim offered Sashi. The smile he offered was almost as broad as Sashi’s. If David watched the two of them long enough, he’d get a headache from the brightness.

Sashi perked up for a moment, then slumped over. “I don’t have any money.”

“Nonsense. You are here as the ambassador for Xanadu. Even without being a friend of His Holiness’s, there’s no need to worry about money. Come. I’ll take you to Kumarkan. You can stay there tonight.” Mim rose.

“Thank you. David was right – Bantong is fabulous. I’ll see you tomorrow?” Sashi asked as he trailed Mim out of the office.

David grabbed a piece of paper off Mim’s desk and scrawled his number on it. “Give me a call when you have free time. Someone in Kumarkan can help you with that. And make sure you tell everyone in Xanadu that you’ll be here for a few days!”

“Yes, Mother, thanks for the reminder.” Sashi rolled his eyes, grinned again, turned a corner, and vanished.

David humphed. “Well, someone has to look after you.” He was smiling, though. He hadn’t realized how much he missed Sashi. They’d only known each other for a few days, but those were some of the best days in David’s life. Sashi was like the younger brother he’d never had but always wanted.

The grin never faltering, David bounded out of his chair and took the elevator up to the 50th floor. Kanlan wasn’t there yet, so David read through the day’s news. He processed little of what he read, but his fancy new mind would recall most of it anyway. God, he loved his new brain some days.

When Kanlan finally returned, David sprang from his chair and wrapped Kanlan in a bear hug, whispering, “Thank you.”

“What for?”

“For being you.” He pulled back just far enough to kiss Kanlan. “The gateway to Xanadu is fixed. It works both ways now. I had a chance to talk with my friend Sashi – he’ll be here for a few days. You could have told me you were working on fixing the gateway, you know.”

Kanlan shook his head. “I have done nothing to repair any gateways.”

For a moment, David stood silent. Then his fancy new brain made some connections and showed them to him – the new brain was awesome, but it did like to show off. “The gateways got repaired just by you being here. That’s why all gateways have become more frequent. You fix things just by living here, don’t you?” 

The Yesterlords reign over the heavens,

Aeons sit enthroned in Pardis.

There are no coincidences.

That was the Eternist saying. David had thought it just that – a saying. Oh, there was some truth to it, of course, because the Yesterlords did rule the dead while Aeons guarded the living. David had received other hints that Kanlan did far more than that, but he hadn’t processed those hints before. Half the problems Bantong had during the desolation were because Kanlan hadn’t spent enough time on Bantong – everyone said so. His mere presence made gateways work better, visions more common, and probably other things that David didn’t even know about.

“I have thought little about Xanadu.” Kanlan leaned against David. “My thoughts have centered only on Jigok. I fear I have no solution for that gateway. It has only ever worked one way. I’ve never been there.”

“You fix things just by being you,” David said again, still amazed. Just when he thought he knew everything about Kanlan, he discovered something new and incredible. “You’ll think of something to reach Jigok. I believe in you.”

After all that, what else could David do but drag Kanlan off to bed? In the last month, he’d learned many things. He learned about Eternism, Bantong, the Bantonan and allied worlds, and hundreds of other things. He’d learned things about Kanlan, too, and not just Kanlan’s history. He knew now how to make love to someone who wasn’t human.

He had given Kanlan pleasure the first few times – Kanlan showed him what he liked, and David could take clear direction. With their minds tangled together and David enjoying himself, Kanlan had, of course, found pleasure too. It was different now. David knew what to do without instruction. He could give Kanlan pleasure without their minds entwining – though that always made everything better. There was this thing Kanlan could do, too, where David’s emotions went crazy with over-stimulation. When they then touched minds, David couldn’t think about anything for hours.

Sex got better over time: David had heard that many times in his life, but Kanlan was the first lover he’d had long enough to actually experience that.

From the very first time they made love, David had been spoiled for anyone else. After literally getting his mind blown, no wonder. He hoped that, by now, he’d spoiled Kanlan for anyone else, too.

As they lay together after, Kanlan smiled and brushed his fingers down David’s arm. “I was spoiled for anyone else after the first time we met.”

“You weren’t supposed to hear that,” David said, though he didn’t mind. Sometimes he couldn’t remember what it was like not to share his thoughts with someone else. Kanlan was the reason his brain worked as well as it did – and Kanlan was the reason he was so happy. He didn’t want to hold back, not ever. He wanted Kanlan to share everything he had until he wasn’t sure where he ended and Kanlan began.

“I want that too,” Kanlan said and kissed him.

“Luei from Atlantis crashed our drinking night,” David said a few minutes later. He didn’t explain who Luei was, though he’d never detailed most of his adventures to Kanlan. Kanlan knew who Lugh was, knew him by name the one time they met, having pulled the information from David’s brain. He could use David's brain to learn about Luei, too. “The Atlanteans aren’t happy with any of the worlds they’ve seen, apparently. He wanted me to find him a good one, so I showed him the continent where Kemi and Keri used to live. It’s abandoned now, at least by people. It’s a pretty place, with plenty of good resources. If the Atlanteans complain about that place, they won’t be happy anywhere.”

Kanlan shifted onto his side, propping his head up on his hand. His hair reached his shoulders now. “There may not be any people there, but the remnants of the former inhabitants will be everywhere. Would you want to make your new home over graves?”

David grimaced. “I hadn’t thought of that. There aren’t many empty worlds around, Kanlan, and the Atlanteans are super picky. I looked over the list, but there wasn’t anything as good as that world.”

“You did everything you could to help. If they refuse to accept a new world and refuse to return to their old world, that is not your problem. If they continue to make trouble, I will speak with King Palop.”

“I hadn’t meant to get you involved. You’ve got better things to worry about. Vesa can set them straight if they keep bitching.” Even that was getting more people involved than would normally be, David was sure. Moving an entire people from one world to another couldn’t be a common occurrence, but the Atlanteans would listen to the Lost Cardinal. If not, they could find their new world on their own, and fuck them.

“Atlantis has long been an ally. They were one of the Bantonan worlds once, before their city and country sank. They still could be, should they wish it. I would see them content.”

David shook his head. “Maybe they were nice once, but they’re assholes now. Seriously, Kanlan. They blamed Rolan for not sticking around to conduct an investigation – an investigation which would have taken months, and that’s if Rolan even knew where to start, which I’m sure he didn’t. Today, Luei accused me of hiding who I was when I first visited Atlantis – I wasn’t the Beloved back then! He got annoyed when I told him that, and I don’t know if he believed me. Ignore them, Kanlan. They want to bitch more than they want to find a new world. You’re going to meet Sashi instead. He’s way better than everyone in Atlantis put together.”

Kanlan smiled. “You’re very fond of him.”

“He was sixteen and prepared to die for his city and his people.” David closed his eyes as his first memory of Sashi arose. “He was so young and so ready to fight. So ready to help, even if it meant dying. I had to protect him – he had his whole life ahead of him. And it’ll be an amazing life, Kanlan, I know it. Everyone on Xanadu will be great.”

“You’d like to live there. You like it more than Bantong.”

“I don’t!” David sat up.

Kanlan shook his head. “It’s fine if you like Xanadu better than Bantong, just as you also like Boston better. You have better memories of Xanadu. You made only friends, you succeeded in everything you set out to accomplish, and you spent only a few days there.”

David lay back down with a huff. “Did you need to add that last part? I liked the rest of your assessment.”

“It’s easy to love a place that you haven’t seen that much of, a place you haven’t yet had the time to see the not-so-nice parts. You’ve also missed it, which made it seem nicer than it was. When you think of Boston, you never remember the bad parts.”

David closed his eyes. It was true. Now, Boston meant John and Megumi and John’s parents and the Celtics and good television and junk food and things he could identify without asking. That was the Boston he loved, the Boston he missed. He didn’t want to think of the ex-girlfriends who hated him, the dozens of jobs he’d quit or been fired from, the graves he hadn’t visited in years.

“Boston’s in America. When people left their homes to come to America, they left everything behind: their old homes, their history, their friends, and sometimes some of their families. And that’s the people who came there by choice, and they weren’t everyone. My grandparents left England and Ghana for much the same reasons, though Mom said her parents often wished they could go back home.

“I’m lucky. Maybe I didn’t come here by choice, and maybe I couldn’t go home right away, but I found a good life. A better life, one I wouldn’t give up for anything. And I can go back home whenever I want. We are still having John over in three days, right?”

Kanlan nodded. “I made room in my schedule. Four days from today, I have nothing planned, though I need to remain on call.”

“That’s fine. I finally get to have everything I love in one place.” David smiled as he imagined it. John was bringing Megumi and both his parents – though David didn’t know how much the Haffs understood yet. John had been vague in his last few letters. He wondered if Sashi would still be on Bantong, too. He hoped so; John would like Sashi. Well, John would like Sashi once he got over being afraid of him. John got nervous around jocks who weren’t David, and a swordsman, even one as young as Sashi, would surely make him twitch. Hopefully, John would be so hyper over the whole different planet thing that he’d forget to be shy and go into full-on geek mode. David mocked him for it, but he liked John best in super nerd mode.

He smiled as he thought of the future. He had a good life, and it was only getting better. So not everyone in Bantong liked him, and there was an endless supply of annoying little problems. He could handle that. No one had heard a peep from the Nephilim in over a month, and David hoped they’d be so scared over losing Riman, Tenin, and Erlik in quick succession that they found a deep hole to hide in for the next hundred years at least. He didn’t believe that would happen, and neither did Kanlan or Mikels, but he could hope. So long as they stayed away while the Haffs were here, David wouldn’t complain.









