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1

Drifting Away from Humanity

 

“When did the monsters appear?” Rahu asked. The new High Priest looked tired. No wonder – it was about three in the morning and yesterday’s celebration had finished less than two hours ago. He’d probably just gotten to bed.

David knew he must look even worse. He and Kanlan had stayed up for some private celebrating. He’d only gotten to sleep about thirty minutes before the emergency call came.

Now he sat in the council chamber with Kanlan, Rahu, and all six Cardinals. A new chair had been added for him, since he couldn’t use the High Priest’s chair anymore. It was plain, unlike the others, but comfortable. David wished it had less padding, because he wasn’t sure how long he could stay awake. The placement of chairs had been changed too, to make way for his. Going clockwise from where he sat, it went Supsha, Vesa, Kanlan, Mayat, Syatog, Rahu, Patos, and then Slepis on his right. The table was plenty large enough to accommodate the extra chair, but David still felt like he was intruding.

He forced himself to focus. Monsters appearing suddenly on over one hundred worlds ought to be enough to wake up anyone.

“They started appearing an hour after the ceremony,” Supsha said. She’d put away her jewelry, but still wore her formal robes. Everyone else was dressed more casually, except for Vesa who looked like she’d put her formal jacket back on in a rush. “We still have no gateway information, so it took time for some of the reports to come in. We normally call allied worlds as soon as gateways open, asking for any news. Fortunately, most of our allies soon knew if they had an open gateway, and so they called us.”

“Are these typical monsters?” asked Slepis. “Before, the monsters that attacked were ones not usually seen.”

Syatog hunched over his com pad, swiping like mad. “Most are, it seems. I saw two monsters listed that I wasn’t familiar with, so there are some obscure ones attacking.” He glared at the com pad, as if it was at fault.

“It’s the Nephilim, isn’t it?” Vesa said. She sat with her back hunched, looking worried. None of the new Cardinals seemed comfortable, though only Slepis appeared openly afraid. “I mean, they’re behind this.”

“Most likely,” Kanlan said. “Perhaps not all the attacks, but we must assume most.” Barely restrained anger filled his voice. “The weakest worlds must be prioritized, then the worlds suffering from the worst attacks.”

Supsha shifted in her chair. “We still have almost no gateway information. Only a third of the worlds under attack have regular gateways. Another third are semi-regular. The worlds reporting the worst attacks have the weakest defense forces. They are also the ones whose gateways are least frequent. That alone proves the Nephilim were behind this. They know where our weaknesses lie.”

Mayat asked, “If we can’t send Sword Priests, could we send weapons? That way they can defend them—”

“No,” Syatog cut her off. “Agitators and disintegrators may only be used by Sword Priests. They are too dangerous to allow into other hands.” He glared at Mayat as if she’d suggested killing children.

David thought of all the times Americans had given weapons to forces that, a decade or so later, turned into enemies. He thought of Keri and Kemi too, and the way they used Bantonan weapons to slaughter their enemies. Keeping agitators here sounded like a good policy to him.

“We need gateway information,” Rahu said. “Have you made any progress, Cardinal Lomudra?”

David suspected Rahu didn’t have to be so polite – he was the High Priest now – but he probably couldn’t bring himself to address his former superiors by first name just yet. David still used titles too, especially when he got nervous.

Supsha opened a list on her com pad. “There have been a few over the last two days. We have had far fewer visions than we should, but it is better than no visions. I hope that, given a few more days, we can return to where we are supposed to be. We usually never miss seeing a gateway!”

“If we have any information about those worlds under attack that don’t have regular gateways, send help there first.” Rahu nodded as he stared at his com pad.

Vesa bit her lip. “There’s only ten worlds under attack that don’t have regular gateways, Your Holiness. Surely— Surely we can do more to help than that.”

“No Sword or Heart Priest will venture onto another world unless we are confident they will be able to return.” Rahu spoke quietly, but his tone allowed no argument. “I will not risk anyone being stranded.”

“What should we do, then?” Mayat asked. “What can we do?”

Only silence answered her. To have something to look at, David stared down at his com pad. A note popped up as he sat there. When he poked it, he saw a reminder that a gateway to Llyn Syfaddon would open later this morning.

He bit down on a gasp. With how busy he’d been the last two days, he’d forgotten about that. Mikels might be in Llyn Syfaddon – he was more likely to be there than anywhere else. If David could find Mikels, could talk to Mikels, maybe he could find a solution to the monster problem. Maybe Mikels knew how the Nephilim were causing monsters to run amok, which might also give them a way to stop the monsters. Maybe Mikels knew where the Nephilim were hiding, so David could hunt them down.

It was worth trying to find Mikels. David could think of nothing else he could do to help.

Conversation buzzed around him, a discussion of which Sword Priest divisions to send where. Most would have some Heart Priests accompanying them. Vesa suggested that they should make an offer of refuge, for anyone on an allied world who didn’t feel safe at home. With the Nephilim abroad and able to reach any world, David didn’t know how much moving to Bantong would help, but having it as an option might make people happier.

There was little they could do to help the situation. The meeting broke up after half an hour. Maybe after some sleep, they’d have better ideas. David stood to leave with the Cardinals, but stopped when he saw that Kanlan hadn’t yet gotten up. Rahu must have noticed too, because he lingered behind as well.

When all the Cardinals were gone, David asked, “What is it?”

“Supsha said that she and her Passion Priest started seeing visions again two day ago. It was two days ago when I looked for a gateway to Llyn Syfaddon for you.”

David frowned. “You think the two are connected?”

“Why shouldn’t they be?” Rahu asked. “Order should naturally begin to reassert itself with Aeons in Castle Eternal.”

“Just being here makes a difference? Really?”

Kanlan smiled, not concerned about David’s questions. “I have a deep connection to Pardis. I think looking for gateways myself helped. Perhaps I can find a few more. I have a list of worlds to look for.” His com pad laid on the table before him, the list of worlds under attack prominent and organized by regularity of gateways.

“If you think it will help, then you must look,” Rahu said.

David pressed his lips together as Kanlan sat back in the chair. Just yesterday, Kanlan had been exhausted. David had hoped he could get some sleep tonight. He regretted being intimate with Kanlan earlier, costing him more sleep.

“I will be fine,” Kanlan said. “Gateway visions sometimes take a while, but they require little effort.”

“If you say so.” David didn’t think Kanlan heard him. His eyes were closed, his head tilted back, already deep in concentration.

Rahu gripped his shoulder and steered him out of the council chamber. “If he says he’ll be fine, he will be. He still has Batlus, if he grows weak.”

“Yeah.” That didn’t make him stop worrying about Kanlan, but some of the concern faded. “I’m going to Llyn Syfaddon in a few hours. My Nephil friend Mikels might be there. I hope I can convince him to help us.”

“He made you invisible in Castle Eternal and told you in a dream that you needed to be there.” Rahu nodded. “I remember. If you hadn’t been there, Aeons might have been killed the same time High Priest Anan and Cardinals Eluk and Jun were. If you trust this Mikels, I suppose I do too. But David, that day was before the Nephil king revived, wasn’t it? Your friend is alive again, but you left him with the other Nephilim. Things may have changed since then.”

David nodded miserably. “I know.” He thought of the way Mikels had stared at Malmis. Those two had a connection, something deeper than what the other Nephilim shared. It had occurred to him many times that Mikels might be less of an ally than he had been. “I have to try. Anyway, it’s not like the Nephilim can hurt me.”

Rahu grimaced. “They can’t kill you, David. That’s different from not being able to hurt you. Please remember that.”

“I will. Trust me, I don’t like dying. Anyway, we should both probably get some sleep while we can.”

With a wave, David headed back down to the sixth floor. Those couches got more uncomfortable every time he slept on them, and he thought he was developing a permanent crick in his shoulder. He didn’t know anywhere else to sleep though, so it had to do.

He set the alarm on his com pad and was snoring in minutes. After he woke again a few hours later and changed into a plain vest, he checked on Kanlan. He sat in exactly the same pose as when David had left him, but there were notes on his com pad, times and locations for gateways. David grinned; Kanlan was making progress. With luck, his efforts would stimulate the Passion Priests too.

The gateway to Llyn Syfaddon would open in Gimoki, not far from where David had first arrived in Bantong. Since he was famous now and didn’t want to be mobbed, David made himself invisible before leaving Castle Eternal. Invisibility was so convenient; he wished he had the ability much sooner. Maybe he had, but since he never thought to use it, he didn’t know. He hadn’t always been immortal, though; he may have only gained his extra powers since Kanlan tied them together.

He waited in a narrow alley, watching the cars fly past the busy street beyond. A hundred allied worlds might be under attack, but life continued as normal on Bantong. He couldn’t resent the Bantonans for it. Even the Eternists could do little to help the worlds under attack. Normal people couldn’t be expected to do more.

When the gateway snapped into existence, David sighed in relief. It would stand open for two minutes, and the return gateway was due in four hours. He had plenty of time to find Mikels. He strode across the threshold and into a swamp. 

Murky water covered the entire area around him. David had managed to step onto a semi-solid piece of land, though mud sucked at his boots and tried to drag him deeper. This place wasn’t as muggy as the area David first visited on Llyn Syfaddon, though it couldn’t be called cool. Birds sang in the distance, and while tall trees hugged the horizon, they had nothing on the trees where Mikels lived.

David took a deep breath as the gateway closed behind him. “Mikels!” At his shout, a flock of birds fled the trees, taking to the sky. “Mikels! Are you here?” When the birds disappeared, they left only silence in their wake. There was no noise; without a breeze, even the tree branches didn’t creak. David squished in the mud just to confirm he hadn’t gone deaf. “Mikels? Can you hear me?”

He waited and waited, but no response came. 

This was hundreds of miles from the tree village where Mikels lived – Kanlan had warned him about that. Nephilim had all kinds of crazy abilities, but hearing something from so far away clearly wasn’t one of them. He couldn’t call Mikels on his com pad, he didn’t have Mikels’s number. He didn’t even know if Mikels had a com pad.

He’d contacted Mikels before without a com pad. He could do so again.

Slowly, he waded to the edge of the swamp. He had to lift his legs high, fighting to free himself of the mud on every step. Mud and water coated his pant legs, probably ruining them. At last David reached the tree line and the edge of the swamp. He had to pause a moment to catch his breath and knock some of the mess from his legs. Another four hours before he could go home and change clothes. At least it was warm here.

David sat on the ground, legs splayed before him. His back pressed against a tree, and he took out Mikels’s feather. He set the alarm on his com pad to sound in three hours. Then he cupped the feather in his hands, closed his eyes, and breathed deeply.

It didn’t take long to fall asleep. In his dreams, he sat in a warm swamp, surrounded by trees. In his dreams, he wasn’t alone. Afancs surrounded him. Some slept while others ate. A few tussled a short distance away while another cuddled close to him, using his leg as a pillow.

David tweaked its ear. “Hey. How are you doing?”

The afanc looked at him with large, liquid eyes. Its mouth opened to show sharp, vicious teeth, but it only made a cute, whining sound.

David scratched its head again. “Yeah, I missed you guys too. I’m glad you’re okay. Is Mikels nearby?”

The afanc didn’t answer him, just leaned in, enjoying the petting.

David pulled the feather out of his pocket and balanced it on top of the afanc’s head. “Mikels? Can you hear me? We need to talk.” When he squinted at the feather, it seemed to glow.

Suddenly, the afanc jumped on him. David fell on his back, the afanc perched atop him. It grinned down, then snatched the feather in its jaws. It hopped off, bounding away.

“Hey!” David scrambled to his feet. “I need that! Come back!”

The afanc seemed to blur as it reached the other afancs. They all looked the same. He couldn’t see the feather no matter where he looked.

“Great. Now what?”

“Don’t worry. You don’t need it.” White feathers rushed past him though there was no breeze.

David woke. He slumped against the tree, Mikels’s feather still clutched in his hand. A large shadow ghosted over him. David saw white wings longer than he was tall. A moment later, Mikels alighted on the ground a few steps away from him.

“That feather.” Mikels pointed. “You don’t need it to turn invisible. You don’t even need it to talk to me.”

David shoved the feather back in his pocket. Maybe he didn’t need it, but he still wanted to have it. Like Dumbo, he felt better with his magic feather. “Are the other Nephilim here?”

“No.” Mikels folded his wings behind his back. They tried to turn transparent, but David perceived it as a flicker that was gone in a moment. He didn’t think Mikels meant to trick him; he was just used to making his wings invisible.

“Good, because we need to talk.” David patted the ground beside him. Mikels sat slowly, arching his back – keeping his wings out of the way. “Over a hundred worlds were attacked by monsters in the last day or two. Do you know about that?”

Mikels looked away. He clenched his hands together before him, then shook them out and groped at the grass. “You can’t expect my father and siblings to sit around and do nothing. Of course, there’s monsters.”

“Whoa, hey, I’m not blaming you. I came here hoping you could help us.” David leaned closer. “People are dying, Mikels, lots of people. We’re having trouble predicting gateways right now. Hopefully we’ll be better soon, but in the meantime, we can’t even help those who need us.”

“I don’t care about people dying. My children aren’t part of this, and Father forbade my siblings from stealing my afancs again – those that survived after Tenin grabbed them to attack Mount Kulun. What do I care?”

David ripped up a few strands of grass and tossed them at Mikels. “You don’t mean that, and we both know it, so cut it out. I’m not asking you to kill your family or to turn against Malmis or anything. I just want some information.”

Mikels’s wings drew closer around him, the edges brushing against the ground. “What information? I had nothing to do with these plans.”

“But you know what the plans are, don’t you?” It wasn’t really a question, though Mikels glancing away still answered it. “How did all these monster attacks occur? There are only, what, six of you now?” Tenin was dead, and Kumio too. “It’s only been a few days. You can’t have visited that many worlds in that short a time.”

“Of course, we didn’t. This attack has been planned for decades.” Mikels had been shifting his hands before finally settling on gripping his knees. “It’s Malmis’s plan, so of course it’s good. He, Kumio, Erlik, and Carman have been running experiments, trying to change existing monsters and make new ones. I’m not allowed to make new creatures, but no one minds when Carman does it. He can play as much as he likes.” Resentment dripped from his voice.

Sometimes David was glad he was an only child. “So, Carman’s the one who’s been changing monsters and making new ones?” That made sense, since he first met Carman on Babylon. He made the tupilaqs and tied them to King Lobez. “How many monsters has he made or changed?”

Mikels shrugged. “I don’t know. He says hundreds. That’s all he’s been doing for hundreds of years. Between us, I think Malmis only came up with this plan to make Carman happy, because he knew Carman was playing with monsters anyway. Malmis has always doted on Carman, and not just because he’s the baby. Carman’s from the same world we’re from, you know. The same village even.”

For a moment, David could only stare, his mouth hanging open. “The same village? Whoa, whoa, back up. Didn’t Riman create all you Nephilim? Isn’t your home village Nabiru?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Father can’t create life from nothing. Aeons and the Yesterlords working together could, but Father can’t. All of us were human once.”

David grabbed his head. It didn’t help much; he still felt like he was drowning – a feeling he knew intimately. “You were human once?”

Mikels sat back, his legs splayed and his wings flared out. “Long, long ago. Malmis and I were born on Angkor. We’re siblings. Malmis has always been my older brother. Father came to our village one day. Why, I don’t know. We were sickly children, Malmis and I, but I was worse. Miracles followed in Father’s wake: flowers burst into bloom and crops died and the moon forgot to shine. No one else would approach him, but Malmis wasn’t afraid. He walked up to Father and said, ‘My brother is sick. Can you heal him?’ Father said, ‘You’re ill too. Aren’t you worried about yourself?’ ‘No,’ Malmis said. ‘Mikels needs help more than I do.’

“Father knelt down before him and held his head between his hands. ‘I can help your brother. I can help you too, but you’ll be different. Come with me and let me change you.’ So Malmis helped me stand and we followed Father back to Nabiru. He placed us on the bier under the tree and put us to sleep. I don’t know how long we slept. I think it was years, because when we first came to Nabiru we were children. When we woke, we were as we are now.”

“That is seriously creepy.” David could only imagine what Riman had done to Malmis and Mikels, even though he didn’t want to imagine it. “The other Nephilim? Were they created the same way?”

Mikels nodded. “Some were older when they came to Nabiru. Sayaz was thirteen – he was the oldest. We older siblings weren’t allowed to watch as our younger siblings were born. A few of us started as girls, like Kumio, but Father preferred boys. We aren’t male or female now. Father wanted us to be like him. And he didn’t want grandchildren.”

“Yeah, well, your dad’s an asshole.”

Mikels snorted. “I agree. I wish that Malmis hadn’t asked him to save us. I would rather have died young and human than live as a Nephil.”

David shifted his shoulders. He was only thirty-two. Like Mikels, he had centuries of life ahead of him, centuries and more. After a few thousand years, would he feel the same way? He’d have Kanlan, which would help, but would Kanlan be enough?

He didn’t want to think like that, because he feared the answer. So he focused his thoughts again, trying to stay on topic. “So Carman is from Angkor too?”

“The same village – well, it was a city by the time we found him. Things do tend to change in hundreds of years. Malmis and I were visiting, and Carman was sick just as we had been. We brought him to Nabiru and asked Father to change him. That’s why Malmis likes Carman so much. That, and he’s the youngest. Father might have birthed more children, but less than a century after Carman, I got exiled and the others went to war against Aeons and the other Yaza.”

“So making monsters is an Angkor thing? Or did Carman pick it up from you?”

Mikels might resent his youngest sibling, but David knew the truth. Mikels adored Carman. He’d made David promise not to hurt Carman, though he didn’t seem bothered by Tenin’s or Kumio’s deaths.

Mikels shrugged. “Carman will play around with anything: all types of monsters, humans, even artificial constructs. I’ve only even been interested in my afancs. That’s what I was working on when Father exiled me here. He sent them with me, which is the only kind thing he did. I don’t need lots of different creatures, just one really good type. And Malmis doesn’t like fiddling. He plots instead.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed. So Carman made monsters, and Malmis figured, ‘What the fuck, might as well use them.’ After Riman woke up, did you call up the monsters?”

“Of course not. They aren’t as intelligent as my children. They are smart enough to know their creator and their masters, if barely. My siblings contacted them through gateways, commanding them to strike. We can speak directly to minds.” He tapped his left temple. “You have to keep it basic, because most monsters aren’t that intelligent, but they understand simple commands. So when Malmis, Erlik, and Carman told them to attack, they did.”

It sounded so simple when Mikels put it like that. David supposed a few days was enough time to open gateways to a hundred worlds and shout out one command. “So can you call them back and tell them to stop?”

Mikels brushed the ground with his wing. “They wouldn’t listen to me. They don’t know me.”

“Seriously, man? You just said they’re stupid. You really think they can tell one Nephil from another? Wave your wings about, be all scary, and tell them to go back home or whatever.”

That made Mikels hunch over. “I can’t do that, David.”

“Why not?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

“Malmis would be angry with me.”

And that was the kicker, wasn’t it? David could convince Mikels to work against Riman; he already had, more than once. Mikels held no loyalty towards most of the other Nephilim either. He fretted over threats to Carman, but so long as what David asked didn’t directly affect Carman, he thought he could talk Mikels into it. Malmis was another matter.

Mikels didn’t just want to avoid threats to Malmis, he wanted to make Malmis happy. As long as he felt like that, David couldn’t claim all his loyalty. There was no way Malmis could be won over – he was pure evil, a monster who loved to kill. Which meant David had to drive a wedge between the siblings.

How could he turn Mikels against Malmis? If David had a brother, he didn’t think he could ever hate him. Even if his brother was scum, he would still be his sibling. That sort of bond couldn’t just be ignored, could it?

Lives hung in the balance. David had no choice but to try and turn Malmis and Mikels against one another.

“You lived here for six thousand years.” His mind raced, prompting him in directions he didn’t yet understand.

Mikels’s wings fluffed out. “Yes. It’s a lovely world, don’t you think? I prefer the other side of the continent – I like big trees. Every part of it is beautiful, though, and it’s all mine.”

“It is beautiful. I like fewer swamps personally, but the trees are amazing. You were going to move, though. You were planning on it, before you died.”

“I don’t want to leave Llyn Syfaddon, but my siblings know where to find me. They also know how powerful and intelligent my children are. That’s why they keep coming here and kidnapping them!” Mikels glared around him, though there was nothing and no one nearby. “Thousands of my children died while I was dead, and there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it. I’m glad you killed Tenin, you and Aeons. He’s always been my least favorite.”

David nodded. “Seeing as he killed you, I can understand why you didn’t like him. I wasn’t a fan either. So he grabbed a lot of your afancs. Did the other Nephilim do that too?”

Mikels frowned. “Carman visited a few times, asking to experiment on my children. I wouldn’t let him. Kumio took a few of my children over the years, and so did Erlik. Sayaz didn’t – he never left Nabiru. Someone had to watch over Father’s body while he was dead.”

“So only a few of your siblings visited you, and when they did it was to ask for favors. That’s a sign of a family member you can do without. What about Malmis? You didn’t mention him. Did he take any of your afancs?”

Mikels drew his wings in close, as if he wanted to hide behind them. “Malmis never visited me,” he said at last.

“Not for six thousand years?” Mikels didn’t answer. David opened his mouth to say something else, then decided not to. He didn’t need to say it; he could tell Mikels was already thinking it.

A six thousand-year separation could perhaps be justified if Malmis hadn’t been able to create gateways. He could though, so why hadn’t he visited? Nobody could be that busy, especially when the other siblings had popped in for visits, however rude those visits had been.

Maybe Malmis had never taken any of Mikels’s afancs off to be killed. That didn’t change the fact that he’d ignored his sibling for longer than civilization had existed on Earth. There were dysfunctional families, and then there was that.

David’s com pad buzzed suddenly, the three-hour alarm going off. He checked, and he still had over an hour before the gateway home appeared. “Do you still want to move your afancs to another world? Because I can help you look, if you do. There isn’t anything else I’m doing right now.”

That came out more bitter than he’d intended. He wished he could fight alongside a Sword division. He didn’t want to leave Kanlan’s side for long, but sitting on his butt in Castle Eternal wasn’t accomplishing anything. Helping Mikels move might help, if it could win Mikels’s loyalty to him rather than Malmis.

A wing brushed over the ground, pushing the grass flat. “I don’t have many children left. My siblings won’t take them again, not with other monsters available, not since Father forbade it. Even if Erlik or Sayaz or Carman wanted to use my afancs, Father wouldn’t let them. So I guess I can stay here.”

“If you need me, I live in Castle Eternal these days. You’d better be careful about coming close – we’ve got heat sensors all over Pardis. Those can see through illusions.”

“I can speak to your dreams, as I did when I was dead. Finding your dreams was hard the first time, and I needed help from your friend, Cethon. Now that I know them, I can find your dreams any time.”

David cringed at that, even as he hoped Cethon was happy in the next life. His tendency to die and pop back was disturbing enough. Mikels’s thing was worse, as he’d stayed dead for days before Riman revived him. How and why Mikels had sought out Cethon – or vise-versa – David didn’t know and wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“I know you wanted more from me, but I can’t. I want to stay out of this fight. Please don’t come back here.”

“Not even to play with your afancs? Because I lost all the pictures I took last time.”

Mikels smiled at that. “Fine. You can come to visit, but no business. When there’s a gateway due, I’ll contact you. You aren’t due to leave yet. Walk with me. Talk with me.”
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