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1

Allies

 

There were agitators and weapons aplenty in Elysa, but no spare com pads. David made a face as he went through the store room. Maybe it didn’t matter. He didn’t want just any com pad – he wanted his com pad, with the list of gateway information, Cethon’s copy of the White Tomes, the account with the money Cethon had left him, and David’s own notes. He’d told himself he should make a copy, just in case. “But you didn’t,” he said as he stuffed two new agitators under his new jacket. “Because you never do anything before it’s too late.”

He closed his eyes as he reached for some boots. He couldn’t think like that. Not now.

When he had Kanlan back, he could return to Llyn Syfaddon. By then, it might be too late – Mikels might already be gone.

David shook his head and tried not to think about it. He was stuck on Bantong for now. He couldn’t get distracted by Mikels, not with how close he was coming to his proper time.

Though he had no com pad, he did find some paper and a pen. He waited till after dinner, when the new apprentices had gone to their rooms, then found Siegi. “Back again?” Siegi asked before David could say anything. He stood in the small kitchen, holding a cold beer. With a pointed look at David, he chugged half of it. “So what’s wrong this time?”

“Do you have Rahu’s number? Or Dev’s? I lost my com pad.”

Siegi pulled a com pad out of his pocket and slid it across the table to David. As David flipped through the contacts, Siegi continued drinking. “Those look like new clothes too. I’ve been a Sword Priest for almost thirty years, Maza, and over half of that has been teaching. Those jackets can take a lot of abuse – I’ve never seen anyone go through them as fast as you.”

“I don’t try to get into trouble.” David copied the numbers down on the paper. He also found the number for the sixth traditional division, and he wrote that out too. Calling the sixth probably wouldn’t help, especially with Bellon and Anur hating him more than ever, but he wanted to have the number.

Siegi didn’t have Saikee’s number – neither had David: it had been on the com pad he’d lost before going back in time. He thought he could find her apartment again in Vele.

He checked the news from Mu. There was nothing on robberies, nothing amiss at the Quetzal Gallery. That meant David had a few more days to get ready at least. He passed the com pad back to Siegi, who had made it half-way through his second beer. “Thanks for that. I’ll leave you in peace now.”

Siegi raised an eyebrow. “What? No strange questions, no weird requests, all with no attempts at explanations? Did you give up on your walkabout, Maza?”

“Rahu told you about that?”

“Dev did. They worry about you.” Siegi shook his head. “As if I have any answers.”

David offered a pained smile. “Well, I’ll have plenty of weirdness for you, but not yet. I need a few days, then it’ll be business as usual.”

“Oh, joy.” Siegi finished the second beer.

“But then everything will make sense, I promise!”

Siegi waved him away with the empty bottle. “Yeah, of course it will. Go away now, I’m not drunk enough to deal with you.”

“I do appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Really, I do.” David stood and held up three fingers on each hand. The gesture felt strange – much as he’d grown used to seeing it, he’d never done it himself, not really. He was pretty sure the gesture could convey gratitude – he hoped so. He owed Siegi a great deal.

He slipped away to his old room for the night. On a new sheet of paper, he wrote out a list of names. Rahu, Dev, Siegi. Saikee, Seth, Mysina. Maybe Sham. Maybe sixth division. He tapped the pen against the page, but no matter how he wracked his brain, he could think of no more names to add.

Something twisted inside of him. He thought he’d had more friends than that, more allies. In fairness, he did. Only, most of them were on other worlds. If he still had his com pad, he could look up Mirim, Iria, and Lobez in Babylon, or Rana and Tuer in Buyan. With his old com pad, he might even be able to find Niam.

“I obviously didn’t spend enough time on Bantong.”

It took a long time for him to fall asleep that night. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Kanlan lying motionless on the ground, Conal and Alosh and Cethon dead, and that sad, final look Mikels gave him. When those images went away, he envisioned himself and his friends being shot down by disintegrators as they tried to get in to Castle Eternal.

The next morning, he started early. He couldn’t spend time just sitting around, not after Llyn Syfaddon. He took four gateways to Vele. Only as he got close to Saikee’s apartment did it occur to him that she might not be home. It was mid-afternoon in Vele – he could always wait outside her door till she got home.

The apartments all looked the same. He got turned around three times before he found the correct building – he thought it was the correct building. In the lobby downstairs, there was no name on the label to this apartment. Saikee wouldn’t label her home, though – she was still wanted by the Law Priests, just like David.

He did get the right apartment. Mysina opened the door and gaped at him. “Hey, kid.” David grinned and ruffled her hair, pulling her into a one-armed hug. “You’re looking good.”

Mysina swatted his hands away from her hair and stepped back to let him in. Then she brushed her hair back into place and leaned against the wall at an alluring angle. “You think so?”

Shit. David had forgotten she had a crush on him. He’d been so happy to see the one person that could corroborate his story, he’d overlooked everything else. It also occurred to him that his greeting had been too friendly. It had been three years for him, but Mysina had seen him only a month ago. He stepped away from her in a way that hopefully seemed casual. “You look like Bantong is agreeing with you.” He liked that, considerate while not making any promises. All diplomatic and shit – the Xandians would be proud of him.

“It’s different here.” Mysina left her position against the wall and got them both something to drink from the fridge. David didn’t know what the drinking age was on Bantong but made no comment as he sat down on an over-sized, red chair that was so comfortable he might never get out of it. “Nobody knows who I am. Some days I like it, some days I don’t.” She shrugged. “Does that make sense?”

“Yeah, I was like that too when I first got here. Do you like Saikee and Seth?”

Mysina perked up again and gave an unconsciously wide smile. “Saikee is perfect. If Padma were like Saikee, I’d have never left home. She got me a job programming – it’s fantastic.”

David raised an eyebrow. Of all the things for an ex-princess to get into, programming seemed the last to him. “You like computers?” Lemuria had probably been close to Bantong, technology-wise. Learning the computers here had likely been easy for Mysina.

She nodded. “When I was little, I used to take apart my robot servants. Dad would get so upset! But then he found me better robot servants that were even more fun to re-program. After he died, I had to learn more – it was the only way I could get any information. Padma never told me anything, not even that she planned to give me away to the Nifli.” She tossed her head, looking affronted. David remembered the way Mysina had found him and Kanlan at the abandoned gym. At the time, Mysina had claimed Padma knew where to find David too, which had been her reason for making David come back. Now he wondered if Mysina had tracked them down on her own.

“Well, I’m glad you have a job you like, and that you and Saikee get along. How about Seth? He worked up the courage yet?” David added a wink to that question.

A faint pink tinge appeared on Mysina’s dusky cheeks. “Seth follows me around everywhere when he isn’t studying. He is such a boy.” Scorn dripped from her voice.

David laughed. Maybe, if he got some time alone with him later, he could give Seth some pointers. The poor boy obviously didn’t have a clue what to do with a girl like Mysina. “He’s your age, you know.”

Mysina stuck her nose in the air. “He’s immature.”

“That’s normal, trust me. Give him another year or two, he’ll seem more interesting.”

“He’ll never compare to you. You’re a hero.” Mysina ducked her head and fluttered her long lashes. “I see you finally got rid of your ugly girlfriend. If you’re lonely without her...”

David pinched his nose then took a long swig of beer. “I haven’t gotten rid of anyone. We were separated. That’s why I’m here.” He took another drink for patience – it didn’t help. Now he knew how Siegi felt. “I came here because I need your help – and I need Saikee and Seth too. It’s complicated, and I don’t want to have to explain it more than once. When will they be home?”

Mysina glanced at the clock on the wall. “In an hour or so. Seth is at school, and Saikee’s at work.” Her voice had lost its earlier friendliness. Neither did she say anything else, but instead leaned back against the couch in a pout.

“So, Seth is going to school?” David asked, floundering for a safe topic. No way was he going to sit in silence for an hour. He did manage to drag Mysina into a conversation, and soon learned that Seth was at university, albeit not a very good one. He’d dropped out of school to help with the Core, so getting into any university was an achievement. Saikee worked at a plant that built gateway manipulators – David recalled she’d made a remote, so she must know how they worked. They were all three of them doing well.

David studied the dregs of his drink as Mysina talked about tutoring Seth in electronics and math. Maybe he shouldn’t have come here. His three friends had managed to build good lives for themselves, despite their pasts. By coming back and asking for their help, he could ruin everything they’d achieved. They didn’t deserve that.

What could he do, though? He needed Mysina, needed her to confirm that he knew Kanlan. If she’d already grown as close to Saikee as it sounded, then Saikee would insist on coming with. And if those two got involved, Seth wouldn’t just sit aside either.

If he got one, he got all three. Fuck.

He couldn’t bring them with him to Castle Eternal. That was far too dangerous. It might even be too dangerous to introduce them to Sham to back up David’s story. Sham was better than any other Law Priest David had met, but he was still a Law Priest. Saikee and Seth were wanted criminals – Sham wouldn’t just ignore that.

A few minutes before Saikee and Seth were due to arrive, Mysina got up to play with the cooker. “It doesn’t know any Lemurian dishes,” she said. “No one here does. But hofflin noodles come close to home.” When the cooker dinged, David helped her put four dishes out on the table. A light blue sauce covered the noodles, and they were covered with vegetables, chicken, and a crumbly cheese. Mysina added more beers to the table, then dragged an extra chair out of the bedroom, as the table had only had three chairs. “They need robots here,” Mysina grumbled as she fought the chair around a corner.

When the door opened, Saikee and Seth just stared at David. “Hi?” he offered. “Hope you don’t mind that I stopped by?”

Saikee laughed and stepped inside. “Of course not! How are you? You look well.” She pulled him into a quick hug.

“I’m fine.” The automatic response slipped out. David winced and offered a weak smile. “Well, not really. It’s kinda a long story. I need your help.”

To his ever-lasting relief, Saikee just nodded and sat down. As Seth passed him, David clasped his shoulder for a moment. I won’t put them in danger, he reminded himself as they started to eat. The blue sauce tasted of blueberries, only spicier, and the cheese had been curdled. David forced himself to swallow and used the excuse of talking to avoid more bites.

“I’m in some trouble, and I need your help. Well, Mysina’s help, mostly.” He played with his fork as he talked, avoiding looking at his friends. “You won’t like it because it involves Law Priests.”

Saikee put her beer down hard enough to make it slosh over the side. “Go on,” she said in a dangerous tone.

“I need her to tell a Law Priest about our interactions on Lemuria. It might not seem like a big deal, but important things happened on Lemuria, and I need someone to back up my claims.”

“That is not very detailed. What do they need to know about from Lemuria? Your heroic exploits?” At David’s look of surprise, Saikee rolled her eyes. “We’ve heard all about them, you know. Personally, I’m trying to figure out why you left Lemuria. You saved their entire world, as Mysina tells it. Wouldn’t you be happier there?”

“No.” David put his fork down. “I can’t give you more information, not now. But I can soon! I’m gathering together some of my other friends. We’ll be meeting in a day or two in Elysa. I can tell you everything there.”

Seth gnawed at a vegetable. “But it will still involve Mysina talking to a Law Priest? If she mentions me and Saikee, we’ll get arrested and sent to Jahan.”

Mysina sniffed. “I don’t plan to mention you two. Just because I’m new here doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

“You might not want to say anything, but you’ll be dealing with a Law Priest.” Seth shook his head. “They can pull information out of your mind against your will. They’ll force you to tell everything, and you won’t be able to fight them.”

“Sham isn’t like that,” David said. “He’s better than most Law Priests. He actually listens. Besides, he’s only a Brother – he doesn’t have the gift of pre-sight.”

Saikee stood up. She paced across the small living room. “I don’t like it. I don’t care how nice this Sham seemed – Law Priests can’t be trusted. You should know that better than most, David. Remember your trial? Remember Met’s trial?” Her face twisted at that part.

“I remember.” He remembered his second trial especially, which hadn’t in fact existed. “But Law Priests are going to get involved in this – there’s no way around it. This way, we’ll at least have one on our side in advance.” Saikee’s expression didn’t change. “Look, at least come to the meeting with my other friends. I’ll tell everything then. If you still don’t want to help, I’ll understand. But at least hear me out. It’s important, I promise. You have no idea how important it is.”

Saikee closed her eyes. She breathed in and out a few times. With a sigh, she finally opened her eyes again. “Fine. I’ll meet your friends, hear your story. Elysa, you said? Where in Elysa? When?”

“Tomorrow night?” He hadn’t thought about the time much. With still no news from Mu, he didn’t know how close to his banishment he’d come. It would be in a few days. And if he got things prepared in advance, that could surely only help. David had learned how terrible he was at planning things. With a few days and his friends’ help, maybe they’d have a plan that could succeed. “There’s a Sword Priest training center there. It’s near the center of town. Go to the twelfth floor.”

“Fine. We’ll be there.”

“Thank you.” He stood and clasped Saikee’s forearm. “Really, thank you.”

She waved him off. “Once the Core stood for equality for everyone, for helping those who couldn’t help themselves. While we had Met, we kept true to those words. It was only after we lost him that we also lost sight of our mission. The Core might no longer exist, but I still remember those words. They’re all I have left of Met. I want to stay true to them.”

“I should go.” Saikee looked ready to cry, Seth not far behind her. Even Mysina seemed upset, and she’d never met Met. “I have to contact more people for the meeting. Thank you. I owe you so much.”

I have good friends, he thought as he left the apartment building. Maybe I don’t have many, but the ones I have are worth keeping.

The thought gave him the courage to head towards Jod.

Jod looked the same as before. He pulled a hat down over his eyes even though he was blocks from the Mitra Judiciary Building. He was a wanted criminal – he couldn’t afford to be recognized.

He didn’t have Sham’s number – maybe he could have looked it up on Siegi’s com pad. He didn’t know, and he hadn’t tried. Well, the main desk at the Mitra Building was listed on the wall beside the phone (thank God, Bantong had public phones on street corners). They should be able to transfer him to Sham.

One secretary and two minutes later, Sham picked up. “Yes, who is it?”

David cleared his throat. “Um, hi. This is David Kemp. From, er, Llyn Syfaddon.”

Silence came from the other end. If David hadn’t heard Sham’s breathing, he’d have assumed he’d been disconnected, though he’d never had trouble with reception on Bantong. “What are you doing? Why are you calling me? Don’t you know that there are people out looking for you?”

“Yeah, I know. But I need your help. Please, come hear me out.” Silence came again from the other end. “Look, tomorrow night I’ll be on the twelfth floor of the Sword Priest training center in Elysa. I have many things I want to say. If you still think I deserve to be arrested after all that, then take me in. I won’t resist. Just promise me you’ll come.”

“Very well,” Sham said at last. “But I will keep you to your promise.” He hung up.

David stared at the phone for a good minute. He’d need to be very persuasive tomorrow night. Recalling where he was, he left Jod. The next call he made in Jigok, on the far side of the city from where his apartment had been and where he’d worked for Pludes. He wondered briefly if Pludes was still free and in business, then shrugged the thought aside. Right now, he didn’t really care. He dialed the last number on his sheet of paper and held his breath as it rang.

Rolan’s number went to voice mail – typical. Well, maybe leaving a message would be easier. After the beep, David swallowed and said, “Um, hello, sir. This is David Kemp. I, er, used to work under you. You probably heard an update about me from Bellon and Anur. Considering that, and everything else, I’ll understand if the answer is no, but I need your help. Please at least come and hear me out. If you’re back on Bantong, tomorrow night I’ll be at the twelfth floor gym of the Sword Priest training center in Elysa. Er, if any of the others in the sixth want to come, I won’t object. I really need help, even though I know you have no reason to help me.” Realizing he was rambling, he hung up.

For a moment, he stood there, pressing his forehead to the wall beside the phone. It occurred to him that, thanks to his last two calls, he could be facing arrest in Elysa tomorrow night. He’d do Kanlan no good in jail – and when his younger self also ended up in jail a few days later, God knew what that could do to the fabric of reality.

His paranoia newly refreshed, he traveled to Tandi to make his last call. Rahu also didn’t answer, but it was daytime in Pardis – he was likely at work. David left a more concise message that didn’t cause him to worry more.

With his allies informed, David made one last stop. He went to the huge university in Takama. It had only occurred to him while speaking with Saikee and Seth, or he’d have looked the information up on Siegi’s com pad. The news popped up easily.

Tomor, Detit, and Deut Bukra have been found guilty of inciting a riot that lead to the deaths of a Sword Priest and four civilians, with Tomor also found guilty of accidental manslaughter. The incident occurred in Shamla on the eighth of Laram. Deut Bukra got into an argument with a Sword Priest during a protest against capital punishment. After getting upset, Duet took the Sword Priest’s agitator from him and waved it around. Tomor took the agitator from her and shot Sword Brother Seg Warides. The shooting turned the protest into a riot, during which four other people died.

For a month and a half, the Bukra family eluded captured. They were finally arrested on Tishrei 1. After much deliberation, Deut and Detit were sentenced to twenty years of hard labor in Lilipan, with Tomor given forty years.

David asked the woman beside him to help him make a print off, then had to ask her for the change to afford it. He’d forgotten he had no money. He was wearing a worn and tattered hoodie and jeans. The woman clearly thought him desperate and paid without comment. David folded the paper into his pocket for Saikee to see. Though the report hadn’t said so, he was sure they’d received a comparatively light sentence only because of Sham. That proved that Sham was an honest Law Priest, and that he wouldn’t take advantage of Mysina.

With no other preparations he could think of, David headed back to Elysa. No priests stood waiting to arrest him – that had to be a positive sign. “I asked a bunch of people over tomorrow night,” he told Siegi after dinner. “For an important talk. I’d like you to be there too.”

Siegi rubbed his brow. “Did it even occur to you that I or my apprentices might need this place tomorrow?”

“Um, no?”

“You should have asked!” David winced, and Siegi sighed, reaching for alcohol. “I’ll send the apprentices out into town. How many drinks should I have ready? Because if you’re talking, I’m sure we’ll need it.”

David shook his head. “No drinks. And I’m going to admit everything.”

Siegi raised an eyebrow. “Well. How interesting. I have to admit, I am curious. Rahu seems to think he knows some of your secrets, but he wouldn’t tell me. Are your annoying tendencies contagious?” When David opened his mouth, Siegi waved the bottle to silence him. “Don’t answer that. I guess I’ll see you and your friends tomorrow night. Your secrets had better be worth the effort.” He turned and walked to his room, taking his drink with him.

There was a com pad on the dresser in David’s old room. He stared at it for a moment, wondering where it had come from. Siegi must have gotten it for him. Sitting down, David entered his friends’ numbers into the com pad, then checked the news again.

‘Liberators Hit Quetzal Gallery, Steal Priceless Artifacts.’

His stomach churned, and the com pad slipped from his fingers. He couldn’t read the rest of the article – he didn’t need to. He knew what it said.

He’d come full circle. In three, four days, Kanlan would be unconscious and his younger self would travel back in time. This was it. If he fucked this up, he’d not only destroy his own life (again), but that of his friends too. And Kanlan might die for it.

“No pressure,” he whispered, and covered his face with his hands.


 

 

 

 

2

The Sleeper

 

At noon, David began pacing. He could only manage three steps before reaching the far side of the small room. He reached epic levels of claustrophobia and nerves in under five minutes and left his old room even though it was still early. Siegi worked with his current apprentices in the larger gym, and David slipped past without them seeing. He made his way to the smaller gym, the one he’d trained in under Cethon.

Without her, it seemed larger, and his every step echoed loudly. It was a much better place than his room to pace, though, which he proceeded to do for the next hour. When his nerves calmed to lower levels, he went in search of chairs. Conversation might go on for hours – there should be places for people to sit. Four floors down, he found collapsible chairs and tables. Setting things up in the gym ate up another hour.

There was no additional news from the Quetzal Gallery – Kanlan and his younger self hadn’t yet broken in. He realized he’d said evening but hadn’t specified a time. He doubted anyone would show up before dinner time. Speaking of, his friends might want some food.

Sneaking again past Siegi’s apprentices, David found the cooker and messed with it. An hour later, the table in the small gym bowed under the weight of drinks and finger food. With still too much time, he went back to lapping the room.

When he heard noise outside the gym around five, he didn’t know whether to feel excited or terrified. He decided to go with both.

Dev poked her head through the door. “So you didn’t just invite us,” she said, looking at the chairs as she walked inside. Rahu followed her.

“Yeah, there might be a lot of people here. Or not.” David shifted from one foot to another. He sat for a few seconds, then hopped back to his feet. He’d have started pacing again, but Rahu pushed him down.

“Sit. Calm down.” He held David in place until David’s breathing steadied. “That’s better. I assume you plan to tell us and your other associates the truth about yourself tonight. There is no need to fear. Telling the truth is always liberating.”

David twiddled his thumbs. “It’s not the truth part I’m worried about – I don’t think anyone will believe me.” He had an agitator tucked under his jacket. It would see action tonight, he had no doubt.

Rahu nodded. “I think they won’t believe at first, but you can furnish proof. You gathered your friends together – trust that we will listen to you.”

“Eat.” Dev shoved a plate of vegetables at him and loomed over him till he popped one into his mouth. “Good. You need food.”

David thought again about his coming confession, and his stomach roiled. “If you say so.” No matter how much she frowned, he couldn’t manage another bite.

About ten minutes later, Saikee, Seth, and Mysina arrived. Saikee and Seth gaped at Rahu and Dev – they both wore their high order uniforms and had their disintegrators slung over their shoulders. “Are they special Sword Priests?” Mysina asked. Seth pulled her to the far side of the gym to explain, a process which involved many gestures from him and stares of shock from Mysina. “They can’t be better fighters than David,” he heard her say. “No one is.”

Siegi came around five thirty and greeted Rahu and Dev warmly. The three of them discussed Sword Priest matters while the travelers clustered together around the snack table. David stayed seated, clinging to his chair for support.

Next was Sham. He too gaped at the Sword Priests. If he recognized Saikee or Seth, he gave no indication of it. First he sat by himself, but soon Dev walked to his side to make small talk. David wondered if anyone from the sixth would show up. He decided to wait till six, then start. Part of him thought that time too soon, while another part wanted to start now and get it over with.

Just before six, a group of people showed up. David gaped. Not only did he see Rolan, Anur, and Bellon, but Lugh was there too. As the group trooped into the gym, he realized even Scatha had come. She’d been at the back of the group, so short he hadn’t noticed her.

His heart beat loud and fast at the size of the crowd – he hadn’t expected so many people. They ran out of chairs, so Siegi and Rahu went to get more. The sixth division and Scatha stayed grouped together, staring in awe at Dev.

Rolan left the others behind and walked over to David’s side. “You look well,” he said.

“Yes, sir.” The response came automatically. David stood at attention. “I, er, take it you got my message?”

“Only a few hours ago. Bellon and Anur wanted to come, and Lugh insisted too when he heard about it. Anur suggested we contact Vicar Draste as well.”

David glanced at the group. He barely knew Lugh. They’d chatted a few times, but only because Lugh was Alosh’s friend. “Thank you. All of you.” Maybe he did have friends on Bantong. Maybe the sixth division hadn’t wanted to abandon him. Maybe Bellon and Anur might forgive him.

By the time Siegi and Rahu had returned with chairs – and the sixth division had a chance to gape over them too – David felt he might be able to talk. Everyone sat, still in their groups, with food and drinks. Shuffling, David stood before them. “Um, hi?” He paused to clear his throat. “Thank you so much for coming here, all of you. I know many of you had good reasons not to come.” He couldn’t help but glance towards Saikee and Seth at that. “I had no idea how many allies I still had on Bantong. Seeing all of you here... Well, it makes me really happy.”
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