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1

The Expert in Vineta

 

Vineta looked much like Bantong did, or Mu. It seemed that Bantong’s closest allies shared technology and similar taste in architecture. Flying cars filled the streets, and buildings towered high overhead. The sunlight had an orange tint. David wondered what that meant about Vineta’s sun, then shrugged. If the sun went supernova or something, the people could escape through a gateway and live on another world. With gateways, apocalyptic events didn’t seem so terrifying.

He got directions to the university, which lay on the outskirts of the city. On the train ride there, David sat near a woman in a dress that could have come from colonial times. She often wiped away tears with a handkerchief. “Are you okay?” David asked as the train approached his destination – he’d only boarded minutes ago, and already the train had arrived. It traveled so fast, the scenery blurred by, which David thought was a shame.

The woman offered a watery smile. “I will be.” She stuffed her handkerchief up her sleeve and clutched a purse. “Professor Cous will give me the solace I seek.”

“Sia Cous? I’m going to talk to him too. We can go together.” The train stopped, and David offered the woman his arm. “I don’t actually know where I’m going, so I could use a guide. I’m David Maza.”

“Pren Aine.” She took his arm, and together they walked off the train. Despite her long, wide skirts, Pren kept a decent pace. She led David out of the train station and towards a building near the edge of the university. Many other people traveled that direction also, and only a few appeared to be students. “Forgive me if this question is rude, but you do not seem the type of person to seek out Professor Cous, Mister Maza.”

“Just David is fine. What sort of person normally seeks him out?”

Pren shook her head. “You can’t tell? Look around and see.” For the first time, David really looked at the people around them. He’d only glanced over them before, noting that they didn’t look that strange and that they carried no weapons. After that, he’d been happy to ignore them. Now he started to notice other things.

No one appeared happy. Those in pairs or groups clustered together tightly. Many had dark circles under their eyes, which were red from crying. He saw no hope when he looked at their faces. It was like being in Buyan again.

The realization hit him hard. He’d thought Sword Priests and other soldiers would seek out Cous, to learn how to fight the Nephilim, as he hoped to. The article had mentioned Cous giving people solace. David should have known. In the end, the desolation affected everything. These people had felt it too. With perhaps nowhere else to turn, they came here.

Well, if Cous offered them comfort, then David could ask no more. It made him even happier that he’d come here.

People milled around outside the building they stopped at. Two young men stood outside the doors. “I’m sorry,” said the one on the left. “The room’s already full. You’ll have to wait.” Most people nodded and sat down to wait. A few wandered off. None looked angry.

David led Pren over to a low brick wall that followed the sidewalk outside the building. “Does he always get this many people?”

“More people come every day. Last time I came, I only had to wait an hour to hear him speak.”

“Last time?” David gave her a sharp look. “You’ve been here before?”

Pren pulled out her handkerchief again and twisted it between her fingers. “My husband lost his job. He refused to look for a new one. He said nothing mattered while Aeons mourned. So we came here together for comfort. My husband felt so happy afterward. When we got home, he found a job in Kumarkan. He helps process paper work for travelers. It’s good work, and he’s been happy. But—” She paused to sniff loudly. “But then he started to read the reports. There are so many travelers who can never go home. And look what’s happened to travelers lately — Met Prous was banished to Jahan!”

As she spoke, her voice grew louder. Those sitting nearby listened in. Many nodded their heads as she spoke. “Are you all Bantonan?” David asked. Most of the nearby people nodded. Though many worn Bantonan fashion, just as many dressed as out of place as Pren. He’d thought them travelers. “I didn’t realize Bantonans cared that much. There are mostly travelers at the protests.”

“And look what good they’ve done,” said a middle-aged man who stood close. “Riots and curfews and dead Sword Priests. Aeons is gone, and the priesthood can’t hold things together. What good would it do if we added our voices?”

David put his hands on his hips. “It might do a lot of good. The priesthood doesn’t care about travelers. If you started to protest too, maybe someone would listen. It’s worth a try, don’t you think?”

Some of the people shared looks. “We shall ask Professor Cous,” the man said. “If he thinks it wise and helpful, then we shall do as he says.”

When most of the people had gone back to their own conversations, David turned to Pren. “So how come you’re here and not your husband?”

She sighed. “He showed me some of the files. He shouldn’t have – I’m no Lost Priest. I don’t work in Kumarkan. My parents were travelers, but their home world can still be reached. I’d never thought about what it could mean to be separated from your family. My husband has to work, so I said I’d go here for him. Maybe Professor Cous can find a solution for how to help travelers in need.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” David said but too softly for her to hear. This Cous guy might be smart, but David didn’t think he could find a solution to that problem. Well, if he could motivate good people to help the travelers already in Bantong, then that was something. Bantong didn’t need more people like those in the Core.

They must have waited outside for almost two hours. In that time, no one left, save to briefly find food or toilets. At last the doors to the building opened. A crowd of people filed out. David studied their expressions as they passed. Many were solemn and quiet, but some looked happy. Others had determined looks on their faces and strode off quickly. If this group had been anything like the one with David, then it seemed Cous could help people.

The two young men at the doors still wouldn’t let anyone inside. “The professor has classes,” one explained. “He will return this afternoon. You may wait if you wish.”

“You didn’t think to mention that earlier?” David asked.

The young man stared at him in surprise. Then he scowled. “The professor is a busy man. You should be grateful he offers his time to you at all!”

“Yeah, sure, whatever.” David held up his hands and walked away. He found a small café not far away doing good business with all the people passing through. He bought two sandwiches. Sitting beside Pren on the low wall, he handed her one of them. “I don’t know what rolafano is, but I hope you like it.”

“Thank you.” Pren ate neatly. She seemed to enjoy the mystery meat – or maybe she knew what rolafano was. When she was finished, she asked, “Why are you here, David? You don’t look like you’re in need of comfort.”

He shrugged and tossed his garbage into a can. “I have questions about the Nephilim. I heard Cous is an expert.”

Pren’s gaze flicked down to David’s jacket. “That is a gun then.”

He touched his agitator under his jacket. “Yeah.” It wasn’t, but he didn’t want to explain why he carried two agitators.

“You plan to fight Nephilim then? Are you suicidal?”

David laughed. “If there’s one thing I don’t fear, it’s death.”

She frowned. “You should keep away from Nephilim. It’s not hard – most people never see one. Even Sword Priests can’t kill Nephilim, you know. If you go hunting for them, you won’t survive.”

“Maybe it’s foolish, but I am going to hunt them down – two in particular. No, six.” He couldn’t forget about Malmis, Tenin, Carman, and Kumio. They probably weren’t on Nabiru — they hadn’t been before — but he would find them. “No one can stop me – but I’d still like some ideas of what to do when I find them.”

Pren wrapped her arms around herself. “Maybe you need to be here for another reason. Maybe Professor Cous can convince you not to kill yourself by hunting down Nephilim. You may not fear death, David, but it isn’t the answer to your problems.”

She thought he was suicidal, genuinely suicidal. David looked away. Maybe it was better to let her think that. He couldn’t explain his reasons and circumstances. He got up from the wall and paced up and down the sidewalk. He’d never been good at sitting still for long.

At two in the afternoon, the young men finally opened the building doors and motioned everyone inside. A large auditorium stood on the other side, with two floors of seating, all curved and looking down on a small central area. Pren sat near the middle – David would have preferred somewhere else, but he sat beside her anyway. Soon every seat was filled, with a few people crowding on the sides and at the back.

A lectern stood at the bottom with a flat screen behind it. A man of about fifty stepped out of a side door and stood there. He had copper skin and salt and pepper hair. He wore a suit with a cravat. “Hello, friends,” he said, leaning forward. Though David didn’t see a microphone, his words easily filled the hall. The crowd immediately silenced, and David saw many people lean forward to hear better. “Thank you for coming to visit me today. I hope I can offer you some encouragement for the coming days.

“The desolation has affected us all. Some in large ways, some in small ways. We want to find ways to help, but what can we do? We cannot revive the Beloved, and Aeons does not desire comfort. But there are more ways that we can help.” Cous paused and let his eyes travel over the auditorium. He was a good speaker, David thought. So far, his own attention had yet to wander. “There are so many people in need of help, people far worse off than ourselves. I believe that by serving others, by giving selflessly of our time, money, and talent, we can all do our part to make the universe a kinder place. And by helping others, we also help ourselves. We see that there are things we can do, little things that can make huge differences.

“Help feed the poor at a shelter. Donate food and clothing. Those of you from Bantong can assist travelers without a way home. Care for animals, plant a tree, wish people happiness and mean it.” As he spoke, pictures appeared on the screen behind him to go along with what he said. David was surprised to see homeless people and ill-fed children. He hadn’t known such things existed on Bantong – he’d seen no evidence of it. Maybe the pictures came from other worlds? “These are things all of us can do every day. You may not think they make a difference, but I promise you they do. Life should be filled with happiness. If you don’t have any right now, find ways to give it to others. It will soon find its way back to you, in even greater portions than what you gave out.”

David looked around the room again. Many people nodded along with Cous. Beside him, Pren looked thoughtful but less distressed than she’d been earlier.

Cous smiled suddenly. “But I don’t just want to stand here lecturing at you. You’re here because you have questions. Please, ask. I might not be able to answer, but I will try. Yes, sir?” He motioned to a man who stood up a few rows behind David and Pren.

A thin stick came down from the ceiling to hang just above the man’s head. When he spoke, his voice was loud enough for everyone to hear. “I lost my job because of the desolation, Professor. I used to work in Jod, helping the Law Priests with their computers. They said they didn’t need me anymore, but they do. My friends who are still there say they’re understaffed. My friends say the priesthood don’t care about laypeople anymore, just their own. I can get a new job, Professor, I’m highly skilled. But that can’t be true about the priesthood, can it?”

“Course it’s true,” David muttered, too quietly for even Pren to hear. The priests didn’t care about normal people, Law Priests especially.

“I am glad that your own troubles have not overwhelmed you,” Cous said to the man. “And I know you’ll find good, meaningful work soon. As for the problems with the priesthood, perhaps I can offer some explanation. It’s true that many of the laypeople have been laid off recently. The Eternists have had to tighten their budget – with the economy in a slump and fewer donations, they don’t have the money they did. They’ve also lost many priests. Many divisions closed down operations because of that. The Law Priests shut down courthouses in many of the allied worlds. So now they have enough priests to do the jobs that are still around, but there are less jobs and some priests have taken over jobs formally done by laypeople – which means people such as yourself have lost work.”

“So it isn’t that they don’t care?” the man asked.

Cous shook his head. “I know it may seem that way sometimes. Some priests even act like they don’t care. Remember that priests are just people too – they have bad days. Many of them feel the desolation even stronger than we do. After all, they’re people who dedicated their lives to Aeons. But I promise you that the priesthood as a whole still wants to do everything they can. They still care. They always will.”

Smiling now, the man took his seat. David huffed, which made Pren frown at him. He slid lower in his seat. Cous was too positive – he had no idea how bad things really were. The priesthood tried to keep a lot of it quiet. David knew the truth, and the truth wasn’t pretty.

He loved Aeons, but he couldn’t seem to love the Eternists. The Sword Priests he liked, though he didn’t think he’d ever be friends with Bellon or Anur again. He hated the Law Priests and the Lost Priests. The others he’d rather avoid as must as possible.

More people stood to ask questions. David didn’t really pay much attention. As far as he could tell, he was the only person in the hall not hanging on Cous’s every word. About an hour in, Cous was looking around the room as he talked about offering comfort to those who felt the desolation keenly. His gaze stopped at David for a few moments. David crossed his arms over his chest and scowled at him.

Coming here had been a mistake. Cous could offer comfort to other people, and David could appreciate him for that. It was clear that Cous had nothing to say that could help him. He probably didn’t know a thing about the Nephilim.

Suddenly, Pren stood. David sat up as she said, “I know someone who is very angry. So angry he wants to go hunting for Nephilim. How do I stop him?”

“Pren!” David hissed, glaring. What the hell was she doing?

Pren only stood straighter, ignoring him. “Is it the young man beside you?” Cous asked. David whirled to look at him. Cous stared right at him. There was no judgment in his gaze, only compassion. “Is it you?”

David crossed his arms over his chest and scowled fiercely. “I am going to hunt down Nephilim, and there’s nothing you or anyone else can say to stop me. I came for advice on how to kill them. Do you have any or not?” The audience murmured at his words and shook their heads. Some held up three fingers on each hand – as if he was already dead.

“I get fierce people sometimes,” Cous said. “You look like you can handle yourself in a fight, young man. But however strong you are, you can’t kill a Nephil. No one can, not without a legendary weapon. You need to find another outlet for your anger. Have you considered trying to become a Sword Priest? They always need more people.”

“I shouldn’t have come here. It’s a waste of time.” David stood, ignoring the whispers that started again. He picked up his bag and marched out of the room. The two young men at the doors jumped when he slammed the doors open.

“Is it done already?” asked one.

“No.” David marched down the sidewalk, trying to get as far away as possible. His feet wouldn’t seem to cooperate. They took him in a wide circle, bringing him right back to the building. For a few minutes, he just stood on the sidewalk, a short distance away from the building. He couldn’t just leave, not yet. Cous might know something. Even if it was just a little thing, it might be what David needed. He had to at least try to pick the man’s brain.

He made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a sigh. He probably couldn’t go back in. No one waited outside – it was already mid-afternoon. Cous probably wouldn’t hold any more talks today.

Considering how long he’d already waited, David expected to have to stand there for some time. To his surprise, the doors opened maybe twenty minutes after he’d stormed out. Some of the people stared at him as they passed, murmuring and shaking their heads. David grimaced – it was like they already thought he was dead.

“You’re still here. I didn’t think you would be.” Pren pulled away from the crowd to stop beside him.

David crossed his arms over his chest. “You didn’t ask about your problem.”

“I thought yours was more dire than mine.” Pren shrugged. “Besides, Professor Cous already gave advice for my problem.”

“Yeah, well, he didn’t help with mine. I didn’t want to ask in front of a crowd. I thought I could wait till later.” He couldn’t look at Pren. “Maybe I can still catch him. You need an escort back to the train?”

Pren gathered up her long skirts. “I can walk on my own, thank you. What about you? Do you need me to stay and help you?”

He gaped at her. Even after she’d asked a question for his sake, it still hadn’t occurred to him that she could be so worried about him. “Why do you care? We barely know each other.”

“Maybe so, but I know the look of a man with serious problems.” Pren touched his arm. “What kind of person would I be if I just walked away and left you to be killed by a Nephil?”

“I don’t need you to worry about me.”

“Perhaps. But I think I’ll worry anyway. Someone needs to. Is there anyone else?”

David closed his eyes. As happened so often, an image of Kanlan rose to mind. “No. Not really.” Rahu and Dev would be worried if they knew what he was planning. Probably Siegi too, though he’d be more annoyed. Maybe Paden, Cal, and Huiz would worry too. He sighed. He had few friends in this time period. He couldn’t afford many.

“Surely you can’t be so lonely you’d rather have a Nephil for company?” David whirled at the new voice, reaching instinctively for his agitator. Cous stood a short distance away, watching him with sad eyes. “I’m glad you didn’t leave. I’m sorry for troubling you earlier.”

Snorting, David lowered his arm, letting his jacket fall shut over his agitator. “I’m not stupid. I do know what I’m getting into.”

Cous walked slowly closer. He had a slight limp, David noticed. “Maybe you do. And if my eyes don’t deceive me, that’s no gun you’re carrying. Are you a Sword Priest?”

“Not exactly.”

Cous smiled suddenly. “You’re a confusing one, aren’t you? I just thought you were another angry young man with more passion than sense. It seems there’s more to you than meets the eye. Do you have time? I’d like to speak with you longer.”

“Got nothing planned.”

“Excellent! Please, this way.” Cous motioned for David to return to the building with him.

“Please help him, Professor,” Pren said. “David’s a good man. He’s just a little too brave.” She waved one last time to David before turning and walking towards the train station.

Cous led David into a side entrance and then an office. Papers and books covered everything, and screens hung on every wall. One played a news program on mute. “Please sit.” Cous waved David into a chair before sitting beside a desk. “I am Sia Cous.” He held up three fingers on both hands.

“Yeah, I know. David Maza.” David offered a brief wave.

“No hail?” Cous raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t Bantonan, or from any of the allied worlds.”

“No, I’m a traveler from world 5297. You won’t have heard of it.”

Cous flipped open a com pad and put it on his lap. “Interesting. A traveler who becomes a Sword Priest – although not exactly? - but who is unfamiliar enough with Eternism that a hail isn’t second nature? I’m glad I was able to talk to you.”

“Sometimes I remember to… hail, is it called?” David had never heard a name for the gesture. “Look, I came here to learn about the Nephilim. I read an article that said you’re an expert. Do you know about any weaknesses they may have? Anything that might help in a fight, really? If not, I have no business here.”

Cous poked at his com pad for a few more moments but never looked away from David for long. “The woman with you was right. You are very brave.”

“Not really.” David sank lower in his chair. “Look, can we not talk about me? I’d rather not.” He feared Cous might be able to work out his secret. If the man was half as smart as his reputation, he probably could. And any talk about Nephilim would give him more hints.

“The Nephilim are terrible creatures. They have weaknesses – everything does. Aeons and the High Priest can kill them, as can the six legendary weapons. Those weapons were created by Aeons. I believe they had special properties, perhaps dealing with time or order.”

David sat up. “Chang-Jin said those are Aeons’s powers, and the Nephilim’s weaknesses.” That had inspired him to his mad idea about clocks. David still didn’t know if the clocks had made a difference in his fight with Erlik. Probably, they hadn’t. 

“It’s as likely a theory as any, and not one I can lay claim to thinking up.” Cous tapped his lips. “So you’ve discussed fighting Nephilim with other people?”

“You keep bringing the conversation back to me. I told you, I don’t want to talk about myself.”

“That’s too bad, because I do want to. I’ll try not to press, if it bothers you that much. There are other theories too, about what might weaken a Nephil. You must know though, that these are only theories. People aren’t exactly eager to test them. Perhaps some Sword Priests have tried in the past. As far as I know, no one’s lived long enough to know for sure.”

David clenched his hands into fists. “There has to be something. Even if it’s a crazy idea, Professor, I’ll take it.”

Cous seemed like he might make another comment, but he shook his head. He glanced down at his com pad as his fingers danced across it. “Well, if you want other ideas people have had, here are a few. Some have suggested that a Heart Priest might be able to injure a Nephil. Of all the priests, their power is the closest to Aeons’s. Whether they could hurt a Nephil badly enough to kill one, I don’t know. Also, you’d have to get a Heart Priest in close enough. Their power requires physical contact. That won’t be easy – Nephilim aren’t stupid.

“A recent theory is cryogenically freezing a Nephil. Cryogenics stop time for a person, keeping them alive indefinitely. As it’s time-related, some people think it might work. Again, how you’d get a Nephil into a cryo-unit, I don’t know. The most common theory I’ve heard is to use a disintegrator or an agitator set to vaporize. I suspect Sword Priests have tried that in the past. If it had worked, I think we would have heard about it.”

“Yeah,” David muttered. The vaporize setting helped, but it wasn’t enough. He knew that. “Is that it?”

Cous shrugged. “Despite everything, we know so little about the Nephilim. Eternists disapprove of researching them. I think their fear of Nephilim is so great, they like to pretend Nephilim don’t even exist. I do what I can here, but Nephilim have never come to Vineta.” He scowled and shook his head. “If only I had access to the White Tomes. I know there must be answers there.”

Against his will, David’s hand went to his jacket pocket, where his com pad was. He hadn’t searched his copy of the White Tomes, not extensively. He’d searched for ‘Nephil weakness’ but nothing had come up apart from Aeons, the current High Priest, and the legendary weapons. If another secret lay in the White Tomes, it wasn’t written out plainly.

The secret might be there, waiting for a scholar who could suss it out. David wasn’t a scholar, but Cous was. He hesitated. Cous seemed like a nice guy – he’d even searched David out after the talk. But asking a few questions was very different than letting the man see David’s copy of the White Tomes, or even letting him know David had a copy.

He had to do something, though. He couldn’t leave here with only what he had.

Slowly, he flipped out his com pad. He opened up the White Tomes and handed the com pad over to Cous. “Look then, and tell me what you find.” Even as he handed it across, he wondered if he was making a mistake. Well, too late now. Cous already had David’s com pad in hand.

The professor’s eyes widened, and for a moment he only stared. “This— How do you have a copy of the Sword White Tomes?”

“Sword White Tomes? What’s that?”

Cous nearly dropped the com pad. “You have a full copy, and you don’t even know what you have?” His voice broke at the end. “Who are you?”

“I told you, I’m a traveler. I haven’t been in Bantong that long, okay?” David let himself sink lower in his chair. “So I thought I had the White Tomes, but you’re saying I don’t?”

“The White Tomes are records made by the High Priests and the Cardinals of each sect. Some Cardinals write more than others, but they all leave some records. Their thoughts and opinions, their experiences, their secrets. Those records are passed down to the next Cardinal, who then adds his or her own. The sects generally don’t share secrets, so there are six different White Tomes – well, seven, if you include the records the High Priests have.” Cous dabbed at his brow. “I know you don’t want to talk about yourself, but you must tell me how you got this. A Cardinal would rather die than let anyone but their successor have these.”

“I knew Cethon Jing before she died.” She hadn’t told him she’d put the White Tomes on his com pad, maybe to avoid getting in trouble. It didn’t matter now, with Cethon dead for over six months.

Cous nodded slowly. “Your copy doesn’t include anything from Syatog Golath, the current Sword Cardinal.”

“Not to put a point on it or anything, Professor, but I really don’t give a shit. I tried searching before, but I couldn’t find anything about Nephil weaknesses. I’m not a scholar – I only did a quick search. Can you find something for me? If not, I have no reason to stay.”

“I can find it!” Cous clutched the com pad tight. “If there’s anything in here, I can find it.”

“Good. So start searching.”

Cous sat still for a moment. “It might take a few days. I could make a copy and take it home for study, if you want to come back in a week or so.”

“Yeah, nice try but no. I’m not making any copies of that.” Even as David spoke, he wondered if he should let Cous make a copy. Having a backup might help. He’d already lost one com pad, back in the future. If he lost this one too, he’d be screwed.

Maybe if Cous proved trustworthy, he’d consider it. Now that it had occurred to him, maybe he could make a backup and leave it somewhere safe – like his old room in Elysa. In case something happened to this com pad. 

As he sat, Cous swiveled around on his chair. He put David’s com pad on the desk before him and got to work. His eyes and hands flew everywhere. He would stop on occasion only to spring back into action. Sometimes he would jot something down on his com pad. David probably should object to that, but he didn’t. Cous wasn’t copying the entire thing – if he needed to write some notes out to get David the answers he sought, so be it.
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