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1

The Heart

 

A timid knock came from the door, followed a moment later by a confident one. One of the Sword Priests opened the door, and David saw Slepis standing on the other side. Other Sword Priests, including Bishop Pelles, clustered around the Heart Bishop. When Slepis hesitated, Pelles waved him inside. Slepis clutched a metal box in both hands.

“Aeons.” He stopped barely inside the room, thrusting out the box. “Here is Batlus. Sorry it took a while.”

Kanlan nodded. “Thank you.” He glanced at David. Kanlan had been sitting up for a good two hours now, but David thought he was probably too weak to stand up. So he stood and took the box from Slepis and handed it to Kanlan. It was small, maybe a foot on each side, with a lock that didn’t have a key hole.

Pelles stared at the box. “Wasn’t Batlus lost thousands of years ago?”

“I found it a few years ago, before the desolation. On Mu. Do you remember Wa Coa?” Kanlan asked David.

David had to think a moment. “Oh, yeah, that black market dealer who didn’t like you.”

“He helped me find Batlus. He had no idea what it was or who I was.”

“When you go wandering around, most people don’t know who you are. That makes me feel better for not figuring it out.”

No one really expected to find Aeons wandering around in plain clothes, acting like a normal person. David hadn’t recognized him, but then he wasn’t a Bantonan native. Though he’d spent months seeing Aeons’s portrait around Pardis, he hadn’t ever paid it much attention. Kanlan had seemed familiar, but David didn’t put it together until Kanlan stopped time. Other people, people who had known their whole lives what Aeons looked like, people who were Eternist to the core, didn’t notice him either.

It was probably that shapeless, tan coat. It was so hideous, and usually so dirty, that no one noticed anything else. That was David’s theory, at least. He hoped that coat had been destroyed when the Nephilim attacked them on Mount Kulun.

Both Pelles and Slepis looked like they wanted to ask about the conversation, but neither did. Kanlan placed the box on his lap then pressed his thumb against the lock. A golden glow appeared at the tip of his thumb for just a moment, and the box popped open. David leaned over to see. White satin lined the inside of the box, stuffed so it perfectly held the rock within.

The rock didn’t look impressive. It was yellowish gray and lumpy. It didn’t look like a legendary weapon. It looked like something cheap on sale at a shifty place that tried to pawn off fools gold as the real thing. All the other legendary weapons David had seen were fine things, beautifully crafted. Though they only glowed when touched by their owner, they still maintained a gold sheen at all times. No one could doubt that Bramira, Glenir, or Excabur were something special. This, David wondered how it hadn’t ended in the garbage.

“Are you sure that’s it?”

Kanlan took Batlus out of the box. When he touched it, it burned gold, a gold that didn’t dim even with his fingers wrapped around it. Suddenly the lumps didn’t seem so important and the color, perfect. Held at that angle, in fact, it looked a little like a heart. Not a stylized thing appropriate for Valentine’s Day, but an actual human heart. David had seen enough human hearts inside tupilaqs and shabtis to know what they looked like.

“Sometimes the best things appear plain at first.”

You did, David thought. Kanlan’s gaze flickered towards him as a smile twitched his lips. He’d definitely heard that thought. Not that David had wanted to keep it secret. “So this will heal you?”

“It will increase my natural healing, which will help with the exhaustion.” Kanlan lay down on the couch, Batlus pressed close to his chest. “Let me sleep for half a day. When I wake up, I should be fine.”

“Okay.”

Kanlan apparently didn’t feel the need to wait for anything else, because he closed his eyes and relaxed. Less than a minute later, his breathing evened out as he went to sleep. Though his fingers loosened around Batlus, he didn’t release it.

“Well, um, I guess we wait half a day?” David said.

The box lay discarded beside Kanlan. Slepis shuffled forward, stopping as far away as he could while still able to reach the box. Once he snagged it, he darted backwards. “I should return to Thul.” He pulled the door open.

“Go with him,” Pelles told some of the Sword Priests outside. “No Bishop should be without an escort.”

“Any sign of the Nephilim?” David asked as Slepis and his guards walked away.

Pelles scowled. “No sign. We reviewed all the footage. It was as if they vanished as soon as they cleared Pardis airspace.”

“They probably turned invisible. Nephilim are good at illusions.” Even David could do that. “You can see through their illusions, you know. You have to concentrate really hard and not believe them, but it’s possible.”

“Maybe for you, Your Holiness. I saw the footage of how you and the sixth returned from Jahan.” Pelles shook his head. “Well, I say ‘saw’…”

David’s face felt hot, but he refused to back down. “It seems I am similar to a Nephil in some ways. I’m not one of them, nor do I work for them. Maybe I was supposed to – that’s why I’ve got that power. But I choose not to work for them.”

“I believe you. I’m not one of those you need to convince, Your Holiness.” Pelles shook his head. “There isn’t much you can do here for now. Aeons doesn’t need you nearby to heal himself.”

“Maybe I want to be close!” He could still get tossed out of Castle Eternal any time. Especially if Syatog came back.

Pelles held up his hands. “I know you would rather be with him, but you are no longer a private person, Your Holiness. You can’t always do what you want to do. Bantong is in crisis right now. We need all the help we can get, including from you. Especially from you. And being here won’t make a difference in Aeons’s recovery.”

David closed his eyes and sighed. “What do you need me for? I don’t know where to find the Nephilim.”

“No, but you know more about the Nephilim than anyone else. We need information, as much as we can get. Even things that don’t seem important to you might prove helpful. More than that, I need you to practice your illusions.”

Instinctively, he placed a hand over his chest. The white feather lay in the front pocket of his new vest. He didn’t know if he needed the feather to turn invisible. Maybe this would be a good chance to find out. And to find out if he could do anything else.

“Okay.”

“Excellent. The Sword Priests of the high order can practice trying to see you.” Pelles rubbed his hands together, looking eager. “They can even use their weapons while practicing against you.”

David sighed and winced at the same time. He couldn’t say no, though. Anyway, he was trying to make nice with the Eternists. Pelles was a Bishop, but obviously an important one. David had to keep him on his side. Before they left the room, Pelles made a number of calls, obviously organizing the practice session. David looked at Kanlan again. He couldn’t stick by his side forever, he knew that. Still, he had hoped to stay here a little longer.

He would be back. Even if the Eternists tried to keep him away, Kanlan would find him. He was stronger already, and in half a day he’d be at full strength again. If every world in the cosmos tried to keep them apart then, it wouldn’t matter.

“We can use the ballroom for practice,” Pelles said as they left the room. “No one else is using it now, and it’s still in one piece. I don’t want to move the high order and marines out of Castle Eternal. Not yet.”

“What about the rest of Castle Eternal?”

“Repairs have begun. Floors 21 through 28 took the worst damage. The higher floors aren’t as bad as we feared – they should be safe to use.” Pelles shook his head. “Any other building we could easily fix. Castle Eternal is special. It’s filled with Aeons’s power, and all the High Priests’. We won’t have it fully repaired until Aeons recovers, though I think it won’t be his first priority.”

The ballroom was on the fourth floor. David had seen it on both his tours of the Castle. It filled most of the fourth floor, which had a high ceiling. Like all Castle Eternal, the walls, ceiling, and floors glowed white, and the gold bling which seemed to be everywhere made it even brighter. There were chandeliers, edging, decorations on the walls and ceiling and floor. It made David’s eyes hurt to look at it. He hoped he didn’t break any of it.

At least one hundred Sword Priests waited in the ballroom. Most of them were high order, but David saw many marines among them too. And he saw familiar faces. Rahu and Dev stood to the right at the front, Raik a short distance away. And there, over on the left, were Paden Ham, Cal Grenan, and Huiz Pochti, the three Siegi had trained after Rahu and Dev. David didn’t know them as well as Rahu and Dev – Cethon had died around that time, and he’d never gotten as close to them. All three stared as if they’d never seen him before.

Two more familiar faces stood at the front of the crowd. David recognized both but remembered neither name. The woman was the Bishop for the high order. She had been the one to administer the trial to all those who would join the high order. Beside her was the first Bishop David ever saw. He had taken David’s vow when he became an acolyte. David thought that might be the male Bishop’s main job, hearing vows from Sword Priest acolytes and bestowing their gifts. David’s stomach clenched at the sight. Did the Bishop know that David hadn’t meant his vow when he made it? If so, would he be another person who hated David?

“This is Jati Ekati and Apan Gak.” Pelles greeted his fellow bishops with nods. “Have you met David Kemp?”

“It is an honor, Your Holiness.” Jati held up three fingers on each hand.

“An honor,” Apan echoed, but there was no warmth in his voice.

He remembers, David thought, and his heart sank. Or he’s listened to the news.

If Pelles noticed the tone, he gave no indication of it. “Nephilim have the power of illusion. That’s why we can’t find them – they turn invisible. His Holiness has that power as well, though he needs to practice with it. I thought that would also give our priests a chance to practice seeing someone invisible.”

Jati frowned. “How can you see the invisible?”

No one answered at first, and David realized she’d addressed him. His face heated, he coughed. “Um, well, it’s not really turning invisible. I think you just make people not able to see you. With practice, you can see through illusions. You just, you know, have to disbelieve it.”

“I see.” Jati’s dark, pretty face turned thoughtful. For a female Sword Priest, she was thinner than most. No visible muscles that David could see, at least, wiry limbs instead. She whirled to face the assembled Sword Priests. “Agitators to stun! In a few minutes, His Holiness will appear to vanish. Do not believe it. He is still here, and if you focus you will see him. Track him with your weapons, but don’t shoot. If you can see him, even a little, call out. Spread out in groups!” Her voice echoed easily through the ballroom.

The Sword Priests stared at David a second or two before they obeyed. Rahu and Dev waved before they went to the right side with Raik and a few others. Huiz, Paden, and Cal gaped at David for the longest amount of time, and didn’t take their positions until David gave them a weak smile. As they walked to the far side of the ballroom, David wondered if he’d get any grief from them later. He deserved whatever he got, of course, for keeping them in the dark. But since he wasn’t close to those three, maybe they wouldn’t feel comfortable talking to him. Perhaps he should talk to them, instead. Just because he was dating Aeons didn’t mean he was a different person. Especially for people he already knew, David didn’t want to be treated any different.

“So how do you turn invisible?” Pelles asked.

David focused on the present. “So far, I’ve thought about being invisible and touched this.” He pulled Mikels’s feather out of his pocket.

All three Bishops stared at it intently. “That looks like a Nephil feather,” Apan said. David thought he’d sounded unhappy before. It was much worse now.

	“It is.” David set his jaw. “Mikels isn’t like the other Nephilim. He’s a friend. He helps me.

 It occurred to him suddenly that he hadn’t seen Mikels since Nabiru. Had Mikels been part of the attack on Castle Eternal? David hadn’t seen him, but he hadn’t watched any of the footage from the attack. Worry rose suddenly. Was Mikels okay? Had he been killed by his siblings again? Or what if he was now a captive in Nabiru, chained down on the stone slab just as David had been?

He refused to contemplate the other possibility, that Mikels had attacked with the others. He wouldn’t do that. It didn’t matter that he’d reacted so strongly to Malmis. Mikels was a good guy. David trusted him.

“Is it possible to turn invisible without the feather?” Jati’s tone was a little too carefully neutral.

“I don’t know.” David slipped the feather back in his pocket. He was here to experiment. And he didn’t want to make enemies of these Bishops. He closed his eyes and breathed slow and deep. You can’t see me, he thought. No one can. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes again. He had no way of telling if he was invisible – he could still see himself. “Can you see me?”

“No.” Pelles looked right at him, though. David hadn’t moved, and he had just spoken. “Move around the ballroom please, quietly and slowly. Every few minutes, make a loud noise.”

“Okay.” David strolled away from the Bishops. He moved quietly – not hard in a room this size. He wore soft soled boots that didn’t squeak on the shiny floor. Even if he made a few sounds, it wouldn’t matter. The Sword Priests murmured as they stood in groups. David heard the nearest few ask if they could see him. Though the conversation wasn’t loud, it covered the faint sounds of David’s breathing and his clothes rustling.

He moved without purpose, so that the Sword Priests couldn’t guess his route. They kept their weapons lowered. That was good – he’d rather be shot on kill mode than stun. Stun would knock him out for hours, but he bounced back instantly from kills. He couldn’t change Jati’s order though, even if everyone here knew he didn’t stay dead.

As he walked through the ballroom, occasionally a Sword Priest would point in his general direction. They didn’t really see him, they were just guessing. With one hundred people in the room, a few would correctly guess his location every minute or so. The fingers never stayed on him for more than a few seconds. 

After a while, it got boring. David let his attention wander to the decoration around the room. He walked over to the nearest wall to look at the gold painting. The aegis sat there: the chain wrapped inside the circle, the sword crossing between the cup and the bell with the heart overlapping. This heart didn’t look like Batlus: it was pretty and stylized. 

David made a mental list. He had Glenir – it was wound round his waist even now – Syatog had Excabur and had moved Bramira somewhere, and Kanlan was borrowing Batlus. Jamsid had been destroyed – that was the cup, even though David still thought it sounded more like a compass. The last one was the bell, which belonged to the Lost sect. If David had heard what had happened to it, he’d forgotten by now. It still existed – Kanlan said only Jamsid had been destroyed.

“There!” The shout came from a marine standing a short distance away. The short woman pointed right at David. “I see a shadow!”

He’d stood in place too long. David slithered away. The woman’s finger followed him a few seconds, her brow furrowed. She watched him longer than David had thought she could. It wasn’t until he ducked behind another Sword Priest, out of her line of sight, that she lost track of him.

The point of this was to let other people see him. So after two minutes or so, David stopped again. He stood on the other side of the room this time. A few Sword Priests looked in his direction, but none pointed with confidence. Thirty seconds later, a pale man from the high order called out, “A shadow!”

This time, David didn’t move. He stayed in place, hands folded behind his back. All the Sword Priests looked his way now, but it took another few seconds before more said they could see him. Within two minutes, over half of them, by David’s estimate, had seen something.

“Are you there?” Pelles called out. From the way he squinted intently, David didn’t think he’d seen anything.

“Yes.”

“Does anyone see more than a shadow?” No one answered. “Move on, Your Holiness. A shadow is sufficient.”

Pelles was right. If the Sword Priests were hunting a Nephil, a mysterious shadow was more than enough for them to know where to shoot. The problem would be actually killing the Nephilim.

David went back to his rambling, stopping every minute or so. It took less time when he stopped for someone to spot him, and less time for more Sword Priests to also see the shadow. They were getting better. David grinned, though he shouldn’t be surprised. These were Sword Priests of the high order and marines. They were the best of the best. Of course they could see him, given enough practice.

“That’s everyone,” Jati called out maybe an hour in. She stood with her com pad out – she’d been poking at it for some time. “Don’t stop anymore, Your Holiness, but please walk slowly.”

A Nephil wouldn’t just stand still. It was good that everyone had seen him by now. David hadn’t realized they all had. He swung around, heading back towards the entrance to the ballroom, when he froze. There in the doorway stood Syatog and Siegi. The Cardinal had his arms crossed over his chest, glaring fiercely as he searched the room. Siegi was speaking with him softly – David couldn’t hear any of it from this distance.

Syatog was obviously here for the same reason as all the others. If they did hunt Nephilim, Syatog would be at the front of that battle. He had Excabur, after all, one of the few things that could kill a Nephil. He needed to learn to see through illusions.

That didn’t mean David wanted him here. Syatog didn’t like him, and David didn’t think there was anything he could do to change his mind. Finding out he shared power with the Nephilim wasn’t going to help.

He forced himself to keep moving. He turned away from the door, moving deeper into the ballroom, away from Syatog. He couldn’t object to the Cardinal’s presence, but neither did he have to like it. Nor did he have to make it easy for Syatog to see him. Maybe that made him immature, but so be it.

He wandered for well over a half hour with no one able to spot him. Maybe I should be more visible, he thought. Immediately he changed his mind. A Nephil wouldn’t allow himself to be less invisible. There was no point to this practice if David made it easier.

Maybe he could make it a little easier without being pointless, though. He brought his feet down heavy, stomping across the ballroom. Enough noise, and the Sword Priests should be able to track him. Soon the murmur of conversation died as they listened for him. Heads followed his trail – they knew where he was, approximately. No one pointed or called out. They could hear him, but they couldn’t see him. David glanced around to see faces so pinched in concentration that the Sword Priests looked severely constipated.

“I see him!” It was Rahu. David threw a grin at his friend, which Rahu didn’t react to. Of course not – he probably only saw a shadow or an outline. David didn’t stomp as hard as he continued along, though he still made more noise than he had earlier.

Finally, other Sword Priests began to call out. David moved so slow it barely counted as a walking pace, but they saw him. Any improvement was a good thing. David smirked to himself. I’m being a real teacher here. Maybe I could become a Vicar. He barely had the skills for it, according to Cethon and Siegi, but he thought he could be a teacher. This wasn’t so hard.

When he turned towards the doorway again, he saw Syatog tracking his movements too. The Cardinal could see him. David grimaced since no one could see the expression but kept moving. It was a good thing that Syatog could see him, he reminded himself pointedly. Preventing Syatog from practicing now because of their dislike would only hurt both them and others later. David could be immature, but even he wasn’t that petty.

If the Nephilim attacked again, it would be Kanlan and the Sword Priests in danger – people David cared about. He couldn’t defend them all. He had to depend on the help of others, including Syatog. He’d never be friends with the man, but they had to learn to get along. David had managed that with others – look at Bellon. He could do it again with Syatog now.

The Bishops must have noticed Syatog too, because they went over to speak quietly with him and Siegi. David was tempted to move closer so he might hear the conversation, but they could already see his shadow. They would know he eavesdropped. Instead he went the other direction, finally moving more quietly and at a normal walking pace.

Almost immediately, he saw the Sword Priests lose track of him. They weren’t able to practice like that for long, because Jati called out, “The exercise is over. Return to your units for regular assignments.”

With a sigh, David thought, See me again. The three Sword Priests standing closest to him all jumped and groped instinctively for weapons, so he must be visible again. He needed a way to know if he was visible that didn’t involve testing it on people. He gave the Sword Priests an apologetic smile, which only caused them to hurry away faster.

Rahu, Dev, and Raik had no time to visit him. They only waved to him as they walked out of the ballroom. Cal, Huiz, and Paden stared and kept their distance. Today David wouldn’t have a chance to talk to them. Much as he wanted to, he had more important things to worry about.

“It seems you don’t need the feather, Your Holiness,” Pelles said as David joined him, the other Bishops, Syatog, and Siegi. “You should throw it away.”

David bit back his first response. “Should we do this again soon?”

“No,” Syatog said, overriding whatever Jati and Apan had planned to say. “The priests know what to look for now. They can refine that learning on their own and pass it to their brothers and sisters. Let us now put it into action and watch the recording of the attacks.” He motioned for the Bishops to follow him out.

Siegi stayed behind. “How are you doing?”

“Okay, I guess.” David rocked back on his heels. He waited for the door to close behind the others before he continued. “I feel like I’m trapped here, but I’m afraid to leave. They might not let me back in again. Aeons was awake for a while earlier, though. That was nice.” He couldn’t help the huge, stupid grin that spread across his face at that. He didn’t even try.

“You can leave whenever you like. We haven’t told the public about you yet, but the Priesthood knows. Certainly all the Sword Priests here do.”

“Is that a good idea – keeping it secret, I mean? People think I’m a monster.” David stared down at his feet.

Siegi patted him on the shoulder. “Take it slowly. We’ve confirmed that you’re still alive, and that you are not a Nephil conspirator. We need to give people a day or so to reconcile with that before we add the rest of it. It will help to wait until Aeons is recovered too.” He walked out of the ballroom.

David trailed after him. “So, is there anything else I can do to help?”

“There’s nothing that I know about. You can’t help guard Castle Eternal. That would be… distracting.”

“Well, what about helping some of the priests? Like Patos or Supsha?” He hadn’t spoken with Supsha in a while. He still worried that she might not like him. As for Patos, he was probably busy helping to clean up the mess in the Law. David wanted no part in that. When it came to Law Priests, he was too prejudiced.

Siegi started down the hallway. “If there’s anyone who needs help, it’s the leaderless sects – Law, Heart, and Lost. If any, Lost is the most lost.” He chuckled at his own bad joke. “There were clear second in commands in both Law and Heart, strong Bishops who have taken over as acting Cardinals. The Lost… Well, they’ve never been as rigidly structured. I couldn’t tell you who’s in charge. You want to help, go to Kumarkan. Or speak with one of the Lost Priests here in Castle Eternal.”

“I can’t do that.” David put himself between Siegi and the elevator buttons, stopping his progress. “I don’t… get along with Lost Priests.”

Siegi raised an eyebrow. “I thought it was Law Priests you didn’t like.”

“It’s, um, kinda both?” David had to look away. “I had… problems… with my Lost Priest. Big problems, in the end. And I’ve never met any other Lost Priests. Not really.” While with the sixth, he had briefly worked with Lost Priests, but never extensively. He spent a few hours with Xiu, but if anything that made him dislike the Lost more.

“Is there any sect you’ve never fought with?”

“Um, I never had any problems with the Beloved Priests.”

Siegi rubbed his brow. “Let me guess: that was because you never met any of them ‘til recently.” When David let his silence answer for him, Siegi sighed. “Just think about what I said, okay? There are lots of things you can do to help, and you’re going to need to get along with all the sects.” He got off at floor 21, leaving David behind without a second look.

David set his jaw in the elevator. He had every right to be here. The Sword Priests guarding Kanlan knew it too. They’d let him inside. When the doors opened and he stepped out onto the sixth floor, that didn’t stop his heart from fluttering. He was so used to having Eternists against him that he could barely consider another possibility.

For a moment, he wished he was invisible. He cast the thought aside as soon as it occurred to him. There were two Sword Priests standing just outside the elevator doors, and they’d already seen him. It was too late to disappear. So instead he walked forward, trying to project confidence. 

The Sword Priests didn’t try to stop his progress. As he walked down the hallway, he recognized two from the practice session in the ballroom. They held up three fingers on each hand for him, averting their eyes as he passed. They probably still didn’t like him, but it seemed they didn’t plan to stop him. When he reached the room where Kanlan slept, he didn’t even have to ask. The Sword Priests opened the door for him.

He felt momentarily dizzy from it all. To steady himself, he sat down on the nearest couch and stared at Kanlan. He slept still, calm and quiet. David thought he looked better than he had, but he wasn’t sure. Batlus glowed gold in Kanlan’s grip, its shine unwavering. Bathed in its light, Kanlan looked more beautiful than ever.

It would be hours yet before Kanlan woke. David had been gone for maybe three. He wished there was something he could do, but he didn’t belong here in Castle Eternal. The thought made him squirm, but he couldn’t deny it. It didn’t matter that the Eternists let him in, he couldn’t help them. He didn’t know enough. At the same time, he was just important enough that they couldn’t leave him to the easy tasks, like helping watch outside Castle Eternal with the sixth division. He couldn’t even file reports, scrub floors, or anything useful. All he could do was sit here and wait.

He ran a hand though his hair and forced the sigh down. He would be useful again. He had already been useful once today, until Syatog called a stop to the practice. When Kanlan woke, David would have some way to help. He needed to only wait a few hours. That wasn’t such a long time.

And it was time in which he was allowed to just sit here and stare at Kanlan, so he really couldn’t complain.

He leaned back against the couch and got comfortable. He wished he had something to do while he waited. Sitting still wasn’t his strong point. He didn’t have a com pad or anything, only Glenir, and he didn’t think the Sword Priests would be comfortable with him if he toyed with it.

Should have asked for a com pad, he thought. Siegi would have given me one. Or Patos. Then I could at least follow the news.

The Nephilim were still out there. And what about the people injured during the attack? Not to mention himself. As far as he knew, the Bantonan news still believed him to be a monster, responsible for the attack on Mount Kulun and Kanlan’s coma. Had anyone thought to correct that yet?

He thought about his friends too, Saikee and Seth and Mysina and Scatha most of all. Where were they? Were they okay? What had happened to them? Had Patos or anyone else figured that out yet? It was another thing David wished he could help with but couldn’t. It almost made things worse, knowing that he could leave Kanlan’s side and still be allowed back.

At that, he stood. He could leave here and come back later. The Sword Priests knew him now. Even Syatog seemed resigned to his identity, though he would obviously never like David. So why couldn’t he leave for a few hours? Kanlan didn’t need him. He was so deeply asleep, he wouldn’t even know David was gone.

Over the three years trapped in the past, David learned a few things. He grew up, matured, and gained some measure of wisdom. He learned first and foremost to be himself. That was Sayaz’s advice, but Cethon echoed it. He cared about his friends, and he wanted to do everything he could to keep them safe. In this case, he wanted to get them home in one piece. He’d promised Met Prous that Saikee and Seth were alive and well on Bantong. Even without that promise, he’d still go after them.

“I’ll be back,” he said. Which Sword Priest he addressed, he wasn’t sure. Maybe it didn’t matter, because none tried to stop him as he left the room.

Moving through Castle Eternal was so easy now, with no one trying to stop him, capture him, or kill him. The priests he passed didn’t even ask him where he was going, though they certainly noticed him. David tried not to notice their hails as he strode towards the elevator.

He’d go to Avon. Patos was on the case. Anything he learned, he’d send back to Avon. David could get plenty of information there. That was what he told himself, but mostly he wanted to avoid Jod. Jod wasn’t a good place for him. Besides, the Beloved Priests were on his side. They’d let him inside their buildings and answer his questions. The Law Priests would ignore him at best.

On the wall beside the elevator hung a directory for some of the floors. Not all were listed, but the twelfth floor was marked ‘gateways.’ That seemed easier than walking to Avon, so David headed up. When he reached the twelfth floor, he found the first evidence of the Nephilim’s attack. Windows had been blown out, though the glass had already been cleared away. There were cracks in the walls and ceiling. I thought the worst damage started higher up. David shook his head. If the higher floors were worse, he was glad he avoided them. And he was even more glad Kanlan was safe and further down.
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