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1

The High Trial

 

Valal looked the same as it had a year in the future. David had combed his hair different – between that, the different color, and the beard, he hoped no one would recognize him. There should be no one here who knew him, but David had to keep his hands stuffed in his pockets so he wouldn’t fidget.

The gymnasium they sat in wasn’t one he recognized, but he’d spent little time in the Inda Administration Building. Other than his acolyte test, he’d only been inside to go through gateways. A few chairs stood along the side of the gymnasium – David and Dev sat together off to one side. The other chairs were occupied by important people. Siegi sat in one, his back very straight. There were three Sword Vicars who had a gold star on each shoulder – the symbol of the high order. David felt nervous just glancing at them, but they weren’t as scary as the Bishop.

The Bishop, a dark-skinned woman with short hair whose name David hadn’t caught, sat in the center of the group. She too had a gold star on each shoulder of her black uniform, and she hadn’t smiled yet that David had seen.

Cethon hadn’t come to the test – she said Rahu was no longer her student, and David couldn’t argue her into attending. Rahu stood alone before the Sword Priests. For the first time since David had known him, he didn’t look perfect. Mud and grime covered his clothes, his hair was in a disarray, and stubble covered his jaw. His test began days ago, and Rahu probably had barely slept since.

His stance was loose though, his eyes closed. He looked calm, though David couldn’t imagine how he could be. Maybe because he had real talent.

Unlike David’s test to become Sword Priest, no fancy equipment filled the gym: no obstacle course, no running track, not even any targets. He wondered what the test would entail – if he’d heard, he couldn’t remember.

Leaning closer to Dev, he whispered, “The Bishop, who is she?”

“Jati Ekati,” Dev said. “She’s the Bishop in charge of the high order.”

“You mean the one in charge of testing for the high order?”

“No, she’s the only Bishop for the high order – there aren’t very many of them. They say she only leaves her post at Castle Eternal to sleep, eat, and judge trials.”

“Whoa. That is seriously hard core.” David stared at the Bishop’s profile. He wondered how she compared with Cethon. He wondered too if she’d been at Castle Eternal the day he sneaked into the basement. There were hints of gray at her temples, wrinkles at the sides of her eyes. She was probably a few years older than Cethon.

He blinked as he realized something. Cethon was in her forties now. If he remembered her obituaries, she’d been Cardinal for five years before she retired. Which meant she’d made Cardinal in her thirties. How good must she really be, if she reached such a high level at such a young age? David was thirty now, and all he’d succeeded in was falling in love.

No wonder he couldn’t touch Cethon when they sparred.

Siegi showed Bishop Ekati things on his com pad. “Rahu’s records,” Dev explained. “His trial really started a week ago. Siegi has his results. They’re more than good enough to make the high order.”

“What’s this trial for, then?”

“This is the final part of the test. He has to fight other priests of the high order.”

David’s eyes traveled back to the three Vicars. “What, at the same time?” Dev nodded. “And people pass this test?”

She covered her mouth to muffle a chuckle. “You don’t have to win to pass. You just have to hold your own. If they beat him too easily, he’ll be placed in the marines.”

“Sounds tough.”

“Of course. The high order protects Castle Eternal, the High Priest, and sometimes Aeons himself. They can’t afford any weakness.” Dev looked like she might have said more, but the others started moving. David and Dev watched in silence as Bishop Ekati handed the com pad back to Siegi.

“It seems,” Bishop Ekati said as she stood, “that you meet all the requirements, Brother Vaku.”

Rahu held up three fingers on both hands against his chest and bowed at the waist. “Thank you, Your Grace. With your permission, I would like to prove my worth.”

“Show me your power,” Bishop Ekati said. She turned to the three Vicars and nodded. To Rahu, she said, “You have thirty minutes. May Aeons smile upon you.” Beside her, Siegi turned over a large hour glass – well, half hour glass in this case. The sands began to fall as the three Vicars arranged themselves in a loose circle around Rahu in the center of the room. None held weapons; from the way they walked, they didn’t need weapons.

Rahu spread his feet in a loose stance and raised his arms. The Vicars circled him slowly – looking for an opening or a weakness, David thought. His hands sweated, and he sat on the edge of his chair. I’m more nervous than Rahu.

In an instant, the fight began. The Vicar standing before Rahu stopped, and the two behind him flowed forwards. Rahu spun and stepped to the side, meeting them head on. With a flurry of blows David could barely follow, Rahu passed the two Vicars. In his wake, one held his side in pain and the other fell to the ground. Rahu had struck the second Vicar at the base of the skull as he passed him.

The two remaining Vicars joined up and came at Rahu again, this time keeping close together. They had clearly fought together before – one defended while the other attacked, leaving no openings. David’s mouth dropped open as he watched Rahu keep up with them both.

Suddenly Rahu dropped to the ground and swung out with one leg. His leg caught the same Vicar he’d hit earlier. The other punched down at him, but Rahu rolled to the side, catching only a glancing blow. Rahu leapt up from his roll and jumped on top of the Vicar he’d just floored. He held the man in a bind, bending him backwards and holding his neck in a vise.

“Yield,” he said, not sounding winded.

The final Vicar stared for a moment, then nodded and fell back. Rahu let go and stood. The Vicar he’d knocked out earlier had regained consciousness but didn’t try to stop him. Neither did the others. Rahu walked to the center of the room and stood before Bishop Ekati and Siegi.

David looked at the hour glass – barely any of the sand had fallen. Bishop Ekati stood. “Welcome to the high order, Brother Vaku. You will report to Castle Eternal in two days.” She turned and left the gymnasium.

“Congratulations.” The Vicar who had surrendered smiled at Rahu.

The one Rahu had held in a bind helped the third Vicar to his feet. “I look forward to working alongside you.” The three Vicars left together.

David and Dev hurried out into the center of the room. “You were awesome!” David wrapped his arm around Rahu’s shoulders. “I had no idea you were that good!”

“Well fought,” Dev said, grinning widely.

“Thank you,” Rahu said. “Your support helped greatly.”

David shook his head. Rahu still hadn’t laughed or smiled or celebrated. “Man, you just did something amazing. You’re allowed to enjoy it. Live a little!”

Rahu shook his head. “This is not an ending – this is only the beginning. My true pleasure will be in serving.”

David groaned. “You cannot be for real. Nobody thinks like that.” Dev covered her mouth to hold in her laughs.

Siegi walked over to join them. David let his arm drop from around Rahu’s shoulders and took a step back. “You fought well,” Siegi told Rahu. “Continue to do so. Be fearless and loyal, humble and generous. And be patient with those whose gifts are not as great as your own.”

Holding up three fingers of each hand against his chest, Rahu bowed at the waist. “Thank you for your words and your training. I would not be here today without your assistance.”

Siegi smiled for the first time that David had seen. “Oh, I think you’d be here, even without me. Talent like yours only comes along once in a generation. Visit me when you have a day off.” He turned to Dev. “I expect you to be back in Elysa and ready for training after lunch.”

Dev nodded, and Siegi left the gymnasium. They waited about a minute, then the three of them walked out. “I hope I perform almost as well during my trial,” Dev said.

“I am sure you’ll pass,” Rahu said. “We’ve trained together for months, and you’ve always challenged me.”

“I might have to start training with David now.” Dev turned to him with a smile as they stepped through the gateway to Elysa. “What do you say? We can practice in the evenings, after dinner?”

“Ah—” David hunted for an excuse. He did have one; he was still supposed to spend his evenings reading and studying. That wasn’t why he wanted an excuse. In the six months he’d been working with Cethon, he’d improved a great deal. He was at least as good as Bellon had been during their acolyte days – he hoped he was as good as Bellon had been when they made Sword Priest, but he wasn’t sure. With only Cethon to practice with, it was hard to judge his progress.

It would probably help to practice with Dev. But he had nowhere near Rahu’s skill, and surely nowhere near Dev’s skill either. He’d hold her back. Worse, she’d see that he didn’t have talent. Like everyone else David had known, she’d lose respect for him.

He didn’t want that.

“I have to study a lot in the evenings. I’m a traveler – there’s still so much I don’t know.” David shrugged. Dev already knew he was new to Bantong; easier to tell the truth than admit why he didn’t want to practice with her.

“Well, maybe once or twice,” Dev said. “It’d be wonderful if we could all make the high order and protect Castle Eternal together. Since you’re busy, though, I’ll see you later.” She nodded and left for her own room.

David slapped the center of his head twice then went to the gymnasium where he practiced with Cethon. He found Cethon already there, going through some slow, loose stances. Her eyes were closed, and she looked at peace. “Did Rahu pass?” she asked without opening her eyes.

“Course he did.” David followed her movements, loosening his muscles. “He beat the three Vicars and made it look easy. Which you’d know if you’d been there.”

Cethon finally looked at him. “I knew he would pass. He would have passed even before he came here for training. Rahu has a great deal of skill.”

“I know, I saw,” David snapped then turned away.

He felt Cethon’s hand on his shoulder. “What is it?”

“Nothing. It’s just… I wish I had a great talent.” David kicked at the floor. “It’s not so bad when I’m around normal people but hanging out with people like Rahu and Dev just makes me feel like a loser. Like I can’t do anything.”

“David, you’re the most important person in thousands of years.”

He snorted and shook off her hand. “Not for anything useful.”

Cethon glared. “You think loving Aeons and keeping Aeons sane isn’t useful?”

“No, but—” He scowled harder at the ground. “I just… I wish I was more than I am, okay? Maybe I am special, but it doesn’t feel like it some days.”

“Run with me,” Cethon said. David didn’t move for a moment, then sighed and started jogging. For a few minutes, neither spoke. Then Cethon turned a solemn expression on him. “You know, the people who are usually the most important aren’t the ones who are the most talented. It’s the normal people who find themselves in extraordinary circumstances. They find something inside themselves, rise to the occasion, and become great.”

“What would you know about it? You were probably even better than Rahu when you were young.” David ran faster, as if he could outpace his own inadequacies.

Cethon ran in silence for a few moments. “I’ve always had skill, it’s true. Like Rahu, I was picked out and given extra training at a young age. There was a lot of luck too. When I was only twenty-five, I found myself in battle alongside a Bishop. He was impressed, so I went to work under him. I made Bishop before I was thirty. The only reason I made Cardinal was because Supsha saw me in a vision.”

“Really? Passion Priests know who the next Cardinals are going to be?” David had vague memories of Scatha’s lectures – she’d said Cardinals were elected by the Bishops, then confirmed by the High Priest, and granted power by Aeons. Or perhaps that didn’t work in that order, but all those people were definitely involved.

“Usually, they don’t. I was an exception. The Passion Priests knew I had to be the Cardinal, despite how young I was. When the Sword Cardinal before me retired, I was elected – all the Bishops knew about the prophecy. I promise you, David, I had constant doubts during my first few months as Cardinal. Some days I could barely breathe for fear of messing up.”

“So did you ever learn why you had to be the Cardinal?” David asked.

Cethon nodded. “To find you, of course.”

His cheeks burned. “Right,” he muttered.

“You need to think less about your weaknesses – which, by the way, aren’t as great as you think – and focus more on your strengths. Yes, you don’t have the natural skill for battle that Rahu and Dev do. That doesn’t matter. You have many other gifts. Tonight, instead of reading, meditate on that. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

“If you say so.” David’s face still felt afire. People didn’t compliment him like that much, and he didn’t know how to take it. They finished their run in silence. “Still wish I could practice with Dev without her finding out how much I suck,” David said as they started to spar.

Cethon rolled her eyes as she pushed his punch aside. “What, you think Dev won’t be friends with you anymore if she learns you’re not a prodigy? You must not know her very well.”

“It’s not that.” David twisted and tried coming at Cethon from her side, but she sidestepped him and smacked him on the left arm. “Only super talented people are supposed to train here. You made an exception for me, but we can’t explain that to anybody.”

“There is that.” Cethon grabbed his shoulder and threw him down on the mats. David rolled with it, slipping away from her grasp and standing in one smooth motion. “I could speak with her, offer her an explanation if you want to practice with her. Her style is different from mine. It’d do you good to work with her.”

David threw a quick series of punches. Cethon weaved around them then caught his fists and shoved him away. “Maybe,” he said after he regained his footing.

They worked hard the rest of the day then split up just before dinner. When David got to the table, he saw Rahu already there.

“Shouldn’t you be in Castle Eternal right now?” he asked.

“I don’t report for duty till the day after tomorrow,” Rahu said. “I was packing.”

“Does it feel any different, now that you’ve passed your trial?” Dev asked as she sat.

Rahu shrugged. “Not really. I will miss you both.”

Dev patted his shoulder. “We’ll be joining you in the high order soon enough.”

“I look forward to that.”

Siegi and Cethon arrived, and Cethon flipped out her com pad as they began to eat. She searched for a minute or so then said, “Here it is. The Book of Eumol, chapter 4. The prophecy of the Immortal Beloved.”

	David nearly choked on his salad. Rahu pounded him on the back till he stopped coughing. “Sorry, went down the wrong way,” he said as he took a long gulp of water, glaring at Cethon. She might have warned him!

“He holds the heart of Aeons,” Cethon said, looking right at David, unconcerned by his glare. “He burns across the sea of time. His name is sung across the cosmos. He wakes the sleeper. He breaks the heart of Aeons.”

Good thing he’d swallowed his water, David thought, or he’d be choking on that too. The words echoed in his mind. He’d have to find that passage himself later and save it on his com pad.

“You believe that refers to the Beloved?” Siegi asked Cethon.

“I do.”

“Most do not. Oh, the first part certainly regards the Beloved, but the rest?” Siegi shook his head. “That prophecy involves more than one person. The last part cannot mean the Beloved.”

Rahu titled his head to the side. “Can’t it? The Beloved died, breaking Aeons’s heart. Maybe the Beloved’s death wasn’t an accident.” He stared down at his own plate, a furrow on his brow.

“Who’s this sleeper?” David asked.

“No one knows.” Dev shook her head. “It might not be a person. It could be an animal, or a planet, or some manner of machine. I’ve never heard any theories that aren’t wild speculation.”

That didn’t help. The one part of that prophecy that might actually be useful, and they had no idea. David poked at his salad. The bit about time was true. Hence why he was here, in the past. The last part worried him the most. He didn’t want to break Kanlan’s heart – unless he already had. Kanlan had thought he’d died years ago, at the beginning of the desolation. They’d had that huge fight too, on Mu.

“The Beloved doesn’t matter any longer,” Siegi said, glaring. “He is dead, Aeons will mourn forever, and we must get on with life. We must hold Bantong together until Aeons returns to us.”

There was a long silence around the table. “Not really a cheerful topic,” Dev finally said, forcing a smile. “I wonder if even Beloved Priests talk about this anymore.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Siegi said. “Cethon, can we have another reading?”

Cethon flipped her com pad into compact mode and shoved it in her pocket. “I disagree. I think the Beloved is still as important now as ever. Maybe more.” She looked at David again.

Dev fidgeted in her seat and wouldn’t look at anyone while Rahu continued to study his food. Siegi cleared his throat. “I know the Beloved is a difficult topic for you, Cethon, but you must face reality. He is dead. If we can’t move on, how will Aeons ever manage it?”

“Difficult?” Cethon glared at Siegi, her voice turned icy. “You have no idea what I went through, and you have no idea how badly affected Aeons was, so keep out of it!” She stood so fast her chair fell over backwards and marched from the room.

“Cethon, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way!” Siegi left the table, offering apologies as he followed Cethon out.

When the door shut, cutting his voice off, the others were left in silence. “So,” David turned to Rahu, “nice celebration dinner?” Rahu snorted.

“I don’t know why Cethon brought up the Beloved,” Dev said, shaking her head. “It’s a wonder she can even talk about it. Still, Siegi should have let it be.”

“It isn’t easy for any of us, but at some point we must confront it.” Rahu finally looked up from his plate. “Aeons lost faith. He no longer has belief, or hope. The next time the Nephilim attack, he will be weak. Will we follow him into despair, and allow all the worlds to fall into ruin? Or can we stand up, and give some of our strength to Aeons?”

Dev raised her arms, holding up three fingers on each hand. “One day, Aeons will return. Until then, we will not despair.”

“Until then, we will guard Bantong from all evils,” Rahu said, also showing three fingers on each hand. “Until then, we will stand strong and remain loyal.”

David frowned. “I’ve heard that before.” He was sure he had, but he couldn’t remember when or where.

“It’s a promise, a vow.” Dev shrugged. “High Priest Anan said it first, a few days into the desolation. Most priests make it at some point. We make many vows to Aeons. This one he doesn’t demand of us, but it’s just as important as the others. It’s a promise not to fall to the desolation, to stand strong and firm. Have you never made that vow, David?”

“No.”

Rahu reached out to him. “Are you afraid of falling to the desolation? We can help you.” Dev nodded, also touching David’s arm.

Something pricked at his eyes, making him blink a few times. “I’ve had some low points in my life. But I won’t fall to the desolation. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Will you make the vow, then?” Dev asked.

He stood. “No.” Then he left before they could ask him any questions. He’d made enough vows in his life, vows he later came to regret. The only promises he was interested in now were the promise to love Kanlan and the promise to help Kanlan. Bantong and the priesthood could go hang themselves.

* * *

Without Rahu, the training facility seemed empty. Going from five people to four shouldn’t make that much of a difference, but David still felt his absence. He missed the way Rahu seemed to always be a million miles away, missed his calm acceptance, missed his insights during discussions, and missed having another guy around. Siegi didn’t count since David spoke to him as little as possible.

He had to avoid Dev most evenings now too. He couldn’t bring himself to train with her. She probably would still like him, even after seeing how pathetic his skills were. He didn’t want to have the conversation with her. He didn’t want to see the look of sudden disappointment in her eyes – he’d gotten enough of that from other people.

If Cethon noticed his moods, she didn’t say anything. She trained him just as hard and just as long as ever. She hadn’t mentioned the Beloved prophecy, or her belief that David did have rare skills. He hadn’t asked. He tried not to think about himself – he had other things to concern himself with. He still had no plan to save Cethon’s life, and only about a year left to plan.

When Dev announced her trial, he was shocked that a whole month had already passed. He went to see her trial, of course. Unlike Rahu, she only managed to knock down one of the Vicars during her trial – and the Vicar was back on his feet moments later. They had her subdued with five minutes to spare on the clock, but she still passed.

David tried to look cheerful after the trial, but all he could think was that he’d be alone with just Cethon and Siegi. He liked Cethon, but she wasn’t really a friend. The less said about Siegi, the better. Dev moved out the next day, and he continued to train with Cethon as if nothing had changed.

“It’s going to feel empty here with just us,” he said as they ran laps. “Well, us and Siegi, I guess?”

“There will be more people here soon. Siegi is out looking over priests who hope to join the high order. He’ll bring three to four back here for training – that’s what he does. He’s a specialist at training.”

“Ha! Then he is a Vicar!”

Cethon chuckled. “Of course, he is. He’s a better trainer than I am, but I thought you’d be more comfortable working with me.”

“Have you known him a long time?” Cethon and Siegi looked to be about the same age.

“We were acolytes together, for the infantry. We were the best in our group. You should have seen the rivalry we started, David. We got so involved, sometimes the other acolytes had to separate us. They were afraid we’d kill each other, I think.” She grinned, her gaze distant.

David felt an ache in his chest as he thought back to his own acolyte days. They’d been simpler times, when all he had to worry about was not looking too incompetent. He missed that time, and he missed his friends. He wondered if Anur and Bellon were still with the sixth division – in the future he’d left, of course. He wondered if they’d forgiven him yet. He wondered if Niam was still on Tikal with her mom. He missed Conal most of all. Conal and Alosh.

He’d set things right with Scatha. That at least he could feel happy about. They weren’t friends, not really, but he thought they could be. He hoped so. He’d need all the friends he could get when he got back to his proper time.

“You get along with him now.”

“We were only eighteen when we were acolytes, just kids. We’ve grown up since then. Still.” Cethon titled her head sideways. “I wonder if Siegi was jealous that I made Cardinal. Probably.” Then she shook her head and increased her pace. “When you fight alongside a person, you can’t stay enemies for long. Especially when you start saving each other’s lives.”

“Yeah.” David remembered Bellon saving his life on their outing as acolytes. He could have been killed by those barghests, but Bellon had thrown him up a tree – and nearly gotten killed himself. He’d never hated Bellon, not like Conal had, but he hadn’t much liked him either. After that trip, things had been easier between all of them.

“I owe him a great deal.” For a moment, David thought Cethon meant Bellon – he focused again on her story, determined not to drift off. “When I retired, I didn’t know what to do with myself. Siegi suggested I come here and help him. It’s been a boon to me, in more ways than one.” She glanced at David. “I know you don’t like him – he can be difficult. But he’s a good man. So try to get along with him. And remember: when the next group of trainees come, you’ll be the senior one.”

David snorted. “Yeah, and still the least skilled.” Something he’d grown used to since coming to Bantong. “I’ll be polite.”
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