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The Yesterlords reign over the heavens,

Aeons sit enthroned in Pardis.

There are no coincidences.

 

 

Once I lived and danced across the cosmos

Now I lie breathless,

Dreaming between life and death.

When the tree of time bears fruit

I will live again.


 

 

 

 

1

The Day the Monsters Came

 

“David, what’s wrong with you?”

David put down his beer. “Thanks, man,” he said.

John rolled his eyes. “Be serious. You know what I mean. You just quit another job. How long were you working there? Six months? Less?”

Four months, David thought but didn’t say. “It didn’t work out.” He’d known an office job wouldn’t be his thing. He could run numbers through a computer as well as anyone else, but it wasn’t how he wanted to spend the rest of his life. He was meant for more than that.

“It never works out,” John said. He turned to David, his expression solemn. David continued staring down at his beer, studying the label as if it held all the secrets of the universe. “You say it isn’t for you. Well, what is?”

“I don’t know,” David mumbled, the same response he always had.

John stayed silent for a moment. Then, in a softer tone, he said, “It’s not the job I worry about. You don’t know what to do with yourself. You keep changing your mind about what you’re supposed to do with your life. You go through girlfriends even faster than you go through jobs.”

“I’ve got a good life. I have money, I have my gym pass, and I can even afford my own apartment.” He hadn’t always been able to. He’d lived with John and his family for almost four years after his parents’ deaths. He was sure John’s parents had been thrilled when he finally moved out of their basement.

“Is that all you need? Exercise and a place to sleep?” John asked. He always worried too much. David shrugged. “You don’t care about anything. Nothing makes you happy. Not anymore.”

David was silent, turning towards the television above the bar, pretending to watch the game. He didn’t really see it. John didn’t understand. He had a clear passion in life and things came easily for him. He’d always wanted to be an engineer. He’d studied hard, gotten a degree, and found a job right out of college. He was happy with his work, earning good money, and he’d just proposed to his long-term girlfriend. David wasn’t like John. He’d been passionate once too, when he was still a kid. Then his parents had died, leaving him in debt and constant doubt. He’d barely graduated high school, finding mind-numbing, low-paying jobs ever since.

“I know it hasn’t been easy,” John said, even though David was still staring at the television. “And we’re still young. You have time. But you can’t wander around, expecting something fantastic to just appear one day. You have to go looking for it. So stop being an angst muppet and move.”

He finished his beer in one long swallow and stood up from the bar, dropping some bills next to his drink. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll think about what you said.” Then he turned, ignoring John’s hurt look, and walked out of the bar. The cool autumn air hit him outside, and he pulled his jacket tighter around him. He walked quickly down the street, heading for the nearest subway station. As he walked, he tried not to resent John. John only ever had David’s best interest at heart. It wasn’t his fault David was a failure.

Across the street spread a park. As David walked past, a leaf lifted off from the ground and floated away though there was no breeze. He followed its path with a frown – and that was when he saw the bright light through the trees. David stopped and stared, squinting through the pine trees that lined the park. It couldn’t be a street light – it was too bright. And he’d never seen a street light that glowed blue.

The light glowed steadily for maybe a minute before disappearing as quickly as it had appeared. David almost turned to continue his walk when he heard a loud screech. He jumped at the sound and looked around. He couldn’t see anyone else. The screech came again; it almost sounded like a bird, but no birds were that loud. Not in Boston.

He hesitated a moment longer then crossed the street. He wouldn’t get too close, just peer through the trees. It was probably just a bunch of kids causing trouble. Just in case, he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket.

He slowed down as he reached the edge of the park, keeping close to the trees. The weird blue light had vanished, but there were a few street lights inside the park, and it was just bright enough for him to see something that made his jaw drop.

Off the path that ran through the park, not ten feet from where David crouched, stood a group of hulking creatures, arranged in a loose circle. David trembled as he stared at them. They looked a bit like lions – they were the same size and basic shape, he thought, staring in horror at their claws. They had bird heads, complete with enormous beaks. And out of their backs sprouted huge, feathery wings. Some distant part of David’s brain labeled them as griffins. The one to the far right raised its head and let out another high-pitched screech that rattled David’s bones.

Then David noticed a woman standing in the center of the circle of monsters. He couldn’t make out much detail since the monsters blocked his view, but she was holding a gun in her hand. He frowned, squinting at it. He couldn’t see much detail from here, but it didn’t look like any gun he’d ever seen before. A gold disk hung from her belt.

David reached up and pinched his cheek, convinced he was either going mad or had drunk far more than he’d realized. He raised his cell phone and started dialing, sure the police wouldn’t get here before the woman was killed. Also, how the fuck did a person make a 911 call for attack by mythical creatures?

The woman coolly cocked her gun at the nearest monster. No bang sounded, merely a faint humming noise. A red line appeared from the muzzle of the gun, striking the monster right between its eyes. With an abbreviated shriek, the monster collapsed in a heap. David stared, his finger still poised above the last digit on his cell phone.

Another screech of pain rang out. While he’d been staring, the woman had shot another monster with her laser beam gun, the second griffin also falling to the ground with a thud. Numbly, David put his cell phone back in his pocket. The woman didn’t seem like she needed any help. She turned and shot again, twice in rapid succession, killing two more monsters. She moved swiftly and gracefully, hitting the monsters in the center of their foreheads with expert precision, and David wished he could see her more clearly.

She turned as she killed another monster. Then one of the monsters lunged towards her back, claws extended, beak snapping. “Duck!” David yelled, jumping to his feet. The woman stumbled and fell to her knees. David didn’t have time to see if she was okay, because the remaining monsters turned, spotting him through the trees. He froze, his mouth going suddenly dry, realizing again that he was only ten feet away.

As one, the remaining monsters charged him. A female voice shouted something he didn’t understand.

He jumped at the woman’s voice, turned, and ran as fast as he could. The pine trees that edged the park stood close enough together that the monsters couldn’t easily maneuver amongst them, so David kept to the trees, frantically dodging branches and roots. He could barely see a foot in front of him, and he forced himself to keep his eyes on the ground. He tried not to listen to the sounds of the monsters pursuing him. From behind, came another screech of pain followed by a loud thump – he hoped the woman was still fighting the monsters.

Soon, too soon, he reached the end of the park. He turned, following the line of trees around the corner. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw two monsters were almost on top of him. He turned back and ran faster, panting desperately. His foot caught a root, and he tumbled to the ground, his heartbeat deafening.

A snarl sounded from behind him as he struggled back to his feet, but it was cut off in a shriek. A strong hand grabbed him by the upper arm and dragged him to his feet. David barely had time to see the woman had caught up to him before they were running through the pine trees again.

The woman made to continue running through the trees, but David pulled her out and back into the park. The woman said something else – he didn’t recognize the language.

“Trust me,” David said between breaths. He’d walked through this park many times. There was a pavilion in the center where people had picnics in the summer. More importantly, just beside the pavilion stood a brick bathroom that he was fairly sure remained unlocked year-round. If they could get there, they might be safe.

He could see the bathroom even now. He ran faster, trying to ignore the tightness in his chest, panting loudly for breath. The woman ran beside him, too busy to attack the monsters again. And then they reached the bathroom. The women’s side was closer. David pushed the door open. The woman dashed inside, not slowing down. He lunged through after her, slamming the door closed behind him. The woman put her back to the door beside him. A moment later, the door shuddered as one of the monsters ran into it.

But the door held firm.

“Oh God,” David said, still panting. He’d just survived being attacked by make-believe monsters. “Oh my fucking God.” His legs shook but he didn’t move from the door. Weakly, he patted at the wall beside the door until he found the light switch.

The sudden brightness made his eyes water. The woman moved away from beside him, grabbed a chair that stood near the baby changing table, and wedged it against the door. David finally stumbled away from the door, trying to ignore the thumps as the monsters try to get past.

“You saved my life,” he said to the woman. He finally had a chance to study her. She was older than he’d thought, from the hints of gray in her hair and faint wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. At least forty, he judged. She wore a sleeveless red shirt, and he could clearly see the muscles in her arms. She was still attractive, with short, straight, dark hair and sharp eyes. Her cool, laser beam gun was now holstered at her hip, and blood coated her left shoulder. And that gold disk still hung from her belt, unused. He stared at it, fascinated. The discus was maybe a foot across with a large hole in the center. The edges looked very sharp. It reminded him of the weapon Xena used.

The woman pulled something out of her pocket and pressed it against his temple. A small circle, maybe an inch across, that felt cool against his skin. Worried, he poked at it and touched metal. “Can you understand me now?” the woman asked. Her mouth moved but the words that came out weren’t synced up – like she was being badly dubbed. She brushed hair back from her temple, showing a piece of metal attached there.

“Yes. What is—”

“You saved my life too,” the woman said, smiling at him.  Her hand briefly touched her stomach. “I knew you would, David.”

He blinked. “How do you know my name?”

Her smile turned soft. “I know everything about you, David Kemp. How could I not?” Then she shook her head. “We don’t have much time to talk. I am Cethon Jing, and I am here to find you. We have to get back to where I was when you first called out to me.”

“Are you fucking insane? There are monsters out there!” David waved at the door. As if on cue, it groaned under another assault. The entire door curved inward from the force of the blow. It held for now, but wouldn’t much longer. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, relieved he hadn’t dropped it, and started dialing.

“No,” Cethon said, putting her hand over his. “The authorities of this world cannot find out about this.”

David ignored her nonsense statement. “What else can we do? You can’t kill all of those things!”

“We can get out that way,” Cethon pointed. David followed her finger to see a small window above the toilet in the handicapped stall. She walked over, stood on the rim of the toilet, and worked the latch on the window.

“Won’t the monsters see us?” David asked. He thought the window was big enough for him to fit through.

“We’re on the opposite side,” Cethon said. She got the window open and stuck her head out to check. “They’ll find us soon enough, but we only need a little time. The gateway will open again in a few minutes.” She clambered through the window. After perching for a moment on the sill, she dropped down on the other side.

David glanced back towards the door again and saw it had begun to splinter. He swallowed hard and hurried over to the window, finally stuffing his cell phone back in his pocket. Standing on the toilet, he was barely able to get his leg up to the window. He had to hunch down to fit his body through. Halfway, he pushed off the wall and tumbled down to the ground. There were bushes beneath the window that cushioned his fall, but he still scraped himself up pretty badly.

He pulled himself out of the bushes, wincing and rubbing his arm. There were no monsters in sight, but for how long? David led Cethon further behind the bathroom until they were once again amongst the pine trees, hopefully hidden from sight. They tried to move as silently as they could. The row of trees curved, and David could faintly see the monsters. Only four griffins remained. David couldn’t remember how many of them had been there to begin with. Even as he watched, the bathroom door splintered and fell. The lead monster pounced inside and roared when it found it empty.

“Start running,” Cethon whispered grimly and followed her own advice.

David pulled his gaze away from the monsters and ran beside Cethon, still trying to keep quiet. In the distance, David could see the clearing where Cethon had first fought the monsters. Dead griffins littered the clearing, and a terrible stench filled the air. “How much longer?” he asked.

“Too long,” Cethon said grimly. She pulled the disk from where it hung on her belt and shoved it at David. He fumbled, barely catching it. “Bramira belongs to you. Take it.”

“What?” David glanced down and gaped. The disk had begun to glow golden as soon as he took hold of it. He was so surprised he nearly dropped it.

“Throw it at the griffins when they get close.” Cethon pulled out her futuristic gun from the holster at her side. An avian shriek sounded somewhere behind them. Cethon veered away from the relative safety of the pine trees and back out into the open. David bit his lip but followed her. If the monsters went after him, he wouldn’t stand a chance. He had to stick close to Cethon.

They reached the clearing, David being careful to keep clear of the corpses. Another squawk sounded, closer this time. The monsters were coming for them. He clutched the weapon as tightly as he dared. “I have no idea how to use this, you know.”

Cethon laughed. “You burn like a thousand suns. Bramira will respond to your every whim.”

And then there was no time for anything else, because the last four griffins appeared, loping rapidly towards them, their beady eyes gleaming under the street lights. Cethon raised her gun and took aim, her arm steady. With a faint hum, a beam of reddish light shot out from the gun, striking one of the monsters in the forehead. The griffin fell over. The remaining three didn’t slow down.

David swallowed hard and grasped the disk in front of him, holding it as if it were a Frisbee. Maybe it was just his imagination, but it seemed to be glowing brighter than it had before. He took aim at the monster on the left and threw it as hard as he could.

To his eternal shock, he hit the monster in its thick neck. The disk – Bramira – tore right through it as if the griffin was no more substantial than paper. David stared; the neck was full of muscle and bone. Bramira, though sharp, had seemed quite flimsy. There was no way it should have been able to cut through the monster like that.

But the monster tumbled to the ground in a spray of blood, its head flopping half-off, clearly dead.

“I did it!” David threw his hands into the air and turned to Cethon.

Cethon shot again, killing another griffin. She glanced towards David, and her eyes widened. “No!” She grabbed David, pulling him down to the ground. David blinked stupidly, not understanding. He continued to stare as Cethon screamed in pain, and blood spurted down at David.

They hit the ground, Cethon on top of David. Then he could see the last monster right above them. It raised a massive paw, gleaming red drops falling from its claws.

David let out a wordless scream. There was a flash of gold, and suddenly Bramira appeared from behind the monster, boomeranging back towards David. The monster raised its head just in time for Bramira to cut through its neck. David yanked Cethon out of the way before its body crushed them. Bramira fell to the ground to his left, but he didn’t pay it any attention.

Cethon lay on the ground, bleeding heavily, breath harsh. Her eyes were closed against the pain. She’d saved his life again. “Cethon?” His voice shook.

Somehow, she smiled. “Don’t feel guilty. I came here tonight knowing I would die.” She had to stop, coughing up blood. She winced, continuing, “Whatever you do, do not fall in love. You have to—” she cut off in another cough.

Suddenly the clearing was enveloped in a soft, blue light. David stared, jaw hanging open. Just before him stood a large doorway, wreathed in blue light. On the other side stood a group of people, each holding different weapons and wearing heavy, brown jackets. Beyond the people, he could see impossibly tall towers, and a clear blue sky.

“Go!” said the man in the front, gesturing towards David. The people with him ran through the glowing doorway. David watched as they grabbed the bodies of the monsters and dragged them back with them through the doorway. One man grabbed David’s arm and pulled him across the door. There was a faint tingle as they crossed it.

“What—” David finally managed when they reached the other side. It was the middle of the day here and too warm for late fall. The man ignored him, dragging him further from the door. David turned to see two men gently carrying Cethon across. She wasn’t moving. She was dead, he realized, a lump forming in his throat.

Less than a minute passed, and all the monsters had been pulled through the doorway. Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the doorway vanished. David jumped, realizing that, wherever he was, he’d just been stranded here.

He saw the first man holding Bramira, staring at it closely. The weapon no longer glowed. “That’s mine,” he said without thinking.

The black man looked up, frowning. He continued to carefully finger Bramira. “What happened to Cardinal Jing?” he asked.

David blinked and trembled. The man who’d dragged him here finally let go of his arm, and David sank to the ground. “What happened?” he asked weakly. “Where is this? Who are you?”

The first man’s expression softened. He stepped over and placed a hand on David’s shoulder. His grip was strong but kind. “I am Rolan Duran, Steward of the sixth traditional division. Welcome to Bantong, the center world, Aeons’s world.”


 

 

 

 

2

The World of Aeons

 

A large truck floated up the street, suspended a foot or so off the ground. It landed, the back flap falling open. The people started to pile the dead griffins inside, looking as calm as if they did this every day. David turned, gaping at everything. He’d never seen such a mishmash of ancient history and crazy sci-fi. Some of the people – who he assumed were some manner of warriors – carried swords or spears. Now that he could see their brown jackets more closely, he noticed how heavy and stiff the material was – Kevlar, he guessed, or something similar. Most of the uniforms were plain brown, but some of the warriors had black accents on their jackets, and Rolan had white accents. Rolan had called himself a Steward – must be some sort of rank. Despite the swords, all of the people had futuristic guns like Cethon, and David wondered if they fired lasers like Cethon’s had. Rolan tapped a metal circle clipped on his ear lobe and started speaking. Bluetooth too? David wondered.

He seemed to be in a residential area. The houses along each side of the street were as mismatched as the people. Some looked like modern buildings that David wouldn’t be surprised to find at home. Another was built entirely of wood with a thatched roof. The house beside that was abode style, the red slates of the roof glinting dully in the sunlight. A house on the other side of the street looked vaguely Asian, with sliding paper doors and a gate around it. Further down the block stood a house that was made of some strange, grayish, semi-transparent material. There were no people in sight save the ones who’d greeted him.

Calmly, he pushed back his sleeve and pinched his arm, hard. Then he winced in pain; it seemed he wasn’t dreaming.

He glanced behind him. The man who’d pulled him through the doorway still stood beside him. He caught David’s look and flashed a quick, mischievous smile. He had dark hair and a wiry build, and he carried a sword and a gun.

David scowled and clambered to his feet. There was blood and dirt on his clothes. His whole body ached. His scowl turned fiercer. “Why did you bring me here?” he asked.

The man raised an eyebrow. “After everything you saw? How could we not?” David noticed his mouth movements didn’t match his words – Rolan’s hadn’t either.

David fisted his hands. “You kidnapped me. You took me against my will to— to wherever this is. After I nearly got killed! And what are you going to do with Cethon! She saved me.” He’d lost track of Cethon’s body and couldn’t see it now. He swallowed, feeling even more lost and alone. “And— and— and that’s mine!” he cried, seeing that Rolan still held Bramira.

Rolan tapped his ear-piece and stopped talking. To David’s surprise, he handed him Bramira without any argument. As soon as it was in David’s hand again, it resumed glowing. “Let me handle him, Alosh,” Rolan said to the man. Alosh nodded and turned to join the other warriors. To David, Rolan said, “I know you must be confused. Don’t worry, you’re not the first person to come to Bantong by accident. I’ve sent for a Lost Priest to explain things to you.”

“I didn’t come here by accident,” David said. “Alosh dragged me here through that weird doorway thingy. What is this, Narnia? I thought you needed a closet to get there.”

“That was a gateway,” Rolan said, nodding at where the blue doorway had stood. “They connect the different worlds to Bantong – that’s this world. Sometimes creatures from other worlds, more violent worlds, cross gateways. We, Sword Priests,” he gestured to himself and his associates, “exist to fight these creatures. Cardinal Jing was a Sword Priest as well,” he added more softly. “Don’t worry. She will be forever revered. Even now she fights alongside the Yesterlords.”

The last of the griffins had been dumped in the truck. The back hatch raised, closing slowly, and the truck lifted straight up then flew off. It hovered about a foot off the ground again. No smoke or exhaust came off it. David watched until it turned a corner, passing out of sight. Bantong had griffins, dump trucks, and swordsmen with Bluetooth. Maybe if he got royally drunk, it would all start to make sense.

“I’m sorry we had to drag you here, but Alosh was right. We had no choice,” Rolan said. “After you saw the creatures, and Cardinal Jing, and the gateway… Well, we had to bring you here.”

“Can I go back?” David asked, staring at where the gateway had been. There was nothing there now but an empty street.

Rolan winced. “That’s a bit more complicated. I’ll let the Lost Priest explain it to you. But,” he added, looking at Bramira, “I wonder if you’ll want to go home. Fighting otherworldly creatures alongside a Cardinal, wielding a legendary weapon...” He shook his head. “I think you belong here.”

David thought of his life back home, a life that had been going nowhere. He’d had no purpose, no job, no family, and few prospects for the future. It hadn’t been much of a life, but damn it, it had been his life. He shook his head. “I want to go home. As soon as possible.”

A car turned down the street, floating above the ground just as the dump truck had. It was ancient, straight out of the twenties – there was no roof, and it chugged along very slowly. It had no wheels and the body shone as if it had just been washed. David eyed it closely, admiring. A woman merrily waved from behind the steering wheel. “Ah, she’s here already,” Rolan said, relieved.

The woman parked the car a short distance away from David and Rolan and hopped out. She had a blond braid and bright blue eyes – David stared at her for a long moment, admiring her slim curves. She wore a similar outfit to the Sword Priests, though her brown jacket was tighter and had a high collar and didn’t look as stiff. David thought she’d fit right in on Earth. Assuming, of course, he wasn’t still on Earth and having the most amazing beer-fueled hallucination. She nodded to Rolan and said, “Thank you for waiting, Steward Duran.” Her eyes lit up at the sight of David, and she hurried over to him. She clasped both his forearms and held on for maybe three seconds before letting go. “Welcome to Bantong,” she said. Her voice wasn’t synced up, and David no longer felt surprised by it. “I am Sister Brigid Dana, your Lost Priest. You must be horribly confused, but don’t worry, I’ll sort you out.” She grabbed David by the elbow and pulled him towards the car. “We get lots of travelers, and some of them are a lot worse off than you. You’ll settle in, no problem. Now, let’s go to Kumarkan!” She pushed him into the passenger seat of the car.

David turned to stare back at the spot where he’d appeared in this mad place. Rolan raised three fingers on each hand, folding in his thumb and pinky. David waved back. He hoped he’d see Rolan again. He’d seemed almost sane. Brigid sat next to him in the car and started it. David couldn’t hear a motor, and he wondered what powered the car – maybe it was electric. Or, considering where he was and that the car flew, maybe he should just assume it was magic. Chalking everything up to magic made him feel better.

As she drove – flew? David wasn’t sure which word he should use – through the streets, Brigid chatted nonstop. “I heard you met Cardinal Jing,” she said. “You’re very lucky, you know. I never had the chance to meet her, of course. Regular priests like me never get to meet cardinals. She was the youngest person to become Sword Cardinal in centuries, you know. She liberated the people of Selsey and single-handedly killed a dragon in Buyan. An amazing woman, truly amazing.” She turned the corner onto a busier street. David gaped around him, only half-hearing Brigid’s prattle.

The other cars on the street were as varied as the houses were. He saw cars that wouldn’t have looked out of place back home, except for the flying bit. There were sports cars, old-fashioned cars like Brigid’s, cars that looked like they should have horses pulling them they were so out-of-date, and shiny, flashy affairs that didn’t seem to have a straight line anywhere.

People walked along this street, and they were just as random as everything else. He saw a man dressed in furs and leathers, a woman with a dress that could have been from a Renaissance Faire, a man in a suit modern, a woman with a bikini that barely covered anything – David stared at her for some time – and a couple in green, shiny, form-fitting clothes. The people wandered in and out of shops, carried bags, chatted into thin air.

“There are Roman ladies with laptops,” he said as they passed what looked like a coffee shop. He laughed, although it had a slightly hysterical edge. “Why the hell not?”

Brigid laughed too. “Every world is different. We’re in Gimoki, so there’s lots of travelers about. Some worlds have a great deal of technology, others less. When people come here, they don’t just abandon everything from their homes. At the same time, they quickly learn to adapt to many of the comforts and conveniences of modern life.”

Wouldn’t want to leave behind a nice toga, he thought. “Are they trapped here too?” He saw a couple with a little boy. They looked straight out of a Dickens story, but the parents were smiling, and the little boy was laughing freely. There were also wearing tennis shoes, but he supposed this wasn’t the place to go looking for historical accuracy.

“Some are,” Brigid said, and for the first time her voice wasn’t perky. “Bantong is connected to the other worlds by gateways, like the one you came through. Some gateways stay open all the time, and people can freely cross between here and their own world. Some gateways open and close, but at regular, predictable intervals. These days, most gateways aren’t very stable. They stay open for a minute or two, then close, before opening again for a short time. After that, it’s hard to say when they might appear again. Even the Passion Priests can’t predict gateways with one hundred percent accuracy. You’ve never heard of other worlds before?”

David considered that. There were lots of fairy tales about different worlds and crazy people raving about getting probed by aliens. He wondered if that counted. He hadn’t seen any probing equipment yet. “Not really,” he said. “I mean, no one at home would seriously believe in other worlds.”

Brigid winced. “Then it’s likely the gateway that connects to your world isn’t very stable.” Her voice brightened again. “But maybe not. When we get to my office, I’ll look it up for you.”

“Thanks,” David said.

“Just doing my job.” Brigid turned another corner and pointed ahead. “Those are stable gateways. The second on the right will take us to Kumarkan.”

David gaped. His jaw already hurt he was doing that so much. Down the road a little bit, with cars disappearing through them and coming out from the other side, stood twenty huge gateways, each easily thirty feet across. The edges were blue, just like the one he’d come through. The cars flew along, each going through different gateways in an orderly manner. He could see through to the other side of the gateways, but most just showed other roads.

“Is Kumarkan another world too?” he asked as Brigid veered right through traffic.

“No, it’s one of the districts here on Bantong, part of Pardis. But it’s on the far other side of the world. It’d take hours to drive there. Don’t worry. The gateways that go from one place to another in Bantong are perfectly stable.”

“I see,” David said, though he didn’t. He saw it was night on the other side of the gateway to Kumarkan. Then the car went through the gateway. David thought he felt a faint tingle as they went through, but maybe that was just his imagination. As if this place needed his imagination to give it spice.

It had been the middle of the day and quite warm, but it was chilly in Kumarkan. David shivered and wrapped his arms around himself, glad he still had his jacket on. Huge, fully-lit buildings surrounded the car. They stretched far into the sky, higher than any sky scrapper David was used to. He couldn’t wait to see it during the day. Glancing back, he saw many other gateways alongside the one they’d gone through.

Brigid drove inside a parking garage in a few minutes. It was quite full, and she had to search for many minutes before finding a spot. It looked like any parking garage on Earth, if cleaner and with higher roof clearance, which David found comforting. Leaving the car, they walked until they found a bank of elevators and David boggled at the number of buttons. Brigid hit 29-EG, and the doors closed.

The elevator rose up, then paused and started moving to the left. David’s jaw dropped as the elevator changed directions twice more before the doors opened again. He could barely feel the elevator moving.

“Here we are,” Brigid said cheerfully. She led him out into a well-lit hallway with faded green carpeting and a poster on the wall that read, ‘Welcome to Bantong!’

“It’s a good thing you speak English,” David said, staring at the sign.

“Oh, we don’t,” Brigid said, leading him down the hallway. There were offices on both sides, most of which were empty. Through the window in one, David saw two people with purple skin, horns and clothing that looked like it was made out of scales. He had to stop and stare as the man behind the desk, who looked refreshingly normal and who was dressed identically to Brigid, pointed things out to the purple couple on a white board. While he muttered about purple people eaters, Brigid grabbed his arm and pulled him away, saying, “Don’t stare at them. It’s rude. Some worlds like body modification.

“Like I was saying, I don’t speak English,” she continued. “You’ve got a translator. See, I have one too.” She pointed to the metal circle attached to her temple. “Right now, I’m speaking Bantonan, but you’ll hear it as your native language – English, was it? Unfortunately, the only way I can understand you is if I wear one too. Every priest on Bantong has one, as do most of the lay people. And we give them out to travelers like yourself.”

David rubbed a finger across the metal. Before she’d given it to him, he hadn’t understood Cethon. “Is that why you look badly dubbed?”

She laughed. “Yes, at first. If you stay here a long time, your brain will gradually adapt to Bantonan, and we won’t seem badly synced anymore. Give it a month or so, and you’ll start hearing our slang and expressions, rather than equivalent versions.”

“Okay,” David said, only understanding half of that. Half was pretty good for this place. “Hope I don’t have to wait a month for your slang – no offense.”

“None taken.” They were near the end of the hallway when Brigid finally stopped at one of the doors. Then she frowned, looking David over. “You might want to get cleaned up first.”

David looked down at himself. Dried blood and dirt covered his jacket and jeans and shoes. Not as much as he’d thought before, but still a lot. He made a face. “Yeah, that’d be nice.”

Brigid stepped inside the office and opened a closet. She pulled out a loose, fluffy white bathrobe, a towel, and a basket containing shampoo, soap, a hair brush, a tooth brush, tooth paste, deodorant, shaving cream, and a razor. David raised an eyebrow at the sight. Apparently, having people show up in a state was common. She led him the rest of the way down the hallway to a large bathroom with a shower.

“We’ll get some new clothes for you later,” she said. “I’ll look up the records on where you’re from.”

“Earth,” David said, being helpful.

Brigid snorted. “I’ll need more than that. Over a third of the worlds are called Earth.”

David blinked. “Ah, well, I live in Boston, in the United States of America.”

“That should be more helpful.” Brigid nodded. “Come back to my office when you’re finished.”

“Thanks,” he said, and closed the door. As soon as he was alone, he all but ripped his soiled clothes off. A large waste can stood next to the sink, and David dumped his clothes inside. He doubted the blood could ever be washed out of them. On the sink he placed his wallet, his cell phone, and Bramira, which stopped glowing as soon as he let go. He stared at his cell phone for a long moment then picked it up. He found John’s number and hit call. He held his breath, hoping, but nothing happened. The phone read ‘no service.’

“Fucking typical,” he sighed, putting the phone down. He hadn’t really thought that would work. The locals obviously had advanced communications. Maybe he just needed to get a different carrier? He’d ask Brigid.

He stepped into the shower. Rather than the dials he was used to, there was a pad where the temperature could be inputted directly. He turned it way too high at first, and had to turn it back down quickly, swearing and trying to avoid the scalding water.

He scrubbed thoroughly. There was blood and dirt all over his skin and in his hair. He thought of Cethon and swallowed hard. He had only a few bruises and scrapes from the adventure, and they were already healing. David always bounced back quickly from injuries.

As he washed his hair, he thought about what Cethon had said to him. She’d known his name. She said he burned like a thousand suns, which was obviously an expression of some sort. She said Bramira was his and that it would respond to him – and that had happened. He had no illusions that he could take some strange disk and throw it well enough to kill two rampaging monsters. She said too that she’d known she would die and that he wasn’t allowed to fall in love. According to Brigid, she’d been the Sword Cardinal, whatever that meant.

He wondered how much she had known and hadn’t said. He thought she’d intended to say more before she died but hadn’t been able to.

He spent a long time in the shower, washing and rinsing and washing himself all over again. His skin was starting to feel raw when he finally turned off the water and climbed out. He dried himself off, finally starting to feel like himself again. He pulled the bathrobe on and stared at himself in the mirror over the sink. He reached up and pinched his check. “Ow.” Nope, still not a dream. That was the second pinch tonight, and still no good. He supposed he should stop, but he still hoped he’d wake up.

He brushed his teeth and hair and shaved. He looked at himself again and smiled at his reflection. He didn’t look right. His dark eyes were wide, and his smile too forced. With a sigh, he turned away from the mirror. Amazingly, the translator on his temple hadn’t come off in the shower, and he wondered if it was now attached to him permanently. He managed to fit his wallet and cell phone inside the bathrobe pocket then carefully picked up Bramira. The weapon started glowing again. He carefully ran a finger across it, but there was no blood on it, and the edge looked as sharp as ever, despite it having torn through bodies, bones, and organs just a short while ago.

He packed the basket back up and padded down the hallway barefoot. Brigid looked up from her computer as he entered her office and motioned for him to sit down on the other side of the desk. David sat, placing Bramira on the desk in front of him. “So, I might need more details,” Brigid said. Her computer was as thin as a piece of paper and appeared to be a touchscreen. “I found ten worlds with a city called Boston, with nine of them in a country called the United States of America. I need to be sure I found the right place.”

Over the ten minutes or so, Brigid asked him one question after another. How old was his country? What were names of other countries and cities? Who were some famous people from history? David answered every question as best he could. Fortunately, he liked history and geography in school, and she didn’t ask him anything too obscure.

Finally, Brigid nodded. “Number 5297, like I thought,” she said proudly. “Never met someone from that world before.” She ran a finger across the computer, making the screen change. Her face fell. “Oh. That’s not good.”

“What is it?” David asked, staring at the numbers on the screen. He could read them, but he had no idea what they represented.

“Before today, the last time a gateway opened into World 5297 was over five years ago. And there’s no mention of other gateways opening there anytime soon.”

David tensed. “And what does that mean?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

“You’re stuck here,” Brigid said, “and I don’t know when you might be able to go home.”


 

 

 

 

3

Dreaming of Heroics

 

David stared down at Brigid’s desk, studying the rich mahogany, following the lines of the wood as they met and separated again. He trembled, wrapping his arms around himself. He felt cold, the thin bathrobe no longer enough to keep him warm.

“You’re not the only one who’s ever been stuck on Bantong,” Brigid said softly.

Slowly, David raised his gaze from her desk. “I never wanted to come here in the first place.” He’d been dragged here against his will.

“Few travelers do,” Brigid said. She reached around the computer, picked up his hand and grasped it between both of hers. Her grip was firm, and her gaze steady. “That’s why you have me. I’m a Lost Priest – some people come to Bantong knowing what it is and knowing how to get back, but most don’t. There are so many people with the same story as you. I will find you clothes and food and shelter and a job. I will let you know when a gateway opens to your world, so that if you wish you may leave Bantong. I will never abandon you.” Her hands tightened around his. “Okay?”

He nodded but didn’t speak. He didn’t think he could.

“You’re not even the only person from World 5297 on Bantong,” Brigid added, her tone bright and perky again. David drew in an easier breath. Brigid released his hands and pointed to the computer screen. “See, there’s someone named Seth Walker from your Earth. He’s been here for over eight years. You can meet him anytime you want. He lives in Jigok and—” she cut off suddenly. Fast as lightening, her hand slapped down on the screen, and the information on Seth Walker disappeared. “Why don’t we get you some new clothes and a place to sleep for tonight? We can talk more in the morning.” She smiled brightly – too brightly, even for her.

“Okay,” David said. Now that he thought of it, his body ached, and his eyes kept drifting shut. He was still half-hoping this was a dream. Maybe if he fell asleep in the dream, he’d wake up. The pinches hadn’t done anything, but maybe this was a particularly stubborn hallucination.

Brigid hopped up from her seat and led him out of her office. David picked up Bramira and followed her back down the long hallway. They returned to the elevator. It went down, then left, then forwards, then down some more, until David stopped being surprised by its movements.

With a faint ping that was just like home and made his heart ache for the similarity, the elevator doors opened. David and Brigid stepped into what looked like an enormous store. Rows upon rows of clothes covered a massive room. Neat labels hung from the ceiling, and Brigid led him to the men’s section.

“Pick at least a few outfits,” Brigid said, urging him towards a rack of long sleeve shirts.

David reached out and touched the fabric. It felt like cotton. He wondered if it really was cotton, or some crazy alien material. “Is my money any good here?” he asked. He didn’t see any prices. The shirt had a label at the collar, saying ‘large,’ but he wondered if that was the same as an Earth large. He held up the shirt against his chest, estimating the size. It seemed a bit big for him. He was tall but lean.

Brigid laughed. “I told you, I’m here to help you. All of Kumarkan exists to help people like you.” At his blank look, she said, “That means you don’t have to pay. Not now, at least. Later, when you get a job. Now go on, find a few things you like. There’s a fitting room over there.” She pointed off to the side.

He nodded and dived into the racks. “Welcome to shopping hell.” If he’d be stuck for who-knows-how-long, he’d need lots of clothes. And if they were free, however temporarily, he should take advantage of it. He decided to get everything that was decent and fit him.

Well over an hour later, he had a large stack of shirts, pants, jackets, and underwear, plus a pair of shoes and a pair of boots. Most of the clothes had looked either ancient or bizarrely futuristic, so he passed that nonsense up, but he found a surprising amount that looked just like clothes from Earth. There were even jeans and hoodies. David felt strangely pleased by the sight.

Brigid found a large duffel bag, and they carted his newfound clothes away together while David yawned loudly. Returning to the elevator, they traveled up and right and backwards and right some more and then down a bit.

This new hallway looked like a hotel, David thought, by now so tired he barely saw anything beyond the tan walls and pale carpet. Brigid led him a few doors down and unlocked one. She took the duffel bag from him, placed it off to one side, and pushed him down on the bed.

“I’ll be back in a few hours,” she said.

David mumbled something that might have been an agreement. The lights were turned off, and he heard the door close. Then he was fast asleep.

He woke up hours later. He sat up, blinking his eyes and stretching slowly. He still wore the bathrobe. The small bedside table held his phone, his wallet, and Bramira. Brigid must have put them there.

He stood carefully and walked over to the heavy curtains. He pulled them aside and stared out at the wonder on the other side of his window.

The sun hung high in the sky, fluffy white clouds drifting lazily across an expanse of blue. He might have believed he was at home, and everything had been nothing but a crazy dream. But the city that lay before him was like nothing on Earth.

Tall spires rose up all around, some thin and delicate, others thick and unadorned. They were glass and steel and brick and wood and other materials he couldn’t name. He looked down, far down. He could barely see the ground – he must be at least fifty stories up. The buildings around him soared so high he couldn’t see the tops. He looked back up, watching the planes flying through the sky. Some looked like proper airplanes, and he saw one helicopter. Another looked like it had been built by the Wright Brothers. Another machine was identical to the space shuttle. And there were more that were completely unfamiliar: some long and thin and sleek, others were blocky and rigid and not at all aerodynamic, while still others were circular disks that whizzed across the sky like UFOs. 

Slowly, David drew the curtains closed and turned back to the room. He closed his eyes for a good minute, breathing slowly. Then he knocked his heels together and said, “There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home.” Then he opened his eyes and opened the curtains again. “Still not in Kansas. Shit.” Firmly closing the curtains again, he forced himself to laugh. “Guess it only works with the right shoes.”

His room was comforting after that look outside. The bed was large and soft, the blankets all messed up and tangled around themselves. A large white rectangle hung on the wall across from the bed, thin as a piece of paper. Brigid’s computer had been just as thin; David wondered if it was a television. He found the bathroom, which contained all the necessities. The controls for the shower were the same as the one he’d used last night.

He cleaned himself off quickly and thoroughly. He stared at himself, but he saw no bruises, no cuts, no dried blood. No evidence at all of the battle. He put on some of his new clothes. They fit just fine and felt like clothes ought to feel. He could almost imagine he was back home, so long as he kept his eyes shut.

A box had been left on the chair beside the television. David opened it to find an apple, a hunk of cheese, a small loaf of bread, and a few slices of turkey. At least, he hoped it was turkey. It tasted like turkey. It was a strange breakfast, but David was too hungry to care. He demolished the entire meal in minutes.

He went back and sat on the bed. He didn’t try to turn on the television, not wanting to see what wonders it might show. Or worse, whatever the Bantonan version of crappy television was. He reached over to the bedside table and picked up Bramira. Carefully, wary of the razor-sharp outer edge, he whirled it around his finger a few times, slowly. He watched, captivated, the way it shone as it tilted and circled his finger. The room lit up oddly as Bramira moved. “Cool,” he murmured, enraptured by the shifting shadows. Eventually he stopped twirling it and held it, staring at it closely.

It was definitely sharp, but it had gone straight through those griffins, slicing as effortlessly through bone and muscle as it had flesh and organs. However sharp it was, surely it shouldn’t have been able to do that. There was nothing normal about Bramira, just like there was nothing normal about Bantong. But where Bantong frightened him and made him want to hide away in this room, Bramira was warm and comforting in his hands. It shone only when he held it. Like it truly did belong to him.

He went to put it back on the table and finally noticed it had been placed on a book. He picked up the book, leaving Bramira on the table. The Traveler’s Guide to Bantong read the cover. Still amazed he could read at all, he slowly leafed through the book.

It was filled with maps and charts and diagrams and pictures. He went back to the beginning and started to read. It started,

‘Welcome, Traveler, to Bantong! You will be comfortable during your stay here. Your Lost Priest will help you find a home and a job during your visit. There is work for everyone here, whether your home world has conquered the stars or if you’ve only discovered fire. The people of Bantong are helpful and understanding. We have many travelers such as yourself. By the time you find a gateway back to your home world, you may find you don’t want to leave Bantong. And why would you want to leave? There is nowhere in the cosmos quite like Bantong.

He was still reading over an hour later when a knock sounded at his door. He left the book open on the bed. There was no window or peephole at the door, so he shrugged and opened it. Brigid stood on the other side, her smile even brighter in the light of day.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked, not waiting for permission to come inside.

“Yeah,” David said, closing the door behind her. Brigid made a soft tutting noise at his closed curtains and pulled them open. David cringed and averted his eyes. He was still holding out that everything had been caused by drugs and/or alcohol, and the view outside wasn’t helping with that. He sat back down on the bed while Brigid perched on the chair. She pulled out a piece of white paper, about the size of a playing card. She shook it firmly and the card got bigger, larger than a piece of paper. She put it on her lap, and it didn’t curve and bend, staying stiff. When Brigid put her fingers to the surface, words appeared. A portable computer, David realized, and wondered if the one in her office could get smaller.

“I see you found the book I left you. Have you had a chance to read it yet?” she asked, typing quickly.

“A little,” David said. He’d spent most of the hour staring at the maps and pictures, trying to find familiar sights. He’d found one map which, if he titled the page and squinted optimistically, could have shown Florida. Sadly, it wasn’t, no matter how much he contorted the page to make it look like Florida.

“Good. Well, you’ve got clothes, a good night’s rest, and some food. Ready for your shots?” She pulled a syringe out of her pocket.

David eyed it. “I’m not sick.”

“Most people aren’t. There are all sorts of diseases, though, and we don’t want you bringing in something that can hurt us. Our diseases could hurt you too. Come on, it’ll just be a tiny pinch, nothing a strong guy like you should worry about.” She fluttered her eyelashes at him.

After a huff, David rolled back his sleeve and extended his arm. She pressed the syringe to his inner elbow. Unlike home, he barely felt it. Clear liquid seeped into him, and Brigid took the syringe away. Turning it on its side, she then swiped the syringe down his arm. “There. Now you don’t have to worry about getting sick or becoming a father. We’ve got your DNA sample, so we’re good. Now, it’s time to think about work. What did you do back on your home world?”

He winced. The mention of work was enough to push everything else from his mind. He looked out the window as a ship that ought to be too big to fly drifted past. Surely his job woes shouldn’t follow him to a place like this. When people ended up in magical lands, they automatically became kings or warriors. “I’m sort of between jobs at the moment,” he said awkwardly. “I’ve done office work. I worked retail before that. And before that I was a waiter. And I did security for a while...” he trailed off weakly, feeling useless.

Brigid typed a few things into her computer, her lips pursed thoughtfully. “World 5297 is fairly advanced, technologically,” she said mostly to herself. “We can always use people in maintenance, or information technology, or just doing admin. That’s probably like what you did during your office job.”

He nodded miserably. The last thing he wanted was to do more work like that. He’d quit because the thought of writing up one more mindless and pointless memo made him want to bite something – preferably his old boss.

Brigid seemed to realize that, because she smiled at him, her fingers poised on the computer. “If you haven’t found your passion yet, that’s okay. This is Bantong, the world of Aeons. Anything and everything is possible here. Living your dreams in your home world can be scary, but Bantong exists for dreams. So, what have you always wanted to try?”

“I wanted to be a soldier,” David said instantly. Then he closed his mouth and looked down. During his teenage years, he’d dreamed of joining the army – or maybe the navy or the air force, he hadn’t decided. Ever since he was little, he wanted to help people, to be a hero, help people in desperate circumstances around the world. Maybe he’d just spent too much time with comic books and television, but it had been all he’d wanted. He’d thought about being a policeman or fireman perhaps, but the siren song of the army always brought him back around.

He’d gotten into many fights as a child. John had been quite the geek – he still was – and the other kids would pick on him and occasionally try to beat him up. David wouldn’t stand for that. The other children were clearly just stupid if they couldn’t tell how cool John was. So, he protected his best friend throughout their childhood. Eventually, he’d taken to protecting other children who were bullied as well, learned karate until he was the toughest guy at his school. Most of those other kids he never got to know, but that didn’t matter. The bullies stopped picking on them, and David was content.

He liked being strong, and he liked being able to protect those who were weaker than himself. Becoming a soldier seemed like a natural progression.

His parents had been against it. We know you want to help people, David, they’d said, and we’re so proud of you for it. But the army’s a dangerous place. We don’t want you to get killed. He argued with them constantly about it, as only a teenager could. And the last night of his parents’ life, his mother burst into tears with worry for him.

It was a stupid, crazy accident that took them from him, and his last moments with them had been full of shouting.

In the wake of their deaths, he’d replayed that last fight over and over again, remembering his mother’s tears as she begged him not to do something so dangerous. He’d given up his dream, never tried to join the army or even the police or the fire department. That stint he’d had as a security guard when he was twenty was the closest he’d come. And even that he hadn’t been able to manage for long, the constant guilt gnawing away at him.

He scrubbed quickly at his face before looking at Brigid. Her eyes were soft and gentle as she waited for him to compose himself. He managed a weak smile for her and, for the first time since being dragged to Bantong, felt happy.

“I have no training at all,” he said. “I’ve never even used a gun. But I want to fight to help people.” He picked The Traveler’s Guide to Bantong off the bed. “I read about Sword Priests. Rolan and Alosh are Sword Priests, right? And so was Cethon?”

Brigid nodded. “Sword Priest is an honorable profession. Sadly, gateways often open into worlds populated by terrible beasts, beasts that then invade Bantong and threaten the populace. Sometimes those monsters reach another gateway and travel another world, like last night. But David, becoming a Sword Priest is very difficult, and a very serious deal. A person has to pass a rigorous test, then spend three months in training, before becoming a Sword Priest. There are all sorts of vows to take for any of the priest sects. It’s a lifetime profession.” She paused and added, “And most Eternist Priests are Bantong or Bantonan world natives. Very few travelers join our ranks.”

David picked up Bramira. “Last night, I killed two griffins with this, and I didn’t even know what I was doing. Can’t I at least take the test? If I fail, I can try something else.”

“I suppose,” Brigid sighed. She typed a few things into her computer. “There are lots of divisions of Sword Priests – navy and air force and armored and more. Lots of divisions require specialized skills, and familiarity with Bantonan technology. You’ll want to try for the traditional division, the infantry, or the watch.”

He stared at her blankly. He’d seen no mention of divisions in The Guide. Of course, he hadn’t read much of it. “What are the differences?”

“The watch is one of the easier divisions of Sword Priests to join. They keep order here on Bantong – arresting criminals and enforcing laws.”

“Police.” David nodded. “What about the other two?”

“There’s a lot of overlap between the infantry and the traditional. They both fight monsters both here on Bantong and on other worlds. While both divisions use agitators, the infantry uses them more extensively.” At David’s blank look, she said, “Agitators are hand-held firearms. Cardinal Jing had one with her, I’m sure.”

David perked up. “Oh, you mean those cool, sci-fi laser guns. They’re called agitators?” Then he wilted. “I don’t have one of those, so I guess the infantry is no good.”

“If you get accepted into either division, you’ll be provided with an agitator. But for the infantry, you’ll need experience with one to pass the test. The traditional division, as the name suggests, uses traditional weapons, like swords and spears. They specialize in fighting monsters on primitive worlds, using old fashioned weapons so they don’t scare the locals. The Sword Priests you met yesterday – they were traditional. You might have more luck there.” She poked at her computer screen a few times. “The next test for the traditional division will be in ten days. People who train for years don’t always pass, you know.”

“I want to try,” David said. He couldn’t be a soldier back home. But Bantong was supposed to be an amazing place. He’d seen no mention in the book of drawn-out wars against terrorists, like back home. He’d already proved he could fight monsters. His parents wouldn’t have objected to him becoming a Sword Priest.

Or maybe, ten years after their deaths, Bantong had shown him he was finally ready to move on with his life, to try to follow his dream.

Brigid’s screen went blank. She flipped it back to playing card-size and stuffed it in her pocket. “Come, then. I’ll show you a place where you can train before the test.”

He smiled in relief, picked up Bramira from the bedside table, and followed her out. He barely noticed the number of times the elevator went in directions it shouldn’t, though it did mostly just go down. He wondered what sort of pulley system was needed to make the elevator move horizontally, before remembering that this was Bantong; the elevator was probably pulled by giant purple rhinos or something. That would make as much sense as anything else he’d seen. When the doors opened, they were in an even larger room than the wardrobe Brigid had taken him to yesterday.

It was a massive gymnasium, covering three levels. There were running tracks, exercise machines, weights, and swimming pools. The second level held people training to fight. David watched two men wrestling while two others fought with staffs.

“If you need it, the firing range is through there,” Brigid said, pointing to a room on the right side of the second level.

“Is this place used for travelers too?” David asked. “You said most travelers don’t become priests.” One man with shaggy hair was running around with a large club, making grunting noises. The man was also wearing a full tuxedo. David snickered softly.

“Bantong can be a dangerous place,” Brigid said sadly. “Even if they don’t plan to become Sword Priests, travelers still want to be able to protect themselves. And for some people, their home worlds are even more dangerous, and this is the only place they can safely train.” Then she smiled again. “Come on. I’ll show you around, and then you can get started.”

Brigid gave him a whirlwind tour of the gym, ending with a side room with targets placed on the walls. “So you can practice using your chakram,” she told him.

David realized she meant Bramira and almost smacked his forehead. He’d watched how many episodes of Xena, and hadn’t been able to remember that? There was a shelf near the door with other disks – chakrams, he corrected himself. The edges on these were dull and safe for practice. He put Bramira down and picked up one of the practice chakrams. He whirled it around his index finger a few times, getting used to it. He thought it weighed about the same as Bramira.

Finally, he grasped the chakram firmly. He focused on a target on the far wall. He cocked his wrist back and forth a few times, mentally practicing his throw. Then he brought his whole arm back and flung out the chakram.

It spun too wide and too high, missing the target by a huge margin. It hit the wall and clattered loudly to the ground. Scowling, David went to pick it up and try again.

“I need to go take care of a few things, fill out some paper work. Will you be okay for a few hours?” Brigid asked.

“Yeah, thanks,” David said, not really listening. Brigid slipped out of the room, leaving David to practice on his own. He aimed the chakram again and threw it a second time. He missed the target again, this time ending up too low. He sighed and went to retrieve it.

When Brigid came back over two hours later, David was covered in sweat and glaring fiercely. He whirled on her, throwing his arms up in the air. “What the fuck is wrong with me? I can’t hit shit!”

“Not even once?” Brigid asked, dismayed.

David sighed and held up two fingers. “That’s how many targets I’ve hit,” he said, shoulders slouched. “I suck so bad it’s almost funny!” He threw the practice chakram on the ground. It bounced a bit before rolling to one side. “I killed two griffins last night,” David said. “And on the same throw! So how come I suck now?”

“Maybe it was beginner’s luck?” Brigid asked. She frowned. “I’m no warrior, but killing two monsters with one throw sounds pretty impressive.”

“I’m horrible at this,” David said. He sank to the ground, staring morosely at the chakram. “I knew I would be. I can’t do anything.” He closed his eyes and thumped his head against his up-raised knees. Now what was he going to do? He’d thought, being trapped in some crazy, magical, sci-fi world, he could try living out his dream. But how could he save people if he couldn’t fight?

Maybe he should try a gun instead. Or one of those cool laser things like Cethon had – an agitator. He might actually be good with one of those. But then, he’d thought he’d be good at this too.

He looked up and over towards the shelf near the door, where he’d left Bramira. He reached over and picked it up carefully, staring at it. “You’re my weapon, Bramira,” he said to it, “but I can’t use you. What’s the good of that?”

“Are you sure?” Brigid asked. There was an odd note in her voice, and David turned to look at her. “Have you tried using that today, or did you just use the practice chakrams?”

“Just the practice ones, of course,” David said. “I could kill myself using this thing.” He waved Bramira, gesturing with his other hand towards the razor sharp outer edge.

“Maybe you should try that. Just once.”

David frowned. “Brigid, this thing is impossible. It goes through everything. And I do mean everything. It isn’t safe.”

“Just... I think you should try it. Trust me.” Brigid pulled him back to his feet then retreated towards the door, out of the way.

David stared at her for a long time then turned towards the target he’d been trying to hit all morning. “Okay,” he sighed. He raised Bramira carefully, holding it more loosely than he’d held the practice chakram. He mimed a few throws, then took a deep breath. “Please, hit it,” he whispered and threw Bramira.

He stared in wonder as Bramira sped directly towards the target. It hit it perfectly in the center with a loud clang. Then it fell to the floor, leaving a large gash in the center of the target.

“I hit it,” David breathed, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. Then he cried out, “I hit it!” He thrust his arms in the air, pumping his fists. He whirled around and dashed over to Brigid. He lifted her up and swung her around in the air, shouting, “I fucking hit it!”

Brigid laughed, equally joyful. When David put her down, she gave him a knowing smile. “Now, pick it up and do it again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, throwing her a playful salute. He ran over and picked up Bramira. He turned to another target, one higher up along the wall. Without first practicing his aim, he threw Bramira. Once more he hit the target, right in the center. And once more, Bramira cut into the wall before falling to the ground.

And David realized what he’d just done.

He slowly walked over and picked up Bramira. He turned to Brigid, biting his lip. “I didn’t even aim that time. How could I hit those two targets, after missing everything?”

Brigid pointed. “You called it Bramira. I guess it really is.”

He hadn’t named it to her before now, he realized. “Cethon gave it to me. She said it was mine. What is Bramira?”

“There are six legendary weapons,” Brigid said. “Excabur, Ganta, others. Millennia ago, when the Nephilim attacked, Aeons fashioned many weapons to help us fight alongside him. Bramira was one of them. Most of those legendary weapons are kept somewhere safe, though two were lost.”

David stared down at Bramira, watching it glow merrily. He could believe it was legendary.

Brigid continued, “It is said that Bramira could cut through anything. It’s also said that its wielder could hit anything with it. I guess that’s true.”

“Cethon had it with her, but she said it was mine. Why would a legendary weapon belong to me?”

“I don’t know,” Brigid said softly. “But I think you must surely be destined for great things.”

David stared at Bramira. He should be happy about such a pronouncement. He wanted to do great things, be a mighty hero. Cethon had said such amazing things about him, but he hadn’t really believed any of it. Now that Brigid was saying similar things, he was maybe ready to believe it.

Then he scowled and looked up at Brigid. “If I do great things, I want to do them because of me, not because of some magic weapon I just happened to get.”

“You think it was an accident that Cethon Jing, the former Sword Cardinal, gave you Bramira?” Brigid asked, eyebrows raised.

His grip tightened momentarily around Bramira. “Isn’t it?”

Brigid placed a gentle hand on his arm. “I don’t know how things work in your world, David. You’ve been separate from us for a long time, and you’ve obviously forgotten a great deal. If you’re going to be a Priest, there are things you have to know. The first is this: on Bantong, there are no coincidences. Aeons sits enthroned in Pardis.” She said it like a catechism, something she’d memorized so long ago it had become second nature. “Bramira came to you for a reason. Cethon gave it to you because of who you are, not in spite of who you are. And you will be great. I’m sure of it.”


 

 

 

 

4

Variations on Humanity

 

“I’m getting good at this,” David said. He puffed out his chest and put his hands on his hips as he gazed around the practice room. With Bramira, he could hit any of the targets. For the first time, he’d managed to catch Bramira as it spun back towards him. Despite the sharp edges, touching it never hurt him. He turned to Brigid, who was sitting on the bench and watching his practice. “Just watch me! I’m going to become a Sword Priest no problem!”

“You probably need to do more than just use a chakram,” Brigid said thoughtfully.

“Like what?” David asked.

“Well, you’ll need to be in good shape, of course.”

He flexed his arms, shifting his stance. He had a nice physique, if not as buff as he might wish. No matter how poor he’d been, he’d always maintained his gym membership. “I don’t look in shape to you?” he asked, grinning as her eyes traveled slowly over him.

After a long moment, Brigid coughed, flushed, and looked away. “Well, yes, you do seem to be in good shape, but extra practice won’t hurt. You could try running and weight lifting and stuff.”

“Okay,” he said. He was beginning to think Brigid knew very little about what was needed to pass the test to become a Sword Priest. But he didn’t want to say anything, in case he offended her. She was the only person he knew on this crazy world, and she was also his ticket back home. He couldn’t afford to annoy her. So he winked jauntily at her and watched her blush again.

Brigid jumped to her feet. “It’s about lunch time. How about a break?”

“Sure, if you’re paying,” David said. She laughed and led him out of the training room. David grinned broadly as he followed her. He could have never gotten away with that back home, but Brigid didn’t seem to mind paying for him. Which was good, since he didn’t have any money. Well, he had money, but he didn’t think it would be any good on Bantong.

After a short elevator ride, Brigid brought him back to the floor where his room was. He threw her a confused look, but Brigid just led him into a large room at the end of the hallway. A large, wooden table sat in the center of the room, surrounded by wooden chairs with tall backs. On the far side of the room laid a kitchen.

“Normally, I use a cooker,” Brigid nodded at a boxy device that opened and had a large entry pad on the front, “but sometimes it’s nice to make something by hand.”

“A cooker?” David stared at the box.

Brigid laughed and tapped the device with her knuckles. “That’s what it’s called. If you put packets of raw materials in it, it will make a meal. See.” She typed ‘noodles’ into the pad. The device made a soft humming sound for a few seconds then binged. Brigid opened the door and pulled out a steaming plate. Greenish penne covered it.

The color worried him for a moment, but the noodles tasted of spinach. “Cool.” Stepping up to the cooker, he typed in ‘pepperoni pizza.’ Across the top of the pad appeared the words ‘food name not recognized.’ “Damn. That’s typical.”

Brigid waved him to a seat. “Sit down and eat your noodles.” She typed rapidly into the cooker and pulled out items he couldn’t identify. She grabbed a cutting board and knife out of a drawer on the side. “I’m going to make you some flook.”

“Gloop?” David asked. Spinach penne was something he could find at home, and he decided he loved it. “Is this going to be some weird Bantongian food?”

“I suppose it would be, to you,” Brigid laughed, not looking up. “But it’s delicious. Don’t worry, all five of my travelers have liked it! Two even asked for the recipe! Also, the word’s Bantonan, not Bantongian.”

David didn’t say anything to that. She’d only had five travelers before him? No wonder it sometimes seemed like she was trying too hard. Also why she was awful at changing the subject. But then, maybe an experienced Lost Priest wouldn’t help him become a priest himself. He supposed he shouldn’t complain.

While he waited for Brigid to finish, two people entered the room. David sat up straight and stared at them. They were short, under five foot, and stocky. The man had reddish skin and orange hair, with a beard that nearly reached his waist. The woman also had reddish skin, but her hair was strawberry blond. They wore leather tunics and carried stone axes. Both, he noticed, had translators on their temples, just like he did.

“Dwarfs!” David blurted out. The two short people turned to stare at him, the woman glaring fiercely and the man fingering his ax. “Sorry, I’m an idiot,” he said quickly.

“Forgive him,” Brigid added, looking up from her cooking. “He’s only been in Bantong for three days.”

The short people shared a look. The woman sighed and said, “Since you ask us to, Lost Priest, we will forgive, but only this once.” She turned to David. “That term is very insulting! Never call us that again! We are as much human as you are!”

“Yeah, sorry, I won’t,” David said, holding up his hands while his stomach twisted. He felt awful – he grew up black in a mostly white area. He knew what it felt like to be judged in advance by how he looked. “Um, I’m David Kemp? From Earth?” He held out his hand.

The short people stared at his outstretched hand blankly. Apparently, their people didn’t shake. Finally, the man said, “I am Kemi Fandrel. This is my sister, Keri. We are also from Earth,” he added, frowning harder.

“A different Earth, if our Lost Priest is to be believed,” Keri said.

“Yeah, apparently there’s thousands of worlds called Earth,” David said. “I’m from number... um... five thousand something.”

“5297,” Brigid called.

“What she said,” David said. “What about you guys?”

“Our Lost Priest said our world is numbered 1247,” Keri said.

David paused, glancing towards where Brigid was still busy cooking. “Do gateways to your Earth open often? Apparently, gateways to my Earth are very rare, so I’ll be here a while.”

Kemi said, “We were told that gateways to our Earth were uncommon, but one would open two days hence.”

“Well, that’ll be nice,” David said, trying not to feel jealous. If he was only stuck in Bantong for a few days, he’d have no objections. It was a lovely place for a vacation. Well, he assumed it was lovely – he hadn’t been outside since he first arrived. But Brigid had said it might be months or years before he could go home. He sighed, tried not to think about how much his life sucked, then smiled at the twins. “We were just gonna eat. You wanna join us?”

The twins shared a look. “Very well,” Kemi said at last, and they joined him at the table. David cheered mentally. So far, he’d met a couple of people from Bantong, but he’d not met anyone from another world. Unless he counted the griffins, which he didn’t. “You wear strange garments,” Kemi said, looking at David’s jeans.

David glanced down at them. “Um, yeah, I guess. I got them here, but I wear similar clothes on my world. You should try them. They’re very comfortable.”

“Among the wonders of Bantong, your clothes are the least of them,” Keri said. She pointed up. “The ceiling lights itself up. Doors open of their own accord. Small people live inside the wall in our room and speak of many things.” She leaned closer to David. “Does your Earth contain such wonders?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” David said. “But there’s plenty here that’s weird to me too.”

“Your weapon is wondrous indeed,” Kemi said.

David reached down and touched Bramira. “It is.”

“Is it from your Earth?” Keri asked.

“No,” David shook his head. “It’s from Bantong. But it was given to me, so it’s mine now. This woman called Cethon—”

“Bah!” Brigid exclaimed. When David turned to give her a look, she said, “We’re out of kamchee! I can’t make flook without kamchee! It’s expensive for the cookers to make, but I have some in my office, I think. David, I’ll be right back. Behave!” She shook a finger at him.

David laughed and winked. “You’re sure you want that?”

Brigid blushed again and hurried out of the room. David watched her rear as she left. He wondered if all the women in Bantong were as good looking as Brigid. If so, maybe he shouldn’t mind being stuck here for a while.

“Whatever you do, you can’t fall in love.” Cethon’s words echoed in his mind. He pushed it aside. He was just admiring Brigid. That had nothing to do with love. And, okay, maybe he did like her and would like to sleep with her, but that wasn’t love either. So it was fine.

“Are there many such weapons here on Bantong?” Kemi asked, pulling him out of his thoughts.

“Huh?” He glanced down at Bramira again. “Well, I haven’t seen others like this; it’s special. But there are tons of weapons in the gymnasium, where I’ve been practicing. Like agitators maybe – I’ve seen them, and I’d really like to try one. There’re probably even axes there, like yours. Well, maybe not stone axes, you know?”

Keri nodded. “This gymnasium sounds interesting. We are warriors on our Earth. It is a dangerous place, and we might wish to practice our skills in this gymnasium. Where is it located?”

David thought for a moment. “Um, floor 17-HB. Er, you guys know how to use the elevators, right? The, um, boxes that take you to other hallways?”

“Yes, they are wondrous devices indeed,” Kemi said. “We did not know what they were called. Thank you for your directions, David Kemp. We will not forget you.” He stood from the table and bowed, his knuckles pressed together in front of his chest. Keri too stood and made the same motion.

“Er, yeah, no problem,” David said, waving his hands. “I hope you have fun practicing and stuff till you get home.”

“We should go now, brother,” Keri said. “We have idled about on this world for nigh on five days, and our skills grow rusty.”

“Indeed we should, sister. Goodbye, David Kemp,” Kemi said. The two siblings left the room, walking quickly.

When the door closed behind them, David snorted and leaned back in his seat. “Okay, they were weird. Even weirder than the natives.” He wondered if all travelers were as weird. He remembered the Vikings with cell phones and the roman ladies with laptops and the club-wielding man in the tuxedo. He wondered if they were travelers. If so, he was the only sane traveler on Bantong.

Brigid came back about a minute later, smiling broadly and carrying a small, orange packet. “Oh, did the others leave?”

“Yeah, right after you left.” David grinned. “So it’s just you and me again. I like it better like that.”

“Tease,” Brigid said. She returned to the kitchen and dumped the contents of the packet – the kamchee, David assumed – over her concoction. “I’m glad you had the chance to meet other travelers,” she said as she cooked. “It can be lonely otherwise.”

“They were even weirder than the locals,” David said. “Er, no offense, of course. Just how many travelers are there on Bantong?”

“Hundreds of thousands,” Brigid said softly. “They aren’t just here, but on the Bantonan worlds too. Over half of them are from worlds with stable gateways, of course, and those come and go freely. They are as used to Bantong as any native. But there are many like yourself as well.”

David leaned back in his chair. “They said they were human, but what were they really?”

Brigid looked up at him, frowning. “Human, of course.”

“Are you sure? Humans with that skin color don’t have that color hair. Not without dye, at least.”

She laughed. “Maybe not on your world, but on some worlds, they do. Orange is unusual, it’s true, but humans come in every color imaginable. You saw people with body modifications the day you arrived.”

David considered that. He remembered the first day he’d been here and seeing purple-skinned people on his way to Brigid’s office. He guessed those people had been human too, strange as it seemed. He wondered what their home worlds might be like, that they would have skin that color. 

Well, he wouldn’t judge in the future. Back home, plenty of people gave him shit for being black. Even the few black people he knew gave him crap, because his parents were African, not African American. The orange and red combination threw him, especially combined with the lack of height, but he would do better in the future.

He wondered, if his stay in Bantong continued long enough, whether such strange colors might one day seem normal to him. He frowned; was thinking things like that racist? Probably.

With a groan, he rubbed his forehead. Why couldn’t at least one thing in Bantong be normal?

“They like to fight, but they weren’t interested in becoming a Sword Priest and Priestess.”

“Most travelers have no desire to serve Aeons. And what is priestess?”

David blinked. Brigid hadn’t used the word for herself, now that he thought of it. “It’s a woman priest.”

“Oh, does your world use gendered words? We don’t do that on Bantong. Is your world patriarchal?”

“No!” He thought of the many rants he’d heard from Megumi, John’s fiancee. “Well, not as much. Not any more.”

Brigid laughed. “That’s probably why your translator picks up male terms instead of female ones. Most of our words aren’t gendered.”

So now he was sexist, too. Or his brain was.

David reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. The power was running low. He didn’t have his charger, and he hadn’t seen any plugs, so he kept it turned off most of the time. He found John’s number and tried to call, but there was still no reception. “You said it might be months before another gateway opened to Earth,” he said with a sigh, putting his phone down on the table. “Will the same amount of time pass on Earth?”

There were plenty of stories on Earth of other worlds, stories he now thought might be based on Bantong. In a lot of those stories, it didn’t matter how long the people stayed in the other world, when they returned to Earth, it was as if no time had passed at all.

But Brigid said, “Time is the same here as any other world, David. Your absence will be noticed.” She paused then said softly, “I’m sorry. I know you miss your family.”

“I don’t have any family,” David said, staring miserably at his phone. “My parents died years ago in a freak accident.” There had never been any mention of other family, not even after he was orphaned. Both his parents left home at young ages and never had any desire to go back to Ghana or Nigeria. Probably he had family in both places, but they were strangers to him. “There’s only John and his family.” He swallowed around the lump in his throat. “He must be looking for me.”

John had been his best friend all his life, all but his brother. John’s family had taken him in when his parents had died. He owed them so much and had never even tried to pay them back.

It had been three days since he was dragged into Bantong. John would have noticed he was missing by now. David wondered if he’d tried to call, if he’d gone looking for him at David’s tiny apartment.

He wondered what his life would be like when he returned to it after months absent. His apartment would be gone, since his rent would be unpaid. He had few enough things, most of which were unimportant. The only thing he cherished was his old photo album, full of pictures of his happy childhood. He wondered if John would save it for him. John knew that David had his spare apartment key hidden beneath his welcome mat, so he could get into the apartment if he needed to. He wondered if John would think him dead or abducted.

There was a line in The Guide that he remembered. It said, ‘By the time you find a gateway back to your home world, you may find you don’t want to leave Bantong.’ It had gone on to talk more about the wonders of Bantong, making it seem better than any other world. But maybe travelers stayed on Bantong not because Bantong was wonderful, but because their home had moved on without them, and they no longer had a place in it.

It would be so easy for his Earth to leave him behind. No home, no family, no job to miss him, only a few police hunting for him because he had one friend.

He stared down at his phone and wished that he had some way to contact John, to tell him that he was alive and well and working on a way to get home. Then he jerked, sitting up straight as he remembered something he’d thought while talking with Kemi and Keri.

“Brigid! I saw Vikings with cell phones! And Rolan had a blue tooth!”

She looked up from her cooking, her spoon dripping into the pot. “What are you talking about?”

He waved his cell phone. “This! People on Bantong have these, or something that looks like this. Do you have a network to call people? Can I call home?”

Brigid winced. She stepped away from her cooking and placed her hands on his arm. “Oh, David, I’m so sorry. Yes, we do have communication devices. Some travelers have devices like yours – what did you call it? Sell pone? Bantonans have com pads, which sync up to our translators to make it easier to hear through them.” She pulled the playing card-sized white square that flipped into a computer out of her pocket. “If you make Sword Priest, you’ll be issued a com pad. We could maybe get your sell pone to work on our network, but it won’t reach your home world. If a gateway was open, you could use it, but without one it won’t help.”

“But... But John will think I’m dead.”

She wrapped her arms around him and held him close. He buried his head in her shoulder, his tears wetting her jacket. Earth held little that he would miss. He was starting to see the beauty of Bantong, the opportunities Bantong held for him, and maybe one day he’d want to stay here. But he couldn’t not go home, he couldn’t leave John wondering about his disappearance.

He had to get back home. No matter what.

After a few minutes, he pulled away from Brigid, wiping at his eyes. Brigid let him go and returned to her cooking. She must have been nearly finished, because she brought him a dish a few minutes later. She placed a glass of water beside it. On her bowl, Brigid tapped the rim six times with the side of her hand before picking up her fork.

David sniffed and stared into the bowl. It was full of vegetables and pieces of meat, all covered in a dark yellow sauce. He picked up a fork with three prongs instead of four, but only to push the food around in the bowl. He’d lost his appetite.

“Try it,” Brigid said. She sat beside him with her own bowl. “Flook makes everything better, I promise.” David continued poking at it. “Please? For me?” She placed a hand on his arm.

“Okay,” David said. He skewered a vegetable he couldn’t identify and ate it. Brigid smiled softly as he chewed.

Then David’s face twisted and he spat out the flook. “Oh my God,” he choked, chugging his water. “What the fuck was that? That was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever eaten!”

“What?” Brigid cried. “Flook is delicious!”

“Totally gross,” David said, scraping any remnants off his tongue with his fork. “Seriously, Brigid, I like you, but never cook for me again.”

Brigid crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, if you’re going to be that ungrateful about it, I won’t cook again.”

David took another long drink of water. “Good,” he said with feeling.

Then Brigid laughed. David gave her a strange look. Smiling, she said, “Didn’t I say flook makes everything better?”

He couldn’t help laughing a little. “Yeah, you did.”

* * *

Brigid pulled him away from his training again on the fifth day of his stay on Bantong. He’d been running and stretching and lifting weights in between his practices with Bramira, and he was in the best shape of his life. He’d never been out of shape, but other than conversations with Brigid and reading The Guide at night, it wasn’t like he had anything else to do.

Besides, practicing kept him from thinking too hard about his predicament.

“Come on,” Brigid said, pulling him away from the gymnasium. “You should see more of Bantong beside the practice rooms.”

David laughed and let her lead him back to the parking garage and her wonderful, old-fashioned flying car. “This is nice,” he said as she pulled out of the parking garage. He drew in a long, deep breath, tasting fresh air for the first time in days. Bantong smelled funny. Not bad, but different than Boston. He wondered if it was because there was less pollution – or maybe more – or if it was just because he was at a different latitude or altitude or something, but there was definitely a difference. Even the air here was different from home; he repressed a sigh and reminded himself that he was going to enjoy the day.

“So we’re currently in Kumarkan, home of the Lost Priests,” Brigid said as they went around a corner. “It’s part of Pardis.”

“Pardis?” David asked, frowning at the name. It sounded like it should be familiar.

“Pardis is the largest, most populated city on Bantong. It’s the center of our government, and therefore the center of the entire universe,” Brigid said. She pointed to the left. “See, this is the building you’ve been staying in, the Hagen Guidance Center. It’s named for a Lost Cardinal who lived thousands of years ago. Anyway, most priests live in Pardis, in different districts. We’ll drive through all of them today.”

David nodded, staring up at the building she’d indicated. The Hagen was massive. He couldn’t see the top. It was taller than any building he’d ever seen, surely topping anything on Earth. It was wide too, spanning at least four city blocks. He stared at the rows of windows that seemed to stretch never ending into the sky. He wondered if he was looking at the window into his room. Carvings of bells covered every available surface of the building. He wondered what special meaning a bell had here.

They spent many minutes in Kumarkan, Brigid pointing out important buildings. Some she just named, but some she explained the purpose of as well. The Hagen was where travelers stayed, learned, and studied for vocations whilst being settled. It was also where Lost Priests had their offices. Most of the other buildings in Kumarkan were the sort found in any city: residences (including her apartment building, two blocks from the Hagen), shopping centers, restaurants, entertainment centers, schools, and so on. The only thing unusual was the lack of commercial or industrial places of work. Brigid explained that only Lost Priests and their families lived in Kumarkan.

David shrugged and decided not to think about it too much. It was a minor oddity for Bantong.

“It doesn’t look anything like the area where I first came to Bantong,” he said. There, every building had been different, some vastly so. But the architecture here was consistent and without frills, all solidly practical. Only the buildings used by Lost Priests had bells on them, but other than that nothing stuck out to him.

“You arrived in Gimoki,” Brigid said. “It’s on another continent. Lots of travelers live there, and they like to have houses that remind them of their home worlds.”

David nodded. He could use more things that reminded him of Earth. The jeans were great, but they weren’t enough.

From Kumarkan, they drove next into Valal, home of the Sword Priests, and David paid a great deal more attention. Valal was larger than Kumarkan, at least three times the size. There was an executive center here too, of a similar build to the one in Kumarkan, called the Inda Military Compound and surrounded by other buildings. Really, it looked almost identical to Kumarkan, except it had carvings of swords instead of bells. David ignored the architecture as soon as he saw Sword Priests wandering down the sidewalks. Even standing around casually, they still exuded a sense of barely contained danger. The idea of himself being that effortlessly skilled appealed highly to David.

Brigid soon flew past them, pointing out more buildings of interest. Halfway through Valal, they passed a bank of gateways through which cars flew in both directions. David glowered at them, wishing one went home. “What are gateways anyway?” he asked. “Some kind of magic?”

“David, there’s no such thing as magic!” Brigid laughed loudly. “Talking like that around here will just make you look primitive!”

He scowled and stared ahead. “Well, what are they, then?” he asked. They certainly sounded like magic to him.

“Gateways were created by the Yesterlords and Aeons. They connect two locations in space. They’re drawn to people, the more the better. You won’t often find gateways on uninhabited worlds, which is why we have a space force. They take a lot of power, which is why they come and go. They usually appear in pairs a few hours or days apart, but not always.” She glanced at him briefly. “I can explain the wormhole science, if you’d like.”

“Don’t bother,” he said, slumping down in his seat. He was still smarting over that primitive remark. “I wouldn’t understand.” Science had never been his best subject. Except when he’d convinced John to help him make cherry bombs during Chemistry. That had been fun.

“There are some basic explanations in The Guide,” Brigid said, “if you’d rather read it there.”

He drifted lower in his seat. He saw the part of the book that talked about gateways, but he hadn’t bothered to read it. He’d just assumed they were magic, and that other parts of The Guide were more important. He supposed he should stop skimming.

After a few minutes’ silence, Brigid turned to David and said softly, “I didn’t mean that remark about being primitive, you know. I’m sorry if I offended you.”

He blinked and sat upright. “No, no, it’s fine. I’m not mad.”

Brigid’s shoulders relaxed, and she smiled easily once again. “Oh, I’m glad. Well, enough of Valal. Let’s move on to Thul, shall we?”

“Sounds good,” David said smiling back. Brigid’s grin turned even wider, almost blinding. She was naturally an attractive woman but, smiling like that, she turned gorgeous. David stared so long he missed the first few things she said about Thul. Without thinking about what he saw saying, David asked, “So in Bantong, do priests have to be, you know, celibate?” Because, with lovely women like Brigid in Bantong, there was no way he was going to take a vow of chastity.

She laughed. “No, of course not. We take other vows, vows of obedience and loyalty and service, but nothing like that.”

“Good,” David said. “Whatever you do, you can’t fall in love,” Cethon’s voice echoed in his head. He pushed the memory aside. “So, which priests live in Thul?”

“Heart Priests, the healers.”

David nodded. He didn’t catch much about Thul, as he was too busy staring at Brigid. She was flirting with him, and had been for days, he was sure of it. David had a string of girlfriends back on Earth, but none of them had been as good looking as Brigid, or as friendly or kind or intelligent... He could go on for some time about everything that made Brigid wonderful. But Cethon’s words repeated themselves again in his mind, and he closed his eyes briefly. Had she really meant that warning? Because he could very easily allow himself to fall for Brigid.

Brigid smiled at him again. He grinned back, trying to ignore the way his stomach twisted.


 

 

 

 

5

The Last Command

 

The targets flew around the room, jerking about and changing directions abruptly. David took a deep breath and adjusted his grip on Bramira. “Start!” came Brigid’s voice over the loud speaker.

He jumped into action. He flung out Bramira at the target closest to himself. It tore directly through it, the heavy fabric no match for Bramira, and continued on to the target beyond that, ripping through that as well. The other targets swung closer to David. He rolled out of the way of one that came at him from the left, catching Bramira and throwing it again. It soared in an effortless arc, cutting through three more targets and the wire which suspended a fourth. David ran across the room, zigzagging whenever a target got too close to him. Bramira never remained in his hand for more than a moment before he threw it again.

One more throw and David sheared through the last two targets. He caught Bramira and stood in the middle of the training room, surrounded by limp wires and mangled fabric.

With a grin, he turned to the control center, looking through the glass at Brigid. “How was that?”

She opened the door and hurried down the steps to meet him on the floor. “That was fantastic! As good as any Sword Priest I’ve ever seen!”

“I’m just glad you found this place! It’s fantastic!”

He’d gotten used to Bramira so quickly that the stationary targets in the first practice room no longer offered any challenge. Brigid had taken him here, where she could control moving targets, making it more like a real battle.

“You’ve worked hard, David, and I think you’re ready for the test,” Brigid said.

“I’d better be. It’s this afternoon.” David hung Bramira from a clip on his belt that Brigid gave him. He’d gotten used to its weight and no longer feared cutting his leg on its edge as he walked. He couldn’t imagine hurting himself with Bramira. All the times he’d caught it, it had never cut his hand. Not even those first few catches when he should have cut himself.

Brigid patted his back. “You’ve worked hard these last few days. Come on. Let me buy you some lunch, then we’ll go to Valal.”

David grinned and followed her out of the gymnasium. After a short trip in the elevator, they reached the restaurant level. Brigid linked arms with him and led him a fair distance before abruptly dragging him inside a restaurant before he could read the name. They passed people of every color of the rainbow, wearing every type of clothes imaginable and quite a few David hadn’t been able to imagine. He barely blinked at the sight. Ten days on Bantong and he’d grown used to any number of mad sights.

Brigid ordered for both of them, which was good since David didn’t know what any of the items on the menu were. “How come you don’t have robots?” he asked as the waiter left the table. “You’ve got other cool tech.”

“We do have automation and computers, but no androids. They’re common on some worlds, but not Bantong. Artificial intelligence is considered an abomination against Aeons and everything natural. Besides—” she grinned broadly, “—we need jobs for travelers.”

“Yeah, I guess. Still, if I can’t have magic, I’d like to have robots.” He sat back in his chair, looking around. He didn’t gape anymore, but there was still no end of amazing sights in this world. He watched a couple eating food directly off their plates – not even picking it up with their hands but slurping it up noisily. He finally turned away, realizing he’d been staring. Outside the restaurant, a man in a Lost Priest jacket was leading a small family around, pointing out sights. The family looked like they could have been from Earth, his Earth. But there were dozens of worlds that were very much like his own. That family of travelers probably felt just as lost as he had a few days ago.

In ten days, he’d grown used to Bantong. He didn’t cringe when he looked outside his window. He’d taken to watching television in the evenings and had discovered the news, dramas, sit-coms, and even soap operas. Bantong, despite its first appearance, wasn’t that different from Earth. He now longed to see more of it. Other than that one trip with Brigid, he hadn’t even been outside of the Hagen. It still wasn’t home, but since he was stuck here for now, he ought to enjoy it.

After lunch, he’d go back to Valal, where the Sword Priests lived. He couldn’t wait.

He was still learning where things were on Bantong and what the different sects of priests did. He faithfully studied The Traveler’s Guide to Bantong every evening during commercial breaks. He hadn’t wanted to learn about Bantong at first, but he’d slowly become more willing. This amazing place was giving him a chance to try and live out his dreams. He should try his best to be worthy of his dream.

There was a paper-thin television on the wall not far from where he and Brigid sat — a com pad, he thought, since the natives seemed to call every screen that. It replayed footage of Cethon’s funeral. David winced but forced himself to watch it. Cethon’s funeral had been six days ago, but most of the channels were still showing clips from it. The funeral itself had been like nothing he’d expected, with neither a body or coffin on display at any point and everyone present wore red. If the news had said what had happened to her body, he’d missed it. Even six days later, the news was constantly interviewing people about her life and her legacy.

Cethon had been the previous Sword Cardinal. David hadn’t paid that much mind before, but now he knew what that meant. She’d been the leader of all the Sword Priests. Along with the Cardinals from the other priest sects – Law, Lost, Beloved, Heart, and Passion – she’d been one of the rulers of Bantong, just under High Priest Anan.

On the television, the current Sword Cardinal, Syatog Golath – a dark-haired monster of a man who stood over seven feet tall by David’s estimate – was talking about his memories of Cethon and how she’d influenced his life. It was strange, listening to the interviews and looking at pictures and watching videos. No one said much about how Cethon had died, just that she’d fallen in battle. David wondered why such an important person had given her life for his. He tried not to think about it, but he couldn’t help it. Cethon was young when she died – only forty-six. She’d been a mighty warrior, as he’d seen firsthand.

She told him that she’d come to him, even knowing that it would cost her life. He hoped that she and Brigid were right, and that he would do amazing things with his life. Then maybe Cethon’s sacrifice would be worth it.

The clip on the television changed, now showing the Passion Cardinal, Supsha Lomudra, a good looking middle-aged woman with brown skin and wavy brown hair. She’d been the last person to speak with Cethon before Cethon had retired as Sword Cardinal almost four years ago. David wondered why Cethon had retired – she obviously had still been able to fight. He’d watched the news, hoping to find out, but people skirted the issue rather obviously. All he’d gleaned was that there had been an incident in a place called Ys, an incident that no one seemed willing to talk about.

He glanced suddenly at Brigid, who’d also been watching the television. She knew about the incident, he was sure. “Brigid,” he said slowly. “I’ve been wondering about Cethon. They said on the news that she retired after some tragedy on Ys. What happened?”

Brigid winced. “That was a dark day. We lost so much.”

He leaned over the table. “What did you lose?”

She jerked to the side. “Oh, look. Here’s our food. Come, come, time to eat!” A waiter – who looked like any waiter on Earth, including a white apron – placed their dishes on the table and left. Brigid picked up a spoon and dug into the dark pink, semi-gelatinous mound on her plate. David looked down at his own plate suspiciously. It looked quite disgusting. He sighed and picked up his spoon.

To his surprise, it tasted good: of strawberries and cream and maybe a hint of lemon and nuttiness. He dug in with gusto.

“So I looked up the details of the traditional Sword Priest test for you,” Brigid said between bites.

It was obviously a distraction to keep him from asking more about Cethon and Ys. He did need to know about the test, so he motioned for Brigid to continue.

“There are only six other people than you signed up to take the test today. The traditional division’s numbers have been down lately. You won’t see most of them, since everyone takes the test at a different time. Each person gets a chance to show off their fighting skills against the Sword Priests running the test. I told them you’ll need other targets, though. Since you can’t use a practice weapon, after all.”

“You mentioned Bramira?” David asked.

“Not by name. But if it looks like they’ll reject you, you could mention it to them.” Brigid grinned. “They’ll know the name. Everyone does. And, if they’re thinking about turning you down, it might be enough for them to change their minds.”

David grinned too. “That seems damn underhanded.”

“I’m your Lost Priest, David. My job is to see you happy and settled and productive.” Her eyes glinted merrily. “No one said I had to be completely honest about it.”

He laughed. They finished the rest of their meal in companionable silence. He wondered what Brigid would do if he did successfully become a Sword Priest. He’d seen her every day since coming to Bantong, and it wouldn’t be the same without her. When the gateway back to Earth appeared, she’d tell him about it, but would he see her apart from that? Her job was to help travelers like himself. He wasn’t the first person she’d placed and he wouldn’t be the last. She’d made such a huge impact on him. He wondered if he’d made even a faint impression on her. He thought he had. He hoped he had.

Brigid paid for lunch, and they went back to the elevators. To David’s surprise, she didn’t take him to the parking garage but to a floor he’d not been to before. People milled all over, busy and focused. A moment later, David caught sight of the gateways. He could see twelve of them, standing side by side, people streaming in and out of them.

“I thought we’d have to drive to find a gateway,” he said.

“If we were going elsewhere, we would,” Brigid said. “But there are gateways to each of the priest districts. We do have to work together, after all.” She led him to the line for the fifth gateway.

“Are they safe?” he asked, peering through.

Brigid laughed. “Of course they are!”

David stared at the edge of the gateway, which glowed blue. He’d never been that close to the edge of a gateway before. “Can it cut you?” The people he saw avoided the edges. He remembered the way the gateway he’d first come through had disappeared. “What happens if a gateway closes and you’re only halfway though?”

“So long as part of you is in the gateway, you’ll come through just fine,” Brigid said, shaking her head. “The edges won’t cut you, but sometimes people walk through too quickly and catch themselves. It’s easy to trip, so do be careful.” She paused and added, “Oh, and if you ever see a gateway that isn’t blue, don’t go through it.”

“Why not?”

“Just don’t,” Brigid said. “Only blue gateways are safe.”

He hadn’t been through a gateway since the one that took him to Kumarkan that first day. He stared at the faint, blue glow that surrounded it. What would it feel like if he touched it? Brigid said it wouldn’t hurt, but he wondered if it would tingle. After a short wait, he and Brigid walked through the gateway to Valal. He thought he felt a faint shiver as he walked through, but it was so brief and so faint that he might have imagined it.

The other side looked identical to the room he’d been in: full of gateways and people hurrying about on important business. He wondered if he was in the main administration building of Valal that Brigid had pointed out to him when she’d given him the tour of Pardis – she mentioned a name, but he’d forgotten.

Brigid consulted a map beside the elevator then led him inside and hit a button. As it moved, David suddenly realized that he’d be taking his test soon. He bit his lip and rubbed his palms against his thighs, being careful to avoid Bramira. What if he didn’t pass? He couldn’t just laze around in Kumarkan, dependent on Brigid. The Traveler’s Guide to Bantong made it clear that all travelers were expected to work during their stay. There were other jobs he could probably do, as Brigid had suggested. But he didn’t want some mindless, boring job like he’d had back home. He wanted to be a Sword Priest, he wanted to help people. He wanted to be a hero.

A part of him was waiting for the moment when he was told he couldn’t be a Sword Priest. Everything he tried he failed at. There was nothing he was good at, nothing he liked. He’d make a fool of himself during the test, and the Sword Priests would laugh that someone of his pathetic talents had ever thought he could succeed.

With a soft ping, the elevator doors opened. David stepped out behind Brigid on autopilot, his steps wooden and jerky. His heart rate increased as he stared at the large room. It looked much like the gymnasium where he’d spent the last few days training. 

He saw a man hacking at a target with a lance. The man, who was probably about twenty and so powerfully built he’d make an Olympic athlete weep in envy, wielded the long, heavy weapon as if it weighed nothing. Despite his muscles, he was quick and nimble on his feet.

David swallowed hard as he watched the man. He was quite sure that he was nowhere near that good. He could feel his chances of passing the test decrease.

An older man in a brown uniform with black edging stood near the man with the lance. Despite his white hair and stoop, he still looked powerful, his stance graceful and easy. He watched the younger man with cool eyes, occasionally nodding to himself. David realized the old man must be the examiner. His stomach threatened to empty itself. He fought it and, for the moment, won.

The young man with the spear finally finished demonstrating his skills. He took a deep breath and turned to the old man expectantly. He was barely breathing hard.

The old man considered for a time then nodded his head. The man with the spear grinned broadly, making a fist in triumph. They spoke briefly, but David was too far away to hear what they said.

“Don’t worry,” Brigid said softly from where she stood at his elbow. “You’re just as good as he is.”

David managed a sickly smile but didn’t say anything. He didn’t think he could speak, not even to call Brigid on her obvious bullshit.

The man with the lance bowed to the elderly Sword Priest, his hands pressed to his chest with his thumb and pinky tucked away, then walked towards David and Brigid. He barely glanced at them, walking right past. David supposed that was for the best. He wasn’t capable of conversation at the moment.

A minute or so later, the Sword Priest walked over as well. He seemed even more intimidating close up. He consulted a com pad in his hand. “David Kemp?” he asked. David managed a shaky nod. “I am Vicar Chirn Hifen. I am in charge of your test. Come this way.”

Brigid flashed him one last confident smile. David followed Chirn slowly. 

“You’re a traveler?” Chirn asked, glancing over his shoulder. David jerked his gaze back to the old man. He nodded, still unable to speak. “We don’t get many travelers wanting to become priests. I think we should. Might make ’em care more about Bantong,” he said, seeming to himself. “Well, anyway. Your Lost Priest said you’d have to use your normal weapon and that you’d need mechanical targets.” David nodded again. He noticed that Chirn’s mouth almost matched his words. Brigid had said that would happen with his translator over the last few days, but it was still a shock to see. “We’ve got a room set up for you through here.”

He led David into a side room. It looked much like the room in which David had spent the last ten days practicing. He could even see the targets suspended from the ceiling on wires. He began to relax. Chirn left him in the room, heading to the control box.

David moved into the center of the room. He wiped his hands once more against his thighs, then unclipped Bramira from where it hung on his belt. The metal was cool and soothing in his grip, and the weapon glowed at his touch. He took a slow, deep breath. He’d been doing this for ten days now and he knew he could do it. He’d be fine.

“Ready?” Chirn’s voice came over the loud speaker. David nodded. “Begin!”

The targets began to move. The three closest to him swooped down on him, faster than the ones David had practiced with. He moved to the side and threw Bramira. It curled and angled, cutting through all three targets before returning to his hand. He moved, running around the room, Bramira never staying in his hand for long.

Bramira always went where he wanted it to go. It was as if it could read his mind, as if his will influenced its trajectory. He didn’t know if that was really how it worked or if it only seemed that way. He didn’t care. It was wonderfully easy to use, once he’d gotten used to it. Far harder had been learning to move around, to keep as many targets in sight at any one point, to find the best place to throw Bramira.

After days of practice, he had learned, and he’d even become good at it. This was like any other practice session he had over the past few days. He forgot about this being a test, he forgot about Chirn watching from above, he forgot about this being essential to his future. There was him, Bramira, and the targets, nothing else. In a matter of minutes, he destroyed all the targets in the room and stood near the center, panting lightly.

Chirn came out of the control room. His face was blank, betraying no indication of whether he’d been impressed by David. “Your weapon,” he said slowly. “It looks like Bramira.”

“It is,” David said. He’d gone looking through The Traveler’s Guide to Bantong to see if it had any information about Bramira. It had mentioned it as a legendary weapon, but no more.

“It can’t be. Bramira is on Mu,” Chirn muttered to himself, scratching his thin beard. David frowned and opened his mouth to speak, but the Sword Priest cut him off. “Thank you for the demonstration. You may wait outside. I will make my decision shortly.”

“Thank you,” David said quickly, then let himself out of the room. He made his way back to Brigid and sat down on a bench along the wall.

“How did it go?” she asked, dancing from one foot to the other. Her speech was almost synced with her mouth too. It must have gradually gotten better, because David hadn’t noticed until now.

“I thought it went well,” David said. A woman stood not too far from the bench, biting her lip and looking horribly nervous. She had wavy blond hair and bright blue eyes. She must be the next hopeful. “The Sword Priest recognized Bramira, but he said it was supposed to be somewhere called Mu.”

Brigid frowned. “Well, clearly it isn’t on Mu,” she said, but she didn’t sound very sure of herself.

David slouched, crossing his arms over his chest. He hadn’t seen Chirn leave the side room. He wondered what was taking so long. Chirn had seemed to decide instantly about the man with the lance.

Staring down at his hands, he started to fidget in his chair. He wondered if he really needed to stick around to hear the result, considering he’d obviously not made the cut. He wasn’t going to be a soldier or a hero. He’d failed this, as he failed everything else in his life.

Finally, he saw Chirn approach. He tensed and sat up straight. He shouldn’t look too disappointed when he heard the news, he told himself. He could take failure with dignity – he was used to failing, after all.

When Chirn reached the bench, he stared down at David for a long moment, silent. David couldn’t read his expression. At last he said, “Congratulations. You may become an acolyte.”

David sat on his bench in shocked silence as Brigid let out a gleeful cheer. “You want me?” he finally managed.

Chirn continued to look stern. “You are... interesting. You may not be as skilled as most of the other acolytes, but you show a great deal of potential. And there is your weapon to consider. So, you may go through the training.”

“Thank you,” David said, his voice shaking. He thought he should probably go to Chirn and shake his hand or maybe bow like the man with the lance had, but his legs felt suddenly weak. He wasn’t sure if he could even stand up.

“There is more to being a Sword Priest than strength,” Chirn said coolly. “Even as an acolyte, there are vows you must take. Sword Priests receive their gift immediately. Be sure to consult with your Lost Priest,” he glanced at Brigid, “so that she might explain them to you. You need to report back here tomorrow morning at nine to begin training. We will settle you in the barracks at that time.”

He turned to the next hopeful, the blonde woman, and motioned for her to follow him out into the gymnasium. The woman glanced briefly at David while following Chirn, her chin held high.

“I made it,” David breathed. It was finally starting to sink in.

“You did.” Brigid smiled broadly.

David leapt to his feet, pumping his fists in the air. “I made it!” he cried. He grabbed Brigid and whirled her through the air. “I fucking made it!”

Brigid laughed as David twirled her around. At that moment, he thought Brigid was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She’d done so much for him. She’d settled him in, seen that he had all the necessities, found him a job he’d love, and had even helped him practice. Surely, she was the greatest woman in the world. He thought she might even like him in return.

He lowered Brigid to the ground and leaned towards her, planning to kiss her. She smiled back at him, tilting her face up, waiting expectantly. Just before he kissed her, he froze.

“Whatever you do, do not fall in love.” Cethon’s final words burned through his mind. He stood there, a breath away from Brigid, unable to move. Cethon had saved his life at the cost of her own. She’d known who he was, even though they’d never met. She’d been the Sword Cardinal, leader of the sect he was about to join.

Slowly, he pulled away from Brigid, not looking at her. “David?” Brigid asked softly. He thought her voice sounded hurt. But he didn’t look at her. He couldn’t bear to see her face.

“We should go back,” he said. “You need to tell me about those vows.”

There was a long silence. “Of course,” Brigid finally said. She led him out of the gymnasium, not once looking behind her to see if he was following. David trailed her silently, trying not to feel like a jerk.


 

 

 

 

6

The Vow

 

“How much do you know about Aeons?” Brigid asked when they got back to Kumarkan. She didn’t look at him as she walked to the elevator.

“Um, a little,” David said. “He was mentioned a few times in The Guide. He’s the main god in the religion on Bantong or something, right?” That was the impression he got. The Guide went on and on about Aeons but never really said much about him specifically. It was like The Guide expected readers to already know about Aeons.

The elevator deposited them in a room David hadn’t seen before. A library of some sort, he thought, surveying the shelves of books. It had to be the biggest library he’d ever been in; the entire, massive room was filled with shelves. Brigid took a book off the closest shelf without first checking the name on the spine. Looking closer, David saw that every book on the shelf was identical. She handed it to him, saying coolly, “We do not believe that Aeons is a deity. We know he is. He has watched over not just Bantong but every other world since the beginning of time. And he will continue to do so until the end of time. This,” she gestured at the book she’d given him, “is the Condensed Tome of Ages. It chronicles the most important pieces of history and will tell you a little about Aeons himself.”

David stared at the thick, hardbound book. It had to be at least six hundred pages. He flipped it open and saw the font was tiny. “This is condensed?”

Brigid pointed to the shelves that covered one entire wall of the room. “We have a complete version there.”

David gaped at the wall in horror. He stepped closer and read the spines. He found one which was labeled The Tome of Ages, The Book of Eumol, Chapter 15 Part 2. The other books on the wall were similarly labeled, although with different book names. “This can’t be one book,” he said. “It makes the encyclopedia look short!”	

“The Tome of Ages is the history of time, starting nearly six thousand years ago when the Eternist priesthood was founded. Each book is named after the high priest at the time. Every day, their scribes, who are usually Beloved Priests, write what events took place. Each year of that high priest’s reign is a separate chapter. Some days have much more detail, of course, but there’s something for every day.”

He stared up and down the wall. He couldn’t see the far ends. He could barely comprehend six thousand years of written history, with something for every day. Most of the books he could see didn’t even cover a full year. He wondered how many books there were.

“Please tell me I’m not expected to read the whole thing.”

“Most priests strive to read the full tome,” Brigid said. “I’ve read less than a tenth of it. Of course, there are experts on individual portions. And it isn’t complete either.” She led him down the wall until they finally reached the end – it was a long walk. “Anan is the current high priest,” she said, pointing towards the last few books. “Her reign is currently in its fifth year.”

David turned back to the book in his hand. “So this sums up the important parts?” Brigid nodded. He shook his head in awe. “I’m amazed your religion’s lasted this long. Most of the religions on Earth haven’t. And that you’re still keeping track of things!”

“Eternism is not a religion,” Brigid said, scowling. “It is not a matter of belief. It is fact. Aeons is real. I’ve seen him.”

“Does he live on Bantong?” David asked, trying not to sound too doubtful.

Brigid led him away from the wall and back towards the elevator. Not far from the elevator hung a picture. It was a picture David had seen many times before in various places all over Bantong, but he’d not paid much attention to it before now. The picture showed a man wearing a loose, white, Asian-style robe. He was thin and pretty, his dark features also Asian.

“Aeons left Bantong almost four years ago,” Brigid said sadly, staring at the man in the picture. “Thus began the time of desolation. He has since returned, briefly, but he no longer lives with us. He cannot—” she cut off, shaking her head. “He is real, though, I promise you. He is terrible and wonderful. As a priest, you must dedicate yourself to him. In return, you will receive certain gifts.”

“What sort of gifts?” David asked. The man in the picture looked sad to him.

“As a Sword Priest, you will receive the gift of strength. Over the months of training, you will reach your peak level of physical condition, and you will be kept at that level. Your strength, speed, stamina, and toughness will not ebb with age.”

David whistled softly. He recalled Chirn and how fit he’d still seemed, despite his age. “You’re a Lost Priest. What gift did you receive?”

“None. The six sects work differently. Sword Priests receive their gifts upon beginning their training. Sword Priests are needed more than any other set, since they tend to die, so they have to have their gift earlier. Most priests receive their gift upon becoming priests. Lost Priests work differently. Only Vicars and higher are given the gift of empathy. Centuries ago, Cardinal Votan decided giving every Lost Priest a gift wasn’t necessary. So I don’t have a gift, and won’t have one unless I reach Vicar – that’s the next level up after brother or sister, but it isn’t easy to reach.”

At no point in her explanation did Brigid sound resentful. David shook his head in amazement. If he was part of a group that had a supernatural gift that he’d been denied because of his rank, he’d be annoyed. Her calm reminded him of how wonderful a person she was – and how rotten he was, for turning her down. “What about the other sects of priests? The Law and the Heart and, um, I forget the others.” He’d read about them in The Guide but still had trouble keeping them straight. It had talked about ranks too, but all he could remember about was that Brigid, as a sister, was the lowest rank and that Cardinal was the highest rank. He hadn’t recalled that Vicar was just above brother and sister.

“Law Priests uphold justice. Their gift is post-sight: they can take a person’s mind and clearly see into the past, that they might know whether or not a person has truly committed a crime. Like Lost Priests, only Vicars and higher receive that gift. Heart Priests are healers. If you become a Sword Priest, your unit will have a Heart Priest assigned to it. Injuries on the battlefield are very common, unfortunately. Passion Priests have the gift of fore-sight, seeing into the future. These days, they mostly see visions of where gateways will appear, but sometimes they have other visions as well. And Beloved Priests...” she winced. “There are so few Beloved Priests left. It really doesn’t matter.”

“I see,” David said. He thought he might have read some of that in The Guide, but he’d forgotten. He supposed he should check when he got back to his room. “And what is the vow I’ll have to take?”

“There are two sets of vows actually. The second are the priestly vows, taken when you become a full priest. To become an acolyte and receive your gift, the vow is this: ‘My soul I dedicate to Aeons and his laws. My life I dedicate to protecting the weak. My heart I dedicate to upholding justice. May I be struck down forever if I fail.’”

He shivered at that. Even if he didn’t believe in Aeons – or even Bantong, some days – that still sounded like an awfully serious vow. “What if you make a mistake?”

“Lay people may be forgiven for slipping, but priests belong to Aeons. We are held to a higher standard. Don’t worry, during your training, they’ll make sure you know everything you need to know. And we know too that you can’t save everyone, much as we may try.”

“Okay,” David said. “I guess I can make that vow. I mean, I won’t be in Bantong for very long, so it doesn’t really matter anyway.”

Brigid whirled on him, mouth and eyebrows twisted sharply down. “How dare you?” she demanded. Then, remembering they were in a library, she lowered her voice, though it was no less fierce. “The vows of a priest are a serious thing. They last a lifetime. You would just throw them aside when a gateway back to your home world appears?”

David scowled back. “You know I have no intention of spending my entire life here! Of course, I’m going home as soon as I can!”

“I thought you’d changed your mind! I thought you knew about Aeons, even if you called him God instead! If you don’t intend to keep your vows, you have no business becoming a priest!” Brigid turned sharply towards the elevator. She entered one and didn’t wait for David to join her. David glared at her as the doors closed.

Once she was gone, he slumped over. “What kind of idiot am I?” he whispered. Brigid was the only person he knew on Bantong, the one person who’d helped him, who’d believed in him, who’d even liked him. Bad enough he’d acted romantically towards her only to back away at the last minute. Now he’d gone and insulted her religion too.

He looked back at the picture of Aeons. “It’s not that I won’t mean it,” he said softly to the picture. “Not really. It’s just, I want to go home. While I’m here, I’ll keep my vow. And maybe when I’m back home I can continue to do the same there. So it’s okay.”

The man in the picture just continued to look sad. David sighed and slowly made his way to the elevator. He’d spent enough time in Kumarkan that he knew which floor his room was on. When he reached his room, he flopped down on the bed with a loud groan. This should have been a great day: for the first time in years, he had a future he could look forward to and a mighty accomplishment of which to be proud. Instead, he could only feel miserable.

He pressed his head into the pillow and tried not to think about it.

The next morning found him with his one bag of possessions in Valal. He’d gotten there without help from Brigid. He didn’t know if she would have come to help him. He left very early in the morning to avoid her.

The gymnasium was empty. David sat on a bench and put his head in his hand, waiting.

Slowly over the next hour, other people arrived. The first to arrive was the man with the lance who had passed the test before David. He wore a sleeveless shirt which showed off his muscular arms. He sneered at David. He was followed shortly by another man – slim with brown skin and dirty blond hair. He looked around twenty or so, the same age as the first man. He carried a sword at his hip. He moved calmly and confidently and nodded politely to David and the other man. “Hello,” he said, reaching out both hands to the man with the lance. “I am Conal Vikor of Lilipan.” His mouth only briefly didn’t match his words.

The man with the lance snorted at that and didn’t let Conal touch him. “A farmer?” he sneered. “Farmers can’t become Sword Priests. Go back to your home world and live a long life.”

“I passed the same test to become an acolyte as you did,” Conal said. “We are equals. And not everyone on Lilipan is a farmer!”

“You’re a charity case,” said the man with the lance. “They take in far more trainees than can ever become Sword Priests. If you’re lucky, they’ll take pity on you and let you join the infantry.”

“You talk pretty big for a man who won’t even do the courtesy of giving his name,” Conal said coolly, arms crossed over his chest.

David covered his mouth so they wouldn’t see his grin. He liked Conal’s style.

The man with the lance puffed himself up. “I am Bellon Phera of Valal. Unlike you, I have always been destined to become a Sword Priest.”

Conal scoffed. “Not everyone who grows up in Valal becomes a Sword Priest. And not all Sword Priests grow up in Valal. When the training begins, we will see who is more skilled.” He turned away from Bellon to sit closer to David. Bellon scowled at him, but Conal ignored him. “And you are?” he asked.

David grinned. “David Kemp. Of, um, Earth.”

Conal blinked. “A traveler?” he asked. David nodded. “How wonderful! I’ve met very few travelers and none who are so dedicated to Bantong that they would pledge themselves to the priesthood!” He reached out and grasped David’s forearms while David tried not to wince too much at what he’d said. “Some time you shall have to tell me about your home world. I’ve never been anywhere but Bantonan worlds.”

“Sure,” David managed. He wished now that Conal hadn’t been so friendly. He was already feeling guilty after his fight with Brigid. He didn’t need more guilt.

He was saved from responding by the next two arrivals – the blonde woman who’d tested after David and a woman with a sword. The second woman was black with long, straight hair and a broad smile. They too were around twenty. “Hello,” the second woman greeted them, holding up three fingers on each hand. “I believe we are the last two acolytes. I am Anur Isha of Vele. This is Niam Garna of Takam. We met in the elevator.” She placed both hands, still with only three fingers up, to her chest and bowed at the waist.

Conal stood and returned to bow. “I am Conal Vikor of Lilipan. The brute is Bellon Phera of Valal and the shocked one is David Kemp, a traveler. We’re all happy to meet you.”

Bellon snorted loudly. “The test must be getting easier,” he said, “if a farmer,” he looked at Conal, “a drone,” he looked at Anur, “a school girl,” he looked at Niam, “and a traveler made it,” he finished, looking at David.

Conal and Anur glared back at him, looking ready to pommel him. Niam winced and shifted from one foot to the other. David rubbed the back of his neck and wondered what he’d meant by all of that. Some local prejudice, if he guessed right from Bellon’s earlier remark about Conal’s home. Before Conal or Anur could start a fight with Bellon, a woman stepped out of the elevator and marched towards them.

David stared at her, mouth gaping. She had long, red hair and bright green eyes and looked about the same age as David. She wore a brown shirt with black at the collar and cuffs, but didn’t wear the stiff jacket that seemed to double as armor for Sword Priests. She carried an agitator on one hip and a long knife on the other. The way she moved was amazing, as if she were stalking some unfortunate prey. And she was gorgeous, more so even than Brigid. At the sight of her, the other acolytes stood up straight. David quickly hopped to his feet and also stood at attention.

“I am Vicar Scatha Draste,” she said. Even though she was the shortest person in the gymnasium, the way she stood made her look the tallest. She gazed between the acolytes and didn’t look impressed. “I am the Sword Priest in charge of your training. Over the next three months, you will obey me without hesitation. My word is your law. If at any time I am dissatisfied with your progress, you will be dismissed from the group. Is that understood?”

“Yes ma’am!” Conal, Anur, Bellon, and Niam shouted. David echoed them a moment later.

Scatha glared at David for being slow. Then, she transferred her glare to the group as a whole. She reached into a pocket and flipped out a com pad. “Bishop Apan Gak will be here momentarily. When I call your name, you will step forward and make your vow before him.” She pulled out her long knife. David stared at it. Why would a knife be needed? Brigid hadn’t mentioned anything about a knife. “I, Bishop Gak, your fellow acolytes, and Aeons will hear your vow.” She turned to the door to the gymnasium and waited. The other acolytes stood straight and still, and David forced himself not to move. He wondered how long they’d have to wait.

A man entered the gymnasium a few minutes later. He had reddish brown skin and black hair that had been slicked back. His uniform was black, and he carried a thin knife covered in decorations. Bishop Apan Gak, David assumed. Apan stopped beside Scatha, barely glancing at the acolytes. “Vicar Draste. Are we ready to proceed?”

“Yes, Your Grace.” Scatha turned back to the acolytes. “Phera,” she called, reading from the com pad.

Bellon smirked and sauntered forward — there was no other word for how he moved. He took the knife from Apan and knelt before him. He pressed the blade of the knife against his left palm and solemnly intoned, “My soul I dedicate to Aeons and his laws. My life I dedicate to protecting the weak. My heart I dedicate to upholding justice. May I be struck down forever if I fail.” With every sentence, he pressed the knife against his palm, drawing blood. It dripped down his hand, hitting the ground.

David watched, his stomach churning. It was like something from Medieval times! People didn’t do things like that!

When he was finished speaking, Bellon drew in a sharp gasp. His head fell back, his eyes closed. His face was transported, euphoric. He stayed like that for perhaps a minute. Finally, he lowered his head. His olive face was flushed, and his eyes burned. He handed the knife back to Apan, who nodded approvingly. He took the knife and wiped the blood on a handkerchief. Bellon stood and slowly returned to where he’d been standing earlier.

Scatha looked back to her com pad. “Isha,” she said.

Anur held her head high as she stepped forward. She too took the knife from Apan, knelt, and made her vow. Her blood also dripped down, falling onto Bellon’s. As David watched, it occurred to him he was expected to bleed himself as well. He licked his lips and glanced around the gymnasium.

It was too late to back out now. He’d actually accomplished something for once, something amazing and wonderful. He couldn’t go back to Brigid to have her find him another job. Not after how he treated her. He had no choice but to make the vow.

Anur’s face too turned ecstatic after her vow, tears running down her face, and David thought maybe that meant the vow wasn’t a bad thing after all. He wondered if Bellon’s and Anur’s expression meant they were receiving the gift of strength that Brigid had spoken about.

Anur finally finished and returned to her place. Scatha consulted her com pad again and said, “Kemp.”

David jumped a bit. He hadn’t been prepared to be next. His fellow acolytes also seemed surprised, and Conal frowned. David stepped forward slowly, his legs shaking. Bellon and Anur had both been calm and confident. He wished he could be as well, but he wasn’t.

Slowly, awkwardly, he knelt before Apan and took the knife from him. He stared at it for a long moment, studying the drawings of swords that had been etched into the blade and hilt. He raised the knife and pressed the blade against his palm. The metal was cool and sharp. He wanted to pull his hand away, but he forced himself not to.

He closed his eyes briefly and remembered the picture he’d seen of Aeons.  A deity who looked that sad couldn’t be evil. “My soul I dedicate to Aeons and his laws.” His voice shook. He paused to take a deep breath. “My life I dedicate to protecting the weak.” Scatha scowled down at him as if she knew his innermost doubts. Apan stared at him, gaze steady and solemn. David’s hands shook, and the knife bit deeper into his palm. “My heart I dedicate to upholding justice.” Blood dripped down his fingers and splashed on the ground. He didn’t look at it. The cut didn’t hurt too much. Or maybe he was just in too much shock to feel the pain. “May I be struck down forever if I fail.” He pulled the knife away from his palm.

For one brief moment, nothing happened. David wondered if he’d said the vow wrong. Or maybe he’d made another mistake. Or maybe Aeons knew he didn’t really mean it.

His doubts lasted only a moment though. Then a rush of pleasure filled him. He gasped involuntarily, closing his eyes. Heat filled his entire body, and his extremities tingled. His palm stopped hurting. He felt strong enough to run miles and miles without getting tired. The feeling swelled even further, becoming so amazing it almost hurt. It was like an orgasm, only a million times better. He trembled, trying to contain himself through it.

Then it was over. His body settled back into itself. But not quite as before. He still felt stronger, refreshed. His palm didn’t hurt, and David looked down to see he’d stopped bleeding. His heart beat slowly as he came down from his high.

He handed the knife back to Apan and staggered back to his feet. When he turned, he looked at Bellon and Anur’s hand. They had stopped bleeding too; he hadn’t noticed earlier.

He went back to his place in line, barely noticing when Scatha called out Niam’s name. He closed his eyes and let out a slow breath.

Even if he wanted to break his vow, he didn’t think he would be able to.
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David dumped his duffel bag in his new room. It was small and spartan, with a narrow bed, a closet, and a desk beside the small window. He unpacked a few of his things, realizing just how little he really had. The other acolytes each had far more than he did, based on how much stuff he saw them haul in.

A stack of five identical uniforms sat on the bed. They were dark brown and in David’s size. He changed into one and felt like maybe he belonged. A pair of heavy boots sat on the floor beside the bed. To David’s amazement, they fit perfectly. They didn’t even have that stiff, new shoe feeling.

He left most of his things still packed and wandered out of his room. Bellon’s room was to the right of his and Conal’s to the left. The girls were arranged further down the hallway, with the communal bathroom at the far end. Beside the bathroom was a kitchen that contained a cooker and another device he didn’t recognize and a table with chairs. He supposed he shouldn’t complain too much. At least they all got a private room, however small it was.

He wandered through the hallway until he reached the practice room. Only Niam was already there. She glanced briefly at David and gave him a weak grin. David sat down near Niam and tried not to fidget too much.

He wondered what sort of training they’d go through. He thought he was ready for it. How bad could it be?

The other acolytes slowly filtered in. They had also changed into their new uniforms. Besides Bellon, the others looked equally nervous, which made David feel better. As he looked at the others, David realized that he was by far the oldest. The others were around twenty, kids really. He sighed to himself; as if he needed another reason to feel inadequate. Then Scatha arrived, looking as severe as ever. “Right, you miserable excuse for humans,” she said. “We’re starting with a run. Ten miles. That’s forty laps.” She pointed to the track around the gymnasium. “Last to finish has to do extra chores tonight. Go!” 

Bellon and Anur immediately started down the running track, Conal and Niam moments behind them. David began running moments later. He winced as he started the run. He’d been in pretty good shape back home, and his training over the last ten days had helped a great deal, but ten miles was a long way. And Bellon, Anur, and Niam were running fast, nothing like a jog.

He put his head down and concentrated on running. He really didn’t want to be last. It wasn’t that he couldn’t handle chores. He wanted to prove that, even though he wasn’t a Bantonan native, he was just as good as the others.

He caught up with Conal pretty quickly. There was no way he was going to catch the other three anytime soon, though. He gritted his teeth and forced himself not to run too fast. No point taking the lead early only to be exhausted before finishing. David wondered how long it would take for people to start overtaking him. Anur slowed down after about two miles, running beside David and Conal. Bellon and Niam remained about even at the front.

“I hate running,” Anur grumbled. She was panting, but only a little.

“Then you picked the wrong sect,” Conal said with a grin. “We’ll probably run every day of training.”

David groaned.

Anur laughed. “It’s not that I can’t run. I just hate it. I know we have to be in perfect condition.”

“We do?” David asked. “I was told... that our gift kept us... in perfect condition,” he said between breaths. He was keeping up with Conal and Anur, but his breathing was much harder than theirs.

“The gift takes a month or so to fully come out,” Conal said. “Whatever physical condition you’re in then, you’re pretty much stuck at. You can improve after that, but it’s much harder.”

“That’s one reason why they only pick people who are already in good shape,” Anur said.

David nodded. He might have asked more questions, but they still weren’t half way and he needed to save his breath.

By the sixth mile, Niam and Bellon passed the three of them up, Niam in the lead. To David’s despair, they both looked like they could keep up their pace for another six miles easy.

Around the seven mile mark, he finally started to fall behind Conal and Anur. He had a stitch in his side, and his breathing was very heavy. If he’d run more slowly from the beginning, he’d have been better. He winced and wanted to hit himself for being stupid and going too fast.

By the eighth mile, he slowed down enough that he was a good half track behind Conal and Anur, who were still chatting as they ran.

Niam passed him once more just before David reached the ninth mile, finishing already. She grinned brightly, though at least she was coated in sweat. Bellon finished a little behind her. David tried not to feel jealous that they were already done running and concentrated on not getting further behind Conal and Anur.

When he was still a half mile from the end, Conal and Anur finished around the same time. He repressed a sigh and managed to maintain his pace, pressing a hand against his side and forcing his aching legs to keep going.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he finished, dead last by a good margin. Fucking typical.

He collapsed on the ground, panting and sweating and legs aching. He’d come in last anyway; he should have run slower from the beginning. Anur handed him a water bottle. David downed half of it in seconds, then dumped the rest of it over his head. He glanced around and saw that the other acolytes all seemed fine. He consoled himself with the thought that they’d had more time to cool off.

“That was pathetic,” Scatha snapped. All five acolytes looked at her. She stood a short distance away, arms crossed beneath her breaths and scowling fiercely. David wondered if she ever stopped scowling. “My ninety-year-old grandmother could run faster than that.” Scorn dripped from every word. “You’ll have to do better than that if you hope to become Sword Priests. Now get up! You’re going to learn to fight bare handed.” She turned and led the acolytes over to a large, thick mat.

David barely stood, wincing. Anur handed him a second water bottle, and he took a few more gulps. He didn’t feel like he was going to die anymore, so that was good. He thought that he should feel much more tired, all but unconscious, seeing as how fast he’d run the ten miles. Instead he was just sweaty, thirsty, and desperately wanting to sit down and do nothing for a good hour, minimum.

“Right,” Scatha said. “Let’s see how bad you lot are. Garna!” Niam jumped. “You’re the fastest, so you first!”
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