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1

Dissection

 

Anan moved the laser along the monster’s flank, slicing it open. Guts spilled out, resting on the surgical table. She had to cut horizontally along the monster’s side, near the pelvis and the shoulders, so she could open it up all the way. That done, she put the laser aside, tugged her gloves on tighter, and dug in.

Her com pad hung overhead, recording everything. Anan narrated as she worked. Some of the organs she couldn’t identify. This was a new type of monster, found on world 56,100. The locals called it a veo, but even they didn’t know much about it. The Sword Priests always worried when they discovered new monsters, and so they came to Anan.

The other Heart Priests refused to study monsters. Her Bishop tried to discourage her too. “It’s dangerous,” Ixtil said. “Anyway, the research doesn’t suit a Heart Priest. We exist to heal. Let the Sword Priests cut open dead monsters.”

“We know anatomy better than anyone else,” Anan said. “I’m not afraid. I like learning more.”

Ixtil shook his head. He didn’t forbid her, so Anan continued her work. She didn’t care if no one appreciated it. She didn’t care if it kept her from rising above Steward. She didn’t even care if it kept her from healing people. The more she knew about monsters, the better the Sword Priests could fight monsters. That kept more people alive and uninjured, and so it suited Anan’s calling.

The veo was scaled, with a long nose and tail. She examined the creature’s spine. It must be able to roll up into a ball, she thought. The Sword Priests had reported seeing the monster do that. She ran a finger down the spine, feeling the vertebrae.

“The heart is larger than expected for a creature this size.” The veo was bigger than her, wide and powerful. Of course, it would have a large heart, but she measured it nearly a foot across. “Perhaps the large heart is why the creature can run and climb so fast.” The Sword Priests mentioned that too in their report.

She pulled one organ out after another. Tables surrounded her, shallow pans on them. She deposited the organs there for later study. Everything was white and sterile. Anan had her sleeves rolled back and her long hair tied and wrapped in a bun on her head. Other com pads hung above the trays, scanning and measuring and calculating.

Hours slipped away as Anan worked. When she had most of the organs removed, she picked up her laser again, to cut away the skin. Her com pad had already scanned the skeleton, but she wanted to see it for herself, feel it and smell it. Some things could only be appreciated in real life.

She made as few cuts in the scales as possible, then arranged it on the longest table, spread wide so it could dry out. The skeleton now bare, the com pad could get more accurate readings. Anan leaned closer, tracing her gloved hands along the bones. It was a sturdy skeleton. The veo probably didn’t break bones often.

The sound of the door opening made her raise her head and look up from the body. “Gish! You aren’t supposed to be here till morning.”

The Sword Steward sauntered in to lean against the table with most of the organs. His olive skin gleamed pleasantly in the bright light of the room, his dark beard and mustache framing his face. “It is morning.”

“Is it?” There were no windows in here. A glance at the clock showed Anan that Gish was right. Somehow, she’d been here all night and hadn’t noticed. Suddenly tired, she sank into a chair. She made to wipe a finger across her eye, but she noticed the blood and bits of organs on her gloves. With a grunt, she tugged the gloves off and dropped them on the table beside the skeleton.

“You work too hard. Come on, you need to get out of here. I’ll buy you breakfast.”

She sat for a moment longer then smiled. “Sure, thanks. Give me a minute.” She tugged off her jacket. Some blood had splashed on that too. A sniff of her shirt offered proof that she had been working all night. When she waved Gish off, he stepped out of the room. Anan tugged off her clothes and changed into clean ones. This wasn’t the first time she’d spent all night working, so she always kept spare clothes. A sink sat in the corner of the room. Anan washed her face and hands and let her hair down. She didn’t look horrible, considering how quick a job she’d done. If she was in her room, where she could take a shower and do her hair nicely and maybe put on some make up, it’d be better.

This wasn’t the first time Gish had seen her in a state. He was a Sword Priest, so surely it wouldn’t bother him too much if she didn’t look her best. She stood up and smiled at her reflection. Even like this, she was pretty. Gish knew that he had to work if he wanted to date her.

He waited outside the room, and he grinned when he saw her. “Feeling better?”

“A little.” They walked in silence through the Pol Medical Complex and Administration Building. The laboratory was on the east side, near the top where everyone else could avoid it if they wanted to. It made bringing in dead monsters harder, but Anan suspected that was half the point. As she was the only Heart Priest studying monster anatomy, it wasn’t like people dragged corpses here often.

Anan was far from being the only Heart Priest who forgot to go home (or anywhere other than the Pol Complex) for meals. As such, small cafeterias dotted the building. They didn’t have to go far to find one. The man behind the counter grinned and waved; Anan ended up here far too often.

Sinking into a chair, Anan let Gish buy her food. He came back with a tray balanced on one hand, with two coffees and two plates laden with food. Anan snorted softly; typical Sword Priest. It probably didn’t even occur to Gish that other people would consider that showing off.

The moment he put the tray down, Anan grabbed the coffee and downed a large gulp, ignoring how it burned her throat. “You should keep a coffee with you when you’re in the lab.” Gish pulled his cup close, as if afraid she’d steal it.

“No food or drink in the lab.”

“If you kept it covered—”

“Absolutely not. Anyway, I don’t want to drink when I’m up to my elbows in something dead.”

That made Gish grin wider. “I can understand that. Did you find anything interesting? Any weaknesses?”

“Not yet, but I’ve just started.” Gish was the one who brought her the dead veo. His division, the twelfth infantry, had killed it on world 56,100. None of them had died, which was always a relief, but two took heavy injuries. If Gish was here asking about the veo, those two must have already been healed.

Heart Priests disapproved of cutting up dead monsters. While Anan didn’t agree, she could understand the logic. The Heart primarily existed to heal. Everything else, even research into diseases and new medical techniques, came second. Stranger, to her mind, was that most Sword Priests also disliked the idea of dissecting dead monsters.

They were the ones who put their lives on the line against monsters. With more information about the monsters, the Sword would know better how to kill them and how to keep themselves from being killed or injured.

It was an old Bantonan superstition. Aeons had never forbade anyone from investigating monsters, nor had any High Priest or even a Cardinal. The tendency lingered. Even Anan’s family suggested she should return to the normal hospitals and emergency rooms. She ignored them all. Perhaps it was unconventional, but she was good at what she did and it was valuable work. She would continue unless someone ordered her to stop.

“When you find out something interesting, let me know.” Gish wanted to know about monsters. He was a Steward, would perhaps make Bishop in another ten years. If he approved and spoke of it with other Sword Priests, perhaps other people would see the sense in what Anan did.

Finally feeling awake, Anan reached for food. Gish had picked a scramble of meats and vegetables covered in soy sauce. Not something she’d normally pick, but today she didn’t care. She missed sleeping last night and dinner too.

When she looked up, she saw Gish watching her closely, a soft smile on his face. Heat rushed into her face as she grabbed for a napkin. “Did I spill something?”

“No. You look lovely, as you always do.”

She ducked her head. Gish said things like that frequently. He often bought her food too. If these were supposed to be dates, Anan didn’t know. Gish never spoke of them like that, and she hadn’t asked. A date should involve more than eating at one of the cafeterias in the Pol Complex.

Maybe he wasn’t really interested in her that way. Disappointment welled in her at the thought.

“I look like I didn’t sleep last night and like I need a shower.”

“Well, yes. But even like that, you’re lovely.” Gish leaned forward suddenly. “Since we’re still recovering from our last mission, my division has two days off. Would you like to do something with me? Tonight, after you’ve had a chance to rest?”

Or maybe he’d been waiting for the right opportunity. They’d only known each other for a few months.

“I’d like that.” She did need to sleep. That also gave her time to make herself look pretty.

A smile curved across Gish’s face. He smiled so wide that when he raised his next bite, he missed his mouth. A moment later, he got it in his mouth without making too much of a spectacle of himself. Anan felt sure her grin must be nearly as broad as his.

They finished breakfast in silence, but it was a comfortable silence. “I need to write some reports and check on my division. I’ll see you later.” Gish stood. For a moment, he wavered. Then he leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to her cheek. He pulled back before Anan could turn her face and make it a proper kiss. With one last smile, Gish left the cafeteria.

Anan lingered for some time, clutching the remains of her coffee, happily drifting. Finally, she left.

Her room was in one of the many apartments near the Pol Complex. Most Heart Priests posted in Pardis didn’t live far away. She didn’t notice most of the walk to her room, nor did she notice anything in her room before dropping onto the bed. The coffee kept her awake through breakfast, but it wasn’t enough for anything beyond that.

Hours later, she woke. She considered the time. She had hours before meeting Gish. It didn’t take that long to get ready for a date. There were other things she could have done, but inevitably she found her way back to her lab. The scent of formaldehyde met her. It smelled like home. With a smile, she tugged on a fresh pair of gloves.

It was easy to sink back into her work. She used her com pad this time, studying the pieces of the veo in detail. “The underbelly is a weakness,” she said as she examined the skin again. “The scales are thick on the back and the sides, but not underneath. Aiming at the stomach or loins would probably be the easiest way to kill one.”

How hard that would work in an actual fight, she could only imagine. The veo was a massive, lumbering thing, with thick legs. It didn’t look like it reared up, so it would be tricky to reach the stomach or loins.

Well, her job wasn’t to figure out strategy. She only looked for weaknesses.

When a bing came from her com pad, Anan stared, momentarily blank. It couldn’t be time to leave for her date. The time on her com pad matched the clock on the wall. How had so much time vanished so quickly?

She shucked her gloves and left the lab. Back in her room, she showered, dabbing on some perfume. Most of her clothes were uniforms or work clothes, but she had a few nice outfits. She pulled on a low-cut blue shirt and a knee-length skirt. A few pieces of jewelry and make-up made it even better. She wove two braids into her hair, using that to hold the rest of it in place.

Much better than this morning. If Gish thought she looked good tired, he should be bowled over with her like this.

She met Gish on the ground floor of the apartment building. Clearly, he’d had time to pretty up too. He wore tight trousers and a skin-tight shirt that showed off all his muscles. “You look amazing.”

“So do you.” She openly studied his groin.

“There’s a nice Angkor restaurant where Thul and Valal meet. One of my Vicars swears by it. Want to try it?”

“Sure.” Hands clasped, they walked out. The sun was just beginning to set, but people still filled the streets. Pardis was rarely quiet or empty, except maybe in bad weather. They spoke of little things: some of the Sword Priests in Gish’s division, Anan’s brother who was starting a business, and recent news. The meal was delicious.

Looking at Gish, Anan thought she could spend a lifetime with him. A lifetime and more. Of all the men she’d met, Gish was the sweetest. He was strong and intelligent too, and as a fellow Priest he understood and shared her devotion.

“What plans do you have for the future?” Gish asked as they lingered over their wine. The candle flickered on the table between them, casting a lovely pattern of shadow and light on Gish’s face.

“Continue to work as a Heart Priest, of course. In ten years or so, maybe I can become a Bishop.” She had only recently made Steward.

“It’s easier to advance in the Heart, I hear. Always need more Heart Priests. But that wasn’t what I meant, not really.” Gish swirled his wine around. “You dissect monsters. Other Heart Priests don’t do that.”

Anan shrugged. “Until I met you, I didn’t do that either. Maybe the other Heart Priests don’t understand yet, but they will. It’s valuable information I’m finding. Anything that can save lives is a good thing, isn’t it?”

“I agree, but I think the Sword looks at things differently than the Heart. What I meant was, have you ever considered working with a Sword division?”

For a moment, Anan couldn’t speak. “Do you mean your division?”

He didn’t look at her. “Our Heart Vicar is old. He wants to retire soon.”

“I’ve never thought about working with a Sword division. I... don’t know if I want to get that close to monsters.” Getting close while they were dead was one thing. Living monsters she only wanted to avoid.

Gish put his wine down and clasped her hands on the table. “We do keep our Heart Priests well away from danger.”

“They sometimes get hurt though.” Sometimes they got killed. The Sword was a dangerous existence. Only the bravest Heart Priests assisted them. Anan liked to think she was brave, but she didn’t know if she could do that.

“I would protect you. I would die before I let you get hurt.” His hands tightened on hers.

“I know.” Anan swallowed hard. “You Sword Priests are a little too eager to die, I think. I wouldn’t want you to die for me, Gish. I want to protect you too.”

“Will you consider it then? That’s all I’m asking.”

The infantry had the highest fatality rates of all the Sword sects. If Gish served any other sect, Anan might agree now. The infantry was the front line for any wars and any monster incursions. They needed Heart Priests more than other sects, as many as they could get. There had been talk in the Heart for the last year or so about assigning more than one Heart Priest to infantry divisions. They could use more than one. There weren’t that many Heart Priests willing to go on the front lines, though, so that had yet to manifest.

“Maybe I can be brave.”

Gish shifted closer. He raised their entwined hands and kissed Anan’s knuckles. “Thank you, whatever you decide. You are amazing. I think I love you.”

Butterflies tried to escape her stomach. “I think I do too.” She didn’t know him that well, but she knew the important things.

She tried to cover her half of the bill, but Gish wouldn’t let her. “Sword Priests make more, and I was the one to ask a favor.” After dinner, Anan refused to let go of his hand. They walked back towards her apartment. Lights lined the street, and music emanated from many restaurants and shops. It was the perfect first date.

When they reached her apartment, Gish tried to say goodnight, but Anan wouldn’t let him. It only took a few tugs to persuade him to come to her room. Though her apartment wasn’t large — as a Steward, she could claim something bigger, but she lived alone and didn’t need more space — the walls were thick here. Heart Priests worked at all hours, and it was important they get the sleep they needed.

During her acolyte days, the dormitories gushed with gossip. Among other things, Anan’s fellow acolytes said that Sword Priests made the best lovers. She was pretty sure none of them knew from first-hand experience, but it made sense. Sword Priests had strength and stamina like no one else.

That evening, Anan discovered the rumors were true. Gish was amazing, strong and attentive and able to go and keep going. She was the first one to fall asleep.

She woke with him pressed behind her, safe in his arms. “Good morning,” he murmured against the back of her neck.

Smiling, Anan turned around to kiss him. He had morning breath, but she didn’t care. “I love you.” Last night she had only thought she loved him. Now she knew for sure.

“I love you too.” A beep sounded, and Gish pulled away from her with a groan. “I would love to spend all morning with you, but I have to work today.” He had to hunt through his clothes to find his com pad. “There’s a gateway opening from world 417 near Tokala today. We’re guarding it.”

“World 417? Aren’t some of the most dangerous monsters in the universe from that world?” Anan climbed out of bed to get dressed.

“Yes.” Gish tugged on his shirt and wrapped his arms around Anan again. “Don’t worry. That’s a big world. The blemmyes are terrible, but they don’t often come through gateways. We’ll be fine.”

“You’d better be.”

He kissed her one last time as his com pad beeped again. “Yes, I know, I’m coming,” he said into it as he left. Anan leaned against her door frame, watching him until he disappeared inside the elevator.

If she intended to be with Gish, she would have to get used to things like this. He was a Sword Priest, and he had no intention of retiring or transferring to a desk job. Maybe being the Heart Priest attached to his division wouldn’t be a bad thing. That way she could stay close to him. That way she could protect him too.

Her thoughts far too muddled and maudlin, Anan went into her lab. There wasn’t much more to study about the veo. She had its anatomy entered into her com pad. There was nothing more she could learn from a dead veo.

She disposed of the corpse, placing it piece by piece in the incinerator. Then she cleaned the surfaces and instruments in the lab. The work finished far too quickly. Anan copied her notes into the main system, so that other Heart Priests and Sword Priests could access them.

Then there was nothing else to do. Well, there was nothing else to do in the lab. While Anan primarily worked as a researcher, more Heart Priests were always needed in Emergency. She didn’t care to stop working yet today, so she headed that way.

Emergency covered most of the first floor of the Pol Complex. Many hospitals covered Bantong, the Bantonan worlds, and most of the allied worlds. Heart Priests worked at all of them. This was the main hospital, which served Pardis. Since Pardis was home to most of the Sword Priests, that meant it was always busy here.

Anan put on a fresh pair of gloves and found the Steward in charge. He put her on the east side, where a number of Sword Priests from the fifteenth armored division rested. They had been on another world, one with comparatively high technology. Some of their tanks had been damaged. Anan started with a man whose leg bled profusely. Bandages had been tied tight around the wound but nothing else.

She sat beside his bed and placed her hands over the injury. Closing her eyes, she reached for her power. It flooded through her, easy and eager as ever. It made her feel happy, even surrounded by the injured and dying. She could feel the time it would take for the injury to heal. With a gentle tug, she sped that time up.

When she pulled her hands away, the man’s leg no longer bled. She took off the bandages, washed and sterilized the wound, and bound it up again. The man was far from completely healed. He would have to stay here another day for observation and then take it easy for a week. She put those notes into the com pad next to his bed then continued to the next Sword Priest.

Whatever else, she loved to heal. It wasn’t just saving others or the feel of the power. It was knowing that her power pulled her closer to Aeons. Healing was the purest of the priestly gifts, the one closest to Aeons’s heart. Love welled up inside her, as powerful as the joy her gift brought. She couldn’t help but adore Aeons, especially at times like this.

Three other Sword Priests worked near her, a Brother and two Sisters. Between the four of them, they soon had the fifteenth armored division out of danger. Anan smiled and let herself take a few moments to center herself.

She might have taken longer, but the Steward in charge contacted them. “More Sword Priests coming in,” he said, speaking rapidly. “We’re sending them your way.”

“What’s wrong with them?” Anan asked. Healing was easier and faster if it didn’t first require a diagnosis.

“They were mauled by monsters. Blemmyes,” the Steward added grimly.

For a moment, Anan couldn’t speak. She couldn’t move; she could barely breathe. “What—” Her voice came out harsh. “What division?”

“The twelfth infantry.”

She barely heard her worst fears confirmed. A buzzing filled her ears. She might have stood there some for time, completely useless. One of the Brothers working with her pressed a hand to her arm, shaking her out of it. “Here they come,” he said.

The first stretchers appeared, other Heart Priests gathered close. Sword Priests came in too, helping their comrades. Anan didn’t see a single Sword Priest without any blood on them.

To her shame, she didn’t immediately go to the first injured Sword Priest. Instead her eyes hunted for Gish, desperate to see him. This was his division, his people injured and dying. He would be with them. She didn’t see him.

These were his people, people Gish loved and wanted to protect. She had to help them. Trying to hold back tears, Anan stepped beside one Sword Priest. He was young, barely twenty. When she tugged aside the sheet covering him, she saw blood everywhere.

“Blemmye got close before he noticed,” said the Sword Priest on the other side of the stretcher. “Swiped him across the chest. Will he live?”

Most of the young man’s uniform was already in pieces. Anan pushed the remnants aside, trying to see through all the blood. The injury wasn’t hard to find. Two holes stood out in his stomach. They went all the way through him. A closer look showed that he’d lost a large section of his intestines.

Anan had been a Heart Priest for fifteen years. While she hadn’t worked most of that time in emergency, she had seen fatal injuries before. Her gift could heal much, but not everything. If she had reached this young man within moments of his injury, she might have saved him. Like this, there was nothing she could do.

She placed a hand on his forehead and spun time ahead. She didn’t have to move it far, only a minute or so. That was all the time the young man had left to him. Better for him to die quietly and painlessly. “May the Yesterlords watch over you and hold you tight. You will fight eternally beside them.”

The other Sword Priest bowed his head as she spoke the words of mourning. He closed his comrade’s eyes.

“How are your injuries?” He had lots of blood on him too.

The Sword Priest shook his head. “Most of this belonged to him. I only have a few scratches. Help them.” He nodded towards others in his division. The room was filled now. Anan counted twenty stretchers before she stopped looking. Other Heart Priests were with them too, and the Sword Priests hurried to help as much as they could, sterilizing and washing and bandaging.

Anan moved to a woman. She had a gash across her chest, long but not as deep as Anan first feared. One press of power was enough to stop the bleeding, but not enough to close the wound. A Sword Priest handed Anan a grafting machine. She moved the device slowly across the cut, and the flesh stuck together. It should stay until the woman could be healed again later today.

Leaving the other Sword Priest to bandage the wound, Anan moved on to the next person. Time passed in a haze, one injury after another. Afterward, she couldn’t say how many people she healed. She knew there were three people she hadn’t been able to save.

Finally, she looked up and saw no more Sword Priests on stretchers. The worst injured lay in beds while Heart Priests now moved on to lesser wounds. The dead had been pushed to the side, covered in red sheets.

She didn’t see Gish. She turned round and round, thinking she might have missed him, but he was nowhere. Unable to push her fears aside any longer, she walked over to one of the Sword Vicars. She didn’t know this man, only knew his position by the black on his bloody uniform. Perhaps Gish had mentioned this man to her over dinner last night. He had both arms covered in bandages.

“Your Steward is Gish Kyzag.” It wasn’t a question.

The Vicar grimaced. “Not anymore. He’s over there. Blemmye damn near took his head off.” He turned away from her.

Without her willing it, her feet took her to the corpses. She lifted one red sheet after another, wanting to see and dreading to see. She found Gish at the end of the line, his entire throat gone.

It wouldn’t have made a difference if she had been there. A wound this deep couldn’t be healed. He would have died instantly. That he probably felt no pain brought Anan no comfort. “I love you.” She pressed a kiss to his cold temple and pulled the sheet back over him.
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Promotion

 

The last place Anan should go was the site of the fight. The monsters were defeated, the gateway to world 417 closed. She went anyway. She hated it as much as she needed to see it, and she couldn’t keep away.

The gateway had opened in a marketplace in suburban Tokala. The stalls lay in pieces, and many storefronts had been destroyed. There were no civilians in the area. Plenty of Sword Priests patrolled, none from the twelfth infantry. These Sword Priests were from the watch, called in to help the fight, and now they stayed to clean up.

Blood coated most of the ground, with more dripping off walls and broken stalls. She saw a few body parts which clearly belonged to people. There were other corpses too.

She wandered near a grayish body that seemed to be in one piece. There was no head, but the upper torso was broader than it should be. She came at it from the back. When she stepped around to see the front, she realized why she hadn’t seen a head.

The blemmye didn’t have a head. Its face was on its torso. It seemed melted now, the features slack, the eyes unseeing. Anan leaned closer.
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