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1

The Mystery of Mount Kulun

 

“You wish to serve the First Noon Prayer?” Patos tried to keep the disbelief from his voice. He and Stee alone sat around the table in the council chamber. High Priest Anan and the other Cardinals had already left, as had the scribes.

Stee flipped his com pad closed. “Only tradition requires that the Beloved Cardinal serve the prayer,” he said. His blond curls tumbled artistically in every direction. It was a popular look among some men these days. Patos didn’t care for it. A celebrity had first worn the style, his handsome looks bringing scores of women to see his movies despite the lack of plot and horrible dialog. Since then, it seemed every tenth man had copied the style. On a layman or regular priest, Patos wouldn’t have been bothered by it, but it wasn’t appropriate for a Cardinal. They were supposed to be above such passing things as fashion and celebrity. Stee held up a hand palm first. “I mean no offense, Patos. But you’re very busy, and the First Noon Prayer takes six days. Surely you have better things to do.”

Patos fiddled with his com pad to have something to do. Thousands of reports filled his desk back in Avon, waiting for his approval. Just last month, he took one of his Vicars off normal duty to help him with the reports. He and Minerva couldn’t do all of it anymore. “I enjoy serving the First Noon,” he said. It was the most sacred celebration, held just after New Year’s at Mount Kulun. Over six days, he would lead a parade slowly up the slopes of the mountain, singing and chanting and meditating and praying. Considering recent events, a few people had suggested canceling the First Noon Prayer. Patos wouldn’t hear such things, and Stee backed him up on that.

“I’m not trying to take something away from you,” Stee said. “I know it’s best if you do it, but sometimes we have to compromise. If you cannot do it, you could ask the High Priest.”

Patos grimaced. He couldn’t ask Anan – she was as busy as he, trying to keep Bantong and their allied worlds together. Neither could he insist on doing it himself. Stee was right that he couldn’t afford six days of no paperwork. The other Cardinals knew he’d recruited a Vicar to help him and knew just how busy he was. He should be glad Stee was willing to help.

“Thank you for the offer. I will consider it.” He hurried out of the room without another word to Stee. He didn’t trust himself not to say something mean. A Cardinal shouldn’t think badly of his associates, but Patos was a poor Cardinal some days.

The council chamber stood in the center of Castle Eternal on the ninth floor. Four Sword Vicars from the high order stood vigilant outside the door. Only the best Sword Priests made the high order, tasked as they were with guarding Castle Eternal and the High Priest. They watched him closely, rarely blinking. Patos forced himself not to walk faster. He hated walking past Sword Priests, ones from the high order especially. The way they stared at him unnerved him. Surely, they didn’t suspect him of anything – he was the Beloved Cardinal! They stared at most people that way, he reminded himself and pretended not to notice.

The walls of Castle Eternal glowed white. There were no lights anywhere inside; no lights were needed. The castle itself provided constant illumination. No decoration marred the perfect walls, only gold molding bordering the ceilings and doors. There were no distractions inside Castle Eternal.

A bank of gateways stood at the end of the broad hallway. Patos stepped through the one to Avon. Home, he thought and finally smiled. Minerva stood a short distance away from the gateway, waiting for him. “How was the meeting, Your Excellency?” she asked, falling into step beside him.

“Fine. Long.” Discussions from the council were technically secret until the scribes wrote the official copy into The Tome of Ages. Sometimes he told Minerva things anyway. When he did, he tried not to feel too guilty. This was one of many ways in which he was a poor Cardinal. “Stee offered to take over the First Noon Prayer. He worried that I didn’t have the time for it.”

“I’m so sorry.”

He stepped inside his office and closed the door behind them. Roo, the Vicar he’d recruited for assistance, sorted reports. He didn’t even look up at their arrival. Patos repressed a sigh – he’d picked Roo because the young man could concentrate like no one Patos had ever seen before. Roo went through reports with ferocious speed, and the man was perfectly friendly. Patos was proud of him and deeply grateful, but occasionally noticing the world around him wouldn’t go amiss.

When he sat at his desk, he didn’t look immediately at his stack of reports. He searched to see if there had been any new reports on David Kemp. He’d checked every day since he first seen the man’s file. Only a few days after first learning about him, his name had been mentioned in a relation to a group of travelers in Jigok who had conspired against the priesthood. They were Met Prous’s old group – the Law Priests had been thrilled to finally catch up with them. There had been a few more members of the Core, as they called themselves, including David Kemp, but he’d vanished, along with a few other members.

Since then, Patos checked every day. Since then, there’d been no word of David Kemp. It was as if he’d fallen off the universe entirely. Patos rubbed his brow as he stared at the file. Maybe Kemp was hiding on non-allied worlds. The number of places he could have gone was almost infinite.

Patos had personally gone to the Core’s trial. Now they only had thirty years of hard labor instead of exile to Jahan, which was what the Law Steward wanted. Before the group was shipped out, he asked them about Kemp. They didn’t know much about him, but they mentioned he’d kidnapped a Passion Steward called Tresas Res, who’d escaped the Core before they were arrested. Steward Res made no report of the incident, and Patos hadn’t spoken with her. He’d tried to speak with her, but she constantly claimed she was busy. 

He stared at the photograph of Kemp, which was included with his file. He then pulled out the picture from his desk, the millenia old drawing of the Immortal Beloved. Every day he compared the pictures, wondering if the two men would look more similar or more different with each new inspection. If there were any differences, he had yet to spot them.

With a sigh, he pushed the file away and put the drawing back in his desk. He wanted to look for Kemp, but how could he? He didn’t know where the man was, and he had a million other things he had to do.

“Looking at that man’s file again, Your Excellency?” Minerva asked with a smile. He shrugged. “You know, if you’re lonely, you can take the evening off. I’m sure we can manage.” She watched closely as he squirmed.

“It’s not that! It’s— well, it’s complicated.” He couldn’t show Minerva the drawing. It was sacred, only for High Priests, Cardinals, and Beloved Bishops to see. He had told her the name David Kemp and had her keep an eye out for any news of the man. He probably shouldn’t have, but surely it would be worse to lose information on the man. He needed help, and Minerva was the only one he could ask.

Aeons would forgive him. If Kemp was the Immortal Beloved, Aeons would forgive anything that had to do with him.

“Have you heard anything about David Kemp?” He knew what the answer would be, but he asked anyway.

Minerva shook her head. “I checked less than an hour ago. There’s been nothing on him since he left the Core. If I saw something, Your Excellency, I’d tell you immediately.”

“I know you would.” Patos sighed and grabbed the stack of files in the No Issue pile. Roo, Aeons bless him, flawlessly categorized reports into No Issue (those incidents without problematic verdicts or sentences), Can’t Do Anything (incidents he wouldn’t agree with but couldn’t change), and For When His Excellency Wants To Be Angry. Patos avoided that last stack today.

As he flipped through one paper after another, barely glancing at the contents since he trusted Roo’s system, he fell into the numbing routine of signing his name. His mind drifted, not focusing on anything for long. He thought about the First Noon Prayer, wondering if there was a way he could free up his schedule enough to serve it. Sadly, he didn’t think he could. He’d have to let one of the other Cardinals take it – Supsha, perhaps, or Eeye. They didn’t get out in public very often and would enjoy it. Syatog was only slightly less busy than he was, and Zhao was scheduled to go off world – Patos couldn’t remember where. He didn’t consider Stee. Perhaps it was petty of him, but if he couldn’t serve the First Noon Prayer, he wanted it to go to a Cardinal he liked. He didn’t like Stee. Of course, he didn’t like Syatog either, and often Zhao and Supsha, but Stee he especially disliked. The man tried too hard.

Or maybe it was just natural for a Beloved Priest to dislike a Law Priest. They did serve diametrically opposed purposes.

He finished the No Issue stack in less than two hours, a new record. After the first two records on the Can’t Do Anything stack, he was feeling depressed. A traveler had been sentenced to Jahan just for protesting. It didn’t matter how many offensive statements he’d written on his poster and shouted out, that wasn’t cause for exile. Patos was too late to save the traveler, but he could censure the Law Vicar who passed the sentence.

In the last week alone, he’d censured five Law Priests. He’d have to speak with Stee about this in person. He didn’t care how much slower it made the justice system, Law Priests couldn’t hand down capital sentences without a Beloved Priest present.

“When is Cardinal Tonda free?” he asked Minerva.

She turned to her com pad. “He has an hour tomorrow morning at seven.” Patos made a face. He’d be lucky to leave his office by midnight, leaving him little time to sleep. “He has time later in the afternoon in three days.”

“No.” Patos passed her the censure form to process. He should have spoken with Stee about sentencing issues today. As soon as Stee brought up the Last Noon Prayer, Patos had forgotten everything else. “Better we talk sooner.”

Minerva tapped her screen a few times. “Of course, Your Excellency.”

Patos sat up straighter and continued on to his next report. The Can’t Do Anything pile was, thank Aeons, short, and he finished it by eleven in the evening. He stood, intending to leave early and go through some of the reports from the For When His Excellency Wants To Be Angry pile in the morning before he spoke with Stee.

Before he could leave his desk, Roo stepped forward with a massive stack of papers. “You missed these yesterday, Your Excellency.”

“Did I?” Patos sat back down, feeling defeated. “Alright, let’s have them. Minerva—”

She set a cup of coffee at his elbow before he finished asking. Next to it she placed a sandwich. “Since it seems we’ll be here a while.”

“So it seems.” Patos picked up his pen and dove into the new stack. The new reports were all simple at least.

He had to stop at two in the morning, even though he hadn’t finished the most recent stack of files. He had a small room just off his office with a narrow bed and bathroom. It seemed he slept here rather than his apartment at least every other night. He set his alarm for six and fell asleep before he put his head on the pillow.

He’d just finished putting on a clean uniform the next morning when Minerva burst into his room. Her dark hair hung every which way, and her eyes were very wide. “Forgive me, Your Excellency, but—”

“Did you even leave last night?” he asked, splashing water on his face.

“Your Excellency, you need to see this.” She pressed her com pad into his hand. “It came from Kulun less than an hour ago. Aeons was there, and—”

Patos stopped listening as he read. Aeons had found a Sword Priest from the tenth watch division maybe fifty minutes ago. He ordered the Sword Priest to bring reinforcements to Mount Kulun, then he’d gone. The entire tenth watch division had headed up Mount Kulun with request for backup. No additional reports had come in yet.

Patos gave Minerva back her com pad with hands that shook. If Aeons was asking for help, whatever was on Mount Kulun had to be bad. “We’re going to Mount Kulun.”

“But, Your Excellency, your meeting—”

Patos brushed past her, heading towards the gateway down the hallway from his office. “Tell Stee I’ll be late.”

Minerva hurried to catch up to him. “Your Excellency, you could be in danger.”

“I’m willing to risk it.”

Just before he reached the gateway, Minerva pushed in front of him and stood in his way. “I have to insist, Your Excellency. Mount Kulun is very dangerous right now, and we don’t even know how. We can’t afford to lose you.” She reached out and caught his hand. “Let the Sword Priests handle it. You can go as soon as the danger is taken care of.”

For a moment, he considered pushing past her. “You’re right.” Patos bowed his head. He hated to say it, but she was. A battle was no place for him.

A beep sounded, and Minerva pulled her com pad back out. “Ah, a message for you from Cardinal Tonda. He’s busy now and will have to re-schedule the meeting.”

Patos frowned. He walked back to his office and pulled out his com pad. He had access to reports that Minerva didn’t. Typing quickly, he pulled up information on the incident at Mount Kulun. Let it just be my suspicions. As of three minutes ago, the tenth watch division reported all hostile activity contained. More worrying, ten minutes before that, they’d requested help from a Cardinal – not more Sword Priests, but specifically a Cardinal.

Even as he stared down at his com pad, another report popped up. Stee had arrived at Mount Kulun, responding to the request for a Cardinal, and had ordered a division of high order Sword Priests and a division of Heart Priests to report to the scene. “Why high order Sword Priests?” he said aloud.

Only the best Sword Priests made the high order. Normally, they guarded Castle Eternal, the High Priest, and the Cardinals – Patos avoided having high order protectors by never leaving Bantong and rarely leaving Pardis, since even normal Sword Priests made him nervous. High order divisions were called away from their regular duties only under extreme circumstances. The last time had been six years ago, when the desolation began.

The tenth watch division had given the all-clear. There should be no danger on Mount Kulun. So why order out the high order now? Why did a Cardinal have to come to Mount Kulun?

He looked up to see Minerva watching him closely. “I’m going to Mount Kulun.”

“Your Excellency—”

“Minerva, I have to go. Something has happened there, something serious. The danger is past, but Cardinal Tonda still thought he’d need more Sword Priests, and high order ones at that. He shouldn’t be the only Cardinal present.”

“As you say, Your Excellency. But please, be careful.”

Patos strode back to the gateway at the end of the hallway. “I’m always careful.”

* * *

David drifted. Black surrounded him, silent and infinite. He couldn’t feel his body, couldn’t feel anything. It wasn’t unpleasant. He seemed to float on nothing, everything quiet and peaceful, just the right temperature for an afternoon nap. He was happy and content.

Hands reached out. Though he had no form, they took hold of him, their grip gentle but inescapable. In that place without direction or distance, they pulled him towards something bright and glorious. He didn’t fight. Why would he? The more they pulled, the more he ached with joy.

“You can’t have him!” A voice thundered across. It came from everywhere at once. He had no ears, but still he heard it. “He’s mine.”

The hands tightened around him, but still felt soft and wonderful. “This is where he belongs.” A chorus of voices spoke in harmony. The chorus stirred something in him that he’d never felt before. A sense of belonging and fulfillment. The chorus of voices belonged to the hands, he knew.

“You took everything else when you left. Let me have him.” The first voice reached for him. Pain intruded suddenly. He shied away from it. With that voice came hurt and loneliness and depression.

People appeared from the darkness, faces he knew. He saw Conal, practicing with his sword. No one would say Conal was weak or incompetent anymore, not with skills like those. He saw Cethon, strong and confident and looking at him with pride. She no longer wore red, radiant instead in white. He saw Alosh, laughing loudly, a smile on his face that stretched from one infinity to another. Something terrible had happened to Alosh once, he thought, but Alosh bore no sign of it now. There were other people too: some he knew well, some he barely recognized. There was one light in the darkness, illuminating them, surrounding them.

The chorus whispered, “This is where he belongs. Look!”

The hands turned him, showed him two last people. He gasped as he stared. His parents. They held each other tight with one hand, reaching out to him with their other hands. His mother’s hair blew gently around her face, her smile blindingly white. His father, face strong and clear, beamed with pride.

He felt tears run down cheeks that he no longer had, but he wasn’t sad. His heart was so full he couldn’t contain it all. The hands urged him closer to his parents and his friends. They were waiting for him.

“He belongs to me!” The first voice took on a dark tone. His parents and friends grew faint as a golden light filled everything, drowning out the darkness and the light. He cried out without a mouth.

For the first time, the hands that held him hesitated. They no longer drew him forward, merely holding him in place. “You can’t do this,” the chorus said. “This one has been contaminated. He needs purging. You’re too weak to bring him back whole. You’ll hurt yourself. You could die!” Their voices shook in unison.

“I don’t care.”

“If you die, the universe dies with you.”

“If you take him from me, I will die anyway.” He knew that voice. It sent shivers down his soul. That voice brought everything bad with it, but part of him longed for it. Part of him yearned for that voice, wanted it even if it meant leaving Conal, Alosh, Cethon, and his parents behind.

The hands loosened their grip on him but didn’t yet let go. They stroked him and held him still. “He means that much to you.”

The golden light seemed dimmer now, as if it grew weaker. If it went out, he knew, he’d never see it again. He’d be here forever, with people he loved. He wanted to be here, to reach his parents who still waited for him. This was everything he ever wanted, without ever knowing he wanted it.

But that voice… he couldn’t leave it.

When the voice came again, it sounded weary and weak. As if it had already given up. “I need him.”

A hand seemed to stroke his cheek though he didn’t have a body. “He doesn’t belong in the physical world anymore. If you truly love him, you’ll let him go. He’ll be happier here.” A rush of joy filled him again, and he could see his parents clearly again. They were so close. If he stretched out just a little, he could reach them.

“I love him.” For a moment, everything stood still. The hands stopped, his parents’ smiles froze. He didn’t have a heart, but he could hear it pounding anyway. He knew that voice. How could he have ever forgotten about it?

“Kanlan!”

David’s eyes opened, and he sat up.

He felt a twinge in his gut, and he looked down. His shirt was ripped and stained in blood. But when he pushed it aside, he could see no injury. Malmis stabbed me. I was dead, dying. How—

Looking around him at last, his jaw dropped open. Everywhere he looked, he saw piles and piles of corpses. Monsters, all of them: he saw the faces on the torsos, he saw the babies with fangs, he saw the squat forms of the afancs, and he saw the rotting jiang shi, further away. Some of the monsters had been cut into pieces. He’d done that, with Bramira. But some looked old: he saw flesh withered and liver spotted. He saw other bodies that looked like they been dead for months, with how rotted they were. And he saw large clumps of ash.

Kanlan must have done that, just like how he killed the jiang shi when David first met him.

But where was Kanlan?

David turned slowly. He felt tired, like he’d just sprinted three marathons. His abdomen tingled, like having pins and needles, though David didn’t think a person could get numb in their stomach. Kanlan must have reached him before he died and healed him – healing did make him feel tingly.

He couldn’t see Kanlan anywhere. He put his palms on the ground and turned around on hands and knees. When he turned, he gasped.

Kanlan lay on the ground behind him, not moving. David’s arms gave out, and he almost smacked into the ground before he caught himself. Kanlan was covered with cuts – from fingernails and teeth, from the look of it. Some of the monsters must have gotten to him. Though numerous and bloody, none of the injuries looked deep. So why then was Kanlan lying there, looking like he was dead?

David pressed two fingers against Kanlan’s neck, feeling for a pulse. After a moment, he felt something. It seemed softer and slower than it should be. Kanlan wasn’t human, he reminded himself. Maybe this was his normal heartbeat? “Kanlan?” David shook Kanlan’s shoulder gently. Kanlan didn’t react.

His own heartbeat sped up. What should he do? He was all alone, somewhere on Mount Kulun, surrounded by dead monsters and an unconscious Aeons. Could he even go looking for help? On Bantong, he was a criminal.

“Kanlan, you have to wake up.” David shook him harder. All he succeeded in doing was making Kanlan’s arm flop down from his side. “I don’t know what to do. The Nephilim might come back.”

A faint hum came. David scrambled to his feet. From around a hill came a truck, flying a foot or so off the ground. Many men and women sat in the back of the truck, wearing Sword Priest uniforms. They hopped out before the truck came to a stop and fanned out, pulling out weapons.

“Help!” David called, waving his hands. “Over here!” Sword Priests should hate him less than some of the other sects. Besides, he couldn’t worry about himself right now. Kanlan was more important.

Some of the Sword Priests walked other directions, looking at the dead monsters. Two hurried towards David, and he met them half-way. They carried stun guns rather than agitators, meaning these Sword Priests were part of the watch.

“We were ordered here by Aeons himself,” said the woman. Her uniform had the white accents of a Steward. “What happened? Where did all these monsters come from? Are you okay?”

David glanced down at his shirt. It was coated in his blood. “Yeah, I’m fine.” The Steward didn’t look like she believed him, so he shook his head. “Never mind the monsters. Come here.” He led the two Sword Priests back to where Kanlan lay. They both gasped, and the man held up three fingers on each hand.

“Aeons,” the woman said. She shook her head and said, “Aeons,” again.

“Yes, it’s Aeons,” David said impatiently, “and he’s hurt. I tried to wake him up, but he didn’t react.”

The Steward looked up sharply at him. “You touched Aeons?” From the offended tone, she equated touching Aeons with torturing puppies and eating raw babies.

Fucking Eternists with their fucking priorities. “What, was I just supposed to leave him there?” David threw up his hands. “Call somebody – a Heart Priest maybe. Someone who can figure out what’s wrong with him. He could be dying!” His voice caught, and he bit his lip before the sob could escape.

The woman touched her ear piece. “This is Steward Vlasa of the tenth watch division. We need a Heart Bishop at these coordinates – lots of Heart Priests. And a Cardinal.” She paused then said, “Aeons is down. Repeat, Aeons is down. He has numerous visible injuries, likely other injuries too. Please send Heart Priests and a Cardinal immediately.” Lowering her hand from her ear piece, she said, “Someone should be here in a few minutes. Now, who are you?”

“David Kemp.” Only after he said his name did David think he might have given an alias. The man with Steward Vlasa flipped out his com pad and started typing. David tried not to wince at the sight. It didn’t matter if anyone was looking for him, or if the Law Priests or Passion Priests wanted to prosecute him. He was Aeons’s boyfriend. That had to give him some sort of protection.

Assuming Kanlan ever woke up.

“Ma’am!” One of the other Sword Priests hurried over to them, waving something in his hand. “Look, a feather!” He stopped and held out the white feather so Steward Vlasa could see it.

Vlasa’s face twisted. “Is— is that a Nephil feather?”

David nodded. “We – Aeons and me, I mean – were attacked by four Nephilim. They brought the monsters through gateways before they escaped.”

“Four Nephilim.” Vlasa sounded and looked like she was going to be sick. David took a step back, just in case.

“Ma’am,” said the Sword Priest who’d walked over to David with Vlasa. “There’s a file for a man named David Kemp. He—” the Sword Priest glanced at David and took a step back, raising his stun gun in the hand that didn’t hold his com pad. “He’s had dealings with Nephilim in the past.”

Vlasa drew her stun gun even as she turned on David. “I have not,” David said, holding up his hands and trying to look innocent. “I was set up by the Nephilim – they tried to kill me!” He waved at his bloody shirt. It felt stiff now, and it smelled.

“David Kemp also stands accused of consorting with the known terrorist group called the Core, of kidnapping and torturing a Passion Steward, and of trying to set monsters loose in Jod, among other crimes,” said the Sword Priest.

“I didn’t—” David caught his breath, looked down at Kanlan. He still hadn’t moved. David’s problems weren’t important right now. “Look, forget about me. When are those Heart Priests supposed to get here?”

“That doesn’t concern you. Not anymore.”

All David had time to say was “What—” before Vlasa shot him with her stun gun.

* * *

Patos walked swiftly as he passed through one gateway after another. People fell back at his approach, holding up three fingers on each hand. The area on Mount Kulun where the incident had taken place was on one of the higher plateaus. Normally, it’d be hard to get there, but the tenth watch division had brought a manipulator with them. Now a gateway to the Beloved Prayer Center on Mount Kulun re-routed to the plateau. In less than a minute from leaving his office, he stepped through the last gateway, and cold mountain air assaulted him. He gaped at the sight.

Corpses covered the plateau, one half-decayed monster atop another. Patos picked his way carefully between limbs. Some of the piles were four or five bodies deep.

A Sword Vicar hurried over to join him. The man had an agitator and a disintegrator on him – he was from the high order. He had dark skin, short black hair, and a round face, and Patos thought he looked vaguely familiar. He’d probably seen him in Castle Eternal. “Vicar Raik Ogun, Excellency.”

“What are these monsters, Vicar?” Patos saw a group of Heart Priests grouped together on the far side of the plateau and headed that way. Many Sword Priests also stood there, and so did Stee and two Law Bishops. Patos made sure to keep his distance from Raik – he could deal with Sword Priests when he had to, but he didn’t like to.
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