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1

The High Trial

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s this trial for, then?”

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

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

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

“Sounds tough.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yield,” he said, not sounding winded.

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

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

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

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

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

“Well fought,” Dev said, grinning widely.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He didn’t want that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His cheeks burned. “Right,” he muttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I look forward to that.”

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

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

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

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

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

“I do.”

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

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

“Who’s this sleeper?” David asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No.”

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ha! Then he is a Vicar!”

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

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

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

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

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

“You get along with him now.”

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

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

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

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

Cethon nodded. “Good. We have a few days before he returns. In the meantime, I received a message I thought might interest you. Right after I became the Cardinal, I spent some time on world 981, Buyan. The people there were being traumatized by a sea serpent. I was able to help them. It seems they’re having some trouble again.”

“Another sea serpent?”

“No, they’d just call for a Sword division if that was it. Their problems are more political in nature, it seems. The message didn’t include many details. I got to know some of their rulers when I was there before, which was why they asked me for help. I’d like to go, but I’ll be gone for at least six days. Maybe more.”

David frowned. “So, that’s why we were talking about Siegi? He’ll train me while you’re away?” He managed to hold in the groan. Being polite to Siegi during dinner was one thing. He really didn’t want to be trained by him. Siegi already knew that no David Maza was listed as a Sword Priest. Who knew what else he might learn while Cethon was away?

“You can stay here with Siegi if you’d like, of course, but I actually intended to take you to Buyan with me. If you’d like to go, of course.”

David nearly skipped. “Like to? Of course I’d like to go with you!” He’d been stuck on Bantong for six months, rarely leaving the training facility. He wanted to get outside, breathe the air of another world. However dangerous his adventures were, he still enjoyed them.

Cethon laughed. “I’m glad you’re eager. There might not be as much time to train on Buyan, but I thought you could use some experience with politics. When you get back to your regular time, you won’t be able to avoid them. You’ll have to deal with the High Priest, the Cardinals, rulers from other worlds, and the media.”

“Yuck.” David sighed. “You’re probably right. Aeons promised to help me too, but I might as well get started now.” Going off world, he reminded himself to get his spirits back up. It helped. His shoulders straightened, and the bounce returned to his step. “So, when do we leave?”

“Two days. I’ll get you a uniform before then.” The uniform he’d been training in was cut the same but made of a light material: good for practice, bad if someone was trying to kill you. “To make up for all the time we’re going to miss, you’ll be working with me through the evening.”

“Cool.” He’d probably be ready to keel over by the time they left. He didn’t care. He had a chance to get away and do something interesting. He couldn’t wait to see Buyan.


 

 

 

 

2

The Death Cult of Buyan

 

“So what kind of world is Buyan?” David asked, tugging at his collar. The new uniform Cethon had got him fit well, but the collar felt stiff. He had Bramira and his new agitator with him and felt ready for anything. Cethon wore a brown uniform too and carried only an agitator. She’d been in the infantry – maybe she only used agitators or fought bare-handed.

“Wealthy,” Cethon said. They stood together on the gateway level of the Inda Administration Building in Valal. It looked exactly as it had in the future. It was so familiar that David expected to see Rolan or Hue any moment. “The land is rich in natural resources. The people can be… conservative, but they’re kind and generous. They revere Eternists, especially Beloved Priests.”

David raised an eyebrow at that. “I didn’t think Beloved Priests left Bantong.”

“Only rarely. Right, there’s our gateway. Let’s go.” The blue rectangle sprang into existence, white buildings on the other side. Cethon stepped through first, David right behind her. Almost as soon as he put his feet down on Buyan, the gateway vanished. David whirled and stared, goosebumps appearing on his arms. It had been open less than a minute. He’d never seen a gateway open and close that quickly. “Don’t worry,” Cethon said. “Another will open in six days. Gateways regularly open to Buyan. Come on.”

“Right.” David shook himself and looked around. He noticed the heat first of all. It had to be a hundred degrees here, with only a slight breeze. He undid the collar of his jacket and hoped they were headed somewhere cool.

The buildings were all tall, each at least ten stories high. They were white and tan with flat roofs, though David saw a few buildings with domes on the top. Windows were large and covered with glass. The streets were dry and dusty, and between buildings David caught sight of a desert in the distance. No wonder he was so hot.

The people wore loose shirt and pants, all brightly colored and often clashing. Walkways spanned over the dusty street, two or three levels up. The people crowded there, pointing down at David and Cethon as they passed. He saw flying cars, emitting no pollution, just like the ones on Bantong. From what he could see, this could be Bantong.

At the end of the street stood a building taller than the others, its domed roof covered in colored tiles. “Oh.” Cethon stopped suddenly, and David nearly walked into her. “Hide that.” She nodded at Bramira.

He placed a hand over it. “Why?”

“You’ll find out soon enough. Trust me.”

David shrugged. He unzipped his jacket, unhooked Bramira from his belt, pressed it flat against his chest, and zipped his jacket back up. It should have felt stiff and uncomfortable pressed against him, but David liked having Bramira nearby.

Cethon led them into the building. No one stood watch outside the street doors, though David saw other people walk into the building higher up, from the raised walkways. A large atrium sat on the other side, the roof a good four levels high. People crowded the walkways here too, most pointing at him and Cethon. “Sword Priests,” echoed around the atrium as people pointed.

They’d barely stopped inside the building when a man came running up to them. He wore a green shirt and red pants with a yellow belt and yellow boots. His dark hair and beard swept about his face as he ran. He skidded to a stop just before them. He kissed three fingers on his right hand, then three fingers on his left. “Cardinal Jing.” He bowed low at the waist. “It is a pleasure to see you again. I am Tuer She, newest member of the Sage Senate.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you as well, but I am a Cardinal no longer. I retired years ago. Now I am merely Cethon Jing. This is my apprentice, David Maza.” David smiled and waved.

Tuer only glanced at him before returning his attention to Cethon. “We had heard rumors that you were no longer Cardinal, but we did not believe them. Forgive my presumption, and my apologies for your loss.”

Cethon’s lips tightened. “I chose to retire,” she said sharply.

“Of course!” Tuer backed up a step and wrung his hands together. “Of course, please forgive me. If you’ll come with me, the Senate awaits you.” He turned and led them further into the building.

David had little chance to gape at his surroundings. Every surface was covered in color: millions of little tiles, all placed together. He thought he saw patterns in the tiles, but when he looked again he saw something else. He shook his head and wondered if his eyes were playing tricks on him.

Tuer led them to a wide platform with a railing at waist height. It moved up as they stood on it, going only up and down, not side to side like the elevators on Bantong. They stopped on the seventh floor. A group of children stood grouped together, all wearing the same outfits and with a few harried adults looked after them. They stared at David and Cethon. David winked and waved to them, and the children burst into excited shrieks.

After a long hallway, Tuer led them into a circular room. Colored tiles covered the walls and ceiling here too; even the floor had been painted that way. Five chairs stood in a semi-circle along one side of the room, a curved table before the chairs. A window stood on the left side of the room, the clear glass overlooking most of the city and a glittering ocean just beyond the rooftops. The chair on the far right was empty, until Tuer sat there.

David barely noticed the other people – the rest of the Sage Senate, he assumed. On the wall above the sages was a large, bright gold circle with an empty middle. The same symbol the Beloved Priests used on their buildings on Bantong. David touched his chest, feeling Bramira under his jacket. Though no one had ever said that he’d heard, he was pretty sure that symbol was Bramira.

The sages murmured quietly together for a few moments, glancing often towards where Cethon and David stood waiting. David leaned closer to Cethon and nodded at the symbol on the wall. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Keep it well hidden.” Cethon grimaced. “If I remembered earlier, I’d have told you to leave it behind.”

“Not happening.” David had lost it twice already. No way was he going to leave it behind anywhere. Keeping it in his room while he trained with Cethon was bad enough. He wasn’t spending six days off world without it.

“Fine. Then just keep it hidden.”

The sages finished speaking and returned their attention to David and Cethon – mostly Cethon. “You are Cardinal no longer,” said an older man who sat at the middle.

Cethon spread her arms out. “I no longer wear white. I am only Cethon Jing now.”

“We had heard rumors of your failure, but I didn’t want to believe them. The other rumors – are they also true? Is the Beloved dead?”

“Yes.”

The sages lowered their heads in unison. “Samed Aron is right,” said the old man. “All hope is gone.”

“Leave us, Cethon Jing,” Tuer said. “There is nothing you can do for us.”

Scowling, Cethon strode towards them. Most of the sages seemed not to notice her, too busy staring at the ground and weeping. Cethon reached the table and slammed her fist down on it. The boom ran through the room, and the sages drew away from her, crying out. “I’m not going anywhere,” Cethon said when the sages quieted. “You asked me here to help. I am no longer the Sword Cardinal, but I can still help you. In your letter, you said your government is falling apart. What’s happened?”

The sages sat in silence for maybe a minute, then the old man pressed his hands together in front of his chest. “The desolation,” he said. “That’s what you Bantonans are calling it, aren’t you? We feel it too. We had hoped the rumors were merely that. We prayed that the Beloved still existed in the future.”

A middle-aged woman sat immediately to the old man’s left. “Some among us fell immediately into despair. The Beloved has always been our guiding star, our hope for a happy future. Without the Beloved, some said, there is no reason to believe, no reason to hope, no reason to live.”

David drew in a sharp breath at that. He nearly reached for Bramira again and shoved his hands in his pockets to stop himself.

“Death cults,” Cethon said. “Even without knowing, the desolation has taken you so strongly that you would rather chose death than life?”

“Why not?” asked the woman at the opposite end of the table from Tuer. She was younger, maybe mid-thirties, and had a golden chain wound around her head. “Without the Beloved, Aeons will not live long. And without Aeons, this world – this entire existence – will soon fall into chaos and ruin. Why wait and live to see the end of days? Better to go now, to take shelter with the Yesterlords.” Suddenly she threw her head back and laughed. “Better to go now and spare yourself the pain!” She leapt to her feet and ran for the window.

David ran too. Cethon reached out, tried to catch the woman, but couldn’t reach her over the table. The woman ran with her arms outspread. The golden chain fell off her head as she threw herself at the window. The glass cracked and shattered as she hit it. David lunged forwards as she toppled downward.

He hit the ground hard, shards of glass digging into him. He ignored them, grabbing blindly. By luck, he caught the woman’s hand. “I’ve got her!” he called over his shoulder.

The woman looked up at him. Blood covered her face, her arms, her body. She smiled up at him. She held a jagged shard of glass in her other hand. In a quick movement, she reached up and slashed at his wrist. David cried out as the glass cut into his arm. He tried to hold on, but the woman swung away. Blood ran down his wrist, coating his grip.

Suddenly the woman’s hand slipped out of his. She laughed as she fell. David cried out, reaching for her again. He might have fallen too, but someone grabbed him and pulled him back. Cethon dragged him away from the window just before he saw the woman hit the ground, seven stories below.

“Oh, God.” David closed his eyes and buried his face in Cethon’s shoulder. He could still see the woman’s smiling face, hear her laugh as she plunged to her death. He felt Cethon’s hand on his head, holding him close to her. He heard people walking and speaking quietly, but it seemed to be coming from a long way away. Cethon spoke too, but he didn’t hear her words.

He didn’t hear or feel much of anything until Cethon pulled her hand away from his head and dragged him to his feet. He swayed and would have fallen if she hadn’t held him steady. He blinked gummed eyes around the room. Shards of glass still littered the floor around him. All the sages except Tuer had left. He looked back out the window, caught a glimpse of red on the ground below before Cethon pulled him away from the window.

“Where’d everybody go?” he mumbled.

“The senate recessed,” Cethon said. Her gaze was fierce, but her voice was soft. “There was nothing more to be discussed today.”

Tuer stepped forward. “I can show you to a room for your stay.”

“Thank you. Our gateway home won’t appear for six days.” As Tuer led them back into the hallway, Cethon kept her grip steady on David. He let her lead him, offering no resistance. He didn’t see where they went, noticing only one mosaic hallway after the next.

Plain, white walls surrounded him suddenly. Cethon pushed him into a chair then pressed a glass into his hand. “Drink,” she said. David did, and nearly choked at how strong the alcohol was. Then he took another gulp as he finally looked around. They were in a sitting room, low, wicker chairs spread out before another large window. The floor was painted like the rest of the building, with squares of every colored, but the walls were free of decoration.

“I’m sorry,” David said. “I couldn’t save her.” The woman’s smiling face flashed before his eyes again, and he downed the rest of the glass in one gulp.

Cethon refilled the glass for him. “You have nothing to apologize for. You tried. You did better than I did.” She turned to Tuer, who hovered near the doorway. “How did this happen? How did Buyan reach this point this quickly? On Bantong, only a few Priests have suicided because of the desolation.”

Tuer took the bottle of alcohol from her and poured himself a glass, sitting down. “You know we worship differently than you do.”

“You hold the Beloved as equal to Aeons,” Cethon said. “Only the Yesterlords have power like Aeons. I’m sure your variation on Eternism has caused many of your problems.”

Tuer snorted. “Call us cultists, then, or heretics. You know you want to. Bantonans always call us that.”

David took another drink of the alcohol. It had a fruity aftertaste; he finally had enough in him for his brain to resume its functions. “So you really worship the Beloved?”

“Weren’t you injured?” Tuer frowned, staring at David’s hand. No, not his hand – his wrist. The one the woman had sliced open so she’d fall.

“Not badly.” David shook his sleeve out, so it would cover his wrist. He’d barely noticed getting his injuries. He certainly hadn’t noticed them heal. His body felt fine, no aches anywhere.

“We don’t believe that the Beloved is equal to Aeons.” Tuer took another drink. “We believe that he is essential to Aeons’s survival. If Aeons does not live, how can mere mortals live?”

Cethon paced up and down the length of the room. “The first person who made contact with Buyan was a Beloved Priest,” she said. “That’s not how it usually goes. Usually it’s a Lost Priest, sometimes a Sword Priest. When the Beloved Priest came here, she spoke of Aeons and his power, but she spoke equally of the legend of the Beloved. Over the years since, we have tried to teach the Buyani proper beliefs, but they cling to their ways.”

Tuer smiled darkly. “Maybe because we see things more truly than you do. How is the Beloved not essential? His loss drove Aeons mad. Aeons fled Bantong – he may never return. He will never be the same. We have heard the stories, we just hoped they weren’t true.”

“Aeons will return! He will not leave us!” Cethon glared at him.

“Will he? Or are you just telling yourself that? The stories we heard mention you too, Cethon. We know that you could have saved the Beloved, but you failed!”

Cethon stood silent for a moment, her back stiff and her eyes wide. Then she turned her back on David and Tuer. Tuer sneered.

“Whoa, guys, we’re all supposed to be on the same side, aren’t we?” David said. He shook his head. “You’re taking all this shit too seriously.”

“Too seriously?” Tuer stood up as he glared at David. “Do you even know what you’re speaking about? The end of reality is nigh, all hope is gone!”

David scowled right back. “Yeah, I know a few things you don’t. Aeons will be back on Bantong one day. Reality ain’t about to end. Not if I have anything to say about it!” He finished off his second cup as Tuer blinked down at him.

“He’s right.” Cethon turned back around. Her eyes looked red, but she smiled. “David is right. This is not the time to despair. This is the time to stand firm and fight.” She stood before Tuer with her hands on her hips. “You called me here to help. Here I am. How do I stop these death cults?”

Tuer didn’t look at her right away; he still stared at David. Finally, he shrugged. “If I knew how to stop this, if anyone knew, we wouldn’t have written to you for help. I ascended to the senate only two months ago – my predecessor killed himself. Tomorrow, we will have another new member. Every morning, we find at least ten people just beyond the city walls. They go out into the desert during the night to let the wild animals kill them. The ocean washes up bodies all along the beach. Others throw themselves off buildings, some shoot themselves, some others drink poison.

“In the year since we first heard of the desolation, we have lost almost a fifth of our people. The death cults grow stronger every day. Even some of the sages preach that death is the only thing we have left. If I or my fellow senators knew how to solve this problem, we wouldn’t have asked you for help, Cethon Jing.” He took another gulp of his drink, put the glass down, and strode out of the room.

When the door slammed shut behind him, Cethon sank into a chair and pressed her hands against her forehead. “Fuck,” David said. He glanced at the bottle of alcohol. To reach it, he’d have to get up. He didn’t feel like he had enough strength for that. It was probably a good thing. Some alcohol had brought him back to his senses. More would just have him weeping on the floor.

Cethon snorted. “Fuck, indeed.”

David touched where Bramira sat beneath his jacket. “We could tell them who I am.”

“No!” Cethon snarled instantly.

“No, of course, sorry.” David held up his hands until Cethon didn’t look like she wanted to rip him in two. “Why not? I mean, they’re creepy and God knows what they’ll do if they find out I’m the Beloved, but it’s got to be better than killing themselves. Right?”

Cethon sighed. “I know you’re trying to help, David, and if we could tell them, we would. But Aeons does not know about you yet. We can’t afford for anyone to know you’re here. If we change the future, Aeons might not find you. That must not happen.”

“Fine.” David looked aside. He didn’t say that he was planning on changing the future by saving her life. He hadn’t figured out how yet, but he would. He needed to save her life to stay true to himself – Sayaz had said so. Even if the future changed, he’d find some way to get back to Kanlan. Or Kanlan would find him again. He had faith in that. “So what do we do?”

“I don’t know.” Cethon ran a hand through her short hair, making strands of it stand on end. “I have a few people that I met when I came here last. Maybe if I find them, they’ll have an idea what we can do. We can’t depend on the Sage Senate.”

David stood up. There were tears in his uniform, with a bloodstain near the one wrist. He folded that sleeve up. “Well, we might as well get started. We only have six days to save these people.”

Cethon smiled. “You’re right. Come on.” They left the room. This time, David paid attention to their surroundings, making sure he’d be able to get back to the room on his own. Back on the ground floor, Cethon found a room full of computers. She sat down at one and typed quickly. David noticed a bathroom and slipped inside. He scrubbed at his sleeve with soap and water until most of the bloodstain had disappeared. When he came back out, Cethon waited for him. “I found a friend of mine.”

They didn’t walk the streets this time but the raised walkways instead. Like the buildings, it was air conditioned inside the walkways. The people they passed stared and whispered, “Sword Priests.” They’d walked four blocks when an older couple stopped them.

“Is it true?” the old man asked Cethon, holding his hands out to her. “Is the Beloved truly dead?”

Cethon looked angry for a moment. Then she took the old man’s hands and said, “You must not give up hope. Live your life well and truly. The Yesterlords do not honor those who commit suicide.”

“But is it true?” the woman asked.

“It doesn’t matter if it’s true!” Cethon dropped the old man’s hands and marched on. David glanced at the couple and hurried after her. 

“Maybe you should stop telling them I’m dead,” he said softly. “I know we can’t tell them the truth but spreading depressing lies won’t help.”

Cethon shook her head. “Right now, the Beloved is dead. You might be immortal, David, but Aeons hasn’t met you yet. So you aren’t yet Beloved. Besides, it wouldn’t matter if I told them you lived. They’ve heard the news from Bantong. Other people have passed through here who told them the story. They’d just accuse me of lying.”

David looked back at the couple again. They stood very close together, holding one another. He wanted to run back to them, wave Bramira about, and announce his identity. He had proof, if they needed it. But in six days a gateway back to Bantong would open. If he announced himself here, word would reach Bantong. Things would change.

He planned a change, but only a little one. They had to avoid large changes – and he would be a huge change. He was only just beginning to understand just how much his identity would change the future. To take his mind off things, he asked, “So who’s this friend of yours?”

“Rana Mo,” Cethon said. “When I came here eight years ago, she was a fisherman and a hunter. She helped me find and kill the sea serpent. I’d have been lost without her. Here.” She stopped in front of a building with many rows and columns of windows. When they stepped inside, they found a small room with names next to mailboxes, which also had intercoms. An inner door stood opposite the mailboxes. Cethon and David studied the list for a moment before they found the right name. When they did, Cethon didn’t immediately press the intercom.

“What’s wrong?” David asked as Cethon stared at the button. “We want to talk to her, don’t we?”

“Of course, it’s just…” Cethon bit her lip. “I didn’t leave Rana on the best terms. We had a fight – we both said things we shouldn’t. She might not be happy to see me.”

That sounded like many of David’s relationships. He reached past Cethon and hit the button. When she scowled at him, he shrugged. “So you’re both mad. You can shout at each other, then get over it so we can get to work. People are dying, Cethon.” The female sage’s laughing face flashed before his eyes again. He might be a hypocrite for saying that to Cethon. He’d done a great deal to avoid his past. But finding his old acquaintances had never been a matter of life and death.

“Who is it?” A woman’s voice came across the intercom, deep and rich.

Cethon took a deep breath and said, “Cethon Jing.”

Silence came from the other end. Then, with a soft buzz, the inner door swung open. Cethon walked up the stairs as if she was heading for her execution. A possibility presented itself to David, but he didn’t say anything. Cethon wasn’t acting like she was meeting an old friend whom she’d had a fight with. Well, if she’d been more than friends with Rana, it didn’t matter.

When they reached the right door, Cethon stopped again. David reached past her and knocked. The door opened immediately. On the other side stood a woman whose short, dark hair was slicked back. She wore a loose shirt and pants, both white. Calluses covered her hands. “Cethon,” she said. “You came back.” She stepped out and started to lift her arms. Then she noticed David and froze.

“Hi,” he said, holding up a hand.

Cethon shook herself. “Rana, this is David Maza, my apprentice. This isn’t a personal visit. May we come in?”

“Of course, it isn’t personal,” Rana said but stood aside so they could enter. Two colorful divans sat in the front room, with a flat screen on the wall. Nets, fishing poles, and spears hung on the walls. Rana disappeared for a moment then reappeared with a kettle and tea cups. “You look well,” she said as she poured, not looking at Cethon.

Cethon sat down on a divan and took a sip of the tea. “As do you.”

Rana shrugged. “Fishing has been better since you killed the sea serpent. I’ve made a good living. I heard you’re no longer a Cardinal.”

“What, it’s been on the news?” Cethon growled. She put the tea cup down on the table in the center of the room, and half the liquid spilled out. She scowled while Rana wiped the spill away with a towel. “Sorry. It’s true. I retired over two years ago.”

“Being Cardinal was your life. It was all you wanted.” Rana tossed the towel in the sink. “That was what you told me when you left.”

Cethon hunched over in her seat and said nothing. David looked back and forth between the two women. He’d wanted to keep out of this, but they weren’t getting anywhere.

“Rana, your senate called us here to help with the suicides,” he said. “As soon as they heard about Cethon, they decided we couldn’t do anything. We tried to get more information, but no one’s been helpful. How did this all get so crazy?”

“People can do mad things when they’re depressed,” Rana said. She avoided looking at Cethon.

David snorted. “Believe me, I know all about crazy. I can see a few people killing themselves. It’s not pretty, but it happens. But according to the sages, dozens of people kill themselves every day. They said a fifth of the population has died. That’s not normal. So tell us how this happened.”

Rana sat down on the opposite divan and stared into her tea for a long time. “We’ve always been a passionate people. When we first heard rumors about the Beloved, we didn’t believe them. Of course, we didn’t. The Beloved is immortal – how could she die? Then some people went over to Bantong, and they heard the details: about the Nephil, about Aeons leaving, about Cethon.”

“Wait.” David held up his hands. “She?”

Rana stared at him for a moment then shrugged. “I’ve always thought of the Beloved as female. It’s not like anyone knows for sure.”

“Right.” David ignored Cethon’s smirk. “So, you heard about the news?”

“Yes. That was when the first death cult started. A man named Samed Aron appeared. He spoke all over the city. He said the end of days was near. He said the Nephilim would attack in force, and Aeons wouldn’t be around to protect us. He said the Nephilim would tear reality apart, that they would slowly rip our souls from our bodies. We asked Bantong for help, for defense from the Nephilim. They said we didn’t need to fear them. We asked for reassurance, for a way to move beyond our pain. They gave no response at all for that.”

“Was that when people began dying?” Cethon asked.

Rana nodded. “People came to Samed, sometimes by themselves, sometimes in groups. They begged him for salvation, for a way out of a hopeless life. He gave them drugs – they drank and died without pain. Soon reports of the deaths were on the news, but it only made more people seek out Samed. The senate marked him for arrest, and the police started looking for him. So he went undercover. He’s still here, somewhere in the city, no one knows where. He gives speeches on TV every night from unknown locations. The police gave up trying to catch him a month or so ago.

“New speakers have arisen, too. Samed’s disciples, who have taken up his mission. Some give people painless ways out, but some preach that a painful death will win them more favor with the Yesterlords. They say that Aeons knows only pain now, so we also should embrace pain and agony.”

“That is sick,” David said. “Like Aeons would want anyone to share his pain!” It made him want to find this Samed guy – and all the other preachers – and punch them. This was why religion sucked.

Cethon reached out towards Rana but stopped short. “You must have heard the death preachers. Were you tempted?”

Rana stared at her for a moment. “Maybe. But only for a moment. I have a good life. I’ve moved on, Cethon, like you told me to. I’m happy now.”

“Good,” Cethon said, in a tone that clearly said she didn’t mean it.

“It still smells fishy to me,” David said. The two woman gave him odds looks. He rolled his eyes. “I mean, it sounds suspicious. Where I come from, we’ve had crazy death cults. They’re sick, but they’re also rare. None of them ever had influence over an entire city.”

Rana shrugged. “We live in terrible times. Can you blame people for despairing?”

David snorted. “You think this is the only time and place that have had shitty things happen? You think other people haven’t felt despair? Well, my world is full of history where shit happened to people. But those people were strong and fought through it!” He punched his palm. “Something strange is going on here, and I’d bet anything this Samed guy is behind it. What’s he look like?”

For a moment, Rana just stared at him. Then she shook herself and walked over to the flat screen. “I can find you a picture,” she said. The television sprang to life then Rana quickly went through menus.

As she hunted, Cethon leaned over to him and hissed, “What are you thinking? That there’s some conspiracy here? Because that’s nonsense.”

“I know more about conspiracies than most. We’ll see.” David crossed his arms over his chest and waited. A minute or so later, Rana stepped away from the television. A picture filled the screen. The man was slim and handsome, with dark skin and black hair. There was a resemblance there, a resemblance David noted right away.

Samed Aron looked a little bit like Malmis, Tenin, Carmen, and Kumio. There was no proof beyond that, but David didn’t need any. “He’s a Nephil,” he said. Rana jumped and clutched her chest.

Cethon scowled. “What makes you say that?”

“He looks like one.”

Cethon stared at the television. “I’ve seen Nephilim too, and I don’t see it. He has no wings.”

“They can make their wings disappear. I’ve seen four Nephilim, Cethon, some of whom pretended to be my friends. I know the signs.” Cethon’s expression didn’t change. With a hiss, David pulled the picture of Kanlan out of his breast pocket and held it beside the one of Samed. “Look! Can’t you see it? They look alike!”

“David—” Cethon looked between the pictures, the frown line between her brows growing deeper. “Saying that a Nephil looks like Aeons is a crime.” Rana squeaked and stared at the picture of Kanlan.

“Well, then that’s another one of your shit laws. I’ve spent months staring at him!” David waved the picture of Kanlan. “And I spent months terrified of Malmis. They look very similar, I promise you.”

Cethon grit her teeth. “To suggest a connection between Aeons and the Nephilim is a crime!”

“Maybe because no one wants you to realize that there is a connection!” David threw his hands in the air. Suddenly worried about wrinkling the picture of Kanlan, he slipped it back inside his pocket. “Look, I’m not making any theories about how or why it happened, or that Aeons is happy about it. All I’m saying is that it’s there, and denying it isn’t helping anything.”

“I’ll be back soon,” Cethon said. She stood and strode from the apartment, slamming the door shut behind her. The room seemed very quiet after she left, and David offered Rana a weak smile.

“Um, sorry about that? We were pretty lousy guests.”

Rana picked up the tea cups and took them into the kitchen. “Don’t worry. It’s not you, it’s Cethon. She has a temper.”

“So I see.” He hadn’t known about it before now. He’d seen her upset before, but nothing like this. Standing, he wandered into the kitchen. There was no cooker, like on Bantong, but he saw a rectangular machine that looked like a microwave. “So… you and her?”

“That was a long time ago.” Rana leaned against the kitchen counter and stared at the floor. “Did she talk about me?”

“Not till a few minutes before we came here.”

Rana sighed. “Of course, she didn’t.”

“Was it a bad breakup?”

“Sometimes I wonder. I was devastated. Cethon probably forgot about me the moment she returned to Bantong.”

“I’m sure she didn’t forget you.”

Rana reached into a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of wine. She tugged off the cork and took a swig directly from the bottle. “Cethon cares about one thing and one thing only: her job. She lives to fight, to be the Sword Cardinal. Nothing else matters.”

David fidgeted, not sure what to say to that. From what he’d seen, fighting was Cethon’s life. He’d seen no romantic partners, no hobbies, and one friend. Apart from the occasional meeting, she did nothing else. So he stayed silent while Rana took another gulp of wine.

When the door opened, Rana shoved the bottle back in the cabinet. Cethon marched back inside, her features drawn. “Perhaps you have a point about the Nephilim,” she said to David, “but I never want to hear you mention it again. And if you’re wise, you won’t say anything to anyone else either.”

“Fine.” David crossed his arms over his chest.

Cethon nodded. “Good. I assume no one knows the location of Samed Aron. Are there other preachers you know about?”

“Of course. They’re all over the place. Mostly they’re in the markets.” Rana glanced outside the window. The sun was starting to set. “We could wait till morning.”

“I’d rather go now. It isn’t that late, and we have only a short time here on Buyan.”

Rana pressed her lips together. “Fine.” She tugged her shoes on and led them out of her apartment. She was silent as she led them down the elevated walkways. There were even more people out now than there had been before – probably off work for the day.

The market was a huge platform, suspended three stories above the ground. Fruit and vegetable vendors had carts arranged all over, while permanent buildings sold meat, breads, and spices. The merchants shouted the price and quality of their food while music played over a loudspeaker. David could barely hear anything and wondered why no one had built a supermarket yet.

“There,” Rana said, pointing.

A man stood on a crate on the edge of the platform. He wore a vest that looked a little like a Beloved Priest’s uniform, except longer. He was shouting too, and even though David stood only a few feet away, he could only hear snatches. A small group of people stood clustered around the man, listening to his words.

They pushed slowly closer, and David strained to hear. Finally, he could make the man’s words out. “The Beloved is dead, and the many worlds will soon follow. The future holds only chaos and despair. This world is over. But the next world will persevere! We should go to the next life now and begin our fight anew. The Beloved and the Yesterlords await us!”

One person in the crowd walked away, and two others were frowning. But a man near the front nodded along with the preacher. His cheeks were narrow and his eyes sunken, as if he hadn’t slept for days.

“Why doesn’t anyone stop him?” Cethon asked Rana, her eyes flashing.

Rana shrugged. “At first, death preachers got arrested. Now there’s too many of them.”

With a growl, Cethon stepped forward, pushing the bored listeners out of her way. “You will stop such speech immediately!”

The preacher blinked down, as if seeing Cethon for the first time. He had a neat beard and clean clothes – not the look of a man expecting death any day. “You’re the Sword Priest,” he said. “I heard you had come here. Cethon Jing, the former Sword Cardinal.”

Cethon set her jaw. “I am she, and I demand that you cease. Suicide is anathema to Aeons.”

“Fine words, coming from the woman who let the Beloved die.” The preacher crossed his arms over his chest and glared down at Cethon. The people around them murmured, and the way they looked at Cethon wasn’t pleasant. David reached for his agitator, then forced his hand away from it. A weapon wouldn’t help in this situation. He could see this turning into the traveler riots he’d policed on Bantong.

Conal had died in one of those riots. No, David wanted to avoid anything that might rile these people more.

Cethon’s right eye twitched. “Many people have already died. More deaths won’t solve anything. If you continue trying to convince people to kill themselves, I will be in my rights to detain you.”

“Rights! What rights do you have?” The preacher spread out his arms. The crowd had grown larger around them, and many of the people were nodding. Cethon hadn’t looked away from the preacher, and David wondered if she was aware of the crowd. Rana was – she’d wrapped her arms around herself and looked like she wanted to slip away. “You have given up your powers and your rights. You cannot harm me!”

“Can’t I?” Cethon yanked her agitator out. It was set to stun, but the crowd cried out. Most of them fled, but some pressed themselves between Cethon and the preacher, as if the shield him with their bodies. “Move aside,” Cethon snapped. She tried to aim above their heads, but the preacher hopped down off his crate and started moving away. “David, stop him!”

“Thanks,” David muttered and pushed through the crowd. He’d been behind Cethon, so the crowd was thinner here. He ducked under a sign advertising chicken, jumped over a low table covered with cheese, and tackled the preacher as he tried to make a run for it.  The preacher tried to fight him off, but his blows had no strength. David pressed the man’s hands and legs against the ground until he stopped moving.

Cethon joined him, her agitator back in its holster. Rana hovered a short distance behind her. “Come on.” Cethon yanked the preacher to his feet. She pulled out a roll of tape from her pocket and wrapped the man’s arms together behind his back. “You’re coming back to the senate building with us. We have some questions for you.”
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Cethon frog-marched the man out of the market and back towards the senate building. “You want to come with?” David asked Rana.

She paused, looking at Cethon’s back. “Cethon didn’t invite me.”

“She’s just focused right now. I’m sure she’ll be happy to have you nearby. Besides, we need someone who knows the area.”

“Okay.” Rana walked beside him as they followed Cethon back. They received some odd looks as they escorted the preacher back. By the time they reached their room in the senate building, it was dark out. A tray with dinner had been set out on the table: dates and thin slices of bread and meat covered in a thick sauce.

Cethon pushed the preacher into one of the wicker chairs and taped him to it. “Right. What’s your name?”

The preacher raised his chin. “Eresh Kigal, preacher of the second order.”

“Is that title supposed to impress me? Because I’ve never heard of it.” As Cethon spoke, David fixed himself some dinner, handing a plate to Rana too. The meat had way more sauce on it than it needed, but it tasted okay. He was hungry enough to eat it.

“We bring truth to a world that desperately needs it! It isn’t a kind truth, but we must all acknowledge that hope no longer exists in this universe.”

Cethon’s lip curled. “Some truth. You preach death, but you’re still alive.”

Eresh puffed out his chest – or tried to. He couldn’t move much, with how Cethon had taped him to the chair. “I must stay behind, to guide those who have not yet embraced the truth. When everyone else has been saved, I will join them in the next life.”

“Or you could join them now.” Cethon pulled out her agitator, flipped off the safety, and turned it to kill mode. “You’re so happy about death. I wouldn’t want to deprive you of it.”

“You won’t kill me.” Eresh smirked. “You’re a failure as a priest.”

Cethon growled and pressed her agitator against his skull. “Am I a failure?” she said very quietly. “You must be eager for death. Let me give you what you most want.”

Rana made a whimpering noise, and her hands shook. She stepped as far away from Cethon as she could.

David picked up the plate he’d prepared for Cethon and shoved it in her face. She blinked, looking away from Eresh for the first time since they’d returned. “Dinner?” David asked. “I think it’s mutton.”

“I’m not hungry,” Cethon said, but she lowered her agitator.

“You should eat anyway.” David didn’t move the plate. “I know I think better on a full stomach.”

Cethon grabbed the plate and sat down with it, eating violently. “I am not a failure.”

“Course you aren’t. I know that, and I know a lot more than this dumb ass.” David barely glanced at Eresh. “So who are you going to believe, me or him?”

Cethon didn’t answer, but she slowed down, eating like a normal person. Rana finally stopped shaking. She sat next to Cethon, not quite close enough to touch.

David smiled at them, then looked at Eresh. “You’re a bastard, you know that?”

“I speak truth. Are you another who would deny reality?”

“I think I’m more aware of reality than you are.” David shook his head. “When I got kicked out of the priesthood, I thought I reached a low point. But I’ve got nothing on you.”

Eresh raised an eyebrow. “So two failures have apprehended me? And despite your failings, you speak of justice and truth.”

David shrugged. “Hey, it’s true I got kicked out. It’s also true that it led to the best thing that ever happened to me.” What was also true, that he didn’t say, was that he didn’t want Cethon to take Eresh back to Bantong with them. He’d seen Bantonan justice up close, and it wasn’t what he called just. Eresh probably deserved death or exile, but David didn’t care for the idea. Or the way the Law Priests would try him.

“So what do you have planned for me?” Eresh asked after a minute of silence. “There must be something.”

“We need to know how to find the other death cultists, the other preachers. One in particular. What was the name?” He glanced at Rana.

“Samed Aron.”

“Yeah, that guy.”

Eresh sat straighter. He strained at his bindings but could only wiggle about a bit. “And you want me to help you find him? I won’t tell you anything. You’ll have to torture me.” He grinned. “Eternism forbids torture. Or have you fallen so far you’re willing to do even that?”

“Eternists have no need of torture,” Cethon said. She’d finished her dinner and put her plate aside. “We can get all the information we need, whether you’re willing or not. A Beloved Priest could take the information right out of your mind.”

Eresh twitched and tried to break his restraints again. David barely noticed – he was too busy gaping. “Wait. That’s the gift Beloved Priests have? They read minds?” He’d never heard that. During his lessons as an acolyte, no one spoke much about the Beloved Priests. With how few of them remained, Scatha said it didn’t matter.

“Telepathy,” Cethon said. “They can’t see everything. Surface thoughts mostly, and strong memories. I don’t know all the details. Sword Priests rarely work with Beloved Priests. How did you not know?” She stared at him as if she’d never seen him before.

David looked away. “Because of where I’m from. You know.” He couldn’t say anything about time travel. Not in front of Eresh.

“Ah,” Cethon said after a moment. “I see. Well, it’s a useful gift. It’ll be five days before another gateway home opens. I’d rather not wait that long. So what do you think?” She leaned over Eresh, one hand on her hip. “Will you talk, or must we rip the information from your mind? Telepathy can be quite painful, or so I’m told.”

Eresh licked his lips as he looked between Cethon, David, and Rana. “I don’t know much,” he said. “It’s been months since Samed let anyone see him – even his followers. Last I heard, he was in the hunter’s district. A trapper’s shop east of the main square, in the basement. He might not be there anymore.”

“Do you know where that is?” Cethon asked Rana.

She nodded. “The hunter’s district is near the desert gate.”

“We go there in the morning.” Cethon looked out the window. “Early, before it gets too crowded. You two should get some sleep. I’ll stay up and keep an eye on this one, see if he knows anything else.” She kicked the chair leg, making it shudder. Eresh winced as he bobbed about with the chair.

Rana left the sitting room right away. David took Cethon by the arm and pulled her over to the window. “You can’t stay up all night. Wake me later, and I’ll take over.”

“Fine.”

He hesitated, then said, “You should talk to Rana. She’s upset, but I think she still likes you.”

Cethon raised an eyebrow. “Giving out romantic advice now, are you?”

“It’s not that. It’s just—” David shook his head. “Look, I got separated from Ae— you know.” He glanced at Eresh. He didn’t think the preacher could hear them as they whispered, but he didn’t want to chance it. “I know it can be tough. Maybe you don’t like Rana anymore. If so, fine, it’s not my business. But you should at least settle things with her, end things right.”

“Maybe,” Cethon said, staring out the window.

He didn’t think she’d say more than that, so he left her there. Two large bedrooms and a bathroom were attached to the sitting room. David splashed some water on his face and brushed his teeth then flopped down in the smaller bedroom. He left Bramira on the bedside table under his jacket, in case anyone looked in while he slept. 

He drifted off quickly. Laughing women falling to their deaths played out before his eyes, and he woke in the middle of the night, coated in sweat. “God,” he muttered, rubbing his face. “I tried to save her. I really did.” He lay back down in bed but didn’t try to sleep again.

When Cethon woke him to take over for her, it was a relief. Cethon took his bed, even though Rana’s was more than big enough for two. He supposed sleeping together should come after talking. Eresh slept in the chair, his head lolling to one side, his muscles as loose as possible while bound in place.

David found some coffee in the kitchen and drank half a cup in one gulp. It was bitter, more so than any coffee he’d had before. It woke him up though. He let Eresh sleep, pacing up and down the room, sometimes looking out over the city. A few lights blazed in the darkness, and he could see a few people on the raised walkways. From the desert, he heard the howls of wild animals. How many people had gone outside the city tonight, to let themselves be mauled to death?

He shuddered and tried not to think about it.

Dawn took far too long to arrive. A knock sounded at the door, and a young man left some breakfast for them. David fixed more coffee as he heard noise coming from the two bedrooms. When Eresh roused, he offered him some coffee too, and hand-fed him a pastry. Eresh glowered the entire time but ate eagerly.

“You’re feeding him?” Cethon asked as she stepped out of the bathroom.

“We won’t get any information from him if he faints from hunger. I assume we’re bringing him along.”

Cethon grunted but didn’t complain. She and Rana sat close to one another, and David wondered if they’d worked things out between them. He didn’t ask in front of Eresh. After breakfast, Cethon let Eresh out of his bindings, only to tape his arms together behind his back. “Don’t even think of running,” she said.

As they headed out of the senate building, only a handful of people milled about. David recognized one from the senate the day before. People stared at them – whether at the uniforms or the prisoner, David wasn’t sure. Once outside the building, Rana led them through the raised walkways. They passed a marketplace that bustled with activity, but everywhere else was quiet.

Halfway to the hunter’s district, they passed above a group of people surrounding an inert form covered in a white sheet – a dead body, David realized, and had to look away. He clenched his fists. They’d find the Nephil behind all the suicides, this Samed Aron, and kill him. Then the people of Buyan would come back to their senses.

Many shops lined the streets of the hunter’s district. Meat hung on hooks outside many of them, with pelts draped on shelves. David didn’t look closely enough to identify any of the animals, but he did wonder if any were monsters.

“Where is Samed?” Cethon asked as the four of them stood at a crossroad.

Eresh looked around, squinting in the early morning sunlight. “There,” he said at last, nodding towards a shop just down the street. “I think that’s it.”

“Rana, will you keep an eye on him?” Cethon asked. Rana nodded and gripped Eresh’s arm. Cethon strode into the building first, David on her heels. The shop door was unlocked. A few pelts sat stacked on a table, but otherwise the shop was empty. David turned on his flashlight and peered into the corners. Dust coated the ground, thick enough to make him want to sneeze, and he spotted what looked like rat droppings in the corner. He saw nothing else of interest.

A door stood at the back of the shop. Cethon drew her agitator and pushed it open with her shoulder. David shone the flashlight inside. Shelving filled the room, and the dust was even heavier than in the front room. Something small and brown scurried out of the room, and David made a face.

They walked slowly through the room. Only the faint sounds from outside the shop filled the air, though David had to hold his nose to keep from sneezing. When Cethon stepped between two shelves, the sudden creak seemed loud. They had to brush aside dust, then a thin rug, and yet more dust before finding the trapdoor. Cethon pulled out a pocket knife and pried it open.

David pointed the flashlight inside. A large room stood below the shop, with stone walls. He moved his flashlight around the room twice but didn’t see any people. Crates and bags filled the room. A door led off the basement.

Cethon lowered herself through the trapdoor, dropping a short distance to the floor below. David tossed her his flashlight, then joined her. Unlike the main shop, only a thin layer of dust covered the basement. Now that he was closer, David saw the dust had been disturbed near the door. Only half the crates were filled: with food, clothing, and rectangular power cells – he’d seen them a few times on Bantong.

With a nod, Cethon handed him back his flashlight and led on. She held her agitator at ready, and David drew his too. Past the next door they found yet more rooms, and finally signs of life. Lights hung from the ceiling, and couches lined the walls. Tables and chair and televisions made the place seem homey, though David didn’t think he could live somewhere without windows.

Another room connected off this one. Here they found beds with mussed sheets and clothes lying discarded on the floor. There were ten beds, and David wondered how many people lived here. Off the bedroom they found another sitting room and a kitchen. Dishes lay out, some with scraps of food.

Cethon touched the food. “Still warm,” she said softly before continuing on. The next room wasn’t so pleasant: they found guns and grenades and maps of the city. Past the armory was a long hallway that sloped gradually upwards. A heavy, wooden door sat at the end of the passageway, opening into an alley between two large apartments. “They could be anywhere,” Cethon said, scowling every direction.

“Won’t they be back?” David asked. “We could wait.”

“Not outside.” Cethon looked around again then ducked back inside the corridor. “Let’s see if we can figure out what they have planned.”

Knowing there were no people about, they took their time to search the hideout thoroughly. Along with the weapons, David found barrels of explosives in the armory. “So much for telling people to kill themselves,” he said, giving the barrels a dirty look.

“They could level the entire city with this,” Cethon said as she counted the barrels. “We can’t leave this here.”

“Do we have time to get rid of it before they return?”

“We have to try. Go back through the shop and get Rana. Have her bring a truck to the alleyway.”

David nodded and hurried back through the basement. He had to grab a chair to stand on in order to pull himself back up to the shop – clearly, the cultists didn’t leave this way. When the shop had been in business, someone had probably used the trap door to pass supplies down.

Rana waited with Eresh a short distance from the shop, pacing back and forth. “What did you find?” she asked when she saw David.

“Explosives. We need to get them somewhere safe. Do you know where we can get a truck?”

She did. Only a few minutes later, they drove the truck to the mouth of the alleyway – David had seen the tall apartments from the shop. They tied Eresh to the chair in the backseat and walked inside the compound. For the next two hours, the three of them carried the explosives and most of the weapons out of the basement. David glanced around every trip, convinced someone would see them and try to stop them. But they filled the truck without interruption.

“Take it to the senate building,” Cethon told Rana. “We’ll join you later.”

“What about him?” Rana nodded at the backseat where Eresh was still tied up.

Cethon shrugged. “We don’t need him anymore today. Take him back to the room and keep an eye on him.” She stepped aside, and Rana drove the truck out of the alleyway. “Come on. Let’s set up an ambush.” Cethon led David back into the hidden passageway.

They hung up strings around the kitchen and the now-empty armory. Then they crouched in different corners, Cethon behind the kitchen table, David crammed between cabinets. There they waited with the lights off, listening for the sounds of someone returning. They waited for a long time.

David’s legs fell asleep, so he massaged the numbness away. He turned on his flashlight long enough to check his com pad and stared in surprise – they’d been waiting over an hour already. Cethon made a soft hissing noise, and he turned the flashlight off again. He wondered how long they’d wait here, and if anyone would return.

It must have been close to another hour later when he heard sounds. The noise was distant but coming closer. Footsteps and faint conversation. He shifted, ready to leap to his feet, and flipped off the safety on his agitator. When someone turned on the kitchen light, he and Cethon sprang into action.

He stayed crouched behind the cabinet, using it for cover. He shot his agitator every which way, not aiming it. Cries came from the doorway, and the thump of bodies hitting the floor. The sharp bangs of gunfire replied to their attack, but no bullets came close to David. In less than a minute, silence reigned again.

David poked his head out from behind the cabinet. Ten men lay slumped in and around the door. They’d only been stunned. Cethon holstered her agitator and started taping their hands behind their backs. David checked every face, growing annoyed when none of them looked like Samed Aron. “Where is he?” he asked as he helped Cethon with the tape.

“I didn’t think we’d find him here. Even if we did, it wouldn’t make a difference.”

“How can you say that?”

Cethon shook her head. “They aren’t killing anyone, David. They’re convincing people to kill themselves. If we imprison every death preacher on Buyan, do you really think the suicides will stop?”

“They will if we find Samed.” The man was a Nephil, here to rile up the populace and make people despair. With him gone, the movement would lose its momentum. David was sure of it.

He’d have no chance to test it, because Samed wasn’t here. Cethon called Rana to bring the truck back. They loaded the unconscious preachers into the back and drove to the senate building. “What are you going to do with them?” Rana asked.

“Take them to the senate, of course. They need to be held accountable for what they’ve done.”

David snorted. “What, is preaching a crime on Buyan?”

“If it’s suicide preaching, it should be.” Cethon glowered. “On Bantong, it is a crime. We can always take them home with us.”

“And what’s the punishment for telling people to kill themselves?”

Cethon shrugged. “Depends on the Law Priest who hears the trial. Sometimes years of labor. If they caused lots of death, they could be exiled to Jahan.”

“I see.” David turned away to look out the truck window. Cethon didn’t sound bothered by the idea. His stomach twisted as he thought of being thrown into Jahan forever. His whole life, beyond the reach of John and Kanlan, never having anything to look forward to. He’d rather be sentenced to death. Especially since death was a temporary thing for him now.

He glanced back at the preachers. They wore nothing to set them apart from the other Buyani. They could be ordinary men. Maybe some of them were. He’d make sure that no innocents were caught up with the guilty. But even for those who had preached the benefits of suicide, did they deserve to be sent to Jahan? Making people kill themselves was a terrible crime; David wanted to be sick just thinking about it. But did the crime warrant exile forever? He didn’t know.

He wished that Cethon didn’t seem so calm about it.

They found Tuer when they returned to the senate building. He gathered up some strong young men who carried the preachers somewhere inside the building. “You think this is going to help?” he asked.

“Anyone who preaches death and despair should be stopped,” Cethon said.

Tuer shook his head. “If we had found them in the early days, it might have made a difference. Now? Now everyone has heard their message. Silencing them now will accomplish nothing.”

“We’re still looking for Samed Aron,” David said. “He started this whole thing. If we can find him, we can stop this.” He didn’t say that Samed was a Nephil. He didn’t think Tuer would cope well with that information.

“Of course. Because if you stop the man who starts a movement, everyone who came after him stops too. Are you an idiot, Brother?” Tuer turned a look of contempt on David.

His back stiffened. Tuer wasn’t the first person who’d looked at him like that. Most people tried to veil their hatred, but David had seen that expression many times. From Anur and Bellon. From Brigid. From many of his old bosses and girlfriends. Sometimes he dreamed about his parents looking at him like that.

Cethon and Rana had wondered off, and he and Tuer stood alone in a side room in the senate building. David was barely aware of any of that as he glared at the sage. “You know what? Fuck you. We came here to help you, and you’ve done nothing but insult us!”

“Help? In what way have you helped?”

“We’ve done more than you have!”

Tuer scowled. “Arrest all the preachers you want, Brother. My people will keep dying. We need hope, and you can’t give us that.”

“Yes, I can. I’ve got this.” David reached for his jacket, intending to unzip it and show Tuer Bramira. Then he realized what he was doing and stopped. He needed to keep that secret. His hand hovered over his jacket a moment longer as he wondered.

Could it really hurt, to tell a few people? Tuer was a Senator, a leader on Buyan. If he believed, maybe he could influence the rest of the Buyani, convince them to stop killing themselves. And how is he supposed to convince them? Cethon’s voice asked. You can’t announce yourself!

Tuer crossed his arms over his chest. “What have you got?”

“Nothing.” David dropped his arms. “Never mind.” He turned to head back to the room.

“Useless. I should have known.” Tuer’s voice came from behind him, making no effort to keep quiet. “There is no future for us, not anymore.”

He had to turn back at that. Insults to himself he could ignore, but not this. Tuer stared at the ground. His head lolled, and his arms hung limp at his sides – like a puppet with cut strings. Would he kill himself too? David’s stomach churned at the thought. He couldn’t leave Tuer, not like this. But what could he say? What could comfort Tuer that wouldn’t reveal who David was?

Inspiration struck in an instant.

“Burning,” he said. Tuer looked up, surprised. “He burns with a thousand suns. He is lost. He must be found. He is waiting for you.”

“What was that? A Passion Priest’s prophecy?”

David nodded. “Yeah. It was given to Cethon by the Passion Cardinal, when she retired. She and I have talked about it – it refers to the Beloved.” He stepped closer to Tuer and spoke softly. “See, we think the Beloved isn’t really dead – not for good at least. He is immortal, right? Right now he’s lost, waiting to be found. In the future, the near future, Cethon will find him and bring him back to life. I promise you.”

Tuer’s mouth opened and closed a few times, but nothing came out. “How can you know all that?”

“I spent a few days with a Passion Priest called Tresas. I know. So don’t kill yourself, okay?”

“Of course not.” Tuer scowled again and stood up straight. “I do not require your concern, Brother. If you’ll excuse me, I have much to do.” He hurried off.

David didn’t try to stop the grin. He all but danced back to the room. “I am a genius,” he said as soon as he stepped inside. Cethon and Rana had been standing very close together but moved apart at his entrance. Eresh was taped to the chair again, looking grumpy. “Cethon, I thought of a way to help people without saying too much. Your prophecy, the one the Passion Cardinal gave you – you know, the burning one.”

“What about it?”

“It’s easy. We tell people it’s about the Beloved – which it is. I told Tuer that the Beloved’s only dead temporarily, and that he’ll come back to life in the future when you find him. What do you think? Pretty good, huh? And not a lie at all.”

Cethon glanced at Rana and Eresh. “Perhaps. It could be dangerous, saying things like that.”

“Oh, you worry too much. Things happen the way they’re meant to happen, right? Trust me, I know how it’s supposed to happen.”

Cethon shook her head again. “Rana and I have to check some things on the computer. Stay here with Eresh, see if he knows anything else useful.” She all but fled from the room. Rana followed her, looking concerned.

With a sigh, David flopped down on the chair opposite Eresh’s. “Well, there’s consideration! And after my brilliant idea!”

“You speak with certainty,” Eresh said. He stared at David, studying him closely. “You speak of the future as if you know what it will contain – and Jing believed you. I can’t imagine that even a Passion Priest could be so sure. Who are you? What are you?”

David shrugged. “I’m a former Sword Priest who knows some Passion Priests.”

Eresh shook his head. “That can’t be everything. There must be more to you. There is something about you, something that makes me want to believe your words. There! There’s something under your jacket! What is it?” He stared at David’s chest.

He reached up, feeling Bramira’s weight and rigidity under his jacket. “Nothing. Nothing important. Anyway, I don’t matter. You need to tell me about how to find Samed Aron.”

“Why are you so focused on him? He started our movement, but he hasn’t been seen in public for months. We preachers bring far more truth to the people than he does, crammed up in his hideaway.”

“Samed Aron isn’t a man, not really. We desperately need to find him and stop him.” David shook his head. “He’s been deceiving you – all of you. He doesn’t care about the Beloved, or Aeons, or anything. He just wants people to die.”

Eresh chewed his lower lip. When he spoke again, there was a light in his eyes and a vibrancy in his voice. “You’re a very strange man. What’s your name?”

“David Maza.”

“David Maza.” Eresh nodded. “I will tell you something, but you can’t tell Jing. I know where Samed is. He is a man, a great man. He despaired at the news of the Beloved’s death more than anyone. He rarely eats, rarely sleeps. He may not actively court death, but he will die soon. You should speak with him, as you did me. He might listen to you and hope again.”

“Where is he?” David shifted closer.

“It’s well hidden. Even with a map and directions, you’d never find it by yourself. But if you release me, I can take you there. What do you say?”

Cethon would be furious if he let Eresh go without telling her. He still wanted to find Samed. Another stroke of genius hit. Eresh didn’t need to know if he did tell Cethon.

David nodded. “Okay. We’ll leave tonight, after Cethon’s asleep.”

“Wonderful.” Eresh leaned back, relaxing as much as the tape allowed him to. He smiled and closed his eyes.
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After dinner, David took Cethon and Rana to the back bedroom, as far away from Eresh as they could get. Eresh had drifted off to sleep, but David didn’t want to wake him. “I was talking to Eresh while you were out. He offered to show me where to find Samed, but only if I didn’t tell you and only if I took him with. I think maybe he was telling the truth.”

Cethon frowned. “David, he’s obviously going to walk you into a trap.”

He nodded. “Which is why I’m telling you – so you can follow us. We’ve got tracking devices, don’t we?”

“I can follow your com pad, if you sync your maps with mine.” She still didn’t look happy.  “I don’t like the idea. You could get killed. And that would have devastating consequences.” She gave him a pointed look at that. “Especially if someone sees.”

“So, what? You’d rather just wander around without direction, hoping we stumble upon him? Or are you hoping to find something interesting from the men we picked up earlier?”

Cethon ran a hand through her hair. “I wonder if that lot were death preachers. No one recognized any of them – there are files on most death preachers. I questioned them earlier, and they said they felt it was their duty to kill everyone in the city, so that everyone could have the peace of death.” Rana shuddered as Cethon spoke. David felt suddenly glad he’d missed that interrogation. He remembered how Cethon had been with Eresh and thought she must have been worse with this lot.

Into the silence that followed, Cethon finally sighed. “Fine. Go with Eresh tonight. I’ll follow you. But be careful!”

“I will.” David went off to sleep first. He slept poorly again, the image of the woman gleefully falling to her death playing over and over in his dreams. He took over from Cethon in the early a.m. hours. He played with his com pad for a bit, before he finally found the maps option. He took longer still to figure out how to sync it with Cethon – her number was saved on his com pad, fortunately, since she’d given it to him. Eresh woke as David made his way through his second cup of coffee. “Cethon is asleep. Shall we leave?”

“Yes.” Eresh’s eyes gleamed as David untaped him from the chair. He made Eresh walk in front of him and held his agitator tightly. At this time, the raised walkways were deserted. The few lights were spread well apart, and David squinted at every shadow, convinced someone would leap out and attack him. A few times, he looked back but couldn’t see anyone following them. Eresh walked towards the ocean – David couldn’t see it since no moon shone down, but he could hear the booming of the waves.

Huge, interconnected warehouses lined the docks, which themselves stretched out for miles. Ships – faint, bobbing shapes in the dark – filled the ocean. Here, people worked: loading and unloading ships, carting fish and crabs and lobsters. David grabbed Eresh’s arm, afraid the man might run off. Eresh made no attempt to lose him.

They found a door between a fish shop and a net repair shop. Beyond a few apartments, they found a staircase that led down. David had expected silent rooms and hidden passageways, but they found a well-lit, bustling market at the bottom. Eresh ducked between stalls and opened a door marked ‘Authorized Personnel Only.’

Banks of televisions filled the room, showing views of the market and the docks above. No one watched them, and Eresh continued to another door. They found another staircase and descended further. David wondered if Cethon would be able to follow them. They wandered through a maze of doors and hallways and staircases. Since the marketplace, they passed no people. David tried to remember their route and knew he wouldn’t be able to find his own way back.

Eresh finally stopped before a metal door. “Put your weapon away.” David scowled but put his agitator back in its holster. Eresh nodded, then rapped on the door three times fast, then three times slow, then four times fast, then five times slow. The door opened. The man on the other side wore a vest like Eresh’s, that looked almost the same as a Beloved Priest’s uniform except too long. He had a neat beard and mustache and was very thin. “Eresh,” he looked surprised. “I thought you’d been picked up by the Sword Priests.” Then he noticed David and frowned.

“I was, and that’s why I’m here. This is one of the Sword Priests. I brought him here to meet Samed – he has knowledge of the future.”

The man didn’t let them through the door. “Are you a fool? Samed doesn’t wish to meet with a Sword Priest!” He made to close the door.

Eresh stuck his foot in the way. “Didn’t you hear me? This man knows about the future, knows it with a certainly that even a Passion Priest couldn’t match. That means there is a future – Samed will want to meet him.”

After a long minute of staring at David, who tried to smile and not fidget, the man let them inside. A few chairs filled a large room just inside. “Sit here and don’t move,” the man said, pointing David into one of the chairs. “Eresh, watch him. I’ll get Samed.” The man left.

“Am I a prisoner now?” David asked, sitting down. He’d put his agitator away, but he could grab it again – assuming he had time.

Eresh snorted. “Of course not. We don’t do things like that. You’re a guest here. When Samed is done speaking with you, you may leave.” He stood between David and the door, so David didn’t believe him.

They waited maybe fifteen minutes before the man appeared again, this time with a second man. David stiffened and had to fight not to draw his weapons. The second man was Samed Aron. He looked different in person: his cheekbones less sharp, eyebrows less arched, nose pointier. He was thinner too, and older: gray touched his temples, and deep lines crossed his forehead and the corners of his eyes. The picture had made him look a lot like Kanlan, but in person the resemblance was weaker – maybe they only had similar coloring.

“You’re a Sword Priest?” he asked as he sat across from David. His voice was hoarse.

“I’m David Maza. I came here with Cethon Jing, the former Sword Cardinal.” Was Samed a Nephil? They all looked like Kanlan, but Malmis more strongly than the others. Samed studied him closely – David remembered the way Tenin had stared at him while he’d been tied up. Of course, he’d been brought to Samed because he had knowledge of the future; Samed had reason to study him.

“What do you know?”

When David didn’t immediately speak, Eresh said, “He spoke to the former Cardinal about the Beloved. He said that the Beloved isn’t truly dead, or at least won’t stay dead. The Beloved merely waits for Jing to wake him. There was a prophecy, it seems, but Maza didn’t merely repeat the prophecy. He interpreted it. And Jing didn’t question his interpretation.”

Samed rubbed his chin. “Tell me everything you know about the Beloved, and how he will return.” The other man, the one who’d opened the door for them, paced around the room, never looking away from David. Maybe he was a prisoner here. And maybe Samed wasn’t a Nephil, but David hoped Cethon came soon regardless.

He licked his lips as he thought. He had to be very careful about what he said, something he wasn’t good at. “I know a Passion Priest,” he said. “The one who made the prophecy – I was there when she said it. After I wrote it down for her, we talked about it. She felt very sure the prophecy referred to the Beloved – it had the line ‘He holds the heart of Aeons.’ Who else could that be?” That line was from the Beloved prophecy that Cethon had read. David had found the passage in his copy of The Tome and memorized it. It was about him, and might give him hints about his future, after all. That it hadn’t yet didn’t matter.

“Passion Priests rarely understand their prophecies,” said the other man. “Perhaps this Passion Priest knows she spoke of the Beloved, but how could she be sure the Beloved will rise from the dead?”

David shrugged. “Cuz he’s immortal? That would be the way to know that, wouldn’t it? Coming back to life?” Hence the reason Cethon had shot him shortly after meeting him – he saw her reason now, but it still annoyed him.

“Perhaps.” Samed stood, pressing his hands palm to palm. He paced the room too, a few steps behind the other man. Eresh watched them but said nothing. “I have met some Passion Priests too. In my youth, I spent much time in Bantong. Never did I hear them speak with utter certainty about any prophecy. All they could say for sure were the times and locations of gateways. You were mistaken, Eresh. This man knows nothing useful to us. He still has hope, and confidence.” He shook his head. “You will lose that one day, David Maza.”

David jumped to his feet, suddenly angry. “What, you want me to despair too, so I’ll go and kill myself? Well, fuck that, and fuck you for trying to make me!” He no longer thought Samed was a Nephil – a Nephil would know him and would have tried to kill him by now. That Samed was a normal man made everything worse. There was no horrible conspiracy here, just normal people telling others to kill themselves.

He’d have rather faced down a dozen Nephilim than that.

Samed smiled without mirth. There were dark circles under his eyes, David saw now, as if he hadn’t slept properly in months. “I had hope once too. I had a life I loved, a future I wanted more than anything. I lost that when the desolation came upon us. I wish that my old life might come back – how could I not wish that? But wishing it will not make it so. Death is the only salvation left to us. The longer we wait to embrace it, the more pain we feel.”

David pushed away from the chair, stepped up to Samed, and punched him in the face. Samed fell to the ground in a heap. Eresh cried out, dropping to Samed’s side. The other man growled and reached beneath his vest. There was a bulge there. David yanked his agitator out, flipping the safety in mid-motion. He got it out just as the other man drew a gun.

“Planning to help me along the way if I’m not depressed enough?” David asked. His agitator was set to stun, but the man didn’t need to know that.

“Put your weapon away!” Samed cried from the ground. He struggled to rise, and Eresh had to help him. “We do not attack people.” The other man glowered but slipped his gun back beneath his vest.

David kept his agitator out. “You’re a bunch of fucking hypocrites. I’d say you should be ashamed of yourselves, but you clearly don’t feel shame. If you did, you’d have stopped your preaching long ago. You believe there’s no hope? Prove it then and kill yourselves.”

“We can’t leave the rest of humanity to believe in something that doesn’t exist,” said Eresh. “We have to guide them, show them that there is hope in death.”

David snorted. “Yeah, or you have no intention of dying yourselves.”

“Such bitterness.” Samed stepped closer to him. David pointed his agitator at Samed’s chest, but the man didn’t even seem to notice it. “You are young still, and yet you’ve seen so much. You’ve had a great deal of heartache, haven’t you?”

“I’ve grieved. I’ve despaired. I got over it.” David shrugged. “I certainly didn’t drag anyone down with me.” He thought of the Core and wondered if that was true. No, they’d been set in their path long before they met him. He’d just given them the push into action.

Samed stood less than a foot away now, David’s agitator almost touching him. The man still didn’t appear to notice the weapon. “Aeons despairs. How can we be happy when he grieves?”

“He’ll get over it,” David said without thinking. “Give it a few years.”

“A few—!” Eresh spluttered, and David’s mind caught up with his mouth. “You think Aeons can recover from losing his Beloved in a few years?”

The other man growled softly. “Such disregard. Are you even an Eternist?”

David felt a cold sweat break out on his neck. He swallowed hard as Samed stepped closer still. The preacher’s hand folded around the agitator, pushing David’s hand till it pointed at the ground. David didn’t fight him. “I see it now, Eresh,” he said. “This man does speak with certainty. Tell me, David Maza, how can you be so sure?”

No clever excuses came to mind. He wished Cethon would charge through the door to save him from his big mouth, but no one came.

He could leave. These men weren’t fighters, and only one held a weapon. David could easily stun them and run. He’d get lost in the winding hallways, but between the map on his com pad and Cethon’s number, he was confident he could find his way back to the docks. It’d be easy.

He didn’t want to leave. He came here expecting a fight. Now that he knew no Nephilim were involved, he wanted to help. If they spoke true, these men felt the desolation stronger than most. If he could convince them that they didn’t need to despair, he could perhaps save their lives. And they were influential preachers – maybe they could convince the rest of the Buyani to stop killing themselves.

A chance had been given to him. He had to take it – if he didn’t, he’d never be able to live with himself. Cethon would say he was being foolish. Sayaz had said to be true to himself. Today, David picked Sayaz.

“I come from the future,” he said. Eresh clapped his hands over his mouth, and the other man stared. Samed nodded, looking just as calm as when he first entered the room. “Three years in the future – well, two and a half, now. I fell through a green gateway, a time gate.”

“No one can step through a gateway that isn’t blue and survive,” the other man said.

David shrugged. “It hurt like a bitch, and I was in a real state. But we got plenty of Heart Priests on Bantong, so I survived.” He didn’t consider that a lie – he’d spent most of his association with Kanlan thinking he was a Heart Priest.

“You saw the Beloved,” Samed said. With shaking hands, he reached out for David, grasping his shoulders. Despite how thin his hands and arms were, his grip was strong. “He truly lives?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh, Aeons.” Samed closed his eyes and tilted his head back. Tears ran down his cheeks. Eresh wrapped his arms around himself, a huge, goofy smile on his face. The other man stood shocked, his jaw hanging down. “You will have happiness again. The desolation will end. The cosmos will prosper, and the Nephilim will quake in terror. David Maza, how can I thank you for this?” He threw his arms around David, holding him tight.

“You can tell people to stop committing suicide.”

Samed nodded. “Of course. I will tell everyone the good news. I will—” He pulled back abruptly, a frown marring his face. “What do you have beneath your jacket?”

David’s hand shot up, touching the rim of Bramira through his jacket. “Nothing.”

“There is something hard there. I could feel it.” Samed grabbed the zipper on David’s jacket. He yanked it down before David could stop him. With nothing to hold it in, Bramira slipped out of David’s jacket. It hit the floor with a clang and rolled a short distance before falling over.

“Is that—” the other man started.

David lunged down, pushing Samed aside. He grabbed Bramira, which lit up at his touch. He shoved it back inside his jacket, zipping it up to hide Bramira again. “Right, well, you know about the future, so I should go now.” He inched towards the door.

Samed jerked his chin. Eresh and the other man surged forward, standing between David and the door. The other man raised his gun again, and Eresh stared at David with large eyes. “That was Bramira,” Samed said.

“No, it’s just a normal chakram,” David said; that cold sweat had reappeared on his neck.

“I know little of weapons, but I’ve never seen one glow like that before.” Samed stared at him unblinking. “You survived a trip through a time gate. You’ve seen the Beloved. You, I think, are not a normal man, or a normal priest. Who are you really, David Maza?”

He took a step back from Samed, further away from the door. “Ah, I really should leave. Cethon will wake up soon, and she’ll come looking for me. Eresh, if you could lead me back up, I’d appreciate it.”

Eresh didn’t look at him – he stared instead at Samed. “What are you implying?” His voice shook.

Samed caught David’s right arm and held it up to the light. David could have fought him – maybe should fight him – but his mind danced in circles and he didn’t know what to do. “Is that a bloodstain?” Samed squinted at the end of the sleeve – the place that had been stained by blood when David caught the sage before she plummeted to her death. He’d gotten the worst of the blood out, but not all.

“Just a cut. It healed.”

“A cut that must have bled a great deal, yet I see no scar.” Samed pushed back the sleeve as he inspected David’s forearm.

“It was a while ago.”

Samed shook his head. “Everything I see and hear leads me to one conclusion. Sense tells me I cannot be right, yet I can think of no other explanation. I fear to speak my conclusions aloud. Please tell me the truth.” He leaned closer, close enough for David to smell garlic on his breath. “Please.”

With a sharp tug, David freed himself from Samed’s grip. He opened his mouth to tell Samed that he had to leave. But nothing came out. Declaring himself the Beloved tempted him. Samed and the others had taken to preaching suicide because they thought the Beloved was dead. If they knew who David was, maybe they’d stop. If they preached hope, maybe the Buyani would stop killing themselves. Samed had already made a promise, but David didn’t really believe he’d keep it. Not without extra incentive.

Cethon would kill him just for thinking it – and that wasn’t an expression. She really would kill him. He didn’t know what she’d do if he actually admitted his identity. Maybe Cethon didn’t need to know.

He wet lips that felt suddenly dry. “What will you give me in exchange?”

“We owe you nothing!” the other preacher said. Eresh looked around the room while wringing his hands.

“If— if my suspicions are correct—” Samed pressed a hand to his chest. “There is nothing I would deny you.”

David set his jaw. “That’s not good enough. I want a promise now, before I tell you anything – and I want something definite.”

The other preacher spat on the ground. “He is nothing, Samed. He means to trick you, to force you into a promise that will hurt our cause. Don’t listen to him.”

“How can I not?” Samed shook his head. “I feel hope again. Obali, don’t you feel it too?” Trembling, he pressed his other hand to his chest too. “It’s been so long, I forgot what hope feels like. Maybe this man is nothing, but he makes me want to believe. No. He makes me believe. David Maza.” He grabbed David’s hands between his, his grip tight. “Command me however you wish, and I will obey. I swear it, by my love for Aeons and his Beloved.”

He took a deep breath, his heart hammering. He’d not admitted this to anyone. A moment ago, saying it hadn’t seemed like a big deal. Now, with the admission hovering over him, it terrified him. I can prove it, he reminded himself, biting his lip.

Saying it without props seemed wrong, so he freed his hands from Samed’s and unzipped his jacket. Bramira lit up at his touch. Eresh held up three fingers on each hand, the other preacher – Obali? – gaped, and Samed held his breath. “I’m the Beloved,” David said. He cleared his throat and waved Bramira. “Er, Aeons’s Immortal Beloved, that is.”

“Monster!” Obali shook as he stared at David. “You would come among us, pretend to offer us friendship and hope, only to mock us with such a ridiculous claim!”

David lowered Bramira, though he didn’t let it go. “You wanna be offended? Fine, go ahead. You can even kill me for it. Shoot me right here.” He pointed to the center of his forehead. 

“You think I won’t!” Obali waved his gun.

David glanced at Eresh and Samed, who had apparently turned mute. He sighed mentally. In their place, he wouldn’t believe his claim either. On some level, he’d known he’d have to prove his identity.

Now that the moment was upon him, doubt crept up on him. What if Cethon was wrong, and he wasn’t actually immortal? She’d shot him with her agitator on the kill setting, but that was just after he came through the time gate, just after Kanlan had healed him. What if he’d revived then because of Kanlan’s earlier healing, and not because he couldn’t die? They hadn’t tested it since then.

He opened his mouth to take the whole thing back, to tell Obali not to shoot. Before he could, the preacher raised his gun and pointed it at David’s head. “Infidel!”

David saw him pull the trigger, heard a boom as a terrible pain lanced through his head. Then darkness claimed him.

“Shit,” he said, opening his eyes. A dark, plain wall greeted him, and he realized he was lying on the ground. His head was turned sideways, and he saw a pool of blood around him. “Oh, fuck.” He reached up to touch his head as his heart leapt into his throat. Half-expecting a hole, he groped around. His forehead felt as smooth as ever, though his hand came away covered in blood. “Oh God, you really did shoot me! Shit, how bad is it?” His heart beat so fast, David thought it was going to burst out of his chest. He reached for his head again but stopped halfway. He didn’t want to find out how bad it was.

Samed knelt on the ground beside him. He pressed a piece of cloth to David’s head, dabbing carefully. His hands shook. “I see no injury.”

“There’s got to be one.” David’s voice shook. He felt no pain. His head didn’t even feel light. Against his will, he glanced at the blood on the ground. Mixed in with it were strands of dark hair, skin, and other bits. “Is that my brain?”

“Probably. Obali shot your head off.” Samed shook his head. “Forgive me, I didn’t realize his weapon was so effective. I don’t know much about guns.”

“Shot my head off?” David repeated weakly. “Oh, I can’t deal with this.” His eyes rolled back in his head as he passed out.

A stream of water woke him back up. David surged up, coughing and spluttering. “What the hell?”

“Sorry!” Eresh cringed back, holding a bucket tight to his chest. “I meant no offense! We merely wished to speak with you more, Your Holiness!”

“Holiness?” David echoed, feeling like a parrot. Then bile rose up in his throat as he remembered what he’d seen. He made to turn around and look at the bits of his brain splattered on the floor, but Samed placed his hands alongside David’s face, holding him in place. Grimacing, David swallowed his nausea.

“You’re here.” Samed’s spoke softly, and his voice shook. “You’re here before me, despite all my doubts and crimes. Forgive me, please. I’m not worthy.”

David pulled out of his grip and dragged himself to his feet. He made sure not to look behind him. He reached up again for another feel of his head but stopped short. Maybe he didn’t want to feel. Well, it seemed he really was immortal. He should feel happier about that – and maybe he would, as soon as he finished freaking out. “Oh, God, I gotta get out of here.”

“Where do you wish to go? I will gladly lead you wherever you wish to go.” Samed stood before him, staring at David with naked worship. The other two preachers stared, too: Obali kept opening and closing his mouth while tears ran down Eresh’s face.

David bit his lip. He couldn’t panic. He was here for a reason. “Right. You promised to do whatever I asked. Well, I want you to stop telling people to kill themselves – in fact, tell them they need to live.” He hoped the people of Buyan listened to Samed and the others. They had before; he could only hope they’d do so again.

Samed nodded many times, and the other two nodded, too. “I shall tell everyone the good news, never fear. There shall be no more despair on Buyan, only rejoicing! The Beloved has come to us! We will love you and obey you forever, Your Holiness.” He made as if to leave.

“Whoa, whoa, wait.” David grabbed his arm. “You can’t say that. You can’t mention me.”

“You would leave everyone else in ignorance?” Samed shook his head. “But we need you. You alone can save us.”

“I can’t save anyone, not yet. Weren’t you listening? I came through a time gate – I’m from two and a half years in the future. I haven’t met Aeons yet. Cethon thinks if people find out who I am, the future might change – my past. And then maybe I won’t meet Aeons.” He hoped that made sense. It barely made sense to him, and he’d lived it.

Samed bowed his head. “As you command. What then should I tell the people?”

“I don’t know! Just that they have to stop killing themselves, okay? Nothing about me. Not from any of you!” He looked at Eresh, who nodded, then glared at Obali. Obali swallowed and looked like he was going to be sick.

“We hear and obey, Your Holiness. Never fear. Your secret will be safe with us.”

“Good.” David let him go. “Right, well, let’s get the hell out of here. Come on, Eresh.”

Eresh jumped. “Me?”

“Yeah. You brought us here.” David grabbed Bramira off the ground and zipped his jacket up over it. He almost glanced at the pool of blood again but managed not to. He motioned for Eresh to lead the way. Eresh dashed towards the door and led David out at a sprint. He didn’t slow down for over a minute, after a staircase left him winded.

They continued upwards, now at a normal pace. David wondered if he’d done the right thing. Samed and Obali could easily break their word and continue to preach suicide. Or they could tell people about David. Either would be a disaster. Almost, he turned around to head back. But Eresh had run so fast that he’d gotten turned around again in the hallways and staircases. He didn’t think he could find his way back.

“Samed had better keep his promise,” he muttered.

Eresh looked back over his shoulder. “You think we would deceive you, Your Holiness?”

David bit down on the yes. Ever since first coming to Bantong, he’d been disappointed by people. Even Kanlan hadn’t been completely honest with him. “Don’t call me that,” he said instead.

Eresh looked scandalized. “How could I call you anything else?”

“Because you aren’t supposed to know about that.” David gave him a pointed look. “I’ll make it an order if I have to.”

“As you wish, Your Holi— er, Brother Maza.” Eresh shifted his shoulders and picked up his pace. He glanced again and again back at David as they walked.

They had just reached the underground market when David saw Cethon. The shoppers parted around her, giving her a wide berth. She spotted David and headed his direction. “What happened?” she asked as she got close. She grabbed Eresh’s arms, pulled them behind his back, and taped them together again. Eresh didn’t fight her.

“No good,” David said. “Sorry.”

Cethon grunted. “Don’t feel bad. It was worth a try. Come on.” Pushing Eresh before her, she led him back above ground and to the senate building. Rana waited at one of the computer monitors on the main floor. She jumped up and followed them back to the room. Cethon taped Eresh to the chair. “Any other leads?” she asked.

Rana nodded. “There are other places where death preachers like to go.”

“Might as well bring in as many of them as we can,” Cethon said. She marched back out and into the city. David barely paid attention as they wandered through the streets. Rana found twelve death preachers, and he and Cethon captured each of them. Some tried to run, two tried to fight back, and one just stood there and let them take her. David would have been disturbed by that, except he kept looking for Samed and Obali.

He saw no sign of them. He shouldn’t worry yet – there were only two of them. He couldn’t expect them to tell the entire city of their change in heart in less than a day. Too, Samed at least was a wanted man. He probably couldn’t go out at all. Which left the preaching of the new message to Obali. David repressed the groan at that and thought of all the things he could have done differently. He definitely shouldn’t have told them he was the Beloved.
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The next day passed much the same. Tuer sent some people to help them round up death preachers, and Eresh continued to give them likely locations. Or so David had been told – he tried to avoid Eresh. The man stared at David like he wanted to get down on his knees and kiss David’s dirty boots. And he really might want to do that. David didn’t want to find out.

Cethon tried to convince Tuer to order guards around the city, to keep people inside the walls at night and to watch the sea. David nodded along with her as she spoke – it wouldn’t stop all the suicides, but it might help. After a long time, Tuer finally agreed to have the city gates watched, but nothing else. Cethon marched away from him in disgust, stomping her feet so hard she broke one of the tiles in the senate building.

By evening, David was convinced that Samed and Obali wouldn’t do as he’d asked. He shouldn’t be surprised. Obali had killed him – not something to inspire confidence. He barely paid attention as Tuer made arrangements for the death preachers they’d brought in.

“You could lock the raised market places,” Cethon said. She had her arms crossed over her chest, and she glared at Tuer. “Those seem to be the most common places people jump from.”

	“Many people can only do their shopping at night,” Tuer said as he waved the guards to take the death preachers to the basement of the senate building. “If we ordered the markets closed, there’d be rioting. Do you really want riots on top of everything else?” He raised an eyebrow.

Cethon’s scowl only grew. “You need to take some precautions. Suicide is often a spontaneous act, taken when a person is feeling great anguish and when things go wrong in their lives. Take away some of the easier ways for them to kill themselves, and they might give up on it. What else are all your guards doing?” She waved at the soldiers standing around the atrium. They held stun guns at the ready.

Tuer glared back. “They are here to protect the senate, and on the streets to protect law-abiding citizens. In the state Buyan currently is in, we cannot afford to leave the streets empty.”

“Oh? So you have increased criminal activities too? First I’ve heard of it.” Cethon stepped towards Tuer and pointed a finger in his face. “If you’re really that short on people, recruit new ones. Your city is killing itself. At least take a few basic precautions!” Beside her, David nodded along.

“Cethon!” Rana looked up from a television screen on the far side of the foyer. “Come quickly! You have to see this!”

Cethon glared at Tuer again, then walked towards Rana. David stayed rooted in place. He couldn’t hear the television from here, but he could see Samed on the screen, and Obali behind him. Samed was speaking to a large group of people, gesticulating widely, a massive smile on his face. When Cethon joined Rana, she gaped at the screen.

It had really happened. Samed and Obali were out in the city, telling people not to kill themselves. He hadn’t believed they would. The picture changed, this time showing only Obali, at a different location. He didn’t wave his hands about as much as Samed had. He seemed to shake a great deal, and he kept crying.

“What’s going on?” Tuer asked, finally looking at the television. He moved to join Cethon and Rana. David hesitated a moment, then trailed after him. Part of him didn’t want to hear what Obali was saying. Another part of him knew he had to.

He stopped behind the others as Obali’s words became clear. “The Beloved will live again!” He paused, and the crowd around him cheered. “The Beloved is lost now, but he will live again. How can he not? He is immortal. Aeons will return to us in joy. Do not despair, people of Buyan. The end of all is not upon us. I once believed that only suffering was in our future, but I have learned better. I know the truth now, and it is glorious. The Beloved will rise from his grave in Pardis, and all will be well!” Obali’s picture vanished, replaced by a newsreader who spoke about how surprising this change of message was from Obali and Samed.

David might have listened, but Tuer turned to him. “That’s what you said, isn’t it? That the Beloved would live again.”

Tuer might have said more, but Cethon brushed him aside. She grabbed David by the collar of his jacket, pulling him close. “What,” she hissed, speaking slowly through gritted teeth, “did you do?”

“Nothing!”

Her hand tightened on his collar. “You did find Samed, didn’t you? Eresh took you there. And you told him!” She ended in a snarl. 

David wanted to pull away from her. He’d seen her mad like this before, when they first came to Buyan and learned about the death cult. He’d feared her then. He feared her far more now. Almost, he pulled away from her. Almost, he tried to deny her accusations. Then he set his jaw and stared back at her. “Yes, I found Samed and Obali. I told them what we’d decided on earlier. They got upset, and they didn’t believe me. Samed got suspicious, and he found Bra—” He noticed how close Tuer stood to them and coughed. “Samed found it. Obali got really mad and… did something permanent. If you know what I mean. I couldn’t really keep secrets at that point.”

Cethon’s grip loosened but only a little. “So, they know. Does anyone else?” He shook his head. “Good. Then we can still keep this contained. Come on. We have to find them now, before they tell anyone else.” She headed towards the door.

“Why do we have to stop them?” David jogged after her. “They didn’t say anything about me. They’re only telling people not to despair, not to kill themselves. That’s what we wanted them to do! Why not let them continue?”

She didn’t break stride. “They’ve spread your message. Yes, that’s what we wanted. They don’t need to speak anymore. The networks picked them up – Samed spoke in the busiest market in the city. By now, everyone in the city will have heard their message. So they don’t need to repeat it.”

David wanted to argue more, but he wasn’t sure what to say. Maybe Cethon was right. He glanced back and saw the television repeating Samed’s speech. People would hear what they’d said. That was all that mattered.

Besides, maybe Samed and Obali had changed since David met them, but they had spent years before that telling people to commit suicide. There should be consequences for that, and justice. Not Bantonan justice, but Earth justice. David could make sure they got what they deserved, but no more. He nodded to himself as he followed Cethon out into the streets.

They left the senate building brimming with confidence, but Samed was a hard man to hide. He’d eluded the Buyani authorities for years. When they reached the marketplace where he’d given his sermon, there was no sign of him. A television crew still wandered the marketplace, taking shots and talking to people who’d heard Samed speak. David and Cethon questioned the people still there, but none of them knew where Samed had gone. One woman, when David asked her, glared and said, “First you wanted him when he spoke of despair. Now that he tells us to live, you still want him? He is a great man. Leave him be.”

“We just want to find him!” David said but didn’t argue when the woman tossed her head and marched off.

With no new clues, they left the marketplace around midnight, to search the surrounding area. Cethon asked everyone she saw, demanded entrance into every building, and squinted at the ground. David wondered if she was looking for signs that Samed had passed. Surely, she didn’t really intend to track him down. Hundreds of people had walked through here since Samed had left the marketplace. Even Anur wouldn’t be able to track the man down. He kept quiet and did as Cethon told him to.

Cethon finally sat down shortly before dawn. Despite searching all night, she didn’t look tired, only annoyed. David sat on the bench beside her, rubbing the back of his neck. Then he pinched his cheek to keep himself from falling asleep. “I’m sorry,” he said after a brief silence. “I really didn’t intend to tell them. If it makes you feel better, I got my brains blown out by Obali. You have no idea how freaky that is.” A memory of what he’d seen on the floor rose up in his mind, and he quickly shook it away. He really, really didn’t want to think about seeing bits of his brain splattered around him.

“I’m not mad at you.” Cethon smiled shortly. “Well, not anymore. When we get back to Bantong, we need to work on your dodging skills. I don’t need a repeat of this.”

“Yeah, I’d rather avoid that, too. Seriously, you have no idea.”

Cethon squinted. “He actually shot you in the head? And you didn’t… lose anything?”

David gaped. That hadn’t once occurred to him. “Oh, God. You think I left part of my brain behind?” He rattled off, “Um, my social security number is 418-87-3645, the Celtics last won the championship in 2008, and 25 times 14 is— Oh, God, I don’t know.” David took a deep breath and slapped the side of his head. “What am I talking about? I never knew 25 times 14.”

“It’s 350,” Cethon said.

He nodded. “Sure, whatever you say. Do you think I have brain damage?”

“None that’s new.”

“Hey!”

Standing, Cethon smirked. “I’m sorry for making you worry. You were so quiet, I wanted to make sure. I’m sure you’re fine.” She yanked him to his feet. “We should head back to the senate building, see if we can find any more leads to Samed.”

David chewed his lip. “Yeah, about that. You aren’t planning to do anything horrible, are you? Because I know he started the suicide movement, but he’s not that bad of a guy. Obali is way worse. Anyway, they’re trying to fix their mess.”

“Because of him, thousands of people have died,” Cethon said quietly.

“I know.” David had to look away. Memories presented themselves to him: Tresas, tied to the chair and weeping as Odi pressed a knife into her cheek – she’d been tortured because of David. Alosh’s body draped across the table, in more than one piece, because he’d happened to be sitting beside David. Jiang shi shuffling towards the gateway into Jod, right next to the school. And Kanlan laying motionless on the plateau of Mount Kulun – he could never forget that one for long. “But I’ve made mistakes too – bad ones. Ones that could have gotten thousands of people killed. I was given another chance. So Samed should get one too.” He’d had more chances than he deserved. Samed should have another chance too.

He looked up to see Cethon bite her lip. “They know who you are, David. They’d only have to tell a few people. Word of you would spread – how could it not? History, the past you know, would change, and maybe Aeons would never find you. I can’t let that happen. I won’t.”

“Why do you care so much?” David gripped her shoulder. “You’re a priest – you were a Cardinal. Of course, you care about Aeons. But it seems like a lot more than that.”

She shrugged off his hand. “We should head back.” She turned and marched off for the senate building, not looking back to see if he followed her. For a moment, David didn’t. His stomach twisted, wondering what she might have planned. Then he ran after her. If she had something terrible planned for Samed, Eresh, and Obali – and he feared she did – the best thing he could do to help was to keep close to her. Maybe he could even stop her. He had to try.

Cethon found Tuer in his office. “Any news on Samed or the other death preachers?”

Scowling, Tuer flipped on the television. It showed Samed’s speech again. “Nothing. He’s good at disappearing.”

“And he’s got new motivation this time.” Cethon glanced briefly at David. Then she frowned and stared closely at David. “You spoke to him. Do you think he’ll give up, or will he make other speeches?”

“You spoke to Samed – and let him get away!” Tuer cried.

David ignored him, staring at the screen. Samed stood straight and tall, pacing vigorously up and down the small platform. “I think he’ll make another speech.” David had told him to spread the word – while being subtle about it, of course. He thought Samed would obey. He suspected that, if he told him to, Samed would jump off a tall building.

With a nod, Cethon turned back to Tuer. “Where are good places to make speeches? Somewhere Samed didn’t go before, and where the other death preachers didn’t go.”

Tuer reached for his computer. He prodded it for a minute or so, then pointed to a map of the city. Two red dots stood out on it: one near the docks, the other on the northwest side of town. “These are places he preached at frequently during his early days. There are always lots of people there, and often cameras.”

“Sounds as good as anything else. We’ll split up. Rana and I will go to the docks. We’re familiar with that area. David, you go to congressional square.”

“Okay.”

“Have some of your guards in both locations,” Cethon continued to Tuer. “They’ll resist arrest, and we don’t want anyone else getting hurt.”

“Of course,” Tuer barely said before Cethon left his office. David would have followed her, but Tuer grabbed his arm. “You met Samed?” he said.

David ducked his glare. “Briefly. I thought I could talk him around.”

Tuer leaned closer, close enough David could smell that he’d had onions to eat recently. “You told him what you told me, didn’t you? About the Beloved rising again.”

“Yeah.”

“Strange. You don’t seem like a persuasive speaker.”

“Yeah, well—” David shrugged. “I do know some stuff. Anyway, that’s not important, is it? He’s saying new things now. People believed him before. They should listen to him now, too.”

Tuer let him go, and David stepped out of his reach. “We could have taken him in first, and then told him to make new speeches. Then we wouldn’t have to hunt him down.”

“If you took him captive first, he’d sound like he was repeating what you told him to say. Do you think people would still listen?”

Sighing, Tuer ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. I never thought Samed could make so many people suicidal – I didn’t think anyone could. Sometimes, I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

David stared at the man. He looked tired, he thought. He hadn’t noticed it before and wondered how long it had been going on. As a senator, Tuer had been trying for months to stop the suicides. He’d had colleagues succumb in that time, and probably knew other people who’d also killed themselves. If anyone had a right to exhaustion, it was Tuer.

Almost, David reached out to him, to try and console him or maybe to tell him again that the end wasn’t coming. But last time he’d tried that, he’d lost part of his brain. “Can you help me get to the – what was it? - congressional square? I don’t know where anything is around here.”
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