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Beginning of the Tenth Part - Reunion
“Fifty seven young men and women, Elyse! Fifty seven selfless and courageous individuals who volunteered to fulfill their patriotic duty to their country. And every last one was killed by the hands of the Traitor Prince! Tell me, what does Eisa Caius have to say to the widows and children of those brave servicemen? To what end did he sacrifice those lives?”
Eisa winced at the conviction in the man’s voice and shifted in his too-small chair. The aftermath of what would come to be known as the Laomedeia Incident proceeded more or less as Eisa expected. When the next News Ship from Solar arrived, every major headline carried an image of the sundered frigate and various creative headlines. The Hellas Basin Tribune read ‘Desperate Prince Lashes Out at Fellow Countrymen’ while Luna Inquisitor had gone with ‘Royal Murders Fifty Nine Solaran Marines’. The most generous take on the matter came from The Solaran Trust, which read: ‘Prince Accused in Destruction of Solaran Frigate’, and Eisa had known its owner since he was eight years old. The best thing that could be said of the matter was that the destruction of Laomedeia had shrouded his altercation with Zaynab in an even deeper level of controversy, which was about the smallest blessing Eisa could have asked for. 
“… the presence of the navy around Saynath alone demonstrates that the neutrality of the Niet Pallor’s Report has been compromised. How can the Supreme Court accept his testimony now when there is evidence to suggest that it is being forged with the barrel of a gun?”

“Elyse, you’re missing the point here,” the small bald hologram declared, pointing decisively at his opponent, “Eisa Caius did not simply engage in an act of terrorism... he…”
Eisa clicked the hologram off and the Muse was suddenly silent. They were in the fifth hour of their rather claustrophobic journey and Saynath was looming before them like a massive silver orb with a handful of ships floating about it. Eisa sighed and leaned back in his chair, moving his neck back and forth restlessly. The Prince had never been very good at sitting still and he judged by the tense atmosphere that neither were his crewmates. In the pilot’s seat was Nari, who was apparently doing her best to seem alert in spite of the fact that Eisa had already caught her napping twice on the too-long journey. Eisa didn’t think she thought he minded, but supposed that everyone held themselves to their own standards. 
“How you holding up, Graham?”  

“I could ask you the same question, Captain,” Graham replied with a stiff yawn, “They’re stomping you flat out there.”

“What? Oh you mean the news,” Eisa rolled his eyes, “Doesn’t really bother me. Is the leg feeling alright?”

“I’ve had worse scrapes than this one here.” 
Eisa nodded, looking down at Graham’s casted leg. When he fired the killing blow against Laomedeia, the recoil in the low gravity environment had pushed him downwards into the moon and completely shattered his left leg. Graham had not even so much as mention the injury until Nari dragged him out of the Muse, possibly because the pain was too great for his nerves to even register though Eisa suspected he had simply wished to brag a bit more thoroughly when he got back to the ship. 
“Like one time, when I was doing shipping work back over Galyne,” Graham continued raising his left hand and turning it about, “I lost three fingers to a laser cutter… we were trying to open this high-yield crate, real careful like and well… I guess we weren’t quite so careful enough.”

“What?” Nari demanded from the pilot’s seat, “Oh God… that’s horrible!” 
Graham laughed. “My union covered the operation, so it wasn’t so bad,” he assured as he showed her three tell-tale scars that ran from his pinky to his middle finger, “And hey, a lady doesn’t learn to fly the way you do without taking a few licks. I imagine you’ve got worse scars than this to show for it.” 
Nari smiled weakly, her eyes involuntarily looking downward for a split second. “A few.” 

“How long are we to Saynath, Nari?” Eisa quickly cut in. Much to the Prince’s disappointment, rumour of Nari’s involvement with the Black Banner had quickly spread throughout the ship the moment Vincent had caught wind of the matter. For what it was worth, Eisa did not expect his remaining crewmates to take much of an issue with Nari’s past affiliation. The Banner were primarily a problem for Solar, after all, and his remaining crewmates save for Etherege were all Republicans. But people usually kept secrets for good reason.

 “Not far now,” Nari answered promptly, “About twenty minutes to reach orbit.” 

“Hang in there,” Eisa said leaning forward to touch her shoulder lightly, “Any signs of detection?”
“Not from anyone Solaran,” she answered before pointing out the thick glass windows towards a small blue light amongst the sea of stars, “I just sent a notice of no hostile intent to that Grey Watch observation post there. Not sure if they’ll sound the alarm, but I couldn’t have got passed it anyway.”
“They’re neutral,” Eisa assured, letting go of the pilot’s shoulder and sitting back, “The Grey Watch only acts when the security of Saynath as a whole is at stake.” 

Nari glanced back at him for a moment. “And you don’t think blowing up a Frigate just a few thousand kilometers from the station would pass that threshold?” 
Eisa opened his mouth to reassure her, but paused for a moment. In all the hectic planning of the last two days, he hadn’t actually thought of that. “They… uh…” he began, setting his teeth, “Yeah, I guess that’s possible.” 

Nari’s eyes were forward, though Eisa imagined that she was smiling in that morbidly content way of hers. “Well, too late now.”

Eisa smiled at the mild jest. “Guess so,” he decided as he drew out his CCL, “I better drop VJ a line here…” he paused to clear his throat and click on his CCL, “VJ! We’ve just touched down on Saynath here and are just about ready to proceed with Phase Two of the operation, whatever that is.” 
“We aren’t on Saynath,” Graham objected, “Why are you telling him that now?” 

“Details,” Eisa snapped, “Look, I have to be forward-looking here. This message is going to Shamir Quays in cipher. If the old man can get out of bed in time, he’ll forward to a friend of mine in the Press Fleet who will send it out in cipher in the next News Ship. That’s a full twenty four hour turnover at least.”

“Why so roundabout?” Graham asked.

“So that Dalion doesn’t know that Grace is taking messages while she dodges those two battlecruisers near the asteroid belt,” Eisa snapped. He shook his head and turned back to his CCL, “Anyhow VJ, if it’s possible, I was thinking it’d be nice if you could let one of Dalion’s ships get a glimpse of you. After what happened to his toy Frigate, Dalion’s going to gallop out there to chase you at the first sign of you. Would be a good idea to keep his eyes out there rather than here, don’t you agree? Anyway, I’ll be in touch again soon. Nari says hi. Eisa out.” 
“Is that really the thing to do?” Graham inquired, “If he’s caught, Grace is burned and everyone will be killed.”

“VJ’s used to sticking his neck out for me,” Eisa replied somberly, “But he’s not one to take stupid risks. If he can do what I can ask safely, he will. If he can’t, then he won’t. I trust his judgment.”  

“Well, let’s just hope Weedy doesn’t start a mutiny or something,” Graham said with a laugh as he rubbed at his chin, “She’s still pretty peeved at you, so you know. El is none too happy about what happened to Tim either…”

“I don’t think Weedy would do anything to Vincent,” Eisa said after a moment’s consideration, “And El wouldn’t do anything to anyone. And even if they do, Vincent could probably handle them both. I’m not worried.”  
Graham turned towards his Captain and blinked. “Yeah, neither am I… that was actually a joke.” 

“Oh,” Eisa answered, “Right, I knew that.” 
This exchange resulted in a rather predictable sort of awkward silence, with Eisa making a point of staring out the window at the rapidly-enlarging station. From the outside, Saynath looked a bit like a silvery blue metallic egg with little adornment save for a few pale lights set up by the Lantern to satisfy their obscure aesthetic senses. Eisa supposed that the sight of his sometime-home should have elicited a few feelings of nostalgia but somehow he couldn’t feel it.
“Entering the gravity well,” Nari reported after a few more moments, “We might jolt a bit. Careful Graham.” 

Graham straightened. “Thanks for the heads-up,” he said, adjusting his leg carefully just as the fighter began to shudder, “Hey, isn’t that a Solaran ship up there? At about uh… four seven on the hundred?” 

“Yeah, I see them,” Nari replied, sounding a little bored, “They won’t see us if I hug the station. I take it you don’t want me to request docking space?”

Eisa nodded while igniting his CCL and looking over a readout of some of his notes. “While you were asleep I called ahead and had Radom arrange a permit to fly in Saynath’s skies,” Eisa said, not giving voice to his worry that his old teacher might betray him, “Are you sure about the way you’re avoiding that Solaran ship? If we’re seen, we’re doomed. At this point Dalion would be willing invade to Saynath itself if it meant catching me.” 

“There’s a freighter pulling into the station at ten on the three hundred,” Nari answered, pointing with one of her thin fingers, “As they come up to the hatch I’ll pull into their wake and follow them through. That should mask our presence.”
“Clever,” Eisa complimented, “Glad I brought you along.” 
“Just wait about three minutes.”

“What’s the game plan for when we get inside?” Graham asked, “If you show your face in the Lantern, masked or not, you’ll be found out.” 

“There are discrete passages into and out of the Lantern,” Eisa answered, “But I’m not going to the Lantern just yet. First we’re going to touch down on the Hills and get you properly patched up.” 
Graham looked up at the vast looming dome as Nari subtly maneuvered them around the station to prepare to find the freighter’s flanks. “Where exactly? Is there a hospital out between the farms?”  
“No, but I know a doctor out there and a place where we can stay,” Eisa replied, “Once we’re there, I’ll see about pursuing some old contacts. I was hoping to finish this without being in anyone else’s debt, but it looks like there’s no choice.” 

“Going in,” Nari reported suddenly and the Muse twisted in space and increased speed. 
“Try not to let them get a good look at you,” Eisa mouthed, his voice unnecessarily quiet, “I imagine half the human galaxy has seen this fighter strafing that frigate over the last two days.” 
“That’s…” she began as Muse came into the freighter’s wake and matched its speed. The gates to the Docks opened while the picketing Solaran ship showed no sign of alarm. “That’s kind of upsetting.” 

“Welcome to the spotlight, dear,” Eisa said easily, “You get used to it.” 

 No one dared to speak as they slowly drifted forward. The freighter was a rusty beat up thing, likely a contract vessel carrying fuel or other essentials to the wealthiest city in the galaxy. Eisa craned his neck to get a good look through the gates. There weren’t very many ships left in the Western Quarter of the Docks, no doubt due to the more prudent Captains taking their leave after seeing a battle less than three hours from the station. If Eisa had been a bystander, he likely would have done the same or at least tried to increase his margins due to increased risk and demand.
“We’re in,” Nari announced, twisting the ship to fly almost directly upwards as they entered the station once more, “Port authority has given us clearance to continue. The Watch has sent a message though… they say that you and your crew, along with Lord Jenesti Kuron, will be placed under immediate arrest if another incident should occur.”
Eisa sighed wearily. “Looks like Radom’s square with me again,” he declared sadly, “I might even have to thank him. But let’s not dawdle… here are the coordinates you’re after. There’s a slope that leads down to the underground. It’s about a hundred meters wide, though watch for brush. Not many people go this way.”

“Underground?” Nari inquired as she adjusted course. She turned around in her pilot’s chair to focus her purple eyes upon him. “Are we… you’re not taking us to the Associates, are you Eisa?” 
“No, nothing of the sort,” Eisa replied, “We’re going to a bit of a strange place. You’ll see when we get there, I suppose.”

“Good answer, Captain,” Graham grumbled, “Like hell am I going to let one of those freaks patch my leg up.”  

Eisa smiled weakly, pushing a few stray thoughts into the back of his mind. “That’s the corridor right there, Nari. See it? The one that looks like a big hole in the ground… fly straight on in and we’ll find the village just at the end. And don’t worry, I’ll carry Graham.”  
“Sure thing,” Nari answered casually and the Muse went into a leisurely dive.
They landed in a small damp clearing under a rocky face that dripped water over the tip of Muse’s golden nose. The field around them was covered with tall untended grass dotted with smooth vertical white stones that suggested that this place might once have been a graveyard. When Nari popped the hatch and non-recycled air flooded in, Eisa was possessed by the urge to immediately climb out and perhaps do a lap but managed to somehow restrained himself. 

“Not much fun to be a cripple in gravity,” Graham quipped slapping his broken left leg as Nari climbed out of the fighter, “You know, they didn’t mention how much of a kickback the Gately had in the brochure. I’m going to have to complain to someone… maybe write a review or something.” 
“Be sure to make it scathing,” Eisa murmured as he stood up and pushed Nari’s empty seat forward so that he would have more leg room, “Nari, mind getting the Hover out? Oh, you’ve got it already. Hang on, let me get him out there.” 

Getting Graham out of the craft was no easy task. He was a good foot taller than the Prince was after all and the loss of his left leg had robbed the big man of any and all agility he might have once had. After Graham let out a deafening scream as his leg banged into the fuselage, Nari stepped up to lend a hand. Between the two of them they managed to lower him gently to the ground and onto the oversized chair that lay waiting at the base of the fighter. 
“Thanks,” Graham breathed when he finally settled into the Hover gingerly, wincing as he gave his casted leg time to grow accustomed to its new position. Graham had not shaved over the last two days and so his cheeks were bristled with a thin layer of brown stubs and there was a layer of sweat on his brow. He had assured Eisa that he wasn’t overexerting himself by coming to Saynath for full treatment, but Eisa saw now that he had been lying. “This isn’t so bad.” 

“Try to bear with it,” said Eisa sympathetically, “Might be more comfortable when you’re airborne. Don’t worry, there’s a low-level kinetic shield that’ll keep you from falling out so long as you don’t do any flips.” 

Hesitantly, Graham touched the golden orb at the edge of the right armrest and the canopy floated up into the air, where he hanged for a moment. “So,” he said after a few ragged breaths, “Where’s the doctor then?” 
 Eisa, who was feeling stiff and somewhat gloomy, tried to smile cheerfully. “Let’s take fifteen minutes to stretch and relieve ourselves before we carry on. We don’t want to go into town looking so exhausted,” he clapped his hands together, “That okay with you two? Good, let’s do that then.”  
He turned away from his crewmates and stepped towards the brush. He had first come down this way nine years previous during the summer holidays. In the early days of his exile, Eisa’s exploration of the Hills had always been the peak moments of his years. They would take a hovercraft and glide through the vast and empty expanse of the station until a cave or corridor worth exploring was discovered, at which point they would proceed on foot. At first, Eisa’s bodyguard had flown them but eventually, much to the dismay of those charged with his safety, Eisa and his friends started flying alone and camping for entire nights under the terrifyingly beautiful sky of the Misty Mother. Out in those fields Abel had taught him how to fight with a knife and Vincent had shown him how to cook a fish. And then, when he was fourteen they had first found this place… 
“You okay, Nari?” Eisa asked when he reemerged rubbing sanitizer into his hands.

The young pilot was fussing over the Muse, securing the cockpit and examining the hull with a practiced eye. She was wearing a blue and grey flight suit that hugged at her lithe body tightly enough to keep her warm in the misty weather. Her short black hair was frayed and hastily tied back and she moved liked a person who was trying to keep herself busy. There was a bandage over the back of one of her small hands and those striking purple eyes of hers were squinting involuntarily and bore lines of exhaustion beneath them. Eisa wondered whether it was her years with the Black Banner that made her not complain about the hell he was putting her through or if she simply were made to stouter stuff than he was. As she drew out a camo net out of a tube hidden beneath the Muse, Eisa fleetingly wished that she would put that aside for a moment and just have a good scream at him. 
Eisa turned his eyes away from her involuntarily, finding it to be rather painful to be reminded of the nightmare he was putting her through. 
“Need any help?” Eisa inquired softly as he stepped closer, trying not to let a suggestion of his thoughts enter his voice.
Nari glanced towards him briefly as she idly tossed a camo net over the fighter’s hull. “No need,” she answered, stepping back from her fighter, “This should hide it well enough. Are we going to be staying here for long? If we are, then I should move it to someplace a bit more concealed.” 
“I’m not sure just yet,” said Eisa, “I wouldn’t get too comfortable though.” 

Nari nodded a moment of silence that Eisa could not fill passed between them. 

“Are we still after the Archivist?” Nari inquired as she stepped away from her fighter. 
“Ultimately, yes,” Eisa confirmed with a nod, “That’s always the goal.”

“I see,” Nari said in a non-committal tone, “He’ll be under heavy guard now, won’t he? After the explosions at the Library, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s off the station or in a bunker by now.” 
Eisa nodded. “You would be correct. But he’ll need to go to the Grand Library in five days time to get an official Lantern seal on his report and then he’ll be shipped off to the Supreme Court of Solar to condemn me.” 
Nari frowned as she walked about the Muse for a last inspection. “Why are they willing to even accept his report as evidence?” she asked, “My understanding is that he’s squeezing memories out of suspended corpses. Why is something so dubious being used in a court of law?”
Eisa actually laughed. “There’s a team of lawyers working on my behalf on Solar who have been saying just that. But I’m afraid Dalion and my dear sister have worked rather tirelessly to prove that it’s a real science… they had this public experiment done where they had a bunch of dying old guys told certain things on their death beds to see if the process could reproduce the information. It apparently worked.” 
Nari thought for a moment before she spoke again, as was often her way. “If you assassinate him, won’t that more or less confirm any and all suspicions held against you?” 

“If I wanted to just assassinate him we could have done that much at the Library no problem,” Eisa countered, “What I need to destroy the creditability of his report and prove that it’s a fraud... and to do that I’m going to need a copy of the original version.” 

Nari nodded. “I see… and that’s why you want to gain access to Niet Pallor’s living quarters.” 
Eisa took two steps to her side, stretching his arms out and yawned mightily. “You don’t think it can be done I take it?” he baited with a sly grin.

Nari looked away from him. “I just don’t want you to get caught, Eisa,” she said simply, “If we really can find a way to prove your innocence at this point, then that’s fine. But I hope you don’t plan on wasting yourself on a quixotic quest.”

Eisa wasn’t entirely sure what that phrase meant. “I’ll give up if I don’t see a way forward,” he answered sincerely, “But if there’s even the slightest chance of success, I have to see this through. If it is impossible for me to prove my innocence then I don’t want to look back twenty years from now and think ‘if only I had done this and that’.”  
“But how do you know where to draw the line between futility and chance?” Nari prompted.

Eisa began to answer but stopped mid-breath when he saw the earnest concern in her gaze. “I might be too close to this to really know,” he answered after a moment, “So why don’t I trust you to tell me?” 

Nari looked at him skeptically, almost smiling. “I’m not sure if you would listen to me when the time comes.”
Eisa shrugged and allowed a flash of triumph to pass through his eyes. “Just so long as we’re agreed that that time isn’t now,” he said with a wink, “Graham! What took you? Hard to take a leak in the chair?” 
“I took a moment to stretch out and take in the sights,” Graham replied, trying to look dignified as he floated awkwardly in his massive chair, “This is a beautiful sort of place… just behind that rock there’s a stream coming out of… out of, well, the wall I guess? It’s hard to know what to call things in here. Bulkheads don’t really capture it.”
“I know what you mean,” Eisa answered distantly, “Anyway, let’s not keep our hosts waiting.”
“Hosts?” Graham inquired, “Someone’s waiting for us way out here?”

“Oh yes,” Eisa said after a brief laugh, “You two are in for a surprise. Come on, let’s not loiter any longer.” 

“Lead the way then, Captain.” 

Nari fell in on his right side as Graham floated up above him and then a bit forward. . There was a nearly intangible mist in the air and the floodlights in the next area were so bright that it almost looked like they were about to step through the pearly gates. Eisa took a step forward when he felt a tug on his sleeve. He stopped and looked towards Nari, who met his gaze. “Something wrong?”

“Eisa,” she said softly so that Graham could not hear them, “If the Archivist’s report is real, then would the unmodified version reveal your father’s true killer?” 

Eisa turned away from her and he shut his eyes for a moment. “Let’s hurry on.”
He stepped forward and Nari let his sleeve go. Graham waved him onward and he put on a content smile as they approached the damp passageway to the next chamber. He called after his crewmates in a booming voice and gestured them forward insisting that they each go in before he did. After some prompting and reassurance, Graham stepped through the opening and Nari followed after him after glancing at Eisa who beckoned her onward. 
“Wow,” Graham said as they emerged, “What… what is this place?” 

Eisa yawned widely and stretched an arm out as he followed them in. The massive chamber they had emerged into looked something like a massive bowl with a swirling waterfall streaming down the center of the ceiling into a pool at the center of the concave ground. Amidst sweeps of fog and mist lay a series of simple though stout houses of two or three stories in height, each with a fenced plot of land surrounding it that brimmed with planted vegetables. 

“This is Paeva Intesa,” Eisa said pleasantly as he breathed in the humid but pleasantly cool air, “I think it means ‘eternal light’ in some obscure language, on account of the fact that no one’s ever figured out how to shut the lights off down here.”
“I…” Nari began, gazing out at the hidden village and rubbing her eyes, “Is this real?” 

“Mostly,” Eisa answered, “Pretty, isn’t it?” 

“All this silvery mist… The way it flows over the houses makes it look like something out of a fairy tale,” Nari gazed for another few moments before speaking again, “I didn’t think the Lantern allowed these kinds of settlements.” 
Eisa smiled. “It’s the Watch that actually controls who comes and goes on the station and by the time they noticed this little town there were a good two thousand people living here,” he rubbed his hands together, trying to get passed the overwhelming feeling of nostalgia, “But they’re just a bit too benign for anyone to take action. Come on, let me show you around.” 
He gestured forward with his right hand and watched Graham float curiously onward. He and Nari began to make their way down the dirt road, waving to a pair of farmers who were observing them from their balconies. They waved back but did not speak, though Eisa informed them that that was in itself common enough in Paeva. As they moved, curtains were drawn back and Eisa counted eleven noses peaking out of windows, though it was not until they were a goodly way down the path that a man cried out with a proper greeting.
“Oy, travelers!” he cried, “What brings you to these parts!” 

“Morning Edmund!” Eisa cried back, “Just on our way to see the Mayor.” 
The farmer blinked and stepped forward, adjusting his hat and squinting at him. “Prince… is that you? You’ve come home?”

“Just passing through, I’m afraid,” Eisa answered with an open-palmed wave, “How’s the fishing this time of year?”  
“Just, just,” Edmund answered with a solemn sort of nod, “There have been ugly rumours about lately… have you been keeping well?” 

“As well as any man can,” Eisa confirmed, his voice taking a subtle shift in tenor to mimic the man’s accent, “Every man has his burdens.” 

“Truthfully, truthfully,” he answered with a nod, “Come now, my wife and I were just about to sit down for some tea and we would be happy…”

“I’m grateful to be sure,” Eisa answered sincerely, “But I must speak with the Mayor... the Mayor is still Alastor, right?”

“Yes indeed, reelected last Spring,” the farmer replied with a note of regret, “Give him my regards, will you your highness?”  
Eisa nodded and bid the old farmer farewell, stepping away from his wooden fence to find his two crewmates waiting for him. 

“Seems like you’re a bit of a celebrity around here,” Graham murmured. 

“Just a bit, yeah,” Eisa confirmed, “Come on, we’re almost to the festival grounds. Damn, it’s a pity we didn’t come through here last month.” 

The path along the foggy town was lined with irregular patches of small white flowers and often branched in irregular directions and the town was as bizarre as it was wondrous. There were small outdoor shops here and there, most hawking vegetables or tools, and everywhere there were small shrines or monuments to obscure and long-forgotten heroes and perhaps deities. There had never been more than five thousand people living around the swirling waters of Paeva Intesa, though one could not doubt that the village was alive. Neighbours spoke with one another leisurely over chest-high wooden fences as children chased each other through the tall wet grass. In many ways, Paeva Intesa was a complete backwater with almost no contact with the outside world thanks to Lantern sanction, though Eisa could think of few places that felt so comfortable. 
“Prince! Your highness! Your highness!” 
And, of course, it was rather refreshing to be both recognized and revered. Eisa was all smiles and waves as he gave his crewmates an informal tour, pausing frequently to shake hands and embrace total strangers as he told old stories of their trips down to the city. A middle aged man bowed, an older woman handed him a cookie and a young lady waved enthusiastically. Eisa felt a bit embarrassed after fifteen minutes of this treatment, but did his best to show proper gratitude and comb his memory to match names to familiar faces.  

“What did you do for all these people to get them to ‘your highness’ you so much?” Graham asked after a greeter let them go, “Did you slay a dragon for them or something?”  
Eisa shrugged. “I brought a lot of money to the village when I discovered it.”

“You discovered this place?” Nari inquired.

 “Sure did,” Eisa confirmed, “From the Solaran perspective, that is. And when I say ‘I discovered it’ I should probably be saying ‘me, Vincent and Abel discovered it’.” He smiled and looked up at the swirling waterfall. “It was a pretty big deal once it hit the media, actually. They ended up making a documentary about this place called ‘The Forgotten Village’.”

“Wow,” Nari said with a pair of slight nods, “I never knew you were a great explorer on top of a Prince and a Captain.” 

Eisa winked. “I like to keep busy.” 

That got him a laugh. “The people here seem very nice,” she carried on, “It’s a bit strange though, this is the first time I’ve ever seen people treat Eisa like actual royalty.” 

Eisa scratched the back of his head awkwardly. “It’s not like I told them to act like this. When me and Vincent first came… hang on…. Tyler? Tyler! Is that you?” 
A young man stopped short in front of them, nearly tripping over his own feet as he did so. “Prince Eisa?” 

“Man you’ve grown!” Eisa answered stepping forward to shake the young man’s hand, only to have him drop awkwardly on to one knee deferentially, “Oh come on, Tyler, is that necessary?” 

 “It’s Sir Tyler, your highness!” 

“Right, right, Sir Tyler,” Eisa said as he pulled the young man to his feet. He was about sixteen now, if Eisa’s memory served, though he still had that same baby face. His blond hair was no longer greasy however and there was something in the way he carried the brown cloak on his shoulders that suggested a new and wholly unjustified sort of confidence.  “I’d nearly forgotten that I did that.” 
“You can make people into Sirs?” Graham inquired, floating his chair next to him with a serious expression on his face, “I didn’t know that. Can I be a Sir?” 

Eisa blinked at this idea. “If you want,” he said with a shrug, “Blowing up a frigate by yourself is probably worth a Knighthood. You need to be able to kneel, but we can do that.” 
“Really?”

Eisa rolled his eyes at his man’s boyish enthusiasm. “Sure, just as soon as you’re healed up. I’ll need to find a sword somewhere… though I guess a stick works just as well,” he yawned again, shaking his head and returning his attention to the young man. “Tyler, these are the people who are always taking care of me these days. This gentleman here is Graham, a famous warrior, and this fine lady is my pilot Nari,” Eisa noted that the young man’s eyes lingered on the latter for a moment, “Nari, Graham, this is Tyler Morsel. Or Sir Tyler, I guess I should say.” 

“Nice to meet you Sir Tyler,” Nari offered politely, “Your village is wonderful.” 

 “Not as…” Tyler began haltingly, but Eisa was glad to see that he swallowed that line before it could be given full voice, “Thank you, Miss Pilot.” 
“I’m glad we ran into you, Tyler,” Eisa said, placing a palm on the young man’s head, “Have there been any visitors in the last few days from men wearing green cloaks?”
“Not that I have heard, Prince,” the formal young man answered, “We had a few strangers visit the village last month but they left soon after they spoke with father and haven’t returned.” 

“Good to know,” Eisa said with a nod, “Has there been anything unusual around the village lately?” 
“Well yes,” Tyler said with a nod, “Just today, you came back for the first time in a good three years.” 

Eisa smiled warmly. “That I have. I need to say hello to your father, but do you think you could maybe do me a favour? Spread the word around town and ask people to keep watch for any strangers. I wouldn’t have come here if I thought that I would be bringing trouble with me, but let’s be safe.”

Tyler bowed at this command in his rather endearing sort of way. “I’ll try to make sure people keep their mouths shut about you too. Will you be staying at my father’s house tonight?” 

“If he will have us,” Eisa deferred, “I’ll see you at dinner, with any luck. And thank you, Sir Tyler.” 

 The boy bowed again and scurried off after stealing a last look at Nari.  Eisa yawned as he watched him go, feeling a gust of misty air run over him. As he tightened his cloak he glanced towards his Pilot, wondering if she’d taken notice of his young Knight’s telling looks. 
“Was I hearing right or did you just put the whole village on watch?” Nari asked once he was out of ear shot. 
“People should keep their eyes open, yeah,” Eisa said with an easy nod, “Not foolproof, I know, but it’s better than nothing.” 

“How exactly is it that you can get a village to put up sentries twenty minutes after walking in, Captain?” Graham inquired from above, “That’s a few steps up from celebrity.”  
Eisa smiled sadly. “It’s an old story,” he answered after a breath, “Long one too.”
“Sounds like a good one too,” Graham prompted, “Let’s hear it.”

Eisa rubbed at his forehead as old memories slowly floated to the surface involuntarily, looking up at the swirling stream of water. The massive floodlights from the ceiling made the place positively shimmer and fleetingly Eisa wondered what unfathomable purpose the architects of the station had had in mind when they constructed the place. It was beautiful, certainly, but at the time it was just so… obscure. 

 “After the media blitz the Lantern wanted to clamp down on the village,” Eisa related reluctantly, “This is an illegal settlement that a bunch of drifters just sort of built here without getting any sort of permit or papers. Technically these people are all squatters in someone’s backyard. So the Lantern petitioned the Watch for permission to clear them out.”
“How neighbourly,” Graham scoffed, “Where did you step in?” 

Eisa’s gaze tilted downwards. “It actually started a couple of blocks from here… I was popular at school so I gathered up everyone that didn’t have anything else to do and staged a demonstration out here. Or well, it was really more of a party. But we had signs up.” 

Graham snorted. “My kind of party… how’d that work out?” 

“Well,” Eisa set his teeth, “I raised awareness in the media, though once the village faded from the headlines it never really caught fire again.”

“That stuff rarely does,” Graham quipped. A woman with a basket filled with yellow apples came forward and offered them one, not meeting Eisa’s eye as she did so, and Graham drifted down to grab one. “What was Plan B then?” 

Eisa considered “Well, I asked my father to intercede with the Lantern on the village’s behalf,” he replied, “He had enough of a stake on Saynath by then to make a petition directly to the Watch… but he refused, of course. He had other priorities and didn’t want to spend political capital on a bunch of hicks,” he shrugged and was silent for a moment, “But I didn’t want to leave it like that.”
Graham looked towards his Captain, no doubt sensing something amiss in his tone. The big man was unusually perceptive far too often. “That so?”
“What did you do?” Nari prompted. 

“I… hang on, let me step back a bit. The man behind the Lantern’s efforts to demolish the village was called Lucian Akers. He was an Exalted, but not a particularly old one. I don’t think he’d even passed normal human years yet.”
“What’d you do to him?”

Eisa winced at the question as Graham floated down and met his gaze. Eisa kept walking, going over the sequence of events in his mind while simultaneously mentally rehearsing the way he intended to greet the Mayor. They were nearing the center of the village and they had the final path towards the lake was bereft of other people
“It was Abel’s idea,” Eisa insisted first. He sighed and started again: “Looking back, I don’t think father or really anyone else really realized how serious we were about saving this place. They figured that this place was just a vacation spot for me and that I was just upset to lose it. And hey, maybe they were right… it is nice here. But well, I like to tell myself that the people here… kids like Tyler and all that… they were good folk.”

“That they are,” Graham agreed.” 

 Eisa nodded in agreement. “See that blue-roofed house there? That’s where the Mayor lives,” Eisa said as he looked the building up and down. “But let’s go sit by the lake before we say hello, I want to finish the story.” 

There was no beach or waves around the misty lake, only a series of rocky crags dotted with tall grass and wet soil. Makeshift wooden and metallic docks jutted out into the crystal-clear water and in the distance Eisa could see small boats plowing through the waters. He jogged forward, smiling involuntarily at the familiar feeling of his feet sinking into the damp soil, until he came to the lake which he promptly dropped to one knee before, cupping his hands and bringing a handful of the cool water to his lips. 
“It’s a pretty sort of place, that’s for sure,” Graham murmured as he caught up with Eisa, reclining in his Hover just above the water. “The kind of place a man fights for.” 
Eisa liked the way those words sounded. “That it is,” he agreed somberly, “Remember when me and Vincent told you about how we would sneak down to the Associates with Abel? The first time we went down there was actually to see if we could convince an Associate Lord called Iklas to support the village. He refused, of course.”
“I think that’s called playing with fire,” said Nari as she walked towards the edge of the lake. 

“Iklas isn’t so bad as Associate Lords go, though he’s dead now. My guardian Shamir Quays wasn’t that interested in taking up the cause,” he continued distantly, “But after a few months of arm-twisting I somehow got him to speak against Lucian during the Convocation on the matter. But the majority of the Lantern Exalteds were still in favour of the expulsion… so a week before their case was to be formally presented to the Watch, me and Abel decided to deal with Lucian.” 
“‘Deal with him’ you say?” Graham inquired, his head turning sharply at the word, “That sounds ominous. How? Surely you couldn’t just kill him.” 

“No,” Eisa answered carefully, “What good would it have done if we’d done that? Our first idea was actually to break into his house and see if he had any skeletons in his closet. It turned out that he didn’t, though Vincent did manage to snatch this cool looking bowler hat that he still has tucked away on the ship somewhere. There’s a lot more to that story, but the long and short of it is that we failed.”

“How old were you when you did this?” Nari inquired as she bent by the lake to splash water over her face, “Fourteen?”

Eisa shrugged as he took a seat on a mostly-dry rock next to the swirling lake.  “I’d just turned fifteen by the time we got to that caper,” he confirmed, “And all we did was scare a few maids… even if we had been caught, once they found out who I was they’d have let me off the hook.” he paused for a moment, gazing out at the lake, “So after that, I decided to consult one of my Uncles… or well, distant Uncle. He’s my mother’s half-brother. Anyhow, his name is Wasif Amir.”   
“Wasif Amir,” Graham repeated, lazily drawing a circle with one of his fingers in the water as he spoke, “Name sounds familiar.” 

Eisa braced himself, breathing in the misty air and sighing wistfully. “He’s more commonly known as Wire.” 

“W… Wire?” Graham began shakily, jerking his Hover up awkwardly, “Did you say Wire? Captain! You can’t be serious!” 

“Who’s Wire?” Nari inquired.
“My father’s spymaster,” Eisa answered in the same voice he might have used to introduce to any other distant relative, “He’s a ruthlessly efficient sort of character, which has given him a bit of a bad reputation in the Republics.”
“He gassed a freighter full of diplomats!” Graham snapped.

“Those weren’t diplomats,” Eisa answered shortly, “But I… I was fifteen, Graham. I didn’t really know what Wire really was back then. I got in touch with him as a follow up to the skeletons-in-the-closet line of thinking.” 

“What did he do?” Nari asked softly.

Eisa took another moment to look at the lake. “Wire has a rather unique brand of patriotism… He hates the Lantern and couldn’t stand my father’s overtures to them, so he decided to use my little issue to cut them down to size. And, of course, doing a favour for a young Prince is always an investment in and of itself.”
“So he killed Lucian,” Graham declared, taking his hand off of his Hover’s controls and rubbing his forehead, “Geez…” 
“If you consult Lantern records and even the official report from the Watch you would find that an Associate Lord killed Lucian,” Eisa corrected sadly, “A cold-blooded assassination apparently motivated by vengeance for his shutting down an underground organ trafficking operation. After Lucian died, it was decided that the matter of a petty village needed to be put aside for the time being in order to better deal with the Associate menace. There were brawls around the Black Iron Gate for months afterwards.” 

“Wow,” Graham began, “That’s… that’s terrible” 

Eisa threw a rock out into the lake and watched it splash in the distance. “The villagers here think it was my protests and petitions that saved them,” he concluded distantly, “They knew I was working hard and so when the hammer didn’t fall they assumed that it was the result of my work. I’ve… I’ve never really been able to correct them.”  

There was silence as the misty air blew in their faces. 
“You did save the village, Eisa,” Nari said softly. 

“Yeah,” Graham voiced, “Not quite the way you wanted to, but… well… how could you have known? And these people are right to thank you for what you tried to do.”

“I know,” he answered with a weak smile. He stood up and turned towards his crewmates. “I’ve no regrets or anything. But… well… I was fifteen, let’s just say. Anyway… that’s enough reminiscence for one day. Let’s go check in with the Mayor, shall we? I’m getting hungry.”   

He began to walk towards the blue-roofed house, possessed by the sudden urge to change his clothes and possibly take a warm shower. His crewmates followed him with a grim sort of silence that screamed judgment into Eisa’s ears. He found himself repressing the desire to turn about and scream… to defend himself against the unspoken accusation in the air. He cursed himself for sharing stories that were best left forgotten. He had decided long before to live life looking forward. Conjuring his old demons did no one any good. 
“What’s this guy like?” Graham asked to break the silence when they came to a rather ordinary wooden door. 

“He’s alright,” Eisa said with a shrug, forcing himself into a calm, “He fancies himself a kindly grandfather. Indulge him and you’re fine.”
“Sounds good,” Graham replied. 

Eisa smiled, his mind already steadily shutting the earlier matter back into a closet. Without ceremony, he raised his right hand and rapped his knuckles upon the door three times smartly. The Mayor’s house stood three stories tall with wide windows dotting each floor irregularly with white and blue curtains covering each. Since Eisa had last come a small swing set had been built just to the right of the doorway and a flower bed had been planted along the path. 

“Just a moment!” a cheerful voice called from the other side of the door. 

Eisa drew his cloak close into his shoulders and waited patiently, preparing his most winning of smiles for delivery. He stole a glance towards Nari and Graham, both of whom had straightened with a strange sort of anticipation. 
“Afternoon, after…” a voice began as the door swung inward, “Lord, my eyes… is it Eisa?” 
“It’s been a long time, Alastor.”

“Oh my son,” the old man cried stepping forward, wiping tears out of his eyes and extending his arms to pull the Prince into a hug. “We heard of the Frigate yesterday of the morning…  Oh Lord, I feared you would soon suffer a terrible fate.” 

 “Hey, come on, old man,” Eisa answered, putting his hands around the small man’s shoulders. Alastor Morsel always had a musty scent about him and Eisa counted a few more wrinkles on his pale face and a lot more grey in his hair but he still had the same gentle light within them. “I don’t need a wobbly thing like you worrying about me. You’ll raise your blood pressure if you aren’t careful.”
“Don’t be silly, young man,” Alastor answered, releasing him and wiping away a few stray tears, “My best days are still ahead. Now come now, don’t act like a stranger, come in, come in.” 
The old man shuffled into his home and Eisa followed after him, bending on one knee to untie his boots after taking three steps into a cozy reception room. “Allow me to introduce my friends and crewmates,” Eisa voiced after getting one boot off, “This gentleman here is Graham Fetell, from Galyne.” 

“Very pleased,” Alastor voiced as he extended his right hand, “I have a few ancestors who hail from Galyne... wonderful sort of place, or so the tales go.” 
“Our reputation precedes us,” Graham said, bowing slightly before taking the old man’s bow. 

“This young woman here is Narisa Alima from Terestrum, though we call her by ‘Nari’.” 

Alastor approached Nari and blinked, putting a hand to the edge of his thin spectacles. “My, Eisa, you always surround yourself with such beautiful women. What is Evelyn going to think?” 

“Always with the lecherous thoughts, old man,” Eisa chided, “Nari and I aren’t involved quite like that.” 

“So you say, so you say,” Alastor said gravely, offering a hand to Nari, “But I would be wary of this boy if I were you, young lady. When trouble isn’t chasing him, he’s chasing trouble.”
“Thank you for having us in your home,” Nari replied with a pleasant sort of smile, “And yes, I’ve noticed that about Eisa myself.” 

“Hey, no need to be so cruel,” Eisa shot back, “It’s always been my goal to live a peaceful and carefree life.”
Alastor laughed a cracked and raspy laugh. “So does everyone, but life has other ideas, no? Come on, Evelyn will be overjoyed to see you.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure she…” Eisa paused, “Wait, say again?” 
“Hmm?” Alastor inquired, “Oh, she’s just upstairs. I’ll call her down for y… oh! Evelyn, you have guests! Ha ha! The man himself has returned.” 
The woman standing at the top of the steps was garbed in a simple sleeveless white gown that came down to her chins. She was a slim and small sort of woman, perhaps half an inch shorter than Nari, though Eisa had always thought she had a certain posture to her that gave her a grand sort of air. Her brown hair was still much longer than he was used to, though it was loose and flowing backwards now. As her seaweed green eyes met his Eisa felt his lips twitch into the vaguely indulgent sort of smile of a man with too many troubles to care for one more. 
“Hey there, Eyce,” he said after a deep breath, “How have you been?” 

End of the Tenth Part

