Grace by Faisal M. Ahmad

Beginning of the Eleventh Part – Ice 

“So,” Eisa said as he held a cup of coffee in an iron glass with both his hands, “How have you been?” 
They were sitting together in a rather musty sort of living room. There was a plush rug on the ground and in the center of a chamber was a wooden table that was covered in nicks and scrapes and holding up a dusty old holo-projector while a small gray cat lounged beneath it, watching Eisa with his cool green eyes. The wall on Eisa’s left was dominated by two large windows which had a trio of houseplants arranged about them, while on the right where two black shelves, one filled with thick and dusty volumes and the other an arrangement of framed photographs, mostly of two adults that Eisa did not know and Tyler. 

“I’ve been keeping,” Evelyn answered evenly, “Alastor has been taking care of us.”

“Is Eleck’s Mind here too?” Eisa inquired quietly.

 “He’s staying with Khalid a few houses down,” Evelyn informed, “Do you remember Khalid? The guy with the moustache that always laughs.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.” 

Evelyn tried to smile and catch his eye. “And what about you? How have you been? Your name is all over the news.” 

 Eisa raised the cup to his lips and drank. The room was divided in two, with two sets of couches on each side. Graham and Alastor were speaking rather animatedly on the opposite side, apparently about Galyne, while Nari was sitting silently just to Graham’s right. 
“I keep busy,” Eisa replied without looking at the person he was speaking to, “It’s not really an exaggeration to say that I’ve been from hell and back over the last few days. But we’re managing somehow.” 

“I’m glad,” said Evelyn, “Is Vincent okay?” 
“Grumpy,” Eisa mouthed, “But he’s working hard. Same as always, really… if he knew you were still on the station, I’m sure he’d have said hi.”
Evelyn smiled thinly. “That’s nice of him,” she said softly. She hesitated for a moment before speaking again: “And what about Abel?” 

“Abel appears to have betrayed me,” Eisa said frankly, “Sent me to the den of an Associate Lord to be killed for some reason. The guy should still be carrying the key to the Archivist’s tower and everything, but now he’s vanished… I’m not really sure why as of yet.” 

“What?” Evelyn murmured with a mild sort of surprise, “Why would Abel do that?”

Eisa sighed. “Ice,” he said softly, “Why are you still here?” 

“‘Ice’?” Evelyn repeated, “Heh… I’m still called Ice for you?”

“It’s a name that you’ve earned,” Eisa retorted, though his voice was not quite as hard as his words might suggest, “I went to your house a few days back and saw that you’d already packed up and left. I’d thought that you were actually being cooperative, for once. I guess that was a bit too optimistic though in hindsight.”
“I’m sorry that I didn’t want to leave my home country to make your life a bit more convenient, Eisa,” Evelyn replied, “I know it was selfish of me, but you’ll need to find it in yourself to forgive me... You pigheaded jerk.” 
Eisa smiled, feeling a strange lightness in his shoulders at her words. “How nostalgic this all is... What made you come here of all places, anyway? Pleasant memories?” 
Evelyn sighed and oriented herself towards him in her couch. “We’ve been visiting Alastor almost every month for the last year… it’s a nice chance to meet other people and let’s Nurah play with some kids her age. I was actually planning on moving down here anyway long before you came back.” 
Eisa did not meet her gaze. “I guess that makes sense,” he decided, suddenly feeling very tired, “Well, it’s too late for you to leave the station now. Dalion will have men watching the transports out and there’s no way we can get you to Grace. Though I guess that’s really my fault… I should have brought you to Grace right away. I didn’t want to, since I thought it would put you in danger… but well… hindsight, I guess.”

“It’s nice that you at least thought of me,” Evelyn answered, putting a tentative hand on Eisa’s knee. “But why did you even come here? What are you even going to do now?” 

 Eisa shrugged. “Time is starting to grow a bit sparse… just six days until the Archivist files his report. So I’m going to let my crewmates recover and then… well, then I guess I’ll improvise. You know I work best on my feet.”
“Or at least you think you do,” Evelyn quipped, removing her hand, “In reality, the only thing you’re good at is getting yourself into trouble.” 
“They didn’t call me the Trouble Prince for nothing,” Eisa replied, outstretching his palms, “I’ve always found that a bit of trouble can be rather useful at times.” 
“That explains quite a bit,” Evelyn shot back warmly, “Be careful though… with all that’s been happening in the Lantern, I don’t think it’ll be safe for you to show your face over there.” 

“Why, what’s happening?” Eisa inquired.

“The Associates,” she replied bluntly. 
“Oh yeah,” Alastor said from across the room. Eisa had thought he was engaged in conversation at the other side of the room, though the old man had always had a good pair of ears. “We got the news this morning of a big attack. Mutants pouring out of every hole in the ground and some sort of freakish poison gas being released near the Clock Tower, or so I hear. The Lantern is taking it seriously… last I heard, they were planning on raiding deep into the Associates. 
Eisa pursed his lips. “That’s… that’s rather unexpected.” 
“Its total chaos,” Evelyn put in, “Seventy one people dead. And I read that there are still mutant bodies all over the streets.”  
“They’ve been breeding the things down there,” Alastor said in a stage whisper, “Thousands and thousands of the things. I hear the gas was released because the Lantern guards couldn’t handle them and the Watch wasn’t going to intervene.”
“The Associates are frightening things,” Graham piped up, “I’d hate to see that man Kaistor with power than he has already.” 

Eisa put his hands together lightly. “Well, it’s a good thing we got when we did then,” he said briefly, “So what’s the word with that doctor, grandpa? Graham needs to get back on his feet.”

“Janice has already given Klaus a call,” the old man answered, scratching at his silvery moustache, “He should be on his way.” 
“Nice,” Graham declared, “I’m not a man who enjoys sitting around for too long. I get that from my mother… when my mother ran out of things to do, she always used to rearrange the furniture and paint the walls. Not a moment of life wasted.” 
“My father’s like that too,” Evelyn said with a smile and an exaggerated wince, “He’s such a slave driver.” 

“That’s the kind of parent you want,” Graham said with approval, “Too many kids are coddled nowadays. If you don’t my asking, Miss…”

“Lefevre,” Evelyn answered, “Though you can call me Evelyn. Or, if you want to be a jerk like Eisa, you can go with Ice.” 

“Evelyn it is,” Graham declared, “Why’s he call you Ice?” 

“Because he’s a jerk,” she answered.
“Because she’s cold,” Eisa corrected with a yawn, rubbing the right side of his face wearily, “It’s just an old joke that sort of managed to stick.”

Graham nodded understanding. “Are you a Lantern girl then? One of Eisa’s old school chums?” 

“‘Chums’?”  Evelyn inquired, making a face at the word, “I’m not sure if I’d call Eisa or Vincent that. But yeah, I’ve known him for a long time now.”
“Evelyn used to visit us during holidays along with Eisa, Vincent and Abel,” Alastor added, “They’d always throw a party for all the villagers and cause a big ruckus. Ah, but those were good times…” 
“Maybe later this year we’ll have another,” Eisa suggested brightly, “For now though, I’m pretty beat…” he yawned again before turning towards Alastor. “Is there a place in the village where my crewmates and I might stay?  We’ve been through a lot in the last few days and…”
“I would take great offense if you lot didn’t park here,” Alastor immediately snapped, “I won’t have you wandering about with your friend here in such poor shape.” 

“You don’t have to worry so much about me, Mayor,” Graham insisted, “Getting me a doctor is more...” 

“Nonsense,” Alastor spat, “This house is much too big for me and I would enjoy the company. Now Eisa, your room’s the third door up the stairs on your left.” 

Eisa had known that Alastor would offer as much even before he asked the question, but was nonetheless touched by the old man’s generosity. “Grandpa, I appreciate it, but we just barged in here without even calling ahead and I really think…” 

“I’ll have none of it, little Prince,” Alastor snapped, though Eisa could see the joy in his eyes, “Janice! We’ll have dinner for seven, if you don’t mind!”
“I know!” an elderly woman called back.  

Eisa offered a smile of surrender. “As you wish, Alastor,” he conceded, leaning back in his chair, “In that case, I don’t suppose you’d mind me crashing for a little while? It’d be sort of nice to sleep with gravity again.”
“But of course, son,” Alastor answered, gesturing towards the steps, “Though go pay your respects to the lady of the house, won’t you? I’ll wake you when dinner is ready.”
Eisa nodded and promised that he would, standing up and taking a sidelong glance at Evelyn before stepping towards the door. Alastor’s wife Janice was a gracefully aged old woman with tiny green eyes, deep brown skin and a mop of stringy grey hair. She had always been a quiet sort of lady, who would politely ask every little question about a person’s life that she could think of and listen to every answer with a sincere sort of happiness when there was good news and genuine concern when there was not. 
“But are you sure you’re eating enough, Eisa?” Janice pressed after his tenth minute in the kitchen, “You’re looking a bit frail.” 

“That’s the fault of lack of sleep, not lack of eat,” Eisa said with an exaggerated yawn, “Though I do think that I’m looking forward to dinner… what are we having?”  
“Veggies, steak, rice and a surprise,” Janice beamed, “It’s so nice to see you and Evelyn here again. It’s a pity that Abel isn’t here too, but perhaps he’ll turn up later tonight.”

“That would be nice,” Eisa said with a smile at the old woman, “But anyway, I’ll get some rest and work up an appetite. Great to see you again, Janice.” 

He stepped out of the kitchen and made his way the stairs, feeling Alastor’s shaggy grey cat pass between his legs and run around the corner. As Eisa reached the top of the steps himself, he looked about to try to spot the animal but could not sight it in the unfamiliar house. He sighed as he opened the door Alastor had given him. It had been a long time since he had last pet a cat.
The room he had been provided with was plush and roomy, dominated by a rather large bed, with two wooden chairs next to a corner desk tucked away in one corner. It was clean, to be certain, but the subtle layer of dust on the surface of the desk and the way the sheets were so perfectly folded told Eisa that no one had lived in here for some time. Eisa pulled up one of the chairs and pulled out his CCL and set it on the desk. 
 “Radom,” Eisa said after working up the energy and the resolve.

For a moment he watched his CCL rotate slightly just above the surface of the desk, its pale red light steaming into his eyes irritably. Seconds passed and, just as Eisa began to wonder if the device had received his command, a soft bleep sounded as the CCL asked permission to display an image. Eisa gave a negative to this request with a predefined gesture while commanding the device to focus its sound directly into his ears so that no one could overhear him. 

“Hello?” a weary and familiar voice said into the air, “Eisa, is that you?” 

“Afternoon Radom,” Eisa answered easily, “Sorry for no holograms, I’m trying to keep a low signal profile.”

 “‘Afternoon’?” Radom’s voice repeated with a cough, “What are you on about? It’s the middle of the damn night.” 

“Is it?” Eisa inquired, “Sorry about that.” 

Radom snorted and Eisa heard him swallow some sort of drink before he spoke again. “No you aren’t,” his old teacher chided, “I take that you’re calling me to tell me that my pass worked and that you’re safe somewhere on the station. The fact that I have not been arrested or lynched lends further weight to this theory.” 
“You almost sound disappointed.” 

“Maybe a little,” Radom admitted, “Things are getting bad here, Eisa… most of my guards have been requisitioned for the war. I’m down to two men plus Yorias.” 

“Tough times,” Eisa mused, “How will you randomly arrest innocent men for your amusement now?” 
“I’ll find a way,” Radom assured, “But so then, I take it this is not a social call…” 

“It might be,” Eisa retorted, “We haven’t really talked in three years. I’m sure we have a lot of catching up to do. Like didn’t you get married way back when?” 

“The marriage was called off,” Radom said shortly, “And I’m serious, Eisa. What do you want?” 

“Time,” Eisa answered, “My presumption right now is that in light of the current crisis, Dalion is leaning on the Lantern to have the Archivist Report released early. Am I correct?” 
“I have heard rumours to that effect, yes,” Radom’s voice answered with a sigh.

“I judge then by your tone that you know what I’m about to ask,” Eisa pressed. 

“A petition to the Convocation from an Exalted Nominate has little value, Eisa.” 

“It would have scant chance of passing,” Eisa agreed, leaning back on his chair and turning his gaze up to the ceiling, “But if my memory of Lantern civics serves, the resolution would have to be tabled until the next session before your petition could be voted down. That would be enough to essentially kill any attempt to get Niet’s report out early.”
“And also destroy any support I might have had with the Exalteds,” Radom returned, “Thus essentially ending any chances I may have had at gaining the blessing of the Holy Jewel and attaining eternal life.” 
“You have what, four or five Exalteds pulling for you?” Eisa inquired, “Do you really think you have a chance of becoming Exalted? You don’t have that much money, Radom.” 

“I’m so glad you can dismiss all of my life’s ambitions so easily, Eisa,” Radom answered with a new edge in his voice, “Perhaps I should try that out for myself.” 
“What I’m trying to get at, Radom, is that right now you’re looking at a long shot,” Eisa corrected, “I think I can offer you something better.” 
“Yes, of course,” Radom said, his voice draining of energy, “That’s a huge gamble, Eisa. And not a gamble that I particularly care for… and quite frankly, brilliant and charming though you may be, the idea of you as the most powerful man in the human Universe does disturb me ever so slightly.” 

“Sleep on it, Radom,” Eisa instructed, “It does neither of us any good to sit here talking about it. You know what I have to say. I’m not going to minimize the risk here… in all likelihood, if I go down I’ll take you with me. But quite frankly, I intend to succeed with or without you. All you can do is make things easier for me.”

“Such confidence,” Radom murmured, “When I first met you when you first came here as a child, I always thought that there was something strange about you. And you know, I think that might be it… there’s not a shred of self-doubt in you.” 
“There is,” Eisa quipped, “But I like to keep them to myself. What would you do with them, after all?” 

“Fair point, I suppose,” Radom conceded, “Well then… the Convocation is not until tomorrow evening. I shall contact you before then with my decision.”
“Very well,” was the Prince’s response as he stifled a yawn, “Night Radom.” 

“Good night, Eisa.” 
The CCL cut off and with a return gesture was sent back to Eisa’s cloak pocket. He stood up from the chair and approached the bed, pausing for a moment to pull off his socks when a strange feeling of nostalgia gripped him. The large square bed with neat rectangular carpets on each of its sides was familiar to his eyes, as was the wooden shelf built into the wall that was covered in dusty and long-forgotten books. He had slept in the room before, maybe five years before that day. As his hand touched the faux-fur of the bed’s blanket his eyes shut for a moment before he allowed himself to collapse onto the mattress, feeling his mind sink into exhaustion. 

He was not sure how much time passed before the creak of the door opening stirred him awake. His eyes stayed shut at first, but the sound was like a hook that yanked his mind out of his dreamless sleep. He had apparently been sleeping on his face in an awkward position, which left him with a rather ugly sort of pain in the right side of his neck. As he stirred he stretched his arms out awkwardly, feeling another shot of pain from the knife holster in his cloak that he’d apparently managed to sleep on. Eisa hissed a cursed and began to open his eyes to face the harsh rays of never-ending daylight outside.
“Would it have hurt to let me be for a bit longer?” Eisa asked groggily as he tossed aside his cloak and rubbed his side, “I’m a damn corpse.” 

There was no answer and Eisa wondered for a moment if the wind had opened the door until he heard a light wheeze. Eisa flipped over on his side to face the door. It took a moment for his brain to fully register what he was looking at. The cat he’d lost sight of earlier had returned, fidgeting a bit awkwardly as he was cradled in a pair of very small arms. Eisa sighed slightly as he saw that tangled black hair and beady green eyes hidden behind the grey fur. He put aside his aches and pains and pushed himself upright. 
“Hey Nurah,” he said with the best smile he could mention, “Who’s your friend there?”

“Buster,” the little girl answered softly and as she spoke the cat twisted in her grip and found the floor, scurrying under the bed when Nurah reached out to retrieve him. She was wearing a plain white child’s gown with a few grass stains at its hems. Her green eyes followed the sleek animal, looking painfully sad to be deprived of his presence for a moment. 
“He’s very pretty,” Eisa prompted when Nurah tentatively stepped forward to seek her cat, “Is he yours?” 

A slight shake of the head was his answer.
“He seems to like you though,” Eisa continued as he watched the child’s eyes, “He’s just shy because I’m here. Here, let me get him for you…” 
Eisa stood up off the bed and stepped closer to the child, who backed away cautiously as he pushed the bed out and reached under the bed. He saw Buster’s green eyes beneath the bed and reached down. The sleek animal recoiled at his hand but did not lash out and so Eisa took hold of the back of his neck neatly and brought him out. 
“Oh he’s a nice little guy,” Eisa announced as Buster meowed in protest. He scratched him behind the ear before handing him over to the waiting child. She took him gingerly and brought the tiny cat’s head to her lips. “He’s so heavy,” he continued as the girl held the cat tight and he began to squirm again, “You’re a pretty strong kid, lifting him around like that.” 
“He likes being high,” Nurah supplied as she gave the cat a last snuggle before putting him down. She pointed up at the shelves. “He sleeps there.”

Eisa looked up at the bookshelf, noting a tuft of cat hair clinging to one of the books and nodded in solemn approval. “He must be a rather talented jumper if he can get that high.” 

Nurah looked at him rather blankly, apparently not understanding his words. Eisa felt a shiver as he was subjected to that quiet green-eyed gaze. He wondered for a fleeting moment if he should hug her. Certainly the child did not live a very enjoyable life, but he had no idea if any affection from him would be of any comfort. He ended up kneeling before her and placing a hand on her shoulder and, much to his surprise, the child leaned towards him. 
“How old are you now?” he asked tentatively. 

“Four,” she said, stretching out the appropriate number of fingers on her left hand. 

Eisa nodded at this information. “The years go by, don’t they? How has your mother been?” he asked awkwardly as the child breathed in rasps, “Is she taking good care of you?” 

“She shows me number and letters,” Nurah answered, this time with a bit more certainty, “Sometimes I draw pictures and Uncle Bel puts them on the wall.”
“Uncle Bel?” Eisa inquired, “Who’s that?”

Nurah hesitated a moment, tilting her little head to the right and looking up at him with her mouth open as she wondered what to say. “Tall,” Nurah finally decided, “And he’s always wearing his favourite hat.” 
“Is he?” Eisa said, blinking at the incomprehensible description, “And he takes care of you too?”

Nurah nodded and Eisa let go of her shoulder, standing up again before sitting on the bed. 
“Well, I’m glad,” he declared with a smile, “Your mother has been doing her best for you, so I hope you always appreciate her.” 
The little girl croaked a slight ‘Yes’ before falling into shy silence again. Eisa wondered if this was how she was around everyone or if he were simply bad with children. He supposed that it could even have been both. He wished that had brought candy or something of that nature. 
“What about you?” the girl asked tentatively. 

“I’m old,” Eisa replied with a smile, “I get take care of myself now. Or well, mostly… I have friends that help me a lot too.”

Nurah looked at him carefully and Eisa once again wondered if she understood his words. “Do you ever miss home?” 
Eisa wondered at these words. “I’m not sure where home is these days,” he said carefully, “What about you? Do you not like it here?” 

“I love it,” she answered, never for a moment taking those curious green eyes off of him, “Alastor is a nice man… he let’s me call him grandfather. But mama is sad.”
Eisa sighed, reaching over to pat Buster as he passed by the bed. “Those are good eyes you have there,” he said softly, “Once you’re a bit older, I imagine they’ll be rather frightening.” 

He smiled as he spoke, but apparently the little girl was rather taken aback by his words for tears soon welled up in those frightening eyes. Eisa felt a chill in the back of his neck. He had never had to deal with a weeping child before. He had been the youngest of the Solaran Royals, after all, and had of course been exiled from his extended family for the majority of his life. A crying child was something beyond the scope of the Prince’s experience.

“I’m sorry,” he said desperately, “You’re a beautiful little girl… when I say frightening, I mean frightening to the boys that’ll be around you, cause they’ll all love you so much.” 

This rather hastily assembled statement apparently did little to placate the tiny girl. She did not look away from him, nor did she actually allow tears to flow, but going by the look on her face Eisa had just slapped her. 
“I… I’m sorry.” 

The words came out sounding feeble and weak. He expected the girl to turn away from him and flee the scene, but she was very still and very quiet. Eisa wondered why that was. Previous to his last visit, he had last seen her when she was hardly a year old. What could he have done when she was that young to inspire such disquiet in the girl now? Eisa wracked his brains and could find no answer.
“Eisa?” a third voice said through the child’s hissing breaths.
“Ah, Nari,” Eisa called when he saw a figure approach the door, “Yes, thanks for coming up. Nurah, this is Nari… she’s a pilot that flies in the sky.”

Eisa was not certain if this was of any interest to the child, though she looked up at the woman nervously before taking a rather deliberate step backwards. Eisa sighed and felt his shoulders slump.  
“Nice to meet you, Nurah,” Nari said with a polite bow to the little child, “Your Evelyn’s daughter, right? Your mother was talking about you.”
“Hi,” the girl ventured, looking up at the pilot and then pointing “Your eyes are purple.”
“They’re called contacts,” Nari answered, touching the edge her of her right purple eyes lightly. She blinked and removed it gingerly, revealing for the first time that in Eisa’s memory her eyes were actually light brown. She showed the small disc to the little girl. “People where I come from change their eyes a lot to try to look prettier… that’s not that popular in most places, but I like to do it so that I remember home.” 
Eisa cleared his throat. “You realize that all this time I’ve thought that the gene pool on Terestrum had just got a bit wild during the Seeding and turned you all purple.” 
Nari looked at Eisa with her uncoloured eye as Nurah held her contact up to the light. “In three years you’ve never seen me take off my contacts?” she inquired, “That can’t be. I’m sure you have and just didn’t… no no, Nurah, don’t put it in your eye. It’ll hurt! You have to get them specially made for a person’s eye… if you want, you can ask your mom to buy you one.” 
“Oh,” she said, taking a last look at the contact before offering it to Nari, “Thank you.” 

Nari took her contact and wiped it with a sleeve. “You’re very welcome,” she said as she replaced the piece in her right eye, “My, such a polite little girl.” 
Nurah had no answer, but smiled at his pilot shyly. Eisa thought the girl warming to his pilot so easily was a slight to him somehow, but decided not to dwell on it. “Anyway,” he declared, “I’ll be making a few calls in a little while to get our next step in motion, but can I ask you for a favour Nari?” 
“Can I ask you something first, Eisa?” Nari countered. 

“Sure, go ahead.” 

“That woman down the stairs,” she began, glancing at Nurah as she spoke, “Evelyn… You said she was your school friend?” 
“Yes,” Eisa answered with an easy smile, “She was a Lantern girl that used to tag along with me, Abel and Vincent on some of our expeditions. Nice enough girl… Abel used to date her for a while, as I recall.” 
Nari blinked and considered. “Oh okay,” she decided, “I guess that’s why she was staying with Mayor Alastor.” 

 “Yeah, all my old friends sort of need to lay low,” Eisa answered with a deep frown, “Pretty much all of my classmates have been questioned over the years… one guy that used to help me with math is in some Solaran dungeon somewhere. Ice is understandably cautious.” 
“Makes sense,” Nari said, with another look at Nurah, who was observing them carefully, “Sorry to pry, I just thought she was giving you a weird sort of look... almost like she’s afraid of you.” 

“She has every reason to be, if you think about it,” Eisa said with a shrug, “I tend to bring trouble with me wherever we go. But don’t worry, Ice isn’t any trouble and I won’t involve her in our affairs. That wouldn’t be fair to Nurah here, would it?” 
The girl looked towards Eisa with an uncomfortably piercing expression in her eyes. Fortunately for him, Buster scampered out from under the bed at that moment and the girl bent low to try to snatch him, only to have him slip out between his fingers. “Buster!” she called as her little legs began to move as she broke into a bobbing jog to pursue the sleek animal, “Come back!”
She scurried out after the other tiny creature, leaving Eisa with his pilot. “Anyway,” Eisa began, “I have a couple of favours to ask of you, if you don’t mind.” 
“You sign my cheques,” Nari answered, “I sort of have to listen to you.” 
Eisa scratched his head, looking out the door to catch a glimpse of Nurah searching after her cat. “Guess so,” he conceded, “Well, first of all can you move the Muse out back? Sorry for the bother, but now that I know that Alastor is here we can safely put our gear down.” 
“No problem,” Nari replied, blinking at the simplicity of the request, “Anything else?”
“No, not at this moment,” Eisa smiled weakly and considered his next words. “But I’m going to be counting on you out here. With Graham down a leg, you’re all I’ve got.”
“That’s not really all that different from the usual, if you think about it,” Nari commented after a moment’s thought, “But sure thing, I’ll do my best. I just hope that you’ll be looking after me too, Eisa.” 
“Of course,” Eisa answered earnestly. A voice called up from the bottom of the stairs. Eisa could not make out the words, but guessed from the strain in the man’s voice that it was Alastor. “I think dinner is on… I must have slept longer than I thought. Come on, let’s get down before Alastor comes up after us. His legs aren’t what they used to be.” 

“Sounds good.”

Eisa stood up, feeling a final wave of unsatisfied exhaustion as his weight fell on his feet once again. He swayed only slightly however before he smiled and guided Nari down the narrow staircase. Checking his CCL, Eisa saw that it was just passed eight in the evening going by the Grace’s ship time, though harsh sunrays still shone through the glass windows like it was mid-afternoon. Eisa yawned as he saw Alastor waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs before putting on an indulgent smile. 
“Smells pretty good,” Eisa said as he reached the bottom, seeing Nurah watching him and smiling at her, “Is Tyler back?” 
“He just called and said he should be in any moment,” Alastor said with a yawn, “We might start without him if he takes too long though.”  

“I’m looking forward to having real meat,” Eisa remarked, “It’s been a while since I had any of that… or well, I guess I had some at Kaistor’s, but I’m really not sure what most of that stuff was.” 
“Kaistor?” Alastor inquired, “Wasn’t that the man Graham mentioned?”
“He’s no one important,” Eisa replied with a wave of his hand, “Anyway, that smells delicious… can we eat?”

“Yes, yes, please,” Alastor answered, “Is Evelyn upstairs?” 
“Haven’t seen her,” Eisa thought for a moment, “Hmm. I’ll go find her. Excuse me, Nari.”
“Something wrong?” Nari asked as Eisa slid by her. 

“Nothing at all.” 

Ten minutes later, however, Evelyn was nowhere to be found. The Prince looked through every bedroom, inspected the recreation room on the third floor before coming before the door to Alastor’s old study with dark thoughts passing through his mind. He breathed for a moment as he heard Alastor call up for him to come down as plates began to clatter onto the old hardwood table downstairs. He took a waft of the scent of freshly cooked meat before taking hold of the study’s door and twisting it ajar. 

Alastor, like any good old man, owned a terribly large number of books and Eisa saw that, in spite of the isolated nature of Paeva Intesa, the collection had grown over the years. Eisa sighted a few bits of Republican fiction, including a book of short stories that Eisa had read a few months back. On a large wooden desk, he found a few thick history volumes, a pair of holoprojectors and a stack of labeled data gems. What Eisa’s eyes were drawn to, however, was absence. The left side of the desk had had its books and gems quietly moved to the floor and the window was rather crudely swinging in the wind and banging against its frame. Eisa sighed and felt his palms bunch into fists 
“Wow,” Eisa said to the open window, “Isn’t this nostalgic?” 

He sighed and cursed himself for being so careless.

“Alright,” he said with a breath, “Fine. Let’s do it that way then.”  
Jumping out a window had never been a particularly advisable course of action. Back when Eisa had used this exit, it had been an exercise in pure bravado born from a desire to look dashing rather than any need to deceive Alastor, who was a notoriously heavy sleeper. Even now, with six people awake down the stairs Eisa could easily leave the house and not be followed if he made up a decent excuse. As Eisa crouched up on the desk and confidently leapt out to grab the low-hanging branch, he wondered if this was another manifestation of his stubbornness. He twisted in the air with the branch in one hand, feeling very glad and a little proud that it didn’t snap as it slowed his fall to the ground and let him touch the soft soil of Alastor’s garden. 
“Prince Eisa!” 

“Tyler!” Eisa said as he let the branch go and heard a crack. He had actually landed with too much weight on his heel when he landed, but did his best not to show this. “Good timing. How’d your mission go?”

“Tim Stanley says that he’s going to have a couple of his boys mind the access points over the next few days,” Tyler answered with a degree of enthusiasm, “If anyone comes looking for you, I’ll know it first. But uh… Prince Eisa, what are you doing? Did you just jump off the roof? Are you okay?”
“Let’s get away from the house,” Eisa prompted as he dusted off his black trousers, which had taken some dirt at the hems, “Briskly now… I have a few questions for you.” 

Eisa sprang up and began walking, feeling a shot of pain with every left step that he hoped would not show in his stride. After a few steps the pain began to subside, or at least numb, and he made a point of kicking open the gate to Alastor’s lawn stepping sliding out of view of the house.
“What is it, Eisa?” 

“Three questions,” Eisa answered as he crouched next to the wooden fence, still feeling a bit shaken, “When did Ice come to the village?” 

“You mean Evelyn?” Tyler inquired, “About five days ago. I don’t know the details… she talked to grandfather for a while and then moved in upstairs with her daughter. Why? You didn’t know she was here?” 
“Has Ice been going out at all?” Eisa pressed, “Long walks, unexplained absences…” 

Tyler looked confused, but did his best to present a thoughtful answer: “She hasn’t been here nearly long enough to for me to notice anything like that. She’s gone to visit that man called Eleck a few times,” he considered, “And the other day I had to take care of Noor for a few hours while she went off somewhere. It was a bit of a pain and she didn’t tell me where.”
Eisa nodded at this information. “And has anyone visited her? An Uncle of some sort?” 
“I didn’t know Evelyn had an Uncle,” Tyler remarked, “Can’t say I’ve seen any strangers pop by. But Prince, what are you…” 

“No time for explanations right now, little knight,” Eisa cut in as he got back up to his feet, “Evelyn mentioned that Eleck’s Mind is staying with the Khalids? They live up this path, right?” 
Tyler was beginning to look a bit frightened at the haste in Eisa’s voice, but kept up as Eisa began to walk away from the house. “Yes.” 

 “Let’s hurry on then.” 
The young Knightling did not ask further questions as his Prince broke into a job up the gentle and grassy hill. Eisa had to say that he was lucky to have caught Tyler on his way down, else he probably would have had to stop a passerby to try to find where Eleck was staying. As irritating as Tyler’s enthusiasm was, he had a stream of good luck in his veins that tended to make him a terribly useful sort of child. 
“What did Ice bring with her when she came?” Eisa inquired when he reached the top of the hill. He slowed to a walk, not wanting to startle anyone inside with the image of two men running towards their house.

“Two bags,” Tyler replied, “I carried them up the stairs. They weren’t that heavy.” 

Eisa considered. Even as a sense of panic was creeping up on him, he did not know what exactly it was he suspected Ice was even doing. Certainly it wasn’t good that she’d not listened to him and stayed on the station, but she’d had perfectly valid reasons for doing so. Even her disappearance from the house could be written off as something totally innocent. He was a wanted man, after all, and besides that Ice had plenty of reasons to hate him to the point of physical revulsion. And Eisa would not have to worry about her selling him out either, for if there was one person in the universe that Ice despised even more than Eisa it would probably be Dalion. However, Eisa was a man who could not leave a loose end untouched. And one thing bothered him…

“She left Nurah,” Eisa murmured aloud. 

“What?” Tyler asked.

“Come on, let’s go,” he said hastily. 
He stepped up to the door of the two story farmhouse. His knock was a brisk and loud, probably coming across as a bit more hurried than he had originally intended. Eisa took the moment to try to remember who Khalid was. An image of a balding old farmer with a too-young wife came to mind, but all other details of the man’s personality escaped him. Fortunately for him, however, he did not answer the door.
“White!” Eisa exclaimed when the black haired woman stood before him, “Get Eleck, I need to talk.” 

The woman was silent but, after a time, nodded assent and stepped back inside the dark house without looking directly at either of them, closing the door behind her and leaving Tyler and Eisa at the doorstep in an awkward sort of silence. 

“Wasn’t that a bit rude, Eisa?” Tyler inquired, “You didn’t even say hello to the lady.” 
“No point in exchanging pleasantries with a mute,” Eisa replied. 
Tyler blinked. “She’s a mute?” 

Eisa turned about and leaned against the wall of the door. “That she is,” Eisa answered, “You’ve never met a Joined Mind before?” 

“That I haven’t,” Tyler answered, “Can’t say I’ve heard of them either… though the name sounds a bit ominous.”  

Eisa looked up at the metallic sky with a fatigue that made him fear that he was aging faster than he should have been. “That’s what they’re generally called by other Solarans,” he said wearily, “I think that among themselves they’re called the Advi Vel or something like that. They’re basically a technology cult, though unlike the Soulers they aren’t actually very useful. They think that the best way to bring about universal harmony and peace is to plug everyone’s brain together.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good idea at all,” the young knight opined as he leaned over to try to peer through the window, “How come people go along with it?” 
“They didn’t when it first happened, I believe,” Eisa replied, “Most of them come from Europa… there was apparently some idiotic genius that led a military uprising and forced most of the population into the hive mind. This was before there was a Solar, mind you. Nowadays, it’s mainly just momentum. Pretty much everyone in a Joined Mind nowadays was born…. ah! Eleck! How’s it going?” 

The door had swung open and Eleck stood at its threshold, with White and the woman that Eisa knew as Gale on either side. Eisa examined the skinny man closely, knowing how futile it was to try to read the physical expressions of any member of a Joined Mind. The way the emotions and thoughts of each member flowed to the other could cause wide grins and expressions of terror to occur all at once, a sight that did much to unsettle most people that came across one. 
“Greetings to you, Eisa of One,” the bald man answered, bowing so that the light of the hidden village flicked off the bronze chips embedded in his scalp, “Sirna and Gale had heard rumour of your arrival in the village, though we did not expect you to call upon us so early. Please, come in.”

“Thanks, but I can’t stay long,” Eisa replied as he stepped inside out of the cold, “Is Ice here?” 
“Sirna remarks that Evelyn is presently staying with the Mayor,” Eleck answered, “Tabin adds that…”

“Why did you not follow my specific instruction to get Ice off the station?” 

Eleck’s mouth opened and a few sounds came out, none of them comprehensible. His mouth shut and his body seemed to almost shake for a moment as five conflicting voices debated within him. Next to him, White seemed to be going through the same process. Eisa shook his head. A Joined Mind was simply not an efficient union. One disagreement threw the entire foolish system into chaos. 
“White remarks…” he began before cutting himself off, “Tabin…”

“Are the Khalids here?” Eisa said impatiently. 

“No,” Eleck replied, “They are presently on a trip to the Lantern to…”

“Tyler, go take a look around the house and see if you can’t find Ice,” Eisa instructed. 

Tyler frowned but his back straightened under Eisa’s gaze. “As you wish, my Prince,” Tyler said with what he must have thought was a solemn bow. Tyler’s knighthood had, of course, originally been a joke but for the first time in four years Eisa was glad that the young man had taken it so seriously. He walked between White and Tabin and ran towards the back of the house, leaving his Prince and the Joined Mind to themselves. 
“As Sirna mentioned,” Eleck said after a moment, “Evelyn is presently in the company of Mayor Alastor.”  

“I just came from there” Eisa replied, turning on the Speaker. It was dark in the farmhouse and the walls were imperfect enough to let wind inside, “You guys can debate excuses afterwards. What I need now is to find her… so let’s try again: where is she?” 

Eleck visibly shuddered at this question. “Gale,” Eleck began, “Does not know where she…” 

Eisa stepped forward and saw Eleck visibly recoil as White watched on in paralyzed horror. Eisa had known Eleck since he was a young boy and was not particularly rough when he shoved the Speaker backwards and into the wooden walls, but the gesture most certainly drove the point home. As the physical force struck Eleck, Eisa noted that Gale reached instinctively up to her chest. “I didn’t ask Gale, Eleck,” Eisa snarled, “I asked you. And if you need my help shutting the other four of them up, I’ll be happy to oblige.” 

White looked somewhat taken aback but with those words Eleck somehow steadied himself. “Eleck,” Eleck began as Eisa saw Tyler appear again and run up the stairs behind him without offering comment, “That is to say, I, am sorry. The decision to defy you was based on the affection that we, as a whole, feel towards Evelyn and Noor. Gale and Tabin both were firm in their loyalty to you and your throne, but in the end White, Sirna and Eleck prevailed upon them to lend Evelyn our aid. Please forgive us.”

“I understand,” he assured shortly, “Let me assure you then that I have no intention of hurting Ice. I’m simply conducting an investigation.” 

Eleck was silent for a moment, though he seemed mostly passive. The Mind had apparently calmed down and was coming to a consensus. “Sirna says that due east is a graveyard,” he said at last, “She believes that if Evelyn has disappeared without explanation, she may be found there.”  

“What does she base this belief on?” 

There was silence from the Mind for a moment. “She has witnessed her going inside two days ago. When she pressed her, Evelyn did not provide an answer.” 

Eisa frowned. “That’s strange… does she not trust you all?” 

“We would all like to think so.” 

There was the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs and Tyler reappeared. “There are two other people in the house,” he reported, “I checked all the closets, under the beds and all the other obvious hiding places. Unless there’s a trapdoor or something, I don’t think she’s here.”  

“There’s a graveyard east of here” Eisa said back, “Do you know where exactly?”  
“Yeah,” Tyler said tentatively, “Don’t generally hang around graveyards myself, but I think it’s the one behind this broken old cathedral” 

Eisa nodded and turned back towards Eleck. “Thanks for your help,” he said, taking the man’s hand and shaking it forcibly, “I’ll drop by some other time so that we can catch up properly. For now, I’ll simply thank you for continued loyalty. I appreciate it greatly.” 

The Speaker was apparently at a loss for words and so Eisa unceremoniously turned around and pulled open the door, stepping out onto the lawn before waiting for Tyler to come and take the lead. Neither the man nor the little knight spoke as they walked out to the dirt road and Tyler pointed the way eastwards. Eisa spent the minute of silence contemplating his next action, though he imagined that Tyler was feeling incredibly awkward and perhaps even a little frightened.

“Prince,” Tyler began, as if he wished to confirm Eisa’s thoughts, “What exactly do you suspect that Evelyn is even doing?”  
“I wouldn’t be so worried if I knew, I don’t think,” Eisa replied as he picked up his pace. A few people greeted him rather loudly as he spoke and Eisa waved back politely, before making a gesture that indicated that he was in a bit of a hurry. “She could be doing a number of things… taking an evening stroll, running out to buy some groceries, buying some holos… I just really don’t know.” 
“Would she be willing to turn you in to that man called Dalion?”

Eisa snorted. “I see you pay attention to the news,” Eisa replied, “No. I don’t think that’s it… but listen, don’t get me wrong, Tyler. I like and trust Ice well enough. But well, Sir Knight, when you get to be my age you sort of learn to trust yourself before you trust anyone else.” 

Tyler was silent at this vague reasoning as they approached a pair of grey statues that marked the entrance to the cathedrals. “I’ll grant you,” Tyler spoke out suddenly, causing Eisa to tense slightly, “This really doesn’t seem like a place where a lady might conduct legitimate business.” 

Eisa snorted as they walked down the rocky path. “You’ve been building your vocabulary, Sir Tyler,” he murmured in a half-whisper, “Do you tell all the girls at school that you’re a knight and try to impress them by trying to sound like a Martian boy?” 

Tyler actually blushed, which made Eisa laugh. “I try to sound like an adult,” he said sheepishly, “It’s not for girls.” 

“It’s alright, Tyler,” Eisa said seriously, “Everyone puts on airs. Anyhow, I see the graveyard up ahead… thanks for bringing me this far, but I’m going to have to ask you to head back now. Present my excuses to Alastor, if you would.”

Tyler looked expectedly torn. “If you think you’re going into danger, Prince, I…” 

“Danger? What are you going to do about, Little Knight?” Eisa said, slapping the young man’s shoulders, “Not to deride you, of course. If it makes you feel better, I’ll let you to inform my pretty purple-eyed pilot about where I’ve gone and why.” 
“But Eisa…” 

“You don’t say ‘but’ to your sovereign lord, Sir Tyler,” Eisa pressed, pointing a finger at the boy’s nose, “I’ll be back later tonight. Now get going.” 
Tyler looked rather torn. “Are you sure?” 
“Quite.” 

He lowered his head. “If that’s what you want, Prince,” he conceded. He reached into his pocket, “I have a CCL now… will you call me if you need me?” 

“If I need you, I will,” Eisa answered, drawing his own CCL and brushing it against Tyler’s briefly, “That I can promise you.” 

Tyler nodded and gave an awkward sort of half-bow-half-kneel that Eisa imagined the young man thought to be thoroughly formal and proper. Eisa waved at him as he made away and didn’t move from the spot until he was certain he was completely gone. He then took another moment to compose himself and kick at his foot, which still ached a bit, before stepping forward.
Most graveyards that Eisa had happened to pass through over the years had a neat sort of orderliness to them. The tombstones would be lined up in perfect parallel rows, with defined paths so that bystanders would be in no danger of inadvertently treading on a man or woman’s worldly remains. The gravestones dotting the sloping hill behind the disused shrine, however, looked a bit hastier. It was as though someone had had a lot of bodies to bury in a short period of time and simply dug and filled as many holes as possible. As Eisa grabbed hold of a cracked stone for balance, he wondered briefly about what sort of history this village that he had protected in his youth hid. 
He reached the bottom of the hill, which brought him to a clearing with several trees scattered about. There weren’t so many gravemarkers here, though it was a bigger area then Eisa thought. As he looked over the misty field, he wondered if he would even be able to find Ice here. For all he knew, she had in fact been hiding in the house Eleck was staying in and this was an elaborate ruse to get him away while she escapes. As Eisa began to seriously contemplate that, he caught a glimpse of a shadow moving in the distance. It might have been a trick of the fog, but he started to walk towards it nevertheless, recalling all the legends in the Lantern that describe the fates of men that follow strange shapes in the fog. 

“Why in heaven,” Eisa said to himself as he shivered in the cold and stepped around a gravestone, “Would Ice be here?” 

As he said as much he caught sight of the shadow he had been searching after. He ducked instinctively behind a gravestone when he identified it as a female shape. It was apparently alone, though with the fog and gravestones Eisa supposed that someone else could have been hiding. He instinctively put a hand on the hilt of his knife but suppressed his instinct. Still, he approached the shadow as quietly as he could, making out its defining features as he grew closer. She was facing away from him, but it was Ice. She was wearing a long gown black gown, had tied back her hair and was holding a long cigarette between two fingers of her right hand. 
“I thought you’d quit,” Eisa murmured casually when he was a few meters away from her, “What’s that old expression? ‘Old habits die hard’ or something?”
Eisa had expected her to flinch. The figure of Ice was unmoving and for a moment Eisa was reminded of the reason he had given her that nickname in the first place. He cleared his threat and stepped forward. 

“What’s going on, Ice?” he pressed in a serious tone, “Why are you out here?”  

“Eisa,” Evelyn said sadly, turning about and looking at him to reveal rather stricken eyes, “We were just talking about you.”

“Who’s…” 

Eisa felt his arm twist backwards and before any pain could register or he could even react he was jolted off his feet. He landed on his face painfully and roughly, taken in a mouth of dirt that made him gag. He struggled to move and flail at his assailant, but his right hand was being held behind his back firmly. The Prince cried out in pain as a knee was buried into his back and lay very still. 

“Keep still now, Eisa,” a ragged and deep voice said from above him, “We have much to discuss.” 
Eisa tried to turn his right eye up towards his assailant as he was pressed harder into the ground. Squinting, he saw a big man’s shoulder and part of a thick mane of brownish-red hair. It was not until his gaze traced its way to one of the man’s cool blue eyes that recognition flashed upon him. 
“Oh God,” Eisa gasped as his mouth pressed to the dirt, “No, not you… it can’t be you.” 

“It’s not,” his assailant replied, still holding him firm, “I’m not really the man you once knew.” 
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Eisa replied sadly, “Abel.” 

The man laughed a rough laugh and Eisa felt something hard come down on his head. And then he felt nothing at all. 

End of the Eleventh Part. 

