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Beginning of the Twelfth Part – Abel

“So you’re the guy everyone’s talking about?” a distant voice said in Eisa’s ear, “The Prince of Solar?”
“My name’s Eisa,” Eisa replied, “I left the Prince back at Solar.” 

The boy laughed, a curious and easygoing sound. Eisa turned towards him and saw a bright smile beneath a pair of striking blue eyes and a head of scraggily too-long brown hair. His skin was light though tanned while his nose was pointed downward, which gave the boy a sort of impish quality. He was tall, taller than Eisa was, though not quite as tall as Vincent. The Prince was not certain what it was that made him take a second look at the boy. Perhaps it was the aura of fearlessness about him or maybe it was just the fact that he was the first Lantern boy to actually laugh at one of his jokes without putting up a noticeable pretense.

“What about you?” Eisa ventured, looking to test his impression, “Going to brag to me about how your dad is nine hundred years old and owns twenty planets?” 

“He’s about two hundred, actually,” the boy corrected, “And he doesn’t have twenty planets, just twenty kids plus me.” 
Eisa nodded at the figure. “Must get kind of crowded around dinner.” 

“Not so much,” he replied easily, “My three oldest brothers and sisters never made it even close to being Exalted and died like sixty years before I was born. I’m the youngest right now, though dad will probably change that one day. Abel’s the name, by the way… Abel Striff.” 

Eisa took the outstretched hand and shook it courteously. “Striff?” he inquired when he took his hand, “I’ve never heard of an Exalted called Striff.” 

“Yeah, it’s my mom’s last name,” Abel replied, hopping up to sit on Eisa’s desk casually. “My dad’s too busy being rich and immortal to notice me so I figure I shouldn’t carry his name around so much.”
Eisa leaned back in his seat, running a finger under his stuffy nose as he contemplated this. “Well,” he decided, “I guess that makes me Eisa Caius then.”
 The young man laughed an agreement and in that moment Eisa thought that a bond had been formed. Abel got along well with Vincent almost instantly and it wasn’t long before he was dropping by after schools, much to the annoyance of Shamir Quays who always considered Eisa’s activities to be something of a nuisance. They were friends, though that word was a bit too common in Eisa’s mind, for the friends one makes and keeps when one is a young boy are the ones that really count. Those were the people that went with a man to his grave. 
“The problem is,” Vincent said as they gathered around a small fireplace several years later, “Is that we aren’t keeping maps. Doesn’t really matter what we discover down here if we don’t record what we find for the next person that comes looking.” 
“You want to keep maps then go ahead,” Abel shot back. He was the youngest of the three by two months, leaving him thirteen to Eisa and Vincent’s fourteen. Eisa was rapidly catching up to him in the height department, though Vincent still towered over them both. “Too much work.” 

 “We’d just need to get an imager,” Vincent objected. 

“Who’s going to make the images into a map?” Abel demanded, “Do you know how much data we’d have to go through? That’s like months of work. To hell with that!”

“Could just get someone in the Library to,” Vincent replied, “There are plenty of eggheads in there with nothing to do.”
Abel scoffed. “The Lantern doesn’t like people snooping around the underground. It’s defiling sacred grounds and all that.” 
“Shouldn’t you not be here then?” Vincent inquired.

Abel rolled his blue eyes and spat. “That’s what I think of the sacred crap. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s a real wonder down here… but no one in the Lantern actually knows who built this place or why. But calling it sacred as an excuse not to find out for yourself is sort of cheap, you know? Like surrendering in advance.” 
“That’s why I’m saying,” Vincent answered, “We should be making maps.”

Abel sighed heavily. Eisa couldn’t remember what he had said at that point, but they’d eventually had the Solaran taxpayer hire a planetary geographer from the University of Lunabelle, who took their data and compiled a series of complex three-dimensional maps. They weren’t of much use to anyone, of course, for in spite of the professional maps being mostly a century old they were still a lot more refined than Eisa’s haphazard teenaged efforts. Still, Eisa heard it on good authority that Abel bought a copy of each and every one. 
“I’m not too worried about what we leave for posterity and all that,” Abel had said several months later when pressed on the matter, “It’s just about discovery, you know? About seeing something you wouldn’t normally see.”
That was the image of Abel that Eisa had carried with him all his life. The carefree young man concerned only for what lay on the other side of the hill. Abel was the friend who had taught him how to fish and how to fight… the younger brother who was so often a source of a bizarre sort of wisdom. It was thus that image that Eisa clung to when he regained consciousness, refusing to open his eyes and face what he knew was before him. 
“It’s too risky,” his ears heard a female voice say. It was Evelyn, if he was not mistaken, though the ringing in his ears made it hard to know for sure. “If they catch up to us…”

“Relax, why don’t you?” a soft and easy voice replied, “He came into the village on foot, didn’t he? We don’t have to worry about pursuit for the next little while.” 

 “I don’t like this!” the woman shot back, “You said this was going to be simple! That there would be no danger!” 
“Turns out I was wrong,” the other replied.

Eisa heard something drop onto the ground. “Then why did you have to attack him then? There was no reason to.” 

“On the contrary,” the other voice said, “It would have been foolish not to. My father was already going to have me killed for messing this up and maybe you too if he was feeling spiteful… the Prince suddenly showing up was a stroke of good luck. You should always seize fortune when it comes, Evelyn.” He paused and Eisa felt eyes upon him. “But what’s this? It looks like he’s finally woken up. Come on, Eisa! I know you’re awake. I didn’t hit you that hard.”

Eisa allowed himself another moment before he worked up the courage to respond. “Maybe you should have.” 

“It’s still an option,” Abel replied. 
Eisa let his eyes open. He would have liked to say that his old friend had changed somehow… that there was a deformity in his face or that his blue eyes weren’t quite so bright or even that he’d just got a different haircut. But Eisa’s eyes would not lie to him. Abel was a bit taller, perhaps, and he hadn’t shaved that morning which made him seem a bit older, but no matter how much he strained his vision he was looking at the same boy who had hopped on his desk so many years ago.
“Abel,” Evelyn said, though Eisa did not even wish to look at her, “Don’t make this any harder.” 

“This isn’t so hard, Ice,” Eisa answered, trying to raise a hand to wipe his face and finding that they were bound behind his back, “I’ve been through worse… I’ve been shot, had my blood sucked out and been hunted down like an animal. Hell, one time I even dated you. All things considered, this isn’t so bad.” 
“Wow, thanks Eisa,” Evelyn said back after an appalled pause, “That really makes me feel better about this whole thing.” 

“Always on your side, babe,” Eisa answered with as brash a wink as he could manage given his situation. He was becoming dimly aware of his surroundings… outdoors, damp ground, dim light and shadows… at the very least, he was still on the station.

“You talk too much, Eisa,” Abel grumbled, “I ever tell you that?” 

“I think you’ve mentioned it,” Eisa confirmed, “You also think I’m a showoff with a huge ego born of an inflated sense of importance that is in turn triggered by my own insecurities. And that I’ve got no common sense and rush into things.” 
Abel laughed his old laugh. “Good, I hate repeating myself.”

“I know,” Eisa answered and set his teeth as he tried to compose himself. His hands were bound to a thin but strong tree with rubbery bark. There was the sound of flowing water behind him, meaning they were probably near a waterfall or river. He breathed in moist air and looked up at Abel. 

“You also don’t like dogs and aren’t good at math or talking to girls. Like that one time you asked out that one girl… Husna or something, wasn’t it? Oh man, I didn’t think it was literally possible for a man to trip over his own tongue, but…” 
 Abel looked at for him for a moment. “Are we really talking about this?” 
“Hey,” Eisa objected, “I haven’t seen you for three years and the first thing you did to me is knock me out and tie me up. What am I supposed to say? ‘How are you?’ Or maybe ‘Have you lost weight?’” 

Abel sighed. “Good point, I suppose.” 
“Kaistor sends his regards, by the way,” Eisa continued, “He wondered about how your arm was doing… the new one, that is.”
Abel raised his left arm and pulled back his sleeve. The prosthetic arm was a shiny silver that Eisa could see his own brown eyes reflecting in. “It’s about three centimeters longer than it should be,” Abel reported as he clicked its metal digits, “And you know, you just can’t know how awful it is to have one arm that’s lighter than another.” 
“Oh?” Eisa inquired, “Is that why you hit me so hard then?” 

“Sure, we can go with that,” Abel answered, lowering his artificial arm, “I’m a bit surprised that Kaistor didn’t take anything off of you that I can see.” 

“He took my soul,” Eisa replied, “But its okay, as I don’t really need it anymore. But so then… is Dalion on his way to collect me?” 
“You know, why don’t we just do that?” Evelyn said from behind him. 
Abel glanced back at her and Eisa turned to her for the first time, seeing no small amount of fear in her green eyes. She was dressed in the same brown skirt and white blouse she had worn at Alastor’s, though there were frays in the former and a visible tear in the latter. “He’d arrest us too if we turned him in.” 

“Dalion’s not actually like that,” Eisa corrected helpfully, “If you contact him with the offer he won’t just turn around and backstab you. He likes to think he’s got a whole bunch of personal honour and all that. Just because he knows you’re an idiot and thinks Evelyn’s a bit of a whore isn’t going to change that.” 

Evelyn sighed. “Thanks for the advice, Eisa.” 

“No problem,” Eisa replied, “It’s what I’m here for. Or well, no, it’s really not. What am I here for anyhow? Do either of you want to tell me that?” 

“You’re our guest,” Abel answered cheerfully, “You know, father’s original plan was to have you stay with Kaistor where no one could reach you and where you would have no hope of escape. Kaistor promised us that he would hold you… said he had some blood experiments to do first, but that he would hand you off to me after I was done with my business. Instead he sent you on your merry way to blow up the Grand Library and a frigate.” 

“Sorry about that,” Eisa said with a weak smile, “So you’re working for your father then? I remember him, dimly… friends with my own late father, wasn’t he? I think we’ve only met once… what was his name? Lord Helias or some foreign name like that?”
“I’ve always worked for my father,” Abel answered as he stepped away from the small campsite. “But the point here is that everything had gone to hell and I was ready to hide from you for the rest of my life. But then you showed up on my door… if that isn’t enough to make a man believe in some invisible source of providence out there in the universe, then I don’t know what is.” 

Eisa inclined his head towards his friend. “Can’t say I disagree,” he said wearily, “So blood experiments, was it? That’s a kind thing to send an old friend towards.”
“He told me they wouldn’t be fatal,” Abel replied, “Apparently he wasn’t lying.” 

Eisa smiled and looked up at the smooth leaves of the alien tree he was bound to. He remembered climbing one in his youth… they were sturdy, though oddly flexible. The branches would bend, but almost never break. It was a strange thing. 

“That guy was just waiting to cut a deal with me,” said Eisa, “I imagine getting in touch with me is the only reason he gave you his time of day. Lantern Lords all think they can cut a deal with the Associates and come out on top… and now and then, an Associate Lord will let one think that’s true. Heh… Kaistor must have just been thrilled to get a chance to speak with the future King of Solar. Nice work, Abel.” 

“Thanks,” Abel replied, “I try. And again, it was my father’s idea, not mine.”

“I thought you hated your father.”

“Turns out I hate you more.”

“Fair enough,” Eisa supposed, “Well, let’s get to the matter at hand, shall we? What do you want with me?”

“More or less everything,” Abel answered, “My father has been rather upset with the way Dalion’s been running roughshod over the Lantern over the last three years. Ordinarily that would mean cutting a deal with you, but well… as you might guess, he doesn’t really trust you.” 

“For good reason,” Eisa agreed, “And?” 

“They figure that you need to be persuaded to stay on the right path.” 

Eisa pursed his lips, wondering which of his questions would be best to put forth. In the end, he opted for the one Abel was most likely to answer: “And I would cooperate with Helias why exactly?”
Abel snorted and extended his metal arm towards Evelyn and pulling her over. “It’s quite simple, my man,” he said as Evelyn looked away from Eisa. “But first let me congratulate you and Ice here on your engagement.” 

Eisa blinked twice before he fully comprehended what had been said. “What?” 

Evelyn was still looking away from Eisa when his eyes searched her for answers. There was silence in the camp for a moment, making the only sound the river behind him. Eisa measured his breaths, feeling his mind paralyzed. 

“You…” 

“Evelyn needs a husband,” Abel said quietly, “Nurah needs a father. We need a puppet. It works out.”

Eisa felt his legs sink into the damp alien soil and thought he felt some unspeakable worm crawl over his knee. He felt a white hot fury build him. A fury that made him yank at his bonds impotently.  Eisa did not have a murderous nature, but at that moment he felt something very ugly inside of him. It was like a burning thirst that could only be satisfied by blood… it almost frightened him. 
“So in exchange for the Archivist’s report that you were supposed to provide me with,” Eisa said quietly and carefully, “You’ll make me marry Evelyn. That in turn will make Nurah into my legitimate child and next in line to the throne, at which point should I defy your instructions you could have me killed and your father could rule Solar through a regency.” 
Abel blinked. “My, you are a sharp one, aren’t you?” 

“It won’t work,” Eisa murmured, “If I die, either Zaynab will assume the throne or the monarchy will be abolished.”
“That may be so.” 

“You won’t succeed, Abel.”  
“You say that now, but when…” 

“You misunderstand,” Eisa pressed, “I’m not talking about viability of this silly harebrained scheme. When I say you won’t succeed I mean that I’d rather die than let it happen.” 

Abel, in spite of Eisa’s position, looked a bit taken aback. “That so?”

 “It’s a promise, old man,” Eisa replied, “And frankly, I think I may have misjudged you if you really think otherwise.”  
Abel smiled weakly at his prisoner, trying to put up a wall of contempt but not quite succeeding. “I need to make a call, Evelyn,” Abel declared, “Carlos and Sharon are supposed to join up with us soon. Keep a sharp eye out, will you? You said he was with two people… a cripple and a little lady, was it?” 

“That cripple shot down a frigate with a rifle,” Eisa cut in, “And wouldn’t take kindly to being called a cripple.” 

“He might have more,” Evelyn advised, “But only two people came to Alastor’s house.” 
“Make sure no one sneaks up on you,” Abel replied, “I’ll be back soon.” 

“Right.”

Abel stepped away from the fireplace and began to walk out along a dirt path, his metallic arm clanking awkwardly as he disappeared into the shadows without a care in the world. Eisa slumped back into silence, his icy calm begin to be sapped by a mix of exhaustion and hunger. With a great effort, however, he held himself together and kept his eyelids peeled back. The back of his head was still a bit numb from where Abel had struck him, but collapsing at that point would have been surrender. The only thing he could focus on, he told himself, was escape.
Eisa looked about the makeshift camp once again. For the last few years of their expeditions, Paeva Intesa had been their starting point and so Eisa was quite certain that he knew the surrounding area rather well. Still, so many years had passed that his memories had blended together. Eisa stared at the formation of the trees and their smoothly shaped leaves dotted with white flowers. He looked down at the long grass and felt the soft soil with his bound hands as he struggled to unclog his memory. It was only when he turned his ears to the rush of water behind him that he felt a click. He shifted in place to get his neck around his tree and confirmed it: a river. It was called the Silver Serpent, if Eisa’s memory served, which in turn meant that Eisa was about fifteen or twenty kilometers north east and a few levels up from the village. He must have been out for a few hours, but at least he wasn’t on the other side of the station. He enjoyed a moment of triumph at the realization, though this was quickly shattered by the realization that knowing where he was didn’t really help him escape. 
“Oy,” Eisa said to himself through a long sigh, feeling his earlier bit of bravado fading away. “I’m done for, aren’t I? Yeah, I’m done for… completely done for.” 

With no small amount of reluctance, his eyes turned towards his other captor. 
“So,” Eisa said, realizing that he was feeling very cold. He wished that he could edge towards the fireplace and raise his bound hands over them. “You want to get married.” 
“Don’t get the wrong idea,” Evelyn answered, “I want what is best for my daughter.”
“I’m done for,” Eisa murmured through a yawn, “Completely done for…”  

“Oh shut up,” Evelyn snapped. 

Eisa wished he could scratch his nose, it was driving him crazy. He looked up at the floodlights above him shaking his head. “You’re letting yourself be used in a rather ugly way.”

“I’m sort of used to that by now. Least being used in this way gives my daughter a future.”

“You know, never mind the political considerations,” Eisa continued, “Forget that putting her in the middle of all this madness would ruin her life and possibly kill her… just so long as you can look in the mirror and say ‘it’s for her’, you can go ahead and do anything. You use Nurah’s name to just act for your own benefit.” 

Evelyn stepped over to him, focusing those seaweed green eyes of hers on him. “‘For your own benefit’, is it?” she said, sitting next to him and smiling almost sadly, “I like how you can say that without a trace of hypocrisy. Isn’t everything you do pretty much for your own benefit, Mister Prince?” 
Eisa smiled back at her, in spite of his situation. “Yeah, but the difference is that I’m honest about it. Remember, Ice? That’s the most important part.”

Evelyn laughed and looked away from him, apparently reflecting for a moment on a stray thought before shaking her head. “Are you hungry?” 

“Starved,” Eisa confirmed, “We were about to have steak. Do you know how expensive beef is outside of Solar? I haven’t had any in like… I think last Thursday? Or was it Wednesday? Regardless, I’m suffering here. Couldn’t you have saved your disappearing act for after dinner?” 

“I wasn’t expecting you to follow me,” Evelyn replied, “And it wasn’t my idea to do this to you, just so you know… when Abel saw you coming, he attacked you on his own. But yeah, I’m sorry… I’ve got some sandwiches. No meat, but it’s something.” 

 Eisa blinked. “Why no… oh right. You’re a vegetarian. I’d forgotten about that… how vile.” 
“Why thank you,” Evelyn answered as she opened a metal container, “I guess I can enjoy these on my own then.” 
“Not like I can eat without hands,” said Eisa, shuffling his bonds behind the tree, “Though I guess you could take off the cuffs.” 
“I like you better this way,” Evelyn replied easily as she brought one of her sandwiches into her mouth and chewed carefully. “You never could keep your hands to yourself.” 
“Sorry about that,” Eisa shot back with a yawn, “If I’d known you were into handcuffs, I would have done my best to accommodate you.” 
Evelyn rolled her eyes. “Here,” she said, not looking directly at him. The other half of her sandwich appeared in front of Eisa’s face. 
“How kind of you,” Eisa remarked.

“Just eat it,” Evelyn answered with a sigh.

He smirked for a moment before craning his neck to sink his teeth into the sandwich. It was a rather familiarly rancid bit of synthetic-meat, but Eisa was hungry enough to chew and swallow it without complaint. Evelyn lowered it while he chewed, taking a bite of her own morsels before raising Eisa’s sandwich again. They alternated in this fashion in a strangely comfortable sort of silence. It would have been easy for him to hurl more abuses at her, but somehow Eisa couldn’t find the energy to do so. And perhaps, at a certain level, she didn’t really deserve them. 

“How long has this been the plan?” he asked at last through bites, “I didn’t think you were so interested in crowns and titles.” 
Evelyn was quiet for a moment as she chewed on her sandwich. “I’m not really, believe it or not.” 
Eisa snorted and took another bite. “Oh okay, that makes sense then. It’s not that you want to be Queen of most of the humans in the galaxy, but if the option’s open, hey why not?” 
“I…” she began while raising the sandwich again, “What I want, Eisa, is… is a future. I want to escape from your shadow. I don’t want to hide somewhere while you’re king.”

Eisa rolled his eyes. “So if I were willing to give up on clearing my name and fixing my father’s mistakes and all that… if I just wanted to live a normal life from now on… you’d forget this whole kidnapping thing and elope? We could raise Nurah in some nice backward world that no one cares about, maybe Terestrum or something.”  
“Sure,” Evelyn replied with no trace of honesty, “But then you wouldn’t be you. And Abel would probably kill you anyway.” 

Eisa bit into the last chunk of sandwich in Evelyn’s hand, his lips brushing against her fingers as he did so. “You shouldn’t underestimate my desire to live,” he said through bites, “I’m not a spiritual man, but I would still be just a bit worried if I were to die at this point.” 

 Evelyn wiped her hands on the long thick skirt she was wearing. “How did we end up like this, Eisa?” 
Eisa considered for a moment as he finished swallowing. “Let’s see… I think we first met in Pre-Seeding History. You sat in front of me, I think?” 
“I was on your right, next to the window,” Evelyn corrected, “But that isn’t what I meant.” 

Eisa was running low on words for her. He sighed and tugged at his bonds again. From what he could tell, the handcuffs were being held together magnetically. Abel had stripped him of his cloak, which of course contained his knife, and had probably emptied his trouser pockets of whatever knickknacks they had contained. He tested his bonds again, which he believed to be magnetic and probably remotely controlled. All in all, the Prince had to concede that it was physically impossible for him to get away by himself. 
“Just let me go, Ice,” said Eisa sadly, “This is crazy and you know it.” 
“I…” she choked, “I’m sorry, Eisa.”
 As Evelyn spoke, Eisa’s eyes scanned the small camp. His deep blue cloak was crumpled into a ball in the dirt next to the tiny fireplace Abel had built. Eisa pursed his lips at the sight. He’d just washed it too. 

 “I… I won’t let him kill you,” Evelyn continued, “But… The first thing you did after an absence of three years is order me off the station and out of your way.”
Eisa sighed. Abel would, of course, have smashed his CCL and he had no means of transmitting a distress call without it. He remembered a conversation he had had with Etherege following a close call with a bounty hunter… they had talked about inserting a transmitter into his skin or perhaps underneath a fingernail. In the end, Eisa had refused on the grounds that such a device could be a double edged blade if someone were actively trying to find him, but now he was wondering if his poor broken Souler had been right. As he tugged at his bonds, he wondered if it would have been worth the risk. 
 “No matter where I go, where I live,” Evelyn continued, “I’m always going to be under your umbrella. But I don’t want to keep hiding for the rest of my life, Eisa. I… I just can’t.”  
“So that’s what Abel told you to tell me, I take it,” Eisa said at last. 

Evelyn wiped at her eyes. “No, actually,” she said with a trace of indignity, “He came to me a few days before you came back to the station… said that he’d make me Queen and that all I’d have to do was hide out in Paeva Intesa for two weeks. I thought it was an odd deal, but… well. I wasn’t expecting any of this.”
“Neither was I, to be honest,” Eisa agreed, “How about making amends and letting me out then? I’ll get us out of here and Abel can go howl about it in the woods. What do you say?”
Evelyn, Eisa knew, was really thinking about it. “That’s…”

“That’s not something you want to do, I know,” Eisa said gently, “Abel might have twisted your arm, but you aren’t such a stupid girl as you’d have people believe. You know exactly what you’re doing and what you hope to gain.”  

“Is that really how you think of me?” Evelyn inquired, “That sort of explains a lot.” 

“Maybe it does,” Eisa acknowledged through a wide and all-encompassing yawn, “Though then again, maybe I’m right.” 

Evelyn sighed and got up, stepping across the campsite and tossing a bit of kindle into the fireplace. “Think what you want.”  She walked away from him and took a seat across the camp with her back turned away from him. Eisa snorted and leaned his head back on his tree. 
It did not rain in the subsurface portions of the Holy Station, though sprinklers on the ceiling and walls of most of the corridors misted the air to sustain the station’s bizarre alien ecosystem. As Eisa shivered in the cold and humid air, he wondered what purpose a sentient race would have in making such a thing. It wasn’t a garden, certainly… plants grew in every direction on Saynath and while it certainly was beautiful, there just didn’t seem to be any sort of art to it. Eisa had probably seen more of the station than any other living man, but even he could not begin to fathom its true purpose.

Eisa was not certain when these thoughts translated into sleep. Indeed, he could not even say for certain if it was sleep, for there was no rest and certainly no dreams. One moment he was watching Evelyn do her best to ignore him, the next he was shuddering at the feeling of a wisp fly brushing his neck. The insects of Saynath were inert creatures, concerned primarily with maintaining the quality of the soil, but having them buzz past you was nonetheless extremely uncomfortable. The Prince regained himself and looked about, sighting Evelyn sitting at the other side of the camp, fidgeting with a purple CCL, apparently unaware that he was awake. Eisa groaned softly, trying to stretch out his legs towards the fireplace. 
“You awake?” Evelyn inquired when she heard him stirring. 

“No rest for the wicked,” he replied easily, “Were you talking to someone?” 

“A note to Alastor,” she replied, “He’ll take care of Nurah, but I wanted to thank him.” 

Eisa smiled slightly at that news. “That’s good of you, I really appreciate that,” he said with a strange sort of earnestness. He cleared his throat “I’m quite certain that that will do much to reassure him.” 

 Evelyn regarded him for a moment suspiciously before shrugging. “It’s just common courtesy. I feel sorry for Alastor… I’ve taken advantage of his kindness far too much.” 
“That you have,” Eisa said with a smile, “So, where are we going next?” 
“Good question!” said the bellowing answer from a few paces off to Eisa’s right, “You know, the safest thing right now really would probably just be handing you off to Dalion. What do you think, Evelyn?” 
“I think we should,” Evelyn answered, “Me becoming queen… it’s just too crazy, Abel.” 
“She’s right you know,” Eisa added with a nod, “I’ll make sure she dies in a mysterious accident right after the honeymoon.” 

“That’s great,” Abel agreed, “Anyhow, we’re going to keep him in the Sparkling Caves for the next little bit. Were you with us when we found that place, Evelyn? It’s just a few kilometers from here. Bit of a hike, but we can make it in about two hours if we set a brisk pace.” 
“Abel,” Evelyn began, “I don’t want to do this.” 

Abel looked at her. “That so?”

“I want a future for my daughter,’ she began “But overthrowing Solar… that’s not what I want.”  

“Really? Man, that’s too bad,” Abel replied, clinking the fingers of his metal arm idly as if testing their responses, “I kind of wish that you’d said that before he chopped off my arm, you know? Might have saved me some trouble.” 

Evelyn was quiet for a moment. “Abel…” 

“She’s saying that for my benefit,” Eisa piped up, “She just wants to foster some goodwill in the off chance that this actually works and so that she can plea for mercy when it doesn’t. That’s Ice’s style. I think what you really ought to be doing though is rethinking your own cost-benefit equation, Abel. You’re a smart guy. You don’t earnestly believe you’ll live through your father’s little scheme, do you?”  
“Good, that should tell you how much I despise you then. Now Ice, get him ready to go,” he scanned the woods with his blue eyes, “I don’t like staying in one place too long.”  
“Yes, that wouldn’t be prudent,” Eisa agreed from his tree, “If I had a high value hostage, I wouldn’t want to stay stuck in one place for too long.”
“It’s agreed then,” Abel declared, “Gather up camp. The lights here get shut off every twenty six hours or so for some reason and I’d rather not walk in the dark.” 
“Do I get to take the tree with me?” Eisa inquired. 

“You be quiet now,” Abel chided.
“But there’s so much to say!” 

This comment earned Eisa a backhand across the jaw, though fortunately Abel used his fleshy hand. Still, it hurt like the devil.
“Anyhow, the caverns are basically a hole in the ground at the top of this slope,” Abel continued as he brushed off his hand, “Only a little light down there and a bunch of ponds. No fish in them, but I’ll hit the village and get some food for you to last the week. Pretty easy, don’t you think?” 
  Evelyn was silent for a moment. “Yeah,” she said. Eisa knew that he should have expected not less, but nonetheless felt a twinge of disappointment at her words. He supposed that in spite of everything he’d said, he somehow expected better from Evelyn. “Sorry,” she added to no one in particular, “Let’s get going.” 
His captors began to rummage about the camp, gathering up a few blankets while doing their best to ignore Eisa’s continued presence. Eisa took the time to flex his jaw, feeling a bit of gratitude that his teeth were apparently intact. The right side of his inner cheek might have been bleeding a bit, but not profusely. Abel didn’t hit quite as hard as he used to. Eisa squinted his eyes when he saw Evelyn stuff his cloak into a sack and slung it over her shoulder. 
“Alright, get up Prince,” Abel muttered after a moment, “You’re carrying the heaviest packs.” 

His old friend stood over him and clicked his CCL between his index finger and thumb. Eisa felt his hands come loose behind his back. 
“Come on, get up.” 

“But I’m tired.” 

“Yeah, I hear you. It’s been a long day.’ 

“It really has. We should rest for a little while longer.”  
Abel nodded. “Yeah we should.” 

Abel grabbed Eisa by the shoulder with his fleshy right hand and forced him upright. When Abel let him go, Eisa reacted. His right fist connected with Abel’s jaw cleanly and he followed its movement with a shoulder that bore into his old friend’s chest. Evelyn screamed as Abel was forced back, though the traitor did not fall. Eisa, knowing his muscles were too sore for him to beat Abel man-to-man, turned about to try to run only to have his wrist caught by Abel’s still-human hand. Eisa turned to lash out at him again, only to be rapped across the face with his metal arm. 
“What’s wrong?” Abel derided as he twisted Eisa’s arm back painfully, “Getting old are we?”
“I figured you were a bit shaky what with the new arm and all that,” Eisa replied in a strained voice. Abel’s grip on his right wrist was like iron. As his arm was twisted back it was all he could do to stay on his feet. Eisa grit his teeth, “Need to test your reflexes and all that.”  
Eisa kicked out, looking for Abel’s groin but was deflected by Abel’s own leg and knocked off balance. Abel’s metal arm snapped at his neck, but Eisa intentionally threw himself to the ground to avoid it, using his weight to force his right arm free. Abel’s boot was waiting for him when he touched the soil. The first blow knocked the wind out of him and the second rolled him onto his back where he lay very still, gasping for air raggedly. The third stomped into his stomach viciously, avoiding bone but ejecting the Evelyn’s sandwich quite cleanly. Eisa rolled back onto his stomach. 

“If you’re done embarrassing yourself then,” Abel intoned, “I would like to get a move on.” 

Eisa coughed, tasting a mixture of blood and vomit in his mouth. He spat it out and breathed for a moment, carefully and shortly. He felt at the soil, trying to pick himself up, but his limbs would not respond to his will. He remained still, his blood feeding the dirt as his lungs struggled to breathe. 

“Aren’t you a sorry sight?”

He tried to form words but hadn’t the air for them. He shut his eyes, trying to force his body into order. 

“Oh come on now… Am I going to have to carry you?”

“Hey, Abel,” Eisa gasped in a ragged whisper. 

“Yes Eisa?” 

“Remember that time,” Eisa heaved, “When Alisa was taken?” 

Abel sighed. “Alisa? That was your first girlfriend? Yes, I remember that. Locked up in a tower, wasn’t she? For giving it up for you on the first date, if memory serves.”

“You stopped me back then,” Eisa wheezed, “From going after her… said she was gone.” 
“Well yeah,” Abel answered impatiently, “She was bloody doomed and all that.” 
“It would have been better,” Eisa murmured as his breath began to even, “To have tried. It would have been better… I’ve always regretted that, you know? More than anything else… it would have been better to have done what’s right.” 
“Get up, will you?” Abel said impatiently.

“Abel,” Eisa said as his arms pulled his head off the ground, “Don’t make the same mistake. Even if you think you’ll fail… try anyhow. It’s better that way.” 

 “Thanks for the advice, Eisa,” Abel replied, rolling his eyes and helping his old friend to his feet, “I’ll do my best.” 
“Good,” Eisa replied, “So will I.” 

End of the Twelfth Part
