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Beginning of the Thirteenth Part – Bonds
“That should keep him still,” Abel announced, “If he tries to wiggle away, kick him for a bit until he lies still.” 

“Got it.” 
The only time the Prince could remember being taken hostage was when he was about nine. He had been told that when he was a baby he’d been abducted before that by some democracy-group with Republican connections, though he hadn’t the faintest memory of that experience. He knew it had happened, as his mother had often spoken of it when he was seven, but for the life of him 

In any case, he recalled his Uncle Saul taking him aside after his second most recent hostage event. “The first rule of being a hostage,” the old warrior had said, as though he expected Eisa to be abducted again within a few hours, “Is to cooperate to the best of your ability with your captors. Never say ‘no’. The second rule is to never, under any circumstances, attempt an escape.” Eisa could almost feel his Uncle clasp him over the shoulder. “And the third rule is that when the opportunity presents itself, escape as soon as possible.”

Saul laughed then, leaving a confused nine year old Eisa to be collected by his grateful sister. It was only now, when the Prince lay bound at both his hands and feet and blindfolded in some godforsaken cave, that he comprehended his Uncle’s meaning: Don’t try to escape unless you’re certain you actually can escape. Making an attempt and failing means never having another chance. 
“I’m thinking,” Eisa said aloud, “That it’ll be awfully hard to go to answer nature’s call without being able to see or stand or use my hands or any of those other conveniences that a spoiled Prince like me takes for granted.” 
“Evelyn can help you out with that.” 
“Glad you’re giving her the easy jobs.” 

Eisa strained his ears when he heard Abel’s boots kick at the ground, struggling to gauge his location. “Carlos,” Abel said, just as Eisa registered the presence of a third pair of footsteps. He heard two hands clasp together. “Good of you to show up. Evelyn, you’ve met Carl, right? This fellow here is Dray and this is Sharon. They’ll be camping with us tonight.” 
“Nice to meet you,” several unfamiliar voices said. 

“We’ll be leaving the Prince in their care once the supply ship lands,” Abel replied. Eisa wondered if he was pacing for the sole purpose of disorienting him, “Still a lot to do.” 

 “I need to go and pick up Nurah,” was Evelyn’s answer, still in more or less the same place. Eisa adjusted his weight, feeling no small amount of discomfort in his legs thanks to his ankle bonds. “I’m scared about what Eisa’s crewmates might do to her.”  

“They wouldn’t do that,” said Eisa speaking up, “Both those two are big softies. They aren’t going to pick on a four year old. Though you are a truly wonderful mother, Evelyn, leaving your daughter so close to enemy hands like that.” 

 “We should gag him too, now that I think of it.” 
And thus was Eisa silenced. It was a rather uncomfortable thing, but Eisa supposed that it could have been worse. He recalled a legend of a great grandfather of his that imprisoned a dissident leader in a white room, placing a cowl over his head inlaid with bright lights and tiny mirrors. The only sight the man would see for the remainder of his days were his own two eyes constantly staring back at him. Eisa understood that the man went quite mad after about a week or two of the rather novel torture, leaving Eisa yet another piece of his ancestry to take pride in. 

“Evelyn’s right,” a male voice piped up, “We should pick up Nurah. Dalion doesn’t know about her, but best to be cautious.” 

“Manpower’s short,” a woman’s voice, rough and ragged, answered, “Me and Evelyn can go fetch the little one later tonight. It’s just a cripple and some girl to deal with, right? No problem.” 

“Sounds good,” Abel replied, “Just make it fast.”  

“I was told to tell you that your father extends his regards and appreciation, Striff,” another male voice said, though Eisa wasn’t sure if it was a different person than the first or not, “Kaistor’s apparent betrayal aside, things are once again progressing smoothly.”
“Right, yes, I’m so glad to hear that,” Abel answered with a sigh, “It’s always a happy day when I find myself free of my father’s scorn.” 

The Prince leaned back against a mostly-smooth rock, breathing through his nose in a wheeze. He could still hear Abel and Evelyn speaking, but did not let his mind process the sound. He wanted to see. He wanted to scratch an itch. It was infuriating. And that was to say nothing to the horrible pain in his gut that Abel’s boot had left him with. The initial shock at being so thoroughly betrayed by one of his closest friends was steadily giving way to a rather vindictive sort of rage, which the Prince was doing his very best to suppress.
“Is Telli going to come down or is she staying with your ship?” 

“I’m not…”

The voice trailed off as it moved away from where he had been set. Eisa pushed at his gag with his tongue, which made him choke a bit. It would have been better, he mused, if they had knocked him out. At least then he wouldn’t have to lie around in distressed blindness. The Prince tugged at his bonds before setting his teeth to try to cool his head, though he quickly found that he could produce few rational thoughts without his eyes. For some reason, he found his thoughts move towards his lost friend Etherege… the Souler had always been such a recluse, staying aboard the ship when the rest of the crew took shore. Eisa had always thought that he’d simply been an agoraphobe, but perhaps leaving the ship and its sensors was for him what the blindfold was to Eisa, which is to say unbearable, even for a short time. 
The voices were distant now, though Eisa struggled to hear them. Abel had given Eisa a spin after putting the blindfold over his eyes, but Eisa remembered that the cavern they were in had three exits, two on its north side and one on its south with a clear pond at its east side. Eisa was lying against a flat surface at that moment, which meant that he was probably on the wall opposite to the ponds, meaning in turn that the footfalls he was hearing to his right was heading south, the way they’d come. The Prince’s head sagged as he processed this useless information, wishing someone would plug up his ears too. It was at that moment that he felt an insect land on the right side of his neck. His hand moved instinctively to swat it away, only to come up against his bonds and cause his whole body to jolt awkwardly. He felt the insect crawl up his neck, its feelers brushing against his cheek. He made a muffled sound that might have been a scream as it reached his ear. 
“Eisa?” 

The word came from his right and Eisa’s head tilted toward its source. It was a soft voice, clear, friendly and perhaps a bit shy. It felt as though it was speaking in his ear and the sound was strangely familiar. 
“You’re alive… thank God. I was beginning to worry.” 
Eisa thought that the fact that he managed to keep silent and still as the voice spoke was rather admirable on his part. He had, after all, never before been so happy to hear Nari’s voice.
“Oh my… you’re in bad shape. What have they done to you?” 
Eisa stayed very still. No one else in the room was speaking, though he thought he heard a splash on the other side of the room. Perhaps Evelyn was taking a dip in the pools? Eisa remembered the water in the pools being fairly warm when he last came here, likely due to some generator located beneath the caverns, so it was possible. One thing he was certain of was that Nari could not have been sitting next to him without attracting some notice. 
“Can you speak, Captain? You probably can’t, considering that you haven’t said anything. Hold your breath for a moment if you can at least hear me.” 

Eisa took a breath in from his nose and held it. That was an uncomfortable thing to do in his condition, but Eisa was obviously in no position to complain.
“Okay good, thank goodness. I was afraid you were dead or captured when you disappeared that night. What is with you, going out on your own with Tyler? I… I don’t mean to scold, but… that wasn’t a good idea.” 
Eisa rolled his bound eyes in the imposed darkness. He of all people knew that much by now. 

“Sorry. Um… I’m about a kilometer above you right now. We tracked you from that transmission Evelyn sent to Alastor about Nurah, but lost the trail. Thankfully a ship just landed here fifteen minutes ago and we followed it in. I’m talking to you right now through a miniature mechan that I sent in there to seek out your bio-readings. Please don’t squish it. Anyway… Tyler isn’t far from you now.”
If Eisa could speak, he would have said ‘Tyler?’ at that moment. Nari had always been a rather unassuming sort of person… he could imagine the story Tyler would have told to get her to bring him along. He would have used the words ‘duty’ and ‘responsibility’, maybe mentioned a vague sort of debt he thought he owed the person he called Prince. Nari, being someone who lacked both common sense and skepticism, would of course have then brought him along because it felt right. 

“Tyler says that there are five people down there,” Nari continued, “Three males and two girls, including that Evelyn person.”

Eisa could feel that Nari wanted to say a few words about that and perhaps comment on how he had assured her that Evelyn was harmless. Eisa was grateful that she held them back, but wasn’t sure if that was out of kindness or pity.  
“Graham’s leg hasn’t healed yet. I’m going to be leaving him here in Muse… no Graham not now… no, he can’t actually…”
“Captain!” a second voice interjected. “Can’t talk, can you? They got you gagged or cut out you tongue or something? Scum, all of them.”

“Graham…”
“Tyler’s already down there. Great little guy. That kid is going places, mark my word. Pity I can’t walk about yet, else I’d be down in the thick of it myself,” Graham’s voice was so loud that it was hurting Eisa’s ear. The Prince flinched in his personal darkness. “Hey Tyler! Get on the line and say hi!” 
“Prince?” Tyler’s small voice came in a whisper, “Are you okay?”

“Graham!” Nari cut in “Take this seriously! Tyler! No talking down there, you’ll be caught.”
“Sorry,” two quiet voices answered. 
Eisa laughed as well as he was able to in his present state.
“Anyway, Captain” Nari resumed, “Or Eisa I should say… I’ve been looking over your old maps of the station. There are lots of ways in and out of the caverns… that room you’re in has a little underground pond that connects to a stream that’s being fed by a couple of wide pipes between bulkheads… if we got you loose…” 

 Eisa blinked at this plan, wondering what was wrong with it before realizing that Nari apparently kept a copy of his maps. He supposed that it was good that at least one person had bought a copy. 
“Look here, Nari,” Graham’s voice cut in, “Now’s not the time for stealth. If you’re thinking of getting Eisa back with none of these goons being the wiser, then you’re on the wrong track. Look at the readouts the mechan’s sending back. Battered, bruised and with a broken rib… You won’t be able to carry Eisa out of there faster than they can catch you.” 
Nari was quiet for a moment. “What do you suggest?”  
“Kill them. Kill them all, frisk their bodies for cash and then walk out of there at your leisure. The direct approach.” 

Nari considered this for a moment and Eisa could almost feel the chill running down her spine. “I see.” 
“I know what you’re thinking,” Graham continued in Eisa’s ear. The Prince wasn’t completely certain why he was being included in this conversation, but supposed it was somehow comforting to hear them like this, “Two and a half of us and five of them. But those caves are pretty big and complicated. Catch them off guard and that’s that.”

Eisa recalled what Nari had said during their fight against the Frigate. The war hero who had never killed a man up close… it was almost funny. If Nari’s reputation was to be believed, she was personally responsible for the deaths of thousands of people and yet here she was so squeamishly innocent at the prospect of shooting a couple of thugs in the head. 
“Did you hear all that, Captain? Cough if you did.” 

Eisa did so. 
“Okay then… I’ll be in contact again soon. Try… or well… just stay strong down there, okay?”
Eisa coughed once more and heard Nari’s soft laugh, a sound which was no small comfort in the cold darkness. The line cut.

Eisa began to count his breaths. A fresh wave of adrenaline had pumped into him, which made him too restless to fall back into wounded slumber. He took an inventory of his appendages, moving his toes and fingers. He breathed deeply and felt a sharp pain in his chest, likely from the diaphragm. It wasn’t a crippling pain, no doubt due to Abel measuring his blow carefully, but it certainly didn’t help matters. His stomach was empty, of course, what with his being forced to vomit up his last meal rather spectacularly though that didn’t bother him at that moment. Having been put through the wringer and denied real food for a full twenty four hours, he supposed his body was ready to tap its reserves. When Nari came, he would certainly be a bit sluggish, but he would at least be ready. 
“I don’t think it’s anything to be too worried about,” a deep voice from the edge of the room said, “The Associates are just a bunch of lowly bloodsuckers. They can send out their weird monsters as they please, it won’t snuff out the Lantern and once the Watch answers our petitions the matter will be settled. All this talk of war is just silly.” 
“Optimistic, aren’t you?” Abel’s voice retorted, somewhat closer to where Eisa was lying, “I somehow doubt you’ve spoken to an Associate Lord before.” 
“Thugs can be pretty intimidating but in the end they’re just thugs.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Carl. Very, very wrong... I tell you, these attacks make me nervous in more ways than one.” 

“You’re scared, Striff?” Carl’s voiced inquired, “That’s not like you.”

Eisa swallowed, feeling his ears burning as his anticipation began to boil over. He wished that he could dunk his head in water or something, but kept his concentration up, knowing that he had to stay wired until help arrived. He strained his ears and heard a few splashes, meaning that Evelyn had finished bathing. Eisa dwelled on that image for a moment to kill a few seconds, though it didn’t last. Whatever part of him had been so possessed by Evelyn earlier in his life had long since burned away as far as he could tell. The feeling made the Prince feel sorry for Nurah. 
“So are you awake?” 

The sound came from very close by and for a moment Eisa thought it was mechan ear piece. It was not until his gag was rather forcefully pulled off that Eisa realized who was speaking. Eisa gasped and breathed through his mouth, tasting the cavern air rather thankfully. He did this twice and once more before trying his vocal cords: “I am now.” 

“Sorry,” Evelyn’s voice said. Her scent was a little damp, though Eisa could smell her skin. “I was wondering if you were hungry.”  
“I’m not,” Eisa replied. He cleared his throat. “But I could do with some water.” 

“Here,” Evelyn provided. 

The water was cool in his throat and after two swallows Eisa choked and coughed 
“Sorry.”

“You ought to be,” Eisa replied nastily. He wasn’t certain if Graham and Nari were listening in on him, but considering that they’d asked him to talk it was at least possible. 

“After Abel leaves, I’ll get you untied. There’s no real need for you to be strung up like that.”  

“Wow, how very compassionate of you. You’re a real good sort, aren’t you Ice?”  

Evelyn laughed weakly. Eisa heard her feet crunch a bit of loose rock as she stepped over to him. “The others were telling me some news… apparently Dalion stormed the Golden Chambers and interrupted a Convocation.”  
“Did he?” Eisa inquired, “Oh wonderful… Radom did his job. I knew I could count on him, that old fool.” 
“Radom?” Evelyn inquired, “Our history teacher?” 

Eisa smirked in the direction of her voice, no doubt looking quite foolish in the process.

“Is this the Prince then?” a second female voice said from near Evelyn, “I expected someone a bit more handsome, I have to say.” 

“I’m a lot better looking when I’m not starved and beaten,” Eisa answered with as much cheer as he could manage, “The magazines used to say that I have nice eyes.” 

 “That so?” the woman answered, “Nice voice too. I can see what Eve sees in you.”
“She used to say that she that I had sexy lips. Just thinking about it makes me blush.” 

Eisa was slapped rather smartly with the back of a hand. He gasped at the sudden impact. 

“Sharon!” Evelyn cried, “What are you doing?” 

“Oops sorry,” Sharon answered, “I thought of everything I’ve heard about this guy and well… guess my hand slipped.”

“Hey lady,” Eisa murmured, “That was nice. I was starting to doze off.... Thanks.”  

 “That-”
“Sharon!” Evelyn cried, “That’s enough!”

Eisa heard a ‘tsk’ sound and then a few heavy boots pounding away at the ground. He let a few seconds pass for Evelyn to consider what to say next, at which point he interrupted her thought process.  “Put my gag back on,” he said pitilessly, “I don’t want to talk anymore.” 
“Sorry,” Evelyn said reflexively, “I’ll… leave you be.” 
The gag, however, was not reattached. Eisa listened to her footsteps move away and figured that Graham must somehow have been listening to the same thing, for a few minutes after she stopped his voice said: “You tell her, Captain. Don’t let that witch walk all over you.” 

Eisa was about to speak but checked himself. He pressed his lips and tried to speak without moving his mouth. “Can you hear me?” 
“You trying to say something, Captain?” 

Eisa sighed and set his lips together that much more firmly. Without eyes, nothing he could say aloud was worth potentially risking the coming operation. Still, the prudent part of Eisa was not exactly dominant at that moment and so he murmured: “No, nothing at all.” He hoped after the words left his mouth that he hadn’t spoken loudly. 

“Good to hear you say as much,” Graham said optimistically, “I’m guessing it’s not such a good idea to have a chat now, but sit tight we’re almost ready to go.” 
“Right,” Eisa hissed under his breath. 

“Want me to play some music or something? I’ve got some tunes from the Republics here… little group of stringers from Estrala with a sweet little songbird at the lead. There’s one really good piece, here let me get it…” 

Eisa set his teeth and spoke as quietly as he could manage. “No.” 

“What?” Evelyn’s voice asked from across the room, “You want something from me?”
“No,” Eisa said loudly, “No, never that. Ever. But especially not now.” 

“Right,” Evelyn said.
“Right you are, Captain,” Graham added shortly thereafter.
Silence fell on both ends, a fact that Eisa was particularly thankful for in Graham’s case. Eisa had been to Estrala six or seven times over the last three years… it was probably the most cosmopolitan and comfortable of the Republics. To that moment, the Prince’s plan should his bid for power go awry was to seek asylum there. But the music that was popular in the capital city of Kelling was… Eisa shook his head at the memory. There were some things that human ears were not designed to hear or process. 
“Looking good in that gear, Nari,” Graham’s voice said, somewhat faintly. Apparently he’d left the line open. “I’m sure our little Prince will be thrilled to see you, if you take my meaning.” 
Nari paused at that, or at least that was Eisa’s impression. “Thanks, I think. Sounds like wishful thinking though.” 

Graham snorted. “Oh come on, Nari, you know that he…” 

“Yes, I know, but now’s not the time to worry about that. I’m trying to keep my eye on the matter at hand,” she said briefly, “I just talked things over with Tyler. I’m ready to head down.” 

“You’ll be okay?” 
“I’ll be fine. Signal Tyler when I’m in the water.”
“You a good swimmer?” 

“Yes,” Nari replied. Her voice suddenly became louder: “Oh, is this already…” she cleared her throat, “Eisa, I’m heading down now. Sorry to keep you waiting.” 

The line abruptly cut before Eisa could even stop himself from responding. The Prince shook his head at his foolish feelings. The last and only woman he had dallied with was looking to steal everything from him and yet… he shook his head. When news of Nurah’s conception first reached him, Eisa didn’t really know what to make of the situation. These days he liked to blame his father for the whole affair… he had been an exiled prince with a scant bodyguard and a few friends. Shamir Quays, the one person who might have passed as a father figure for Eisa, was too busy counting the days to his first millennium to pay him any mind. He was a boy that made a mistake, or so Eisa reasoned. But he knew now as well as he did then that he was a very clever sort of man who would never be simply ignorant of the consequences of creating a royal bastard. 
So why then, he asked himself, had he let it happen? He felt as though he knew the answer but did not want to acknowledge it. 
“If you untie him he’ll try to escape,” the Prince heard his old friend say, “You aren’t to untie him. Let him crap his pants if he has to. It’ll mean less trouble.” 

“Don’t be crazy,” one of the other male voices said, “There are three of us here and I’m not going to deal with the stench of royal turds.” 
“Eisa,” Nari’s voice came into Eisa’s right ear, “We’re starting.” 

“… if he gets loose…”  

Eisa was a man that had a certain amount of appreciation for dramatic timing. He was not quite sure what caused the deafening boom that shook the caverns so violently. It might have been a grenade, it might have been a miniature artillery piece or it could have been Muse bombing the bulkheads from above. All he knew as the cavern was filled with screams was that the tremor knocked at least one person off their feet and slammed his head rather painfully against the wall. 
“Is anyone hurt?” 
“What the hell was that?” 
“Calm down, Dray!”
“Who are they?” Abel demanded, “Sharon! What are those damn proxy sensors saying? Dray! Are you alright? On your feet then! Evelyn! Point a gun at Eisa and keep two fingers on the trigger! This is his doing! I’m not sure, but….”

“Abel!” the voice that Eisa had identified as Carl said, “We need to move! Save the speculation for later!”

Eisa was shivering in his corner of the room in what he hoped what was an acceptable passive pose. Evelyn didn’t press the gun to his head or anything of that matter, which was somewhat reassuring. Eisa was quite certain that Evelyn was the one person in the room who would not shoot him or anyone else, but it was best not to take risks. 
“Someone just shot a hole into the caverns,” Sharon’s shaky voice said, “Had to come from some sort of ship or strike craft. They melted a bit of the upper bulkheads and caused some rocks to slide, but the cavern hasn’t collapsed.” 

“And just who is someone?” Abel’s voice hissed back. 
“I don’t know… Telli isn’t answering my calls,” Sharon continued, “Oh God… They might have attacked the ship. Telli? Telli!” 

Eisa thought he was the first person in the room to notice it. A misty scent touched his nose and he had a prickly feeling of moisture settling on his face as if he were lying on a windy beach. When he heard a crack and creak, what his pilot had planned dawned on him. He couldn’t help but feel a bit of pride. It was really quite clever. 
“Abel!” the voice that Eisa had mentally assigned to the man called Dray called out, “We… we’ve got trouble! Oh … oh hell… “
“What is it?”  

 “Water!” 
Eisa laughed, even though he knew he really shouldn’t have. Saynath’s water system was a sophisticated and indecipherable system sustained by an alien science whose core principles were completely foreign to mankind. The water flow was driven by an unknown source of pressure and flowed through the station in what scientists often compared to a blood stream, which in turn led to the station’s being subjected to every type of chemical analysis, all of which only yielded two hydrogens and an oxygen.  But one thing that was generally understood was that that you could find water anywhere in Saynath… both below caverns and above them. 

“Stay calm,” Abel declared in a voice that was even enough to make Eisa admire his friend’s nerve, “They’re doing this to force us to scurry to the surface on their terms.” 
“You have a better idea?” Dray demanded. 

“First we stay calm, you lousy son of a mutant,” Abel spat, “Then we follow me. There’s a narrow path, mostly hidden that leads to high ground. It’s a steep slope, but we can get up easily and then take a side route to the surface that they probably won’t know about.”
“And if they do?”

“The longer it takes them to catch us, the better off we’ll be. The Watch will detect the structural breach and be on its way already. They don’t take kindly to people that harm the Jewel of Creation so callously.” 

“You heard him,” the voice of Carl called out as Eisa began to feel water flowing around his legs, “I’ll take the…”
Over the rush of the water, a solitary and terrible scream sounded in the room. It was followed quickly by the yells of the others. Eisa moved his head in frustration, trying to figure out what was going on.  He could not even tell who it was that was screaming, much less why. Still, as he listened to the man’s cries fade into sobs, he figured that it had to be a good thing. 
“There’s a damn kid in here!” Sharon cried as she fired some sort of gun, “He’s got some grenades or something!  I think I tagged him before he scurried, but I’m not sure.” 

“Dray!” Abel yelled over the sobs and screams, “Dray, get… oh god. Carl! Help me with him! His leg it’s… Come on! We need to stop the bleeding!” 

“Leave him,” Carl answered, his voice soft but just barely audible. 
“To hell with that!” 

Eisa heard the sounds of boots splashing against the water and felt his legs jolt at the first touch of icy water. “We won’t make it out with dead weight and your father will kill me more than one time if I don’t get you out of here,” Carl replied, “Dray, I’m sorry.” 

“Carl!” Sharon cried from across the room, “Don’t!”   
He heard a single gunshot and then a muffled sort of silence that let Eisa listen to the sound of water pouring into the room. In spite of everything, Eisa could not help but feel sympathy. No matter who that man was, he probably had not deserved to die like that. As he continued to contemplate the matter, he felt the bonds on his legs loosen and fall away. 
“We’ll be having a talk about this once we escape, Carl,” Abel said stiffly, “Dray did not deserve that... particularly not from you.” 

“I’m willing to have a discussion about my actions once we’re safely out of here,” Carl answered, “For now give the order and I’ll follow.” 

“Oh?” Abel inquired testily as he grabbed hold of Eisa’s shoulder with his still-human hand and forced him upright, “So now I’m in charge?” 

“You’re the boss’ son and a smart guy, Abel, but you’ve never been in a real fight before. I did what needed to be done.” 

Abel snorted. “You know very little about me, Carl. But now then… Eisa, we’re going to have to ask you to use your legs here. Feel that?” Eisa’s back was touched by a cool piece of metal, “This is my mother’s old Lathelair. Nice sort of gun… shoots an armour-piercing round and has enough heft to let you bludgeon someone down in a pinch. Needless to say, one wrong move will mean one bullet right through your black heart.” 
“Yeah, I sort of gathered that,” Eisa commented, “Could I get the blindfold off then?”

“No,” Abel replied, “Now move as I direct.”
Eisa was shoved along and walked blindly forward, feeling water sloshing between his boots and wincing at his wet socks. The Prince set his teeth, feeling as though the whole ordeal had somehow aged him by a century or two.

 “Put him out front,” Abel ordered, pressing his pistol hard into the small of Eisa’s back. His voice was a bit strained and perhaps even nervous. “We’ll be using a Princely shield. Carl? Watch our backs, will you? And please don’t shoot any of us.” 

Eisa feet were tripped up by a jutting rock though a harsh hand stopped his fall. He set his teeth and kept walking. He wasn’t sure where he was going, only that he had to move forward and not stop, even if his head banged against an overhanging rock. 
“You’re blindfolded?” Nari’s voice inquired in his right ear, “You should have mentioned that. Oh well, too late now… Hang on and count to thirty.” 

Eisa started counting. 

“Look sharp, Sharon,” Abel muttered darkly, “Keep those shields up. It’s too quiet. One shot and they let us walk? Yeah right… there’s going to be a trap. Evelyn, stay close to me, they might be after you as well as the Prince.” 

Eisa counted off to thirteen. 

“Maybe we should try to contact your father?” Sharon suggested nervously, “Let him know what’s going on.”  
“I’m sure that would be a great use of energy in this situation,” Abel said with a sigh, “Come on, we’re almost to the slope.” 

Eisa hit thirty four and kept going, wondering what was wrong. He supposed that he had counted fast since he was so nervous.  He kept up the count as the water began to touch the bottom of his knee and he was forced to muddle through. Fifty seven…
“Abel!” 

He heard Evelyn scream and felt as though something hot were being pressed to his bound eyes. There was a cacophony of voices behind him and Eisa, quite instinctively, tipped himself forward into the shallow water, striking the surface with a rather painful splash as he heard misdirected gunfire erupt close by. The flash of cold water shook his body, though at least he could say that he was quite awake now. He pushed himself up to his knees and raised his bound hands up to his blindfold, awkwardly prying it off his eyes and then blinking at the sudden light. 
“Spread out!” Carl yelled as his rifle unloaded at the cavern walls. 

Eisa’s light-stricken eyes could only make out vague shapes in the dim caverns, but could see four distinct figures, one huddled over the other while the fourth’s rifle was raised and laying down suppressing fire. 
“Sharon!” Evelyn was saying, “Sharon, are you okay? Can you hear me?”

“Quiet,” the other hissed. As Eisa’s eyes grew accustomed to the light, he saw that she was a tall woman with brutally cut brown hair. He vaguely felt as though he ought to have recognized her. She was clasping a hand over the left side of her face and Eisa could just make out blood.  “Get away, damn it! That kid! That damn kid! I saw him! He pressed something and made part of the ceiling drop!” 

“There’s someone behind us,” Carl reported coolly, “I didn’t… Gah!” 

Eisa saw the flash as a projectile ricocheted off of Carl’s personal shield. He fired back twice, though somehow Eisa did not think he hit. The water was creeping up their knees and the only light source for Abel’s group were the floodlights on their rifles and the large spherical lantern that Evelyn was holding.

“I think there’s only one,” Carl reported gruffly, “Come on, keep moving!” 

It occurred to Eisa that he ought to be running while his captors were in apparent disarray, but as he scrambled to his feet he was clasped roughly by a metal arm. “Oy!” Abel yelled. Eisa yelped in pain as his grip tightened. “You tell those bastards to back off and you do it now!” 

Eisa could still barely see and drew in a ragged breath. “You should give up,” he said to his old friend, “They’ve forced you out into the open. They control the caves. They can attack you from any angle… and if you kill me…” 
Abel responded to this entreaty with the back of his still-human fist. Eisa received it with his teeth clenched. He was almost used to Abel’s new brand of casual violence. He should’ve been angry, but he was not. He supposed that it was his way to focus on opportunity, wherever he might find it.
“Kill me if you like then,” Eisa said earnestly, spitting out a bit of blood before smiling, “My death shall be on your conscience.” 

“You made me into a murderer a very long time ago, Eisa,” was Abel’s response. Behind him, Carl was firing again and Eisa saw something deflect off his personal shield. “It’s real rich for you to talk about conscience at this point.” 

“Abel!” Carl called. He fired another gunshot that Eisa heard deflecting off the cavern walls, “Now is not the time!”  

“You know what I meant to do when you gave me your oath,” Eisa murmured smoothly, “If you’ve had second thoughts, then fine. But don’t put everything on my shoulders, Abel… you’re better than that. Now come on. Take out your gun and shoot me.” 

Abel’s fleshy hand trembled for a moment. “By God, I hate you,” his old friend said, “Ever since we were kids and my father told me to befriend you… my whole damn life has been tainted by you.”

“I know,” said Eisa, picking up the thought, “And so I assume that when your immortal father offered you a way out from under my yoke, you jumped at it. I’ve figured it out, haven’t I? I didn’t take your life from you three years ago… it’s been my life from the get-go... although I suppose it was my mistake to assume that you were like Vincent and had nowhere else to go.”
Carl let out a cry and dropped to one knee. He still held his gun and apparently was still willing to use it, in spite of his personal shield being pierced. As Abel was silent in front of him, Eisa watched the tall man draw out another ammunition cartridge and slide it into the weapon. As he locked it into place, a shot from somewhere out of view took him in the shoulder, sputtering blood in every direction. 
“Carl!” Sharon called out, still clasping the left side of her face, “Carl!”

The man called Carl flinched backwards violently, but did not fall. He pointed his rifle feebly and fired two vaguely aimed shots. Eisa did not look away when he heard the popping sound that Nari sent to answer him. The man called Carl’s rifle fell from his hands as the hole between his eyes spurted blood towards the ceiling like a fountain. He crumpled and fell into the ever-deepening water. 
“It looks like things haven’t turned out so well for you, Abel,” Eisa said softly as he listened to the splash in the darkness of the cavern, “And I’m sorry for that. No, really… I am.” 

Abel’s pistol was pointed to Eisa’s forehead. “I told you,” he said simply, “Either you call off your goons or you die.”

“Nari hold your fire for a moment,” Eisa said casually, not showing even a hint of the fear brimming just beneath the surface. The water was halfway up his thighs and it was steadily freezing him, though Eisa did not even let his teeth chatter. “I have a counter-proposal. Want to guess what it is?” 
“The answer is no,” Abel replied. 

“It’ll be hard to swim with that arm of yours,” Eisa said pointedly, “And harder still to live any sort of life after I die. Your father will not be pleased, I imagine, and Dalion will keep a bounty on your head until the end of your days.” 

“I said no.” 

“I, however, was in the process of staging an all-out assault on the Archivist before I ran into you. A sort of sledgehammer affair that was as likely to do me as much harm as it would do me good. Better than doing nothing, or so I reasoned.” 
The barrel of the gun pressed to Eisa’s forehead, but Eisa paid it no mind. A gun was only dangerous if it fired. 

“However…” 

“Don’t even ask, Eisa,” Abel hissed, shutting his eyes for a moment, “I won’t! I’d rather die!” 

“And I’d rather die than be a party to your father’s foolish bid to bring Solar under his control,” was Eisa’s reply, “So your choice is either pull that trigger right now and then die by my pilot’s hand or...” 
Eisa let his sentence hang, though he wasn’t quite sure why that was. Perhaps he was waiting to see if Abel would shoot him or perhaps a small part of him that still was feeling the pain in his gut from when he’d been kicked was telling him to stop... telling him to order Nari to shoot him in the back. Abel deserved to be ended right there and then. It’s what Saul would have done. 

“Abel,” Sharon said from across the room, “We need to get out of here… take him hostage… head to that high ground. We can wait them out. Please! Just move before we all drown!” 

“Abel…” Evelyn began on the other side of the room. Her voice cut off and out of the corner of his eye the Prince saw her bite down on a lip. “Eisa,” she started again after reconsidering, “What are you saying?”  

The Prince locked eyes with his old friend… the first and only friend he’d made in the Lantern. “Well?” 
The light was dim and so Eisa didn’t quite see what happened next, though he heard it. The pistol that Abel had inherited from his mother made a single and soft splash as it touched the rising water and sank. Eisa could not see completely see Abel’s face, but through the shadows he saw that his old friend’s eyes were shut and his jaw set. His metallic arm was hanging by his side while the other was shaking with some combination of cold, anger and no doubt sadness. Eisa wondered if he could see the boy in Abel if he looked closely enough, but could see no such figure. Nevertheless…
“Excellent,” Eisa said. He raised his bound hands towards Abel expectantly. “We should really get going then. I don’t fancy drowning and there is much we have to do.” 

His old friend looked at Eisa for the briefest of moments. With no fanfare or ceremony, the Prince’s bonds fell from his wrists. 
“Well then,” Eisa said brightly as he moved his hands, “Let’s carry on.” 

End of the Thirteenth Part

