The Grace by Faisal M. Ahmad

Beginning of the Third Part - Home
Early mornings were not the normal forte of the Grace’s captain. When he was young, he had been habitually late for his classes and was could often be caught napping in first period. Age had not done very much to improve this matter, nor had the Prince’s unfortunate discovery of drink. Somehow however, the artificial day of Saynath had managed to sync with what was technically early in the afternoon by Grace’s own time and so he was treated with the rare sight of the Holy City waking. Lights were steadily being lit in both the Docks below and the Lantern district in the distance and from his perch atop the ship Eisa could see the wispy clouds drifting through the artificial atmosphere as the giant blue gas giant that the station continually faced dominated the sky. It was a drowsy and lethargic sort of sight, but Eisa found it to be strangely comfortable. 
“Want me to send a cup of coffee up, Captain?” 

Eisa did not flinch at the disembodied voice but instead breathed the cool early morning air. “That’d be great, it’s a little chilly out here,” Eisa answered with an involuntary shiver, “Don’t know what whoever built this place was thinking when they added cold breezes.”

“From what I’ve gathered, this place was built to support life,” Etherege’s voice replied, “To celebrate it, even. It could be that the Architects felt that life wasn’t quite complete without a cold breeze now and again.” 

Eisa yawned widely. “That’s a fairly profound statement, coming from an agoraphobe.”

“As a matter of fact, I’ve conducted a rather lengthy exploration of the station already, actually,” Etherege shot back haughtily, “The ship’s sensors can reach pretty deeply into the station’s underground. It’s amazing how there are lakes and rivers and villages down there. I just wish I could launch a probe.” 
“Please don’t,” said Eisa, tilting his head back to gaze up at the gas giant. Its standard name was Argalis-4 after the ancient Earth probe that had first discovered it, though everyone on Saynath called her the Misty Mother. “The Watch doesn’t like people sticking probes in their holy business.”
“I shall make efforts to restrain my considerable curiosity.” 

Eisa smiled. “Good.” He lay on his back, using his hands to cushion his head from the hard steel of his ship and shut his eyes for a moment. It was a strange thing, being back in Saynath after three years. It was not as though Saynath was his home, for it wasn’t nor could it ever be. When his father had first sent him, Eisa had thought of Saynath as a backward nation filled with strange people with bizarre customs and to that day, his opinion had not changed. But somehow, as the years had dwindled as he had gazed at the swirling storms of the Misty Mother, Eisa had come to the conclusion that Solar might not be his home either.
“By the by, Captain,” Etherege’s voice continued, “Today’s news ship has just come through the Gate. As usual, your upcoming trial is the topic of conversation.” 

 “Naturally,” Eisa answered, “Anything good?” 

“An Admiral by the name of Claude Gray gave an interview. He’s pledged to testify to your good character should Zaynab force a trial in your absence.”
Eisa snorted. “I do have awfully good character,” he dismissed, “Absolutely charming, really. How’d the Serpents do last night?”

“Final score 37 to 19 in favour of the Corsairs,” Etherege reported, “A rather inglorious end to the Serpents’ season.” 
“As usual,” Eisa replied with a mild sigh, “Did… oh wait, I think that’s the coffee. Oh you sent Weedy? That’s unusual. Hi Weedy!” 
“Morning Captain,” Weedy answered as she climbed atop the ship, holding a mug of coffee with her freehand carefully. Grace’s top side possessed some fifteen meters of flat space between the launch pad for their single reconnaissance fighter and the cylinder that stored the all-purpose stealth drone, which had the critical capacity of being able to carry three people across short distances discretely. “Why are you all the way up here?” 
“Just taking in the view,” Eisa answered, snapping upright and stifling yet-another yawn, “How’s the crew?”

 “Nari took off somewhere and Vincent’s been pretty quiet all morning, which is always cause for suspicion,” his redheaded engineer answered as she handed him the mug. She was wearing a blue pair of slacks and a white short sleeved blouse, which revealed a thick bandage just before her elbow. “The rest of us are mostly just wondering what you’re planning on doing.” 

“Good,” Eisa said as he pulled off the mug’s cover and took a shot of the bitter black liquid, “What’s the most popular theory?” 
Weedy found a smooth spot to sit down next to her Captain before answering. “Graham says that you have two or three transports disguised as tankers coming in filled with two battalions of Solaran Marines that are loyal to you and that you’re going to take the entire Holy City by force.”
Eisa winced at the very thought. “I see Graham has been talking to VJ.”

“El in the meanwhile thinks you’re planning a big heist on the Archivist’s tower to take the thing from under this Pallor guy’s nose.” 

Eisa rolled his eyes “If it were that easy, I wouldn’t have had to wait three years.” 

 “It’s more likely,” Etherege’s voice interjected, “That he’s had people inside the city for some time now and is planning on simply activating them and claiming his prize. The encrypted message he received last night nearly confirms it. Am I wrong?” 

  Eisa rubbed at his forehead, wondering if he should have taken a few extra hours of sleep after all. “That was the plan, actually,” he replied with a rather weary sigh, “Nothing gets passed you Soulers, assuming you don’t count exercise and fresh air.” 
“Naturally,” Etherege boasted, “We Soulers can see everything. I do take note of your use of the word ‘was’ however.” 

“You’re…” 

“Okay,” Weedy interrupted with a raised hand, “Tim, would you mind projecting an image or something so that I can see you? I really don’t like talking to air.”  
The air shimmered and a ghostly apparition of the silver-haired Souler appeared just behind Weedy. “Sorry,” he said, causing her shoulders to jolt in surprise, “I thought you would be used to it by now.” 
“Forgive me for being a mere mortals, you lousy ghost,” Weedy shot back in a miffed tone, “I swear, I’ve spent the last three years keeping a ship together and six years before that learning how to keep a ship together. But you know, for as many ships I’ve got between my ears, I’ve never actually felt the desire to become a ship.” 
“You should consider it,” Etherege answered with a wide smile. His projections always appeared a bit sharper than the Souler normally looked. His silvery hair would be combed back, his face perfectly shaved and he always seemed like he was ten years younger. Eisa supposed that even Soulers had to allow for a bit of vanity. “It can be rather liberating to be free of human constraints.” 

“Yeah, it sounds great,” Eisa said with a healthy roll of his eyes, “Who likes stuff like physical activity or showering anyway?”
“Being physically bound to a ship is a small price to pay for evolution,” the hologram retorted haughtily. He lifted one of his insubstantial hands to his chin. “Although I do miss fishing… Alas, perhaps when we next pass through Galyne.” 
“Maybe,” Eisa agreed, knowing that the ship was unlikely to touch Galyne’s ports ever again. “Don’t half the people that sign on to be a Souler fry their brains out in the first place?”

“The success rate of the initiation process has risen to something like seventy percent in recent years,” Etherege corrected, “Progress continues to march onward and upward.”

“What made you risk it then?” Weedy asked, “What made you think ‘you know what? I want to become a creepy cyborg’?” 

Etherege’s image was thoughtful for a while, though Eisa imagined he only assumed such a pose for dramatic effect. “I figured it would be a lot more fun than being normal,” he said with a shimmering shrug, “And, as it turns out, I was right. Still, that isn’t to say that I am without regrets…” 
Eisa’s head turned towards his Souler. “Really? What sort?” 

Etherege’s image did not visibly change, which told Eisa that the Souler was actually thinking about the matter. “Well…” he began, “Let’s just say that even though a Souler can see in every direction, we still only have got two eyes.”
Eisa gazed at the image of his Souler for a moment and then smiled wryly. “Not sure if I understand,” Eisa answered, “But I’ll take your word for it. But anyway kids, I’ve got to get going to an appointment with a certain someone.”

“Is that a good idea?” Weedy inquired, “That Marquis guy’s men are watching for you and everyone knows your face.” 

“I’ll be fine,” Eisa dismissed as he stood up and wrapped his cloak around his shoulders and pulled its hood over his black hair, “Now, don’t you two have jobs to do?
“Please inform me if you require assistance,” Etherege requested as Eisa walked towards the edge of his ship.
“I probably won’t,” he replied, “Later.”

Eisa descended slowly off his ship and then fell into a confident stride. When he was growing up in Saynath, Eisa had been forbidden by his father from leaving the Lantern district alone and was even technically required to inform the six Royal Guardsmen that accompanied him to the Holy City. Needlessly to say, the Prince had never taken either constraint particularly seriously and blended into the bustling crowds in the Docks with the easy familiarity of a native. He dodged passed loading crews and junk stalls and nearly knocked over a woman carrying what appeared to be a crate filled with apples before finally coming towards the Silver Gate and crossing into the Lantern district, freely pulling back his hood for one of the stationed guards as though he had nothing to hide.  
It was strange to be home, even if Eisa had never once let himself call Saynath his home. The familiarity of the gold and white brick paths felt under his feet and the misty scent in the air stirred feelings that he had not known he had had. Every statue, monument, shoe store and church held a memory and occasionally he would glimpse a familiar face. The old man who swept the leaves before the statue of Kolias Korta had lived a bitter life and had to watch an ageless father pass him by. The bearded gentleman that ran the holo rooms had a gorgeous wife that was the envy of half the town. As he walked down the Lantern streets, the Prince was assaulted with a swirl of small remembrances that left him with a strange mix of fleeting nostalgia and an overwhelming bitterness.
“State destination,” a female mechanical voice inquired as he stepped atop a raised silvery gravity platform. 

“The First House,” Eisa instructed, “I am expected.”  

The platform rose smoothly and Eisa looked up towards the sky. There were twenty three mansions in the Holy City, with a twenty fourth presently under construction. Each floats lazily about the Clock Tower, casting shadows upon the lesser creatures that dwelled beneath them. But only one of these symbols of magnificence could ever bear the lofty title of ‘First House’. Eisa braced himself as the platform came to a halt and stepped forward. 
“Present identification.”  

Eisa’s right hand was already raised and his thumb pressed against an inquisitive orb. The First House looked as it had three years before, which is to say that no one had even begun to clean up since Eisa had left. Tall weeds were tended by the same broken Mechans that Eisa had grown up with, though the grass jutting out from the cracked cobblestone path was much longer and Eisa sighted a fresh crack in the tall walls that had supposedly once contained a magnificent flower garden. The House itself, however, remained unchanged. 

“Welcome home, Master Eisa,” the dull mechanical voice said, “Please be sure to wipe the soles of your feet before entering. Thank you.” 

Eisa wondered what it was that had inspired the architects of the First House to create the ghastly mansion in the first place. It was a simple concept, he imagined… a tree had been planted and around the seed a massive five-story mansion had been forged. As time had progressed, the tree had grown and the house had been reshaped to accommodate it. Out of windows came branches and every ceiling and floor was soon covered with luscious leaves of every colour. Over time, the distinction between mansion and tree had broken down, leaving in its place a incomprehensible structure covered in flowers and golden panels. Most people who saw it would normally do so from some manner of aircraft a good distance off and they would call it beautiful. Eisa, who had lived under the canopy of the so-called ever-blooming tree for a full decade, thought it was as ugly as sin. 
As he approached, the heavy wooden door opened of its own accord, stirring a gust of dust as it did so and giving the impression that Eisa was about to enter an ancient temple. The inside was not so run down as the out, though it had clearly not recently been tended to. Leaves were strewn about the plush red carpet and several birds had built nests in the ramparts. The wall lamps were still lit, though some had grown dim and others flickered spontaneously, which made the entrance hall seem rather eerie. As Eisa took the right spiralling staircase up three floors, he ran a finger over the smooth wood, leaving a mark in the dust as he ascended until at last he came to a silvery door with a sigil of a wilted tree. Eisa wiped his boots on the black mat beneath his fleet before pushing it open with a mighty shove that started in his shoulder. 

“Dad,” Eisa called as he stepped into a room of radiant gold statues, massive vines and towering bookshelves. “I’m home.” 
At the exact center of room was the thick and gnarled trunk that was the heart of the chamber and lying with his back to it was a man in a black robe with unreadable symbols of white and gold running up and down its cloth. His skin was a smooth earthen brown-black and upon his pate was a shocking mane of white hair. With his every breath his chest would rise and fall with emphasis and when he blinked Eisa would notice that his wide brown eyes would remain shut for a few split seconds longer than was normal. Still, these small hints would do little to suggest to even the most discerning of observers that this man was the oldest leaving creature in the known galaxy.  
“I thought I told you,” he murmured in a dry and weary tone, “To never call me that.” 

Eisa smiled widely and stepped forward before bending his knee. “Eldest One,” Eisa intoned, “It’s been a while, hasn’t it Shamir Quays? Though not so long to you, I suppose… You’re looking as youthful as ever.” 
There was a moment in which the old man simply stared. “Eisa,” his fatigued voice said at great length, “Eisa Caius Husam.” There was a pause and the name repeated, as though he were puzzling out the very name he spoke. “You have grown.” 

“I guess that can happen.” 

“They say that you killed your father.” 

Eisa teeth set at the accusation, but he controlled himself. “I guess that also can happen.” 
“Can it?” Shamir Quays looked him in the eye and rose to his feet, with several of his joints cracking as he did so, “Why yes... yes, it can. I remember when you were a boy, a whelp sent to my nest with that idiot manservant of yours… I didn’t say it then, but those eyes… they frightened me. In all my centuries, I had never seen such a troubling child.”
Eisa allowed an awkward silence to hold for a moment as the Eldest One stared into him, no doubt unearthing long-neglected memories from the vast crevices of his complex mind. “Well,” he said after a moment, “I’m glad you remember me then.”
“Oh, I remember it all… the assassination, the funeral, the denouncement, the exile… Your cousin Dalion was most upset over the matter, not to mention your fair sister. I watched them weep, even as you were denounced. Dalion was distraught… he said that he could not accept that you were the perpetrator. He did his very best to believe in you… but even he could only go so far,” Shamir Qays shook his head, “I remember… you came here before you accepted exile in the hopes of escaping a trial… you knelt before me as a supplicant.”
“That I did… and you were kind enough to have mercy. Saved my life, probably.” 

“Yes… yes, I did,” Shamir Qays said nodding wisely. He suddenly stood, looking at Eisa with his wide and discerning eyes. “And you asked something of me… a great boon… a favour… but what was it?” 

Eisa cleared his throat and turned from his gaze. “I asked for money to purchase a ship to allow me to escape from Dalion without being indebted to anyone. Anyone besides you, that is.” 

“Oh! Oh yes! Yes you did! Quite the sum, as I can recall… though that raises another question, does it not?” The Eldest One took a step forward. Eisa saw his hand coming and accepted its contact humbly, gasping as it ripped across his cheek with a jolting amount of force. Before he could recover himself, the back of his ancient hand grabbed hold of Eisa’s face and dub in. “Where is it now, boy? Where’s my money?”

Eisa felt a trickle of blood run down his face. “God damn it, you old fool,” he rasped, prying his hand off him, “Why do you think I’m bloody here?”
Shamir Qays took a step backward and stood tall. “I was simply refreshing our collective memories, Eisa Caius Husam,” he said, clasping his right wrist with his other hand and stretching its long bony fingers, “I raised you, whelp. I fed and clothed you. But I’m no father to you and all of your debts shall be repaid. Is that clear?” 
Eisa flicked the trickle of blood off his face warily and pushed back his cloak to reach a pouch secured to his belt. “Fortunately for both of us, business has been brisk. Here’s two hundred thousand Pounds Imperial in impersonal coin, enough to cover three years of your interest and about a third of the original sum,” Eisa said, tossing the pouch into the air. Shamir Qays caught it in midair and pulled it open to examine its contents, “In two weeks hence, I hope to be square with you.” 
Shamir Qays laughed with a wheeze. “So rare in these days to see such honesty,” he tossed the pouch aside, “The money is nothing, but honesty… yes, I value honesty. I thought when you bought that gaudy ship that you may have forgotten our accord, but I see now that you are indeed a testament to you lineage, Eisa Caius Husam.”  

“Yeah, whatever,” said Eisa rolling his eyes. 
There was silence for a moment as the oldest man in the galaxy stepped away from him and pulled up a comfortable rocking chair for himself. When Eisa had first met Shamir Quays, he had been terrified of him. To his ten year old eyes, nothing could be more fearsome than an eight hundred year old Exalted demigod living alone inside a giant tree. As the years had passed and it became that Shamir Quays did not consider his guardianship duties to exceed the need to keep Eisa fed, clothed and breathing, their relationship had not particularly changed although over time Eisa had slowly replaced fear with indifference and grudging respect. Though that, of course, was not to suggest that the fear had completely disappeared. 
“So what is it that brings you here?” Shamir Quays asked, rocking backwards and tossing the sack of coins Eisa had handed him over his shoulder, “Other than the need to relieve yourself of a small fortune, that is.”

“My trial is in two weeks,” Eisa answered, not daring to ask to sit, “I’d like to collect some evidence for my defence.” 

Shamir Qays grinned and let out one of his wheezing laughs. “Is that all? I’m not sure if that is how that Marquis that keeps calling on me feels about the matter.”
“Dalion has been here?” 
The old man laughed. “He’s been coming every other day for the last week… seems convinced that you and I are in league. Not sure whatever would give him that idea. He knows as well as you do that I’d never stick my neck out for you.” 

“Thank you,” Eisa said mildly, “Your indifference is very touching.” 

Shamir Qays snorted at those words, but did not snap at them. “So what’s your plan now?” 

“I’m going to go negotiate with an Associate Lord,” was Eisa’s nonchalant answer, “Mind if I drop your name?”

“It won’t do you a fig of good, so sure, go ahead,” the old man replied after plucking a glass of water from a rather rusty mechan that had walked up next to his chair, “How is Eyce? Still hiding up in the Hills with that ridiculous circus outfit?” 

 “She’s doing well,” Eisa answered shortly, “She’s not happy… After everything she’s gone through, who could be? But she’s intact.” 
“Oh, I know that much, of course,” Shamir Quays replied, with not a trace of concern, “I always liked that girl… pity.” 
“And what about you?” Eisa inquired to change the subject, “The mansion’s in worse shape than it’s ever been. Where are Wanda and Keyes?”

Quite unusually, Shamir Qays was silent at these words. Eisa blinked and took a step closer to try to get a look at the unnaturally youthful face that always seemed to somehow attract shadows. The Exalted’s eyes were distant and reflective, which was nothing unusual, but something else was there… something Eisa had never seen in him before. He almost dared, for a very brief moment to call it fear. He opened his mouth to question him when he heard a sudden bleeping sound from near the door. He spun about towards the door, his heart suddenly pounding. 
“It appears that I am a popular man today,” Shamir Qays intoned, “Your gallant cousin has come to call upon me once more.” 

Eisa’s eyes widened. “Dalion?”

“Quite the auspicious coincidence, is it not? He is politely requesting an audience for himself and… and ten armed guards.”

Eisa was breathing rapidly. In a single moment, he cursed his carelessness a thousand times. Why could he have not come to see Shamir Quays after his trial? Why in all the worlds would he ever put himself into another man’s power? 

“Are you letting him in?” he asked quietly, “Are you going to sell me out?” 

The Eldest One’s answer was instantaneous. The fist knocked Eisa three steps to his left and made his head throb. “Do not make light of me, boy,” Shamir Qays declared as Eisa rubbed his temple, “I told you, he’s been calling on me almost daily for the last week. Now this was your house for a short time, so I daresay that you can find yourself a place to hide. Now go! Before he grows suspicious.”
Eisa held the old man’s gaze for another moment and heard the front door begin to grind upward on the lower floor. Shamir Qays smiled toothily. Eisa ran, feeling his heavy boots beat against the soft carpet and then slam against the closer of the two golden spiral staircases. Up and up he went, circling around the rails as he tried to estimate how long it would take Dalion’s men to get up the broken stairway while cursing his recklessness all the while. He could have sent him the money with Vincent or even Nari... Why, he demanded of himself, had he come himself? He leapt up the last three steps and then immediately knelt and rolled on to his back, panting hard, just as he heard the doorway downstairs slide open. He forced himself to breathe in rhythm as he heard voices below. After counting to ten mentally, he flipped over quietly and began to crawl away from the top of the staircase. 
 Eisa had technically been forbidden access to the upper floors of Shamir Qays’ mansion previously. Standing as a mid point between the opulence of his grand chamber below and the virtual ruin that preceded it, the upper chambers had a haunting quality all of their own. There were few signs of wealth, splendour or comfort, though everything was tidy and well arranged. It was brightly lit, though unevenly so, for Shamir Quays kept light in the upper reaches of his house under strict control in order to better shape the growth of the massive tree. It was one of these branches that Eisa grabbed hold of to rise to his feet, ready to run again.
“Allow me to offer my most sincere and humble apologies for intruding on you in this manner, Eldest One, but I am afraid our business is quite pressing.” 
The smooth voice was like an anchor. The voice gave one the impression that it had chosen (and even perhaps rehearsed) its words carefully and given full justice to each syllable. It was a familiar sort tone to Eisa, one that he had in the last three years often tried to strike when attempting to overawe opposition with formality. Involuntarily, Eisa found himself turning back towards the stairs and softly stepping forward, craning his neck carefully to look back down into Shamir Quays’ chambers. 
“I am pleased to see you in such good health,” the voice continued easily, “On behalf of Solar, I would like to offer you my utmost respects.”
Eisa saw his cousin kneel in much the same way that he had when he first entered. In spite of the fact that the only common ancestor they shared was a great-grandfather that married his way out of obscurity, Eisa and Marquis Dalion Kovac bore a striking resemblance to one another. Dalion was a few centimetres taller, but he shared the same smooth round nose and seaweed green eyes. Eisa’s skin was a tad darker, but both royals had the same coarse jet black hair, though where Eisa’s was trimmed and cut down, Dalion had chosen to grow his out in a tame and luxurious long wave that reached his lower neck. If it were possible to find an observer who did not know of either man, they could easily have been mistook for brothers. 
“What do I care for your respect?” Shamir Quays scoffed, “Why, when I was your age...” he paused and though Eisa could not see his old guardian, he could imagine his twisted grin, “Why, when I was your age, Solar was still a decent place to live.” 
Eisa nearly ended three years of his efforts by snickering. He edged closer to the stairway, knowing that he was being reckless and feeling all the better for it. There was something strangely and foolishly exhilarating about acting rashly under the nose of an enemy, at least in Eisa’s worldview. He cupped his hand to his ear to listen.

“I will dispense with the pleasantries then, old man,” Dalion said wearily, “As you might have guessed, we have had your premises under surveillance. A man in a long cloak entered this building thirty minutes ago. We would like to speak with this guest of yours, if it is not too much trouble, Eldest One.” 
“I have had no guests today, Dalion Musa Kovac,” Shamir Quays hissed, “Only intruders. Now do I have to contact the Watch or…” 

“With the utmost respect, Eldest One, I’m afraid that I must contradict you,” Dalion answered, raising a hand that was housed within a silk white glove, “Alan?” 
“I pulled the memory of that old mechan you have at your doorstep,” Alan Jace’s voice said. He was outside of Eisa’s field of vision, though Eisa could place that voice anywhere. “I think you can guess what we saw.” 

“Vandals!” 

“Where is he? Where is the traitor?” 

“Hold yourself, Alan,” Dalion instructed, “I know you have had dealings with my cousin before, old man. You gave him shelter for ten years, by the late King’s order. I’m sure you had your reasons for taking him in, but I don’t have time for more petty Lantern politics. So let’s not argue. Eisa Caius has evaded justice for far too long. Just tell me what I need to know and this can be cordial.”

“Are you threatening me, you overblown whelp?” 

“I am simply being honest about the facts. Where is Eisa Caius?” Dalion stepped forward and Eisa saw him grab hold of the old man’s shoulder, “If you do not answer me, then I will tear your home apart. That is a fact, plain and simple.”

The exchange was enough to sour Eisa’s craving for eavesdropping. He immediately turned and, stopping himself from breaking into an immediate and noisy run, began to creep back out into the upper chambers. After a dozen silent steps, however, he started an all out run. He didn’t quite know where he was going, but let his vague memories guide him as he leapt over branches and came to a rest beneath a marble bust of a man who Eisa could not recognize. He paused, panting from his sprint and, after listening for a moment for any sign of oncoming pursuit, reached into a pocket and pressed his CCL to life. The red orb swirled around him and he grabbed its slick surface roughly in mid-air, gasping out the words: “Grace.”
Ten agonizing seconds passed. Eisa twisted the orb around in his hand, checking to see if he was being blocked. He was not. 
“Grace!” 

Another five seconds. “Captain!” a voice on the other end said at last. It was Etherege. Eisa breathed again. “What’s wrong? Where are you?”

“Get me through to Nari, immediately.”

“She’s at that library place. I’ll forward your call to…” 

“No time for that. Vincent? Is Vincent there?”

“He left on some errand pretty early in the morning. What the hell is going on, Captain?” 

Eisa set his teeth. “Long story,” he said after a moment, “I’m on one of the Floating Mansions in the Lantern district with ten armed green cloaks and a Marquis on my tail. Give me my options.”
“Uh… Run like hell?”

Eisa wished that he could hurt his Souler somehow. Perhaps he could install software in the Grace for just such a purpose. He made a mental note to look into it. “Assume that I have no access to the Gravity Lifts and that I’m trapped in the fourth story of a mansion with the enemy at the bottom floor.”

“That… that’s a problem,” Etherege commented worthlessly, “Where are you? Specifically.”

“On your maps it would be called ‘The First House’. Bit pretentious really, not sure why he calls it that. But hey, old guys ought to have the prerogative sometimes.” 
Etherege was silent for a moment and Eisa leaned against the marble bust, sinking down to his knees. “I’m guessing that I shouldn’t even bother asking why you’re holed up with the oldest man in the universe.” 

“Good guess, Tim.”

Eisa paused when he heard footsteps. A voice cried out and was answered by another. With the red orb floating along side him, Eisa got up and began jogging through the unknown corridors once more, ducking beneath the thick overgrown branches and searching for any sign of an exit or even a place he could possible hide.

“So what should they write on my tombstone?” Eisa asked airily as he moved, “How about: ‘Here lies Eisa Caius, captain, crewmate and friend. May he find competent officers in the next life.’ That has a certain ring to it, don’t you think?” 
“I’m looking at the schematic of the building… can you make it up to the east side of the rooftop?” 

There was a crash in the distance. No gunfire, but it sounded as though someone had just tossed a shelf down the stairs. “It’s been three years since I was last here and my memory is hazy… I forgot what a damn labyrinth this house is,” Eisa gasped for a moment as he turned another corner, pausing behind it and looking up at his orb, “Do me a favour and send me that map of yours

“I can do better than that,” Etherege replied. The red orb swirled and shimmered in the air until coming into focus again. “Got an exact lock on your position… The closest stairway is…” the red orb shimmered and morphed as a sharp glowing point erupted from its side, “This way.” 
“Nicely done,” Eisa said as he began to move left as the orb ordered, genuinely impressed, “What happens on the roof?” 

 “Well,” Etherege began. His tone drained out what little optimism Eisa had begun to feel. “I think I have a plan. Bit crude, but it’s about all we’ve got at this point. I need to bounce this off Weedy and Graham to see if we can make it work.”

Eisa swore as he turned another corner. He heard another shout behind him and wondered grimly if they had heat censors or any other such equipment with them. “This is not the best time to hold a God damn conference!”
“Perhaps next time you’ll consult with me about your escapades before leaving next time so that I can prepare in advance. For now, get to the rooftop. Etherege out.”
Eisa’s fist clasped as the voice cut out, but he did not time to remonstrate over his Souler’s insolence. He followed the red arrow to a wooden door and threw himself inside. He found himself in a strange slanted room with a bed carved and shaped out of the great tree at the highest point and another wooden door at the far right which the red arrow was pointing towards. Eisa leapt across the room towards this door and clasped its handle but found it locked. He swore, fumbling for his knife as he heard heavy boots coming up rapidly behind him. The knife powered and sliced the lock with a single fluid motion, leading him into a dark and wooden passage that, for some reason, seemed to be windy. With only the red light of his communicator to guide him, Eisa jogged through the darkness until he finally found himself before a musty staircase. 
“That’ll be as far as you go, Prince,” The shot whizzed passed Eisa, drilling a hole into the wood that let in a stream of light. “I’ve found him! Marquis? Marquis? I’ve found him!” 

Eisa stopped, still panting and feeling a thousand different types of panic racing through his mind. He forced himself into calm and slowly raised his hands over his head, letting his knife clatter to the floor.
“Turn yourself around, nice and slow.”

This Eisa did not do. “So Dal wants me alive then? Why, how very flattering!” 

“Face me, you filthy son of a whore.” 

Eisa grit the back of his teeth. “Is that really any way to speak of my late mother?” 
“Face me!” 

“I’d rather not.” 
Eisa clasped his fist in the air. The CCL swirled in the air a final time before flying directly towards his unseen assailant, detonating in a ball of spectacular red sparks. The man screamed and fired wildly as the communicators gel spilled all over his face and ignited spectacularly. Eisa dove to the ground and retrieved his knife before launching out in a run up the musty stairs, already cursing his bad luck. He had no way to call for help now. Even if he ran, how would he escape?
He reached the top of the stairs and came into a massive chamber that was dominated by the branching shadows of Shamir Qays’ tree. The ground was littered with dead leaves and there was a gusty wind tossing them about. With no orb to guide him, Eisa jogged aimlessly through the rough branches and worn tiles. He looked upwards and saw that the roof above was perforated by holes to let the branches rise ever-higher. He paused beneath one to catch his breath, trying to gauge how easily one of them could be climbed.  
“Eisa!” 

It was over. Three pairs of boots trudged over the leaves. Two pistols and one rifle were pointed at him while another pair of men in green cloaks took up flanking positions from the other side. He was surrounded. 
“Hello Dalion.” 

“Fancy meeting you here.” 
Eisa snorted. “‘Fancy meeting you here’? You chase me for three years and that’s the best line you can come up with now that you’ve got me?” 

“I didn’t actually think you’d come here,” Dalion countered, pushing back his long hair absentmindedly. “If I’d known in advance that you’d be stupid enough to com here, then I probably could have hatched something a bit more creative. Although I’ve never been that great with words, really…”  

“There’s an understatement,” Eisa replied, wiping a trickle of sweat from his brow, “Remember that dame from back on Earth? What was it you said to her again? You know the one I’m talking about? The one with the nose.”
Dalion smiled widely, revealing his white and even teeth. “I remember that. Oh man, I was so drunk. It was that girl with the long nose, right? Over in the Old Kingdom? Oh yeah… Hey, she seemed really lonely, sitting alone like that. I was just trying to comfort her!” 

“What’d you end up saying to her again?” 

 “I think it was something like: ‘Hey darling, I might not be the most attractive man in here tonight, but I’m certainly the only one that’s going to be talking to you.’”

Eisa guffawed violently. “Oh man, that’s classic. Wow. And then she…” 

“Splashed her martini all over me and started crying,” Dalion finished, “I actually felt kind of bad afterward. I mean, really, that poor girl.” 

“Yeah,” Eisa said with a solemn nod, “Wasted a whole martini.”

Dalion laughed and shook his head. For a very brief moment, Eisa forgot what was actually happening. “It’s funny,” Dalion said after that moment passed, “You’re still… you. I liked to think that something changed in there, if not before then certainly after you murdered the King.”

“Yeah,” Eisa said solemnly, “You’ve never been that good at the whole ‘reality’ thing either, have you?”.
Dalion nodded, pulling in his crimson red cloak as if gripped by a sudden chill. Eisa watched him carefully, still gripping his knife under his own cloak helplessly. “So why did you come then?” Dalion asked after a moment, “Could have just stayed in the Republics for the rest of your days. We couldn’t touch you there and I’m sure they’d provide for you.”

“It is strange, isn’t it? It’s almost like I don’t want to be a fugitive for the rest of my life.” 

 Dalion shrugged. “Fair enough,” he said, turning about to address his green-clad knights, “Search and disarm him. Do not molest him needlessly, but keep him under strict guard from now until the moment we reach Solar. Inform Willard that…”
There was a sudden ‘whoosh’ sound from above that made Dalion pause. Eisa looked up expectantly, daring to hope briefly for some form of rescue. But afterward there was only silence. 

Dalion cleared his throat. “Request that Sir Willard prepare our facilities for an extended interrogation.” 

 “Yes sir,” Alan Jace answered with a bowing nod. 

There was a sudden crack. The building shuddered, knocking the knights off-balance, though Eisa dared not take sudden action. He stepped back, hoping to look as though he were steadying himself as he looked upwards. A section of the ceiling sundered in a shower of wood and dust. A crack filled the air and one of Dalion’s men screamed as a bullet sent an electric current through his veins, leaving him splayed on the ground, charred and motionless. Alan Jace cried out an order and the other green cloaks proved their discipline by calmly taking cover behind the nearest bit of tree they could find and returning fire. Eisa, still stupefied, look upward and, as he saw bullets being halted by an impact shield, everything made sense. There, at the ceiling’s breach, was a solitary figure hanging from a thick black cord with a massive silver weapon, firing indiscriminately. 

“Not bad, Graham,” Eisa said to no one in particular. He clutched the handle of his knife and stepped forward, ready to strike the distracted guards in the back before he saw the tip of a very familiar pistol between his eyes. 

“Let’s have none of that now, Eisa,” Dalion snarled, “Call that madman off!”

Another of the Green Cloaks screamed. Eisa smirked and stepped forward. Dalion did not fire. “Going to kill me if I don’t?”

 “I don’t want to.”

“And that is what separates us.” 

Eisa charged forward, his knife ready for a killing blow. Dalion took aim, placed his finger on the trigger and hesitated. By the time the shot fired, it was too late. Eisa’s free hand wrapped around the nozzle and jarred his aim, sending the bullet barrelling harmlessly into the tree. Dalion lashed out, elbowing Eisa in the chest and then following it with a knee to the stomach. Eisa gasped and slashed his knife out towards his cousin’s neck, but Dalion caught him by the wrist and twisted his arm backward painfully as Eisa desperately kept his grip on Dalion’s pistol. The cousins locked together, hand in hand, as gunfire ripped passed them. Dalion pulled the trigger on his pistol twice again, but the shots did him no good. Eisa let go of the gun, dropping to the ground and letting loose a sweeping kick that knocked Dalion off balance and freed his knife hand. 

He felt the bullet enter him slowly, the metal slug ripping through cloth, skin, muscle and bone and then skin again. Strangely, there was no pain. His left arm shut down, but his eyes worked still and his right hand stayed true to its task. The knife sliced into the left side of Dalion’s chest, severing five ribs and spurting out a fountain of blood that felt warm and sticky upon Eisa’s skin. Dalion screamed and Eisa realized he was doing the same. Both men crumbled, their blood mingling into a single pool. 

Pain came to Eisa the moment the knife fell from his hand. It was like a sudden and all-consuming white hot fire. His eyes were wide open and he felt himself breathing. He did not fall unconscious, but he felt space and time began to drift and scatter. The fire soon burned itself into a cold numbness that soon left him shivering. He was aware only of a wind that rustled through Shamir Qays’ great tree.  
End of the Third Part

