The Grace by Faisal M. Ahmad 

Beginning of the Sixth Part – “Manipulation”

When the young Prince first arrived in Saynath, he instantly developed of a sort of legendary quality to him. In just a few months, Eisa had become the darling of his teachers and surrounded himself with a circle of the brightest stars of the Lantern’s youth. While the Prince’s name did attract his share of budding sycophants and opportunists, but most of his friends of those days would tell you that there was much more to it than that. There was a certain intangible to magnetism to Eisa, they would say. He was brilliant, handsome and well-spoken, to be certain, but there was a strange sort of humility to him. Most of Eisa’s friends of those days had, of course, long since abandoned him after his exile. When Eisa saw them on the news shortly thereafter, their remarks had been like daggers. ‘Disbelief’, ‘shock’, ‘disgust’ and ‘horror’ were popular phrases amongst the sordid lot.  To Eisa’s knowledge, only two people besides Vincent had stayed loyal to him and, by the looks of things, the number was down to one. 

 “I can’t say I feel good about this,” Eisa recalled whispering to Abel on what proved to be a fateful day perhaps ten years before. Eisa’s memories of those times had grown so remote that they felt like something out of a storybook. “This is hubris.”

“Well, if she turns you down she’ll be able to tell her kids that the Prince of the Universe asked her out one time,” was the answer Eisa remembered Abel giving, “But more importantly, hey… what if she says yes?”

“She hates me,” the Eisa of those days had answered. Remembering his own sense of uncertainty and insecurity, Eisa could not help but feel a twinge of shame. “She’ll laugh. It’ll leak to the press and father will wake up to headlines about his youngest son being seduced by a Lanterness. It could escalate into a full diplomatic crisis.” 

“I won’t pretend that you two don’t… uh… clash a bit,” was Abel’s answer, “But I know Evelina and she… well, she certainly respects you. Not just because you come from a fancy family, mind you, but because you’re the clever sort of guy. I mean, sure it would be a bit of a turnabout if you two ended up together, I guess. But hey, Eisa… as long as you’re honest with her, I don’t see any problems.” 

It would have sounded like tripe coming from anyone else, but even at the time Eisa had known that Abel’s advise was perfectly sincere. The Abel Eisa had known was not an intrinsically moralizing man per se, but placed a certain emphasis on honesty. Whenever Radom or one of their other teachers caught him in some new misdeed, they could reliably turn towards Abel for an instant confession. It would drive Vincent crazy, though somehow they had never fallen out over it. It was simply how Abel was. 

“What could he be thinking?” Vincent demanded from across the table, shaking Eisa out of his thoughts. It was late in the morning and Eisa was in his quarters, starring down at his now-cold oatmeal. He was still wearing a white bathrobe and his hair was wet from the shower. On his wrist was a visible scar from the blood offering he had made to Kaistor the day before. Eisa turned his hand over so he could not see it. 

“I have a few theories… but ultimately, I don’t know.” 

Vincent shook his head, running a hand through his damp hair and picking up the teapot. “He took the oath, didn’t he? Both me and him did. ‘I will stand by my Prince until someone offs either him or me, whichever comes first’… something like that.”

Eisa smiled. “You both said you’d walk with me to the grave and back until injustice was lifted off my shoulders and my name’s honour was restored. That if I asked you to leap, you would fly… if I asked you to fight, you would win… and if I asked you to die, you would best the angel of death and return to my service.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I remember the words,” Vincent snapped irritably, “But apparently Abel doesn’t… blast it, we stuck our necks out for the man and it turns out he was pissing all over us all along. I swear, when I get my hands on him…”

“We'll find him, VJ,” Eisa interrupted with a raised hand, “And he’ll explain himself, not just to me but to you too. But right now, we’re going to have to start thinking of an alternate strategy to approach the Archivist.”
Vincent shook his head. “We have nine days left, Eisa. The Archivist’s report is probably already finished. We need to get off this rock and rendezvous with Claude and Wire before the war starts.”

Eisa was silent at this and he felt a chill at the back of his shoulders that may have been his implant acting up. “I will not deny that our prospects here are not very good,” Eisa said slowly, “But I’m not about to throw the towel in… not when so much is at stake. I still have a few leads to pursue.” 
“Care to share?”

There was a low buzzing from above before Eisa could answer. “Call from Etherege,” Eisa said, glancing at Vincent briefly before twirling a finger. Etherege’s image was projected over the table, nodding deferentially towards him. The Souler’s was wearing a long trench-coat with his visor down and his white hair combed back perfectly. That probably was not how he actually looked at that time, but Soulers liked to control their self-image. “Tim, what's happening?”

“My apologies for imposing you at an early hour, Captain,” Eisa glanced at the old wooden clock set into one of his walls and took this to be a subtle jab, “But I thought you would like to know that we’ve just taken in the shipment of Candlestones that you requested. We have also received six requests from individuals asking for passage, two stemming from the Lantern. Their offers are generous.”

“Denied,” Eisa answered with a wave of his left hand, “I don’t want anyone messing around the ship with my cousin around. Has there been any unusual activity?” 

The Souler lowered his silver visor and seemed distant for a moment. “The Greencloaks have reportedly asked the Watch for permission to inspect all recent merchant craft that have docked at the station in the last week, but the request was rebuffed,” his voice took on a strange quality, as if he were speaking from the bottom of a well. “A few men in plainclothes did point an imager at us, but I spoiled their scans with a distortion field.” 

“Excellent work,” Eisa answered with a nod. He went over a few old memories. “We can use that… imaging a merchant vessel without the owner’s consent is a violation of the Grey Laws. Hmm… hang on, Tim.” The image of the Souler rose a bit over the table. “VJ, think you can get on the line with the Watch and play fake Captain? File a nice formal complaint. I doubt the Watch take kindly to Dal’s thousand men to begin with… this should help keep his reach away from the Docks.” 

Vincent nodded enthusiastically. “Good thinking. While I’m at it, I can give a call to some of the local traders and give them the heads up. I’m sure they pointed that imager at as many ships as they could, so we might be able to get a deluge of complaints going. ”

“That would keep things nice and anonymous too,” Eisa said as his lips twisted into a pleased grin, “Get all that, Tim?”

“I’m already sounding out the authorities,” Etherege reported smoothly, his ethereal image running a hand through his long ghostly white hair, “I should have an audience in about half an hour, if that is convenient for Vincent.”  

“Good work, visor boy,” Vincent answered, “I knew we kept you around for something.”

The Souler’s image flourished his right hand and then tilted down into a bow. His movements were always a bit more exaggerated when he was projecting himself, Eisa had noticed. Perhaps Etherege’s time melded into Grace had left him somewhat out of his touch with his actual body. 

“Was there anything else, Tim?”  

“As you instructed, I have been discretely monitoring the activities of Archivist Niet Pallor,” Etherege visibly took a breath, no doubt to add an extra layer of pomp to his already officious voice. Eisa noticed this, but straightened in his chair nonetheless. “It may interest you to know that he is scheduled to attend a private reception at the Grand Library this evening.”

Eisa glanced at Vincent, who was looking up at the Souler.  “What sort of reception is this, Tim?” he asked.

Etherege’s image remained standing in smiling silence as the Souler dived into whatever hub of information he needed to consult. “A wealthy trader from the Republic of Avelia is donating a rather rare artefact to the Library’s care. It’s an ancient device that he purports to be alien in origin.” 

“Republicans have never been very attached to their money when the Exalteds start dangling immortality in front of their eyes,” Eisa mused, “How many people are attending?” 

“Including members of the faculty, I would estimate some two hundred invitations have been distributed.” 

Eisa glanced toward Vincent, feeling gears twist inside his head as conflicting memories colliding against one another. In many ways, Vincent was the only person he trusted in the universe, but he was still a human being. The last time Eisa had seriously clashed with Vincent, they had come to blows. Eisa was a quick and nimble sort of fighter, but Vincent was tall and rather vindictive. He shattered two of the Prince's ribs and cracked his left upper arm on that night.

“Tim, I want you to forge a pair… no, make that four invitations to this ceremony. Think you can manage it?”

“Forging the papers is easy enough… in fact, I can do that now. There,” two silvery rectangular images with official looking seals appeared in the air above Etherege, “But adding four names to their guest database without being detected… now that would be a bit harder. But I was looking for something to do this afternoon.”
“Eisa,” Vincent started, waving his finger upward to mute Etherege’s image again so that they could speak privately, “Now’s not the time for harebrained kidnapping schemes. I know we’re desperate here, but we can’t afford to get you arrested at this point.”

“I’m not actually so interested in that either,” Eisa said smoothly, “But I might have a bit of method in my madness after all. Tell Weedy that she’s going to a fancy dinner tonight and I’ll brief you all later this afternoon.”

Vincent did not look pleased. “Damn it, Eisa.” 

“Glad you see it my way, VJ,” Eisa replied. He turned towards the image of Etherege and restored its link. “Sorry to cut you off like that, Tim. If you could forge four invitations, for me, VJ, Weedy and Nari, I would be indebted to you.”

“Happy to serve, Captain. I’ll keep you informed.” 

The Souler faded of Eisa’s room and Eisa took the opportunity to finish his breakfast with a few quick spoons. Vincent took a moment to brush a speck of dust off of his light grey sweater before clasping his hands together and catching Eisa’s eyes.

“Don’t look at me like that, VJ,” Eisa murmured. 
“You’re soft, Eisa,” Vincent muttered grimly, “Trust me, you do not want to give everything up for a couple of old principles.”

“What I want, VJ, is victory on every front,” Eisa answered easily, “I don’t just want the Archivist’s report… Dalion, Kaistor, Zaynab, Abel… I’ll best all of them. That’s how father would have done it.”

Vincent smiled weakly. “It would, wouldn’t it?” he said softly, “Okay, what’s this hunch of yours about then?” 

Eisa shrugged. “I'll be making an errand out to the Hills later this afternoon. We'll see where it goes from there. You just focus on the mission you have right now, for now.”

“Errand? What are you… oh.” Vincent snorted. “You’re having Nari flying you there, aren’t you?” 

Eisa drained his glass and nodded. 

“That explains it,” Vincent said, rolling his eyes, “Good thing you’ve still got time for dates.” 

A weak smile greeted those words. “Not quite,” he said cryptically, “Have you ever thought about who Nari really is, VJ?”

Vincent took a moment’s consideration. “She’s Nari.” 

Eisa laughed aloud. “And I’m Eisa Caius, captain and merchant supreme.” 

Vincent looked incredulous. “Can’t say I follow you.” 

“Even if I get to go back to Solar, there will be many obstacles left to overcome. But there are a few things that can smooth our path… Nari is one of them.”

Vincent scratched his chin. “I’ll take your word for it. But before you go off on your date, remember that you’ve got an appointment with El,” Vincent said with a sigh, “She’ll talk my ear off if you skip out on her again.” 

Eisa rubbed his right temple. “I’d almost forgotten,” he murmured, “Damn… All right, I’ll get on that. Good luck out there.” 

“Sure thing, Captain,”   

Vincent extended a hand and Eisa walked over to shake it firmly before seeing his oldest friend to the door. When it shut, Abel’s face came to mind again. A week earlier, Eisa would never have considered it possible that Abel would betray his prince, and yet... though he struggled to push his doubts from his mind, he could not shake a cold feeling from inside. As he buttoned up his deep blue shirt and searched out his handy cloak. He conjured a mirror to comb smooth his black hair and felt his ears burn as a thousand scenarios ran through his head. When at last he opened his door, his brooding did not fully leave him and he walked across the white hexagonal corridors with his head tilted slightly downward.  

 “Hey Captain Eisa!” a high voice called when he arrived in a small chamber in the lowest level of the ship. It was technically a supply closet, but had been converted for medical use. “Fancy seeing you way down here.”

“Morning El,” Eisa replied, looking down to see the chipper woman leaning against the opposite wall in black overalls. Her strawberry pink hair was tied back in a knot and her blue eyes showed traces of fatigue. “Am I late?” 

“Oh, no, no!” the small lady said, “Or well, yes.” She shook her head. “How are you feeling?”

Eisa smiled indulgently. “I’ve been getting shots of pain now and again… mainly in my fingers. Is that normal?”

El set her teeth and visibly shuddered. “No! No sudden and unexplained pains are a good thing! It means you’re right well as healthy as a horse!” her fingers clasped together, as though she were gripping for a neck, “Sit down please.”  

El was not technically a doctor. Even for a ship as magnificent as Grace, retaining a fully trained physician was far too great an investment. El had been an assistant nurse for a few months on a mining station orbiting Rijl Qanturus and was handy enough with her anatomy textbooks, so Eisa figured she was the next best thing.

“I still can’t believe you brought Graham down into the Associates,” El muttered as she drew out various implements from a metal bin. “Oh sure, I knew what you were thinking… man and he looks all big and tough, he can handle it. But I’ll have you know, Graham is just a lamb. If anything should have happened to him, I would have been very upset with you, Captain Eisa.” 

“He came back without a scratch,” Eisa answered as he pulled off his blue shirt. He thought for a moment and added: “I think he handled himself best out of all of us.” 

“Oh he’s brave, of course,” El tutted as she moved over to press one of her implements to his heart. “But he’s a sweet innocent too. Being brave doesn’t mean he’s not scared of nothing.  The boy’s afraid of the dark, you know? He sleeps with a lamp on. Though he probably doesn’t sleep at all after what you showed him.”

“Is that so?” Eisa murmured. He straightened as she pricked him with a needle and extracted a small amount of dark coloured blood. “You know El, a fellow has to wonder how you know about Graham’s bed lamp.” 

“Don’t you start that again, Captain Eisa,” she snapped as she pushed the glass vial of blood into a white tube. The red liquid swirled for a moment before at last an image of lines and numbers into the air. “Graham’s like the little brother I’d rather not have had.” 

“Of course,” Eisa assured with a private smile, “So what’s the verdict?” 

El rolled her icy blue eyes, looking from her Captain to the display and back to the Captain. “I think you may have taken a bullet to the chest at point blank range and then walked down to the Associates with your Regenner still stuck on you,” she grumbled. She took a conical tool and jabbed it into Eisa’s implant roughly, “I’ve adjusted the Nano stream… Try not to lose any more blood.” Another pinching sensation shot into Eisa’s right arm. “This is a mild painkiller. If you get any more shots of pain, you tell me. Is that clear?” 

Eisa sighed and let his shoulders slump as she applied a cool ointment to one of the bruise’s Kaistor’s mutant had given him when he’d thrown him. “Sure is, doc. Are we done here? I need to get Nari to taxi me out to the Hills.”  

El laughed as she tossed her tools into a metal bin and began to lather her pale hands in the nearby sink. “Sure, sure, go. I kind of feel sorry for Nari though,” El shook her head and grabbed her white coat off a chair. “I need to go help Graham with something in the engine room anyhow. I’ll tell him you said hello.  Have fun, Captain Eisa.” 

Eisa watched her depart in a whirl of pink hair. For a moment he sat alone in the med-bay, watching his chest and watching it rise and fall as the tip of the garish regenerative blinked red faintly. He let his eyes close and felt himself come to the edge of sleep before being jolted back awake. “Nari,” he said into the air as he flicked out his CCL and began to fumbled for his shirt. “I need a ride out to the Hills. Meet me at the landing ramp if you aren’t too busy?”

“I’ll be right there, Captain,” was the instant answer.

And so she was. Eisa found her standing ready, garbed in her blue and black pilot’s suit, with an unzipped grey sweater over her shoulders. Eisa had not seen much of his pilot for the last few days and got the feeling that she was feeling neglected. As he ran over his plans mentally, he felt a twinge of unease. 

 “Sorry for the short notice,” Eisa said brightly, “Have a bit of an errand to perform and I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to walk or take the lines considering my popularity.” 

“Why apologize? It is actually my job to fly wherever you want me to go.”

Eisa’s resulting laugh was warm. “True enough... So how have you been, Nari?” 

Nari took a moment to consider the question. “I went to the Grand Library like you asked. Nice sort of place… I got some reading done and took some pictures, though I can’t say I discovered anything of special interest.”

“It’s important that you have a feel for the building,” Eisa murmured as he lowered the landing ramp, “We’ll talk more about that later today,” 

Nari nodded and did not answer and an awkward silence fell. Eisa grit his teeth at this. There was something about Nari that consistently knocked the Prince off balance. Here was the man who the previous day had negotiated his way through an Associate, and yet his shy Pilot was unintentionally tying his tongue. As they walked down the landing ramp and out into the misty late morning, Eisa supposed that this too was also part of Nari’s intrinsic value. 

“Did I miss anything while I was down with the Associates? Any news?” 

Nari was thoughtful once again as she scanned the clouds. “The Solaran Government fell.” 

“That isn’t really news,” Eisa retorted with a have of his right hand, “What is it… the third time this year? What knocked the house of cards over this time?” 

“Some sort of scandal,” Nari replied, “The Minister of the Interior supposedly awarded a lucrative construction contract on Europa to a company partially owned by… um… I think it was his half brother.” 

“Oswald looks after his own,” Eisa answered with a nod, “I didn’t think he was a good pick myself… but hey, I didn’t think Javier would be a good Prime Minister either. Father only kept him around because he was loyal.” 

Nari pursed her lips. “I always forget that you would know all of these people.” 

“Hey, I’d like to do that myself,” Eisa answered slyly.  

This at least produced a smile. “Well, I got to see your sister give a speech to parliament too… she wanted to stop the vote of no-confidence.”

“And how did dearest Zaynab do?” 

“She’s a great speaker. I can see how you two are related… but she seemed a bit sad too… she talked about how Solar couldn’t survive if the government kept collapsing while the military does whatever it pleases in the colonies. I think I agree with her there…” Nari looked distant for a moment and then brightened. “Oh, they mentioned you too.”

Eisa rolled his eyes and made a show of scratching the top of his head nonchalantly. “They would. Exile or not, I’m still a bit of a big deal,” he said with a silly pose of grandeur, “I’ve a faction back home you know. Most people at court hated me, but there are a fair number of people that think that sitting the eldest surviving male on the big chair will solve all their problems.”

Nari nodded seriously and Eisa pulled up the hood of his cloak and pulled it to hide his face in shadow. It was a feeble precaution, to be certain, but it was better than nothing. He wondered for a moment about what would happen if Abel were to point his ship out to Dalion. Eisa did not expect his cousin to overlook Grace for very much longer in any case, but Abel could still hatch all manner of disasters for him if he cared to. Although another part of Eisa pointed out that Abel had not yet done so... sending him to Kaistor had been malicious, but not murderous. If anything, it seemed as though Abel wanted to delay him… 

“That reminds me,” Nari said, interrupting Eisa’s thoughts, “I wanted to ask you something, Captain.” 

“What’s on your mind?” 

Nari looked embarrassed for a moment. When she spoke, each word came out with the weight of thought attached: “What do you plan on doing with the ship if you should become the King of Solar?”

Eisa laughed. “That’s a big if, Nari… even if I clear my name.” 

“But you do wish to be a king, correct?” Nari pressed.  

Eisa was silent for a moment as the landing plank retracted and they walked towards Grace’s left wing where a pair of ladders were already descending. An individual less acquainted with Nari would ordinarily detect an accusation of base ambition in Nari’s words… 

“I don’t really know,” Eisa answered cheerfully, “Do you think that I would make a good king?” 

 “I do not really know what makes a good king,” Nari answered, apparently taking the question fairly seriously. She looked up towards the sky for a moment and the Misty Mother swirled in her curious purple eyes. “But you’re a good Captain… reckless and a bit distant, but you don’t look down on anyone. If being a good king is close to being a good person, then I think you would make a good king.” 

Eisa put on a sad smile. “I appreciate the compliment, but I am afraid that the two things have very little to do with each other, Nari. My father was a superb king… from Solar’s perspective of course… but God bless him, he never had much of a soul.” 

Nari opened her mouth to say something, but stopped herself. 

“Right now, I just want to be able to openly trade in Solaran space,” Eisa continued, “Ruling the most powerful nation in the galaxy does have its appeals, but it was never something I was born to do. I’d probably mess up the worlds even more than my father.”

 Nari took hold of one of the lowered ladder and swung with her arms to face her Captain, the wind lifting her silky black hair into her purple eyes and hooking her black and white laced shoes into the bottom rung. Eisa followed suit and the ladders began to rise. Though Nari was silent, the Prince could see that his words had hit the mark. Apparently, he had come to understand her. He cursed himself silently. 

“I don’t think you would,” she said softly.  

Eisa looked up at his ship and sighed into the wind. “It would be easy street, wouldn’t it?” Eisa laughed richly, “I could sit on a comfortable chair day and night being waited on hand and foot by my hundred beautiful royal concubines.” 

Nari blinked.  

“But I was never that sort of Prince,” Eisa added quickly. “I’ve always been an exile. My father sent me here when I was ten... I last saw Solar when I was twenty and it was just for a week. I was going to go visit again after my father visited the Lantern to suck up to the Exalteds, but then… well, you know the rest.” Eisa paused as the ladder reached the top of the ship. “Don’t get me wrong… I love Solar. But it’s not home. Though the Lantern’s not home either, mind you… the only home I have is Grace.” 

“Mine as well.” 

 Eisa knew that well. Nari had never mentioned a family before, mainly because as far as Eisa had been able to discover, she did not have one. In a sense, she had come to Grace in the same way Eisa had first come to the Lantern, though Eisa supposed it was worse for her. Eisa had had Vincent, after all, along with Abel after a short time. It was only natural then that she would grow attached to the ship... that she would live and die for the ship. But Eisa was not a man to be satisfied with just that when he saw greater potential on the horizon.  

“But enough about me,” he said through the wind as they approached the Muse’s housing on the right side of the ship, “I’ve been meaning to ask you something too, if you don’t mind.” 

“Not much to know about me,” Nari assured, trying apparently to hide how ludicrous that statement was. She touched her hands to her elbows to suppress a shiver and then zipped up her grey sweater. “But sure, what’s on your mind?”

“Where did you learn to fly?” 

Nari blinked, apparently having expected something more difficult. “My father taught me when I was fourteen.” 

“Oh?” Eisa pressed, “Can everyone in Terestrum fly like you?”

It need not be said that the answer to that question was no. For those who have not heard of it, Terestrum is a small colony world in the fringe of the galaxy, outside the grip of Solar and the Republics. It boasts the dubious distinction of being the human settlement furthest from Solar, not counting those unfortunate seed worlds that had lost their Gates during the War of Sundering. It was, in other words, a backwater. As Eisa recalled, two wealthy houses ruled over the people through a pseudo-democratic farce and their primary export were foodstuffs and debt.  But, more importantly, they had never had a real war. 

“I don’t fly that well,” Nari objected as she stepped over to the Muse to pop open the cockpit. 

“I wouldn’t have hired you if you couldn’t fly that well,” Eisa countered, “I’ve seen you out there, Nari. It’s majestic... you fly like a… like an Avelian Dragon or a Talian Angel. Or something along those lines.”  

Nari looked incredulous. “You are a Prince, Captain, so you tend to dress your words and embellish your praise,” she chastised. Eisa thought that was a bit unfair. “But thank you.”

Eisa gave a mocking bow and Nari rolled her eyes, climbing easily into the pilot’s chair. The Muse had an avian design, with a single seat for the pilot and another for a gunner, who was normally Graham. She had been used in live combat four times thus far, once to claim a bounty in low orbit over an immense gas giant, twice when pirates tried to relieve them of their cargo and a fourth time just a month before when a Solaran cruiser had attempted to search them for contraband. Muse was not the most powerful craft that Eisa could have attached to his ship, but she was quick and fairly agile. 

“Well, I left the nest early,” Nari continued as Eisa climbed into the backseat, “I got a job at Ar-Raqis when I was just sixteen.” 

Eisa knew this well. “But that was courier work,” he said as he strapped himself in, “A pilot doesn’t learn a Solaran Helix-class cruiser’s blind-spot by flying between a mining station and a refinery.” 

The Muse gently lifted off Grace and detached from the ship. Eisa had not told Nari where to go as of yet so she leisurely rose into the air and began weaving across the docks, making the various merchant ships look smaller and smaller. A reflection off the glass of the cockpit revealed Nari’s perfect poker face and Eisa pursed his lips, gauging his voice before continuing delicately. 

“You were part of the fighter escort for a merchant company on Galyne for a little under a year, but never saw combat. You did gravity well work for the Ngoi Conglomerate for four months on Talia and then commanded a luxury liner for around a year too.” 

“That sounds like my résumé alright,” Nari replied lightly, though Eisa detected the slightest hint of unease, “What about it?”

“It’s peace work.” 

Nari looked back at Eisa and smiled. “I thought this job would be peace work too when I first applied, Captain. ‘Merchant in need of skilled pilot; long-term assignment, good pay’ was the ad you ran.”

“Yes,” Eisa said with a deferential nod, “But you lied on your application, didn’t you?” 

The words came out without hesitation and seemed to shake the craft. Nari quickly sat back into her pilot’s chair to steady them. She had no immediate answer, as Eisa had anticipated. He took a moment to look out into the distance, gazing at the towering spires of the Great Library and Clocktower, along with the dark shapes of the Exalted Mansions. He tried to pick out the familiar outline of Shamir Qays’ home.

“Though perhaps ‘lie’ is a bit too strong a word,” Eisa said smoothly after a moment, “You simply omitted a few harmless details, is all.” 

“I don’t know what you mean exactly, Captain?” Nari said at last. 

“I have a theory. Do you want to hear it?”  

“Sure,” was what she said after a second.  She was still trying to sound casual.

Eisa ran his right index finger down his chin. “Take us out to the Hills, I want to see some starshine.” 

She obeyed automatically and Muse weaved left seamlessly.  

“Have you ever heard of the Black Banner?” 

A chill ran through the Muse. “Yes,” Nari answered too quickly, “They were a Rigarin terrorist group.”

“That’s not a really fair label,” Eisa protested, “It was the Six Republics and Solar who took a small incident and turned it into a partition deal. Calling the Black Banner a terrorist group doesn’t do them justice. Most of the Bannermen had lost family and friends… sure they had a few mercenaries and pirates in the mix, but I’d be willing to bet that just as many adventurers and idealists were in the mix.” 

Eisa watched Nari purse her lips. “That is one perspective.” 

 “Their fleet was pretty ragtag, of course,” Eisa continued, timing his words well, “Two carriers, three destroyers and two heavy battleships, along with a bunch of smaller craft not quite unlike the Muse here.” He paused to smile coolly. “At first they just raided Republican outposts and Solaran waystations… made the news, but were hardly anything more than a nuisance… until they showed up in Rigl Qanturus. Two Solaran Battleships, SS John Gilbert and SS Miguel Gomez, were burned in space... I remember talking to my brother Salih after it happened… threw all of Solar into chaos. Father had a fit.”

The Muse had come out of the artificial lights of the Lantern and the sky was now filled with the magnificence of the Misty Mother. Saynath’s distant star was bright in the northern sky and looking down towards the ground swirls of mist flowed over the sparse and dimly lit villages. 

“They also bombed the port,” Nari murmured, “Eight thousand people were killed and twenty thousand were wounded.”

“I did not claim that they were saints,” Eisa replied firmly, “Far from it… but Solar was hardly innocent of such crimes.  But that’s besides the point… from what I’ve heard, everyone from all across the Rigarin system will still talk about those Banner pilots. Even when my Uncle Saul broke them at Al-Na'ir al Batn, they took two for their every one. They’re often called legends… heroes, even.” 

Eisa stopped talking for a moment to let Nari’s thoughts stew. His pilot was still focused on the skies, with the Muse still maintaining a comfortable low altitude and leisurely speed, even though they were not yet going in a particular direction. He could tell that this was the last thing Nari wanted to talk about, but if he could draw her out it would be well worth the risk. Heroes, after all, were useful things. 

 “You would have scarcely been an adult at the time,” Eisa continued, “Uncle Saul told me that the Bannermen spent their lives in space aboard their ships… completely adapted to zero gravity. ‘Like fish in the sea’ were his exact words.” 

“That’s…” Nari began. Her voice trailed and tilted back and forth softly, “That’s certainly an interesting theory, Captain.”

Eisa smiled. He pressed his thumb to the side of the craft. A three dimensional map appeared in the air and he picked out a specific spot. “Do you think you could put us down right about here?” 

The craft swerved westward on command, filling their eyes with a new set of stars. Nari began to say something, but stopped short. She breathed for a moment and Eisa sensed her panic. This time, he waited patiently for his pilot to speak. “How long have you um… thought this?”

“Oh I’ve had my suspicions all along,” Eisa answered easily. 

Nari looked back for the first time on the flight, her purple eyes glistening with a mixture of fear and, much to Eisa’s surprise, shame. “All along? You mean…” 

“Since I hired you, yes,” he said with a winning smile that he hoped Nari would catch in the reflection of the glass. He waited a moment before altering his tone. “Am I right then?”

Asking her such a thing was, of course, a formality. If Eisa had not been certain, then you may be sure that he would not have said anything. The Prince was nothing if not deliberate. 

“Ye… yes, Captain. Mostly, yes,” Nari said at last. She cleared her throat, her voice turning to a rasping whisper. “I’m sorry… I didn’t want you to know.” 

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” was the diplomatic answer, “I’m your Captain and friend too. It’s not my place to judge your past. If I upset you by bringing this up, then I should be the one to apologize. I did not mean to overstep my bounds… I’m sorry for being insensitive.”

The craft began to dip and Eisa glanced out the window, recognizing the formation of the trees. A familiar clearing began to slowly grow and he heard the avian wings bend to slow their descent. Eisa leaned to the right to get a good look at Nari, who looked absolutely wracked.  But her emotions did not touch her skills and Muse came to a soft landing, sinking slightly into wet soil. There was a light drizzle outside that pattered against the glass. 

“I won’t say anything to the others about this,” Eisa added, “As you might imagine, I know what it’s like to live with certain… stigmas. I just thought it was sort of interesting that my pilot is an old war hero.”

Nari did not look at Eisa as rain continued to bounce off their craft. “I’m not a hero or legend, Captain,” she said after a moment. Her voice sounded strange. “Or any of those nice words… I joined the Banner because I… I knew someone from Rigar. He was sent to a penal colony after the partition for resisting.” 

“My father did not favour forced labour,” Eisa whispered back, “But that’s irrelevant, I know… so you wanted vengeance against Solar and the Republics then? That’s why you joined the Banner.”  

“Not quite, but…” her voice trailed off as the wind whistled outside, “Truth be told, Captain, I was going to leave the ship when I realized you were his son. King Husam’s son, I mean.” 

“Not surprising,” Eisa nodded. His first test for Nari had, in fact, been whether or not she would stay with him once she learned the truth of his identity, but he nonetheless said: “Wait, so you didn’t know who I was right away? But I was all over the news!” 

“You look a lot different in a holo, Captain… much taller,” Nari answered, turning back towards him with a weak smile. It was important in Eisa’s calculation to not let her wallow in forgotten sadness. In the Prince’s experience, people trusted those that could make them smile or laugh. “But yes,” she continued after a moment, “I was arrested because of your father when I was young. I tore down one of his posters and set it on fire. Got me a week in jail… I was seventeen. It left an impression.” 

Eisa pursed his lips and looked away from her. “I’m sorry.” 

“Not your fault,” she said quietly, “I stayed on with you anyway. I told myself at the time that you were different… you were supposed to be the man that killed King Husam after all. And even when it turned out that you weren’t, you were still good and kind to us… but I guess the truth is that I didn’t really have anywhere else to go.” 

“We have something in common then,” Eisa replied, his voice suggesting a half-jest. 

“Yes,” Nari said with another weak smile, “It was hard for me after Al-Na'ir al Batn… I was too scared to look for real work. Two years ago, I would never have even dreamed of Grace. And yet, here I am… safe, free and well-paid.” 

 “I’m glad you stayed,” Eisa assured gently, “I would have a hell of a job replacing you.”  

Nari laughed and turned back to the controls. “I owe you a lot, Captain and I respect you. But don’t call me a hero… that’s the sort of lie that I cannot bear.”

Eisa nodded and continued to weave his web around her. “I understand you perfectly. For my part, let me say that this is not why I hired you. Remember I took you out to that asteroid belt and saw your skills for myself. You got in here on merits before anything else… But more than that, I trust you, Nari. As far as I’m concerned, no matter what you once were, you will always have a place on Grace.” 

He felt a surge of guilt as the honeyed words left his mouth. In many ways, Nari was a simple young woman… highly intelligent, somewhat lonely but perfectly ordinary. But a misfortune of fate had made Nari into a potential icon of resistance against his father’s follies. Returning to court with such a person in his entourage would send a powerful message to every corner of the galaxy that a new kind of Solar had been born. But it would only happen if Nari were willing to stand with him not as Nari the pilot but as Nari the hero she said she was not… and only then if Eisa were willing to let her.  

“And what if you don’t need Grace anymore,” Nari whispered as Eisa cursed himself. She turned towards him in her seat again. “What if you become a king?” 

“Even kings need good ships, you know,” Eisa said with a forced laugh, “And good pilots… and some people he can trust never hurts either. The latter especially are in short supply on Solar.”

 Nari smiled weakly. “It’s a good thing I stuck with you, Captain.” 

“Regardless of where I end up, Nari, I will be counting on you. You, Vincent and all the others… we’ll all stand or fall together. This is your home, after all,” he forced a smile, “Although if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather stay standing.”  

The words felt strange to speak. He had first conceived them months earlier and had been waiting patiently for the correct time to send them forth. He saw tears touch into Nari’s beautiful eyes for a moment, though they did not flow. Nari was too strong for such frail emotion. It was a beautiful lie that Eisa had told and he had told it too well. Her tears meant that he had won… that Nari would think of him as her Prince rather than Captain from that point in. So why then, Eisa thought, should he feel such grief? As Eisa watched Nari’s small elegant face contort and lower, he felt his left hand clench involuntarily into a fist.

“Thank you, Captain,” Nari said at last, “I never would have thought that a Prince of Solar… well, I would never have thought that I’d ever meet a Solaran Prince to start with.” 

“Count your blessings,” Eisa answered as he looked up at the Misty Mother, “And I think you can start calling me Eisa now... no need to ‘Captain’ me all the time.” 

“Eisa,” Nari said it with a smile. “It’s a nice name… I’d like to see it cleared. It’s not fair that the world sees someone like you as a murderer.” 

Eisa was silent for a moment. As Nari watched him, he looked right and left quickly, suddenly feeling rather claustrophobic. “No, it’s not fair at all,” Eisa said back. He breathed for a moment. “Anyway… nice talking Nari, but I need to get a bit of a move on here.” 

“Sure thing, Eisa,” she popped the cockpit open, “Call me if you need anything from me.”  

“You can count on that much,” Eisa answered softly, “See you in a bit, Nari.”

End of the Sixth Part 

