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Transcript:

RG Cecilia Morales was the most junior of the King's escorts and had been guarding his royal person throughout his visit to the Lantern, along with six other Royal Guardsmen. At 2200 on 37-03-12, Morales joined the Royal Entourage that was to ascend the Rock under the patronage of the Lantern. Her commander was Lord Ilyas Kaya and Morales was assigned to the right side along with her oldest friends Sergeant Gibson Abraham and RG Miguel Leonardo. The Entourage began its ascent at exactly 2230 and proceeded upward without incident.  Morales' thoughts at this time centred mainly upon the presence of the Crown Prince, whom she had long-standing affection for. She anticipated no trouble and recounts their assent as follows:

We walk up the even path between two tall rocky crags. My feet are starting to ache a bit and that blasted Scribe is yapping to the Prince non-stop. I don't know why he's even here. It's dark. Very dark... we're only supposed to use a pair of lanterns as light and I can hardly I could see my own hand in front of my eyes. It makes me a little nervous and I'm glad when we come to the dim torchlight of a little white guardhouse. I tense when I hear Lord Ilyas yell. The Grey Watch does not want to let the Royal Guard through. We had not been informed of this arrangement in advance.

A gap appears in the reconstructed memory at this point. I am able to reconstruct an image that suggests that the King himself stepped forward, but little else can be discerned until Morales hears the following words, which I believe to have been spoken by Lord Ilyas...

“... your life to foreigners, no matter who they may be.” 

“A compromise then,” the Crown Prince interjects, “Ilyas will accompany us from this point. The rest of the Guard shall remain here with Scribe Williams and Lady Ella.  That would be reasonable, would it not?”

“But my young Prince!” Scribe Williams says. I curse his big head, “What about the records! Who will be your witness?”

“We'll make due,” the Crown Prince, “May the Scribe and Lady have the comfort of your guardhouse?” 

The Watch agreed to this, though we guardsmen were expected to stand at the gates, naturally. I started to make an objection to the Crown Prince. I hate the idea of him going up the mountain under the guard of foreigners... it is like he is a hostage. But Ilyas silences my dissent before it begins. I watch my King and Prince disappear with Ilyas into the Guardhouse. 

 The next thirty minutes of Morales' life are mostly unclear, but the fragments allow a summary to be constructed. Sergeant Gibson ordered the Royal Guard into a defensive formation, but outside the gates of the guardhouse it was pitch black and though they rather brazenly tossed Lantern conventions to the winds and activated their armour's personal flashlights, these could only provide a narrow field of vision in the absolute darkness of the Rock. Morales briefly discussed the need for night vision equipment with her commander, not because she was concerned but because she wished to pass the time. 

At 2341, Morales recalls the following:

The sudden light assaults my eyes like a hammer. It comes from the Guard house and shines down upon all of us like a spotlight. I look out towards the path we had taken before and see it pitch black still, more so with my eyes adjusted to the bright light. The light is, for some reason, like a great focused spotlight landing atop us. I guess this is something of a rare courtesy from the Grey Watch, but I do wonder why it took them thirty minutes to switch them on. It's not like...  

The account then concludes.  

Afterword: 

An autopsy of Morales' remains reveal that the Guardsman was struck directly on the right side of her forehead by a .202  solid slug round fired from a Solaran HVG-3 Sniper rifle from approx. 300 meters away. Death was instantaneous. 


Interpreted by: Archivist Niet Pallor, acknowledged custodian of the Grand Library. 

Submitted to Lantern Archives, 38-02-13, Clearance level Wing – Number of Copies: 2

Beginning of the Seventh Part – Smoke
In the opinion of the Prince, defeating any security arrangement is in essence an exercise in defying expectation. The custodians of the Grand Library, he would tell you, were used to thieves and knowledge-seekers skulking about their back doors or scaling the thick grey walls or trudging through the sewers directly beneath them. But very few of those that stand vigil over the third largest repository of human knowledge in the known galaxy would express a terrible amount of worry of a man with an invitation. They had papers, after all, and a thousand types of alarms would sound if they strayed into a restricted area. And even with that aside, Eisa would then say, it was the books and records they wanted to protect, not the guests.
“I’m pretty sure they can do both at once,” Vincent muttered as they approached the Library.

“Well, yeah, probably,” Eisa admitted, “But we aren’t hurting anyone tonight, so it should be fine.” 

“I’d rather take his damn signatures with a knife,” Vincent spat, “Just ambush the damn guy while he’s doing his groceries and take the blood. Get an eye out while we’re at it too… would probably be cleaner.”
“I don’t think Archivists do their own groceries,” Nari quipped 

“Or much of anything, really,” Eisa added with a nod. He looked up at the sky and seeing rain clouds gathering underneath the Misty Mother, “Look, I'm not saying this will be easy, but we're low on options. So with that in mind, how's my hair?”

“Silky,” Weedy reported from behind him, “It’s a bit long though… you could use a cut.” 

Eisa absent-mindedly pulled at a lock of his now-reddish orange hair on his forehead and examined it distastefully. The Captain was noticeably paler that night and wore an avian half-mask with green eyes and red characters covering most of the left side of his face. Attached to this rather garish mask at the ear was a loose golden chain that flowed down to an uncomfortable sort of bangle on upper arm. His figure was hidden underneath a deep crimson robe with a small and strange four-winged bird that Nari had told him was called a ‘Kayloo’ embroidered in gold upon the heart. His boots were thick enough to add an inch to his height while El had put some putty onto his normally rounded nose to give it a natural-seeming point. It was not an infallible disguise, but it would nonetheless be difficult for a man to recognize the Prince without first thinking to look for him.

“I should have gone with brown or something,” Eisa sighed, “Red stands out. It looks like my head is on fire.” 

“That means anyone that looks at you will think ‘hey, who’s the girly man with red hair?’” Vincent answered. He was dressed in a similarly extravagant red robe, though his half-mask was decorated with extra plumage that apparently denoted an elder brother. Otherwise, he was as tall and black haired as ever, though he had at least decided to shave. 

“It's not that bad,” Weedy retorted, “If I was looking at you for the first time, I’d almost think you had a wild and fun side. You should trim it and keep the red. What do you think, Nari?”

“I like the red.” 

Eisa cleared his throat. “Hey come on. I know you two have an easy job tonight, but that's no excuse to mock the captain.”

Weedy snorted and shook her head. “You call this an easy job?” she demanded. Eisa’s engineer was a tall and well-rounded sort of woman and she had chosen a close fitting one-piece gown to accentuate this, with the pink top flowing naturally downwards into an ivory white dress that would have suited any of the fine court ladies that Eisa remembered from his childhood. She had tied her red hair with a green ribbon that matched her eyes well in Eisa’s view. “Being ordered by my Captain to pretend to be his first mate’s date... I’m pretty sure that that qualifies as sexual harassment.”

“Actually,” Nari said tentatively, “I don’t think we’re pretending to be dates…” 

“What do you mean?”

Nari glanced at Eisa, looking a little uncomfortable. She was wearing a blue skirt with that ran down to her knees, while he legs were enclosed by black tights. Her simple white top enclosed by a blue shawl embroidered with silver into a pattern that weaved strange diamond shapes into each other almost mystically. A decidedly less extravagant outfit than Weedy's, though Eisa thought it radiated a certain intangible elegance. “Well, logically speaking, it’s more likely that we’ll be seen as prostitutes.” 

Weedy stopped in her tracks. 

“High-class prostitutes, of course,” Vincent quickly reassured. 

“Prostitution is fairly common in Avelian society,” Nari reported with a slight shrug, “Marriage isn’t that common on Avelia and inheritance law does not distinguish between legitimate and bastard children… so some people even say that prostitution is actually a force of social mobility.”

Weedy's thin eyebrows creased and she massaged her temples. “Oh. How um... how wonderful,” she said in a seething voice. She looked at Nari and shook her head. “Please don't tell me you don’t have a problem with being a hooker, Nari. That would make me very sad.” 

“Oh no, of course I do,” Nari said back in an appalled voice, “It's completely humiliating and even a little insulting.”

“Okay then,” Weedy nodded with a sigh of relief, “Glad we’re on the same page.” 
Eisa cleared his throat awkwardly, wishing for a moment that his pilot didn’t have such a depth of knowledge. “I had to think of a way to bring you two along… it’s not that you two are prostitutes, it’s that the other Avelian guests will simply think you’re prostitutes due to their cultural values. It’s all just ignorance really… and besides, there will probably be a lot more prostitutes besides you two over there,” Eisa took a few steps before he realized what he said. “Other prostitutes! As in, uh… real prostitutes, I mean.” 
“Well, that makes me feel a lot better then,” Weedy muttered, looking skyward and absentmindedly twirling a finger through her red hair, “First I became a terrorist and now I’m a hooker… any other surprises tonight?”

“Lighten up, Weedy,” Vincent interjected, throwing his arm over her shoulder, “If this works out, it could open up a new revenue stream for the ship. We’re going from port to port anyways, so we could give you a twenty percent commission for starters… if the venture proves prosperous, that could go up.”

“Ha ha ha,” Weedy mouthed, “What do you say I beat you to a bloody pulp after this?”
“Depends,” Vincent countered, “Does that cost extra?” 

Eisa heard the sound of a fist connecting with flesh. Vincent cried out and Eisa couldn’t help but grin. “We’re about there, guys,” he said, forcing seriousness into his face, “Let’s focus on the task at hand.” 
Weedy shot Vincent one last acidic expression, who returned it with a toothy sort of grin. They came the cold grey spires that were the Lantern's Grand Library. For those who have not seen it, the Grand Library is a building without edges. Every corner has had its point smoothed into a semi-circle. There is probably some symbolic reason behind this choice, though Eisa could not think of why that might be. There was a small crowd milling about the area and a steady flow of small aircraft were dropping off guests on the two landing pads at the doors. A hush of anticipation fell over them as they approached and Eisa let Vincent take the lead as they slowly walked towards the doors. A kindly looking man in the red robes of the Library awaited them.

“Your invitations, sir?”

Vincent presented them, as he bowed in the Avelian fashion. Avelia is one of the smaller of the Six Republics, with only two well populated planets orbiting around a dim red star along with a few modest mining facilities at the system’s fringe. While technically a democracy in terms of both constitutions and institutions, concentrations of both wealth and interests had led to the formation of several dozen aristocratic Houses, who in turn monopolize both political discourse and economic expansion. 
“Master Kyros of House Quaeth and his younger brother Master Tomas and two associates,” he read with a nod. He consulted the pad in his right arm and lights played off his grey eyes. “Why, I see that you only obtained an invitation earlier this afternoon... that’s unusual. We apologize for the short notice.” 

“I thank you for the courtesy,” Vincent answered with a rather condescending sort of bow, “My brother and I just arrived in the city earlier in the week... I should have let my friend here in the Library know we were coming, really. It was a small miracle that he was able to get us tickets in time.”

“I’m very glad you did, Master,” the Librarian answered with a warm smile, “I do hope that you shall enjoy our hospitality.”

 “May it be so,” Vincent answered formally, touching the skin directly beneath his right eye with two fingers in the Avelian fashion. “A prosperous day to you.”  

The Grand Library is a building with many layers. Only a small fraction of it is accessible to the general public, mainly the holorooms that are attached to a database of some ten million works and the circular white walled reception hall where they stood now, all of which were contained on the first floor. What hidden secrets lie in the other twenty three windowless floors is, of course, a subject of much fruitless speculation on both sides of the galaxy, which Eisa had to admit in his heart of hearts was part of the reason he had decided to set about this caper. The reception was on the second floor, after all. Eisa had been known for a certain burning curiosity when he was younger. That, of course, had been tempered by age, but a certain residual effect had stayed with him.
“Is there a queue in here too?” Vincent asked as they stepped inside. 

“They’re checking people in by twos,” Nari replied, pointing towards the simple barrier that had been set up across the circular hall. Three Lantern men in the reds of the library were herding the line of visibly irritated masked Avelians through at what Eisa imagined was normally an information desk. “Looks like a security checkpoint.” 

“But the guy at the door checked our identities,” Eisa murmured darkly, “Why check again?”  

 Vincent pursed his lips and pulled off his mask for a moment, standing on his toes and using his great height to look over the crowd. “They look serious…they might be wise to us, Eisa. We might be better off turning back right here.”

“We’re giving up?” Weedy cried, probably a bit too loudly. She saw Eisa's expression and lowered her voice: “I hate giving up. How would they even know we’re here?” 

Eisa shook his head. “They don’t, I don’t think. If they thought I was here, then holding up a line of wealthy Avelians at the door would be the quickest way to drive me away. Dalion’s smarter than that.” he considered the matter for a moment, adjusting his half-mask, “Let's proceed cautiously.”

The line moved slowly. Vincent made casual conversation with another Avelian, while Nari gave Weedy an impromptu briefing on the Library, explaining the way the holo-rooms worked and how public materials were distributed. Eisa remained behind his crew, examining the other guests and the layout of the hall. He could not sense any strange tension or even the sight of another nervous individual. A few people seemed irritated at the delay, certainly, including a young couple that was complaining loudly just three bodies ahead of Vincent. But besides the expected anger, no one seemed particularly disturbed by the extra layer of security… which, of course, did not tell Eisa why it might be there in the first place.

“Weapons check,” were the words they heard when they came to the front of the queue. 

Eisa looked towards Weedy instinctively. None of his crew were armed, save for a very fine pin that Eisa had attached to his arm bangle, but the tools of the night’s trade were nestled within his engineer’s purse. They weren’t weapons per se and would thus be hard to detect, but if they were to be found… 
“Weapons check?” Vincent repeated, “Is it customary to bring weapons into a library?” 

“No and we would like to keep things that way. There was an incident in the city today with a group of mutants breaking out of the Associates,” the guard reported. He was not wearing the reds of the Library, but rather was in full combat armour with the shimmer of an energy shield about him. Foreigners were targeted. An investigation is pending, but we mean to guarantee your safety.”

“Do I look very much like a mutant to you?” Vincent demanded hotly.

“We do not know the extent of the Associate penetration,” the guard answered diplomatically. “Not everyone that serves the Associate Lords are misshapen half-men, Master Avelian. So please, your cooperation in this small matter would be of great value to our efforts. We shall hinder you no further after this point.”

Vincent glanced at Eisa, who gave the slightest of nods. Running at this point would look far too suspicious, he reasoned. Though if the truth is to be known, then Eisa, much like Weedy, simply did not like giving up without good cause. 

 “Oh very well then,” Vincent said to the guard with an exasperated roll of his eyes, “If it must be done, then I suppose there is no helping it.” 

“I thank you,” the guard nodded, “And apologize again for the irregularity.”

The barrier was lifted and Vincent and Weedy were ushered through. Eisa purposefully walked forward until his way was barred, as he knew it would be. The barrier was closed and Eisa saw Vincent glance backward one last time before he and Weedy disappeared from sight. Nari and Eisa were made to wait in an uncomfortable sort of silence as they waited for the way forward to be opened. There had been an awkward air between the two since their flight out to the Hills, though this did not surprise Eisa. He had shaken her world badly earlier that afternoon and she would need some time to adjust. Thus far, nothing had defied his expectations. 

“Right this way, sir,” a guard said after another moment.

“Thank you,” Eisa replied, placing a hand on Nari's shoulder. She glanced at him with an unreadable expression and Eisa removed the hand. “Let’s go then.”

They were led passed the barrier into a small secluded chamber that looked like it might have been a clerk’s office ordinarily. A Librarian in glasses with a wand-shaped metal instrument waited for them and beckoned Nari forward first. Eisa watched carefully as the wand was waved over her, noticing a bead of sweat running down the bespectacled man’s face as he did his work. He seemed somehow disoriented to Eisa, as though he didn’t fully recognize why he was there.
“Find any good weapons?” Eisa asked casually when it was his turn.
“No,” the man said shortly, “People don’t bring weapons to libraries.” 

“Then why check for them?” 

The bespectacled man had no answer to this, instead choosing to interrogate Eisa about his Regenerative. The Prince answered with patient and well-rehearsed lies about an accidental explosion in his ship some four days before his arrival that had lodged a piece of shrapnel in his chest. The man blinked at this story with more than a little scepticism, but apparently deemed the lie Eisa was telling to be harmless and waved him through back out into the hall, where he found Nari waiting for him, along with an escort of two guards that kept a respectful distance. Eisa cracked a smile when they cleared the area. 
“I forgot to ask you on the way back,” said Nari as they were guided passed the famous ivory statue of Medin Bortaix that stands at the rear end of the reception hall. “Did you manage to solve your problem out in the Hills?”

Eisa blinked at the sudden question. “That's a rather complicated situation, I'm afraid. The person I was looking for was not present and I could not account for her whereabouts right away,” he cleared his throat, wondering if he’d said too much, “But I think I might have a few guesses… I’d say that situation is pretty much under control right now.”
Nari nodded. “Glad to hear it.”

A silence fell over the two. Eisa listened to the sound of their feet touching against the soft white carpet, dimly smiling at their polite escorts so as to keep up a proper appearance. He pursed his lips as Nari walked alongside him in this scene comfortably, wondering why he could think of nothing to say. His eyes turned back towards the ivory statue. Bortaix is often called the First Immortal, which is a title which had always confused Eisa. After all, a man who is presently buried beneath the Clocktower can hardly be called an immortal.
“So are you sure this is going to work?” Nari asked suddenly, leaning close to whisper to him.
“Not sure, no,” Eisa answered coolly. They’d had a similar conversation earlier in the day when Eisa had gone over the plan, but he was all too happy to fill the silence by repeating himself as they came to the bottom of a white marble staircase. “But I think we have a fair shot.”

“I was just thinking about risky this is,” Nari continued after their guides left them to ascend the stairs by themselves, “I mean, if the Librarians were to just lock down the room...”
Eisa shrugged at what was probably a much more legitimate concern than he was comfortable admitting. “Mice fear cats and librarians fear fire. No matter what sort of fire control system they have in place, once they see some smoke, they’ll fly into a panic. And once they panic, we can make a move. Trust me, it’ll work out.” 
Nari frowned but did not press the point. “I also can’t say I feel very good about bringing fire to one of the most spectacular libraries in the galaxy.”

“I promise that no books will be harmed,” Eisa whispered back, “And none of us will be either. We’re just going to cause a stir and get a bit of blood out of the Archivist in the process as well as a look in his eye. That should give us free access to both his mansion and offices, in theory. That’ll be a nice step forward.” 
Nari nodded as they reached the top of the stairs to find a red robed librarian and a second man in black waiting for them. A thick wooden door at the end of the passage opened dramatically and a faint trill of music greeted them. Eisa glanced at Nari before stepping forward.
“Beautiful,” Nari murmured as they entered. 

That was, in Eisa's opinion, a bit of an understatement. The hall looked like it normally housed a portion of the Grand Library’s collection, but it had been converted to serve the night’s events. Bookshelves had been pushed back against the wall, their precious contents enclosed behind a thick sheet of glass. In their place were hand-woven red carpets and a bar had been established upon what looked like a librarian’s desk.  Still, in spite of the seemingly hasty conversion, the hall was magnificent. Rich tapestries depicting scenes from Ancient Earth and Avelian history adorned the wall while a band played a fancy sort of tune on the left side with old style violins. The domed ceiling above was held up by a series of arching columns and from it hung a thousand tiny lamps that looked like stars. 
“It is nice,” Eisa commented mildly, “Pity we’ll have to spoil the party... come on, let's go see if we can find VJ.” 

It wasn’t particularly crowded in the hall, though the guests were clustered together enough to make sighting an individual face difficult. He looked up to the golden lanterns hanging from the ceiling as he got his bearings before sighting what looked like Weedy’s smooth red hair. He took Nari by the wrist and led her forward.
“Hmm, is this it then?” he heard Vincent say when he came into the hall, “I do say, someone needs to teach Lantern architects tastefulness. In all the rush to show off their wealth they go so often forget beauty.” 

“Lantern décor leaves much to be desired,” his Avelian friend agreed. 

“I don't think it's so bad,” Weedy piped up. She pointed up at the lamps. “I like what they did with the lights... let's us see just fine, but they're just dim enough to give a sort of intimate impression.”

Vincent laughed richly. “Forgive my consort, she knows not what she says. She’s a Clebanshi… you know how Clebanshi women are.” 

The two exchanged a knowing laugh as Weedy scowled.

“Ah, Tomas, kind of you to join us!” Vincent said when he caught Eisa’s eyes, “Tomas, may I present Master Zaros of House Theros of the third moon? Zaros, my younger brother Tomas.”

“A pleasure, young Master,” Zaros insisted as he clasped Eisa’s hand. He was an older gentleman, though he did not seem old enough to have forgotten what it was to be young. “Your brother tells me that you and he have rendered extraordinary service to the security of the Republic.”

“In truth,” Eisa confirmed with a solemn nod, “Our squadron was ambushed by a rebel gunboat just one month ago. We fought them off, of course, but not without loss.” 

Zaros nodded solemnly. “That’s how it always is with the Kethars… strike from the shadows and then flee… cowards, the whole lot.” 

“We feed them and cloth them,” Eisa continued in the same vein, “And they repay us with blood.” 

Zaros voiced his profound agreement, apparently impressed with Eisa’s zeal. The Kethari people were actually a nominally independent people living in a few underground cities in a cold and barren moon orbiting a gas giant on the outskirts of the Avelian star. They did no one any harm and lived a fairly insular existence until a group of Avelian houses decided that the moon would be an ideal springboard for helium operations. They saw no reason why the Kethari, who were technically Avelian but had no formal Houses and little place in the Avelian administration, should reap any benefit from the venture. The Kethari took issue with this assumption, first legally and, when the courts failed, with force of arms. The guerrilla war has continued ever since.
“I remember when I was younger and this nonsense was just starting,” Zaros reminisced, “We were occupying their capital and…”
“I do beg your pardon, Master Zaros” Eisa said quickly, “But I must have a word with my brother for a moment. Though please, I would like to hear the rest of your story later this evening.”
“Certainly, young Master,” he answered with a twinge of regret in his voice. He released Eisa’s hand. “Do be wary, mind you. The guards here are rather… officious.”
Eisa nodded silently at this advice before stepping to the side with Weedy, Vincent and Nari following his lead. Eisa did not bring them so far away from the socializing throng as to make an outside observer think he were looking for privacy, but created enough of a distance to prevent any stray phrases from being too easily overheard.
“Any sign of the Archivist?” 

“Not yet,” Vincent reported with a frown, “Though security is much tighter than what Etherege made it out to be.”

Eisa nodded, examining the room and noticing that book shelves had been physically placed in front of a few doors in the room. “That weapon’s check felt like a fairly haphazard affair… someone intent on bringing a bomb in here could have smuggled it through them easily. And that story about it being a precaution against mutant attacks is just absurd.”
“Someone probably scared them,” Nari suggested, “Made them feel that it would be a good idea to start taking half-measures so that whoever they report to thinks that they’re doing their jobs as best as they can.”

“Yes,” Eisa agreed, “Someone’s covering their ass around here. But why? What’s got them in such a fix?” 

None of Eisa’s crewmates seemed to have any ideas of this and Eisa took the moment to casually gesture a waiter over. He scooped a small sandwich off the tray with a nod of silent thanks, smiling towards the others falsely to ward off any appearance of anxiety to an outside observer.

“Is the plan still on then?” Vincent asked at last.  
Eisa thought for a moment, throwing the ordeuve into his mouth and chewing it without registering a taste. “We’re only here for a few drop of blood,” he decided after swallowing, “More eyes are a bad thing obviously, but if they’re worried about something else then maybe this could even work to our advantage. We’ll continue as planned. Weedy?” 
“I can light the place up,” she answered, hefting her purse. “I’m not sure if it’s a very good idea, but I can!”

Vincent laughed. “We don’t want you to blow the place up, Weedy. We just want you to pull the fire alarm.”
“When I was in my second year, someone pulled the alarm midway through finals,” Weedy shook her head, “They had to hold everyone in the exam outside in the cold for an hour before we could get another classroom. It was awful!”

“Ah, the woes of Weedy,” Vincent said with an exaggerated nod, “Did you ever catch the scoundrel who was responsible?”  
“You know, I wish I had,” Weedy snapped, “I’d have had a few things to say to him.” 

Eisa rolled his eyes. “As relevant as that is…” he let the statement trail off before continuing, “Where would be a good place to set the charges?” 

Weedy looked about for a moment thoughtfully. “Well, they’re clear, so they can really go any place where people don’t look too hard.” 

Eisa nodded. “Time to split up then,” he paused to think for a moment, “Vincent, go work the crowds a bit and see if you can’t stick one under a table near the centre of the room. Weedy, give him it now and look natural about it. Got it, VJ? Good. Good luck.” 
Vincent nodded and walked back towards Zaros, leaving Eisa standing alone with two ladies. Eisa heard someone clap at the entrance and turned towards the sound, looking for the Archivist’s face, though all he saw were more Avelians and Lanternmen, along with a trio of Solarans. His eyes dwelled on the latter for a moment before he turned back to his crewmates. 
“Nari, make a trip to the lady’s room and see about getting a charge set up in there,” he looked at her and hesitated for a moment, “And let me know on your CCL if anything goes wrong.” 
 “Understood,” Nari answered as she took her charge, “Same goes for you, Eisa.” 

Eisa nodded and watched her go. He fleetingly wished that he had not asked Nari to call him by his first name. It was not as though he regretted what he had done. Nari was too useful, too essential to his future, for him to harbour any regrets. But what bothered him, he thought, was that it had all worked far too well. 
“You’ve got a crush on Nari, don’t you Captain?”
Eisa glanced at Weedy and raised his eyebrows. “And what gave you that idea?”

“Your eyes,” she answered with a smile, “The eyes you had just a moment ago. That wasn’t the sort of look a guy gives to a casual acquaintance.”

“You almost sound jealous.” 
Weedy laugh aloud, smiling broadly. “Don’t you try to dodge the issue,” she snapped, “You two took a trip out to the Hills yesterday, didn’t you? Explain that.” 

“I have no obligation to contribute to ship gossip,” Eisa replied briefly, “And in any case, I had an errand to perform.”

“What sort of errand?”
“The personal kind,” Eisa replied, looking away from her and gesturing towards a passing waiter for a drink. “Come on, Weedy, what are you a gossip columnist? One of the few benefits of being an exile is that my personal life isn’t a matter of public record any more.” 
Weedy raised an eyebrow. “You mean it used to be before?” 
“Oh yeah… if you were reading the rags a few years back you would have heard all about me and my troublemaking ways. Salih was the intellectual one while Zaynab has always played at being a bashful little Princess, which didn’t do so much for the gutter media. They were nothing compared to me, the Trouble Prince living out here in exotic lands near the heart of an exotic religion.”
 “Weren’t you protected? 

Eisa shrugged. “Lantern types are just as susceptible to bribes as anyone else. Don’t get me wrong though, it’s not like I really minded. Hell, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy it a bit… plenty of kids will attach a camera to a mechan and hack it into spying out a teacher setting a test through a window the day, but there aren’t many that can say that half the galaxy read about it in the morning magazines the next day.” 
Weedy blinked for a moment. “I don’t think many kids actually do that.”

Eisa’s eyes were still scanning through the guests, though still he saw no sign of the Archivist. “Yeah, I wish I could take credit for that one, but it was really one of Abel’s. He’s always had a knack for machines.” 
Weedy looked both amused and aghast. “Who puts that much effort into cheating?”
“Oh we didn’t even need to cheat, it was more of a ‘can it be done’ sort of exercise,” He made a gesture and began to step forward, keeping a slight distance from other people but nonetheless mingling into the sea of faces. “Though of course, that isn’t the angle the magazines took when we were caught… father was not impressed.” 

They came to one of the sealed bookshelves and Eisa began to look over the titles, trying not to look too eager. Most were in languages he did not understand or even recognize. It has often rumoured that Lantern scholars have developed a unique cursive that only a trained few can comprehend, though if there was any truth to that legend Eisa could not see it in the strange angular script that adorned the Lantern’s books. He subtly drew out his CCL and captured a few images. They could be a special gift to Adres University when Eisa arrived in Solar next week. 
“Do you want me to set the charge?” Weedy suggested tentatively. 

“Not just yet,” Eisa answered, stepping away from the bookshelves and trying to look the part of a tourist. He paused for a moment and blinked. “Do you see those Solarans over there?”
Weedy looked where Eisa gestured. “How do you know they’re Solaran?” 
“Well, they’re dressed like Solarans… You can tell by the blue suit with a white shirt whose collar points out in the back. Only we Solarans are capable of wearing something that tacky.” 
“Fair enough,” Weedy answered, “What about them?”

Eisa pursed his lips. “I don’t know really.” 

“Oh… um… okay,” Weedy gave them a second look. “Well, they do stick out. Don’t look like the type to take an interest in supposed alien artefacts… why, what are you thinking?” 
Eisa shook his head and gazed at them again. There were three men, all close to the makeshift stage, each with their neck hunched over as they whispered something back and forth. Eisa could only see one face, a gaunt looking man who seemed rather bored. He wished he could glean more insights than that, but nothing more could be said. He pursed his lips and decided he would simply assume that these were Dalion’s men in plainclothes. 
“Come on, let’s go check on the others.”  

Eisa set out into the crowd with Weedy close behind him. He was stopped three times along his way by Avelians, each intent on asking after the details of his House and business. Eisa greeted them all like old friends, inventing tales of marriages and intrigues back home that brought forth gasps and laughter in equal measure. If one were watching the Prince carefully that night, one may have noticed him lifting his mask for a moment to spy on the door to watch the door, though fortunately for him no one in the room had grown so wise to Eisa’s presence as of yet.
“So in the end, I had my crew set a heading directly towards the gas giant,” a rather svelte Avelian told dramatically, standing close to one of the Lantern’s indoor trees. Vincent stood next to him along with another Avelian, boldly feigning interest. “The Kethars thought we were finished and followed us in to the gravity well…” 
“Oh, Tomas!” Vincent cried at the sight of Eisa, “Good to see you! Are you having a pleasant time? Might I introduce you to my brother…”

“I do hate to be rude,” Eisa said quickly, “But I just received a message from our beloved father. May I borrow my brother for a moment?” 
“Certainly, certainly,” the Avelian said, though he was clearly disappointed, “Please extend my regards to your venerable father.” 
They extracted themselves from the crowd, walking towards a relatively empty corner of the hall. They came to a spot near an unattended food cart and Vincent happily helped himself to a waiting sandwich before turning towards Eisa and straightening slightly. 
“The charge is set up on the underside of that table with those two Avelians with the lizard-looking half-masks. They spent some time telling me about the girls they bagged while on a trade delegation to Solar… something about how Solarans would sell off their sons for the right price, which is true enough of course, but since when are foreigners allowed to say so?” 
“Speaking of Solarans, don’t you think there are more of them in this room than there ought to be?”

Vincent nodded. “I’ve counted eleven. I noticed one with a big cloak with a pistol tucked in snug by his shoulder.” 
Eisa nodded. “So much for a weapon’s check… They must be Dalion’s insurance policy for the Archivist.” 

Vincent pursed his lips. “They should have dressed Avelian if that’s the case,” he muttered, “Why stick out so much?” 

“Short notice,” Eisa answered with a shrug. He opened his mouth to voice a thought, but dismissed it before he gave it air. “Keep an eye on them and get in touch through the CCL if you see anything you think is important.” 

“Right.” 
They parted ways and began to mingle again. An Avelian woman approached Eisa soon after that, looking a bit tipsy as she curtsied in the long red and gold Avelian gown she wore. Her half-mask had an avian twist in its sculpt and the woman took an exaggerated interest in everything Eisa said to her before at last he forcibly ejecting himself by pretending to recognize someone across the room. Weedy, in the meantime, attracted a steady mixture of admirers of the low variety, whom she warded off with cold expressions and harsh words. They drifted in this manner slowly towards the bar, with Eisa keeping an eye out for the arrival of the Archivist all the while.
“I set the charge,” Nari whispered some thirty minutes later. She had been waiting on a bar stool with a glass of water, her right leg crossed over her left and kicking at the air impatiently while her arms remained mostly hidden beneath the green shawl. “Vincent has set his as well.” 

“That just leaves us,” Weedy whispered, “Where should we…” 

Eisa looked through the crowd once more, sighting Vincent across the room exchanging banter with a man in Lantern robes. He watched Vincent nod in rhythm before tilting his head back in a gesture of practiced mirthful laughter. “Near the Archivist whenever he gets here,” Eisa said briefly, “If he gets here… he might have decided to spend his night watching a holos.” 

Weedy nodded as the bartender came over to them, asking for water. A glass was rolled over a moment later and she took it gingerly, taking down two gulps before turning back toward Eisa. “Well, I don’t want to go back into that crowd,” Weedy said wearily, flicking a stray bit of dust from the hem of her dress. “You must be used to it, since you grew up with a mob watching your every move. Did you know about that, Nari? Eisa used to make the front page of the gutter tabloids every week when he was a kid.”
Nari nodded. “I looked him up before I agreed to come on the ship. Seemed like the wise thing to do, considering his circumstances. I was surprised how much there was… but they were fun reads.”

Eisa fleetingly wondered what sort of articles Nari might have read that would convince her to sign up. “Glad you think so… as a young man with an ego, I really didn’t mind at the time. It gave my father a headache and the attention was kind of nice, considering that I’d been sent away from home and all that,” Eisa sighed at the memory and thought for a moment, “It wasn’t until I was about sixteen that the journalists became a bit of a bother… that was when I was asking a girl to come with me to the Festival of the Architects, which is a big fair around here.”

Weedy looked at him sharply and grinned. “Wow, a Prince’s love troubles? I can see how that would sell. Who’d you ask?” 

Eisa rolled his eyes and gestured to the barkeep, making the two fingered Lantern sign that meant gin before turning back to the two ladies. “Her name was Alisa,” he started, “She was a nice sort of girl. Pretty tall, bit skinny… had these nice green eyes that I really liked,” he accepted the brown liquid that was slid to him from across the bar. “I was a pretty cocky kid in most respects, but not so much with the ladies. Vincent would always say,” he cleared his throat and dropped his voice an octane, “‘You’re famous! You could have every woman on the station if you want! At the same time!’ and things like that.” 
Nari laughed at his impression. “That’s probably true. Not every fifteen year old is lucky enough to be a Prince.”

“But did she say yes?” Weedy prompted. 
Eisa looked away, surprised to feel a twinge of embarrassment. “She did,” he said tentatively, “In truth, she probably didn’t really know who I was considering that I’d never actually spoken with her before then. To her, I must have been the troublemaker with the big name. But hey, I wasn’t going to complain. I remember she turned up to the festival in this elaborate green silk dress that sort of clung to her,” Eisa gave his head a shake at the memory, “It was a fun night. There was music at the festival, a few gravity games and lots of good food. I told some decent jokes and read her a poem I wrote.”
“You wrote a poem?” Weedy cut in, “You?”

“It wasn’t a very good poem,” Eisa answered, scratching at his eye.

“Do you remember it?” Nari prompted, “I’d like to hear it.”

 “I think that it was the thought that counted,” Eisa answered briefly, “Anyhow, I got past the awkwardness enough to land a kiss by the end of the night, which some intrepid reporter snapped into a holo. I think he made quite the dollar for that one… it went out with the next courier ship and spread through the Solaran side of the Gates like wildfire. ‘Trouble Prince’s First Kiss’… They brought in psychologists and health experts to talk about it. Hell, I remember an MP went on air and condemned me for fraternizing with foreigners... said I was besmirching national honour or something along those lines.”
“That sounds awful.” Nari said with a wince from his right side. “What did you do?”
“Nothing at first... It was embarrassing, sure, but I was used to it and didn’t think it was that big a deal,” Eisa sighed and his shoulders visibly slumped, “Alisa though…”

“Oh,” Weedy said with a nod, her voice growing soft to meet his mood, “Yeah… I bet she didn’t want that kind of spotlight.” 

“More than that, I’m afraid,” Eisa voice dropped to a darker tone, “Alisa had a father, you see. Most people do, even.” He smiled at his own feeble joke somewhat bitterly. “But she happened to have father who was not only immortal but also in possession of some very peculiar ideas about how his daughters ought to behave… so my darling Alisa was removed from school the day after he heard about what happened. She was beaten, of course, and then she wasn’t allowed to leave the house after that… far as I know, she’s still there.” 

There was silence between the three for a moment, punctuated by another of Vincent’s fake laughs in the distance. 

“That’s awful,” Nari said first, “You really never got to see her again?”
“We planned a few rescues, but it was all just fantasy,” Eisa shook his head, “Needless to say, that’s about the time I started to hate the gossip rags.” 

“Man,” Weedy said, shaking her head, “Talk about… geez, I don’t even have a word for that.” 
Eisa shrugged, taking up his glass and ripping the hard liquid. He found the taste was not to his liking and set it back down on the table.  “Salih once told me that living with power meant living carefully. I thought it was one of his empty platitudes until that happened.”
“Salih,” Weedy repeated, “That’s your older brother?”
“Yeah,” Eisa answered with a nod, “He's dead now.”

 “Oh right, of course,” Weedy replied quickly, “I’m sorry.”

“No need to be,” Eisa assured, “He was the good sort of brother... the kind you sort of look up to. He was very talented too and probably the only member of my family that really gave a damn about me after my mother died.” 

Weedy exchanged a glance with Nari, who seemed to be deep in thought, before leaning closer to Eisa and flicking a lock of her red hair off her forehead. “They…” She thought for a moment and then lowered her voice to a whisper: “They think you killed him too, don't they Captain?”  

Eisa felt his fists clench and his jaw tighten for a moment before he regained himself. “It’s only natural. He died right next to my father, after all.”

Weedy shook her head. “That’s awful.”

“Who do you think really killed them?” Nari asked softly, though somehow her voice carried to Eisa’s ears. “Your father and brother, I mean.”

Eisa looked down at the floor for a moment, his mind a swirl of thought. “Who knows?” he whispered back, “Rigarans… one of the Republics… someone from parliament… one of my uncles or cousins... I really don’t know. All I do know is I was never popular among the dignified bits of Solar, so…” 

 “Eisa,” Nari interrupted, “Look.” 

“Look?” He inquired, “Look at wh… oh. That, is it? Well, it’s about time.”  

It may surprise you to learn how nondescript a man Niet Pallor was. Pale and balding with a rotund figure, the Archivist’s beady hazel eyes and wrinkles would ordinarily belong to any other kindly-looking man in his late thirties, rather than an Exalted in the latter half of his third century. The first was the scholar's robe of deep blue he wore, with its white sash going along his left shoulder and down to the right side of his waist, bearing an emblem of a torch erupting from the centre of an opened book set near his heart. Still, Eisa thought there was something intangible in the Archivist’s manner that betrayed something more. His slow and methodical movements that seemed to anticipate his surroundings and twice Eisa saw him extend a hand to a greeter before the person even became aware of him. And there was a definite weariness to the man, as though he had either not slept in the last two days or had just woken up twenty minutes previous. Eisa wondered if that were a long term effect of immortality or if the last few days had weighed as heavily on him as they had on Eisa. 
“Who’s the guy he’s with?” Weedy asked. 

“That,” Eisa answered softly. “Would be my cousin Dalion… Damn it all.”

Eisa’s cousin was looking well. He was wearing a white shirt and pair of trousers with his old long green coat unzipped over his shoulders, speaking animatedly to the diminutive Archivist and looking out at the crowd through a pair of square glasses. His eyes passed over Eisa briefly and, for a moment, Eisa thought he saw them linger and turned towards the bar, his hand pressed against the exposed portion of his face. Of course, he thought. Dalion would not let the Archivist out of his sight when he had only a little more than a week to go before he had what he needed to make Eisa’s exile permanent or worse. Eisa had been a fool to think even for a moment that it could be anything otherwise. 

“Captain…” Weedy began, “The last charge…”

“Nari, go get Vincent,” Eisa said shortly, “We’re leaving.”
“Understood.” 
“What?” Weedy demanded as she left, “After all this…”

“No discussion,” Eisa snapped, “I’m sorry, but the risk officially outweighs the benefit. If I had known Dalion were coming here personally, I would never have…” 

The lights in the room suddenly dimmed as he spoke, silencing his voice and the voice of everyone in the room. As Eisa’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, a spotlight shot down at the stage and a Lantern man in red robes came forward, clearing his throat and drawing a card from a pocket as a podium rose. “Honoured guests,” the speaker recited, “We are gathered here today in spirit of fellowship and good-will to recognize the generous contribution of the Republic of Avelia to this foundation of ancient knowledge and understanding.”

Eisa sighted the Archivist and his cousin again. They were sitting together at a table that had clearly been reserved for the purpose. Two officious looking Lantern men stood near them, along with a big Solaran whose face Eisa could not see. No doubt there were more in the crowd… he whispered a curse that only he could hear. To be this close and yet so far…
“Unity is the essence of the philosophy Medin Bortaix taught. Through his many trials and struggles, he showed that though some of us may be chosen to bear the weight of immortality, each soul plays a part in bringing light to the galaxy.” 

The speaker paused, picking up a glass from his podium and drinking deeply. Eisa looked toward Weedy, who was starting to look a bit dishevelled, and shook his head. It was no good to exit during the speech, he told himself. Such rudeness would attract too many eyes and expose him. He had to stand still, watch politely and wait. Once the man stopped speaking…

“And it is in his spirit that I would like to welcome a very special guest…”

Eisa’s thoughts came to an abrupt halt. His eyes turned towards the stage, looking at the small bald Lantern man carefully with a mixture of not just curiosity but also a strange feeling of foreboding. Behind the man he saw two figures visibly clad in powered armour step onto the stage. Eisa could see shapes jutting out of their backs… blades and rifles that he knew well. As light touched them, he saw the soft flow of their red mantles and found a certain numbness descending upon his mind. 
“Royal… guardsmen…” 

A murmur flowed through the crowd at the sight of the two massive men as the gathered guests whispered the name that was haunting Eisa’s mind. The speaker waited for a moment until silence returned and then allowed for a moment of agonizing silence. Eisa was dimly aware of the feeling of his heart pounding in his chest. 
“Please join me this evening in the distinct honour of welcoming Princess Zaynab Constance Husam of Solar to Saynath!” 

End of the Seventh Part
