The Grace by Faisal M. Ahmad 

Beginning of the Eighth Part – Reunion 
“… The wonders left here by whatever benevolent race first built this station must always remind us of our continued shortcomings and limitations as a race. Saynath tells us that even as we overcome death, we have yet to truly transcend our mortal limits and human flaws. When we see the unspoiled beauty of this station and contemplate the fates of the Architects, we must also think of the blood that has been spilled upon our own worlds. The mysteries of this world and the fate of its Architects should make us aware of our own insufficiencies… and teach us that only by coming together with our fellow man, as you have here in the Lantern, can we build our future.”
This line prompted a smattering of applause, which Eisa was only dimly aware of. Eisa’s elder sister was standing atop the stage garbed in a simple white gown with little adornment save for a few black ribbons and the light silver tiara their mother had given her for her fourteenth birthday. Her heels made her look an inch taller, which was fortunate as she was normally a rather small girl. Or small woman, as Eisa supposed she was now. She shared Eisa’s dark complexion and hair was just as black, although hers was long and combed back into a dignified sort of wave. Her smooth nose was shaped very much like her brother’s, save that it had a bit more of a point, though of course the most striking thing about Zaynab have always been the frigid green eyes that she had been fortunate enough to inherit from their mother. 
“Captain…” 

“For too long, a chasm has existed between Solar and the Republics,” Zaynab continued, “The Sundering left too many scars. Too many lives were lost, whether from the bombardment, famine or plague while the destruction of Gates has cut us off from entire stars forever. We live today… be we Solarans, Avelians, Lanternmen or anything else… with the consequence of our ancestor’s folly.” 
“Eisa…” 

“Don’t say that name,” Eisa hissed, “You’ll get me killed.”
“Sorry,” Nari whispered. She was silent for a moment. “What… what should we do?” 

Eisa had never been very close to Zaynab, truth be told. She was four years his elder and, even before King Husam first sent his wayward son to the Lantern, she had always been closer to Salih than the so-called Trouble Prince. Still, in spite of the fact that Eisa was quite certain that she had never liked him, she had at least tried to care for him, though Eisa often thought she only made the gesture to allay her own conscience. Whatever her motives, she used to visit Eisa in Saynath once a year, sometimes with Salih and sometimes without, and each time she came she took the opportunity to identify and address Eisa’s numerous flaws. Needless to say, Zaynab did not care for her little brother’s friends, particularly Abel who seemed so dangerously foreign to her, and considered all of the mostly-true rumours she heard of his unprincely conduct in school and about town to be something of a personal affront. 
“I... I’m not…”

Eisa could not give full voice to the thought and he continued to watch Zaynab continue to spout her empty historical platitudes. Eisa, for his part, had tried to love his sister as best as he had been able. Together with Vincent, he would take her out into the Hills or show her some of their favourite spots in the labyrinth or the catacombs. When one of his Lantern-born classmates made a tasteless remark of her Eisa had broken his nose, a gesture Zaynab had later called ‘heartfelt but misguided’. She had been cold, most certainly, but she at least seemed to understand a fraction of what it meant for Eisa to be stranded alone on the alien station, with only the weekly courier ship to keep him connected with what was on the other side of the Gates Thinking back to that day, Eisa wondered what twist of fate could possibly have led her to stand on that stage, ready to denounce him once again. 
“She must have come right on the heels of the vote of no-confidence,” Eisa said softly, “Makes sense, really. Once she has the Archivist’s report in her hands, she’ll finally be able to claim that no valid direct male heir to the throne exists… that’ll end three years of legal wrangling and make her the de facto inheritor of our father’s chair. The fact that I’ll either be a fugitive for the rest of my life or sent to the gallows would certainly tie up all the loose ends.” 
Neither Weedy nor Nari answered his musings. Eisa’s eyes searched the crowd. The Archivist was standing towards the front of the stage, listening to Zaynab’s every word, though not without pausing to stifle a yawn occasionally. Eisa could not see Dalion, but could not imagine him straying very far from Zaynab at moments like this. He also could not sight Vincent amongst the throng of mostly-stunned Avelians, which Eisa supposed to be a good thing. Zaynab would probably remember his face.

“As many of you are no doubt aware, my brother Eisa is in the city.”

This statement led to an echoing murmur throughout the crowd. The name ‘Eisa’ was repeated again and again and Eisa felt himself involuntarily shrinking backwards, as if trying to draw the shadows around him to shield himself from view. Nari stepped with him, perhaps sensing his discomfort, while Weedy was transfixed upon the stage. Zaynab let the crowd still before speaking again. 
“Three years ago, my brother fled Saynath in an unknown ship with the help of unknown individuals within the Lantern that sympathized with his cause. He took everything he could carry with him, leaving me to bury the father and brother that had died by his hands. He claimed before he lost himself in the Gates that he would, I quote, ‘accept exile until he could claim justice’. That he would run, in other words, and leave Solar to whatever fate might befall her after the death of her King until such a time came when he could return to collect the pieces. My brother believed that his future was more important than that of his country… that his own prospects mattered more in the long run than the suffering and chaos we would endure in the meantime. His ends would be justified by our means.”
Eisa mouthed the words as she spoke them. Eisa had watched many of Zaynab’s public statements on him over the years and knew she was especially fond of the ‘his ends, our means’ phrase and liked to use it as a sort of rhetorical flourish at the midway point of all of her arguments against him. And somehow, even though he knew that it was utter tripe, the words always stung. 
“Can you contact Tim?” Eisa whispered, leaning towards Nari as his sister began to summarize the charges against him.
Nari nodded without saying a word or looking directly at him. 

 “Update him and get the ship ready to lift off at a moment’s notice. We may need to leave in a hurry.”
Nari nodded again and drew her shawl around herself so that her arms were completely hidden. Eisa saw her CCL light up briefly in between her hands before she silenced its light. He considered saying something about encryption levels, but stopped himself. Nari would know to do that, no need to make unnecessary noise. He looked away from her and back at his sister. 
“On that night three years ago, I met with Eisa. The city was in a panic and there were rumours about gunfire atop the Rock. We could not communicate with my father’s group. I was scared… We were staying in a guest house of the great Shamir Quays and I went down to check with the guards. Eisa…” she paused for a moment, as if trying to contain herself. This, Eisa thought, was not part of her usual rhetorical fare. “I ran into Eisa at the bottom of the stairs.  I remember thinking at the time that something was wrong with him. He seemed so distraught and distracted… almost scared, I daresay. He asked after our father and told me that he had to go out to take care of an undefined errand.” She cleared her throat and shut her eyes for a moment. “Before he left, he told me he loved me deeply, which seemed like an odd thing to say at the time. Little did I suspect that even as he spoke with me he had the blood of my brother and father on his hands.” 
She paused for a moment, as if voicing these words were painful for her. She accepted a glass from one of her Royal Guardsmen. Eisa remembered that night well, seeing his elder sister for what he presumed would be the last time… perhaps he had been too emotional. He remembered wanting to weep and hold her, but of course that would have been impossible. Not with Dalion already in pursuit… words were the only thing he had had to give and, apparently, they had had little effect. 
“Friends and allies, I have not come to Saynath to hunt my brother down,” Zaynab said softly, though the room was so quiet that her voice almost echoed, “I will not spill blood in this holy land, as my brother did. Nor have I come to Saynath for the sake of personal vengeance or pride. No, I have come to Saynath on behalf of Solar and her peoples… and I will not leave until I have justice.” 
This final line prompted an enthusiastic applause from the gathered dignitaries.  Eisa bowed his head, not certain if he should feel angry, frightened or simply sad. It was no easy thing to be publicly condemned by one’s last living full-blooded relative, no matter what the circumstance. He found his mind skirting the issue by asking tangential questions like why she was making such a personal speech to a Republican audience or why she had chosen to appear during the presentation of what was almost certainly a fraudulent alien artefact. These questions and many like it forced Eisa’s mind to hold onto reason and kept his emotions at bay. 
“Weedy,” Eisa said, stepping forward as the clapping began to subside, “I need you to go find Vincent. As soon as the speech finishes, start heading to the door and leave. If stopped, he’s to use the usual story. Once you’re out, have him contact me over a secure line and let us know about the positions of any Solarans or Royal Guardsmen along the way. I’ll give further instruction once… hey, Weedy, are you listening?”
“Sorry,” she whispered, tearing her gaze away from Zaynab. Eisa noted that her green eyes glistened as she looked at him.  “Find Vincent and… God… Captain, are you okay?” 

“I’m fine,” Eisa answered, irritated at the question, “Give me the last charge while you’re at it.”
Weedy nodded nervously and reached into her purse before pressing the last of their smoke charges into Eisa’s hands. She looked like she wanted to say something for a moment, but apparently thought better of it and simply nodded before scurrying off into crowd, nearly tripping on her long dress as she went. Eisa looked to his sister again. Three years had aged her, he reflected. Thin dark circles touched her eyes and there was something in her posture that suggested fatigue. She rested her thin fingers on the wooden podium, which looked as though they wished to clasp into fists and break it apart. She continued to speak, moving away from condemnations of her brother and returning to her favoured topic of galactic unity. Eisa looked towards the Archivist again and saw him watching Zaynab very carefully. Apparently, she had won him over. Eisa smiled at this and shook his head. He would be her main audience, all things considered. 
“Let me conclude now by saying again that Saynath is a symbol,” Zaynab said as her brother slowly moved back alongside his pilot, “A constant reminder of what is possible in this universe, should peace prevail. That no matter what calamities may befall us, the human spirit endures. Thank you for your time and may God reunite us in better days.”
Another round of applause from what was still no doubt a rather surprised crowd, followed by an instant murmur as every Avelian and Lanterner started speaking excitedly at once. The bald man returned to the stage to announce that the artefact would be unveiled in fifteen minutes, though no one paid him any mind. Eisa watched his sister carefully, seeing her exchange a few words with one of her Guardsmen before descending deftly off the stage using a staircase on her right, where both Dalion and the Archivist were waiting to greet her. He felt a few irrational impulses… the desire to approach his sister, to strike Dalion for daring to hug her and to cut the Archivist’s throat. He felt his fist clench and he shut his eyes against the fury, feeling his entire body shudder with an incoherent sort of rage. After a moment, he felt Nari’s hand tentatively touch his shoulder, her fingers hesitating for a moment before tightening into a clasp. It was a silly and sentimental gesture that triggered a fresh surge of guilt over the web of deception he had weaved around her. But it still made him smile. 
“Vincent just left the room,” Eisa said briefly as he gently removed Nari’s hand with his own, “Most of the Royal Guardsmen will probably be able to see through my disguise if they get a good look at me, but I only count three here. I don’t think Zaynab would position any in the Reception Hall, but let’s see what Vincent has to say before we get going.” 
“What will they do to you if they catch you?”
“The Royal Guardsmen, you mean?” Eisa reflected for a moment, trying to keep himself unbiased and face his situation with some reserve. “I don’t know if they’d kill me. I don’t doubt that they all hate me… they’re a specially trained unit founded by my great-grandfather to basically worship the family, which probably makes me a devil in their eyes. But even so, they’ll want to capture me alive and bring me to Zaynab. Or at least I hope so… And hey, if that happens, you run, you hear me?” 
“Let’s try not to make that happen,” Nari answered quietly. 

Eisa nodded and turned away, leading Nari away from his sister and her guards. His hand went to his half-mask and pressed it against his face, as if he thought it were about to fall off. The crowds of Avelians seemed to blend together into a sea of colourless masks and it took his full concentration to stop himself from crashing into the other guests and causing a scene. He wished he had something to do, anything to occupy his mind and stop him from looking back towards the stage to stare at the three people that sought to destroy his future. Nari apparently sensed his anxiety and tried to strike up a conversation, asking to hear more about his old life and likes, which served to at least occupy a portion of his mind until at last the call on the secure line came through.
“VJ!” Eisa said perhaps too loudly, clasping his CCL between three fingers and bringing it close to the exposed portion of his face, “Report.” 

 “There aren’t any more Royal Guardsmen, but a fair number of Dalion’s Green Cloaks are down in the Reception Hall, mostly stationed near the stairs,” Vincent’s voice answered, “There are a fair number of Lantern types near the doors, though not quite as many. They all watched us go, but no one stopped us… still, if you’re sighted, then that’s a fair number of bodies to fight through.” There was a pause. “I’ve got Graham on the other line… he’s ready to fly in on the Muse with as many big guns as he can pack in case things get ugly.” 
“The Royal Guard will have local air traffic monitored,” Eisa said shaking his head and glancing at Nari, “Tell Graham…” Eisa considered another option, very briefly letting his mind flit back to the dark towers of the Associates, before focusing: “Tell Graham to be subtle and make rendezvous in a relatively secluded position. I’m heading out now. Should I be captured, I want you to take Grace and go.” 
“Fuck that,” Vincent snarled.

Eisa sighed. “Stand by for further orders then. See you on the outside.”
“You’d better.” 

The line cut and Eisa pocketed his CCL, touching his mask again and looking towards Nari. “You leave first,” he said after a moment, “No sense in you getting picked up too if I’m recognized.”
Nari did not move. Somehow, Eisa had not really expected her to. Loyalty, no matter how it is gained, can be an irritating thing at times. 
“Okay then, that can work too. You can leave after I do. And here, take this.”
“What’s this?” 
Eisa didn’t answer right away. Instead, he turned towards the wall to hide his face in the shadows as he removed his mask and drew out the last of the charges. He pressed the soft transparent explosive onto the tip of the Mark’s forehead, giving it a rather irregular bump that could have been a small horn if it were more defined. “That’s the code to activate the charges. Just hit your CCL and you’ll light ‘em all up. Got it?”

Nari looked at her CCL and then watched Eisa put on his now-explosive mask. “I… I don’t think I like this plan.” 
Eisa laughed. “That’s reassuring, actually. I wouldn’t want a pilot that was willing to blow me up,” he smiled as Nari apparently understood what he was getting at, “I’ll go first, wait about a minute and then follow me. I’ll walk slow so you can keep me in sight.”
Nari nodded and, without further ceremony, Eisa made off. It was not terribly difficult to navigate through the crowd, given the excitement triggered by Zaynab’s arrival, which was fortunate as Eisa was still feeling a bit disoriented. He came to the doors where three Librarians scrutinized him carefully. 

 “Leaving so soon?” 

“I’m afraid so,” Eisa answered with a nod, “I just received an urgent call from my father and must attend to him.” 
“Ah yes, that was your brother and his consort that just left, wasn’t it?” the Librarian said with a nod, “I believe he said much the same thing. I do hope nothing has gone terribly wrong?”
“Nothing terribly, he just has high expectations of his sons is all.”

“Well, you’ll have a great story to tell tonight. Imagine it! The Princess of Solar, here! She’s even more beautiful than I imagined.” 
“Yes, quite magnificent,” Eisa said falsely, “I’m sorry, but I am in a hurry…”

“I’m sorry sir, right this way…” 

Eisa felt his heart pounding in his chest as he fell in behind the Librarian and was led out of the room, with two of the other Librarians falling in behind them. Eisa took care to keep his manner steady, reminding himself that they were only escorting him so that they could keep him away from their precious books. He was guided to the staircase he and Nari had first come from, where he was left to walk downstairs by himself own,  with the Librarians parting with a smart salute. The dark green cloaks of Dalion’s Knights were clearly visible to Eisa from his vantage point and as he slowly descended the stairs he counted off a round two dozen, five clustered around the doors, another six admiring the indoor garden that was situated just left of the base of the stairs and the others dispersed throughout the room, speaking casually. Eisa wiped a droplet of sweat off his forehead and took another step downwards, wondering if Nari was coming behind him or not. His eyes fell onto staring into the back of the statue of Medin Bortaix, whose art featured the great Immortal’s flowing ivory hair being caught by the wind. Gazing at the individual strands, Eisa could not help but be reminded of snakes. 
“Even their Immortal demigod had to die,” Eisa mused softly, “I’m no different.”  
A useless sentiment, to be certain, but it made Eisa feel better to voice it as he came to the bottom of the stairs. Before he stepped off, he heard the distinct ‘clink’ of heels touching against a hard surface behind him, though he dared not to look back to confirm their owner. The Knights near the garden inspected him with critical eyes, but offered no comment nor did they halt him. There were several other Solarans in plainclothes, some of whom had to belong to Dalion, along with what appeared to be a particularly drunk Avelian who was being escorted out. For a brief moment, as Eisa walked towards the makeshift barrier that the Lantern had used to facilitate their weapon’s check, he thought that all would go well. He would cross the doors and Nari would come soon after them and he would be back on his way back to his ship in no time, where he could take a stiff drink and throw himself into bed. That illusion lasted until a familiar voice called out to him. He was not told to halt, nor was the tone threatening… but Eisa knew what it meant.
“Excuse me a moment, sir.”

Eisa kept walking until a hand forced him to stop.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” the Knight repeated, “But would you mind taking your mask off for a moment?”

Eisa did not turn towards him. He knew the voice too well. “And whatever would I do that for?” he inquired, “Really, Alan Jace… you surprise me sometimes.”  
What else could he do? Not giving the Knight time to react, he spun around, delivering the backside of his fist to the Knight’s jaw, knocking him sideways and breaking his grip. Eisa made no attempt to capitalize, turning instead to run towards the door. He had hardly taken three steps when the two other Knights closed with him, beating him down with the butts of their pistols. He fell to his knees and felt a thick boot hit his chest, just beneath his Regenerative. He crumpled. 
“Don’t kill him!” Alan Jace yelled, “He’s the Prince! The murderous Prince! Take him alive, in the name of Zaynab!” 
“This is Eisa?” one of the Knights shot back, “Impossible.” 

“I spent seven years of my life watching this worthless piece of trash,” Alan Jace shot back, looking down at Eisa’s limp figure and shaking his head, “We don’t know what this bastard was planning. Willard! Get Dalion on the line! Tell him to get his ass down here!” 

“He’s unarmed,” one of the Knight’s reported as he felt Eisa’s pockets. He touched Eisa’s CCL, but did not remove it. 
“Check again, this man is a snake,” Alan Jace spat, “Willard! I want this room locked down. Get on the line with Lantern and have every…”

A sudden laugh directed all eyes towards Eisa again. It was a small sound, one that would normally be overlooked if it were to stem from any other source. “What a small man you are, Alan Jace.”  
 Alan Jace bent over Eisa and ripped off his mask, snapping the chain in two. He pulled off the putty on his nose and snarled at the sight of his undisguised features. “You disgusting creature... I don’t know what you came here for, but if Zaynab is harmed, I will see you hang.” 

“You mean you don’t want to see my hang already?” Eisa inquired. 
Alan Jace kicked out at him though Eisa rolled with the blow to minimize its effects. “You will pay for your every crime, monster!”  
“ ‘Monster’, is it?” He was bleeding from the forehead and his hair, but somehow managed to twist his face into a crooked smile. “If not monster, then always ‘snake’… ‘vermin’… ‘treacherous dog’.  Whether it be you, Dalion or Zaynab, you all do your best put masks upon me, to make me into something that is not quite human,” he raised himself up onto his knees with one arm, wiping blood from his left eye, “I think it’s because you’re frightened. You’re all too scared to look at my true face. And that is why none of you shall ever best me.”
Alan Jace raised Eisa’s mask, as if he were going to strike the Prince across the face with it. The detonation of the charge seemed to happen in slow motion to Eisa’s eyes, with the mask sundering into a thousand pieces in the old Knight’s hand. The charge had been designed primarily to produce smoke and panic, but that did not make it a particularly pleasant thing to unleash in close proximity to one’s person. Eisa could enjoy the sight for only the briefest of moments, however, as before long he was lashing out at the closest of the Knights with a sweeping kick.  The big man lost his balance and stumbled, giving Eisa an opportunity to scramble to his feet and leap on his pistol as a thick cloud of smoke enveloped them. Three shots rang out into the hall, causing screeching alarms to sound as Eisa heard screams coming from upstairs, where the other two charges had been set off simultaneously. 
The smoke was so thick that Eisa was blinded. He struggled with the Knight he was locked with, trying to wrench the pistol free of the stronger man’s grip but finding himself being overpowered. Knowing every second counted, Eisa shifted his weight and let the pistol go and waited for the struggling Knight to stumble forward at the sudden loss of resistance before breaking his nose. Eisa sprinted away before the other Knights could find him, coughing as he disappeared into the swirling smoke.
“Seal the doors!” a voice cried out, though Eisa was uncertain who it belonged to. He ducked behind a pillar, breathing in the relatively clean air as the smoke began to spread further.  “No one escapes!” 

“Don’t be a fool! You’ll cause a riot!” another voice shot back. This one Eisa knew well, of course. Dalion had always been gifted with a very cool head. Explosions in close proximity to what was presently the sole legitimate heir to the Solaran throne would send most men in his position into a panic, but Dalion had a knack for taking in facts quickly and arriving at a quick and correct decision. Or at least that was what Eisa was counting upon. “Did anyone cross the doors in the commotion? Good, then Eisa is still here. He was moving towards the exit before Sir Alan intercepted him, so it may be that the charges are a diversion to cover an escape.”

“What are your orders, sir?” 

 Dalion took a brief moment to consider. “Eisa has two option… he will either attempt to blend in with the Avelians as we evacuate them or he will attempt to flee into the underground tunnels… Sir Luke, get on the line with Ella and tell her I want three teams heading underground to head him off. Our priority up here will be to ensure security during the evacuation of the civilians. Get Captain Scharb on the line and inform the Watch of our situation. We’re going to need medical personnel here. Willard, I’m charging you with the inspection of every man, woman and child that gets out of here. Take a squad and keep order.” 
Eisa nodded approval of this plan and tried to open his eyes again, finding himself behind a pillar, close to the indoor garden. Smoke still filled the chamber, but it was beginning to disperse up towards the high ceiling. Dalion had silenced the alarms, but the hall was still filled with the sound of panicked screams and the shouts of Knights and Librarians struggling to restore order. As his vision began to focus, he saw the red robes of Avelians fleeing down the stairs in a great rush as Knights moved to bar them, though Eisa knew that the chaos could only last so long and the doors were being watched too closely for him to even consider a breakthrough. Only one means of escape was left. 
“Nari,” Eisa said, clicking his CCL on. His voice was hoarse. “Are you okay?” 
“I’m near the Holo-rooms behind the statue of Medin Bortaix. No one’s seen me yet,” she answered, her voice interlaced with the din of the hall, “Did you get out?” 

“I’m under a tree about two hundred meters from the door, but I’m not leaving that way,” Eisa set his teeth, “Nari, you’ve got two choices right… either you blend with the Avelians and walk out of here right now and don’t look back…”

“No.” 

“Or you can sneak to the main desk and connect your CCL to the terminal there. I can see it from where I am… it’s unattended and no one’s watching.” 

“On it,” Nari answered, “How will I signal you once it’s set?”  

“You won’t. This is the limit of what you can do for me right now. Drift back into the crowd and make an exit. Try to meet up with Vincent and take over for Graham in the Muse. Now go, there’s no time.”

Eisa cut the line with Nari before she could answer him, getting his to feet and beginning to move stealthily through the thin smoke towards the indoor garden, ducking beneath the simple barrier and hiding underneath one of the trees. He stayed in the shadow for a moment and clicked his CCL again. 
“Tim,” he said with a strange sort of calm that felt strange for him to hear. He dabbed the gash on his forehead with two fingers, both of which came back bloodied. “In about twenty seconds Nari is going to attach a CCL to the terminal at the main desk in the Grand Library. What can you do with that?” 

“Without being detected?” Etherege inquired, sounding a bit appalled, “I would have to say… nothing.”

“I’m not asking you to be subtle,” Eisa shot back, “You’re to make preparations to launch Grace the moment I return. I see Nari now, she’s just reached the desk… oh God, if they... damn, good thing she’s so fast. Are you linked?” 

“I have access,” Etherege replied tentatively, “But, Captain what… what do you want me to do?” 

“What is the most catastrophic thing you could do to the Library in the next…” Eisa glanced up at the stairs and the column of Avelians that were being escorted down. Dalion was erring on the side of caution and keeping Zaynab upstairs until he was certain the way was clear. A wise step. “Five minutes?” 

Etherege was silent. 

“Tim! I need an answer!” 

“I…” Etherege began, “If I dive into their system, I can force a system-wide restart. But it won’t do much beyond knock out the lights for a few moments.” 
Eisa pursed his lips. Soulers were creatures of both man and machine. It often took years for a Souler to become completely accustomed to the inner workings and mechanisms of a ship and, even with the most modern of implants, the possibility of Shattering remained. Etherege had only been aboard Grace for fourteen months, making him a relative newcomer, and his first four months had certainly been trying as the gravity systems came unbalanced and power suddenly shorted out. He had come through, of course, and while Eisa thought he was a bit aloof he still thought his new Souler to be a good man. But for Etherege to submerge his mind into the Library’s systems, no matter how briefly, he would have to risk everything he was... 

“That will do,” Eisa answered, “Wait for my signal.” 

“I copy that, Captain.” 

Eisa considered for a moment as he watched Nari run into a Librarian, who promptly herded her towards the line of calming Avelians. “Tim,” he said softly, “If it doesn’t happen, I’ll understand.”
“I appreciate that, Captain,” Etherege answered, “See you back at the ship.”
The signal cut and Eisa looked out into the hall again. The smoke had mostly cleared and Dalion’s men along with the Librarians had turned the panicked crowd into an orderly procession, which Eisa hoped Nari had successfully joined. He sighted a flash of red cloth at the top of the stairs, though it quickly disappeared back upstairs. Eisa felt his ears burning and his heart pounding in his chest. Eisa grabbed at the end of the broken chain that had been attached to his mask and found its end on his sleeve, drawing out the long needle he had hidden within the link. He tested its tip and tried to bend it before tearing a piece of his right off and tying it tightly around his palm. The needle would pierce flesh well enough and it wouldn’t do if Eisa drove it into his own hand in the process. But, of course, it wasn’t enough. The exits were barred and Dalion had thirty men managing the floor. With every second, Eisa’s prospects drew dimmer. 
“VJ,” Eisa said into his CCL, moving stealthily again along the edge of the indoor garden, “I want a commotion outside. Can you provide?”

  “Commotion is one of my very favourite things,” Vincent answered, “Graham just came in on the Muse with some tools of the trade. I had him bring a little special something, just in case things… hey hey hey, is that Willard I see out there by the doors? Well… I’ll be. This should be fun.”  
“I need you to make a lot of noise out there,” Eisa instructed, “Shake the building and all that. I only need about a minute. Don’t try to kill everything you see.” 
“Can do, Eisa,” Vincent replied, “I hope your plan is good. Try to stay alive in there.” 

Eisa cut the signal as he pressed his back to the entrance of one of the Holorooms just beside Bortaix’s statue and the stairs leading to the second floor. The Avelians were beginning to dwindle, leaving only Dalion’s men, the Royal Guardsmen, the Librarians and Eisa in the room. Dalion’s plan was proceeding quite nicely. With no civilians for Eisa to hide amongst, it would simply be a brief round of hide and seek before he was arrested. He waited, looking up at the stairs. He could make the run in five seconds at top speed… but only two would be needed to shoot him down. He felt a special type of pain as his Regenerative reacted to the adrenaline in his system, but held himself steady as he saw the first hint of red cloth touch the stairs. He pressed himself against the door of the Holoroom. He couldn’t be seen from the stairs, but if any of Dalion’s Knights were to look directly towards him they would almost certainly spot him.
Eisa risked another glance. Five people were a quarter of the way down the stairs. The three Royal Guardsmen had formed a phalanx around their charge. The two on the sides had drawn charged blades, while the front man had a rather elegant silver photon cannon that Eisa imagined could burn a hole through a wall with its intense light if need be. Eisa thought he recognized the latter man’s face, but could not place him. The Guardsmen were not fully armoured, wearing only simple mesh tunics with a low level anti-projectile energy field surrounding them. At the back of the procession was the Archivist, who looked rather anxious with his eyes darting back and forth across the hall as if he suspected an assassin to emerge from every shadow. And, of course, standing in the midst of them all was Zaynab.
“Princess,” said Dalion as the party came to the bottom of the stairs. He and seven of his Knights were standing in a semi-circle at the base of the stairs, the closest of which was but three steps away from Eisa. “I’m glad to see you’re in good health.” 

“What’s going on here, Dalion?” Zaynab shot back, “Has my brother resorted to petty terrorist bombings?” 

“I’m not quite certain what his objectives here were, but it’s safe to say that you were involved. I’m not sure how news of your arrival leaked to his faction, but…”
“You’re not sure,” the first of the Guardsman said softly. Eisa remembered his name now: Rudolf. He had been in charge of the security of Zaynab’s person for nearly a decade. “You assured us of the security of this facility, Dalion! This is an outrage!” 

“Rudolf, I can assure you,” Dalion replied with a bit of alarm, “My men are taking every precaution!”

“Is it true then?” Zaynab piped up, “Is my brother really here?”  
Dalion smiled coolly. “The Traitor Prince has not yet been accounted for, but we believe him to still be in the area. The situation is currently under control.” 
“‘Control’?” the Archivist repeated. The word seemed to slur, as though many thoughts came after it but received no voice. “An explosion not ten feet away from us and you call it control? Is this what passes for security on the home star? My, well, that explains a great deal to me indeed.” 

“He burned off Alan Jace’s hand and escaped in the explosion,” Dalion said, ignoring the Archivist’s tone, “But I believe he is attempting to flee into the tunnels beneath the Library. I have men sweeping the area as we speak, in coordination with the Custodians of the Library. He will not escape.” 

“Hah!” the Archivist snapped. He was still standing on the steps, as if trying to compensate for his diminutive stature, “That crafty bastard is probably off the station by now. Caught by you and your toy soldiers?” he shook his head, “Dream of the day, little Marquis. Dream of the day.” 

Dalion visibly stiffened while Eisa fingers drifted towards his CCL. 
“Tell me, Dalion,” the Archivist continued, stepping down from the stairs and walking towards Eisa’s cousin, “What is your stake in this? Are you to marry Zaynab after Eisa hangs? Or has she simply promised you a moon or two?” 

“I owe Eisa a personal debt,” Dalion said coolly. 

The Archivist elbowed his way through Zaynab’s Guardsmen and Eisa clicked his CCL on. “Vincent,” he whispered fiercely, “Go.” 

 “A personal debt? Don’t make me laugh, you petty… what the devil?” 
The violent explosion that rocked the foundations of the building quickly destroyed the pretence of order Dalion had established. Eisa was not certain what Vincent had fired, but as he watched Bortaix’s statue sway and the Guardsmen lock shoulders around Zaynab, he could not help but be impressed.  He pressed his body against his door and waited with his CCL clasped in his shaking hand.
“Report!” Dalion’s voice roared first, “Report, damn it!” 

“A mortar has been fired,” a Knight answered quickly, “Casualties unknown… the remaining civilians are scattering.”

Eisa saw Dalion’s green CCL appear. “Willard, what’s going on out there?” 

 “The blast came out of nowhere,” a ragged voice replied, “I’m not sure of the enemy’s position or numbers but… get down!” 

“Willard!” 

“We’re under sniper fire, sir. We need to fall back to…”

“Defend the entrance, at all costs!” Dalion cried, cutting the signal.
“Marquis, if this turns into a melee, I will hold you personally responsible for placing the Princess in mortal danger,” Rudolf snapped, “And if so much as a drop of royal blood is shed in this city once again, I swear that I shall have it burned to the ground.”  

Eisa idly flicked a droplet of blood from the gash in his forehead and watched Dalion squirm. “Princess, please stay here,” he said at last, “I shall see to the defence of the doors personally.”

“You damnable Solarans, bringing your wars here!” the Archivist snarled, “Do you know what is contained within these walls? Do you have any idea what might be lost if they fall?” 

“That sin is Eisa’s, not mine,” Dalion said shortly, “You men, with me.” 

The Knights fell in behind Dalion and turned their back on the Princess. Eisa heard the sound of gunfire outside. He looked at the Guardsmen. Rudolf was pointing his weapon towards the door, waiting for a threat, while his two subordinates were looking about nervously and standing over their tiny Princess with an air of fear about them. Royal Guardsmen are specially trained from an early age to defend their charges until either death or age renders them no longer fit to do so, but the consequence of this is that they rarely leave Earth, much less Solar. To stand with their life’s devotion in the middle of a foreign shrine surrounded by foreign peoples would make any such creature nervous, no matter how well trained they might be.

“Tim.” 

“Yes Captain?” 

“Put the lights out for me.” 

A moment’s hesitation. “Yes Captain.”  
An inhuman wail swept through the Grand Library, coursing through every chamber. It was not terribly loud, but it was a haunting sound that made it feel as though the very walls were bleeding. Eisa fleetingly wondered if his Souler had hijacked the Library’s sound system intentionally or if this was simply the sound of his mind being rent asunder. No matter what the case, Eisa was grateful to see the Guardsmen look up towards the ceiling. He came out from his hiding spot and broke into a dead run. 

“What’s going on?”

Zaynab’s words went unanswered as the scream became an echo and then died. The lights in the Library died all at once, some exploding in a shower of sparks and others simply falling silent, leaving the library in nearly complete darkness. Eisa pushed his legs harder, feeling every muscle scream out in pain as he barrelled forward blindly. He estimated that three seconds had passed, but time seemed so very slow in those moments. He clasped the fist that held the needle between his thumb and index finger, counting off the fourth second as the sporadically placed lights came alive again. 

The Guardsman assigned to guard Zaynab’s right side was quick on the uptake. He instantly reacted when he saw Eisa coming, shifting his weight to his right foot so that he could meet the assailant. Eisa had expected no less and knew that had he been given another second, it would not have been a contest. But the Guardsman did not have a second and his scream echoed through the Library as Eisa drove his golden needle into his throat, sending a spray of blood in every direction. The Guardsman’s sword fell from his grip and Eisa caught it in midair, even as his legs continued to move forward. Rudolf and the other Guardsman, having been caught unawares, were only just turning to face the threat when Eisa reached the center. 

“No!”  

Time seemed to stop as the blade’s edge came to Zaynab’s throat. The two Royal Guardsmen’s eyes widened as they beheld the Eisa’s bloody face behind their captured Princess. Eisa did not doubt that it was a nightmarish image to their eyes, but spoke no threats and made no taunts. He tightened his grip on his sister’s shoulder, pulling her backwards so that his back was to a wall. 
“I’m very sorry about this, Zee.” 
“Let me go, Eisa,” Zaynab demanded, attempting to free her arm from Eisa’s grip. Eisa’s sister had never been particularly athletic, pampered child that she was. Her brother held her firm, never taking his eyes off Rudolf. “Let me go!” 

“I have no other choice, Zee,” Eisa whispered back. He raised his voice so that the Guardsmen could hear him: “Drop that thing, Rudolf, you look silly. You know very well that Zaynab only has about eight centimetres of neck.” 

“She’s your sister,” Rudolf retorted. 

“That sounds like another good reason for you to drop the gun.”
“Eisa,” Zaynab gasped, “Please, I’m begging you… don’t do this. For the sake of our mother…” her voice cracked at the word, “Don’t make things even worse than they are.” 
“Hush Zee. I’m not doing this because I want to,” Eisa whispered, watching the outlines of four figures running towards the scene, “Ah, Dalion, was wondering when you’d get here.”
“Fiend!” 

“Mind your manners, please,” Eisa admonished, hefting his blade to emphasize the point. Without letting his sister go, he touched a finger to his CCL, opening a channel to Vincent, “Be a good man now and have your Knights withdraw. A single fighter craft will land in front of the building. Once I have safely boarded, I shall entrust my sister to your care.”  

“As if I would trust you!” Dalion snarled. 

“Zee,” Eisa said aloud, “Tell me… do you want me dead?” 

Zaynab shuddered in his grip. “No,” she answered, her voice impressively even considering her circumstances, “I want… I want you to stand trial for what you’ve done. You should face trial in open court with both a judge and a jury.” 

“Of course,” Eisa answered smoothly, “And so you might say that that statement may be interpreted as an order to our good cousin here to stand his Knights down and for Rudolf to lower his weapon. Do you think that is fair?” 

She did not move for a few seconds. Eisa risked a glance at her and saw her green eyes look down at his cold steel. She nodded. 
“Very good,” Eisa said with a smile, “I’m glad we’re all on the same page again.”  
There was silence in the room and no one moved. Eisa felt his sister’s heartbeat in sync with his own and took a strange sort of pride in the fact that she was not weeping. Rudolf continued to point his gun, but Eisa knew he would not pull the trigger. For a Royal Guardsman to exterminate the Royal line with his own hands was unthinkable. That only left Dalion… 
“Do as he says,” a voice said at last. It was the Archivist. “He won’t hurt Zaynab.” 
Eisa looked towards Niet Pallor, surprised to see the old fraud speaking honestly. Eisa saw his eyes bearing into him, as if the Archivist were contemplating the full consequences of the work he had been doing for the last three years for the first time. Eisa wished he could spit on him. 
“Willard,” Dalion said into his green CCL after another ten seconds of silence, “We’re withdrawing from the building. A fighter craft will land outside in five minutes. Do not interfere.” 

“Thank you for your cooperation,” said Eisa with a slight nod, still not letting any of his muscles relax, “I expect that you’ll want to stay and observe, but I’ll ask you to dismiss all but… oh, let’s say three of your Knights. Rudolf, you may keep pointing that gun at me if it makes you feel better.” 

Dalion looked towards his gathered Knights and picked out three, all of whom fell in behind him. The rest shot an array of acidic glances and curses at Eisa before reluctantly shuffling away from their captured Princess in abject defeat, taking the few Librarians that had been zealous enough to stay for that long with them. Rudolf, for his part, lowered his weapon and gestured to the other Guardsman, who bent on one knee and began to examine the body of the Guardsman that Eisa had killed.  

“You get all that, VJ?”  
“Coming over in the Muse right now,” Vincent’s voice answered. Eisa noted his appalled tone. “Me and Graham will meet you inside. Don’t do anything until we get there.” 

“VJ?” Zaynab repeated, looking towards the sound. Eisa moved the blade back to prevent her from scratching herself, “Vincent Julian is alive?” 

 “For the most part, yes,” Eisa confirmed easily, “He’s always liked you, you know. Never said anything, what with you being a princess and my sister, but he always has. I imagine he’ll have some harsh words for me after he sees what I’ve done.”
“He can join the queue.” 

Eisa smiled at his sister’s black sense of humour, but did not answer.  A rather unpleasant sort of silence filled the Reception Hall when the line was cut. Dalion stared at Eisa with unbridled malice while Rudolf stood by in what might have been a dignified pose in another context. Eisa was beginning to feel the stress of his injuries and focused his remaining energy into keeping his arm at the ready. No matter what advantage he had somehow gained, a moment’s weakness would still end him. 
“Why, Eisa?” Zaynab asked quietly, “Why did you come here?” 

“For the same reason you did,” Eisa answered raggedly, “To find the truth.”

“You already know the truth,” Zaynab hissed, “You killed father… Salih… you took everything away. Why?” 

“Don’t bother trying to find reason with the bastard, Princess,” Dalion interjected, “He has no conscience.” 

Eisa smiled at his cousin. “I could say the same for more than one person in this room, Dal. Your brand of hypocrisy has always really fascinated me… the way you can so righteously believe in the heinous nature of anyone that gets in your way and yet remain so blissfully unaware of your own crimes. It’s really quite remarkable.” 
“Gloat all you want, Eisa,” Dalion hissed, “You aren’t going to make it off this station. Not after this.” 

“Yes, of course not,” Eisa said, rolling his eyes but then quickly refocusing them on the still-armed Guardsman, “I do hope that we can be on good terms again once my innocence is proven, Zaynab. I’ve read the articles about you over the years… about what Solar has become. And I’d just like to say, I’m truly sorry for that… you’ve been shouldering a great burden since I chose exile and you did not deserve that. You’re my sister and I ought to have thought of you first.”  

“Yes, you ought to have,” Zaynab answered and Eisa heard a trace of a laugh in her voice, “But you didn’t.” 

Eisa felt those words in his heart, just as his ears picked up the low hum of the Muse landing outside. He stood serenely, holding his sole surviving sister in a death grip until at last he heard footsteps approaching. 
“Sorry for the inconvenience, gentlemen… but I believe that is my ride.”

End of the Eighth Part 

