The Grace by Faisal M. Ahmad

Beginning of the Ninth Part - Fear
A strong wind blew through the grassy hills as the great blue storm of the Misty Mother filled the sky. It was cold, Eisa thought, and upon his skin he could feel traces of rain from a few miles away being carried over with the wind. It was getting late in the day, though most of the lights in the Hills for any artificial cycles of day and night. When he reached the top of the hill he sighted the two large blue tents with a great fireplace burning between them, giving off what he thought was the scent of burning meat but which his nose did not quite register.

“You’re finally back,” a soft voice said, “What took you?”

Everyone seemed to be around him then. Vincent and Abel on his one side, along with Eyce and her friend Rowen on the other. He felt light, though slightly uneasy. He stepped forward, realizing he was carrying something, but forgetting what it was the moment he set it down.
“Sorry to keep you waiting, sister. Hard to find dry wood out here,” Eisa heard himself say, “So how’s Earth been doing?” 

 “Same as always,” Zaynab answered him, though Eisa could not see her face very clearly, “If father keeps arresting MPs, parliament will soon be empty.” 
Eisa felt himself smile. “We should be so lucky,” he believed he said next, “Makes me glad I’m out here… don’t have to worry so much about the politics and the power way out here.”

“Is that so?”

“For the most part,” Eisa replied with a content smile. 

Zaynab smiled. “You might not be on Earth, but I think you’ve brought a bit of our father’s spirit with you. You can see it in the way people sort of orbit around you… your teachers, your friends, that Ice girl…”
“Eyce… Eveline isn’t some lackey,” Eisa retorted, feeling a wave of vague irritation, “And neither are any of my friends.” 

“I never said they were lackeys,” Zaynab answered gently, “I meant it as a compliment, Eisa. You have our father’s charisma. I’m certain that once you return to Earth, you’ll do well.” 
The wind shifted and the world swirled as the images around Eisa swirled. His other friends vanished and Eisa found himself standing behind his sister. “You really think I’m like father?” he asked as he pressed a sharp blade to Zaynab’s throat, “It’s not like that, Zee. Father views people as resources… means to an end, really. That’s why I’m out here, isn’t it? Father’s purposes and all that... I’m the sacrifice offered to the Lantern.” 
“You shouldn’t hate him for that,” said Zaynab softly.

Eisa felt a terrible blackness closing in, as though he were about to suffocate. “I don’t,” he heard himself say, “He’s my father still.” 

 “I’m glad,” Zaynab’s voice said in a whisper as cold steel pressed into her jugular, “I know things have been tough, especially for you… But no matter what happens, Eisa, I hope that we shall never be force to hurt one another. Our mother would not have wanted that.”
Eisa was, of course, aware of the fact that he was seeing a dream when a violent crash shook him awake. As his body sounded several alarm bells, he found his mind reaching out for the conjured Zaynab’s words, as if to try to grasp them. But as his ship was struck again and his body was tossed up into the air due to the zero gravity environment, he had no choice but to let them go. With great reluctance, his eyes snapped open and he found himself afloat in El’s makeshift infirmary. 
“Captain!” 

“I’m fine,” he answered, rubbing a hand against the hastily applied bandage on his right arm, “How long was I out?”

“Forty minutes, maybe,” El supplied, “Fell asleep while I was patching you up. Now put something on before you catch cold.”

Eisa looked down on himself and saw that his physician had removed his shirt to apply her ointments and bandages to the vicious bruises and scrapes Alan Jace had left on him. He glanced about for his Avelian top piece before El pulled a sweater out of a drawer and tossed it to him. Eisa caught it and pulled it on gingerly.
“How’s Tim?”  
El looked away from him, which confirmed many of Eisa’s assumptions. His last coherent memory was of his exit from the library aboard Muse, with Vincent shooting him an ugly look as he finally released his sister. Glancing about his ship now with a clear mind, however, he saw what his actions had wrought. There was still life support, obviously, but the gravitational field had vanished, the lights were flickering sporadically and his ears picked up a disturbing rattling sound mixed with the familiar hum of Grace’s engines. If his logic were correct, their shields would be gone as well, along with sensors, weapons and bridge control. It was a wonder that they were even in flight.
“Tim?” Eisa inquired when his hand touched the ceiling and pushed him back down toward the floor, “Is that… oh God.”
A lump of flesh lay atop the patient’s bed. Physically, Tim was quite fine, of course. His visor was gone, but he was dressed in the same drab clothing that he usually wrapped himself in and there were no noticeable blemishes on his brown skin. His long shockingly white hair was spread in its usual calm knot and it looked as though he needed to shave. It was only in his grey eyes that one would see the damage. Wide and unblinking, they starred at the ceiling above transfixed upon a point that only they could see. 
“Miran… da,” Etherege’s voice mouthed.
Eisa watched him for a moment longer before he turned to El. “Has he been able to recognize anyone around him?”
“He was screaming and flailing right before you got here. Graham had to tie him down… he’s been quiet ever since,” El paused and looked down at her patient, “I don’t know much about the Soulers and their ways, but…”

“He’s been Shattered,” Eisa finished with a nod. 

“I believe that is the word, yes.” 
Eisa touched down on the ground and touched a hand to his Souler’s shoulder. The melding of mind and machine had always been an issue of delicate balance. It brought about a wonderful degree of efficiency when it was working. A Souler could recognize problems in the ship and address them before they could develop, while operating sophisticated judgment-based systems like shields. But when things went wrong and the divide between the man and the machine was breached, this was the result: a body devoid of mind and a ship deprived of spirit. In order to save his own life, Eisa had made Etherege fall on his sword. 
“Starshine, starshine…” Etherege murmured through dried lips as he continued to stare into the ceiling, “Where’s the time? Oh God… We lost her… we have lost all.” 

Eisa looked at his Souler’s gaunt face with his round nose and tight cheekbones, wondering at what sort of scattered memories were triggering his words. “Is there any chance of a recovery?” 
“I’m just a nurse, Eisa… I don’t know all that much about the Souler Cult or any of his implants,” was El’s answer, “What I know is that his mind’s been torn apart into a thousand different pieces. Whether it’s possible to put humpty dumpty back together again or not is beyond me.”

“By the sounds of things, probably not,” Eisa said with a nod. He looked at Tim’s limp form and touched a hand to his shoulder. “He saved me back there… Without the diversion, I wouldn’t have been able to get close to Zaynab.”  
“Forgive me Captain,” El murmured in a heavy voice, “But… but couldn’t you have thought of another diversion?” 

Eisa’s eyes shut for a moment. “Maybe… if I were smarter. Quicker on my feet… at the time though, no… I had no other ideas.” 
“But he didn’t deserve this,” El whispered, “I know the rest of you thought he was a bother… always sneering at him for counting pennies and nagging about fine details. But when he first came aboard, he… he…”
“Say no more, El,” Eisa said softly. He paused feeling a deep shiver in his chest. “I knew this could happen… that this would happen, I should say. I shall take full responsibility.”
“How?” El asked softly. 
“I don’t rightly know,” Eisa replied, “If I did, things would be easier. But all I can say right now is that I will.”

El did not answer this. Eisa contemplated his Souler’s dead eyes for a moment, wondering what it is the man was feeling. That Tim was alive at some level was evident enough by the rhythm of his chest rising and falling with measured breaths. Eisa wondered how it felt… whether some small part of his mind was aware of what he was and what he had lost. Or maybe the part of him that mattered was simply gone and Eisa was staring at the dried husk of a man he had destroyed. 
Etherege’s lips twitched again: “Miranda.”
The ship vibrated again. “What is this shaking? Are we under attack?” 
“Can’t think of another reason why the ship should be shaking, other than the fact that Tim is down and out,” El answered, “Could be that without him we’ll fall apart at the seams.”
“No, we’re under fire,” Eisa replied, shaking his head, “I need to get to the bridge…”
 “Miranda!” Etherege interjected, “I can’t… I can’t feel anything. What have I done? What have I become? I let them… oh God, I let them unmake me! Forgive me… forgive me… I didn’t mean any harm. When you were gone, I wanted to... I wanted to become something else.” 
“Can you watch him?” Eisa asked softly, “Try to talk to him, maybe, or at least let him hear a human voice. Try to see if you can’t make contact with his real self… assuming there is a real self left in there.”
 “I’ll do what I can, Captain,” El assured, “He’s my friend, after all.”  
“And mine as well,” Eisa agreed, “Thank you, El.”
Eisa shoved off against the wall and free floated towards the door as he heard his broken Souler cackle behind him. As he shut the door behind him he pulled his arms close together feeling the intense cold of his ship. El had set up emergency heaters in the med bay, but there was no such comfort in the corridors. Without Etherege to regulate the ship’s temperature, the only significant source of heat on the ship would be the engines. Eisa rubbed his nose and kicked his way up into the air, grabbing for the CCL in his back pocket as he contemplated the prospect of freezing to death in his own ship. 
“VJ,” he gasped, feeling the cold sapping into his wounds, “Are we alive?” 
“Hey!” Vincent’s voice answered as the dim light of Eisa’s CCL flickered, “I was wondering when you’d call.”

“Captain!” he heard Nari shout in the background Vincent’s CCL, “Thank God… Is he okay?” 

“Not really,” Eisa admitted, “But that’s okay for now. What’s our status?” 

“Oh everything’s fine, don’t worry,” Vincent answered, “You can go back to sleep.”
Eisa took a moment to process this. “Why is the ship shaking?”

“Shaking? What shaking?” as if on queue, the ship took a jolt that threw Eisa off course as he floated towards the elevator shaft, “Oh right, that shaking! That’s just the ship that’s firing on us. Nothing to worry about.” 

“Do you think we could just skip the snark, VJ? Just for today. It can be a late birthday present.”

“It’s a Frigate. Solveig-class, to be exact. By the image Nari has of its markings, it’s the SS Laomedeia. That’s Ollie Lansburg’s ship... You remember Ollie? He was that turd in the white gloves that always used to squint at us back in the old days. Not sure how a bastard like that gets his own ship. I tell you, Solar’s gone to hell these last few years.”
The doors to the elevator shaft were dysfunctional, forcing Eisa to pry open the manual release with his shivering hands. “Can we outrun them?” 

“Not with the amount of power Weedy’s giving to the engines,” Vincent replied, “Weedy isn’t answering any calls and we’re going to be intercepted in about ninety minutes. This is actually pretty dire, Captain… without Tim, we haven’t any shields.” 

Eisa set his teeth to suppress the shivers. “I’ll go check up on Weedy and see how things are going. Let me know if anything changes up there.”
Eisa clicked his CCL off and stood at the edge of the gravity chute, feeling a gust of cold wind that made him feel disoriented for a moment as he floated inside.  Normally Etherege would have pulled him downwards to the engine room with a gravitational funnel, but Eisa instead had to settle for a kick off the wall that sent him downwards in a slow descent in the intense cold. His mind numbed in the extreme cold, though he felt a slight amount of heat as his descent continued. This would be the engines. Eisa smiled weakly at the feeling, remembering a conversation with Tim he had had eight months earlier complaining of how hot it was on the lowest deck. His reminiscence was interrupted abruptly when his head slammed into a hard bulkhead, causing him to flail about in pain for a moment before steadying himself with a hand on the Gravity Chute’s lowest level and moving once again.
“… small wonder that the whole ship hasn’t torn itself apart, really.” 
Eisa drifted into the engine room door and pushed it open with his right shoulder, entering the sloping room and feeling the heat press upon his stiff and cold body. As with most crafts of its size, most of Eisa’s ship’s mass and space was given over to its engines of which Grace had four. The lower half of the ship was a room that sloped upwards with four fusion generators nestled in the room, two along the lower parts and two up in the ceiling. Each generator had enough power to blow a fair chunk out of a moon if it were compromised and so Eisa could not help but feel a little nervous when he saw that the air between them was filled with metallic tools and confetti. 
“Throw me that driver over there, will you?” Weedy’s voice continued as Eisa took in the scene, “Thanks, that should help. God, I can’t believe Captain Prince did that to Tim!” 

“Believe me,” Eisa said cheerfully as he touched the ground. ‘Captain Prince’ was a name he often heard whispered by Weedy or El when they were cross with him. There were of course worse names that a crew could call their Captain by, but it still bothered him. “Neither can he.” 
“Oh, why Captain, what a pleasant surprise!” His engineer was still dressed as she was for the party, though she had torn off the sleeves of her dress and the lower part of the skirt to combat the heat. A pair of thick plastic goggles hid her green eyes while her hair was tied back into a tangled knot and a layer of sweat was making her makeup run. “I thought you were out cold. What brings you down here?” 
“Oh you know,” Eisa said with a smiling nod, “Just checking up on you guys. Hi there, Graham.” 

“Lovely evening to you, Captain,” Graham answered, shaking Eisa’s hand firmly, “How’s El?” 

“She’s a busy lady, like always,” Eisa replied, “How are the engines?”
Weedy looked up from the generator she was working and pulled off her goggles, looking ready to deliver a rather thorough condemnation when another blast hit the ship. It was not particularly powerful, though Eisa felt his teeth involuntarily chatter as the world shook all around him. He heard metal instruments clattering against walls as his engineer cursed violently into the air. It lasted perhaps a second, perhaps two, before passing and leaving the engine room in complete darkness. 
“Why do we keep shaking?” Weedy demanded after taking a few breaths, “We haven’t got any shields! Can’t they just kill us and be done with it?”

“Those are called stingers,” Graham explained as he pulled the engineer back down to the ground, “Normally a pirate weapon, if I’m not mistaken… the idea is that you rattle up the crew by shaking the ship up without damaging it so that they have a scare and surrender. Then you just throw in a prize crew and you’re good to fly on.” 
“Ah, well…” she paused and shook her head, sending her knotted hair in every direction, “If they’re trying to scare me then I guess that’s working pretty well!” She pulled her goggles on and stepped back towards the generator.  “Graham, give me that junction there… no not that one, that one. Thanks. This is why I said I needed an assistant.” 

“If you get us through this, I’ll get you one,” Eisa assured, “The handsome sort of assistant with dreamy eyes. Now how are we doing?” 

Weedy did not answer immediately as she leaned over one of the engines, using her legs to wedge herself between it and the wall and give herself leverage. “Engine output is at about maybe a third of what it would be if you hadn’t decided to kill our Souler,” Weedy answered without looking at him, “Right now all I’m doing is maintaining the status quo with the coolants. So long as we’re moving, I can keep us from blowing ourselves up. But I can’t get you more speed until you park the ship for a couple of hours and let me install a hard AI.”
Eisa sighed and kicked off the ground to float up towards her, brushing a wrench out of his way and dodging beneath a few burned-out cables Weedy had discarded. “A Solaran Frigate is going to intercept us before we can even think about parking anywhere,” he pressed, “Is there anything you can do?” 
“Anything I can do?” Weedy inquired with something of a smirk as she pried open a panel next to the upper generator and began to make adjustments, “Hey Captain, with all due respect, you were the guy that fried Tim’s brains so you could take your sister hostage. Don’t put this all on my shoulders.”

“Hey, Weedy, be fair,” Graham interjected.

“I’m pretty sure I am,” she retorted.

“Now’s not the time for recriminations,” Eisa prompted, knowing that it was a rather self-serving sort of declaration, “What about weapon systems?”

Weedy looked incredulous for a moment. “Well… uh… they’re down now, but that’s just cause we don’t have Tim to turn them on. Graham, think you could get those back up on manual?” 
“Should be easy enough,” Graham answered with a nod, “So you know though, Captain, we haven’t the ordnance to trade blows with a Solaran Frigate.” 
“The Maestro has enough punch to break open a Solaran if it’s a good shot,” Eisa replied, “Might not destroy it outright, but we can disable them.”
“Captain,” Graham began, a degree of discomfort filtering into his voice, “Without a proper Souler, we haven’t got any shields. They’ve shields though… they’ll be working just fine and I imagine that they’ve got a special military trained Souler. Not hard to predict an outcome there, I don’t think.”
“I realize that we’re at a disadvantage,” Eisa answered, “But we’re low on options here. If we do have to wave the white flag, it should only be done at the very last possible moment. That okay with you?”
“Right so, Captain,” Graham said with a casual salute, “Weedy, will you be okay here on your own?” 
“No,” Weedy shot back, “But go anyway. Just be sure to take the damn Captain Prince with you.” 

“Thanks Weedy, keep up the good work,” Eisa replied.
“My name’s not Weedy.”

They emerged into the terrible cold of the ship’s corridors and floated in silence towards the broken Gravity Chute, whose door Eisa had left ajar. Eisa turned towards his crewmate as he pushed off the ground, feeling his teeth chatter together as he went through his stray thoughts. 
“Let me just say, Captain,” Graham voiced as they entered the Chute, “That I thought what Weedy said about the sister business was uncalled for.”

“I appreciate that,” Eisa replied with a nod as they slowly ascended upwards, “But I take full responsibility for what happened to Tim. As for Weedy… well, she gets snarky whenever she’s under stress. It’s her coping mechanism. I wouldn’t hold it against her. Once we’re out of this, I’m sure she’ll come apologize.”

“That’s assuming we get out of this, of course” Graham quipped, “Got any big ideas for blowing down a Solveig, Captain?”  
“I’m working on it,” Eisa replied evasively, “Got any suggestions?”

“Well,” Graham replied, his voice taking a conspiratorial tone, “I’ve got my Gately…”

“Your what?”

“My Gately! The Gately 278 Heavy Assault Cannon!” Graham exclaimed, “It’s this… well, I guess it’s a sort of arm cannon that can chuck a nice explosive round out at high-speed. I’ve got two high-yield rounds that can punch a hole through the side of a fortress.”

“And you want to shoot down a Frigate with this gun,” Eisa stated neutrally.

“We could wait till they try to board us,” Graham prompted, “Blast ‘em right as they come alongside us.”
“That won’t work unless their Souler is drunk or asleep or both,” Eisa answered sadly, “And I’d like to avoid sending any more of you on suicide missions today. They aren’t very good for troop morale.”  
Graham laughed loudly and, in Eisa’s view, rather inappropriately. “Not to worry about that, Captain. I’ve got a pretty decent sense of preservation, if I do say so. And I think it might work… brochure said it’ll blow a crater into a moon if you’ve got a mind to make craters for whatever reason.”
Eisa opened his mouth to speak before stopping to consider what he had just heard. “‘Brochure’? Where exactly did you… actually, never mind, I don’t want to know. Just focus on fixing the Maestro for now.”

“Right you are, Captain,” Graham said, sounding a bit dejected, “Let me know if you change your mind.”  

Eisa floated upwards as his crewmate disappeared into the second level, rubbing his arms together as he shivered furiously as he drifted away from the relative heat of the engine room. He heard a crash in the distance and wondered if his ship had been struck again as he reached the top level. He considered launching himself towards his room so he could pick up warmer clothes, but decided instead that it would be better to drift over towards his bridge given the circumstances.
“God damn this!” he heard Vincent snarl as he came close. 

As if on cue, the ship was trembled violently. Eisa was thrown upwards where the tip of his elbow violently collided with one of the seams in the ceiling. For a moment he floated in dead air, curled into a ball as he shuddered at the accumulated pain of the preceding hours. He was uncertain how long he remained floating like that in the bitter cold of the unheated ship, though when his eyes opened again he barreled forward as though nothing had happened. 
“Status report?”

“We’re all going to die and it’s entirely your fault,” Vincent answered from his right side. He had discarded his Avelian disguise and changed into a thick blue outfit and absurd yellow scarf. He was standing over the emergency console attached to the right wall looking over dim readouts before he turned towards his Captain, “Whoa, what the hell happened to you?” 
Eisa blinked and touched his cheek, feeling something warm and sticky on it. “Not sure. Last bump must have opened something up… It’s no big deal,” he held his hands out to one of the heaters Vincent had hauled up to the bridge, rubbing them together in front of them, “Any damage to the ship so far?”  
“No direct hits just yet,” Vincent reported in a grim tone, “Though they’ll have us under their big guns in about an hour so maybe that’ll change soon.”
Eisa nodded as he floated over to the Captain’s chair. “Well, Weedy says we won’t have full engine power until she shuts us down and loads a hard AI,” Eisa shook his head, feeling no small amount of fear brimming just beneath the surface of his skin, “Is there any sign of other pursuers?” 
“There’s a cruiser that just launched from Saynath,” Nari reported, floating comfortably in mid air with a three dimensional display of Saynath and the Misty Mother centered on Grace on her lap. “Not sure if it’s Solaran.”

“Where’s it headed?” 

“Hang on, I’m not quite sure,” Nari answered. She was still in the dress she’d worn to the ball, with the shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders.  Her purple eyes scanned through the display, which highlighted every ship as small transparent triangles that floated in air. Eisa supposed that the display was not actually created by Grace’s sensors, which were obviously down, but rather a direct-feed from the Muse. “Based on its launch point and speed… yes, I think that’s heading right for the Gate”

“That’ll be Dalion cutting off our escape.” Vincent replied with a nod, “He’ll send a courier to call for reinforcements. Probably will spread footage of Eisa threatening Zaynab through the networks too while he’s at it… That’ll go a long way towards eating away our support in the fleet.” 
“Now’s not the time to be worrying about Royalist opinion,” Eisa said with a wave of his hand as he strapped himself in.
“Yeah, guess so,” Vincent said with a nod, “To tell the truth, I actually didn’t care much for you harming Zaynab myself, but the required punch across the jaw can wait till after we’ve been blown up.”
 “Sounds fair,” Eisa replied, knowing his friend was perfectly serious, “Nari, can we adjust heading and use the Misty Mother’s gravity well to get more speed?” 
“No, not in this time frame,” Nari answered, her voice surprisingly even considering their situation. “To get any kind of boost, we would have to slingshot around the entire planet, which would take about four hours going from here.”
Eisa looked away from the holographic display and out towards the view screen again. The Misty Mother’s moons went by many names… the Lantern had come to call them after their so-called holy men and semi-fictional demigods, though in the old days before the Seeding they had been called ‘the golden sons’ after an old Martian folktale. In the Associates they had no names at all, of course, for they were rarely seen. Eisa turned that dark place in his mind again as he saw the moon called Julius float over his pilot’s head in the spectral display. He shook his head and rubbed at the bandage El had attached to the gash on his forehead, wondering, feeling as though a fog had fallen over his mind. 

“So am I right then when I say that we have no means of escape?” Eisa inquired coolly. Nari did not correct him and Vincent did not speak.  “I see,” he said with a slow nod, “Well, that leaves us two options… the first option is the easier one: we surrender.” 

“Like hell,” Vincent spat, “I didn’t come all this way to let one of Dalion’s ponces get us.” 

“Would you rather let the ponce kill us?” Eisa inquired. 

“Eisa,” Nari said softly, “I would like to think that Tim didn’t die to buy you a few extra hours of freedom.”

Eisa smiled weakly. “Fair point,” he said sadly, “But that leaves us with only one other option… we must destroy or disable this Frigate.”  

There was silence on the bridge for a moment as every eye turned towards the view screen, which showed only a great black sea of stars with a blurry and scantly-illuminated object at its center, which Eisa presumed to be the SS Laomedeia. Solveigs were short and bulky sorts of ships with two pairs of heavy turrets on the lower and top sections. Eisa dimly recalled that they were originally designed to serve as mobile hard points for slow-moving convoys during the Rigarin war, though he remembered his uncle despising them as crudely built hulks… still, hulk or not, one Solveig possessed more than enough firepower to vanquish his broken ship with ease. 
“Even if Tim were here to give us shields and engine power,” Vincent said first after the long moment passed, stepping towards the holographic display so that his hand was passing through the moon of Julius, “That wouldn’t be a fair fight. Solveig’s are designed to absorb punishment. We can’t beat them in space, so it might be more worthwhile to just let them try to board us and push back at them that way.”
Eisa nodded. “Graham suggested the same thing, more or less. ” 

“Only you, Eisa and Graham have any real experience with guns,” Nari retorted, “There are what, fifty people aboard a Solveig? Maybe even more… How will the three of you hold off that many people?”

“Well, we have to fight them somehow,” Vincent shot back, “Do you have any bright ideas?”
Nari clenched her teeth for a moment, nudging the ceiling for a moment to bring her down closer to Vincent and Eisa. “During the war, we didn’t have many Soulers and most of our ships used hard AIs. To break Solaran ships, we had to use whatever small advantages we could find.”
“War?” Vincent cut in, “What war? You were…” 

Eisa raised a hand to silence him. “Go on.”

Nari raised her hand to the holograms and brought up a direct image of the Solveig. “There’s a spot on the Solveig just underneath the engine section where two thin bulkheads connect,” the image flipped, presenting the ship’s underside, “A direct hit to that spot will immobilize the ship at worse and crack their reactors at best.” 
“How in the hell would you know…”

Eisa raised his hand again and Vincent fell silent. “You propose piloting Muse to do this? That’s a suicide mission, even for you.” 

Nari zoomed the image back out and traced a green line from Grace over to the moon called Julius. “We could change course to circle around Julius,” she explained, drawing a second thinner green line over the moon’s surface, “That would get us out of sight of the Solveig long enough to launch Muse discretely. Then I could skirt along the surface and attack from below.” 

“Lansburg is not an idiot,” Vincent objected, “Even if they don’t see you launch, his Souler will see you approach. And the moment that happens, Lansburg will just flip himself over to protect his little Achilles’ heel and bombard you with his topside cannons.” Vincent spun the image of the Laomedeia again to emphasize this, “And there’s no way Lansburg’s Souler would let your torpedoes through to start with. Truth be told, we don’t have anything that can break through their shields on this ship.”

“Soulers aren’t perfect,” Nari shot back, “If I get in close enough before making the shot, he won’t have time to react.” 
Vincent straightened, no doubt prepared to offer a stinging rebuke before Eisa had a thought. “Nari,” he said softly, “If we lay in a course to take a swing around Julius, how long would we obscure ourselves from the Solveig’s scopes?”
“Let me see,” Nari replied, turning towards her holograms and tracing her line again, “Maybe five minutes.”

Eisa felt rusty wheels in his exhausted brain turning. “And how would that course change alter intercept time?” 

“If we make it now, they’d be able to close with us in just a little over thirty minutes.”

“Then let’s do this fast,” Eisa answered, turning about and strapping himself into his chair again. He clicked on his CCL and cleared his throat. “All hands, this is the Captain. Grace will be making a course correction in about ten seconds. I suggest taking the time to grab on to something.”

Eisa looked at Nari, who looked somewhat stunned but who floated over to the helm and grabbed hold of the pilot’s chair. “Course laid in, four seven down thirty,”  Eisa felt a crushing feeling as the ship’s turned rightwards and his body was pressed back by the change in acceleration. Everyone present took a moment to breathe after the correction completed and the ship returned to equilibrium. 

 “Nari, go suit up and stand by to launch in the Muse.” 

“Are you crazy?” Vincent demanded, “She’ll die!”  
“VJ, the Maestro should be switched to manual by now,” Eisa continued, “Get up there and man it. If this is going to work, I need both of you to carry out my orders without wasting time arguing the point.”

Vincent shook his head. “The Maestro? What’s the Maestro going to do to those shields?”
 Eisa smiled sadly. “Probably nothing, but… well, we’ll see. Uncle Saul used to tell me that war was a clash of opposing psychologies. His motto was something like if you defy the other guy’s expectations, you don’t just break his strategy, but strike his mind.”

“For the record, I really don’t like the idea of following Saul Atropos’ advice,” Nari declared in a mildly irritated voice, “It kind of leaves a foul taste in my mouth.”

“Bear with it for now,” Eisa requested with a wink as he stood up and faced her, “I’m counting on you out there.” 

Nari hesitated for a moment before nodding and kicking off her own chair, wrapping her shawl tightly around herself as she dove into the gravity chute. Eisa watched her go and saw Vincent’s expression darken after she vanished from sight. “When she said war,” he said softly, “Did she mean…”

“Only so many good wars in the last ten years, VJ,” was the answer Eisa gave. The words settled for a moment. “Get down to the Maestro. We’re running low on time.”
“Right,” Vincent answered.  

And thus was Eisa left alone. He grabbed hold of Nari’s display and pulled it over to him, along with all three of the free floating heaters. With his new warmth, he began to trace their course, check his timings and cast doubts upon his own strategy, as his Uncle Saul had once instructed him. Before the first order could be given a commander had to be certain of everything in his heart, Saul had often said, for all sins and all mistakes were to be his own.
“Graham?” 

“Something the matter, Captain?”

Eisa breathed for a moment, letting his resolve build. “I need you to go to work now, Graham.”
 “Copy that, Captain.” 
Saul Ademovic (or Saul Atropos as his enemies knew him) had, of course, only ever given Eisa the most casual of educations in strategy, considering how little they saw of one other. Saynath was not a natural port for the Solaran fleet, though Eisa’s Uncle had still visited the exiled Prince from time to time and, of course, when Eisa was allowed to visit Solar he often ended up spending many of his days in his uncle’s orbiting palace. During those times, Eisa imagined that Saul was simply attempting to distribute sage advice to a rebellious-minded youth. Little would the old white-beard have guessed that his nephew loved his mother’s brother dearly and would remember each and every one of his words whenever his fugitive ship was under threat. Fleetingly, Eisa realized that he was almost glad that his Uncle had never lived to see that.

“Nari,” he said into his CCL, “Have you boarded the Muse?” 

“I’m outside the ship now,” Nari’s soft voice answered, “After I launch, you want me to hug the moon like we discussed?” 

“No,” Eisa answered, “Fly in a long arc outward and keep the Laomedeia between you and the moon. You’ll be making a firing run on their topside.”  
“That’s… not going to do anything,” Nari replied tentatively, “There are no fatal weaknesses on the topside. Even if I slip through their shields, those bulkheads are built to last.”

“I don’t expect you to blow them up,” Eisa said back, “I do expect you to survive though. If this Lansburg person kills you, I won’t ever forgive you.” 

“I’ll send those words right back at you,” Nari replied, “How are you holding up? You looked like a corpse back there.”

Eisa smiled to himself, touching the loose bandage on his forehead gingerly. “I’ve looked worse, believe it or not,” he declared, “How about you? You’ve had as long a day as anyone else here. How are you feeling?”  

Nari did not answer right away and for a moment Eisa thought that the line had cut out or been jammed. “I don’t… I don’t really feel when I do this sort of thing,” was her answer, “Did you know? I’ve never actually killed anyone face to face before.” 

Eisa had not actually known that. “Try not to. You aren’t missing much.”

Nari laughed. “I’ll do my best..”
There was an awkward pause and Eisa sensed that his pilot had much more to say. “Please launch as soon as possible,” Eisa instructed carefully, “Do not engage the Solveig directly until I give the order.”  
 “As you wish, Captain.” 
Eisa cut the line and the bridge fell silent again. He watched the hologram carefully until he saw a small triangular representation of the Muse detach from his ship’s body and fly upwards and away from the pale moon that they were coming towards, just as he had instructed. The holographic image slowly began to become choppy as the Muse and its sensor feed grew further away, though he still had all the information he required available to him. Satisfied, the Prince began to go over his timings and calculations once again, though by this point the process was growing monotonous. Still, considering how exhausted he was, he supposed that it was a good idea to keep his mind occupied and active. 
 “VJ?” 
 “Everything’s fine up here,” was the instant report, “I haven’t pointed the Maestro at them just yet… I figure we don’t want to give Lansburg too much time to think about what sort of crazy stunt we’re pulling.” 
“Turn it around now and be ready to fire on my mark.”

“Understood… I’m bringing the Maestro to bear… Finger’s on the trigger, waiting for the good word.”

“Stand by,” Eisa replied.  
“Standing right by here, Captain.” 
Eisa gazed at the visual of the oncoming ship, making out its contours as it drew ever closer. The Laomedeia had oriented itself to match Grace’s tilt and would reach weapons range in less than three minutes. Below it was the pale grey visage of Julius, whose surface had been battered by eons of stray meteors. Eisa gazed at the four turrets perched on either side of the Solveig’s surface, knowing full well that each had the range and power to reduce the unshielded Grace to a burning hulk well before Vincent could even think about firing the Maestro. No amount of planning or maneuver could prevent that, save for the act of immediate surrender. 
“So Zee,” Eisa said to the silent bridge, “Do you still not want to hurt our family?”  

The clock ran down. He watched the Solveig as it continued its slow advance against his ship, expecting a telltale glow to come from the turrets at any moment. He waited and counted to five in a whisper, then to ten and then five again. He smiled in the dark room. 
“My thanks to you, dear sister,” he whispered. His hand went to his CCL. “Thank you for your mercy, your generosity and your common sense.” 

He watched the Solveig for another moment, finding himself admiring its utilitarian and unadorned design as the reflected light of the moon shone over its hull. 

“Nari, you may begin your attack run.” 

“Acknowledged Captain.” 

“VJ, stand by to open fire.”

“Still standing, Captain.” 

“Graham, are you in position?” 

“Had a bit of trouble landing,” a pained voice replied, “I think I broke something… Christ… but I’m more or less ready, Captain.” 

“All hands,” Eisa invoked, “Be advised that we are entering combat.”  
No responses came and the bridge fell silent as Eisa watched the representation of Nari’s craft began to twist and turn in midair. Every so often she would adjust her course and the Muse’s wings would spin into an elegant twirl that masked her intentions perfectly. The Solveig was slow to respond, tilting to its right sluggishly to aim its heavy cannons at the oncoming craft, though such vulgar weaponry would have little chance of scoring a decisive hit. 
“VJ,” Eisa said as he watched Nari weave around the Solveig’s first volley, “Fire.” 

Grace vibrated as the massive energies of the Maestro before at last jolting the entire ship as its deadly payload was propelled forward. Eisa watched the bolt shoot towards the pursuing craft and blink at the flash as it exploded one hundred meters away from Laomedeia’s hull as the Souler swatted the assault away effortlessly. The lower guns answered the shot with a warning blast that detonated a kilometer off his starboard. Eisa wiped sweat off his forehead, feeling heaviness in his eyes as he watched the holograms carefully. 
“Graham?” 

“Not quite yet, Captain.” 

“VJ, another shot,” Eisa ordered, “Keep their eyes up here.” 
“Charging up,” Vincent responded, his voice fraught with nerves, “Need ten seconds.” 

“Nari, have you broken through?” 

“They’re shooting stingers up at me,” a hoarse voice answered, “I can’t get an opening!” 

Eisa set his teeth. “VJ?” 

“Almost… almost… come on you stupid piece of… got it! Firing!”

The second blast lanced out from the Maestro in a magnificent stream of gold, flowing towards the Solveig like a comet before being halted once again by the Souler’s intervention. The spectacular explosion that resulted was no bright that a small part of Eisa wondered if that had ended it, though he was still not surprised when Laomedeia came back into view as the explosion subsided. A second warning shot was fired, though this time Eisa did not even flinch. 

“Cannon’s getting pretty hot,” Vincent reported anxiously, “Not sure how much more it can take without Tim to cool it off.”  

“Just need one more,” Eisa said with deliberate certainty, “Graham?” 

There was a painful delay. “All ready down here, Captain.” 

“Nari,” Eisa called, staring at her desperately battling hologram, “Nari? Do you read me? Nari!” 

“Successfully launched two plasma warheads,” came a winded voice over the CCL, “No penetration. Coming around for a second attack.” 

Eisa checked his breathing and suddenly found his throat very dry. He shook his head and forced saliva into his throat. “Vincent, is the Maestro charged?”

“Ready,” he answered, “Make this one good, Eisa.” 

“Maestro, fire at will.”

Grace shook violently as the golden comet sprang forth once again. It seemed to travel so slowly as Eisa watched it through the rear scope and he could swear that he could see Lansburg’s Souler forming a white field forming around the Laomedeia’s front section to block the approach. His eyes darted to the hologram and saw Nari make a suicidal dive at the top section, firing her last two torpedoes in unison straight into the teeth of its heavy turrets, though he had no doubt that these too would be anticipated by the enemy Souler and come to nothing at all.
“A Souler can see in every direction,” Etherege had told the Prince, “But don’t forget that we’ve only got two eyes.” 

Eisa smiled as his twin attacks lanced forward, wondering at that little paradox even as he made to reveal his trump card. Tim had always delighted in being contradictory and even incomprehensible. Little did he ever expect anyone to ever be able to understand him.
“Graham,” Eisa said, his voice rough and grated, “Do it now.”  
From the grey wastes of Julius came a single ray of white light. It was a small luminance that could have been mistaken for a wayward comet or a trick of starlight by an unwary eye. The Laomedeia’s Souler, focused as he was on repelling Grace’s strikes and swatting Nari away took no notice for two, three and then four seconds and by that moment it was too late. 
“Just because you can see everything,” Eisa whispered, “Doesn’t mean you can’t be blindsided.”

The blast that erupted from the bottom of the Solveig was spectacular. Graham’s shot punched through the vulnerable bulkheads that shielded the engine core and detonated directly inside the engine room. Laomedeia was knocked sideways and upwards as its fusion generators imploded and fire raked across its surface, though the ship did not quite rip itself apart. Solveig’s were designed to be sturdy craft, after all. Even as fluids and air escaped from the breach, Laomedeia could still at least say it was in one piece. Eisa wondered how much comfort that was to its crew.
“Mission accomplished,” the Prince announced easily, “All combatants, report in.” 

“I’m fine, you crazy bastard,” Vincent came first. 

“I’m okay,” Nari reported next, her voice small and almost terrified, “Eisa, what… what did you just do to them?” 

“Just a little magic trick,” Eisa answered, trying not to sound too impressed with himself and failing, “Good magicians will make you focus on one hand while the other goes around back and shoots you. Something like that.” He rubbed a temple, realizing just how tired he was. “Mind picking up Graham on your way back? I think he crashed the Stealth Drone on his way down to the moon.  

“I think I might be bleeding,” Graham reported over an open channel in a shaken voice, “It really hurts. Jesus… Tell El to clear some space next to Tim, will you?”

Eisa looked up at the dying Solveig. The box-like craft was spinning in a slow circle jettisoning escape pods as escaping air ignited flashes of flame from its engines. “I think you’ve earned a few extra pillows for tonight,” he remarked, “Hang tight, you’ll be home soon.” 
Eisa cut his CCL and shut off the holograms, plunging himself into the dark and breathing in the perfect solitude even as he pulled the three heaters closer. None of his troubles were truly gone… the Archivist, Dalion and his sister all still lay in wait for him. But it was a grand feeling, knowing that no matter what else may have happened he had still won. Knowing that no matter what obstacle was placed before him, it would be brought down and destroyed. 
“VJ,” Eisa said, raising his CCL again, “Go down to the engine section and tell Weedy we’ll be installing a hard AI the moment we reach the asteroid belt.”  
“Sure thing,” Vincent voice said in a strangely soft and distant tone.  
“Something wrong, VJ?” 

“Have you ever wondered why people are so afraid of you?” 

Eisa blinked. “I always assumed it’s because they think I killed my father.” 

“No,” Vincent said with a soft laugh, “No, not at all… the reason you scare people is… well, its floating right outside, isn’t it?” 

Eisa looked out at the Laomedeia as it writhed in space as the last of its powered systems sputtered and burnt out. If left to itself, the ship would eventually be claimed by the storms of the Misty Mother, never to be seen again. 
“To be honest, VJ,” Eisa answered grimly, “It kind of scares me too.”
“Good,” Vincent remarked, “It should. Good work today, Captain.” 

 “Thanks,” Eisa said as the burning Solveig grew more and more distant, “It was nothing, really.” 
End of the Ninth Part

