
        
            
                
            
        

    
Orange Cat Publishing

Titles by P.S. Power

 

Young Ancients:

(Tor)

The Builder

Knight Esquire

Knight of the Realm

Ambassador

Counselor

Slave Line

 

(Timon)

The Dark Half of the Sun

 

Dead End:

A Very Good Man

A Very Good Neighbor

A Very Good Thing

A Very Dark Place

 

Keeley Thomson:

Demon Girl

Keelzabub

Mistress of Souls

 

*Christmas of the Vampire

(Related Universe Novella)

 

Gwen Farris:

Abominations

Monsters

 

The Infected:

Proxy

Gabriel

Cast Iron

Proxy: Reunions

 

The Lament:

Without Rhythm

 

Other Places:

Shortcuts

 

Stand Alone Titles by P.S. Power

 

Crayons

 

Unrelenting Terror

 

 


  



Young Ancients

Timon Book One

 

 

The Dark Half of the Sun

 

 

P.S. Power

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


  


Chapter one
 



 

 

 

 

"And remember Timon, it's up to you to bend to the ways of the outer world, not the other way around. If you run into trouble, we're always here for you. Don't forget that. You have your Fast Craft, so we expect visits. Regularly." His father looked down at him with a large, proud smile, then held his pipe between his teeth again. It made his voice tight when he spoke, but more familiar than not. "You have everything you need?"

Tim smiled back, knowing that his da meant well and was even giving him good advice. The speech was one he'd heard before, when he'd started running goods and messages for the family company, Two Bends Delivery. It was a simple enough job, once he knew where to go, but the advice had been more important than it sounded like at first. Different places had different ways of doing things and not all of them were very nice. In the last two years he'd seen a man being beaten to death for stealing a chicken and another drowned while tied to a large rock, for having sex with his wife's sister. That wasn't all he'd seen, of course, but those things had left an impression on his young mind that wouldn't go away.

He'd gotten out of those places by not getting involved. It wasn't the bravest thing ever, but he wasn't overly large for his age, and was only turning twelve the next day, so no one really expected him to take on a crowd of angry villagers or anything. No one had ever even suggested it, which was a good thing. It was going to be a rule of his own new business after all.

Don't get involved. Not in any open fashion at least. If he was going to do anything it would be well hidden and away from the eyes of anyone that might know him.

His da patted his shoulder again absently, as if not knowing exactly what to say. "You're... a bit young for this Tim. You could wait a few years, if you wanted. The normal age to go off to one of the special schools is fourteen, and some don't start for a year or two after that. I know that you're eager to get out and start your own life, but... Well, we're here for you."

"I know. Things... Haven't gone well between me and ma for a bit. It's best for me to leave now, I think, before one of us says something we can't take back." It was getting close already. His mother had driven his older brother away, which would have probably been a temporary thing, except that a few days later they'd gotten word from his Uncle in Austra that an army of assassins were after him. That meant he'd had to run away and hide. It was inconvenient in several ways, though the most important one was that Tor was in constant danger and no one knew where he was, or if he was even still alive.

That meant things weren't all that comfortable at home anymore. Besides, he was starting his own life now, young as he was. It didn't mean he didn't care for his family, but moving across the Kingdom didn't have the same weight now as it had even a year before. He could make the trip in a few hours and be back at school the same day if he wanted. That was thanks to Tor. A lot of the things Tim was able to do were.

So was the fact that he had to pay for his schooling, even though he'd won a scholarship for it. The note from Countess Printer that had come a week before, directly to him, had come as a surprise, but apparently Tor had told her that he'd pay for it himself. That meant spending most of the gold he'd been saving and getting some new work fast, because he didn't have anywhere near the kind of funds needed to pay for school. Seventy-five gold per year. He had fifteen in a little case in the back of his Fast Craft. It was part of why he was planning to leave for school nearly a week early. Not to get the lay of the land, but so he could go around begging for work.

That would make him look good, wouldn't it? His father had offered to pay for it, which they could actually afford now, but the problems with his mother had kept him from accepting it. She'd hold it over him as a threat if he did. A kind of 'do what I say or I'll bring you home' situation. It was the kind of thing she loved to do after all. So that had been turned down, much to everyone's surprise. Then a similar offer came in from Count Thomson, his brother in-law. That one was without strings, as far as Tim could tell, but even though the man was wealthy it seemed crass to take his money like that.

So it was off to work instead. He slapped his da on the shoulder and moved to leave without talking to any of the others, figuring that he really would see them all again soon enough. Tiera ran out of the holding warehouse, where they kept the packages, followed by his mother, who stood well back, looking at him, concerned, but a little displeased at the same time. He smiled and waved at her, trying to be kind about it. She gave him a nod in return then stepped back inside to continue working. She managed the delivery service and really did a good job of it. Most of the employees even liked her well enough. She was pretty decent with other people, as long as they weren't her male children.

It was a thing not lost on his sister who shook her head at him, making her pretty black hair move a little in the breeze.

"Morons. Both of you. Really, if you're going away you should clear things up first. At least lie and tell her you'll miss her or something." She didn't sound as bossy as usual, which probably meant she wanted something. There was a distinct pattern to how his sister did things like that. First an insult, then a request. For some reason it normally worked for her too, which didn't make a lot of sense.

That portion came in the next breath as she looked at the Fast Craft, which he'd sized to take him and his gear, leaving a seat for two others, just in case he got a fare at all. He could make the craft grow with a thought, but the shining mirror surface of the outside looked pretty good on the square he had it. To make it bigger meant moving it into a rectangle, which wasn't as tidy. A floating cube just said something to anyone that saw it. Class. Style.

His sister didn't waste a lot of time, that not being her way. "Can I get a ride up to the Lairdgren school in a week? I can fly, of course, but it would make a better impression if I came in one of these. No one else will be."

"I... suppose, if I'm not too busy. You'll have to trade for it. Say... Pilot for me if there's a need soon? The King mentioned using my service for sending delegations to other lands for instance. I know you can fly one, so, what do you say? Deal?" He held out his hand, but she gave him a quick hug instead.

"Of course silly. I'd do it even if I didn't owe you anything. Pilot's fee, plus making contacts with the kind of people that can afford to fly... That would totally be worth it." She smiled at him, her eyes looking just a little misty. It started a similar reaction from his own, so Tim turned to his craft and climbed in.

He pretended to be checking his gear, doing a last check on it all. He had some copies of various magical items that he'd made, all on silver, since that was his favorite metal, most of the original designs belonging to his brother. He had permission to make them, and, he presumed, sell them as well. It was hard to ask right now, with Tor missing, but he doubted it would be an issue. Not as long as he did good enough work. That was harder than it seemed, since Tor was so good not everyone could copy his stuff. Timon had managed to make shields and clothing amulets, plus a small handful of magical houses, but only the first kind that were all the same and couldn't be changed, just put up and taken down. He had a few other things too, but didn't know if anyone would buy from him yet. He was a builder, having made his own working design, but he was too young for anyone to take seriously. That was probably fair. He wouldn't have trusted magic from him either, after all.

After a few seconds he smiled and turned back to Tiera, reaching up to grab the handle and pull the swinging door down. It looked like rich black leather inside, except for the silver buttons and control knobs. Most of those were for show, since you could control the whole thing with one hand unit and some mental commands, but making things look too simple would have people thinking it was easy. It was, but people didn't want to pay as much for things that seemed that way.

Before he pulled the thing down he looked into his sister's brown eyes, knowing they were a lot like his own. In looks he took after his mother, like she did. Same color hair, similar eyes. If he put on a skirt they could be sisters practically. At least he was starting to get a bit of a square jaw. It wasn't pronounced yet, but he thought it would be as he got a bit older. Not too much, he hoped, but enough so that no one would ever think he was a girl.

"I'll be back, the day before school starts. Will that work for you? They both start on the same day, but I'll have classes..."

"That's fine, if I land in the courtyard on the first day in this thing it might look too much like I'm trying to make an impression. Instead of just being impressive. There's a difference." She smiled then, as if making a joke, but it was just the truth. People could think anything about you, so it paid to kind of guide them toward what you wanted. Go too far though and jealousy would shine through, getting you attacked. It would definitely pay for his sister not to shine too much more brightly than she already would. Just being pretty and a Conserina would do it. Sure she was sixth in line for Lairdgren, but going to a school owned by the Count, in his own county, would be enough to get her into trouble, Tim figured.

Tiera was aiming to be popular, which fit her personality pretty well. For his part he didn't expect that really. He was going to be the youngest kid in the school, which probably meant the smallest too. Really he was planning out strategies to get past the name calling and shoving already. His shield would stop the physical stuff well enough, but the emotional abuse would probably be as bad. He'd deal with it when it came. This was too good a chance to pass up.

"See you then. I'll try to get in a little early." He had a watch, which rode in his pocket, lacking a chain yet. It was a new thing he'd spent a bit of his gold on before he knew that he was being expected to pay for everything himself. There was a small flash of irritation toward his brother for that one, but he let it go. After all, he could do this. It would be difficult at first, but if he was careful and worked hard, it should be alright.

Tim lowered the door until it clicked firmly, looking at his sister still, even knowing that she wouldn't be able to see him in the early morning sunlight, not even with the shade provided by the surrounding pine trees. Two Bends, named for an old river that had shifted several times, having a lot more than just two bends in it now, was pretty much in a forest. It was a lovely place, but in a homely kind of way. The buildings on the main street were new and impressive enough and the new school was sharp looking, being a magical building that Tor's wife had donated to them. It was the thought of her that decided where he was going first.

She had to be worried out of her mind at the moment, Tor having just vanished one day, after killing a whole bunch of assassins who'd sworn to destroy him. The why of it all was a little loose as far as Timon could tell, but then, the fact that no one had shared much with him yet wasn't that surprising. He was one of the "Ancients" but so young that it didn't really count yet. He'd age, but only for a few more years and then he'd look that way for a long time until he gained the ability to control how old he looked. No one had told him that, but he'd seen his own mother do it and noticed Count Lairdgren looking as young as fourteen and as old as thirty or so. When he'd asked his mother about it she'd put him off, saying he was too young to need to know things like that, as if it were some kind of a secret, or something to be kept from the masses. More likely it was a way that she planned to use to control him in the future somehow. He could figure it out on his own, if he needed to. Really his ma should have figured that part out by now.

Ali though, was just a normal woman. She wasn't even that much older than he was, having just turned fifteen a week back herself. That... He should have made an effort to visit with her then. She was family after all. Honestly he'd forgotten about her, worried about how he was going to pay for school.

It was shameful really. He didn't feel that shame, but he knew it was what he was supposed to experience, so he pulled the control element straight up and oriented to the south, then east just a little. Timon would need to make corrections, but it was a route he was pretty familiar with, having flown it scores of times for package deliveries. With a tiny bit of pressure on his right hand he started to move, speeding up smoothly without any sense of motion at all. It was due to the way the craft moved through space, organizing everything on the tiniest level to move forward as one.

The scenery below him moved quickly, compared to flying using a normal rig, and the lack of air hitting his shield meant the ride was quiet. Too silent really. He liked having a bit of noise. Just like he enjoyed when things were exciting and active more than doing repetitious work. Oh, he could do it, and had to good effect, but it wasn't his favorite thing. 

The world was pretty enough to keep his interest as it moved past and he noticed first Galasia to the far east of his position and then, about fifteen minutes later the Capital, shining like a white jewel, with the expanded Wildlands Station above it by about two hundred miles. He ended up flying almost directly over it, half tempted to land and see if Sara Debri was still working there.

She was... wonderful. Tim smiled, knowing that pursuing her was hopeless for him, because of his age. He really liked her and had even sent a few letters off to her mother, suggesting that he'd marry her, if she wasn't taken when it became legal for him. It was... not exactly a joke. He really would grab her up if she was available at the time, but he didn't hold out any real hope of it. For one thing she was one of the merchant class. It would be a big deal for her to marry someone from the nobility, but kind of frowned on in royal circles. Not that he cared that much about what other people said. Not yet at least. That would probably change as he aged and made business contacts himself though.

It really wasn't fair, but it was probably for the best anyway. As Countess Thorgood had mentioned to him when she'd last come to visit his brother Todd, Sara was clearly, and truly, in love with Tor. If he hadn't married Ali when he did they might have even gotten married already. She'd asked him at one point, and it was only the fact that Prince Alphonse had gotten in the way of it, hiding the letter for weeks, that had prevented it from happening. That was before Timon had even met any of them too, so he could hardly blame Tor for stealing his girlfriend.

No, Tim definitely wanted to steal his. That would be fair enough, since his brother had so many of them. It was hard to beat love though, so trying probably wasn't really worth it. 

Looking down Tim blinked, realizing that Wildlands was different than the last time he'd seen it. Before it had been a large walled compound, at least as big as Two Bends, made of black focus stone with hints of red to it that shone in the sun like a jewel. It was still made of the same thing, but it was... Vast now. It was a true city. How that had happened he didn't know at all.

On a whim he landed in the front, the military guards staring at him as he tapped the side of his craft, making it vanish. He'd landed close enough for them to see him, but far enough away that no one would end up under him. There was traffic after all. Mainly military men escorting groups of children, both boys and girls, all marching like little soldiers, though they wore plain tan clothing that sort of looked like a brown school uniform, but lighter.

The guard on the right glared at him for a few seconds. It wasn't anyone that Timon recognized, but that didn't mean much. He was military, so would follow military rules. It made him predictable.

"State your business... If it pleases you, sir." The man was dressed in black, as was his companion, and they were tall, but not royal giants. Probably merchant class, or at least having ancestors from that group. Taller than anyone in Two Bends by eight to ten inches, but not big enough to claim a title, unless they really had one, that was. Then they could legally claim away.

Like him. He was dressed in black too, but it looked like velvet, not like their uniforms. It was magical clothing and could look like anything, but this was what he wanted the pilots' uniforms to be like, so he was trying it out. His new outfit had to be sharp after all.

"Timon Baker, Countier seven, Lairdgren. I own the new fast transportation service and happened to be flying over and noticed a new city that I swear was just a military compound not two months ago. Is it still called Wildlands Station?" He started with a question, since once people started talking they were a lot less likely to make problems for you.

"Yeah," this came from the younger man, who looked to be about eighteen or so, standing on the left. "Master Tor opened it up for orphans, so they can learn to use compressors to make things from focus stone. Most of the building projects are done by the older kids right now. Each one is supposed to get their own rig after they finish training. It's a sweet deal for 'em. Except for the part about their being alone in the world I mean. It's a good work. Heard his missus come up with it. The wizard is paying the bills though, so we call it his, out of respect." The man didn't seem all that easy, talking to Timon, looking at him nearly as hard as the groups of passing children were.

"I see. Well, can just anyone come in, or do I need an appointment? Part of my job is taking news around after all, and people in the Capital might just want to hear about this. Besides that, I'm curious to see what's changed." He waited, not knowing how military the whole thing was at all. If it was considered real training, he might just be asked to leave. He decided not to stay too long anyway. After all, he had things to get to and while the people here were fine, they probably didn't need his kind of people moving service. A lot of the slow transports still worked from here after all. Or had, he didn't see anything taking off or leaving at the moment. That didn't mean much really, since they could very well all be out working.

The man on the right shrugged and waved him in.

"No trouble, please. We run an orderly place here and don't want it to be messed up. So, no gambling, or hiring girls off the street, you want that kind of thing, or drink, go to the houses in the back set up for it." That part sounded rote and a little harsh. The man that said it blanched a little after a long pause. "I mean, uh, sir." That part came out a little bit late, but Timon didn't let it bother him. He didn't want people thinking he was annoying or anything.

"Sounds fine. Is Godfrey still in charge here? Major Godfrey?" It was name dropping but his knowing that seemed to work well enough to get the men to stiffen up a bit more.

"Yes, sir. Along the back wall to the left. No flying inside the city walls please and while use of Tor shoes is allowed, please don't travel faster than a quick trot."

Tim nodded and didn't bother digging the correct amulets out, but did tap the amulet that would make his luggage follow him. He'd reworked them a bit, so they'd look like finely polished black wood with silver fittings. They got attention, floating along behind him, but the guards only looked a little, clearly having seen the trick before. They were on his list of things to learn to copy if he could, however, since Tor had never bothered to make enough of them for sale. They were kind of like the flying carriages, but less complex. Not the Fast Carriages, but the older ones that could only fly a few hundred miles per hour. They were good for getting around the city, floating low and moving slowly. His Fast Carriage could do that too, so it wouldn't be a big problem when he had to pick people up in various towns and cities. Right now he just walked, taking the chance to stretch his legs and examine things.

The whole place was orderly, but a little light on fun. None of the children played at all, or raced along the streets. They all worked at something, even the babies that were being watched by older girls were working on something or other. Picking up bits of trash or planting flowers with exaggerated care. The whole thing almost felt more like a prison than anything else. Hopefully his school wouldn't be like that when he got there. True the kids in tan were poor and didn't have resources, but this couldn't have been what his brother, or his wife, had in mind when they started things.

Timon didn't see much else happening in the place for a long time, until he happened on a soldier scolding a boy of about fifteen for not taking proper care of his clothing. The overall statements were correct, the boy was a mess, his knees dirty, his face showing a small bruise under the left eye and dirt in his hair, as well as on all his clothing. His face was hard under the grime and from the look of his clenched fist the soldier was about to find himself in a fight if he didn't back off a little.

He walked over, looking up at both of the others, though the dirty kid a lot less than the military man and cleared his throat. Then he pointed.

"Excuse me... This man has clearly been fighting, and if you look at his right wrist and hand, someone appears to have taken his compressor rig by force, look at the marks. Probably to sell. That about right?" Timon held up his hand rudely when the military guy tried to speak, as if he had a right to do things like that. It wouldn't work for long, but the young man nodded.

"Yah. Took it right offer me. There'as three dem, big, miliboys. Black shirts. I can't say nor, or they'll have me kilt. I not have the rig-set by meal and I get the boot. Not the first this happened to. Nor on, I be the last." He looked down then, not throwing a punch, but not relaxing his hand either. His blond hair was too long to be fashionable, or much too short, depending on what he was going for. Then that, how he looked, probably wasn't a huge issue here.

The military guy rolled his eyes and grunted, a disgusted sound.

"They all say that. We get two or three of them a week selling off their equipment, then claiming some soldier took it when they get caught. Nothing to do but process them out. Too stupid to see that this chance is the best thing to ever happen to them and that going it a little hard and strict now will pay off later. Come on boy." He tried to grab the tan clad kid by the upper arm, but he took a step back, clearly afraid. "I said come on. If I have to take you to the duty officer with two broken legs I will."

Timon tilted his head and finally shook it, not wanting any part of the whole thing. He was about to walk away when he saw the terrified look on the boy's face. It was a lot more scared looking than what should have happened, even if he was being kicked out on his rear.

"Wait." His voice sounded resigned, even to his own ear. Like a spoiled little noble about to demand his own way, even if it was out of place. Since that was about right he decided to run with it. "Let's take him to Major Godfrey first. There may be something to his claims and if not I'll make sure the Major only yells at me. Let's go. Back this way?" He patted the boy on the back to get him moving, the soldier walking behind them, looking baffled about what was happening.

"Stop... I really don't think we should bother the Major with something like this."

Timon shrugged.

"It's theft. The property belongs to my brother and this man is either a thief or a crime victim. Either way that makes it my business, and the Major's too. Let's go." His voice was too high pitched and young to be intimidating, but he didn't get any more arguments, nor did anyone try to attack him. When he got to the door of the command hut, which he knew was the right place, since it said so in big letters above the door in stenciled white paint, he pounded on the door. No one came for a while, but there was a rustling of papers inside. After another bout of pounding the thing slid open to show a tall red headed man with at least three days of beard growth, holding a bunch of papers. He looked grumpy.

Major Godfrey, the base commander. 

He smelled a bit of liquor and like he needed a bath. Pretty badly too. When he spoke it was clear that the man was more than a little in his cups. That wasn't Timon's business, though drinking on the job wasn't allowed in the military as far as he knew. Most employers frowned on it in general, so that made sense.

"Godfrey? Good to see you. Having a bit of a day?" It was pretty obvious from the way he stood, glaring at them all, as if he wanted to beat them for daring to knock.

"Who the hell are you and why are you bothering me? Yes, I'm having 'a day'. Since these orphans have come we've lost fifteen thousand gold worth of equipment. Some of it military, belonging to the King and kingdom. If I can't find it, or at least figure out who's taking it, then I'm not just out of a job, I'll be lucky to get life in prison. So, yes, just a bit of a freaking 'day'." The words were growled for the first half, but went almost to normal for the second, giving off a defeated feeling.

Tim gave a low whistle, a single tone that got everyone's attention.

"Alright, bit of a problem. We have a victim of robbery here for you then. He claims that three military men roughed him up and yanked the compressor from his hand. Use one of the Truth amulets on him and we'll at least know a lot more than we did." Tim looked at the Major hard, wondering if the man was stupid or hiding something, not having just truth tested the last victims. With the new devices investigations had become a lot easier than they used to be.

"This one will talk? None of the others would, I was told. All of them chose to leave instead, which is their right, as long as they don't actually have anything of ours on them. One of the rules. They aren't forced to be here. It's a choice."

The next problem was, even though it was a handy thing to have around, no one there had a Truth amulet. Timon didn't either, but he knew someone that probably would.

"I'll go and get one then. Can I get special permission to take off with a Fast Craft from outside? It will save a lot of time. It could still be a few hours, if not longer. Especially if I have to try and get the amulet from the King. You know how picky the Royal Guard can be about that kind of thing." He was joking, but the Major nodded, as if it was a thing that Tim had the power to actually do.

"That's the truth, there. I could maybe get a gate guard to talk to me, but I doubt they'd let me in. I... haven't exactly been reporting all of the theft, trying to figure out who was doing it first. Still probably lose the command, but maybe I can avoid being drummed out. I'd appreciate the help, if you can do it?"

Timon shrugged.

"I can't promise anything except that I'll try, and come back as soon as possible." He didn't wait to be released, not being in the military, or under arrest, just walking to the door and wondering why he was wasting time on something like this.

Other than it being the right thing to do of course. That part was important, but if he didn't get more gold in the next week than most people made in ten or fifteen years, he wasn't going to school at all. Not that year at least. True, he could try again the next year, but it would make him look bad if he had to crawl home to his parents, having failed.

He had the craft ready, and got his gear stowed away again as fast as he could. There was no way to know how long it would all take, or what he might actually manage, so he flew straight up and then due south as fast as the craft would go with him at the controls, which meant he was over the Capital in a few minutes. Slowing, he looked toward the river, wondering if Tor's old house would still be there, or if Alyssa had moved to the Lairdgren place already. 

For all that his brother spoke out against waste and conspicuous displays of wealth, he certainly didn't shy away from them, owning three different homes like he did. The one at the Capital was still there, and looked radiant, as always. It was a vast thing that actually rivaled the Kings palace in size and made it look a little poor and shabby by comparison. It had changed since he'd seen it last, a few months before, but magical houses could do that. The good ones at least.

He landed in the front, which had started to become an actual lawn, made of green grasses, trimmed to a very uniform three inches. It wasn't evenly thick yet, but it did look pretty nice. The space was big, but there was a stone walkway to the front door. He landed there, hovering a foot above it, at the edge of the lawn, and walked to the house itself after he got the craft put away again. At least he had cases that didn't fall to the ground, which was helpful. Otherwise they'd need to be unloaded each time he landed for any length of time.

It took a minute to make it to the door, and he had to knock and then wait for the thing to open. For a long time nothing happened, but finally it cracked a bit, then got thrown open wide, the woman standing there smiling. Until she saw him. It was Collette Coltress, who was... Timon wasn't certain as to the relationship actually. His brother's girlfriend? Lover? They lived together part of the time, with Ali, so it was clearly complicated. He nearly just asked if he should hug her or not when she stepped toward him, doing it without asking. Apparently they had that kind of relationship then. Family. Or close enough at least.

"Do you have news?" Her voice was strained and she didn't let him go at all, holding him closer in fact, almost like she didn't want him to give her bad news. That was fine, since he didn't have any. Not like that at least.

"Hello Collette. No news yet. You?" It probably would have been the first thing she said, if she had anything, but it sounded like the polite thing to ask. Besides, the woman was connected. If anyone here knew anything, she'd be in the thick of it.

"Nothing. Have you come to visit us then? Or..." She smiled again, it wasn't perfectly happy, but he really doubted that she didn't want him to stay with them or anything. They had the space.

That meant it was something else. 

A thing that she knew and she was trying to feel him out about, to see if he did as well. Given his age and who he was, that meant it was about his family most likely. There were a lot of them, but only two in the city, Ali and Terlee. If they were in the Capital at least. It was the right time of year for his sister, being married to a Count and all. Timon wasn't, as far as he knew, fighting with either one of them and they wouldn't be arguing right now. No... there was something else going on. He just didn't know what.

"A bit of both? I have an 'or' right now, but after that gets taken care of I could use a place to stay while I try to drum up business. You'll help me with that right? For the fast transport service?" He didn't know if anyone had mentioned it to her, but she actually clapped when he said the words.

"Oh, is that starting already? It's been the buzz of the Capital for weeks. Alphonse and Karina have been talking it up in circles, I doubt you'll have to beat the drum very loudly to get things going. Pressing concern for funds? A new business? Another one I mean, if you need to arrange funds for it? If it's alright to ask, of course." She took his arm gently to guide him in, her dress brushing up against him as she moved closer than was strictly proper. It wasn't exactly way too close, but if he were a few years older it would have clearly been an indication that he should consider asking if she wanted to have sex.

For her to be doing that at his age meant... Honestly it probably meant she was lonely. She smoothed the white lace of her clothing and swished a little as she walked, making her steps smaller than normal, since she was over six feet tall. About six-four he thought, compared to his five-two or so.

"I'm in need of some golds. It seems that Tor mentioned to someone that I didn't need a scholarship, even though I won one at the new Printer school. It's seventy-five gold per year, plus expenses, so I'm scrambling a bit. Good to hear people are excited about the idea. Maybe I can raise the funds before the year will start? Then, if I can talk the headmaster into it, I can work on off days and evenings... I don't know. I'll figure it out... How are you doing?" That was what he should have said first, but Collette didn't seem unhappy to be asked, even if it was a bit late.

"Scared. Worried about Tor. A bit about Ali too. Trice is off... working, she couldn't tell us what's going on, so business for the Kingdom no doubt. You didn't hear it from me. How about you? Other than the fact that I know Tor intended to pay for your schooling himself. He wasn't trying to undermine you, just to free up a scholarship for a person that didn't have rich relatives to pay their way. Speaking of which, you do have some of those lying around..." She looked concerned again, but this time her eyes focused on him, probing carefully.

Tim just shrugged.

"My parents offered to pay, but my mother and I aren't doing too well right now. Tense, more than actually fighting. I can see it as a trap, so I'm avoiding it. Count Thomson offered too... but I can't take his money like some kind of beggar. Not when I can just get my backside out there and earn what I need. At least that's what I was thinking at the time. Now I'm having second thoughts. Not really your problem. What I really need, at the moment, is to borrow a Truth amulet." They walked as they talked, the floor under their feet a very fine looking single piece of marble, polished to gleaming. Their feet made the correct noises on it, but for some reason Collette made less noise than he did. Her shoes were soft slippers instead of boots like he wore. They were flat, but not hard enough to make a lot of noise. It was a good thing to remember, since he could do that too, if it was ever needed. Tim didn't even have to use slippers. Shoes or boots could be given a soft sole as well, which would make being quiet easier. Say if he had to leave the room while his roommate was sleeping? There had been a package of information suggesting that each person would have one, even though space wasn't at a premium, it being the first year for the place and all that. They wouldn't have a lot of kids, he didn't think.

She nodded at him then, her eyes slightly wider than was really needed, feigning interest in what had been said. It was out of place again, but slightly flirtatious. Not over the top, but it wasn't anything he'd expect from her. It could just be that she saw him as a stand in for Tor, but Timon doubted that too. No, this felt like... intrigue. She was, in a very light fashion, trying to get him to like her, so that she could use him to some end. 

Like he'd fall for that?

For nearly two years Tim had been out in the world, going from place to place. Some of those spots had nobles in them, and as his mother had always told him, in that world you had to be ready for nearly everyone to be plotting something. If you couldn't figure out what it was, that just meant it probably had something to do with you.

In this case it could just be that he didn't know enough of course.

"A Truth amulet? We have some of course..." That got her to go silent again, since they were closing in on a sitting room, one that held three other women. All were pretty enough, in their own way, though only one of them really got his instant attention.

Sara. For half a second he almost stared at her, but remembered himself in time to not seem like a total freak, or a love struck puppy. His heart hardly pounded at all even. Looking around he noticed that there was a preponderance of blonde women in the room. It was his favorite hair color, but he doubted that they'd come just for him. Ali stood and ran to him, giving him a big hug, her ample chest pressing into his. She was a lot taller than she had been when they were in the land of Vagus a few months back. Nearly five-ten now, he figured. That meant she had to stoop a bit not to hit him in the face with her chest. She did it though, which showed that she was trying to be good in his brother's absence. At least with him.

"Timon! Do you have news?" It was, it seemed, going to be the question of the day. He shook his head, not drawing it out.

"Not about Tor. There's a problem with equipment theft at Wildlands Station. I came to get a Truth amulet if I can borrow one? They don't have access to that kind of thing. A lot of kids are either being framed, or have been stealing from the military. The Commander there, Major Godfrey, is about ready to be packed off to prison. Drunk right now, but there's a new theft, so we might be able to track it down. I think he could use some help. More than I can give him. I said I'd ask at the palace, but I doubt I'm on the visitors list there." It was hard to lock eyes with her, having not bothered to pay attention to her like he should for a while, but she might need him to be there for her now. She didn't seem too distraught at least. Instead Ali seemed... motivated.

"My orphans are being accused of crimes? Of course you can have a Truth amulet. I... here. I always carry two now." She pulled one off from around her neck, which was on a silver chain. It was pretty nice, but chain was expensive, so he resolved to give it back to her, even though she'd said he could have it. She did let her fingers tickle his palm when she dropped it in.

"I don't know what to do about the rest of it. I can't just... I shouldn't have left them alone for so long. Sam and I are working on the project, but I've been busy. It isn't a very good excuse. This shouldn't be the first I'm hearing about this." There was definitely a lot more firmness in her now than before. A hardness and fire, it seemed.

It looked good on her. Much better than the crying and weakness he'd expected.

There was a soft clearing of a throat behind him, which got him to turn, remembering his manners. He didn't know who one of the women sitting there even was. That Sara was in the chair next to her did show that the new woman was technically prettier than she was. Part of that was the clothing and hair style however.

Sara nodded to him, her eyes softening a bit when she looked at him, but it wasn't anything but a polite gaze, he didn't think. She was probably a bit uncomfortable, since the last time he'd met with her he had asked her if she was planning to marry soon. It was a bit pushy of him considering he couldn't do it himself at the moment. It was probably making her uneasy, worried that she'd have to explain it all again to him. He got it though and wouldn't press the issue.

Sara spoke in a nearly military fashion then. Clipped and a little hard.

"Which is why I came, Alyssa. There have been problems there for a while, but the new influx of children isn't helping anything at all. We have some suspects, but right now someone needs to be standing up for your kids. That's going to take more than I can do at my current rank." The eye contact had switched back to Alyssa almost instantly. Even Collette had paid more attention to him than that. The other woman still was, he noticed. 

She studied him closely.

The lady wasn't old, perhaps twenty or so? It was hard to tell, because she looked younger than that, but was decently tall, which meant royal. They always aged slower than everyone else. Well, not slower than he would, but most girls in Two Bends that looked like her would be about sixteen, or maybe just a bit older. It made it hard to tell.

She broke eye contact with him and looked back a few seconds later, then batted her eyelashes, just a little, in case he didn't get the idea she was flirting with him.

"Well, hello!" Her words were pleasant, almost sparkling her white dress tightening across the front as she pushed her chest out slightly in his direction. It wasn't a large movement, but it was pretty clear that she didn't find him too hideous to talk to.

He smiled and gave a decently low bow. It was kind of a fallback move. When in doubt bend low enough that no one would be insulted.

"Hello. Sorry I haven't introduced myself. Timon Baker." He left off the titles because it always sounded pretentious when he tried to use them. Worse, you either found yourself facing a person of lower rank, who would think you were rubbing it in half the time, or of higher rank, who thought you wanted to climb above your position. That's what it always felt like to him anyway.

"Maria Ward. Nice to meet you Timon. Would you like a seat? There's room over here, by me." She patted the cushion next to her gently. There was barely room on that side of her, which meant it was an invitation to touch her, if she didn't intend to scoot to the other side, which was well and truly open.

He spread his hands.

"I'd love to, of course. Unfortunately, I promised to get back as soon as possible. Perhaps we could meet up and talk later? If you aren't busy of course. I intend to see if I can stay here for a few nights while setting up some business." He didn't explain what or why, but the woman smiled at him, which moved from a pretty grin to a large wolfish thing in just a few seconds.

"Oh, I'd love to! I'm staying here as well, Collette is my sister. Alyssa is a very good friend of mine too. I'm sure we could find something to entertain ourselves, if we give it some thought."

That got an odd reaction from at least one person in the room. Sara cleared her throat and looked at Maria, clearly scandalized.

"Excuse me, Countess Ward, but he's twelve. Or... not even that yet." She glanced at him finally as if looking for confirmation.

"At midnight tonight." He added, trying to be helpful. Instead of crestfallen, Maria, who it seemed was a Countess just shrugged.

"Fine then, no sex. We can hire a musician in or perhaps some players as a distraction? Or we could talk about the new vacations that Princess Karina was telling me about a few days ago. Could you imagine seeing other lands? I hear Soam is incredibly exotic, and warm all the time, though the insects can eat you alive. Afrak is like a garden and the men are both rare and timid like rabbits and Austra has their strange technology and thinking machines. I can't wait to talk to one. Do you think one of those could be arranged? I wonder what will be available first?" She actually seemed like she didn't know that he was involved in all of it, but that could just be good acting.

He tilted his head at her and smiled a little, still standing.

"Which would you like first? For a mere two hundred gold I'll set you up with a vacation the likes of which no one has ever seen. Less than that if you can find at least six others to travel with you and if you want to put together a larger group the cost will go down for each. We have invitations for most of those places already, plus Vagus. In most places you'd probably have to stay in one of the little magic cottages, since I can't make these myself yet." He patted the wall to show what he meant, which got her eyes to go big, if only for an instant. Then she looked... Shrewd.

Everyone else was just staring at them, not speaking at all.

"You can get that arranged? Let's say I can get a group of ten together, would a trip to Soam in a month be possible do you think?" She leaned in, honestly interested.

He nodded and took a few steps toward her, forcing his face to be nearly blank as the excitement ran through him. It wouldn't be good if he blew it now, and acting like a little kid, clapping and yelling really wouldn't inspire confidence.

"I think we can. We'll have to leave on one of my off days from school, but I should know what they are that far in advance. The same with pick up. I'll also need to go down first and set everything up... It would be better if I went with you, since you'll need a guide." He didn't know the language yet, but if he had that long he could learn it. There was a lot that needed to be done first, but he could do it.

Maria sat up then and looked pleased with herself.

"Ah? Good then I won't tease you unmercifully later for not recognizing me, even though we met before. On Postern? That morning in fact."

She stared again, waiting for him to blush or stammer. She was out of luck there though. He hadn't remembered her, but it had been a really busy day. Timon wasn't going to waste time feeling bad about it.

Then she stood and gestured at the communication device on its little table across from her. "As to the problem at hand, I think that you should inform the King. This is an important enough issue to at least let him know about it, and I think that he'll take the call if he can. If not we can start asking for anyone else that might aid us in it." She moved to the unit without waiting for anyone else to agree or object and hit the glowing word that would connect them with the Palace. Then they waited, since it could take some time for anyone to notice that a light was glowing around the unit on the other side.

About six minutes later a man's voice came across. It was mildly familiar, but no one Tim could place instantly.

"Good afternoon. How may I help you?" He sounded kind enough at least.

"Good afternoon, this is Maria Ward, here with Alyssa Baker, Timon Baker, Collette Coltress and Sara Debri." She paused for a second, probably not certain what to say next, which let the man interrupt her.

"I don't have any news about Tor. I promise to let you know as soon as I do."

She nodded happily at the device, as if the man could see here. It was a natural enough thing to do, since it really did sound like he was in the room with them.

"Thank you Sire, that's very welcome and kind. However we're calling to dump a completely different problem in your lap. We seem to have a problem at Wildlands Station? Something about theft... or corruption of minors. I wasn't really paying attention, but we have others here that can tell you more. It's a military thing and I thought it would be a wonderful idea to see if we could get William Smythe in on it. He's the best investigator ever and the head of the military, so I just know he'll want to help." Her voice had gone just a little too far into 'little girl' for the man on the device and he chuckled, asking to speak to Sara first.

Because the man recognized her name off the top of his head. True, his son had been her friend for a while, as in been having sex with. Timon had paid enough attention over the years to pick that up after all. For a man so busy and focused on affairs of the kingdom to not only know her name, but to want to talk to her first meant that there was a greater connection there. It didn't take long to understand that Sara was used to chatting with the King too. She sounded more relaxed with him than she had with Timon at least.

"Sire. The report you were given is fairly accurate. There have been constant thefts for the last year, increasing as soon as the children came to the Station. It wasn't much at first and Tor had left orders to turn a blind eye to such things, unless it was really obvious who was doing it, but now I think that someone is truly abusing good will. This is into enough golds that sooner or later one of the framed children is going to be put in prison for it. The way it's being handled is... strange. None of the kids are facing charges, they're all just asked to leave. Why they don't insist on a trial I don't know, if they're innocent, which is part of why I didn't mention it until now. I thought it would be better for them to get away than go to prison."

It was a frank admission, but one that got a soft snort from Alyssa.

"Why wouldn't they call for a trial? They're orphans Miss Debri. To their way of thinking they are guilty, even if they haven't stolen anything. They don't expect a real hearing or even anyone treating them kindly. Calling for a trial is the same as pulling a noose over their own heads to most of these kids. Of course they'd just leave instead. That gives them a chance to survive, no matter how slim." She'd moved closer to the speaking device, her voice firm enough that Collette reached out to touch her arm, holding her back a little. She turned red then, but it was a pleasant, embarrassed red, not rage.

"Forgive me, Your Highness, I didn't mean-"

"Don't worry Alyssa. Passion when defending children is never misplaced. Builder Timon Baker, do you agree with Sara Debri?" That the man had figured out that he'd be the other person with an account meant that he knew something about who was coming and going over his city and from what direction.

That or Timon was being tracked. That probably wasn't the case, since he was moving from place to place too quickly and there weren't that many communication devices in the Kingdom. No, the simple explanation was that he knew where everyone else had been, meaning there was only one person in the room that could have a firsthand report. That wouldn't explain second hand ones, which could have been what had happened here. Someone else could have gotten a report too.

The King definitely had spies here then. Sara was even probably one of them.

"I don't have as much information, but that seems to fit what I found earlier. I know that Major Godfrey, the man in charge there, is very frightened that he's going to be blamed for the lapse. I got a Truth amulet from Ali, but we could use someone that really knows how to investigate, I think. There are an awful lot of people to just go around questioning everyone at random." It could work, eventually, but it would take forever that way and he didn't have that much time personally.

There was less than a week until he had to have some real gold in hand if he wanted to go to school at all. This distraction was a good thing to do, if they could save some kids and Major Godfrey, but as far as he could tell it wasn't going to pay anything. Even if it did, it wouldn't be enough, so hurrying things along might be a good plan.

The King sounded slightly odd when he spoke. Not worried overly, but a little stressed, as if he didn't want to bother with the problem either. Timon could agree with that, but it didn't matter. It was already too late now.

"Fine, I'll send Smythe and Builder Sam to look into this. Builder Baker, would you be free to accompany them? I've heard you have use of several of your brother's Fast Carriages? That could expedite things greatly."

Timon moved to the device and bent over it, knowing full well that the man knew he had the craft. He was trying to politely suggest that Timon use one.

"Not a difficulty Sire. I'll even do this one for free, since you've agreed to send some of your Ambassadors using my new service. Three hundred and fifty gold per round trip, as long as it takes fewer than five craft." Not that he had enough pilots for them all. He really needed to get to work on that fast actually, so that there would be other people ready to work while he was in classes.

The King cleared his throat.

"I believe it was for three hundred gold?" There was a touch of humor to it at least, which was good to hear.

"Oh, sure, but I'm upping the cost until Princess Karina agrees to marry me." He was joking, but everyone else looked at him like he'd just offered to wed a cow. Obviously he'd made a misstep there. It probably wasn't a good thing to tease about with the King then. "Or at least go to tea. I won't really charge you more, but don't tell her that. I want to see if it will work." Instead of ordering him into irons or even giving him a stern lecture the man... laughed.

"Considered the message passed then. I wish you luck. You still only get three hundred per delegation. When do you think you can begin?"

"In about five minutes. Or after Counselor Smythe and Sam are done, if I'm supposed to stay with them. I can be over directly. Flying in a silver cube."

The King was silent for a few moments, with only a subtle hint of rustling to show that someone in the room was moving.

"I'll have them waiting on the north side, by the door. Thank you Timon."

He wanted to shrug, but didn't bother, since it wouldn't make a difference to the man.

"Be there directly Sire. I'm certain they'll have this in hand quickly. Tor always spoke very highly of Counselor Smythe." It was true, but that got a rough chuckle as well from the device.

"You do know that the man tried to kill your brother, don't you?"

Timon actually did, since it was pretty common knowledge around the Kingdom. Tor had never mentioned that part himself. All he'd said was that the man was a good investigator and an honest person. Tor had never even claimed that he'd liked him.

"And then they came and proved I didn't try to kill a bunch of people... together." Maria didn't say the words loud enough to be heard over the device, but Timon got it. She'd been saved by something his brother had done, and it made her like him. Probably Smythe too.

He spoke louder then, losing a few beats, which had to sound strange.

"Yes Sire, but he didn't succeed, and they made up and became friends. There are no debts between friends." It was a Two Bends thing, well, the surrounding area had it too, but it was a good tradition. You didn't count anything against a friend. Family either. Not for long at least. He was probably being less than observant of the idea, not making up with his mother, but that would have to wait. For one thing he wasn't really ready to try yet. For another...

They had a thief to catch.

That had to take point. 
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The trip from his brother's giant place to the Palace should have taken him about ten seconds. It wasn't far at all, only about two miles if he traveled in a straight line, but he had to account for the very slow landing that the Royal Guards wanted for anyone coming in. They had a shield that they'd slap up if anyone tried to land too fast. It didn't seem like it helped anything real, going that slow, so it was probably just there to help them stay alert and on their toes. That made sense to him. That part was a known thing though. It was the rest of the people that really slowed him down.

"We should come too." Maria Ward said, her eyes on her sister, as if Collette would be the one making the call as far as that went. He didn't want to have a problem with them, but it hadn't been what he'd expected really. Why would they want to be a part of an investigation they couldn't influence at all?

Ali stood back and closed her eyes for a moment, her clothing changing and shifting on her body, turning into a plain black uniform that wasn't exactly military, but was close enough to fool a person at a distance. The material was even mimicked correctly. She had the collar wrong, hers going a little too deep and the sides of the tunic hugged her just a little too closely for a real uniform. It looked good on her however. 

"Right, the kids are my responsibility. I've been remiss, but I won't let that stand." She looked at him, as if Timon was going to tell her no. That or she was hoping for back-up from him.

After a few seconds of silence he shrugged.

"I need to get going. I don't think anyone will mind too much, but if this Counselor doesn't want you around, we'll have to leave you there." Because that made sense, threatening to drop them all off at the palace like that. He'd probably end up bringing them all back before going, but that part really would only take a minute, so he just agreed, to keep the peace.

Besides, it sounded like he was in charge or something, which was always fun. Most of the time people didn't listen to him, not because he was wrong, but because he was too young. When they forgot that part of things it made him feel more real. Like a person instead of an animal that could be locked up at night and controlled. It was an illusion of course, but one he liked.

Sara looked at him too, but her face was a bit less friendly suddenly. Probably because he'd made that crack about getting Princess Karina to marry him. It was... well, when he thought about it he understood why she might be mad. He'd offered to wed her when he turned fourteen and even though she was polite to him about it, her cool reception had kind of made him angry at her. Not a huge kind of thing, but that had prompted him to lash out a bit by pretending to make a move toward the Princess. It was rude to do that. Not something that anyone could call him on directly, because it was acceptable for a person to have several marriage alliances lined up, but she was smart enough to figure out he wasn't totally happy with her for some reason.

She spoke normally enough, sounding polite and calm.

"Timon, do you think you should take people to the palace without permission?"

Polite... but slightly patronizing. It was a valid argument, so he nodded to Countess Ward who smiled at him expectantly.

"Perhaps we should connect with them and ask? I don't suppose it would hurt anything." Except that it would take longer. That part was going to make him look bad, if this scene strung out too much.

A short four minutes later they talked to a rather friendly sounding man that turned out to be a Royal Guard. Kevin. No one knew him it seemed, but he was able to set up permission for them to all visit. It only took about twenty minutes for him to arrange for it too. After the man signed off, doing it first as was protocol, no doubt, Timon had to herd the women into the craft. It was like moving four cats though, each with their own agenda.

Ali realized, as they stepped out on the front walk that she should take some gold with them, in case it was needed to buy anyone's life from the hangman. She ran inside with Collette, who actually had control of the funds for some reason. Just as they came back out Maria decided that it would be best to use the facilities there first, which got her to run inside. It took longer than seemed reasonable, so Collette went back in to find her. Ten minutes later they both came back out, wearing outfits similar to Sara's as well. The whole thing meant that Timon had to resize the Fast Carriage, which turned it into a mirrored rectangle.

It wasn't as sharp looking, but would have to do, since he didn't want to waste time anymore than they had to. The Counselor had probably been left standing outside with Sam for over half an hour, which meant he'd be yelled at no doubt. Worse, it was his responsibility as pilot to make sure things like that were accounted for. Timon just nodded and smiled, figuring that it was going to be real practice for later. He couldn't yell at them to hurry after all. They were people, not packages. Extra time would have to be built in to each trip to account for how slow people could be.

Even with the painfully slow and boring decent they landed outside the Palace a whole five minutes after taking off. The area for landing was bare dirt, all the grass worn down from the heavier transports, which were made of focus stone instead of shield material. His was better, but a lot harder to make. He didn't know for certain, but Tim was pretty sure he could copy the lift plates and shields for a big transport. If not personally, then some of the Lairdgren group could do it. They were all better at that kind of thing than he was. So far at least.

Sam was decent at it, which was part of why he'd been left in place as the Magics Counselor's attaché, even though he was really too young for the job himself. He was also probably going to have to do his job from Lairdgren, if he was returning. Regardless, it was a great summer position to have, since it meant living in the palace and being able to make lots of good contacts.

The man with him was tall, meaning a royal, at least by blood. He had white hair that was thinning on top, a thing that Timon would probably never be able to see from the ground, but had noticed through the window and wore cream and goldenrod yellow robes that matched the glow that a Truth amulet gave off when used. That probably wasn't a mistake. What it meant Tim didn't have a clue, but his brother had both created the basic amulet field and knew this man.

Maybe it was a statement about how the Military Counselor was a paragon of truth? That or a joke.

He hopped out quickly, noting that there were two people standing behind Sam and Smythe, wearing black and purple, with the King's livery on their chests. Royal Guards. One was a sharp looking woman with dark hair and slightly dusky skin. The other was a man that had to be in his fifties, but who looked just as hard as all that type did. The faces weren't really familiar to him, but he noticed that their eyes were trying to see who had come through the open door.

He paused for a second, then bowed to the group. He didn't go overly low, since he wasn't the least ranking person in the world, but everyone else here probably deserved the respect. In the main it didn't hurt to seem humble either.

"Gentles. I'm Timon Baker. The King arranged for me to take you to Wildlands Station. If you will load up, we can be underway. Our estimated time of arrival will be approximately seven to ten minutes after takeoff." He could make it faster, but he remembered to pad the time a little bit, just in case. "Please forgive our late arrival. Some... matters came up."

That got a smile from Sam, who was wearing the Lairdgren group uniform, which wasn't too far off of what Timon had on. It was even made to look like heavy velvet. Sam had purple stripes on the legs, a single one on the outside of each, which was the only visible difference. It wasn't a mistake, since it was what Tim had stolen the idea for his own outfit from. He didn't know clothing that well, so it made sense. Borrow from those with the skills.

Kind of like what he did with magic.

It was Smythe that approached him, causing him to look up, since the man was over six and a half feet tall. He didn't frown at him however, just bowing back a little, which was polite of him. The rest did it too then, as if they'd forgotten they should. Sam had an excuse, since they were friends after a fashion and he was from humble origins, but the Royal Guards didn't really.

"Well met young man. I'm Smythe of Westend, this is Sam Builder and these worthies behind us are Royal Guards George and Kara. The King asked that they go with us, to provide assistance if needed. Is that allowable?" He was being very polite it was clear, but smiled in a friendly fashion anyway.

"I resized for up to ten passengers. In a pinch the craft can carry twelve. Less if they're very large people. We should be fine however. On board already we have Countess Ward, Baronetta Coltress, Sara Debri and my sister in law, Lady Alyssa Baker." He stressed the words on Alyssa's name. It was a bit of a warning and proper enough. Basically he was telling the men that if they tried to hit on her in his presence he'd fight them. It was ridiculous of course, since he was the smallest person in the area, but Smythe smiled and bowed again. There was no irony in his voice when he spoke.

"Wonderful. I'm sure that they'll all be most useful to use in this investigation, shall we embark then?"

These people didn't take very long to get situated at all. In fact they hustled into the vehicle like there was an actual emergency, moving like they knew what they were doing, just as soon as the pleasantries were finished. The only odd thing being that the older guard, George, moved directly into the seat next to him, looking out the front of the craft. He watched carefully, but didn't comment on anything as they sped toward the new city.

Tim was good to his word and had everyone moving off the craft in front of Godfrey's office space about eight minutes after takeoff. When they got out it was with more decorum than before, since the Major had come out to stand at attention, along with the boy that might be a thief, and a hastily put together line of military men, all at attention, with lines of children behind them in tan. They were less disciplined and gawked a little, but no one spoke overly, so the whole thing was fairly quiet and dignified.

The Major, who'd wisely taken time to bathe it seemed and shave, saluted crisply. Each of the military men followed suit and that got most of the littlest children to do the same thing. It was a bit slow, but all the older kids did it too then, probably not sure if it was proper or not.

"Sir! Welcome to Wildlands Station, sir!" He received a similar movement from Smythe, which signaled him to break the movement. All the military men held theirs however, until the Military Counselor spoke loudly.

"At your ease!" He nodded, his face serious then, not waiting to see what anyone else actually did it. It took a bit for all the kids to relax, trying to copy what the soldiers did it seemed.

There was no bowing this time. No mention was made as to who the rest of them were either. Instead Smythe waved back at them and spoke calmly about it.

"Dignitaries sent to see that no children are being harmed or abused. I trust that this won't be an issue?" He said it softly, pitching his voice so that not everyone would be able to hear it.

"No sir. The children are being well cared for. Except..." He turned a little red then, which with his light complexion was decently visible. Darker than Tim's, but the man was probably the second lightest person around at the moment. "Well, there have been some problems. Thefts. Some of the youngsters have left us. I thought it was to avoid prison, but..." 

Smythe nodded, looking well in command of the situation.

"Exactly what we're here to investigate. Let's go inside and see to that then. This is the accused?"

The miracle of Truth amulets was that, once used, a person was going to be shown to be telling the simple truth, or lying. There was no doubt left. The boy retold his story, about how three large men, dressed like military men, grabbed him, pulled him to the ground and stole the compressor unit he'd been using for practice.

"Building furniture, sir." He was working very hard not to sound like a country hick, even though he clearly wasn't well educated. It didn't always work, but the effort made him look pretty good. It turned out he wasn't fifteen, as Timon had figured earlier, but was only thirteen.

None of the children were over fourteen, since that was the age that you got dumped out of the orphanages in the main. You were an adult then, so the kids had to learn to fend for themselves. It was, according to the boy, why everyone was trying to learn to be like the military men. If they could do that, a lot of them figured they might make it into the ranks.

Smythe nodded when he heard that part of things.

"Good thinking. Major, see that all the children that want it receive early training to aid them toward that end. They can practice in their off hours."

The Major made a note of it on a piece of paper, his eyes both relived and darker.

"Sir. If I'm still here at the end of the investigation. If not I'll leave instructions for my replacement."

Smythe nodded and handed him the same amulet the dirt smudged boy had been using. It had a simple hemp string on it, which meant it had probably come directly from Tor. He was rich, but didn't see the need for wasting funds on anything overly. Ali was better about seeming normal that way, which would, eventually, help his brother even out a little.

That started him thinking about where Tor could be, someplace dark, hiding in fear? Pretending to be someone else perhaps? It wouldn't help to keep dwelling on it. Not at all.

The Major was surrounded by the cream and golden colored glow and managed to exonerate himself from most of the wrong doing pretty fast. He was negligent on several counts, not having reported the thefts initially, but that wasn't criminal as much as being afraid that it would make him look bad. It did, so no one said much about it. He was in charge, which meant that anything done under his command, by his men, was his responsibility. Even if he couldn't have known about it.

"Of course if you'd reported this properly to begin with, we could have settled this by now and young Remy here wouldn't have been attacked earlier. There is a real reason that we have a system in place Major. If you still have your position at the end of this, I hope that you'll keep that in mind?" It should have sounded harsh and mean, but it was a lot more understanding in tone than anyone would have expected it seemed. Especially Godfrey.

"Sir." It wasn't a yes or no, but it conveyed that he understood.

It turned out that they had nearly four thousand bodies in the new city, only a thousand of them orphans there for the learning opportunities. The guidance of them had largely been shunted off to a combination of military men and prostitutes. Most of the work was actually being done by the older children, who saw that everyone was cleaned and fed each day. There was no school, except for the one to learn how to use the compressor units and make useful things.

No one was teaching reading or writing, no figuring or history either. The strange thing there was that no one in the whole place seemed to think that was odd at all. True a lot of people didn't have those skills in the Kingdom, but that normally had to do with a lack of funds or availability of teachers. Here they didn't have those problems, or at least shouldn't. It wasn't his place to speak about it, but if he didn't it was pretty clear no one else would bother.

"Alyssa... Why don't these kids have basic schooling too? Not everyone will get to make furniture and plates, and only some will make it into the military. A basic education has to be useful in finding work though."

Ali shrugged and looked around the Major's office, clearly thinking.

"It just hadn't come up yet. Sam and I put this together and were just happy that it worked as well as it has. I don't know how to set up a school."

Timon thought for a few seconds, forcing a smile to his face. It couldn't be that hard to do.

"Get in touch with the teaching schools and offer to hire any of their graduates willing to relocate here. I know it's an extra expense, but Tor can afford it and wouldn't begrudge anyone the means to learn." It wasn't his gold of course, but he felt pretty safe offering it up anyway.

Collette called him on it, if in a slightly strange way.

"You... won't take funds for your own schooling from your parents or Count Thomson, but you'll volunteer your brother's coin to see to these children's?" It wasn't scathing, even though it did kind of point out that he was being hard headed about the whole thing.

Tim shrugged and grinned at her, noticing how blue her eyes were. It wasn't any great shock what his brother saw in the woman. She was both smart and good looking.

"Right. Different things altogether. I've had a free education already, which means I have what I need to go it alone if I have to. These people didn't get that kind of privilege. We should do it. If Tor wants to charge me for it when he gets back he can. I don't think it will be a problem."

No one else really thought so either, which was a little strange, but Ali still didn't want to use the gold on it, since it wasn't hers to spend, even if that wasn't true at all. It was clear she thought that spending the gold on it was theft, even if Tor was her husband and had more coin that anyone could ever get rid of.

He shook his head and sighed. The amulets and items he'd copied were his back up, in case he didn't make enough to pay for his own schooling, but it was clear that these orphans needed it worse than he did. It was a hard thing to consider, since he didn't really care about them, but it was clearly the correct thing to do. Going to the largest of his three floating cases he let it settle down to the floor and started pulling out the acid etched pieces inside. They looked pretty nice, even if they didn't glow and weren't on stone. He said what each one was as he put them onto little cloth coin bags so that they'd stay separate.

"That's fifty of them, all I have right now. Except for shields, which I can't part with. I can only make five at a time. Take them and sell them. It should be enough to get some kind of school started. I'll try to get more for it as soon as possible." It wasn't fair, since Ali had a lot more gold than he did and it was her program, but life hadn't been easy for these kids. He got how she felt about it anyway. She hadn't earned the coin herself and to her mind Tor had only married her to protect her from her da. An evil beast that made the world a better place by dying like he had.

Sara went wide eyed and stared at the bags as he handed them over to Ali.

"That's... almost twenty thousand gold Timon. Conservative resale for the work." She was a merchant by birth, so she knew about things like that. "If you need gold for school, even one of those would be enough."

"If I had the contacts to make the sales. Which I don't yet. Hopefully I can get the Fast Transport going soon enough that I can attend this year. If not I'll work for a year first. This is more important than my personal comfort." It was true, he knew, even if the idea did leave him feeling a little sad. That was just him being responsive to his plans changing. It wasn't that big of a problem. He could get books that would teach most of what he needed to know, and find a tutor for the rest anyway. A lot of nobles got their educations that way. His mother had suggested it for most of the kids, so they wouldn't have to leave Two Bends.

It was strange, but everyone in the room bowed toward him then. A sign of respect that the nobility used when they realized they'd been "out nobled" by one of their own. It was easier than trying to outdo them later. Ali clapped a little, happily, and gave him a hug after that.

"This is perfect. We can do it... Collette, will you help me with it? I still don't really know who to contact." They pulled off to the side to discuss the matter in low tones.

Timon felt a little breathless rather than good about what he'd just done, but it was the right thing to do, even if it did hurt a little.

Not to be sidetracked Smythe set out to find the culprits, starting with the supply Sergeant for the base, who was, surprisingly, innocent. Of that at least. He had been letting some of the kids "borrow" extra blankets and had let one boy with very large feet have an old pair of boots that he didn't think anyone would miss. It was peculation, but oddly enough Smythe pretended not to hear the man admit to it. Neither did Major Godfrey. The kids needed blankets and things after all.

They also needed more food. The military wasn't letting them starve, and that was something that was being paid for by Tor directly, but they didn't have a fraction of the cooks and bakers needed. Godfrey mentioned it firmly to Smythe, clearly expecting that the Military Counselor could do something about it. It wasn't exactly a hard problem to fix. Timon saw the simple answer almost instantly.

"Start a school for it. If the military is having problems getting cooks and bakers, teach some of the kids here to do it, so they have a better shot at a military job in a few years. Claim it's official training so that any of them that pass can go in directly if they want. That gives them a better shot and you the help you need." He looked at Ali and let his eyebrows raise a little. "You're related to a dozen bakers Alyssa. Use your family ties to bring some in to teach. I bet there are others, cooks and what not, that will be willing to do it. They can practice by fixing meals for everyone each day."

Everyone stared at him for a bit, like it was a bad idea, except Smythe who started nodding and moved to stand next to him, clapping Timon on the shoulder. It was with his right hand, which he could feel was made of magic as soon as it connected. That was slightly surprising, but he managed not to jump. It was very good work, which got him to stare at it for a second as it rested on his shoulder. The man removed it quickly then, but Timon shook his head, not wanting the Counselor to feel insulted.

"Just admiring the craftsmanship." He didn't add anything else, so that Smythe wouldn't be embarrassed.

He flexed the hand and nodded, looking oddly content.

"As good as the real thing... at any rate, I find that an admirable solution as well. Lady Baker, would you be so kind as to attend a meeting with the King on the matter? We've struggled for years to address that situation, and this might be the solution we need." The older man looked at them all, one by one, his eyes finally resting on the boy that had been robbed earlier. "You see, the young men and women that have skills to cook and bake aren't normally the kind that wish to join the military. On the other side, when we've insisted that some learn the skills, instead of fighting, they tend to do a poor job of it and leave after a single tour of duty, feeling that the military didn't live up to expectations. Everyone wants to be an elite soldier, or part of the new Flying Corps. Without cooks though, they all starve. Do you think that any of your fellows here would take such positions?" His gaze was searching, almost fatherly in a way however, as if he was honestly going to base his recommendations on what the kid said.

"Sir. Anyone here would take that over an early death in the mines and most would find it pref'ble to whoring. Sir." It wasn't in perfect military style, but it was decently close as far as Timon could tell.

It seemed it was good enough to start with at least.

"Very good Remy. For now I'd like you to stay with Major Godfrey. We probably won't be able to find out who did this today, so please watch him and make certain that no one harms him. If they try, you aren't to fight them, but rather run away as fast as possible and call for help. Can you do that for me?"

That got the kid to look wide eyed and a little scared, but he stood straighter and looked proud at the same time. Trusted. Which he was, Timon realized, since the boy had already passed a Truth test and to do that he'd had to prove he was basically an honest person, not working against the Kingdom. It was as good a way to test a person as any, as far as that kind of thing went.

Then, even though it didn't make that much sense to Timon, they headed back to the palace. They had daylight for more investigation, but Smythe was planning on bringing in a team of people to help do the work of checking everyone. An elite squad that had forty people that could question people at one time.

"It will be more efficient than just going from soldier to soldier asking if they know anything ourselves. We'll get to the bottom of this shortly, I'm certain."

The trip back didn't take long, except for the landing, which wasn't his fault. All he had to do was let the Counselor and the others off, then go back to Tor's house, but for some reason only Smythe and Sam left the craft. The Royal Guards sat as if they were expected back at his brother's place. It wasn't any big deal to him, except that once that was done and he was about to step out, the older guard put a hand out to stop him.

"We could use a favor." He didn't say anything else, since the door was open and the ladies that had come with him were staring at the scene.

It was a strange thing, but Timon nodded.

"Alright. Let's unload first, unless you also need a case of gold to buy some orphans out of the gallows?" It came out rather dry, but he managed to smile as he walked past the man. It took a few minutes to clear everything off, then longer to get the others to go inside first, since Sara was obviously lingering, to try and figure out what was going on. Kara had stayed in the back of the craft, looking like she planned to stay no matter what.

He gestured her off firmly and did the same with George, then touched his left hand to the nose of his craft.

"What do we want it to look like?" It could be that they wanted a word with him about his manners or something, but if that was the case they would have just pulled him aside at the palace, saving them a walk back. He had to think this was something else.

"As close to unseen as possible. The color of the twilight sky, then shifting into night black. Can you do that while flying?" George looked at him blankly, not giving anything away.

"I can. It's a bit early for that yet. Am I allowed to know the destination? If not, then I'll need one of you to know exactly where we're going. It's harder to do at night."

The woman nodded, smiling a bit, her frame relaxed more than it had been.

"Perfect. I think I can get us there. The King asked us to try it. Prisoner extraction, technically Ill-"

Timon held up his right hand and glared.

"If it's something I don't need to know about, then don't tell me. As far as I know, you and your boyfriend here want a romantic midnight getaway. My job isn't to ask questions about things like that. I'm not following you into the woods to see what you get up to, you understand?" He tried to look bland about it, but it was something that the guards both understood and seemed to approve of.

At least this time, when it served them. They probably wouldn't like it later, when someone hired him for something they wanted to know about, only to find that he didn't have a clue.

Of course they weren't going to pay him for it, since technically speaking Royal Guards didn't make enough for his rates. He was doing it as a favor, based on... Well, honestly that was harder to figure out. He didn't know them and while he might suspect that this was for the King, he hadn't been asked personally, had he? Maybe they really were just going to have a midnight romp. It didn't seem likely, but what did he know? Well, it wouldn't hurt to be on good terms with people like them, would it?

Kara seemed to pick up part of what he was thinking from his face then.

"Thank you. It means so much that you're supporting us in our love." She batted her eyelashes and the man put his arm over her shoulders possessively.

"I thank you too. So few understand how hard it can be for those in our position to make solid long term connections."

That decided, Timon went inside and managed to convince the head cook that a picnic lunch instead of dinner would be most welcome. Oddly the woman, Glaren, seemed happy enough to oblige when he hinted it was for a secret meeting of two lovers. 

"Don't tell. Our secret." That was the rule for such things after all. You didn't give away what others were doing if you didn't have to.

She patted him on the arm, her face still pretty even though she was older than his mother. Not that his mother wasn't good looking. All the women in his family were. Most of the men too. Lately his ma had taken to only looking about nineteen or so, which meant it really wasn't a fair comparison.

She bustled for a few minutes, getting two other cooks to help prepare the two baskets, one being for him, since he just needed food, the other with a large and soft blanket strapped underneath, a red and white one used just for that purpose, and filled with candles as well as a bottle of wine. His little basket started to get one too, but he shook his head.

"Sorry, can't. I'm piloting." It was a rule after all, for his new business. You couldn't let yourself be impaired and fly. You could end up on the wrong side of the world that way. It would be embarrassing.

"Oh? Indeed then, we have some nice apple juice, would that be suitable?" Her voice was questioning, but he nodded. He liked juice alright. It was a child's drink, but that wouldn't stop him. He'd had wine and cider before, several times, but this was about work, not him getting to play at being grown up.

"Sounds good, thank you. Small bottle, if it's all the same." He was just one person and if they were gone too long he'd finish it all, out of boredom.

The rest of the food was basically a modified version of what dinner was going to be for everyone else. On the good side, as soon as the baskets were ready, he was able to put his things in one of the upstairs rooms, the red carpet of the large hallway broken up with gold tables every fifty feet or so. Collette took him up herself, walking ahead of him a few steps the whole way.

"That was a nice thing you did, giving those devices to be sold like that, for those children. Not everyone would have thought of it at all and most that did wouldn't have sacrificed anything to make it happen. Alyssa is a... I think she doesn't really feel like she's married yet. There were some hard things in her past. It really isn't an excuse, but she wasn't trying to force you to do that."

Timon blinked and tried to think through the whole thing again. It had never seemed to him like she was. Why would Collette even say that now? To plant seeds of doubt? To what end? If Ali had wanted him to do that, if she thought he even had the means, she would have simply asked, wouldn't she? They were family...

Which was a thing that she probably didn't trust in nearly as much as he did.

Then he got it. Collette didn't understand why Ali had done it either. Not really. She would have gladly used Tor's funds for the project and not thought twice about it, even if she wasn't his wife. That Alyssa hadn't didn't make any sense to her.

"My brother isn't here to care for her right now, that means that the rest of us have to. You too. I mean that the rest of the family is here for you as well. Don't forget that. I couldn't name where you'd come in on the list of family members, but I know that you count." It was real enough but the woman looked at him with a look that was both baffled and slightly pleased.

"Oh? Aren't you a little young to be caring for me? Not that it isn't appreciated, but shouldn't it be the other way around?"

"Certainly. Which is why you're setting me up with a room."

It was a deflection, but thankfully it worked, so she just smiled a little at him. 

Timon knew he was strange, and that only a few people got parts of why he was like that, but a big portion of it was simply that he felt older than his years. His intellectual ability was pretty high functioning, which meant he understood things faster than a lot of people did. Not that he also didn't have gaps in knowledge. Everyone probably would, since new things were always coming into being, but he could learn and did, really fast, which meant that his body's age didn't really express what his mind was doing at all. It hadn't for years.

He didn't really think that anyone understood that about him, not yet. Even the other Ancients had treated him as a smart child, rather than as a person that merely wasn't that old yet. On the good side they'd done the same thing to everyone under a few hundred years old, so he hadn't been alone in their disregard that way. It had made his mother less than pleased, to say the least.

The woman sighed and smiled, not unhappy it seemed, which was a good thing, as far as it went. Tim couldn't do much for her really, if she was feeling bad. Still, he'd meant what was said. She was, by some method he didn't understand, family. If he could help her, he would. They all would. Even if they were fighting and mad at each other at the moment. It was what you did, after all. The odd thing there was that she didn't seem to understand that it should apply to him just as much as the other way around. Of course he was just as responsible for her that was the only way such things worked. It was most likely the age thing again.

"You're a lot like Tor, you know that?" She opened the door to his room, after touching it with a hand for a second, making his name appear on the outside of it in fine, but large, handwriting. "That's the kind of thing he'd do, giving away his entire fortune to those in need when he needed it for something else. I admire it, but it also makes life harder if you aren't careful." There was a message in the words, which he picked up on as she walked in, waving for him to follow.

"I'm not my brother." His feet scuffed slightly on the deep brown carpet under then as he followed her. She was still in the black outfit from earlier, which showed that she had a nice figure. He was too young to have relations, it was true, but not so much so he couldn't tell that she was very well put together. Blushing he looked away, knowing that this was his brother's...

Something or other.

To cover he kept talking, as Collette spun, her face slightly shocked at what he'd said.

"I was six when he left home. I remember him, but he's changed a lot over the years. He was always nice and kind, but..." How did he explain it to her? It almost sounded like a story to him and he was part of it. "I guess it's the whole Ancient thing. He was built to be Green's replacement. A caretaker for Noram. I'm just another of my mother's children. I got the trait that will make me live for a very long time and a few other things that are nice enough, some extra intelligence and some physical things that are useful." Like the fact that he couldn't get sick. Brown had told him about that one evening at the summit a few months back.

There would be no illness, he was most likely a lot harder to poison than most people and there would be some improvement in strength or speed, though it would be hard to tell which for a while, until he matured. Out of all of them it was Brown, his "Uncle Denno" that had told him the most. Green might be his grandfather, but the man hadn't been that interested in visiting with him. He hadn't been rude, but was distant and really focused on other things. It wasn't a huge problem for him, thankfully. Tim didn't really care about the man much at all either. Yes, they were family and he'd help if it was asked of him, or needed, but other than that it wasn't worth worrying about.

It wasn't lost on Tim that Tor and Tiera both had been offered positions at the Lairdgren school, but none of the others had been at all. Maybe it would have happened for him, when he was a little older, so he could let that part go, but what about Terlee or Todd? They were both smart. Terlee was a good percentage of the way to being as smart as anyone in the world, even if she wasn't going to live forever. Not having her to the Counts school was a waste.

No it had only been offered to the "special" ones. The favorites. 

That wasn't how you treated your family. It wouldn't even have cost the man much, since he owned the place. That was part of the reason he was insisting on going to Printer. There were other institutions of course, but it was about as far from the man's control and influence as he could get and still be inside Noram.

He kept speaking, his voice dry and with most of the emotion suppressed.

"I'm different I think. Not special, just... I guess I'm whatever I can make myself into, like almost everyone else. It isn't a bad thing, but from the little I know about Tor, he didn't get a lot of choice in the matter, until recently."

She nodded, knowing that he was talking about the thing on the ship, which was something the woman shouldn't have known about at all. No one in the world that was there for it should have told her. Only one of them really had the chance. Ali. She'd agreed that it would be best to keep it secret however and that part didn't feel right.

Unless of course Green told the King, and he'd mentioned it to her for some reason? He could only think of two possible circumstances for that, and while they could be lovers, that seemed a little farfetched.

After a few seconds of thought, watching her walk around the room, lingering and fluffing pillows that were always perfectly plump, being magical in nature, Timon sighed.

"So you're a spy for the King. Anyone else? You get what I mean about family, and a lot of the nobles kind of pick and choose that way... So is it a family thing? Are you working with Sara too?" It came out in a rush, sounding younger than he would have liked, as if it was just silly speculation. It all was after all, until she stiffened and spun on him again, her eyes wide.

"What do you mean?" The words were right, the body language all wrong. It practically screamed that he was right and that she was lying.

"What I said Collette. It isn't a debate and I'm not wrong. What I'm asking is, what conflicting interests do you have? You're clearly working for more than one person and have a lot of other things going on in your life. So tell me, are you a danger to my family?" Waiting, he held his breath. He had on a shield and it was a good one, but she could just scream and claim he attacked her, or even tried to molest her in some way, which would have him kicked out fast enough.

She didn't do it. There was a long, slow breath, making her breasts heave a bit, which he took as being on purpose, even though he locked on to her eyes with his own and didn't let himself be distracted, as tempting as it was. What she said next surprised him a lot, since it was almost certainly just the truth.

"I do work for the King. Also for my family, and myself. I sell information at times, or trade it, to help further my position. A lot of people do that. About a third of the lower nobles. It's part of how my family has stayed afloat for a long time. Favors and bribes, that kind of thing. It's why I originally tried to pick up your brother. He really did win me over, which surprised me. I went to school to learn how to resist things like that. Falling in love... Pretty poor spycraft don't you think?"

She didn't look away from him, which meant she noticed when he started nodding, a few seconds later. Her eyes widened just a little as he did.

"Alright. I'll be having a talk with the King about all this. If he says you're not a threat we'll be fine. I don't want to doubt you, but I couldn't help but notice you were flirting with me earlier too. Also that you didn't mean it. I... Don't know what you meant by that in particular." 

She blinked and then... Blushed. It looked real enough and wasn't that dark, but that could be faked too, by forcing blood into the face, tightening the stomach muscles and sucking them in at the same time. The kids in the village practiced it during the winter since it also helped to make your face warmer.

"Oh, you noticed that? I... Well, you are cute..."

"And too young for you. Too young even if you were going to be creative as to how you counted age." Some parts of the Kingdom counted you as a year old when you turned three months. It was that plus the pregnancy. It meant they could get rid of extra mouths earlier, marrying them off at just over thirteen. "So it wasn't that, I figured that you were trying to see if I knew something, but I couldn't figure out what. I have more information now."

Not answering she smiled a little and bowed. This one was a little ironic. The facial expression gave it away.

"You do? What information do you think you have then? Impress me with your data." Her tone was playful, but he noticed that it was creeping up on twilight as they spoke, early yet, but if the Royal Guards wanted him to take them in a Fast Carriage that meant that it was something very covert, that the King's secret elite forces weren't in on. It had been so obvious to him that that's what the students from Lairdgren that hung around with Tor were that he hadn't known it was a secret at all to begin with.

Thinking that let him put it all together, it just clicked, as information did when you had enough to come to a conclusion.

"You were in a meeting with Sara Debri, Maria Ward and Ali. I noticed that you didn't have anything out to work on, so it wasn't a sewing circle or weaving group. You were talking. Yes, that could have been about anything, but you all wanted to go along when I went to take Smythe and Sam up to Wildlands. I could see you taking a day trip, or asking me to take you all somewhere fun, but to the site of a minor theft problem? No. Maybe Ali could have dragged you along, but you were all too eager.

"Except Sara. She didn't really want you to go, did she? Definitely reluctant to do it. Maria seemed very excited to connect with William Smythe as well. I suppose it could just be a crush, but if that was the case, she'd just send a note. I really doubt the man would say no to a simple meeting, even if it wasn't something innocent. The Countess is rather attractive after all. That means that she wanted to be near him, but not with him."

He paced, a little stuck, for a few seconds while he tried to go over everything he knew.

"Right. No one noticed how the kids were being kept. It might make sense for Counselor Smythe, since he's a military man, but the rest of you should have noticed, but you were all too distracted. You were looking around, toward where Tor's friend Baron Kolbrin and his 'instructors' used to stay. They had a nice big headquarters for their secret force at the back of Wildlands. None of them were around... and they haven't been. Not since before I got back from Vagus. Not that I've heard of. You wanted an unannounced visit to see if any of them were there."

Which meant... It took a second for him to understand it, but finally he nodded, putting it together.

"They're missing. Not all of them, but something caused them to scatter to the winds and no one, not even the King, knows where they are." He waited a beat to add the next bit. "That and you're pregnant, and it isn't my brother's child."

She practically exploded in a denial, but it was the wrong one.

"I'm not pregnant! Why would you think that?"

Timon looked at her for a long time, not moving other than to breathe.

"I know you aren't. The rest was right, or you would have tried to deny it first. It isn't the Larval assassins like you think, though they might be able to pull something like that off. I also doubt that anyone could just take those people. No, someone said something that made it seem like there was a threat and they're trying to defend against it. It has to be pretty big if they didn't feel they could share it with anyone."

Collette scowled at him and curled a fist, looking ready to beat some answers from him. That was understandable if his hunches were correct.

"Stop reading my field. It isn't polite."

He shook his head then and smiled at her, "of course. It would be totally fair, but I can't do that yet. Not at a distance like this. If you want to hold hands I might manage it. I'm just putting together information and watching what you do, how you hold yourself. That and making some guesses."

Looking out the window, a clear bit of shield that showed the world was getting gradually darker, Tim moved closer to her and bowed, his voice going low, in case anyone else was listening.

"Do you have a healing amulet I could borrow? Just in case? I have a thing later and you know how 'things' can go."

"In the box by the front door. Just grab one." She looked at him, baffled as he headed away, stopping by the kitchen to get the baskets and needing both hands to carry them as Collette walked behind him, her face puzzled.

"Where are you going, it's a bit late for you to be out, isn't it?"

He nodded, "I have a job. It doesn't pay much. Midnight scenic picnic thing. Hence the food and wine. Not sure when I'll be back, so don't wait up. Is that the box you mentioned?" It really was by the front door and about half full of different things. Most of them glowed in one way or the other. He'd tried to copy that in metal and gotten it to work, but it was a separate field, one that had to be placed at the exact same time as the main one. He could make the glowing sigil or copy the working field, but not both. No one else could yet. Not that he knew of. Even Red had problems with it and she was good.

He found the right amulet, which had a green outline of a person, one that was pretty obviously Tor, and slipped it into his pocket. He should have one for himself, but again, he hadn't been able to make copies of it yet. The thing was a masterwork. Probably why no one had them just lying around. Except here.

It looked like a conspicuous flaunting of wealth. In a way it was. The message was so loud he could nearly hear it with his ears. It said that the people that lived there were so wealthy they didn't have to care about things like theft. They'd just lend you things worth more than some small towns. It wouldn't have been more obvious if they'd left out a box of free gold to take. Almost as if to make that very point, the box that Ali had gotten earlier was still just sitting there. He didn't open the top, really not wanting to know if it was still full or not. It wasn't ten feet from the unlocked front door.

As he looked at it, wondering about how Ali really felt about gold, the door opened and George and Kara walked in. Tim handed the man the larger basket.

"There they are now! Ready for your wonderful trip? We have candles, food and wine and a blanket for you. Can you think of anything else you'd like before we go?" He was about to offer them some scented oils when Collette stopped him.

"This is your fare?"

"Yes. I don't ask questions. It's part of the service. Shall we go?" He could fly at night, but it was a hassle to really find anything. They might well need the time.

The Royal Guards moved closer to each other and cuddled a bit, selling the lie he'd created for them well enough that even Collette, a spy, seemed to buy it for a bit. There were a few things off about it, but nothing too major. The older man was holding too much tension around his mouth and didn't look at Kara enough. For her part she kept checking the weapons in her right hand pouch too often. Though no bulge showed there at all. It was a normal enough thing to do, like a rich man checking his fat wallet or a rich woman that touched her purse. People normally didn't notice they were doing things like that either.

It meant they were nervous and they probably wouldn't have been if they were just going to have a get together somewhere. No, as he'd feared, they were planning on a combat mission. On his way past the box he grabbed one of the force lances along with the healing amulet. They were military grade, and a lot stronger than the air lances he'd made. About twenty times. His felt like being hit by a ten year old. A nice solid thwap that didn't stop. Tor's felt like being kicked by a mule and also didn't stop. It made a difference.

They all loaded in, with Tim making a point of helping Kara up, even though she clearly didn't need it. She was wearing a skirt, one in light tan with a dark blue puffy top. It didn't look good on her, but it did say that she was going out on a date. George was in dark brown, with form fitting pants and a heavy jacket. If you didn't know who they were, they fit the bill for their act. A couple going somewhere for reasons that weren't any of your business and really shouldn't be mentioned to their spouses.

He did the work of shutting the hatches, leaving it as a silver rectangle as they took off.

"Which way?" He didn't want to pause so had started to the north, since that was where most of the Kingdom was, but Kara pulled out a map.

"We need to go to County Rodriguez. It's almost due south. Our destination is about eleven hundred miles from here."

He changed the color of the craft and made the outside more rounded before he turned it around and sped up. They moved without any sound, and it was a little darker than he'd been planning on, his chat with Collette having taken a while. The back section got darker as the Royal Guards clothing got switched around. It was real, but designed to turn into combat gear with just a little effort. 

Using his left hand Timon dug out his watch and set it on the little control shelf in front of him. It was nine-seventeen. It was hard to be certain, but he thought he had the controls at the correct point. More or less.

"Estimated time of arrival at this speed is one hour and ten minutes. That will put us in at ten-twenty seven. I can go faster, but this way we might actually end up near the target."

No one suggested he do anything except fly, while they rather openly discussed the rescue plans they'd put together. It wasn't subtle, but would probably work well enough. They were going to land about three miles from the 'villa' and run in on foot. They might have to carry their prize out, if the person was injured, but they could do it. It was a thing they'd practiced for years.

It was pretty clear that they weren't taking any magics in with them either. Finally he had to ask, not getting that part, even though he'd really been trying to ignore what they were saying.

"Why not? I know that the Royal Guard has some."

There was silence from the seats behind him for a long time, until finally George sighed.

"This... isn't an official operation. If we're captured the Kingdom needs to be able to say they weren't involved. All of the magical devices are closely controlled and we have to be able to show who has what at all times, to prevent things like... this actually. It's also why, if we don't return in about four hours, five at the outside, you need to leave. Get yourself back to your bed and deny that you did anything but take us there and leave as requested."

It sounded like a plan to him at least. If they'd let him know, he could have let them borrow some shields from him. Those weren't anything the Kingdom had after all, so it wouldn't look official. He'd told them not to let him know though, so that was his fault.

"Um. OK, so you should be fine with things that I made, or copied? I wish I had my gear with me, I tend not to carry much." He did a quick mental search to remember what he had and made a face.

"You can use my shield, but I only have one on me. It's mine, well, a Tor class eight, but I copied it. It won't seem like something that the military would have. I have a Not-flyer too. Regular hand controls. Again only the one. Also an air lance. That isn't very strong. Then... the only other thing I made that I have with me is a fire starter. It's not very powerful either. I mean, plenty to start a fire with damp wood, but it isn't a weapon. Will any of that help?"

There was no sound from the back for nearly ten seconds, but then George cleared his throat.

"That would be most kind, thank you. If we're captured you won't get them back however."

That nearly made Timon swerve as he craned his neck to glare at the man.

"Do you think that actually matters to me? I mean, yes, bring them back, but they're only things. It's almost like you don't know me at all, rather than having seen me a small handful of times." He shook his head, kidding to lighten the mood. It worked for a bit, until he noticed the time.

He stopped in the air, the craft very dark, the ground below them just a shade lighter. There would be no way to know what they were landing on, but it almost didn't matter as long as long as he didn't go too fast. The craft was sturdy and couldn't really be damaged as far as he knew. It didn't actually exist, which meant it was stronger in a lot of ways than if it did.

When he opened the door they were in a place with very dense vegetation, the night air being damp, which probably meant warm. He felt fine, but he had a temperature control unit on. He nearly offered it to George, being the eldest, but it was another thing that his brother had made and that could be a problem. Instead he dug out everything he had that he'd made and handed it over. They climbed out, George handing the shield off to Kara, along with everything but the fire starter.

"Five hours. If anyone else comes, leave and don't talk to them. Stay in the craft and keep the doors sealed. When we come back we'll signal you by... saying something witty like 'It's George and Kara and we aren't being held at weapons point.' if we say something else, or at least too much different, leave."

"Got it. Five hours. Don't be late, or you get to walk home."
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The wait was boring and tense at the same time, since the world outside the window was strange and hard to see. The air smelled too. Heavy and damp, with hints of moist earth and strange plants. The one good thing, as far as not being noticed, was that he was literally sitting in a bush. Someone might make him out in the daylight, but until then he was pretty safe.

There was really nothing to do until people got back, but it was dangerous enough he didn't dare let himself sleep either. Instead he just watched the clock and fidgeted, trying to stay alert. This lasted until about midnight.

"Happy birthday then." It didn't sound overly cheery, which was annoying when he thought about it. After all, who got to spend their twelfth birthday on some kind of covert mission that even the King wasn't going to admit happened if it went wrong? So it was boring... It was also midnight. Normally he would have slept through this part of the day, wouldn't he? The thought actually got him to perk up a little. It would make a good story someday. Maybe. If not, it was good practice, because it was pretty clear that waiting on nobles was going to mean a lot of down time too. They were the ones with gold, but they also didn't like to be hurried along very much.

In the morning he was going to need to make the rounds and start reminding people that he could get them places. It was a bit daunting, because Timon didn't really know anyone that well in the Capital, but if he didn't try, no one would hire him. It occurred to him that he could, if she was willing, get Maria to help him make some contacts. She had to know people. Sure, she was a bit hated by a lot people, for declaring war, along with her husband, on everyone else, but infamous could work for this too. People would want to see her just to say they had, and she could let them know that she was trying to make up, telling them about his new service.

That she had no reason to do that also occurred to him. Meeting someone twice didn't really mean they were friends after all.

There was the communications device in Tor's sitting room however and it had a direct link to every Count and Countess in Noram. Not the Dukes or Duchesses, which was an oversight, since they were technically important too, if not as powerful as they once were, due to the centrist rebellion a few hundred years before. Still, they had funds to spend on travel, so would be worth getting in touch with, if he could do it.

The best thing to do would be just asking who to talk to first, most likely. Most people weren't that stingy with information, at least if it wasn't a secret, and it really was a decent idea for a service. A little expensive seeming at first, but ten gold for every thousand miles was about what it cost to travel by carriage, which is why he'd picked it. That way he could bargain with people and they'd feel clever when they "got the better of him". If they paid a silver per trip he'd still make a good profit, but he wasn't going to point that out to anyone. He only had five Fast Craft right now and that meant it would be a commodity for a while. People didn't mind paying for things that others couldn't. It made them feel special.

The clock hardly seemed to be moving, the minute hand crawling slowly around as the hours passed, and he nodded off more than once. That's why he didn't notice the glow from the fire for a while, being asleep. He rubbed his eyes sheepishly and stared at the orange glow, having seen enough things like it to get the idea. It wasn't just a blaze, it was a large one, over the tree line. He had no way to judge the distance, but he couldn't smell it yet. That could mean a lot of things, like the wind blowing in the other direction, or the smoke just not having had time to reach him. It was a good thing either way, since he really didn't want to be sitting in the middle of a burning forest if he could help it. It just felt like a bad plan.

That part of things got his attention enough to keep his eyes opened after that, even if it was a fight to do it. He looked into the dark, as if it would help him find anything, and realizing that hearing would be his best bet given the blackness outside, he cracked open the door of the craft, in the passenger section, to listen. He did that one since, if the Royal Guards made it in time, that's what they'd be using to get in anyway. It was only just hitting three when he did it and less than twenty-minutes before he heard people coming.

People on horses. Shouting to each other.

Definitely not the ones he wanted. He nearly panicked and just took off, but it hadn't been five hours yet. Nearly, having only about ten minutes to go, give or take. He wasn't going to let the people catch him there, since he'd been told not to risk it, but they weren't that close either. Instead he crouched tensely in the open door, hoping that he wasn't about to be caught doing something illegal. That would be a horrible way to spend a special day, wouldn't it?

Locked up in prison... no cake...

That thought earned a smile, which is what his expression was when the three people came out of the brush. It was too hard to tell who they were at first, but they were on foot, or at least two of them were. One floated, which meant they had a Not-flyer in use. They were all big, but that didn't mean much. Timon didn't say anything though as they got to the side of the craft.

A harsh voice came from the darkness.

"It's George and Kara. We have our prize with us." It wasn't loud and it sounded horrible, raw and burnt, like a person that had been doing a lot of coughing. It was Kara though, he thought.

"Get in. The door is about twelve feet in front of you... a little to your right." He was decently well hidden he realized, more so than he'd expected. It was still dark out and would be for hours and they probably wouldn't be seen if they left soon, even with the horsemen closing on them.

There were three points of wheezing as they closed with him, but no one groaned, even as the person using the Not-flyer had to be helped on board. Tim moved in and tried to pull them up grabbing under their arms. There was a soft cry then, but no one said he should stop. Whoever it was didn't have any clothing on and was huge. It took help to get them all in, but a minute later he closed the door as they settled into the dark.

"One second. I want to get out of here, then we can have some light." He dove toward the front, scrambling a little and missing the seat the first time he tried to sit, nearly falling to the floor, but he had them up and away with only a bit of crashing from outside about ten seconds later. Then he hit the shelf in front of him with his left hand and made the ceiling glow enough for them all to see. It wasn't bright still, since he needed to know where he was going, but it was enough to work by. He had to crane his neck to see what was happening behind him and kind of wished he hadn't when he did. There was a woman who was covered with dried blood and filth, her face half smashed in. All of her limbs were going in the wrong directions too. She barely fit in the seat it was so bad.

She also smelled horribly, which probably said something about how truly awful whatever had happened was. She didn't make a sound, just looking back at him with the one eye that wasn't swollen shut. It was enough to get him to set the controls to just hover in place, leaving them in the air for a bit, while he scrambled to find the healing amulet. The others looked pretty bad too, but they weren't anywhere near as damaged.

"Here, I don't want to scare you... This will help you heal, but it will hurt. Maybe a lot." He'd used one before, when he'd gotten a cut chopping some vegetables. The thing was a miracle, but it did sting as it healed him. This wasn't some little slice on a finger. This woman was... He wasn't certain what to call it.

It surprised him, but her right hand came out toward him, slowly reaching for the device, even though it had to be agony for her to even try it. He held it out then, not knowing why, clasped his hand over it for a second and pushed it firmly to her arm. It tried to heal him too, which made him feel awake and chipper suddenly, but nothing else. It was far worse for her.

She screamed. He didn't let go though, knowing she needed it, no matter what.

George started talking, his voice low, but encouraging, "hang in there. I know it hurts, but that will fade. It is fading, focus on that. Just a little longer..." 

He stopped, interrupted by several loud cracking sounds, that Timon finally understood to be her arms and legs re-breaking, so they could be fixed. It was a fast process, but it still took about five minutes before he recognized her. Captain Petra. They'd never really spoken much, but she'd been in charge of the ship that had taken him and the rest to Austra. A friend of his brother's, he thought.

It went on for a long time, and he moved back to the controls, just as soon as the screaming stopped, heading back toward the Capital. No one had said to go that way, but it made sense.

There were three more cracks that he noticed and a dozen pops, but other than heavy panting there was no more crying out. No one said much other than to be encouraging, until she managed to speak, sounding almost normal, about fifteen minutes later.

"Is there any water?"

There wasn't of course. It was something he should have thought to have on hand already, but just hadn't.

"No, in the little basket behind my seat there's a bottle of juice. Drink that first. There's food and wine too and if we have to we can land and find a clean river." There was sound from behind him, a rustling, then some murmurs.

"It's good. Thank you." This came out low and subdued.

Captain Petra had an arm over her chest, and had handed the amulet over to George, who was doing his own panting, having been hurt more than it had looked like it seemed. Kara started struggling to get the blanket that was tied to the bottom of the other basket, then handed it off to the naked woman.

Timon shrugged, tapped his own shirt front while concentrating and took his clothing device off. It left him naked, but he hadn't been through whatever she had and no one cared if little kids ran around without clothing. Not nobles at least and he really doubted the Royal Guards would be all that concerned.

"Here. Use this." Then he kept flying, trying not to turn around. It was embarrassing, being naked in public and left him feeling exposed. Vulnerable in a way he hadn't even a few moments before. He certainly didn't want to see the look on anyone else's face.

Except that he couldn't help it and glanced back anyway. The Captain had clothing on and was making herself a nice pair of combat leathers already. George nodded to him and passed the healing device to Kara, who only needed to hold it for a minute or so.

Finally she spoke, her voice much improved and nearly smooth compared to earlier.

"Where are we headed?"

Timon looked at the time, knowing that they'd want to know where they were as well as the destination.

"The Capital, it's hard to know how exact I was picking the direction, but we should be about a third of the way there, barring any major errors on my part."

"Good. We need to go to the palace directly." There was something hidden in the words, but it wasn't a message for him, Tim realized. It was for the others.

He nodded, not looking back again.

"There's food in the baskets too."

That got more noise from behind him again, as the large woman snagged the big basket and started to eat something. Kara cautioned her to slow down, or she'd be ill from it but there was a snort in response.

"No. The healing amulet prevents that kind of response, even if you're starving, which I am. You know, Tor used me for the female template for it. He said that should mean it will work better for me than any other woman. I've got to say I'm enjoying that part right now. Good thinking, bringing snacks on the rescue mission." There were some more eating sounds then, followed by the wine bottle being opened.

Kara made a sound that seemed a little disapproving at first, but turned into a dark laugh after a moment.

"That was Timon. We asked for a lift from his new transport service. Apparently it comes with the deal. Imagine what we'd have gotten if we were paying him?"

That got another laugh, but it was enough of a point that he stopped them, forgetting his own embarrassment for a few minutes.

"What would you want? I mean, if you were paying for it?"

Captain Petra spoke first, almost relaxed sounding as she did it, "well, right now I could use a restroom. Other than that? Oh, some music to pass the time? Or reading materials? I can't complain about the food though, it's really good." She showed just how much so by taking a bite part way through the last sentence.

He could see about arranging that then, couldn't he? How he'd manage a restroom he didn't know, but the rest was doable. A musician? That would take up an extra seat and the flights were pretty short for the most part. Maybe just for special trips?

George cleared his throat then and looked around.

"Have you considered some art? Nobles do love such things and I believe that you can redecorate the inside of the vehicle as well, if you use your imagination? It won't add to your service expenditures either, if you can do it yourself."

All good ideas, he filed them away for later. After he had some clothing and maybe some food himself. He didn't want to complain about the food vanishing, since he couldn't eat and fly at the same time anyway, and it was clearly an emergency, but he'd forgotten to have anything, being too nervous before. Now it was kind of poking at his insides a bit. He'd live, but it wasn't comfortable.

They were able to find the Capital city with only a bit of redirection on his part, the purple glowing river that circled the top of the wall in a half loop showing where it was from a long way off. That also let him locate the palace pretty easily, since it was near the center of the bend on the top portion of things. He made the craft glow a brilliant purple and gold too, the front half being the color of metal shining in the sun, so that no one seeing him trying to land would think he was some kind of enemy. No one mentioned it, until they climbed out to find a half dozen Royal Guard standing there waiting for them, along with the King, who was very properly dressed, considering the time of night. He noticed that Timon wasn't, but didn't comment on it, not even smirking a little.

The man was just as huge as Timon remembered, they'd only met at close range once before. Twice really, but the King's birthday procession couldn't really count. That time he was just walking past along with his family, stopping only long enough to say hello. His ma had done that part, since she'd gone to school with the man. He had red hair and towered above everyone else there by nearly two feet and some of the guards were nearly seven feet tall. Not all of them, most were much smaller than that, but it wasn't a tiny bunch of people.

Captain Petra bowed, going low, hands at her sides, which was a very polite way of doing it. Timon copied her, making sure he went even lower, which was pretty difficult, since the woman was really working to make that hard to match. It basically had him standing there with his everything hanging out, but the King gestured for them to both stand back up relatively quickly.

"Please, come inside, we have much to discuss after your ordeal, Petra. First, is there anything you need? Some medicine or wine perhaps?" That the man meant well was clear, but the woman, who was really attractive under the grime, shook her head.

"Only some water please. I was given juice and wine already. And clothing." She gestured at her own outfit, not looking at Timon at all. "I could have liked the speed of rescue to be a bit faster, but I can't fault the extraction team. Got me out in one piece and saw to my every need. I'll have to work pretty hard to match it if it's ever my turn to do the same thing."

That got a strange facial expression from the King, who looked at George and Kara closely, including him in the grouping as well. That was what it felt like at any rate. It was a very inclusive thing.

"Ah? Very good then. As to the time delay... Perhaps we should repair inside?"

They all went, which meant he did too, since George took his arm firmly and gave him a tug so he'd get the idea. It was too bad, since he'd been planning to grab the blanket and wrap up in it, before getting to his clothing chest, where he had a second amulet hidden away, as well as real clothing. Instead he ended up padding down the hallway naked, cold stone alternating with soft carpets under his bare feet, the air warm, but dry, given the time of year. He was comfortable enough that way, not really feeling the temperature at all. He had on his temperature control still after all and it kept him at a steady body temperature, more or less.

It took about five minutes to end up in a small wooden room, that had soft furniture, all in dark colors and soft fabrics where there wasn't a polished gleaming underneath the magical lights. Those hung from the ceiling, which was very high above them all, from a metal and crystal sculpture that made the otherwise flat looking glow sparkle as it touched the eye.

"This was a very unfortunate situation. We received word of your predicament only recently, and while I tried to contact your friends to see about removing you from Count Rodriguez's household, they do not seem available at this time. Do you know where they might be?" It was delicately said, but too much so it seemed, the woman giving the King a very hard look that bordered on insolent.

He didn't seem to blame her for it, which was good. Timon didn't want to have to fight the man and his guards after all, since it would mean dying, more likely than not.

"What? Is someone missing? I've been gone for over a month." She didn't seem in the mood for subtle hedging at all. Timon could understand that, so started speaking, forgetting where he was or even that he had no clothes. It was decently comfortable in the room after all.

"You know that Tor is off running from the Larval assassins?" He waited for her to nod before going on, all eyes coming back around to him. "It also seems that your special unit is missing. Probably scattered for some reason. Since we don't have craters all over the Kingdom, they probably went willingly. I don't think it would be the assassins anyway. From what I heard they should pretty much be focused on killing my brother for a while. That means it's not going to be directly related. Some kind of major plot or something is what I'm thinking. I don't have enough information to prove that, not at this time."

Everyone in the room was staring a lot harder than he felt comfortable with, which was relieved almost instantly when the King clapped twice.

"Clear the room please. Petra, George, Kara and Builder Baker please remain." There was a coldness to his words, but his face went blank. It wasn't a perfect thing, since his body language showed clear agitation. There was a tension in his shoulders that hadn't been there a moment before for instance.

The reason for that was made clear, about six seconds after the door closed behind the other Royal Guards.

"How in the world did you know about the Secret Army? I want your sources, now." He actually held his palm up and waved his fingers, as if trying to draw the information to him.

Timon sighed.

"That source would be the 'Secret Army'. It wasn't hard to figure out. I saw them first, training at Wildlands when I made deliveries there. They were clearly doing things that even the army wasn't. Using very advanced magical weapons and beating each other about like madmen. They all had flying rigs and good shields too. I saw them the day that the end of the war was announced, coming in to land in decorated Fast Carriages. I can tell the difference between those and the regular ones." It was subtle, but there and if he could tell, others could too. "There were rumors when I went to Austra about who had defeated their military so easily, and they were led by a large bald man with a scarred face. Sir Kolbrin delivered the papers from them for the peace treaty." He had a bit more but the King rolled his eyes.

"Too clever by half. Well, all we can do is try to limit the exposure of the information. I don't suppose I could bribe you to not mention this to anyone?" He sat, and gestured for everyone else to do the same, though Timon decided to stand. He didn't want to be naked on the Palace furniture. Sure, he probably wouldn't be the first person to do so, but it seemed out of place for him to do it.

He did smile however.

"Well, if you hear of anyone that needs quick transportation over decently long distances, could you let them know about me? I don't want to turn you into a crier for my business, but if they're in need, it couldn't hurt. Tell them that if they mention your name as telling them, I'll give them half off their first flight. That way you'd be doing them a favor even." It sounded fair to him, but for some reason the man in front of him looked slightly shocked. It took a bit for Timon to work out why however.

"You mean you aren't going to require that I give my daughter's hand to you in marriage for it? Here I was getting ready to deal and everything." He really seemed serious at first, but then chuckled a little which got the others to at least smile, even Captain Petra.

Timon did too. After all, it was a good joke and lightened the mood.

"Oh, no Sire. I was told earlier that if I tried to extort a daughter from you a certain Princess would probably strip me naked and make me run through the halls..." He looked down and shook his head. "This would make it far too easy for her."

"Ah, I was going to ask about that. Were you gotten out of bed suddenly?" 

The man seemed to be merely making conversation so Timon played it off. He was already stripped bare after all, so it wouldn't hurt him to look a little bad, would it? It was the polite thing to do. His mother had mentioned that a few times. If a woman, a child or an old person was in distress or trouble, or facing embarrassment, a man had to step in and protect their dignity, even at the cost of his own. 

"Nothing so adventurous. I merely misplaced my clothing." He made direct eye contact with the man, who sighed and gave a single nod.

"I understand how that might happen. Would you be so kind to wait on us outside the door? I need to speak to these others and it might verge on subjects that you don't already have knowledge of."

He looked at the door, as if Timon might not know where it was, but he didn't say anything else. Figuring that it was a dismissal of sorts, at least for a while, he went to stand in the hallway, choosing to hide himself as well as he could, behind a suit of armor made of steel, that was leaning on a sword. That alone was nearly as tall as he was, so it was pretty good cover. Or at least he thought it was, until about three hours later, when a group of very tall individuals rounded the corner.

There were three of them and they all had very nice outfits on. One of them was a tall man that after a few seconds he recognized, once he looked up high enough. Prince Alphonse Cordes. They'd met, though the man had been a bit shorter at the time. So had he, but it wasn't an equal thing at all. It was only a few months, but the person in front of him had grown at least a bit. Princess Karina was there too, wearing a sea foam green dress that fell easily from her narrow shoulders. She had wonderful freckles he noticed. They were just visible on her dusky skin. Her hair was a little lighter than her brother's, but it worked for her well. Between them was the queen, who was another person he'd never talked to overly himself.

She was lovely, of course, but in a fairly standard way, unlike her Princess, who was truly unique.

They all stopped at the same time, eyes going slightly wide, which a naked boy in the hallway could do to a person, Timon supposed. It was embarrassing, but he bowed, his back to the wall so no one would take offense, and tried to play the whole thing off. After all, they were naked too, under their clothing. He didn't mention that, but it did help him feel a bit better. Not much however.

It was the Prince that recognized him first, actually looking at his face, though the Queen rallied quickly enough that it wasn't obvious that she'd noticed how very unclothed he was overly. The Princess just stared, which was a little rude.

"Ah! Timon. Have you come to breakfast?" It was said so blandly that it almost sounded normal.

For a second he didn't know how to reply, when he spoke it was a little rushed and even though he meant it as a joke, it sounded like he was decently panicked over the whole situation.

"No... I came to talk to Princess Karina's da, to see if she wanted to set up a marriage, maybe trade some livestock for her... then I ended up out here in the hall, naked!" The funny thing was, after a fashion, it was almost true.

Alphonse grinned, getting it, but for some reason the others looked taken aback. He was about to explain the joke, which he hated doing, when the door to the sitting room opened and the King poked his head out.

"Oh! Good, everyone is here. Please come in. I was just coming to get Countier Baker. There's a bit of a situation." That got everyone to look at Tim, even though no one said anything else.

Inside the room had changed, with Kara and George being gone altogether, though Captain Petra was still there, sitting in a hard wooden chair.

"Petra!" They descended on her in a wave, not recoiling even as the stench she had about her hit them. They did pull back pretty quickly after the first round of patting and making sure she was whole and unharmed took place.

The Queen looked at her for a while, then at Timon.

"So does the situation have to do with why Countier Baker is without clothing this morning?" It was addressed to the King directly, so no one else said anything, even as the door was closed.

The giant man gestured for them all to sit, doing it twice for Timon, who still felt uncomfortable about the nudity on the furniture. He sat anyway, perching on the edge, so that they knew he didn't intend to get anything on the nice cushions. The leather stuck to him anyway, if only a bit.

"You all know that your Cousin Petra was taken prisoner by her fiancé, Count Rodriguez and held for some weeks. It was nearly as bad as we could have imagined. Her limbs were broken, most of her teeth knocked out from beatings and parts of her were horribly burned. The torture was meant to get her to talk about the Secret Army. She didn't."

The others all looked at her, tears coming to the Queen's eyes, though the Princess looked at Timon again, baffled.

The King rolled his shoulders at the glance.

"He'd worked it out for himself. Even that they're missing. Promised not to tell, in exchange for me mentioning to anyone that might need his services that he's around. They get a discount too, so hardly much of a payment on my part, since it will make me look good, but I'm satisfied with it."

No one made fun of him for not asking for more, even if the King clearly had expected some bigger deal to be made of things.

Then it was Petra's turn to speak it seemed.

"They threw me in a pit, spit on me and took turns pissing on me. A few did worse than that, but there was no rape. I did manage to work out that there's a plot to kill you all and take over the Kingdom. I couldn't make out who was behind it. No one shared that with me." She shuddered a little and then kept going, figuring that it would be better to do it fast than to try and hide things. "Then, last night Timon and... some friends of his came and rescued me. I was naked, in that pit, to humiliate me I think. Timon gave me his clothing amulet."

"Friends?" This came from the Queen, who stared at him hard, clearly trying to work out who those might be, with Tor and the Secret Army both being gone. Who did he know that could have done something like that after all?

For a second he nearly told her, but the King... thought at him. It was a very clear thing that took him by surprise. Not a word really, but he understood it anyway. No.

"I..." He hid the alarm he felt and then sighed, letting his body relax, looking the woman in the eyes. "I asked my Aunt Orange for help. She had a friend with her, but I can't give his name. It wasn't anyone I knew, I mean, so I honestly can't. She's one of the best fighters on the planet. Maybe the best. They did seem to make a mess however."

It would have to be a good enough lie, because it was that or the truth, unless he had more time to come up with something. Petra nodded a little then and the King bowed, just enough for it to be real, not standing up.

"Exactly. She's the one that helped Tor in Austra. The problem now, is that we need to hide Petra for a while, someplace she won't easily be found by the conspirators. We don't want them to know that we have as much information about them as we do. Any suggestions as to where to put her?"

They all had some ideas, but none seemed workable. The King pointed out the flaws in each one without hesitation.

Princess Karina suggested the winter hiding place, whatever that was, but it wasn't there anymore, which seemed to be a shock to her, but not Alphonse.

"Yeah, Dorgal took it down and moved it. His mother and father live in it now. One of the big magic houses. I can't blame him for it." He looked a little guilty, but didn't say why.

The Queen was sitting very upright and looking absently at the far wall, to the right, when she spoke, avoiding eye contact.

"We can't use her family." She tightened suddenly, wincing at the words, turning to the woman with a pained expression. "I'm sorry, it isn't that we don't trust them, we do in fact, they've sworn their fealty under truth verification more than once, but everyone knows they're the ones you'd go to. That or Tor. It probably means we can't put you with his people either. Not openly. Or at Wildlands Station."

Alphonse looked at Tim and shrugged, his huge shoulders moving just enough to be seen.

"The problem with a rebellion, especially one where we don't know the players, is that we can't really trust anyone. You can't just walk up to a Count or Countess holding a Truth amulet and start asking questions. Or well, you could, but they'd probably have you locked up. If we tried it, that would be grounds for war, even if they hadn't been part of the trouble to start with. On the other hand, all the people we know for certain we can trust, these other people will know to be watching."

Timon could see his point and it was a good one. After a few seconds though he had an idea. It was probably a bad one too, but he couldn't see any flaws with it, even if they'd all hate it.

"I know a place no one will look for her at." It wasn't something he actually wanted to voice, even though it would be safe enough. Most people couldn't get there from here. Not without a long trip, or hiring him for it, and if they tried, he wouldn't take them. "We can hide her in Austra."

Since they'd been at war with them in the last year, he kind of expected someone to yell at him over the idea, but instead the King held his chin and Princess Karina actually nodded. She also hissed, but it didn't sound evil, just tense.

"Yes. If it can be worked out, no one would ever look for you there Pet." Karina looked at the others and shrugged. "It won't have to be for long. A few months at most. After that it probably won't matter anymore. If it does... Well, it's better than being locked in a prison somewhere to keep you safe."

That got a shiver from the woman, and a nod from everyone except the Queen, who made a face.

"I hate the very thought of it. I know that the people of that land mean us no harm, but their rulers have rarely been our friends, especially in recent years. It's a good plan, almost perfect if we can make it work. Even if they knew to search there it would be impossible for one of our people to easily find her. Will she be safe from the Larval assassins?"

That was something Timon didn't know for certain, no one could. He could make a guess though. "I think she will be. They have no reason to take her. Tor wouldn't know about it if they did after all. It's probably the only thing keeping the rest of us safe too, even here. Not comforting, but I don't think even they would bother taking her there. It would be wasted effort and that isn't a quality I associate with them."

That got a single nod from the King. "We need to make those arrangements as soon as possible. We can hide you here Petra, though you might be seen. Could she go to Tor's palace do you think? That might be watched too, but it will be easier to leave from I think, if you're careful. Possibly not." Looking around he stood and started pacing, taking exactly ten steps before turning each time, staying on the stone part of the floor, not the long dark carpet running down the middle.

"Would your service be open to take a passenger to Austra?"

That... Timon sighed and shook his head slowly. "No, I need to arrange that first, with the government there. They have permits and things. Brown told me about it. He promised to help with it. I should go and see to that. I just remembered that I promised him I'd do that after my birthday. That's today. This year I'd like clothing, if anyone wants to give me presents." He didn't linger on the words, but Alphonse chuckled again and got up, walking out of the room without saying anything at all.

"I could take a friend I think, who was part of the new Noram/Austra peace exchange program. As long as you go in openly you won't look like a spy. Would that be alright?"

He wouldn't make anything off of it, not in time for school, but she was his brother's friend. Not his yet, but it was still his responsibility to watch out for her, if he could, until Tor got back.

They were all distracted by Alphonse coming back in, carrying a small wooden box, which he handed over to Timon with a bow, not standing upright until after he took it. The thing had carved falcons on it, which was significant, that being the Cordes family crest.

"Happy birthday!" He smiled and so did everyone else, as he opened the box.

It had a clothing amulet in it. That got him to smile hugely.

"Exactly what I wanted! Thank you." He slipped the chain over his head carefully, noticing it was real silver and tapped the device, which put him in a plain brown workman's outfit. That was the default for the item. After a few seconds he was wearing a black velvet suit with silver piping on the sleeves. It was nearly as nice as what the King was wearing, but not better. That would be stepping too far above himself. 

Petra smiled, her eyes looking a little sad. Then torture almost had to damage your spirit, even if you didn't break under it. He would have broken. Timon wouldn't have even waited for the pain, he didn't think, just talking freely from the beginning. It would probably have the same thing happen to him in the end, since no one would believe that someone would just talk like that. The woman had to be very brave and strong to have gone through that and lived, much less resisted them the whole time.

"I'd love to get a shower if that's possible." She didn't have to add anything else, the Queen jumping up to take her to one through a hidden door in the back. That gave one explanation as to how the Royal Guards had gotten past him at least.

After they left The Princess turned to him and smiled, her face a lot brighter than it had been while Petra was in the room.

"It's really your birthday? How old are you?"

"Twelve. So, you know, I can't really back that marriage proposal for a while. We can get engaged if you want. Two years is a little long to wait, but that will give me time to get the business going. You understand." He tried to make it sound very adult and succeeded a bit too well, since the Princess nodded along with him very seriously.

"That sounds reasonable. I thought you were looking to marry Sara Debri. A wonderful girl, but not really within the three steps. Is that why you're entertaining other options?" It was said with a very polite combination of interest and tact that his joking didn't warrant.

It was, he realized, "The Rules". Those had taken him by surprise when he'd first heard about them. It pretty much meant that you had to be pretty nice if someone approached you like he'd just done with her. Even if it meant pretending that he wasn't just being annoying. Or as the case was, joking. Just in case he really wasn't.

"Oh, well, I've come to realize over the last year or so that going around really asking for grown women to marry me isn't a workable option. Plus Sara was a bit cold when we met yesterday, so I figure she's probably found someone. It's fair. I mean yesterday I was a child of eleven and today..." He paused for affect, then hurried into the next line. "I'm a child who's a day older. I shouldn't have teased you with that marriage thing. It was impolite of me." It really was, even if there was also humor to it. Instead of acting hurt by his admission she smiled and looked around the room.

"Good, I was worried you didn't get reality for a second. I'm not writing the whole idea off however. I have to get married and there really aren't a lot of good options left for me. Everyone is either too closely related or taken. We really would have to wait at least a year anyway, so setting this up ahead of time would just be keeping the competition at bay. A bit at least. If you plan to be traveling around and meeting everyone in the Kingdom that isn't going to be easy I bet. Bet you a silver that you have at least two marriage invitations before you turn thirteen."

Timon nodded, but didn't take the bet, instead he held up his left and tried to look innocent as he counted off one finger.

"You're one... But who else do you think it will be?"

That got a chuckle from the King and a pained expression from Alphonse.

"If you keep being that charming at school it will be the first girl you meet. Seriously, bring it back a notch or you'll be overwhelmed and get a bad reputation. Not a good thing to flirt too much, when you can't back it up legally."

The King actually nodded at that bit of advice, "there is a real point there. Especially in the higher circles. A lot of women will feel obligated to answer your flirtations and that can lead to uncomfortable situations. You're not an ordinary boy, so you cannot expect standard responses. It wouldn't serve to entice women to break the law, even if you can."

The Prince nodded, "right and as Tor's friend that means I'll have to beat you if I hear about it, so you know, best to keep things low key."

That was nice to hear, since the men weren't saying he was too ugly, but the opposite of that. Timon nodded anyway and put on a serious face, changing the subject a little.

"So... Maria Ward is putting together a trip to Soam in a month. I need to get by there as well and talk to Aunt Julie to see about that. I should also get over to Vagus soon. I wasn't going to, but I don't think I'm going to be able to go to school this year."

Saying that led to a discussion as to why that was, which got the Prince to offer to pay for it himself, which was kind on a level that was unexpected, but had to be declined too.

"After all, I turned down gold from my parents and Count Thomson already. If I took it from anyone else, it would look like I was insulting them, or saying that I thought that there were strings attached. I do, at least with my mother, but I don't want to shame her in front of the world. It's best if I write it off as wanting to stand on my own, based on pride or something." It was probably a stupid reason, but the King, it seemed, was on his side about it. That was a bit of a surprise, if a welcome one.

"To be perfectly honest, I can't see why you'd need school. It's a wonderful place to learn, but you already have better building skills than most ever master and can do copy work. You also have a new business that should be very important to the Kingdom. As Karina pointed out, if in a slightly different vein, it will also serve to help you make contacts. Normally I'd push for someone your age to get as much schooling as possible, but you don't seem to have a real need for it."

There was a lot of truth to what he was saying, but school was a chance to just sit back and actually just learn for a while. That and make friends. He'd had his family in Two Bends, but over the last few years it had been hard to get close to anyone. They either thought he was putting on airs, along with his wealthy family, or felt lied to, since no one had known they were as well placed socially as they were. That the kids hadn't known either, was lost on most of the younger people in town. They wanted to work at the delivery services, but that didn't translate into inviting him or the other kids on their summer camping trips, did it?

It was kind of hard to put into words.

Alphonse smiled and rolled his eyes a little bit. "Hard to learn higher math just from a book. Or medicine. If you want to be a really top builder I know it takes a lot of meditation as well. Tor always said it was important at least. Plenty of things to learn even if you start out smart. If you're taking a year or two anyway however, I do have some things lined up..."

A lot of them actually. Most of them were big trips that people wanted to take, going all around the globe, meeting exotic strangers from far off lands and seeing sights that few, if anyone had ever had the pleasure of witnessing.

"There's also the Council of Counts meeting in three weeks. I sort of told everyone that you'd be available to transport them and that means about half the Counts are waiting to start traveling. If you aren't going to be around for it, let me know now, so I can tell them to hot foot it over."

It took a few seconds for him to do the math, but it did sound like he might be able to pay for school the next year, if nothing else. He'd need to get with the people at the Printer school, so that they'd know he wasn't coming this time, but it could be a lot worse.

That was what he was thinking when Captain Petra came back into the room, dressed like a maid, all in plain brown, a skirt instead of pants and a white apron on. The shoes were too nice and the clothing pristine, instead of looking like it was worked in already. He pointed it out, hoping it wasn't too rude. She changed both of those things instantly, then glanced at him again.

"Better?"

"Much. Not very believable still. You're too tall, even for the Capital, for anyone to easily take you for a servant... I know, why not pretend to be my tutor? That will do for now." He thought it sounded good, but the King grimaced.

"Boys aren't given attractive young women as tutors. Too distracting. One moment." He called for something to be brought, just holding up a single finger and waiting for a box to be carried in by a Royal Guardsman. It had at least fifty amulets inside, of various types and styles. A lot of them Tor's but far from all, given the glance Timon had of it.

He'd never played with a disguise amulet and didn't get to now, since the King had declared them a controlled magic. Petra however was one of the people allowed to use them it seemed, and had done it before. She managed to turn herself into a rather plain looking young lady with a scar on her face, her clothing turned into dust colored leathers.

"Weapons Master Ushal. At your pleasure. As long as that can be served with a light beating and a lot of hard work." She even pitched her voice to sound differently. It was pretty effective, as far as Tim could tell. 

She looked at him and grinned, her face lined a good bit more than it had been moments before. Her ears were bigger too, almost goofy looking.

"I can't hold the act well under pressure and might give things away, or I could just use this persona for a while instead of going into hiding. It's tempting, but I need to be gone. Too many people might just be looking out for someone strange to show up in the wrong place. It will get us through the day."

That decided, Timon finally got to leave, his stomach aching from hunger. It seemed strange, but it was really like these people just didn't want to feed him or something. Fair enough, since they weren't family or anything, but it was like they just didn't eat. He went to his Fast Carriage and altered it to be his normal mirrored square, and took off fast enough that most people wouldn't have noticed it happening. Then he went to Tor's place, since that was where his things were.

Really though, if he wasn't going to go to school he needed to have his own set up. Maybe he could ask Collette how they'd gotten such a great spot along the river for Tor's place. He could make a small house for himself after all. It would take a bit over a day, but it would be good to keep in practice making copies. He grabbed the baskets so he could return them to the kitchen and the blanket as well, not bothering to tie it back into place, finally feeling tired again, even though it was much too early to sleep. 

In fact, from the smell of cooked meat and fried bread, it was breakfast time. Timon let his nose lead, taking him to the kitchen door again, only to see the same woman from the day before, Glaren, who waved a wooden spoon at him and pointed to an empty stretch of counter space.

"Would you be a dear and put those there please? We'll be serving in the second dining room in just a few moments." She was distracted, so he just put the baskets and blanket on the surface, which looked like hard marble, and left the room, trying to figure out where the second dining room would be.

It took a few seconds to work out. After all, things could and did move around in the place. Sometimes daily. They always had a large dining room however, for guests. At least he thought so. That was on the main floor. While they could make the servers take large trays of food upstairs, that didn't seem very efficient over all, so the second one would be there too.

The big one was toward the back, so he headed to the front of the place, just to see if that's where it would be. Near the kitchen for ease of use. It was, which surprised him a little, even though he wasn't walking right to it or anything. He could hear voices, so walked toward them smiling and waving his new weapons master along with him, feeling clever for figuring it out.

Until he walked into the room and Maria started staring.

"Petra?" She didn't wait, standing, letting her chair tip over backward and running at the woman that definitely didn't look at all like Captain Petra at all. "You're alright? Oh!"

Then there was a lot of crying and hugging, though "Ushal" didn't drop her disguise at all. Collette joined in after a few seconds. Luckily they were the only ones in the room.

Timon smiled but rubbed his head, wondering why it didn't hurt when he had to put up with things like this.

"Not to be a killjoy, but will you two stop molesting my new tutor? It's been pretty well established that I can't pay for school on time, so I've hired her to make sure I keep learning while I work." It was the cover story, but no one in the room was going to buy it, he didn't think. That would be a bit much to ask now, after all the attention had been passed out.

Except that Collette was a spy. She worked out what he was getting at and tried to cover. "Oh, how embarrassing! We mistook you for a family member of ours. I see that isn't the case now. Please, be seated." There was a gracious wave and a pretty blush to go along with it too. That kind of showed that the woman being a little flush couldn't be trusted, didn't it?

Even Maria got it after that and stopped yelling "Oh, Petra" over and over again. They actually managed a tidy interview after that, to make certain Tim wasn't being taken advantage of. Petra got to use a whole back story for it, which was kind of a shame, since after it had been screamed about, there was a good chance she'd need to make a new one up for next time.

"After I traveled for a few years I ended up in the Capital and thought I'd give this a try. Met the lad here earlier, and he offered a silver a week if I could turn him into a man. After I understood that I didn't have to break his..." She gasped and started breathing hard, not talking for a long time.

The trays of food started coming then, there wasn't a vast amount, but as far as he could tell they didn't have anyone else joining them either. To cover the strange silence he started asking what each of the dishes were. It wasn't that they were odd to him, once uncovered, but it gave Glaren a chance to talk about how each thing was prepared. She went on for a few minutes about where to find the best fresh honey and how the eggs needed to be boiled for the perfect amount of time.

Maria smiled at the woman and waved for her to sit with them, which was, as far as Timon knew, strange. Not unwelcome however. 

"Glaren. Your picnic basket went over wonderfully last night. I was wondering if I could hire you to do that again for some of the work I have coming up? It looks like I might be bringing part of the Council of Counts in and if they're going to be drinking, I'll want them to have food too." Even in Two Bends you knew not to let someone drink on an empty stomach. They'd end up bellowing in the streets if you did.

They worked out that it would cost about a silver per basket, which sounded high to him, until she pointed out that by offering wine he could get fine, but weak stuff to keep them from getting too drunk while they were with him. It would cost him gold, but probably be worth it. It wasn't like he wouldn't be earning enough to make it worthwhile.

"Good food as well. We can't ask Master Tor to foot the bill for you, not if you're going to call it your own business."

"A real point." Timon nodded and finished peeling his egg, eating all of it while he thought. "Done then. We can work out how to arrange it all later. First I need to get some paying work and find a place to live. How did you get the land here?" He looked at Collette, figuring it was her doing, because Tor wouldn't have known how. Just like he didn't. Unless it was the kind of thing you learned in school.

"We rent the land. This is in the open market area, so really, all you have to do is set up and the city collectors will be out in a few hours. A silver a week for a standard lot. We're on about ten of those, so it adds up, but Tor likes being outside the city I think. If you got something smaller, it won't be nearly as much. Though, aren't you staying here?" She said it properly, since as family that would be the normal way of things, except he couldn't. Not really.

"If I stay here my mother can call me home. If I have my own house, then no one can do that. Age doesn't matter for that. I can make my own small cottage. Just a copy of Tor's work, but mine, since I made it. Then if I rent a place I can use it as a base while I'm here."

He could, if the funds were available, set up two even, one for people to wait in for their trips if need be. He'd have to get to work on that, but after he went and checked with some people.

Maria looked at him oddly for a while, her face drawn and a little frightened. It didn't take a wizard to understand that she was just making sure not to stare at "Ushal" who was very carefully trying not to have a breakdown at the table.

The Countess spoke to him, understanding that something was very wrong, just not what it was.

"It sounds like you have a booming business already. Do you think you could take me home in a few days? I was planning on staying longer, but I think my business has finished here now." Her eyes darted toward Petra then.

"Oh, sure. Just let me know when you want to go and we can leave inside the hour, as long as other business doesn't get scheduled first. I am planning to go overseas for a few days, starting tomorrow. Hit Austra, Vagus and Afrak. Soam on the way back I think. That should take two or three days? Is that alright? I can run you back today if you want, or on my way out tomorrow morning. I'm going that way and should probably stop in Ward." It was where Debbie was staying.

That was a horrible story, but nothing that was her fault. She used to be a baker in the Capital, with her own business and a little shop that sold some things Tor made. Then it turned out her brother was a murderer that had killed a bunch of young women and girls. Raping them first.

One of those had been Maria and Collette's sister, but the Countess was looking out for her anyway.

There was a lot of information lacking as to why exactly, but that didn't really matter. Timon had known her brother a bit, having worked with him, baking on Postern. He hadn't seemed like a bad person, but that kind of made it worse. If you knew a person was evil it didn't hurt as much when they turned out to be.

Collette smiled at him, which had a quality to it he recognized from his own sisters, whenever they wanted him to do something that they didn't think he'd enjoy very much.

"Do you think I could go with you? Just to Ward. I'd need a ride back, but if you aren't coming back that way... I can pay you for it."

That she could, except that he wouldn't take her gold. He could deal with that when she handed it to him though. He was going to take Maria's after all. Family was one thing, but a person that he'd met the day before for a few hours didn't count, not even as a real friend. He had to keep that in mind or he'd never earn anything.





  


Chapter four
 



 

 

 

 

 

Timon was thinking about a short nap after the meal, since Petra needed an excuse to get off to her own room, which Collette arranged to be the one right next to his, but someone came to the front door, asking after him. That didn't make much sense at first, because he certainly had no clue who the strange and oily looking man would be at all.

Collette told him that he was there and led Timon to the front room, but the man didn't seem overly eager to step inside, meaning that he had to meet the man on the front stoop.

He had a hat on his head, a black thing that stood up, a large brim on it to offer protection from the sun. It was a good design for the area, Timon decided, since the light was bright here during the day, with no tall trees to offer shade. There was no facial hair, but what could be seen from under the black topper was equally dark and slicked with grease. Hopefully that wasn't the new trend or fashion, because it made him look like he had some strange illness. As people older than Tim went the man wasn't old, perhaps in his early twenties and not a giant, marking him as a man of the merchant class. Most likely at least. A lot of people were taller or shorter than their station would indicate they should be.

"Hello. May I help you? I'm Timon Baker, you were asking for me?" He tried for polite and smiled, which got the fellow to return the look.

"I'm Dorgal Sorvee. I was told that I should inquire here as to passage to Vagus? My friend, Prince Alphonse mentioned that if I brought business to that land I might seek passage for free?" He looked unsure of that part at least, but it was true.

Timon nodded and sighed a little, waving the man in. He didn't have bags with him or anything, but there was no reason to leave him out in the sun. He looked warm as well, so it seemed the polite thing to do.

"That's right. I'm headed that way to see Lyn Red in a few days, if you don't mind a bit of a tour first? We're stopping in Ward to drop off the Countess and then going to Austra. Probably not for long. Will you need to be picked up from there soon? I wasn't planning on staying long. Maybe a night." Really he just wanted to make sure that Lyn was doing alright and find out if she knew anything about his missing brother.

"Really? I can go all those places, and it's free? That's... wonderful! I'm going for business, like I said, but also to confirm marriage plans. With Lyn Red? We've met of course, but I didn't know she was the leader of a land when I asked for her hand. A bit of a surprise."

Timon nodded, recalling the name now. Sorvee.

"You're a merchant ? I don't suppose that your family would like to hire my services at all would they? Normally only ten gold for every thousand miles traveled, but as you'll see, it's a good bit faster than going over land. Worth it in emergency situations."

"Or with things that are expensive but perishable. If you'd come down a bit on the price I could probably arrange a contract that will serve us both that way." There was an air of boredom to the words, but the man smiled hard on the end of them.

"To be honest my Uncle Donald asked after that very thing. Don't tell him I said so, but you can get full price. This fast transport sounds amazing. Everyone will want to use it. Can you imagine how useful it would be to spend your waking in the Capital and lunch in Ward or Printer? Deals could be set up in hours that used to take months or longer. Parts and tools could be taken to manufacturing centers the same day and prevent lost labor hours... It's an amazing thing."

Timon nodded then sighed.

"And if you're marrying Lyn then you get a family discount. Tell your Uncle, contingent on that happening, I'll do the work for half price.... Would you like some juice or something? Wine? It's my brother's, but he isn't in right now, so I don't think he'll mind overly."

That got a blush, even as the man nodded a bit.

"That... We're supposed to be friends, Tor and I... He said so at least, and we've been cordial enough when we've met, but I... Wasn't very nice to him at school. Rather bullied him. Called him names, not knowing his station. It isn't a good excuse. I don't know if he'd want me drinking his wine though."

"He said you were friends?" It was a more important question than the man seemed to get as he nodded.

"That's right. Last King's Week. Right on this very stoop. More or less, the shape was different then. I'd really like one of these someday, when I settle a bit. Can you imagine? A humble merchant living in a palace as fine as this? I had one, but I gave it to my mother and father. A bit of a conceit, thinking that I'd ever have another, but fortune favors the bold they say."

Timon smiled and stepped back, drawing the fellow with him to the sitting room, waving to a woman he didn't recognize, just hoping she was an actual servant and not a guest. It was hard to tell with his brother involved, she was dressed in plain brown, which was right, but was also tall enough that she might be some minor noble hanging around the wizards house for the free lodging.

"Excuse me... Would you know who I should inquire with for refreshments for our guest?" That should be polite enough. If she wasn't what she seemed, the woman could tell him, and it wouldn't be a problem.

"Would you like wine sir?" She asked instantly, which told him that he wasn't too far off at least. If nothing else the woman was helpful, which was a good sign.

"For our guest please. If I could have some juice? We'll be in the sitting room, over here?" They probably had more than one after all. It was the only one he knew of however. The woman, who looked to be about thirty-five and wasn't pretty at all, scurried off as if it had been an order, instead of him begging for a boon from her.

It didn't take long for them to settle, or for a nice focus stone tray, in black that shone like glass, to come with metal cups on it, one gold, with the wine, one fine cut glass with a berry juice in it that looked like wine as well. It almost made him feel grown up.

They spoke for a while of various trade routes and what kinds of goods might need transportation to different parts of the land.

"If you find commodities in other lands that have high value, you might consider picking up cargoes as well. Even if you don't have a lot of space for them. It can offset the times you don't have passengers on return trips. I really don't know what Vagus has to offer. This is more an exploratory trip, but Alphonse, the Prince, he suggested that I go and... inquire as to the disposition of Tor." The words were a little low, almost a whisper, but not exactly. "Do you know where he is?"

"No. It's a big part of my own plan, also..." It wasn't the full truth, but he didn't know the man in front of him, his brother's friend or not. "I intend to ask the same of Denno Brown. Also Julie White of Soam."

After half an hour of chatting they decided that Dorgal would present himself at the door in the morning, at about seven. They didn't know how long they'd be in Ward after all, so it made sense to start early. Plus, Timon knew, odds were if they said seven it would be closer to nine before the women were all ready to go. Not a big issue, as long as he scheduled the time in. He made sure Dorgal knew it too, which got him to laugh.

"Still, a good merchant doesn't show up late, even if it means waiting. That loses coin and causes hard feelings." He tipped his hat as he left, smiling happily.

Just as he was heading up for that nap finally, another person came to the door. This time at least it was a person that he recognized. His sister, Terlee. Countess Tamerlane Thomson. She was dressed in emerald green and black, a full dress of heavy looking and proper material, that didn't hide her figure totally, but was very tasteful for this place. A lot of women here wore as little as they could and if you walked the city on a hot day you could see more than one going without a top at all in a back alley or standing in a window. It was hard not to gawk when that happened.

Otherwise she looked like his sister, as he remembered her from home. Except that her face had make-up on it and her hair was slightly shorter, hitting halfway down her back now. Straight and black, like his own.

"Terlee!" He moved in to give her quick hug, receiving one in return, even before she walked into the house.

"Timon! I came to help see you a proper birthday. I didn't know that you'd be about, until I heard from Kari. She passed along that we're expected at a dinner this night at the Palace. It's being given in honor of your day. Quite a special thing." She looked a little baffled and her phrasing was still a bit awkward, though proper enough. That came from having grown up speaking home tongue, instead of Noram standard. Tor had learned to speak it well enough over the years and Timon had it down, he thought, but his oldest sister was still a little stilted. Not enough for anyone to make fun of however. She had the accent almost perfect after all, it was only her phrasing that suffered and a lot of people wouldn't even notice that.

She didn't stop at that news, telling him that meals there were at nine, which was the Capital norm and that she'd be around with Count Thomson to make certain he got in on time.

"Do you know why they'd have a meal in your honor though? That doesn't sound right, does it? Perhaps for Tor, but..." At least from her face he could tell that she got how sick he was getting of being compared to his brother already, though she winced without adding an apology. It was just what he was going to have to live with after all. Maybe for the rest of his days, since Tor was just that incredible.

He shook his head.

"Not really. I've only met them a few times. I do have some business with the Prince and Princess, setting up tours..." He really didn't want to pass the news along to her, since he wasn't ready for his mother to know, but he didn't want to lie to her either. "I... Won't be going to school this year. I should have taken the Count's gold for it, but after refusing our parents... anyway, I won't have the funds ready in time. I will next year. I'm planning to have my own house however, but... could you not mention that to anyone until I get it around?" Until he had someplace that could be called home.

For some reason the news didn't seem to shock her at all.

"Tiera told me there were some hard feelings after the trip to Vagus. Why as well. I can't believe mother would try such a cruel prank. I also can't believe that Tor would beat Denno Brown so harshly over it. That doesn't sound like him at all."

It didn't. It also wasn't his story to tell, except that he really wasn't happy with ma. He let Terlee know that with a grin that held bitterness and a headshake that tried to let it all go and failed. They changed the topic then, and she declined taking a seat, needing to get back to her own place in the city to get ready for the evening.

Still without a nap he was interrupted again, by a liveried messenger. That required calling for the Countess Ward and Collette, since they had invitations as well. They were nicely hand written and requested they come to the meal in honor of Timon's twelfth natal day. It was... Suspicious to say the least. Even if the King or Queen were happy with him, they shouldn't be pretending they were fast friends or so close that they'd hold impromptu parties in his honor. 

Worse, on his invitation it suggested he bring a date. As if he knew anyone in the Capital that would do that? He made a face when he saw that part and gave a low growl.

"See, this is what I get for teasing with Karina about getting married. She probably set this up. Well, I'll just have to disappoint then, won't I? That or go and find someone near my own age that I can drag along to this kind of thing. Anyone know any twelve year old girls that might want to go with me?" They were all standing in the front room, which meant that Ali was near the back, her face a little red and angry looking.

"Hmph. Snubbed already? I know that I'm not that important in my own right, but you'd think that Connie would have at least sent a note letting me know I'm not welcome." She sounded a little bitter, which got Maria to go wide eyed and run to her side, as if being left off the list to a party was a big deal. It probably happened all the time after all.

"No, no... I'm sure it's just an oversight, or perhaps..." She looked at Timon who shrugged and was about to simply ask her to go with him, when the door was knocked on again.

This time it was Prince Alphonse, along with four Royal Guards. He didn't even bother to say hello before looking at Alyssa and smiling.

"Came to make sure you knew that you had a date. Sam Builder. Tim, we've got one for you too, so don't ask anyone yet. Farlo Ross? You've met I think? Mother wanted to suggest that to you. Otherwise the table will be filled with old duddies near the top. Father put this together so you can make some contacts."

She was part of the Lairdgren group. A builder. They'd met a few times, but weren't close or anything. Still, other than being pretty tall, the girl was nice enough. He nodded.

"Wonderful. I guess I should go and ask her properly? Take some flowers or something?"

The Prince actually nodded, smiling hugely. "That would be a very good idea. She's in Rosslyn, which means that you're about the only person that could get her around in time. We've already put word in with her and she's agreed, so no pressure on your part. She's already said yes."

It seemed rushed and hurried to him, but Collette gave him directions to a good florist and Maria, strangely enough, gave him a small hug on the way out the door.

"Meet me, after?" It was a low whisper, but it had the sound of a secret meeting, and not the fun kind. 

He nodded however and pretended to think she meant something else, which got her to give him a more flirtatious look. The others pretended not to notice. That meant it was something she thought was important enough to risk looking like she was hitting a child up for something inappropriate, even though that wouldn't be happening.

Alphonse smirked a little, and slapped him on the shoulder when the door shut behind them, as he moved to set up his craft, gearing it for low use, which would essentially make it a regular magical carriage. It could still go a few hundred miles per hour, but it wouldn't be. He'd hold the speed down, because hurting someone would make him look bad and tarnish his reputation.

The Prince chuckle, bending over so only he could hear.

"At least make sure she kisses you, if she wants to use that kind of heavy handed ruse. Watch yourself though. She's a lot more deadly in intrigue than her pretty face and smiles will prepare you for. She's a master of the game." The advice wasn't what Timon had expected, but he smiled back anyway.

"I gathered that. Well, she's certainly pretty enough to use that to good effect, isn't she? I'll be on my guard."

Then he headed toward the city at a good pace. He actually knew it fairly well, having been there multiple times to make deliveries. This time he was coming in through the south gate, instead of the west, but the red and white clad city guardsman watching it didn't blink overly when he started through, the mirrored cube made just big enough for himself and one passenger. From what Collette had told him he'd need to go up three streets and then over seven. After that Timon would need to find the sign with yellow flowers painted on it. It took some doing, but he had a nice arrangement purchased not half an hour later and headed toward the north gate. It was against the rules to fly in the city after all. The trip took him past the nicer dwellings, where most of the wealthiest had their city houses. They obviously worked very hard to make certain everyone knew they weren't poor, but very few of the walled places had anyone there at the moment. He knew that most of them belonged to Counts and Countess' but who belonged to which place meant nothing to him.

Not yet. It was something he needed to learn, since a lot of them would, hopefully, be clients and want to be picked up and delivered to their individual dwellings.

Outside the wall he was able to take to the air and travel to Rosslyn easily enough. It was in the middle of the Kingdom nearly and only a little over fifteen hundred miles away. The hardest part there was finding where Farlo would be. She was a noble of some kind, but no one had mentioned her rank at all. Still, she was a Ross, so someone should have a clue.

He moved through the streets quickly, once inside the brown walls. They were a light tan, but in very good repair. The white of the Capital was as good, but most of the walled cities had cracks in them somewhere. If these did, he couldn't see it at a glance. He moved smoothly through the streets, a lot more people stopping to stare at him as he did than had happened in the Capital. For the most part they didn't just stand in the street to do it, which could happen, since a lot of people didn't recognize the new craft as a danger. Timon stopped a few times to let people move past or get out of the way, smiling the whole time. It was getting a little late, about four in the afternoon already, but there was only the one really large compound in the city and someone there would probably be able to help him.

There was a gate, but a friendly looking older man came out when he walked up to it. He was dressed in plain brown, like a workman, but his nails were scrubbed clean and the man stood very erect, not having the stooped posture of a gardener.

"Excuse me, sir?" Timon held the flowers in his hands, which from the look on the man's face meant the same thing here as it would have in Two Bends. "I'm looking for Farlo Ross? I'm not familiar with the city here, I'm afraid." He was apologetic but the man gave him a decently deep bow, which he returned, making certain to go lower than he did. Even if the man was a servant, he was old. You were polite to older people. They knew stuff you might need after all.

Like where to find people.

"You must be Countier Baker? You brought me flowers and everything I see. Very proper of you." The man chuckled a little as he nodded.

"So I have the right place? The flowers are for her, of course. Are you a family member of hers?" It was a safe enough question, since the man seemed to know who he was. If nothing else he had very good information.

"Grandfather. Count Ross. Want to give me a ride up to the house in your fancy conveyance? I've never ridden in one." He patted at his clothing, which sent up a cloud of dust. From his rueful expression it seemed like he expected that to keep the free trip to his door from happening, but once it was turned off the dirt would fall out anyway.

"Hop aboard!" When the man did it Timon handed him the flowers to hold, there not being anyplace else for them. There was no one else in the front of the house, so he traveled over the grass, pointing out that it wouldn't leave marks, or disturb the plants at all. It was a wonderful garden space, not just a lawn too, so it was a real point. When they got to the door and climbed out he took the flowers back, a nice yellow and red bunch that had fifty different blooms in them. Most of them small. There was a backdrop of tiny white dried flowers too. The woman assured him it was very proper given the situation. Nice but not so overdone that it would seem a true bribe.

He brushed his fingers through his hair, wishing suddenly that he'd brought a comb and cycled his clothing, so that they'd be clean and fresh looking.

"How do I look? Other than short. I already know that one." He eyed the man, who actually took time to look at him, judging carefully.

"Better than is safe for my granddaughter's well being. I trust that you'll treat her properly?" There was a mock glare that went with it, but Timon nodded and swallowed a bit.

"Yes sir. If I didn't the King himself would have my hide. At least that's how I'm taking the lecture he gave me on the topic earlier." Of course it would more likely be his brother's friend, the Prince, that actually did the hide taking if it came to that. It was obvious that he was planning to look out for him, which meant doing what his brother wasn't there to manage.

The Count laughed then and patted his shoulder, then got them inside rapidly enough. He gestured to a dapper man who was only about five-six, but was wearing a fine suit of clothing with gray gloves.

"Butler, would you see if Miss Farlo is available? She has a visitor. One Timon Baker?"

"Very good sir. It will happen at once." The man sounded very proper indeed and moved with good speed, even though he didn't run, up a set of blue carpeted stairs to the left. A few minutes later Farlo came down from the same direction, wearing a lovely red gown that was almost the color as some of the flowers. It wasn't a mistake, Red and yellow were her house colors.

"Timon. So good to see you." She moved toward him gracefully, which for her took work. She was tall and thin, having the body for it to look right, but normally ran to an awkwardness in motion. When she got to him he held out the flowers, hoping it was the correct thing to do.

"I've come to see if you'd do me the honor of dining with me tonight? I know it's very short notice, so will understand if you have plans already."

She giggled a little but took the arrangement and smelled them deeply. A scent of vanilla coming off of them from the oil used.

"Thank you. I'd love to. Are we to leave right now? Grandmother was given an invitation to attend as well, but needs time to prepare. That is, if transportation is available?" Her face looked a little concerned, but didn't need to be.

"Of course it is. We're supposed to leave from my brother's place at seven. We're traveling with Count Thomson and his Countess. If there are six of us we might have to change conveyances... Unless you've given your grandparents a Magical carriage?" He didn't think so, or else the Count wouldn't have made such a big deal out of getting to ride in one.

"Not yet. I've been spending most of my time on break meditating and working on making shield copies, as well as clothing amulets. You?"

That let him explain the new business, which the count seemed interested in and Farlo made polite noises about. Then she ran to tell her grandmother that, as bizarre as it sounded, the plan was for them to dine at the King's Palace that evening.

The Count sighed and shook his head a bit, but took him to a room with nice furniture and got him to sit in a chair to wait. It was an older piece, with a heavy fabric seat, but the room matched, everything gold or rust red.

"Sorry about that. My Granddaughter is a wonderful girl, but more concerned with building than finding a good husband just yet. Running off like that... Well, women, what can we do?"

"Keep our heads down and try to survive?" Timon blinked at the man. "At least that's the philosophy recommended by my father."

"Ah, yes. A wise man your father. We've met. To that end, survival, I need to get myself around for the evening as well. I'm afraid we're a little light on entertainment for the moment. Will you be alright here? I don't know how long it will actually take..." 

The answer he gave was that he'd be fine, though he didn't know if he'd be able to stay awake all that long. Luckily as a group they were all ready in about half an hour, dressed in spectacular clothing that made his simple costume seem almost poor. The Countess, who was a true giant of a lady, towering over them all easily, had a slightly mannish face and a blocky body under her dress, but a wonderful smile and very good manners. They made easy small talk while Farlo came down, being the last one to be ready. That part of things was just normal however. Even in Two Bends a gentleman caller was kept waiting for a bit. That was probably a little over done, given that it wasn't a real date, but they might as well play at it. Farlo was attractive, and nearly as a good a potential marriage partner as Princess Karina would have been.

Better if you counted the fact that she could already make fifty copies of an item at once. That was huge. All of the Lairdgren group could do it too, but most people were considered experts in the field if they could manage five to ten at one go, with a template. She was doing her work without one at all.

Her dress was a wonderful thing to see however. It sparkled with silver and tiny lights that passed just over the surface of the material, moving in a pattern that gave the suggestion of little flowers. Her slippers were pure silver, the color of the metal. She completed the whole look by wearing a single silver chain with a dozen amulets on it. She smiled at him, looking down for a few seconds as he stared a bit. It was perfect. It even complimented the silver trim on his own outfit.

That was, he realized, the point. Her hair was still just collar length and a sandy blonde color, but her face nearly shone, it was so perfectly made up. A disguise amulet most likely. She still looked like her, but better. Not enough for anyone to really notice, which was probably what people at court would expect of her.

"You," Tim didn't let his eyes move from hers for a second, so that she'd know he wasn't just talking about the clothing. "Look amazing. I knew you were special, but I didn't think I'd be having dinner with the loveliest women in the Kingdom when I got up this morning." Timon held out his right hand to take hers looking up at her the whole time. It would look ridiculous, but neither the Count or Countess mocked him for it.

His parents would have, but it seemed that the Rosses were going to be a bit nicer to him than that. It wasn't that his da was mean spirited, but there was a simplicity about how he lived, which his mother was often drawn into. That was the funny part to Timon. He was certain that she didn't realize how often it happened. It wasn't clever manipulation that did it either, the man just enjoyed life, including the simpler things. Like making fun of a boy trying to act like an adult, even when he clearly wasn't. There was humor to be had there, but for all the world, these people didn't even crack a smile.

Farlo looked a little shy though.

"Thank you, Countier Baker. May I call you Timon?"

"That or Tim, whichever you like. How should I address you?" It was a bit formal, since they had met a few times and everyone called her Farlo at school, and on the ship to Austra, but he didn't know if that was just a nickname or not.

"Oh... Farlo is fine. My full first name is Farlocenian. It's a bit much to use in public, don't you think?"

It was, really. He didn't nod, making solid eye contact for a moment instead.

"A lovely name. Farlocenian. But to avoid confusion I guess I should stick to Farlo, since that's what the world knows you as already." It was an over statement, but if the girl wasn't known yet it was only a matter of time. That was pretty much true of the whole Lairdgren group. Even if they did nothing but make copies they'd end up being famous. Rich too.

The older people looked away politely again, smiling a little, but in that contented way that elders had when they thought what you were doing was cute, but not too far off of what they'd have wanted to see. No shocked gasps or tension in the neck and shoulders at least.

The Count narrated the first part of the trip, telling him about how he'd built the walls of the city himself, after the old ones fell into disrepair.

"It took five hundred craftsmen five years, but these walls are thick and sound. They should hold for another few hundred at least, don't you think dear?" He was sitting behind Timon directly, the seats having been restructured for the four of them, Farlo next to him. Timon had made the interior a lot bigger than it had been, as well as the seats. The giants needed the room. The Count was tall enough, but wasn't nearly as vast as his Countess, who murmured that the walls were very nice, a thing that sounded a little rote to Timon's ear.

Then they chatted about half a dozen different things as they rode along. A popular topic was music, which caught his attention when one of the names was mentioned.

"Marco Sorvee is the new man to watch I hear. Penned a few popular tunes already. He went to Lairdgren with you, didn't he Farlo?" The Count spoke easily, just marking time.

Farlo nodded.

"Older than me, I didn't know him well, but his cousin, Dorgal, is said to have been a good friend of Prince Alphonse. I didn't ask about that, since we weren't supposed to admit we knew who he was at school. Very good friends, from what I hear." There was a tone of voice that spoke of being slightly naughty, mentioning other people's business. Gossip wasn't exactly frowned on, but the nobles didn't admit they did it either.

Timon kept his eyes forward. That, "very good friends" was code for having a sexual relationship with. His ma had taken him aside and just laid that out before the trip to Vagus. Mainly because she was a little worried that Denno Brown might try something with him. For all that he'd teased Tor a few times the man had never so much as hinted at liking men more than women and certainly didn't make a pass at him. It was pretty accepted in the upper circles. Some men did that with each other. So did women.

Two Bends didn't have that kind of thing, but he'd noticed it other places a few times. For the most part it was a secret, at least in the smaller villages and towns. The upper crust cared a lot less about that however. In the main you still had to get married, make your spouse feel welcome and wanted, and provide children to carry on the line. Other than that people did whatever took their fancy. Except children and animals. The latter would get you laughed at openly until you retired from polite company forever and the former...

Well, the last time he'd heard of someone doing that it was right after his brother had beaten the man to death with his bare hands, in a duel that was supposed to be little more than a schoolyard punch-up. Since Tor wasn't around and his brother Todd wasn't much of a fighter, or nearly immortal, that job had probably fallen to him. Hopefully it wouldn't come up soon, because he really couldn't fight at all either.

He noticed the purple river first, even though the glow wasn't too impressive yet, and pointed to it with his left hand.

"Straight ahead is the Capital. We'll fly to my brother's first, it should only be a few more minutes."

Faster than that normally, but he settled the craft slowly, so that the passengers wouldn't feel uneasy. No one but him seemed to enjoy the really fast landings. They were efficient, but it paid to keep an eye on what other people wanted. Especially when they might be clients one day.

It was a little early still, but it was clear without looking that Count Thomsons carriage, a real one that was drawn by horses, wouldn't fit them all. They had nine people going along with them after all. A proper carriage could possibly hold six, if they were very friendly about it.

There was a simple enough solution though, which was to reshape his fast carriage for the task. It took a bit of focus to convince the craft that it wanted to look like something that horses could pull, complete with fake wheels that would touch the ground and spin, but it was sharp enough looking in its black and silver, he thought. Now all he needed were some jet black horses for it and it would be set.

Not that it needed such animals to work, but this was about appearances. A lot of people here were used to magical conveyances, but they still expected the very wealthy to show up with horses and drivers. If he worked this right it would be both. The horses wouldn't even have to pull a lot of weight, since it really was magical. Tor didn't own horses though, not seeing the need.

Luckily Count Thomsons carriage would have some. Except that it didn't, because he pulled up to the house driving a white and gold floating carriage that looked pretty good itself. It was also plenty big enough, which got him to shake his head a little. He felt a little foolish until the Count, standing over seven feet tall, muscular and blond and wearing fine black clothing, got out and clapped several times.

"This is beautiful! How did you get the wheels to touch the ground like that?" He ignored the other people who were gathering around, for about ten seconds, then bowed to the Rosses. "Wonderful to see you all. We brought our large vehicle, since we had word you were all coming, perhaps we should ride in this one however? It looks almost ready for horses."

Timon nodded and pointed out that it was also ready for a driver, just like a carriage, which got Collette to run inside and find a dark skinned older man that looked at the whole thing and changed his clothing to match the carriage by touching his chest.

"Ladies? Gentlemen? I believe we can be on our way?" The man bowed low, which had Countess Ward, who was dressed in a lovely outfit, smiling at the man hugely.

"Perfect Morgan. Can you drive this?"

It turned out that he could, as long as there was a standard arrangement for the controls. Timon made the attachment points for the horses vanish, but the man seemed to have a good handle on it, going over what to do easily.

"I drove Carriages during the last two major holidays here. Master Tor lent us nearly a hundred of them for people's amusement." He whispered the words to Timon, as if it were a secret or something.

"This is a Fast Carriage, so even on the ground it will want to race a bit. Keep that in mind. If you have to take it up into the air at all, make certain you get inside first, or the air will kill you. Even with the best shield on." The man had magical clothing, so it was possible he had a good shield too.

There was no reason for him to be flying around, but if he took it for a ride while they were in the party he didn't want the man turning to paste in the air. He seemed to be nice after all.

"Oh? I've heard of these. I'd love to give it a try sometime. I've flown the slower kind, a few times, but no one has them for sale, not that I could afford one." The man sighed and shook his head.

"I remember a time when men couldn't fly at all. Just, what was it now? Three years ago? Now I've done it myself, more than once. I shouldn't be greedy."

The others were loaded inside, which meant he needed to be as well, so they could get underway.

"May I ask your name sir?" Timon said it very politely, which made the man give him a large, toothy grin.

"Morgan Vertis. No need to call me sir, I don't even work here. Just came when I heard that Master Tor had gone missing, not sure if we were supposed to arrange a search or not. Turns out we aren't. I was hoping to catch a transport back to Warden, but the Countess isn't leaving yet, and I've been playing manservant while we were here, since I was about anyway. I mainly do festival work, pour drinks at parties and such."

"Oh? Would you like a job Morgan? Piloting Fast Craft? It means doing things like this at times..." He gestured as he hoped down but the man nodded.

"That would be about the dream wouldn't it? Flying new places with fine people, faster than the birds can think it."

It wasn't a yes, but Timon really had to get inside. That took a minute, since he wanted to sit next to Farlo, which meant a few Counts had to move around for him to do it. They didn't complain about it and Countess Ross beamed at him, as if suggesting grown men get out of his way was cute. He did it kindly though, since angering a Count was about as stupid as a person could get.

The trip took a lot longer than it should have, since apparently his birthday party was a big deal now. The streets were full of carriages and at least a half dozen vendors were selling doodads or festival foods near the front of the palace. There was even a band playing a happy tune as the Royal Guards asked for their invitations. His was tucked inside his jacket, in a pocket he'd made just to hold it.

Then, after they all showed that had a piece of paper, they were each questioned as to their names, reasons for being at the Palace and how they felt about the King. Most of the others answered without issue, but Ali frowned a bit, glowing under the truth field, with its white and yellow stripes.

"I'm... a bit put out by the King right now. I don't mean him any harm, except a good talking to, if he's foolish enough to see me alone." She flushed a little then looked at everyone else. "Not that I have the courage to talk to him alone, but if I did, he'd be getting an earful."

Oddly enough the gate guard just nodded, "very good."

When the device came around to him he just drew a blank. How did he feel about the King? They had a choice about that?

"Well, good, I suppose. A bit intimidated, but he's the King, so that only seems prudent." It wasn't a lie so that was enough to get him in with everyone else. True it made the Royal Guard smile at him, but that was to be expected. The Carriage moved along inside at a stately pace, and they were let out by the front door, to be met by servants that directed them to the dining room they were to eat in. It took a bit of a walk to reach it, but he offered his arm to Farlo when they closed on the line to get in.

Alphonse had been correct it seemed, there were a lot of full grown adults around, many of them a lot older than his own parents. "Duddies" the Prince had called them. They were arranged in twos, each name being called off as they entered the room. It was a nice space for it, with at least a hundred and twenty people already inside. A hundred and twenty-six, if he counted the three visible servants.

There were still people coming as well, since it was early, only about seven-thirty. The Rosses went first, then Tovey and Terlee. Countess Ward walked up with Collette, who was introduced as Baronetta Coltress. The liveried man on the door smiled at him a little grimly and shook his head, which got Timon to step in just a bit. The man smiled, looking a bit sheepish his old face slightly embarrassed.

"Sorry sir..."

"First time here, not a problem. I'm Timon Baker, Countier seven Lairdgren. This is Farlocenian Ross, Conserina... That I don't know. She's also a builder and a member of the Lairdgren group." Said that way it was pretty clear that he was dating above his station a little, and not just his years.

The man turned to the room and called out again, his voice loud, but not screaming as he did it.

"Countier Lairdgren, Timon Baker and his companion Conserina Farlocenian Ross!" The part about being a builder was left off, but that made sense. No one else had a job description either, just a title. It made him seem far more acceptable to the room too, no doubt. His Countier was nearly as good as being a Baron for instance, even if it didn't have the riches involved. No taxes from his people, because, of course, he didn't have any.

The others had moved to one side, waiting for them and chatting it seemed. Two more people had joined the group, talking mainly to Countess Ross. One was a large man that was at least a little taller than the King, but also had a lot of muscle across the shoulder. The ruler was thin compared to this man and neither could be claimed to be fat at all.

The man looked over at them as they walked up, his hand coming out and down toward him immediately, as if he was someone important.

"Countier Baker? Count Ford. Friend of your brother's. The King mentioned to me that I should mention to you that I could use your services? Bit of an emergency in my County has come up. My wife is having our second child. My fifth, she's my second wife. I know that it's a huge imposition pulling you away from the party, but the Afrak doctor here is said to be one of the best in the world and... I thought I had more time. She's having the baby right now." He sounded a little scared, which got Timon to stand up straighter.

His wife was in trouble and needed Princess Abby?

"Ford... Due west from here. I... what time is it?" He hadn't thought to bring a watch in with him.

Count Thomson had one however and pulled it out, the nice gold chain making just the faintest of sounds as he moved.

"Seven-fifty... Now."

That gave him an hour and ten minutes to get the man to his wife and get back again, if they'd let him in twice. It also meant abandoning his date. That was really rude.

"Farlo... I don't want to leave you here alone..." But asking her to go with them was just as bad.

She smiled though and waved her right hand at him a little.

"Go, I'll make your excuses to the King and Queen. This is more important. You owe me a real date though." She looked serious enough about it that he nodded.

"I promise." That was a dangerous thing to say, but he meant it.

"Alright then. I wish you and your wife the best Count Ford." That got a murmur of well wishing from everyone standing around them. A much larger collection of people than he'd figured on. One of whom was the Prince, who started walking with them toward the door.

"This way. Abby is waiting for you outside. Mother warned her that she was needed so she ran for her bags. Medicine, and her patients, are the most important things to her." This was said on the run, the long legged men moving faster than it seemed like they really were, taking their very long strides. Timon was able to keep up pretty easily, even if it did mean taking three steps for each one of theirs. It was still only about half of what he could do.

The Princess Doctor was waiting for them, her clothing a plain blue outfit that looked like a tunic and loose pants, two large oversized bags in her hands. Timon was about to let them know that they'd have to search for the Fast Carriage among the others that had come, but it rolled over on its own, stopping not ten feet from them. George, the Royal Guard, jumped out, followed by Morgan.

"Here." The guard didn't explain anything, so Timon didn't take the time to ask, slapping his hand to the front of the device and focusing, until it turned into a ten seat mirrored rectangle.

"Alright, everyone get in. Morgan, you can sit up front, the controls are just like a regular carriage. I'll get us in, you can fly back." He wasn't looking at who was there with them, taking off as fast as possible, going straight up first and heading west. That would get them to the county, though how they were finding the Count's home he didn't know.

"To the coast, then head north along it. We should see the lights." George offered from the back, getting word of agreement from the worried Count.

"Thank you Countier Baker. I'll pay full price for this. Double..." He sounded like he meant it even, which caused a warm feeling to run through Timon's greedy little heart. 

For about a tenth of a second.

"No, you won't. Ten gold per thousand miles is the rate, half that if the King sends you to me. A gold and five silvers." That got silence from the back, for a few moments, until Abby started speaking.

"Count Ford, is your wife as... Overly large as you are?" It wasn't said in a rude fashion, despite the word choice. Abby was about the same size that Timon was though, and grew up in a land where anyone six foot tall was a freak of nature.

Ford was pushing into that realm even for Noram.

"Ah, no, she's about six-six. Pretty average that way."

That began a discussion of how large his other children had been, which was, it turned out, the most likely problem. The babies were just too big for the mother. Near fourteen pounds on average. Timon winced at the number, remembering his mother having had problems with Taman, who'd only been seven pounds. That was probably different, since the rest of them had been about the same, more or less.

It took skill to tell when you were over water at night, since it was a sense of absence more than anything else. He stopped and rotated the craft north, flying about an extra hundred miles that way. It wouldn't count against the fare he decided, because it was his fault, not being able to find the direct route. He really needed to start memorizing some maps. That or drawing his own.

After a tense few minutes he saw the lights, and that resolved into being a decently large city. The giant didn't leave his seat, but he did slide forward to point.

"See those seven blue lights? That's my garden. Just sit down there and we can do the rest. Thank you again." There was a rustling sound from the back and a large hand hovered to his right. "Do I just give this to your man here?"

Timon couldn't take it, not and land at the same time, which he had to do slowly, since the ground was just barely visible.

"Yes... Please... Have us down in a few seconds." He remembered something, which he hadn't bothered thinking about before then.

"Abby? Will you need to be picked up in the morning? I'm leaving at seven, but I can come get you before that if you need."

They were just settling down when she moved on the door to the side, opening it and tugging on the Counts giant arm.

"I don't know. I don't have any transportation otherwise. This could be some days. I need to stay as the patient recovers as well, if possible." She was just about to jump out the side, which was nearly ten feet up.

"One second. I'll be back in three days then. If I can't be here, Morgan will come for you. Right Morgan?" It was heavy handed to push the man, but he looked at the coins in his hand and nodded.

"Three days ma'am. You can count on us."

Then she was gone, a rather surprised seeming sound coming from the giant Count as they moved toward the well lit mansion. It wasn't a palace maybe, but it was pretty nice for all it was only a tenth the size of Tor's house.

"Let's shift places then Morgan. Do you think you can mentally shoot a straight line back to the King's Palace? It doesn't have to be exact, but it's a good skill to practice."

Timon just stood in the back for a half minute, while the other man got situated, it gave him time to look at George, who seemed in good enough spirits. Morgan had his right fist out, and once Timon moved close he dumped several coins into his empty hand. Five of them. All gold.

"Well, that's a bit more than I figured on. I said a gold and a half didn't I?"

It was George that answered , his voice low and unhurried.

"Yes. You also got him back to his doorstep in twenty minutes, which is a trip that would normally take nearly five days by carriage or several hours if he had a flying rig, which I know for a fact he doesn't. Then you made arrangements to get the doctor back home after. I know he gave you the coins first, but it's impressive. Especially since you came from your own party for it." He reclined a little, obviously enjoying the large soft seat, stretching back a little. Morgan took off, hovered about five thousand feet up and then started back toward the Capital city.

"Right. My party. Is that why the questions at the gate were about how we all felt about the King? That was decently clever. Not questioning anyone's loyalty really, just making certain everyone that showed up felt decently friendly toward the man." He didn't add the rest, but George looked at him blankly.

"I don't know what you mean sir."

Timon rolled his eyes and looked out the front for a bit. The night was black and blank below, but there were stars and if he paid attention the occasional flicker of a camp fire. Above him the sky was a deep blue color, with a million stars in it. He stayed in the back, watching Morgan fly. He was a little tentative on the controls, which meant it took about ten extra minutes to get back, but he found the Palace nicely and gently lowered them in front of the door they'd ran out from.

"Great job Morgan. Perfect landing too, nice and slow, just the way the Royal Guard likes it. Anywhere else you can go faster, at least during the day. At night it really is about perfect though. Oh, here. First weeks pay in advance." He pulled out a coin, then sighed and got two, and slid them into the man's hand. "Plus ten percent of what you bring in per trip. So you understand, if the trip is one that doesn't bring in coin, this will help keep you and your family fed. It isn't where you'll make your real gold though."

"Some trips won't make anything?"

Timon nodded, cycling his outfit after he stepped out the side hatch.

"Right. Like picking up Princess Abby. She's family, so normally she wouldn't pay anything. The same for the rest of my family, or yours. Family is free and you can make deals for lower rates with anyone. Basically if you feel comfortable losing your ten percent, then it counts. If you just give away free rides though and don't make at least two gold in a week, well, then you won't get that either, so try to earn at least a little, now and then." He smiled at the man, who shook his head.

"If I tell my wife she can go anywhere she wants for free I'll never see her again."

They laughed as George tilted his body, signaling that he wanted to go inside. That made sense for Timon too, there being a party in his honor inside and all that. They walked the hall quickly, heels smacking stone floors smartly. No one stopped them, which, he realized, probably had a lot to do with why George had come with him in the first place. He was his ticket back in to the building without being harassed at the gate.

Somewhere in the whole thing they'd wasted a little time, since dinner was just being called when he got back. It took a bit of clever maneuvering and the help of a server that almost certainly had to be a Royal Guard in disguise to make it all happen, but he found his place near the middle of the long table, next to Farlo on his left, and a decently pretty auburn haired girl on his right, who was sitting next to a giant that looked like he ate the hill people for fun.

When he sat she turned and looked at him frankly, her eyes blue, like many royals were for some reason. It took a second to catch on to who she had to be, but he worked it out he thought.

"Princess Veronica?" Hopefully he'd gotten it right. It would be embarrassing otherwise. She looked like the queen though. Not the King at all however. Honestly she looked like she could be the child of the queen and his brother Taler. Darker hair than the queen and slightly finer features. Lighter in complexion too.

"Right you are. This is my husband, Count Peterson. Raul Peterson. Call me Varley, please. All my friends do."

He introduced Farlo then, realizing that the two girls had to be about the same age, more or less. The Princess was very fascinated with the Lairdgren group and what they were doing it turned out, and managed an invitation for herself and her Count to visit the school in a few weeks. He just listened, trying not to drift off. It was hard, even after the food came. About half an hour into the whole thing he did anyway, which got the hard looking servant in his green outfit to poke him in the back while pretending to offer him some water. He wasn't being offered wine he noticed, which was a brilliant idea. He didn't need to have anything that would make him more sleepy.

The King stood and mentioned that it was his birthday and then spoke about the importance of honor, duty and loyalty. Timon half expected that the meal would end with an announcement that there was a plot against the crown happening, but it wasn't that. Instead there was a really nice, very huge, cake with a butter cream frosting. The piping along the sides was decorative, but not overstated. It was served with a sweetened and frozen cream. After that, for some reason, there were presents.

That shocked him a little. People had actually gotten him things. Most of them were generic and at least sounded like what a twelve year old boy might want. Two knives, an honest to goodness double handed sword that he doubted he had the weight to swing, and a set of water bottles that might actually come in handy. There was also a painting that he really liked that was from a Baroness he'd never met. She was really old, but patted him on the shoulder anyway, like they were friends already.

"I know it isn't much, but I did it myself, which I hope counts." Her eyes were a little bright, but she was smiling, so he stood up and hugged her.

"This is a wonderful painting! I'm going to hang it in my front room for all to see. Once I have a front room that is. Thank you very much, Baroness." Everyone standing around pretended not to notice the scene, at least until the presents were done. It turned out that the King and Queen were holding meetings in the back of the room, a side chamber that only a few people were invited to at once. He wasn't one of those, but the Rosses and the Thomsons were. When they came out, about twenty minutes later Varley and Her Count husband were called back, along with a few other people. It meant that by the end of the event it was past midnight. His eyes wanted to close on their own practically, though he fought hard to keep them open.

It would be rude, he realized, not to see Farlo home, but that problem was solved for him by Collette, who insisted that they stay for the night with them. It was nice enough, but meant that he'd have to be up early the next day to take them back. Or get Morgan to do it. That sounded like a wonderful idea really. That was the sleepiness talking, but he didn't even unload the presents from the craft, just walking in a half daze staying with the others until they reached a room. The Rosses had one already, that was kept ready for them all the time, since they'd stayed before, and didn't need to be shown to it at all. Farlo got one on the other side of Ushal the weapons master, and stood in the door looking at Collette until she smiled at them.

"Ah, of course. I'll see you in the morning then Timon? At the door of your own room I trust?" That part was directed at Farlo who blushed a little and shook her head in denial.

"I only need his ear for a moment, thank you." She didn't sound catty about it either, more along the lines of playful.

As soon as the Collette got down the hall she hugged him close, and whispered into his ear.

"Be careful. Everything isn't what it seems here."

Then she kissed him on the cheek and shut her door.
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The pounding on his door got him to crack an eye toward the window, which showed that it was just turning to daylight outside. That meant it had to be about four in the morning. Timon's head felt like it was filled with junk and sharp pointed things and his mouth tasted like someone had dumped something highly unpleasant in it while he wasn't paying attention.

"One second..." The mumble probably wasn't distinct enough to placate the person on the other side of the door very well, so he stumbled over, fighting to put a smile on his face.

It was probably Countess Ward, asking how he could be so rude as to not visit her chamber after the party, even though it was pretty clear he could hardly walk at the time. It might have even been Petra, but when he opened the door he was in for a real surprise.

Count Lairdgren, his grandfather, stood in the door dressed in a green suit of clothing that looked warm and old fashioned, as if he hadn't really caught on to the fact that he could just use the clothing amulet he had on to update his wardrobe. For a half second Timon thought it might be Tor, but the man looked too old. Not ancient, even though he was, but about thirty. He was about a hundred times that age of course and the thing where he looked a bit like Tim's brother wasn't a mistake at all. They were for all intents and purposes the same person. Kind of like Cynthia Blue and her daughters. Clones.

"Ah, Timon, sorry for waking you so early, but I was wondering if I could impose on you to deliver a package for me?" His voice was eerily similar to Tor's too, so much so that in his sleepy state Timon almost lost track of who he really was for a second.

"Um." It wasn't the most brilliant of things to say, and of course he'd take a package for the man, but nothing else came out for a moment. The Count just stood there, waiting calmly. "Give me a second to wake up? Is this secret or can I meet you down in the sitting room to discuss it?"

It was probably too blunt a way of saying it, but if the man wanted sweetness and light he could at least have waited for him to wake up first.

"I can wait a bit." He sounded pleasant about it, but didn't move, not even to come into the room.

Timon nodded, figuring that meant it really was some kind of secret, but the man didn't want to announce it in the hallway. That just made sense. There were spies all over the place around here after all.

"Come in then. I'll be a few minutes, unless that's a problem? I'm going to get a quick shower. Might as well get up I guess." It was too early for this kind of thing. His innate dislike for the man in front of him didn't help a lot either.

You had to help family, it was a rule, one largely made up by the man in front of him. He hadn't done very well that way himself considering that, had he? Showing up just to ask for things wasn't how it was supposed to work either. You had to do your part in the arrangement, or eventually it didn't count anymore.

The man, who was bigger than Timon, but not huge at all, being a thin and pasty five-nine or there about, settled on the edge of his bed, guarding it from the possibility of him climbing back in and getting the other two hours of sleep Tim's schedule had promised. Using that to fuel a minor grudge he went to the bathing room to take care of his early morning routine. There was still no need to shave, his face smooth and hair free as always, but he took off all his amulets except the silver shield around his neck. It was the newest kind, so that it only turned on when something tried to hurt him. That meant the water from the shower hit his bare flesh, instantly warm and pleasant. Then, hoping it might actually help him wake up, the spray was turned to the coldest setting possible, which was the temperature of the river outside. It was cool, but not half as shocking as he'd thought it might be. The soap had a floral scent to it and was a bit girly for his taste, but he didn't have to pay for it and that was a real point. When he had his own home Timon could get whatever kind he wanted, but until then he'd just give thanks that someone had stuck some in there for his use.

Then he dried under a strong stream of air that blew on him with the touch of a single glowing sigil on the wall. It took longer to dry than if he used a towel, massaging his skin as he rubbed it, getting rid of the excess liquid. A quick brushing of his teeth, a comb run through his slightly shaggy hair and a reconfiguring of his clothing amulet so that he was dressed in his black work outfit and boots got him about as ready as he was going to be.

When he came out, fifteen minutes later or so, the Count was still there, his posture having not changed at all.

"Grandfather, what can I do for you?" His tone wasn't as pleased as it should have been, but he was tired still. It didn't really matter, since that went unnoticed as far as he could tell.

"Two matters. First, I need some packets of information delivered to Red, Brown and Gray. I hear that you plan a visit to them in the coming days?"

"Yes. I'm leaving for Austra first, then Afrak tomorrow or the next day, followed by Vagus, then Soam." He was mainly thinking out loud, distracted by how daunting a task it actually was for a few seconds, but the Count clapped three times.

"I can send information to Julie as well? Very good, I'll make up a package for her too. Thank you." The words didn't take into account that he could say no. Probably because he didn't intend to. Still, it would have been nice for there to be a please in there somewhere...

Timon sighed, getting ready to be rude.

"You know..." He was going to suggest that extended familial ties might not be enough for four in the morning favors when the man continued talking.

"Also, I was in Two Bends the other day, just missed you in fact, your mother seemed quite worried about you. I heard a rumor here that you've decided to postpone schooling?" His tone was interested enough at least, even if he had just interrupted. It was almost as if he couldn't tell he'd done it either.

Timon looked at him for a few seconds, about ready to order him out of his room, family or not. They'd only met a few times and he really didn't need lectures from some virtual stranger. Not about things that he couldn't help at least. If he ordered him home... Well, then he'd have to go. That or move out of the Kingdom until he was old enough to cut himself off from his whole family forever.

"Right. Tor told Countess Printer that I didn't need the scholarship that I'd earned. Only he forgot to really tell me that I needed to pay for it myself, so I got a slower start on that than I should have. I think he was just going to pay for it, but then the Larval decided to try and kill him and he ran off. People have offered to pay, but since I refuse to take gold from my mother, and the rest is practically begging from strangers, I decided to take a year and earn the coin I need, set up my business and go next year." He didn't growl the words, but his tone went a little hard anyway.

The Count stood and stretched, nodding after a few seconds, then he said something that baffled Timon more than not.

"Good thinking. I love my daughter, but she's not the easiest person to be in debt to, and anyone in noble circles that you owe has power over you. Avoid that when possible. Your age won't keep anyone from using that kind of leverage either, so don't think that favors come without cost. Are you staying here then?" The question was sudden, as if meant to get him to admit something he didn't want to, but he shook his head.

"Not the plan. I'm going to rent some property and set up a magical house. One of the little ones, maybe two. I don't need much and I can actually make those. It's temporary, but if I have my own space I can't be called home too easily. You could order me home, as the Count, but if you do I'll go live in Austra or Soam. I really don't feel like being controlled, if I can help it." This time there was a bit of an edge to his voice, so he covered with a dark smile. "Not that you'd do that, but if mother pressures you, pass that along for me? Not that she wouldn't throw me away too, like she did Tor."

That earned a wince and a head shake, but the man didn't speak for a long time, nearly ten minutes. Instead he stood and started to walk to the door slowly. There he turned, his hand on the knob.

"She isn't an evil person. I... raised her to be a member of the nobility, then I had to hide her away in the forest for decades. She made a life for herself, but I think she always blamed me for not killing Glost Serge. I had the chance once, but I couldn't act on it. It's not in my nature to kill if I don't have to. Your brother Tor is so much like me... which was the point of all this I think. She looks at him, all he's done, the people he killed to protect others and it makes her very angry with me. She doesn't truly know that's the problem. Not yet. She doesn't hate her son, she hates her father, for failing to give her the life she should have had." He heaved a sigh and opened the door, heading out at decent speed. "When do you leave? I need to write the package up for Julie."

Before he got ten steps down the hallway Timon called out to him softly, not expecting a real reply.

"You could say please you know, it wouldn't kill you. I know we're family, but I've met you what, five times?"

The man stopped dead and spun in place, a smooth thing that showed he had a smile on his face when he did it, rather than an angry look, which would also have been fair. No one wanted to be called on things like that by a child after all.

"I'm sorry, Timon. Would you please do this for me? I know that it's an imposition, but it really is important. I wouldn't ask otherwise."

He nodded back, his eyes still heavy with sleep. It was going to be a long day.

"Certainly grandfather. The schedule is set to have us leave at seven, but that might change. It was a bit of a late night."

The man winced a little, but didn't apologize for getting him up at the crack of dawn. Instead he waved a little and walked away. It wasn't exactly a smooth exit, but it worked and meant that Timon could... pack his things away.

That took about five minutes, so he headed to the kitchen, to see if Glaren was anywhere around at all. He also had a gold coin in his hand, to pay for the baskets of food he wanted. A light breakfast and then a lunch for the people going on to Austra. He didn't think Morgan would be going for that part of it, since he had a family in Warden, but he decided to get some extra food anyway. Petra probably needed to eat more for a while to build back up, after her hardships.

For a second he felt bad about abandoning her like he had the day before, leaving her alone to dwell on her pain and the horrible things done to her for weeks. Not that he would be any real kind of comfort to her. Still, it was his duty to try, wasn't it? She was some kind of friend to his brother after all. Maria and Collette too it seemed, though he didn't know the relationship there. Asking would be about the same as announcing to the world who she was, if they hadn't picked it up from the greeting "Ushal" had gotten the day before already.

It made sense to get her out of harm's way as soon as possible then, didn't it?

The kitchen woman was already about her duties, as he suspected she might be and was happy enough to do what he wanted, asking him to come back in an hour, which would be six, to pick the things up.

"Unless you need them faster sir?" She spoke the words lightly, not looking at the gold he'd set on the countertop at all.

"No, that's fine. We intend to leave at seven, so unless you have some miracle replacement for sleep in here, I guess I should leave you all to that." He was halfway to the door when a man in white stopped him, a warm cup in his hand.

"Coffee, from the south. Drink it. It will help you wake up. Tastes pretty bad, but the nobles all swear by it." It was just in earthenware, a heavy and large brown mug. It smelled alright, but when he sipped the warm liquid it tasted bitter and unpleasant.

Then medicine normally was. Handy that they'd had some ready to go.

"Thanks. If it works as advertised I'll have to learn to make it myself." Trying not to seem weak he gulped the stuff down, hoping that was the right way to do it, that meant he could hand the mug back a minute later, the man smiling at him.

Then to avoiding a beating with a wooden spoon that Glaren brandished, he made a hasty retreat, smiling the whole time. The woman was a lot more playful than most of the servants were. She reminded him a little of his mother, when she wasn't trying to rip everyone apart at least. The idea made him a little sad, but what Count Lairdgren had said made sense. She always had been harder on Tor than the rest of them, hadn't she? Not that she loved Tim that much at the moment, but they weren't at the kind of odds that they might have been.

At six he went around and started to knock on doors himself, including the Rosses and Farlo, since he could take them back on his way to Ward without losing much time at all, he realized. It would add forty five minutes to an hour for the trip, but hopefully no one would care that much. It would be rude to abandon them in the Capital after all. Unless they wanted to stay.

That turned out to be the case, even though the Count was already up for the day when he came to the door, dressed in a nice suit and cleaned already.

"Thought we'd take the time to visit here in the city, stay on through the Council in a few weeks. We would have started traveling anyway in a few days. Farlo can fly to school from here she said, so that won't be a hardship. Good of you to offer. If we have an emergency, may we call on your services? What you did for Count Ford last night was nothing short of amazing. I can only hope that situation ends well. His last wife died in childbirth. She was too old for it, but that kind of thing is always sad." He went quiet for a moment. "I hear the Princess Abumanitalli is one of the finest doctors in the world however. I do hope it will be enough."

So did Timon. Informed with that information he was able to leave Farlo asleep at least. He pounded on Maria's door until she came to it, her face showing the lines from the pillow still. She scowled at him more than a little, her face pinched.

"Why are you pounding? My head hurts and I've hardly slept at all. Go away." She didn't slam the door in his face at least, so he took the chance to talk, making himself smile.

"Get up. I know it's less than fun, but we leave in an hour. I've arranged for a meal while we fly, so don't worry about that. You can sleep on the flight if you want, but we at least need to load you on. I guess I can get some people to help carry you down, but if you can walk on your own it will look a lot less like a kidnapping, don't you think?"

She narrowed her eyes at him and growled. "You... are most impertinent. I'm a Countess you know. You're supposed to be impressed by my grandeur and simper a little as you beg me to do things I ought to without being asked. Elsewise, what's the point of having power at all?"

Timon blinked. She was kidding, he was almost certain, but her deadpanned look was one of the best he'd ever seen. He shrugged, feeling awake enough to deal with her now, probably thanks to the magic elixir he'd had. Coffee. Maybe he could get some for this grump too?

"The point is, I believe, that you can rest in your own bed tonight instead of taking three weeks to get back. Not even a full day of flying using a rig, if you have one, or finding one of the regular transports to take you, sitting with common people off to visit relatives and look for work. This is filled with grandeur, but we still need to hold to schedules. In case you haven't noticed, I don't simper very well. Do you need me to come in and run a cool shower for you?" He was kidding of course, which made her response slightly strange, because her whole demeanor changed then.

"Oh? I didn't know that the service came with a boy to scrub my back for me too... Tempting. Collette would have my head... I'll be ready, you little slave driver." Then the door slammed.

Not too loud, but hard enough he was fairly certain she was really awake.

Collette was ready and had her own cup of coffee in hand. She didn't look tired at all, but then she was used to late nights and early mornings it seemed.

"I need to check on my manufactory, which is just next door. We make ice." It was said as if he might not know that sort of thing, even though he'd had some from there before. It was a special treat in the hot climate. He'd even made a delivery there a few times. Normally that kind of thing got left to Steward who ran the delivery center for the city, but it was, as she'd mentioned, right next to his brother's place.

The last person he wanted to bother was Petra, not knowing what to expect, but "Ushal" came out carrying a pack, a single strap of which was over her shoulder, her homely face smiling darkly.

"I'll travel with you, little lord, but we'll work when we get a chance. Else how am I supposed to earn my three silvers for the week?" Her voice was rough again, but her spirit seemed better.

"Sounds good. Or at least like what I should be doing. Funny though, but I thought it was a silver per week? You haven't taught me anything yet even. You should do that before you give yourself a raise. We leave at seven. That's the theory anyway. We have food and drink for the trip. Are you all ready?" It was clear she was, but he didn't want to ask if she needed the restroom or something.

She grunted companionably, which wasn't a thing that he knew people could do, and they went to the kitchen to pick up the baskets. There were three of them, one with nothing but drinks, which included wine, even if it was early in the day for it. Also a large container of coffee and a big mug for each of them. Ushal smiled when she saw it, her face lighting up.

"Fancy, wine and coffee. I never had that kind of service. Must be nice being all royal and all. I could get used to this job. Lazing about till near mid-day like this, eating enough food to make me fat and just showing some little boy how to wave a stick around a few times a day. I must of done something right to earn this." Her words were happy enough that she got a fresh mug of brew to start things going. She downed it happily though.

"Can't afford that kind of thing normally. Coffee is too expensive to give away to the likes of me, most days. Not that I won't take it, if it's offered mind." She winked at him and handed the cup back to Glaren who gestured at the baskets with a smile.

They got set up, the craft going to its largest size, the inside redecorated a little, to look like a nice sitting room, with red carpet and big comfortable chairs that could lie back in case anyone wanted to try sleeping. He really couldn't manage good art for the walls. He still had the painting in the back however, that he'd been given by that Baroness. It was of a girl with blond hair that looked familiar, but who he didn't recognize immediately. It took a minute to figure out how to make it happen, but he was able to cause a shallow shelf to appear on the wall and a small hook at the top, so the picture would stay in place. The gold painted frame worked well with the soft tan leather of the seats.

Amazingly enough everyone actually came out at nearly seven, Dorgal Sorvee riding up in a wagon, driven by a man that was coming to get ice it seemed. He waved to the man as he hopped down, grabbing his own trunk, which looked heavy. Ushal wandered over and took one of the handles, helping him get it on board.

"Thank you miss. I have some samples and things in there, makes for a heavy load." He bowed a bit after they had the case in the back, his eyes going wide when he saw the inside.

"This is... very nice." He sounded impressed enough that Timon felt good about the decorating attempt at least.

Collette walked up as Maria and Morgan came out of the house, the new pilot trying to juggle half a dozen cases and bags at once. Timon ran to help him, since they were coworkers now, which got Dorgal and Ushal to do the same. Maria still looked grumpy and half asleep, but she didn't say anything about the help. Probably because, no matter how poor a job they did of it, they had to have less of a chance of dropping something than poor Morgan did doing it all alone.

Once that was in place they had to wait for Collette to get her own things, which also took help, because apparently it was a sign of status for noble women to have as many cases with them as possible. Timon had his all the way in the back already, but it was down to two, since he'd given away his stock of amulets. Then they were delayed when a very tired looking Ali ran out, waving to them. For a second he thought she'd want to go as well, but her only plan seemed to be handing out hugs.

Dorgal and Ushal didn't get one, but Morgan did. He patted her on the back a little as he spoke, "Thank you so much for having me."

"Thank you for coming to help us find Tor. You're the only one that did. I won't forget who our real friends are." She gave the man a nod and then moved to hug Maria and Collette. She saved him for last, leaning in to whisper, her lips almost on his ear.

"Will you come back?" The words were a little scared sounding, as if he was planning to vanish. That made some sense, given everything. Tor had gone off and vanished, hadn't he?

"Yes. I promise I won't stay that long, but I'm planning to set up near you, if that isn't too close? It will take a week or two for that though, since I need to make a house. I'll be around however, and available to you, of course. You're family, I won't leave you alone." 

That seemed to be about the right thing to say, even if it was a bit awkward. It had all the needed parts, a promise not to be in her house for too long and the information that he wasn't running off without letting her know first. They had to wait for Count Lairdgren to come out, which he did about five minutes later, holding several large envelopes. They were equally fat, packages that were as large as books but thinner. The paper on the outside was a rough tan, but had each name written on them, with Brown's sitting on top. The man didn't speak, just bowing politely to everyone else as he handed the things off, then he walked back inside with Alyssa, carefully not touching her.

They were heading to Warden not a minute later, going full speed. The watch said it was seven-twenty, but that was a lot better than he'd expected. Honestly, after the scene at Maria's door he'd wondered if they'd be gone by lunch time. Instead of sleeping however, Morgan passed out coffee to everyone, and then the individual plates of food for each. There was one for Timon too, but it would have to wait for him to not be operating the craft. It looked to be mainly fruit and bread, but no one complained about the lack of hot foods. That was good, because they wouldn't be even warm anymore anyway.

It turned out that Dorgal had known Collette at school, if only in passing. They started talking about world events, which led, somehow, to a discussion of Austran food. It was a thing that out of all of them only Timon had much experience with, and that mainly second hand, having worked with a few people from there on the ship a few months back. Kitchen duty, because he knew how to bake and his brother had forgotten to hire anyone to do the work for them.

"We'll want to take some fresh food with us, I think. They don't do a lot there that isn't... I guess it isn't precisely winter canned, but it's something like that. Carlos, he was one of the spies that we sent back, he worked in the kitchen at the Palace. The King's I mean. He told me that people would pay a lot for fresh foods there, but that they couldn't get them most of the time. They... build their food mainly."

Dorgal cleared his throat then and made a suggestion that sounded sensible on its surface.

"Perhaps you should try carrying in a cargo of fresh foods then, to see if there's truth to that? If nothing else you can eat the food, so it won't be a loss. Or give it away as a gift." It was an offhand comment, but Timon decided to do it, if it wasn't beyond what he could afford. After they dumped off the Countess and the Baronetta, as well as Morgan, they'd be able to reset the whole craft, which would give them about a ten by ten space to carry things in. It wasn't a cargo container as far as shipping went, but it was good enough for the first trip.

The Countess was happy enough to have him settle on the front lawn of her estate, and even called a handful of servants out to help carry in all her bags. For all that she'd grumbled about being woken up so early, she seemed fairly happy at the moment, especially when a giant dark skinned man came out. He was a nice tan color and was followed by an older lady that had to be as noble as anyone, being well over seven foot tall. The man was even bigger, but younger. A youthful looking forty at a guess. Not that it mattered.

"Love! We didn't expect you home for weeks, if then. How did you do it? You contacted me from the Capital not two days ago." The man rushed her and actually picked her up bodily into a hug, holding her for quite a while. "Is there news?"

The last bit was nearly whispered, even though the rest of them could still hear it.

The blonde Countess kissed the man on the mouth, a little more ardently than was actually proper in public, even for a married couple, and patted his shoulder until he set her down.

"Some. We should repair inside. Perhaps we could get Countier Baker and Merchant Sorvee here something cool to drink. Weapons Master Ushal too?" Her voice was a little sly, but the man just nodded and glanced at them all. If his eyes lingered anywhere it was on Timon though and that only because the Fast Craft was resting behind him.

"Yes, let's do that and get them out of this heat. Mother, will you join us? It's not every day we have such esteemed company, especially of late." He made a face but bowed a little toward them, which reminded Timon that normal people bowed when meeting important people like Counts.

Oops.

He did it quickly then, making sure he went decently deep, but not so much Dorgal couldn't do slightly better. Ushal did it too, but her bow wasn't quite as good as the others, not really being deep enough. It would be enough to get attention, but not so much that anyone would call her on it. Basically she was claiming that her social position was just a bit better than his own. That might be true, in her real life, but Ushal was his employee, not the other way around. They'd have to have a talk about that later.

They were all shown to a very nice sitting room, with Collette showing Dorgal to a side space so they could discuss some business opportunities. That might even have been real enough, since Collette, for all her youth and prettiness, was a successful business person in her own right already.

It could also have to do with them being left alone for some reason.

That, it turned out, was the point after all, the Count descending on the weapons master as if he could have picked her out of a crowd with one eye blind from the sun.

"Pet! Thank all the gods. Are you well? I heard some... evil things." He went so still it was almost impressive, since he was holding a woman that had to weigh over twice what Timon did, seemingly without effort, her feet off the floor.

She freed a hand carefully and tapped her disguise amulet, which let her real face show instantly. She was much prettier this way, though thinner than she'd been on the ship.

"Starved, beaten and broken. Not raped, but shat on and used to catch most of the bodily fluids guardsmen could manage throwing into a ten foot deep hole. Count Rodriguez." The words were hard and clipped, clearly angry about the whole thing. That was pretty normal. She probably would be for the rest of her life.

Timon was and he barely even knew her. She kept going then, gesturing to him with a single hand, fingers closed.

"This is Timon Baker. Tor's brother. No word on Tor. Tim here brought in a team to extract me. This gets out to no one, but they were Royal Guards. King Richard wanted me to tell you that, so you'd know he was taking care of this himself and not to declare war. Not yet. There's a plot to remove him from the throne. You and Maria are on the list of people he feels he can trust however."

That got the large man to set Petra down. With a little distance Timon could easily see the family resemblance at least. The older woman moved in for a hug as well. From what was said it seemed that she was Petra Ward, Conserina third
or so. That explained most of the situation then.

"We are? You wouldn't have thought that would be the case, given..."

Timon nodded, which caught attention he wasn't trying to call for, instead of going silent he shared his opinion on the matter, since the giant was staring at him.

"You and your Countess both swore to him under Truth amulet. Really everyone at the party last night had to check out in order to get in. I tried to question one of the Royal Guard about it, but the man might as well have been a stone wall on the topic. I'll be back through here in a few days after making some visits and getting Petra settled where she's going."

That, the destination he had in mind wasn't going to pass his lips, but as expected there was some fuss in the matter. Petra just shook her head and wouldn't mention the location either.

"If you don't know, you can't let it slip. I wouldn't have told you this much, except that I was asked to make sure we didn't go to war before it was time. On the good side Morgan told "Ushal" that Timon here has hired him on as one of the elite Fast Craft Pilots." She turned to Tim and waved at him a little. "Will he be working out of the Capital? He didn't know."

"No... Actually it would be just as good if he could work from Warden. Would you all mind if I sent instructions for him here? That way I can use the device at Tor's house to pass the information, plus, that way he can live here and not get in trouble with his wife." Which was just as important as having a pilot after all, making sure he had a chance at a happy home life.

For some reason Maria clapped as if this was a present for her personally, and the Count seemed just as happy about it if in a more subdued and adult fashion.

"Oh! How wonderful, we can use the Fast Transport service all the time then! It will make visiting ever so much easier. Also, we can let people know that they can call on us here, which might get a few more people visiting again. It's been slow for a while now. Commit treason once and suddenly no one wants to be associated with you."

She looked around for a second and smiled, turning it on Timon.

"I almost forgot to pay you! Marvin, we owe Countier Baker forty gold I believe. For my and Collette's passage here. It was like traveling in a dream. There was even fine dining while we traveled, without the need to stop. Even a wake up service." She grinned about that part, her blue eyes happy.

Count Ward tilted his head and nodded hugely.

"Forty gold? That's reasonable for two passages from the Capital. Let me get that for you." He left without saying more and returned as Petra was being cosseted by her family a little, who were trying to insist that she not leave them again. Possibly ever.

A black velvet sack was placed in his right hand by the Count, "thank you for your services. All of them. If you ever need anything, please don't hesitate to let me know."

Timon took out seventeen of the coins, which he counted carefully, making Maria stiffen, since counting it would have been an insult and she seemed pretty sensitive to slights. Then he tossed the rest of it to Petra. That just got shocked looks from everyone except the Count, who seemed to find it totally normal for some reason.

"Travel funds. Call it an advance on your pay. I suggest we do what Dorgal Sorvee recommended and purchase some fresh goods to take with us for trade. No one else uses gold."

That earned a smile from Petra and a slight gasp from Maria.

"Where would you be going that they don't use gold?" 

Collette came to the door just in time to hear it too, but her face didn't show any surprise at all.

Tim fought to keep his own face still. It was an inconvenient question. Except he had an actual answer, which he decided to simply share.

"Well, this trip is covering everyplace except Tellerand and the Antarctic. I should do those too soon, but it will have to wait, since I have appointments later in the week to see about. None of those places uses gold that I know of."

It was the truth after all and if he purchased goods carefully in the market no one would be able to tell where he was going at all. He shrugged then.

"So the most likely place for us to be going is actually the Antarctic. I've been to Tellerand and it isn't nearly as oppressive as you'd think, but I don't have the contacts there for a real pleasure trip yet. The average people there don't pray all the time or act like you should either, just the priests. There's so much to do. I'll be seeing to your trip to Soam on this voyage however."

That should lead anyone listening slightly astray. He'd just announced that anyone looking for Petra Ward was going to have to search the entire world. If there was a way of doing better than that Timon decided to learn it... Of course she had a ship, so just going out to sea would work too. Even getting the fresh food could work for that, since it would be useful at sea. His eyes nearly rolled on their own when he realized it. They could be hiding her literally anyplace on the entire globe.

They left as soon as "Ushal" was ready, picking up Dorgal on the way out and flying the craft directly to the market. Driving it actually, low to the ground and slow, since the outdoor stalls weren't that far away. It took an hour, and they let the merchant haggle for them, since it was his business and he seemed to enjoy it. Timon ended up spending three gold on the whole load of goods, mainly fresh fruit, but a few leather goods as well, which were all hand crafted. Woven belts and some straw hats to keep the sun off.

The back looked like a cargo bin by the time they were finished, but then all he had to do was find Morgan and deliver his Fast Craft.

"Remember to call Abby in Ford and make sure she has what she needs. The Wards have said you can use their communications device, so do. We'll work out a deal for their time or something. Right now, when in doubt... give people a discount. It's better to give things away than ruffle feathers."

The man nodded, "I can do that. Thank you. Things like this don't come along often."

"Thank you. Be on the lookout for a few more pilots too. I have three more ships right now and I'll be seeing to getting more. We'll probably put a cap on the service, say about ten to twenty craft, so we don't out compete the regular transport service."

Then finally, at just after noon local time they were able to get under way. It would be a long flight, but only about six hours. They might end up having to sleep in the craft, he warned them, since it could take a while to get their officials to let them go on shore. He hadn't actually gotten to do that the last time they were there. If it didn't work he'd have to try getting Petra a place in Afrak. In Austra she'd be able to speak the language, if with an accent, which made it preferable to his mind. She'd stand out less for one thing.

He still hadn't eaten, so risked having a sandwich that Dorgal made for him, out of the lunch offerings. They had plenty with them, though he'd still forgotten to bring water, which was an oversight on his part. Luckily, Glaren, genius that she was, had packed two bottles of juice as well. He had to be careful not to drink too much of it, since they couldn't stop to go to the restroom over the ocean. Or, they could, but not in mixed company. That made him hope that the officials wouldn't take too long to notice them when they came in.

It took longer than it should have, since continent or not, Austra had been missed by a few hundred miles. It was already night when they reached it, so he made the Craft glow brightly, so no one would think they were sneaking in. It was a nice powder blue color that would have matched the sky, if it were day light, but was about fifty times shinier. The whole ocean around them lit up as they hovered right over the water, moving carefully toward the shore. Then, about a hundred yards from the main pier they stopped, just waiting for someone to notice them.

That part wasn't going to be hard, he didn't think, since at least fifty people were watching them, a few waving. That could be taken as an invitation, he decided, so he worked his way toward the group slowly, no more than a few miles per hour and stopped about fifty feet away, looking up at the people he turned the craft to the right, so they could open the side hatch and call out. Or hear them if there was a chant about how they needed to go home and leave them alone.

There wasn't.

"Ahoy the boat!" This was yelled by a man that was wearing an all white jumpsuit. Almost everyone was wearing something like that, if in a different color, but that one held something in his hands. A board of some kind, that was also white. Just about the correct size to write on.

"Hello!" Timon made a point of being the one to call back, since no one would be overly intimidated by him. Ushal looked like small cities should fear her, but he was just a little boy. Totally harmless. It was even true, so he added a little wave to it, standing in the doorway. "We're from Noram. Come to visit. Can we land on your docks? I don't know what the protocol for this is, but that would be easiest, I think."

Before, they'd boarded with a search team. They didn't seem to have one of those here however.

"Why not?" The call came back, sounding pleasant enough. "Clear a space for the boat!"

It was the work of a few moments, even going very slowly, so no one would get scared, to land on the fake stone pier, leaving the craft hovering a foot over it, so that nothing would accidentally be damaged. He also dimmed the craft and matched the color to sunlight. It made it easier to see.

Hopping out, gestured for the others to stay on board, in case these people turned on him. He had a shield, but it was just possible the others didn't. If she'd had one on her Petra wouldn't have been taken prisoner in the first place and Dorgal was just a merchant. A friend of his brother's, but that had sounded a little new, so maybe he wouldn't have a shield worth over a thousand gold on him.

"Hello! I'm Timon Baker. Come with a few of my friends to visit my Uncle? Denno Brown. We have a cargo of goods from Warden in Noram, mainly fresh fruit, but some hand crafts too. We're here to set up the fast transportation system, in case anyone here wants to travel to other places, for business or vacation." There was nothing else to say about it really, not that he wanted to be in every Austran home. 

Brown had explained that to him, how the people pointing small boxes at him were taking his image and more often than not either sharing it with others for free on a system that everyone used, or selling it to a service that would do basically the same thing. There were a half dozen tiny boxes doing that now he thought, so he repeated himself, then formed a door in the back and unloaded some of the cargo for people to look at. The others helped with that, but they didn't know about the special boxes the Austrans had, so he whispered to them both, hoping they'd get it.

"Smile and be friendly. Everyone in Austra is seeing this." Not provably, but they couldn't afford to take chances with it.

"This is Merchant Dorgal Sorvee. He's an important man back home, so anyone looking to open up trade with Noram should definitely seek him out. The lady with us is Weapons Master Ushal. My tutor."

No one questioned any of that, or did anything more aggressive than observe the produce, not even touching any of it. At first he thought they might not be used to the strange fruits and vegetables, so didn't know what to think, until one man, dressed in a workmanlike brown stepped forward and pointed to a banana that was a little green.

"How many credits for one of those?" He sounded almost a little shy about it, if that translated correctly, a tiny box in his hand, held out tentatively.

That was a good question, since there was no way to translate "a copper for a bunch" that he knew of. Plus the man had only asked for one. Timon got a ripe one off another bunch and handed it to the man. He tried to hand the little box to Timon, who understood enough to know he wasn't trading it, but wanted him to deduct an amount from a tally on it somehow. That had come up in conversation with Brown, thankfully.

"No, no, this is a gift for you. Please, everyone, we have more than enough for everyone to try one if they want." That got the crowd to go still for a time, until a woman, also dressed in white, came from the back.

"Free?" Her tone was highly skeptical.

Because, he remembered, Austrans were highly commercial, and used to paying for everything. Timon nodded however and passed one to her as well.

"Yes, you see, we don't have an exchange rate yet, so until we do that we can't actually sell anything. The treaty won't let us trade magic for technology, but produce and raw goods are fair game I believe. Plus services, and entertainments. So please take one as a gift from me today."

She did, snatching it from his fingers as if he was going to grab her up in trade, eating it on the spot. She figured out how to open it quickly enough, the star tattoo on her cheek causing Dorgal to stare a little bit. The woman didn't spit it out at least, smiling and nodding to everyone else.

"It's very good. Almost like ice cream, only warm." She was looking at a larger set of boxes being held by people that had letters on their jumpsuits, one of them boldly stepping forward to take a banana for himself. He was a good looking fellow for an Austran, his skin a uniform tan that wasn't real, but reminded Tim of Count Ward.

"This is a piece of highly expensive produce from Noram, delivered as a free sample here on the Victoria docks this evening, as part of the new super-sonic air system being developed by the Revered One." The fruit was held up as he stared at a man holding a box with a glass lens pointed at him. It was bigger than the others but still only about the size of both Timon's hands put together. "Do we have an estimated time of arrival for Brown?"

The gentleman was holding his finger to his right ear, clearly listening to someone over a communications device. It was impressive to see. The ones they had were much bigger after all.

"Yes... In just a few moments Denorian Brown will be here, to welcome these fine representatives from Noram. While we wait, could you answer a few questions?" The man clearly moved toward Dorgal, who suddenly put on a professional smile.

"Certainly. I'm Dorgal Sorvee of the Sorvee Merchant House of Noram. We're always looking for ways to increase peaceful trade, including with other lands. This Craft and the entire fast transportation business, is owned by this man here, Timon Baker. Countier Timon Baker." It was clear that the man was desperately trying to get them to not ignore Tim's rank, even though his age was clearly confusing the issue.

Dorgal looked like they did, more or less. They were all about his size, the women shorter of course, but he wasn't the tallest man in the crowd at all. The Austran man talking to them was only an inch shorter for instance. To their minds that meant he was probably in charge. If it had been Noram they would have asked Ushal questions first, since her size kind of gave away noble birth.

Almost as if amused the man held a small silver piece down for Timon to talk in to, looking a little patronizing for a few seconds until he grabbed his ear and suddenly looked surprised.

"Sir.. Are you related to the Tor? His last name is also Baker, isn't it?" The man sounded a little awkward suddenly, as if the voice talking to him was making it hard to speak himself.

"My older brother. Don't be too impressed, he has a lot of siblings."

They were impressed anyway, which didn't do a lot for Timon's ego. This wasn't about Tor, but to these people it seemed that nothing he did would be able to match that single relationship. He'd felt it a bit at home, of course, especially in the Capital. There though a lot of the people he'd been meeting were Tor's personal friends, so it made sense for them to put them in the same box. This was worse, because these people just wanted him to go on about someone else's secrets and home life.

A strange low conveyance pulled up, a black device that had wheels like a real carriage only fatter, but no horses, like the one that they'd ridden in to the party the night before. When it pulled up Brown stepped out of the back, dressed in a full suit of clothing, all in his signature color, with four large, but not huge, men and women in tan jumpsuits surrounding him. They had weapons in their hands, and faced outward, moving when Denno did, until he was standing alongside them all.

"Timon! You've decided to come and visit? How wonderful. Can you stay long? I know that a lot of people are going to want to meet you. Happy Birthday, by the way. Are you fourteen already?" It wasn't a mistake that he was asking, since that was the age of consent in Noram, and people might just be willing to take a shot at getting him into bed if it was legal there. This was so that they'd know not to bother.

"Twelve. Thanks for remembering. Anyway, we brought some produce and hand crafts, then remembered that we don't have a real exchange rate or mechanism. Who's in charge of that here?"

It was, it turned out, something called the financial board, which had actually been working on it for a while, but hadn't come up with a workable system yet. It was harder than it sounded like, since gold was worth a lot more in buying power in Austra than Noram and they didn't want to unbalance the world's economy that much. Timon shrugged, since it made sense to him what they should do.

"Have them set rates for barter. Ten raw goods for ten services or whatever they decide on. Then we can work out the rest. Harder to tax that way, but we can just give ten percent of it to the government when we come in with a lot of goods." It wasn't a perfect system, but it would be good enough. Having a route to Austra was mainly a goodwill gesture anyway. He really doubted that anyone would use it that much.

"For now people with good reasons for travel can just get with us and we'll work out something or other." It sounded fair enough to him, but the people watching kept looking at him as if he were insane. It was bad enough that he finally shrugged and tried to explain.

"Denno Brown is my Uncle. This is his land. You're his people, so of course we'll work this out."

Dorgal and "Ushal" nodded, since it was about family, even if there was no rule saying Timon had to give away anything like that. Brown smiled and tried to look happy about it, and everyone else followed his lead, and made sure they got their free banana. Which got Denno to chuckle a little when he realized what was going on.

"Ah, that would do it then. Those would probably run about a silver apiece here, if we could count things that way. Just to give you some perspective. It's rare to see this much fresh fruit anymore. Maybe you should follow us back to my home? We can go out to dinner to give you perspective. There's a place I'd like your opinion on."

The words might as well have been in a different language, but Tim got that he needed to reload his craft and not fly, making a point to mark where the lights were on the other vehicles he matched them and caused the glow to dim to almost nothing, so that it wouldn't leave anyone blind while they controlled their own vehicles. The front lights were a little dim, but there were lights on poles to help them see, which was useful. Denno's driver went slow, because people kept stepping out into the road to watch them, sometimes moving all the way in front of the vehicles. The trick there seemed to be to keep going, forcing them to jump out of the way at the last second. It wasn't very nice, but no one let themselves be hit.

He did stop once, when a small girl got in the way. She must have been about six or so and had on a pink one piece, her hair a brilliant blue and green. She just wasn't going to make it if he didn't stop, which was, as Ushal pointed out, a horrible idea, since she could have been sent to cause them to do just that.

The girl rallied thankfully and was tugged out of the way by a boy that looked a little older, who raised hand to wave at them. Timon did the same in return and continued forward, making a point to be extra careful from then on.

The low wheeled craft in front of them took about fifteen minutes to reach a large compound with a fake rock wall, that reminded Tim a little of the one at Rosslyn. It was a light color, but had a slightly shiny look to it and was only about ten feet high. The gate in the front looked to be made of black iron, and moved out of the way without anyone doing the work. His mind tried to explain it away as magic, since that's what it would have been at home. That wasn't the rule here however. It was a complicated machine doing it instead. It made him shake his head in wonder as he floated past, trying not to stare, since that might be considered rude.

They let him place the craft in front of the dwelling, which was nice, after a fashion, though not as artistically pleasant as most of the places owned by the very wealthy in Noram. There was a lot of technology around, true, which was nearly the same as magic as far as what it did, so in that way it was a fine place. It just needed a little dressing up. Or not. Denno might have been making a statement, not living a better life than those around him on purpose. It was hard to tell yet.

The Ancient got out, the guards moving away from him this time and checking everything around them carefully. When they gave the all clear Denno moved over to them and gave a too pretty smile to each of them, finally finding his eyes and shrugging.

"My protectors are worried that the Larval might try to attack me, since I'm openly working to stop them from killing Tor. I told them that I'm safe, that we all are, but no one can really trust that yet."

Timon nodded at the words but didn't say anything until they got inside the place, which was done in a hundred different shades of brown, but had remarkably little actual wood anywhere for all that.

"Any luck with that? Trying to shut down the Larval?"

The Ancient of Austra nodded once then smiled as the door shut.

"Oh yes. A lot of luck."
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After those words, frustratingly, the Ancient refused to tell him anything more about it at all. Timon crossed his arms and stared at the man for a few moments, but that didn't work at all and most likely never would. For some reason the Ancient didn't think that Tim needed to know about what he'd managed to do at all, and instead of sharing, had them all quickly shown to rooms so they could clean themselves up for a meal out. That was something that Timon had only done a few times, and those were mainly low class places with questionable food, because he'd been caught out overnight on a delivery.

Even that was only a couple of times, so the idea was kind of exciting. He'd never even met anyone that had eaten a dinner in Austra before... Except that, of course, he probably had. Brown most likely did it fairly often even, if it was a thing to take guests to, and all the spies that he'd been on the ship with had come from here, so it wasn't impossible at all. Brown wanted them to ride in Austra "cars", but his didn't have enough room and couldn't grow at all. Timon's could, but had a bunch of stuff in the back. The simple answer, that Denno wanted to use, was to leave the guards behind.

That didn't go over well at all.

"No sir, we will not stay behind. We have one of the worst threats to your life and health in the last three hundred years out there, and it doesn't matter if you think it's real or not. We do. Now get in the car and don't make me embarrass you in front of your friends." The woman that spoke was hard looking, like a Royal Guard, but only about five-ten, so only a tiny bit larger than Brown was.

He took the abuse with good humor and chuckled a bit, then suggested that Timon could follow them again.

"The place isn't far after all, about ten minutes from here, if we don't hit traffic." They were led inside however, planning to meet in fifteen minutes in the front room. There was a bit of surprise then, because, while he dressed in a rather plain black and silver metal look and Dorgal was in a rather powerful dark red velvet shirt with black pants and boots, Petra came down dressed like a cloud, her hair twisted up. She was very lovely looking, but she wasn't Ushal.

The security pointed weapons at her, but Brown put a single hand up and moved to her, eyes locked on her face.

"Just a bit of make-up everyone. I take it that you're not a weapons master then?" The man took her hand and bowed low over it, but didn't kiss it.

"Oh, no, I am a weapons master. Just not the one I was pretending to be. Conserina Petra Ward. King Richard sent me, to hide from a threat in Noram and to assist you in any way that you need. It was Timon's idea that I hide who I was. We're thinking that being here is unexpected enough that no one at home will catch on in the next few weeks or months." She bowed back a bit and then glanced at Dorgal, who's face went curiously blank.

Brown was smooth as he looked at them all, as if expecting more disguises to come down, but nothing of the sort happened.

"Well, this is a pleasant surprise. I was just thinking that I'd have to send someone to communicate with the man, and here he already sent me an aide. Now I just need to contact Green and I'll be set. We have a method, but he's technically not allowed to use it under the treaty, so we need to be careful."

Tim nodded and moved forward slowly, trying not to start a fire fight that might get other people killed. He'd be fine, behind his shield, but the others not so much.

"I have a packet for you, from him. I'll get it to you after dinner? I left it in my room, if you want it now?"

The Ancient shook his head, and gestured toward the front door, which was painted brown on this side. That was hardly some kind of big surprise, given who he was.

"That should be fine, may I send a return missive with you?" He flowed toward the door, his walk was so controlled and smooth. It was almost as if he wasn't moving at all, which made the inside of Timon's head itch.

It made sense, that level of smoothness and efficiency. Without being obvious he tried to copy it, letting his weight sink back and not taking too large of a step each time, toes going just so slightly outward. The hands swinging, but just enough to really balance the motion, not just flopping around as most people did. He felt his mind shift, going on alert suddenly, as if there was a threat and he needed to be ready to respond to it. There wasn't one, at least not that he could see. After a moment he understood, Denno, for all his words, was scared. It was Ancient "I've seen it all, you bore me now" frightened, true, not the panic someone like him would have felt. Timon figured that meant that the Larval really were a big deal, even here. No matter what the man had said.

For a few seconds he wondered if they'd be better off just leaving. Timon wasn't able to fight off an army of assassins and didn't really want to try. Leaving Petra here...

Still made sense.

It wasn't something that Timon liked, but the fact was that the level of security here was very high and that meant no one was going to get to the Conserina easily. If they did, well, he'd leave her with a shield. Denno too. That should give them a chance to run if nothing else.

The drive was relaxed and slow again, never going over a fast run. No one darted into the street, or stood around to record their images, which probably had more to do with the gently falling rain than people being bored with them already. That was good, since he didn't want Petra to be too well known yet. It wasn't rational, since she wouldn't be seen back in Noram anyway, but it just didn't matter. It was, like it or not, his job to see to her safety.

Even if she'd probably laugh at him if he said that out loud.

They pulled into a lot that was crowded with other "cars", each in a slot drawn on the ground, which was all hard stone, laid out in a single piece, but rough, not smooth like focus stone would be. Timon picked a slot and realized that his craft had to take two of them, which didn't seem fair. They couldn't change that however, with all the produce in the back. At least the night was cool out, which would help it all keep.

They climbed out, and Dorgal made certain to turn and help Petra, just to be polite, her white gown being kind of big and in the way. Her slippers were an off pink as was the silk ribbon that wrapped her middle several times.

There was a very large sign over the building that glowed red, and proclaimed the establishment as "The Royal Table".

Denno led to the front door, his guards scrambling to get inside before him, as he held it open for Petra. Timon took over, letting the rest of them in, except one guard that darted through with him. A smaller woman that had a slightly blank look to her eyes.

Then there was a second door, which led into a room that looked similar to the hallway outside the Palace's large dining room. The one he'd been in the night before. There was a line too, where men and women in jumpsuits and a few in dresses or jackets, waited to be announced. The man doing the job was familiar enough, since he was from Noram. He'd been on the ship with the spies, but Tim thought he was actually just married to one of them, not one himself. As each couple or single person entered, he leaned in to find out their name. Denno took Petra's arm and strode forward when it was their turn, and whispered to the man who smiled up at her and bowed.

"Ancient Denorian Brown of Austra, and his companion, Conserina Petra Ward, Captain of the Royal Palm!" It got a reaction from the room inside, which was first a bunch of people going goggle eyed, and then pounding and whistling.

The guards all just pushed past the man, not caring to be announced and Timon almost made it past with them himself when the man on the door put a hand out.

"Name?" He blinked and then after a few seconds bowed to him too. "Sorry sir..."

"Countier seven Lairdgren, Timon Baker."

The man called this out just as loudly, which got another round of excitement, if not as loud as what Denno had gotten. That was possibly for Petra however, since she really did look fabulous. Between the two of them they were probably close to the best looking couple on the planet at the moment.

He was followed by "Merchant Prince Dorgal Sorvee" since apparently you could make up any title you wanted here. They were followed by a Baron and his family as well as two Dukes, and a Knight. The rest of the people just gave names and were put in at roughly the correct place along the table based on what they said. His title had him sitting below Dorgal, but only just. Denno was placed at the head of the table, along with his "date" Petra, since they were kind of playing the part of house holder.

Or King. It was clear that Brown was a lot closer to being that for his land than Green was for Noram, however that one had worked out. It probably had to do with how easy it was for people here to see pictures of people over time. He was in front of them all the time, so they all kind of knew him. In Noram that didn't happen. The King had his face on coins and they'd been shown pictures in school, but those were wood prints and didn't really look that much like anyone at all.

On Timon's other side was a girl that looked about fifteen, who smiled at him and looked at his clothes, shaking her head.

"You really did a good job with your outfit. I tried, but it didn't really work too well, so I ended up in this." She looked down at her simple shirt and blue pants combination. Kind of like a tunic."It isn't like the pictures is it?"

"It looks very nice though. No one would think you out of place in most places and certainly no one in Noram would comment on it. Not to your face at least. Nobles can be a bit back biting at times. The important thing is to make sure they know that whatever you're doing, it's on purpose and has deep meaning. Even if it doesn't." He assured her, which got a head tilt that made the piercings along her right cheek jingle together.

They spent a few minutes talking, while everyone else was being seated, until a very familiar gentleman in green came out and stood to the right of Denno, his voice clear and firm. The room itself was large and... that was about all it really had in common with the King's actual dining hall. The furniture wasn't real wood, fabric or metal, the floor wasn't polished stone or wood even, being some kind of red brick, that looked nice enough, but not perfect.

The man was exactly correct though. One of the people from the ship that had been returned. The spies.

"For nearly twenty years I served in the Royal Palace of Noram, the last decade of which was spent in personal attendance on Queen Constance herself, as her butler. Though a spy, I found many of the people I met to be good, honest and charming. Some less so. Tonight we will endeavor to replicate, to the best of our humble ability, a meal as would be experienced by a noble of Noram, if they dined in the Palace. First, let me assure you, no effort of ours could allow us to replicate the true splendor in which they live. Imagine if you will a hall with gleaming walls, encrusted with precious jewels or gold, floors of polished stone, cracked from a single battle of an enraged Count, a giant standing over nine foot tall, who was accused of impregnating a Conserina.

"Set your mind to an incredible vision of clothing that few here could replicate, and most of all, human beings so large that you have to crane your necks to look at the underside of their chins!" That got a polite chuckle, and a few claps from Timon, since he could sympathize on that score. He'd looked up more noses in the last week than he'd ever imagined possible.

Then the man, Quavel, explained how they were to check for poison, starting with the head of the table taking a single sip or bite, then each person doing so in turn, at the beginning of each course. They were brought wine first, but one that was mostly made up of fruit juice and sugar, Tim was fairly certain, from the scent coming off of it. When he got his he pulled out his poison detector and used it by sheer habit, since Tor had insisted he do so and gotten everyone in Two Bends doing it, even though no one ever tried to kill anyone there.

It didn't light, so after everyone started trying to get the timing right, and failing, he took a sip. It was... good would have been too generous. It wasn't awful and was certainly sweet enough. That about covered the rest of the food that came too. It was skillfully made, nothing was overcooked or raw, the spices tasted close, but weren't exactly right, but everything was just a little off.

At the end of the meal they were served strawberries with beaten cream. Timon couldn't finish it. The berries were something else, indistinct lumps that seemed to be made of bits of dough, rather than actual berries at all, and if there was cream in his dish, something very bad had happened to it. The people around him ate it all and seemed genuinely pleased by the effort.

As the nearly hundred people that had dined with them left, the girl that he'd been sitting with held out her hand.

"It was nice meeting you. Do you think you'll be here again? I'm planning to come back next week, maybe we could come together? Pretend to be the Prince or Princess, something like that? I'm Kincaid by the way. Kincaid Rue. You seem wonderfully up on what Noram is like. Can I get your compact number?" That got him to turn his head a little and stare at the girl, smiling. "If you want I mean, I don't mean to be pushy..."

He shook his head but spoke before her face could fall.

"I'd love to come with you, and we can arrange that, I think, but I don't know what a compact is... Wait, the black things that you use here? I thought those just took images of people?" He was serious but Kincaid laughed.

"I love your accent, it's a little different than The Tor's but it's really pretty close. How did you learn it?" Her hand touched his arm lightly, but fell away as if it were an invasion, that or his temperature control had startled her.

A male voice came from behind them, a boy that had short light colored hair and an outfit that looked right for the scene, a heavy green outfit.

"I imagine he got his accent in the Capital miss. The Noram Capital. This is Countier Timon Baker. The Tor's brother. He was my roommate when they brought us back on the Royal Palm. I saw that you were in town, Tim, with your super-sonic transport. Does that mean we can start shipping in some real food again? I got spoiled in the Palace. Even what they fed the floor washers is better than what we have here, but that's down to supplies. Carlos is an amazing chef. This is actually fine dining for here."

Timon turned in his seat and nodded.

"We can start on that at least. This is my friend Kenner Thorgood... Or actually I don't know your real name, do I?"

"Kenneth Messer. Ken, so that part isn't so different."

"And Ken, this is Kincaid Rue. We were just discussing a date next week, but I don't know what a compact is. Not really. Is it like a communications device?"

The boy, who was fifteen, but had been given treatments to make him look younger, nodded and seemed to be thinking about how to explain it for a few seconds. That's what it looked like at any rate.

"Yes. Except that almost everyone here has one. I have one. They can also take pictures... I think that you should get your Uncle, the Revered One, to get you one. If you plan to do business here you'll need one. I don't think they'll work outside of Austra, but people can leave messages for you." There were some slight stresses on different words that was outside of the accent everyone used.

Timon heard it though and thought he got the idea. It wasn't a message for him, but for the girl next to him. Ken was telling her that Denno was his uncle for some reason, as if warning her. If she picked up on that it didn't show on her face. The girl just looked over to where Brown and Petra were sitting, stood up, composed herself a little with a deep breath and walked over toward them.

It was only about twenty feet away, and when she got halfway there Kenner touched his arm and whispered to him, leaning in as servants did in the Palace when they were letting you know something without embarrassing you.

"Kincaid Rue is famous here. An actress... That's like a masker sort of, except it's a much bigger thing here. She plays young girls for the most part, but she's actually about twenty. Word is she's been coming here to practice for a role." Then he stood back politely, and made a small gesture that seemed to be telling Timon to follow her.

It wasn't the way it would have been done in Noram, just walking up on someone still sitting at the table, but others were doing it, a line forming to walk up to Denno. He smiled at each of them and shook their hands when people offered them. The Ancient also passed out hugs to people that he couldn't possibly know. One little girl actually climbed on to his lap for a few moments. It was cute. It also made the guards grit their teeth and go tense. They were standing behind Brown, ready to draw their awkward and huge weapons the instant anything happened.

Kincaid got herself into line, just like everyone else, not pushing ahead or standing on her own fame it seemed. Several people were taking pictures of her, as well as Denno and Petra, if that's what holding their "compacts" like that meant. There was no noise from it and the crowd of people was actually very polite about it. Tim moved in along side of the woman and nudged her arm lightly with his shoulder. She was taller than he was, but only by about four inches, so it didn't look too awkward. No one seemed to care either, even though he was moving along the line without waiting.

It didn't take long to get to Denno, since no one was discussing business or doing much more than saying their names and touching the man, almost as if for luck. A few smiled at Petra, but no one approached her overly. Her face was politely interested the whole time however, never looking bored or out of place. She'd have been trained for that, given her rank and social position. When Kincaid got to them she touched Denno's hand lightly, then bowed to Petra. It was a good attempt, but not deep enough.

"Revered One... I'm Kincaid Rue, I was hoping that I could talk to your companion about her wardrobe?"

That got a smile from Denno and a shrug, though Petra lit up a little and leaned in a bit.

"Oh? One of my favorite topics, fashion. Please, let's discuss that." The giantess gestured for Kincaid to move behind and around Denno, so they could move slightly away to chat.

Timon glanced at Denno and smiled.

"She's some kind of player, I guess. Anyway, I was told that I need to get a 'compact' if I'm doing business here. Is that allowed? I don't know if the treaty lets me have your technology. I haven't read it yet." The treaty of the Ancients was kind of picky about who could have what where, but Brown tilted his head and after a minute, almost not moving he nodded.

"I'd have to own it, but we can do that. I'll have one for you before morning." There was no talk of cost or purchase, because, as he pointed out, he'd have to own it. It would be up to Timon to make sure it wasn't a loss for him. That wasn't exactly the way of either of their lands, more a combination of the two systems.

"Thank you Uncle. Now, I need to find Carlos the chef here..." They needed to talk after all. The food wasn't nearly what the man could manage with good materials. Arranging that wasn't great business sense on his part, but this set up was kind of advertising for Noram in a way, and that meant it was worth doing well.

"Back that way, to the left. Start walking and someone will try to stop you no doubt. You can ask after him then." There was a charming smile and Denno moved on to the next man in line, who shook his hand hard enough to make the thing look a little strange and got one of the tan guards to take a single step forward.

The back hallway was well lit and done in an ugly white tile that held no warmth at all. It turned out that Denno was wrong however, since even as people passed no one said anything to him at all, even as he got into the kitchen. There were people dressed in light blue, instead of white, and the floor was the same smooth red brick that it was out front. The biggest difference from a real kitchen was that there didn't seem to be an oven at all, just rows of large silver boxes. Some had pots on top, but no room for a fire below at all. He got the idea, magical stoves and ovens could do the same after all. They were heated from within by some other means. As if to show that was the case, a tray of bread rolls came from one of the boxes, pulled by a man with short hair, who moved with a calm efficiency. Those went to a rack as the man spun in place, saw him and walked over, smiling.

"Hey Tim! Heard you were in town. Come to compliment my wondrous cooking?" His face tightened a bit, but he didn't take it back.

"After a fashion. That you did that with what you had to work with is nothing short of amazing and truly impressive. I have a full load of produce from Warden. Bananas, coconuts, lemons and oranges, as well as full boxes of other things. Some vegetables and potatoes. No strawberries, but there are some pears. Get me a list and I'll be able to bring a load in once a week or so for you."

There were ten workers in the room and to a man and women they all stopped to stare at him, until Carlos waved them back to work and growled at them a bit.

"What? You've never seen a Noram noble before? Back to work, we have another full meal to produce and will be sitting our customers in ten minutes!" The tone was hard, but the face smiled when he turned to Tim.

"We can't afford that kind of thing, I'm afraid. Barely keeping the doors open as it is. Thanks for thinking of us though. I'd kill to have that kind of produce." There was a hint of bitterness under the words, or frustration at least.

That was something Timon could understand. Cook Carlos had worked in the Royal kitchen, which meant he was good. Far better than he could show with the poor tools and materials he could get in this land. Everything here was done for pay of course... So they could only afford to purchase certain things for their shop. It wasn't nearly good enough. Not if he was going to be representing Noram like this.

"No. You're my friend Carlos, and there are no debts between friends. Get me that list and some people to unload the craft. I can come to this door back here? One moment." He didn't wait for the man to mouth protests. He'd named him as one of his people after all. That was, as far as he was concerned, that. It was going to cost him a lot, he realized, but that was just what would have to happen.

He jogged to the craft, followed by a woman in pale blue who didn't say anything. She was a thin and stately looking person, her hair up and slightly red from the heat of the kitchen. When they got to the mirrored box, which sat floating above the ground she hesitated.

"I... can show you how to get around the building."

Timon smiled and waved her in, suggesting with a gesture that she sit next to him up front. She wanted him to take the craft out on the road, then around the square of streets to use another entrance. Instead he just lifted up and went over the building slowly, the woman making a squeak as he did it. On the good side she was pale again when they landed. The back door was opened so the product could be taken out and she looked almost scared when she saw what the crates held for some reason.

"This is... Are you really going to sell us this? I've seen the books, and Carlos wasn't lying. We can stay in business, as long as things don't fall off, but just to pay for this load would cost most of what we earn in a month, not just a week."

He gestured at it and then shook his head a little.

"You want the truth? Carlos is a great cook, maybe one of the best in the world. You probably all are, or he wouldn't let you step in his place, but that meal was... shameful. It isn't your fault, indeed, you probably all had to work very hard to try and save it, but... as a friend it's my duty to make sure Carlos and Ken have what they need, if I can help at all. Even if it beggars me to do it." He knew that explaining wasn't going to work, since the rules between places were just too different.

The woman didn't wait, calling at the door for everyone to come and start moving the goods. She might not have really gotten why he was doing it, Timon knew, but that didn't seem to matter to the cooks and workers that were doing the work.

It took a bit for it all to be gone and Carlos came out with a hand written list on paper, his eyes downcast, handing it over with a swallow. It was a goods list, with things that would be hard to get in without special arrangements. Heavy cream and real butter needed to be cooled for instance, and cold ice wine was expensive. That was probably why it was on the bottom of the list. There were a lot of greens too, as well as spices. If he bought it all at once it would probably be nearly twenty golds worth of things, not counting the wine, which would be around a gold per bottle. He knew because Carlos had helpfully listed maximum prices he should buy at next to each item.

Timon suppressed a wince at the cost, committed by his words already. "I'll try to be back with it in seven days then. I might have the other pilot come in with it, so someone will need to meet him at the docks if that happens. I also need a list of anything that the Noram people here might need from home. Can I pick that up here? I know that it's an imposition on you, but..." He was responsible for them too. At least as far as making sure they weren't being abused in this strange land. The spies seem to have been looking out for at least some of them it seemed, since he'd recognized a few faces from the boat. The man at the door for instance. One of the women in blue was too, he thought. She caught him looking and walked over before grabbing a box to take in.

"I didn't know we'd have patronage from home, sir. I do miss the music. Could you arrange for someone to come and play for us sometime?" It was said with a happy lilt that showed she didn't expect anything at all for herself, not really. Carlo glared at her, but Timon looked off into the night.

"I can see if anyone wishes to try it. Maybe in exchange for being allowed to come see your land? I'm not so rich I can afford to pay them all, but if we work this right I bet someone will want to try it."

The woman giggled and bowed, earning her a strange look from the other kitchen staff and a slap on the arm from Carlos.

"Back to work! Replace the strawberries with the ripe bananas. Tomorrow we'll serve hand pies with cream, so I'll need the baking crew in early." He grinned and looked at Timon.

"Can you work that? Food made by a Countier would go over very well I think."

That... probably would, but he had to shake his head anyway.

"Tomorrow will see me in Afrak. The day after that Vagus, then Soam and Noram. It's why I'm not leaving now to get some real cream for you. Sorry about that."

He got a slap on the back and then Carlos pulled the last crate that wasn't filled with leather goods or straw hats. On a whim Timon called the woman he thought was from Noram over and gave those to her.

"I don't know if you can sell them here or not, but if so..." He shrugged and found her bowing again, this time going much lower.

It was a little embarrassing, so he bowed back quickly and moved back over the building, hoping that they'd be allowed to leave the place quickly. That wasn't going to happen he soon realized, since Petra was having too much fun chatting with Kincaid about clothing. They were both smiling and tying up part of the dining room as people started to come for the next meal. Quavel was smiling, but it was starting to look strained, since he couldn't just tell a Conserina to get out, and possibly not Kincaid either.

"We should leave so that they can get the next meal set up. This is a business after all." Timon said it to Petra directly, interrupting, but knowing that it was only rude for him to do it, but not unforgivably so like it would be for a merchant in his shop. "Kincaid... Why don't we make arrangements for you two to meet later and talk? If that's a good idea? I'm not sure about the rules for that kind of thing here."

She moved in and put a hand on his back warmly.

"That sounds wonderful. I can have someone call and arrange that. Let's see... Oh, do you have a compact Conserina Ward?"

Denno held out his own and smiled, the line of people that had been visiting with him had left and he was just waiting on Petra and her new friend.

"They can contact her through me, until we get her one to use while she's here. She'll be staying at my place, as an emissary from Noram, for a while."

Petra beamed and seemed happy about the idea, and looked sidelong at Timon.

"Miss Rue is attempting to learn about our land for a part in a... play. It's about Princess Karina and Ali and how they saved Austra from the evil that had plagued it. How anyone here knows about all that I don't know, but she's to be Karina. I was telling her that she should go and visit, to see what it's like."

Which would mean Timon taking her. Probably for free. The whole thing with Austra was going to be a bit of a bust it seemed, costing him a lot more gold than he could ever make back. It was good for the peace effort, if nothing else. Still, he was going to have to be a lot more clever if he didn't want to lose everything, working with the other lands.

"Of course. I've promised to bring in a load of fresh produce and other foods in seven days. Would that be a good time for you to leave? You could spend a week. I... don't know where we can put you for certain. I can definitely get you a room at an inn. My guess is that Alyssa will host you however, but her home isn't mine to offer for certain. I don't have a house yet, but I may by then. You can, of course, stay with me if that's the case." He didn't know for certain, but it felt like he was ending up with more work every time he opened his mouth. That wasn't a bad thing, but he wasn't anywhere near being able to afford school yet, not even for the next year. He'd made twenty-three gold in a day and already committed to spending nearly thirty in the next week. Or more.

The woman next to him stiffened a little, but her face was happy. He almost didn't get it at first, until she mentioned her problems.

"I'd love too, but would it be alright for me to bring a few people with me? If I can get a camera crew as well... How much will your services cost? I can get the studio to cover that, I'm sure. They'll probably want to shoot in Noram if it's allowed. If we could do that... I need to make some calls I think!" She laughed, hugging Timon hard. "I can't promise a part for anyone, but this could be a very good thing. Thanks."

She moved off and started walking toward the door absently, black box to her ear suddenly, talking into it. A moment later she ran back and touched her compact to Denno's who held his out. Then they all moved outside, Quavel escorting them out so that no one would press against them, the line outside being far longer than it had been earlier.

There was even a bunch of people standing around taking pictures of his craft, three rows thick. A lot of them taking pictures of it. Kincaid was left standing at the door, talking on her communications device, distracted it seemed. She finally looked up and waved to him, then looked around, her face baffled. She didn't seem happy for some reason, which Timon feared was a sign that she wasn't to be allowed to go to Noram, which was fair enough. They'd been at war in the last year and if she was as loved in this place as Ken had said, they may not want to risk her in a land of potentially hostile strangers. Moving back toward her, he got ready to comfort the woman and give assurance that he took no offense.

That wasn't the problem at all however. She was just expecting a ride and it hadn't shown up yet.

"New driver. I should get my own, not just the one the studio provides, but I don't live here full time. Over in Wallace you know. This is where the work is, so I have to be willing to make do. I can't get in touch with the man, which is strange. I hope he's alright..." The words were kind enough, on the surface, leaving only a trace of annoyance underneath.

That made sense, because the rain had started again, pelting them lightly. It didn't feel cold to him, but Kincaid started to move back under the awning, even though that meant standing very near the long and growing line of people, some of whom were busily staring at them. The girl looked a little strange, it was true, not wearing clothing that truly looked right for the crowd, but Timon didn't have brightly colored hair or face tattoos, which was at least as big of a deal. No one seemed hostile about it, just curious. As a people, the Austrans seemed to be that way, didn't they?

In his homeland people would have looked at the strangers, but not as openly. In Two Bends they probably would have avoided a woman with piercings on her face for instance, and the bright hair of some of the others would have been interesting, but not stared at half as hard as they were looking at him.

"Well, we can't leave you here. I'll take you home. To your home I mean. Or to your inn, you said you didn't live here full time?" He didn't want to look stupid, but the honest truth was he didn't really know how that worked here. He needed to learn, if he was going to bring in tours of people, which was the plan.

Kincaid blinked and finally nodded at him, "thanks. That would be good I think. He should have been here. He might have had a break down or gotten lost. I put word in with my people, but I can call and let them know I won't need a ride. My hotel isn't that far from here. The Bairds? Which... means nothing to you does it?" Shaking her head she started toward the craft, to find that Petra and Dorgal were both standing outside it, looking fierce, dressed in combat leathers. They also both had force lances in their hands, even though most of the crowd didn't seem to get the idea that the little bits of metal might be dangerous.

The Conserina nodded at them.

"Best we leave I think. No one's offered violence, but three different people have tried to climb in with us. I didn't know what their intentions were, so I asked them to leave. I hope that isn't too rude?" 

A man in the crowd, who was dressed in a black outfit that was one piece and who held a large recording box with both hands, snorted.

"Nah. It's your private property. Asking them to get out is fair. If they refuse you can remove them with force, same as anyone else. That's the law." The man turned to address Tim directly. "This lady just asked them to consider not being in the vehicle with them until they were 'better known'. The most polite way I ever heard a person telling someone to bugger off." The crowd laughed at the words a bit, and then had to move as Denno's black wheeled vehicle rolled over, displacing most of the crowd, which headed toward the restaurant, rather than standing to watch them talk about where to go next.

"Is there a problem?" The words held concern and came from Denno, from the back window, his head poking out just a little.

Timon nodded, "I need to get Kincaid back to her inn. A place called 'The Bairds'. Her driver didn't show up for some reason. It's suspicious, and I won't leave her standing out here alone."

Petra nodded and Dorgal actually started scanning the remaining people, looking for threats. It was a little strange, at first, except that a wealthy merchant might need to know what to look for in case of attack.

The Ancient shrugged, which changed the position of his head in the window a little, "we can do that. Follow us."

It took a second to load up and reconfigure the vehicle, adding seats in the back and making the whole thing smaller, the picture on the wall ending up right beside the door. Timon started following carefully, making certain no one jumped in the way again. They drove for several minutes to the inn, which was a large building that was a bit plain on the outside, decorated with a bright awning and a few trees and shrubs in planters near the front. There was a covered area for letting people in and out of their vehicles, which was a great idea. Even the palace didn't have that, or Tor's. A man dressed in red and black, who appeared to be some kind of city guard came out and tried to open the door. Nothing happened since there was no handle like the cars had, so Timon touched the front shelf and focused, causing the door to pop open.

"The doorman will see me in safely. Thanks all. I'll be in touch as soon as possible Petra. Nice meeting you Mr. Sorvee. Timon... can I tell the studio that we have your support on this?"

He nearly just said yes, thinking he understood what that meant, after all, even if it cost him a bit of personal hardship, he could transport people easily enough. Still, something about how she said it was off.

"What do you mean?" Maybe she wanted him to do... something. He didn't know, so he asked, which was the only sensible thing he could do, right?

Kincaid smiled at him and waved, pretending to be listening to someone on the box she suddenly held to her ear. Nodding she turned and walked off, leaving him to feel uneasy. No one else had simply walked away like that here. It was a sign. Probably that the woman had some kind of intrigue planned that involved him. At the door she turned and waved to them, the decently muscular man in the city guard uniform, who apparently protected the door as his area of responsibility, turned to stand outside of it to the side, most likely to bar their way if they tried to follow and demand answers as to what their business was. Like a gate guard, after a fashion.

It wasn't a big deal, as long as Kincaid didn't think that she could trap him that way. He didn't speak for Noram after all and if what she wanted, his "support", was that kind of a thing, she'd just have to be disappointed and hate him for it. There was no way he was going to do anything that the King didn't want, not if he could help it.

The trip back to Denno's went well enough and they were all in bed by one-thirty, which was late for him. It would mean a pretty long day, but at least he didn't have to wake up a moody Countess, which was a treat. The bed was fine enough, being a little too cushioned for comfort, the blankets were soft and though the whole thing had a light tan look to it, he was able to sleep pretty well.

In the morning he noticed that there was a glass front sheet on the wall across from him, with a small blue square in the lower right hand corner. When he touched it the thing sprang to life, showing pictures that moved. It was like looking at the event through a window. There were voices too, which reminded him of listening to a communications device back home.

It didn't take much to realize that the people holding boxes toward them the night before had been doing something like this, even if the scene in front of him was of a small blonde woman wearing skin tight clothing, who was dancing, and apparently trying to get him to do the same. He didn't think she could see him, which meant that she was speaking to anyone watching her, not him personally. Just because it might be a thing in Austra, he tried to follow along until the show ended, some twenty minutes later.

As exercise it wasn't that hard, but he certainly did feel awake by the end of it.

Then there was more music and a pair of people appeared, walking in the lot where he'd parked the night before.

"Welcome to Morning in the City, with your hosts Kolas Moyes and Mitch Richmonde." This was said by a deep voice that sounded manly, but wasn't one of the people standing there. At least their mouths didn't move.

"Last night patrons were treated to an unusual feast here at a local hotspot, the Noram themed eatery called "The Royal Table". Witnesses reported not only seeing Kincaid Rue, but Denorian Brown, as well as several Noram nobles. When asked about the events no one at the establishment would speak on the matter, except to say that they were presenting a new menu with greatly improved gourmet offerings. Sources inside the kitchen informed us that one of the visitors gave the chef nearly twenty thousand credits worth of fresh produce and that this is to become part of the normal fare." The man talking looked at the man speaking looked at the woman and smiled.

"You'll be happy to know that I managed to wrangle an invitation to breakfast. Let's go inside!"

Timon watched, feeling slightly amused as Carlos and Quavel, who turned out to be named Robert in his real life, managed to speak about their "patron" without ever giving away who it was exactly that was delivering the goods for them. That didn't really fool anyone, since his arrival the day before with a load of fruit and vegetables had been seen as well. Still, it was polite of them to have tried, he figured.

After getting a shower and dressing in his work clothing he tried to turn the glass off, which made the images change instead. It took a while to get through them all. There were a few images of his craft even, though not many, over all. He got bored counting at four hundred and fifteen, the different scenes repeating some time after that, he thought.

Noticing that he was touching one lightly colored square over from where he started, which instantly fixed it, making the thing go to a gray black again, the sound leaving at the same time. It was fascinating, of course, just not something he could afford to spend a lot of time on. Not yet. Maybe some other time he could learn more about this strange land. In a way he needed to, since he was planning to open up travel to it. Only a fool would try to do that without all the information he could possibly get.

He found something interesting then, as he walked down the stairs to the main room. Brown, for all his age and wisdom, was not an early riser at all. It was nearly nine when Dorgal came out of his room, his lone chest being carried with some effort. Waving without a word he ran to get his own chests and since they followed along on their own, helped the merchant with his. It was awkward to carry his half, given the height difference. It had to be done, since the man was a passenger. Even if he wasn't strictly paying.

They loaded up quickly, then stood, waiting for something to happen. Nothing did for nearly an hour. Finally Timon got the letter for Brown out of his second chest and went inside to find someone to hand it off too. That was harder to do than it should have been, because at first no one was around, and then, when a guard in tan came, the man asked them to wait. Politely, but it was still a strange way of doing things. He came back a few minutes later, holding several small envelopes and a black compact.

"This one is for you sir. The Revered One asked that you be given it. Here, let me show you how to use it. He suggested that might be helpful?" There was a hesitation to the words as the black box came out.

"That would help a lot, thank you. This isn't a thing that I've used before. We do things differently back home."

The lesson didn't take long, since it was decently familiar in idea. You had sigils for different tasks and just hit it to activate. There were codes that could be put in to contact other compacts, using numbers. He was shown how to record pictures as well.

"There's more, but that's the basic stuff. If you use it too much it will need to be charged. That... I think you have to be in Austra for it, but you can do it in almost any home, like this..."

There was a thin thread that came out and a flat plate the size of a coin that rested against a plate on the wall. Timon nodded, wondering how many times a day people here had to do that. The guard handed the whole thing over and then gave them a box that they were assured had food in it. He didn't look, fearing that it wasn't going to be a pleasant thing at all, but thanked the man for his kindness.

They started to take off from the yard, but the same guardsmen ran out, waving to them.

"Sorry! I forgot. You need to take off from the bay, or else the automated systems will try to shoot you down. You aren't a registered flight, so keep that in mind. If you go over land flying too high, it won't go well."

"Ah. We'll make sure we don't do that then." Timon wondered what other things he didn't know about this place.

It took a while to find the water, and he made a point of getting a few miles away before taking off, and flying in a large circle around the place, heading to the north. He was a little hungry so got Dorgal to open the food box, which showed strange packages inside. On the good side they were things that could mainly be eaten with one hand, sucking the paste or gel from inside as he flew. That was about the only good thing about it. There was bread as well, but it had almost no resemblance to anything that he'd ever made. Its texture was odd, almost as if partially undercooked. It fed them, so he decided not to complain. He'd just be certain to bring more food with him next time.

"It will be awhile before we get to Afrak, a few hours I think. Then I want to deliver the letters I have to Gray and be gone. Have you ever met Princess Abby?"

The merchant shook his head, still eyeing the last of his food dubiously.

"Eh... no. Not yet. I'm friends with the Prince, but that doesn't get me invited to dinner. Class differences and all that. Alphonse says that she's incredible. I have to admit I'm a bit jealous. She can be with him in a way that I never can." There was silence after that, which got Timon to glance over. The man was staring at him, his face slightly drawn and stricken.

Because Tim wasn't an adult and his ways were a bit more strict than what nobles or city folk followed when it came to same gender pairings. Or having more than one person in your life that way.

"That has to be hard. My point though is that she's one of their best, from what I've seen. My grandmother, Gray, she... well, I think it's fair to say that she hates men. Be ready for that. She might just ban us both from her lands. If we can manage it, we shouldn't linger there. I just don't want you to base all of their land on one unpleasant person." There was a grin with the words, and a head shake.

"I don't suppose you've ever met my mother either?" It didn't seem very likely, but he was in for a surprise there.

"Ah! Yes. Your sister Tamerlane as well. Both rare beauties. Though your mother was rather upset at the time. It was at a duel to the death, between Tor and Count Rodriguez. The man had... Well, I'm sure you know the story. It was just after that. Tor stood victorious, of course, which frightened me more than a little, personally. I was actually shaking, trying to act like I wasn't. I'd spent more than a full year mocking him, and threatening to do him harm, and he'd never done more than stammer at me and make his leave. Then he walked out onto a death field, and insulted a sitting Count, goading harshly, until the man challenged him instead of young David Derring, which was about the bravest thing I'd ever seen. Made me feel the coward I'll tell you now.

"And then he defeated the man, a true giant in gleaming armor, so easily it was almost a farce. I'd thought that I'd scared him, my cousin Marco and I, looming over him as we did, saying biting things. I hadn't realized that he'd held his tongue and hand to protect us the whole time."

There was silence for a bit then, and when Timon glanced over again he saw the man was trying to drink something from a strange bottle. He made a face, and kept going. They still didn't have water with them.

Dorgal sighed and raised the bottle.

"So, there I was, shown very clearly that I was a buffoon that had danced with death over and over again, unknowing, being fooled by appearance as I was. Then I saw her. A lovely girl that looked about my own age, taking Tor to task and seeming ready to flay the very skin from his bones with her rage. Your mother. I was surprised by that, her youth, and even more to learn she was a Conserina. I did what I could to smooth the situation then, but I fear my words did little to help. Still, Tor did manage to survive the day intact, so perhaps something useful was done?"

Timon did his own sighing and flew above a cloud bank, making the water vanish. The mirrored craft moved silently for a while, until about ten minutes later. Then he looked over and nodded.

"That was my mother. Grandma looks just like her. I don't mean that in a light way. It's not a family resemblance, they're the same person. On the outside at least. I can't say I like my grandmother from the few times we've met."

They talked about a lot of things as they flew, including what kind of things they might find in Afrak, but not about anything important after that. Not even why Petra Ward had been with them. It was something they needed to discuss however, since she was in hiding. The thing there was that for all he knew Merchant Sorvee was in on the plot to take over the Kingdom. That or he might be beholden to those that would require him to share such information as a Conserina's whereabouts if he knew them. When they saw the bay, with a ship in the port, a great wooden thing the like of which Timon had never seen, with sail down and resting, he knew that he'd have to speak.

"Dorgal... I know that we've just met, but you said you were my brother's friend, so I must ask a favor of you."

The man next to him nodded, not looking at his face at all, just staring out the window blankly.

"You wish me to leave off the Prince and not to meddle with his heart?" The words were dark and deep, coming reluctantly.

"What? No... How is that any business of mine? No, no, nothing like that at all. Alphonse is an adult, and Princess Abumanitalli is my great niece, but also more than enough to deal with such things on her own if she doesn't want you involved with her future husband. Not that at all." He sighed, trying to build his courage back up, having been knocked off guard like that. "I must have your silence about where Petra Ward is. Until she returns home. I can't tell you why that is, so I have to ask you to trust me. It's important, and not a small thing... Can you do that?"

For all he knew the answer would be no. There was no law that said anyone had to listen to him, and Dorgal didn't have some great love for his brother either, that was clear, friend now or not. That didn't mean he was a bad person though. Maybe there was a chance he could hold his tongue? If not... Well then he wouldn't leave Vagus.

Not quickly at least. The trip home without Timon's help might just take him years from there.

The man stared at him for a while, no expression visible, not even a cunning look, which was his most common expression as he figured out new ways to make gold from the world around him. In this moment he just regarded the boy next to him and didn't blink.

"I can't imagine why you'd want to hide a Conserina. Who told you to do that?" The question was probing, too much so to be a casual thing at all. "Would it be your brother? Or perhaps your father, or Lady mother? No..."

He kept his eyes locked on the side of Timon's head, then shook his own after a while.

"No, it has to be someone greater than that, doesn't it? The King? Perhaps the Queen? I know that she's Tor's lover, so I suppose it could be from there. Why though? Why would someone want Petra Ward out of the way, and not killed? Treachery is the only answer... A threat so great that only removing her to the safety of Austra will serve. There are only two groups in Noram that would require that great of an action." He thought in silence for a few moments and finally spoke with a level of assurance that told Timon a lot. More than Dorgal could have known.

"Timon, is there a plot against the crown? A thing so dark that simply knowing that Conserina Ward is alive would give away the King's hand." There was a smile then, a twisted thing that had no humor in it at all. "Well, unless you were to be working against the King and if that were the case your own brother would be fighting you I think. He loves the King and the Prince, as well as the rest of their family. No, I can't see you doing that at all. What I've seen about you is more honorable than that by far. If with more of a merchant's heart than I've seen in the rest of them, which gladdens me. That means that one of them told you to protect her. Or begged you to."

Timon didn't deny it, but also didn't say it was correct, just piloting, settling low over the waves and moving toward the docks at about twenty miles per hour, so that no one would be made afraid. Then he stopped dead and turned to the man.

"So I have your word on the matter?" Timon waited for the man to nod, noticing that his hair wasn't greasy at all today, it was just black and straight. It looked better that way. He'd have to warn the man that Lyn would probably think that too.

There was a nod then.

"You do. I promise that I won't speak to anyone about where she is, until she returns to our land openly."

Nodding Timon started them moving again.

"Good. Also nice to know that no one has contracted the Assassins Guild to kill her yet either. You'll let me know if anyone tries to buy her death? I'll offer more gold for their name than they can pay for the death." He looked at the people on the docks waving to them as Dorgal went still. "Not that I know how I'll get the funds. Probably from my brother, but keep that in mind, will you? Also... try not to take offense at my grandmother. I don't think she can help herself."

Dorgal took a deep breath, and nodded.

"You... are a very dangerous man, you know that Timon Baker?"

"What, because I figured out that you knew too much about who might be going after Petra Ward? That doesn't make me dangerous. Just better informed than most people."

Dorgal chuckled and shook his head a bit.

"That's normally the same thing, where we come from."

It was just the truth, so Tim nodded and kept flying, hoping that the revelation that the Sorvee merchant family was the Assassins Guild would be the biggest event of the day.
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The docks were filled with dark skinned women dressed in brown, spun fiber clothing, most with tight curly black hair that looked practical and well controlled. One of the women had brilliant blue hair and orange eyes, which was distinctive if nothing else. It wasn't dye, but her actual color, Timon thought, much like Princess Abby had bird red hair that stood straight up and never faded, along with ice blue for eyes. It wasn't that one that approached first however. It was a woman that looked to be about forty or so, who clearly thought she was in charge, regardless of hair color.

The woman waved to them happily, gestured at the craft and then, almost shockingly, bowed low. She didn't speak at first, but turned and muttered back to the crowd in Afrak. Timon didn't know a lot of it, but he got the general idea easily enough, since Abby had taught him some words and phrases when they'd met each time except the last.

"They are of Noram, I recognize the little ship. Who here can speak to them?" That, from the reaction was no one in the area.

The blue haired one stepped forward then and bowed herself.

"I like these ones. Do you think they are married? We should send for the Gray. She speaks their tongue."

Timon held up the letters for his grandmother, and spoke a bit haltingly. There were some sounds he wasn't able to make yet, his inner mouth being the wrong shape. It would make him sound a bit funny to the women, he knew.

"These are for her? For the Gray? I don't need to see her. Just deliver these." Though he really should stay and at least get a return message. If she had one. It was a great plan and even if they had to sleep in the Fast Craft it would be worth it. Even going hungry for a day. That sounded more than fair, to avoid the woman.

It wasn't to be though, since she came running to the docks, her sandals fairly flying. How she could do that and not fall wearing the plain gray dress she had on he didn't know. It wasn't much faster than he could go, but it was a good clip and was probably close to the speed a good horse could run going flat out. Tim set his face as he waited, hoping it wouldn't be as bad as it might be.

She wasn't out of breath that he could tell, or sweating overly either as she stopped and glanced at Dorgal and then glared at Timon for a few seconds.

"Oh, It's the brat that thinks he knows better than his elders and what... someone come to sell us fripperies and pretend they have value?" The words held anger in them, even if the face was calm.

A slow rage started that he wasn't ready for at all. It wasn't about her, he knew, as rude as she was being. It was about his mother, who, as he'd pointed out to Dorgal, who was goggling a bit at the likeness, was identical. Except that Gray tended to keep her apparent age at about fourteen or so. He had to bite his lip and force himself to breathe, so that a combat rage wouldn't start. It was building inside him he could tell. It had only happened twice before and the second time he'd managed to run off into the woods and beat a tree instead of the neighbor boy that had been sassing him. It had been too close and he'd nearly killed the kid.

Now he was starting to do it again.

"What's wrong boy? Can't be bothered to answer your elders? Too good for the likes of us? We don't wave swords or kill everyone in sight, so we aren't worth your time? How like the men of Noram. Simple brutes without sense, the lot of you. Too stupid and graceless to even mutter a few polite phrases." Her tone seemed nearly triumphant, until she fell down, along with everyone within twenty feet of him or so. Those few he could see that were further away reeled as well, but didn't all go down, just looking dizzy.

"I came to deliver these messages. That is done. I'll leave now. If you mock me the next time we meet, be prepared to fight to the death for it. There are limits to what I'll take and you just walked right past them." Then he threw the letters on top of her and managed to resist kicking her, which he was pretty proud of. Instead he picked up Dorgal and carried him into the craft, feeling as if he weighed no more than a large bag of flour. It wasn't true, but in his rage he could manage it. Then he took off without waiting to make certain everyone was all right.

The disorientation from the combat aura was pretty strong, true. Not particularly dangerous however. Not unless he lost control and attacked someone that was already down and not able to fight back. Of course with his shield on that was a lot more dangerous than not. Even unarmed his fists would hit like iron at the moment. 

He headed north and east, the rage subsiding after a few moments, thankfully. It would make him stupid and clumsy, as well as cause his head to hurt, but it would be a lot harsher if it went on for a longer time.

The aching began before Dorgal woke up enough to speak, which he didn't do even after it was probably safe. Timon realized that he was afraid, which was normally a good idea if someone flying a craft you were in had just been in a rage like that. Forcing a smile he turned to the man slightly, not letting his head turn too far, since it might mess up the line he'd chosen to fly in. Not that he was all that certain he was going to the right spot. If he could find a landmark he recognized that would work better.

"So... That went better than I thought. Sorry about that. I didn't think she'd come on that strong right off the bat. Not that it should have triggered me like that. I almost never do that." You were supposed to apologize to people if you hurt them, but the rules said that you got to mainly ignore the rest of the fallout from combat rage, after the fact. Dorgal was stuck with him however, so reassuring the man that he wasn't about to go all rage monster in the small enclosed space just seemed polite.

He shook his head a little and didn't make direct eye contact. That was also in the rules. A person that had been triggered once was more likely to do it again for a few days if pushed. If nothing else they'd most likely get angry a lot easier. 

Of course as it was Timon wasn't absolutely certain he hadn't just started a war with Afrak. True, it might be fair to suggest that Gray started it, not him. That wouldn't be how it looked to everyone back home if it came to fighting. On the good side Gray didn't have an army, or violence, so it would probably just be him running around yelling at a bunch of scared women that had no real reason to be his enemy.

Dorgal, being caught in a bit of a trap, didn't talk for nearly two hours, even when Tim made small comments. Anything said might be the wrong thing, and of course, if a person were so inclined to that sort of thing, being silent could also be enough to make them upset. It wasn't really bothering him. Really, the words shouldn't have either. He was feeling fairly stable again, really.

"It's that I'm kind of fighting with my ma. Lara is too much like her and it kind of set things going that shouldn't have, even if she was a bit rude to us." The controller felt strange and hard in his hand he realized, which wasn't right. The craft seemed fine, in that it flew well, but the walls were uneven and bulging outward, as if trying to get away from him. He'd accidentally caused it to change without realizing it. Without saying anything he focused, trying to fix it all. That actually got Dorgal to relax visibly and after a few more minutes dare to actually break his silence.

"But Lyn Cooper is nicer? No hidden secrets?" There was a hesitation to the words, a shyness almost. It wasn't what he expected from the fellow at all.

"Oh... well, yeah. More than we'll ever know, I'd guess. She's an Ancient, a real one, having already lived thousands of years. I know that she can control her age a lot better than most of us can, so there's that. She can also turn into this tall skeletal creature, which makes her faster and stronger. Like a person in a combat rage, except she's in full control of herself all the time. It's fascinating to see, but not all that pretty. She's also becoming a really good builder too. Friendly enough. Other than that I don't know that much about her. Vagus is kind of low magic so far, but she's training about fifty or so builders already, and in twenty years they'll probably have more wizards than Noram does." He was rambling.

Dorgal nodded along and didn't ask too many hard questions. That was pretty standard too, from what his parents had told him after the first time he'd done it, when he was nine. As far as they knew it had never happened after that. There had been a couple of close calls for him. Almost every time he got too mad really. It wasn't a fun thing at all and if his parents knew, they'd probably insist that he go home right that moment. Like that would help.

Just thinking about it started to make him angry again, so he tried to distract himself by talking.

"It won't take too long from here. Vagus is big, but only about five more hours from this point. If we don't get lost that is." He grinned and glanced at the man, who was keeping his face as still as possible. "That's... probably not going to happen. It really is a huge place. If you can get Lyn to marry you there's that. Pretty much the best time to do it too. It's a little rough right now. Mud huts and horse farmers mainly. That won't last too long..." Timon blinked and realized that there was a strange red lump under them, a palace like the one that Lyn had made for the summit. Pointing he stopped and looked at it. There was a stream going into it, from the air, but it was on the edge of a forest, not in a large grassy plain at all. The landscape was different too. A mountain range to the left that hadn't been there at all. So it had been moved?

He shook his head and started to land, wondering why she'd moved the thing at all. When he settled a group of people, some young, some nearly ancient it seemed, from their gray hair and stooped forms, moved toward them. They were in rich looking robes, all the same bright red. Like a uniform. On their feet were strange shoes, also red, if a lighter shade of it, a style that Timon had only ever seen on Lyn herself.

Dorgal was almost happy to get out of the craft it seemed, and smiled genially at the group that stood around them, hands folded in their long sleeves. From the center of the group a woman came, looking about forty or so. Lyn.

Timon waved to her, then realized it wasn't nearly proper enough a greeting for the leader of an entire land, so he bowed, which got Dorgal to do the same, going lower than he did and holding it. The people all bowed back, except Lyn, who ran forward, her face aging backwards as she moved.

"Brother!" There was a hug, a tight thing that showed that the woman, who now looked like a young girl, was many times stronger than she looked. He actually had the air taken from him for a few seconds until she relented a bit. "I didn't think anyone would be in touch for a few years. Is everything alright?"

That was a delicate question, one that he didn't want to answer openly in front of a crowd, in case some of them had been learning to speak Noram standard. If they hadn't they should, since they were going to be friends and coworkers.

"Of course not, but you know the thing about Tor. That hasn't changed as far as I know. This gentleman is the Merchant... prince, Dorgal Sorvee, who's come to not only look for trade, but also to see about getting married to you. I was thinking we'd hold one ceremony here today, then one in the Capital in a few weeks. You're good with that, aren't you?" It was said jokingly, but Red nodded, as if it only made perfect sense.

To that end she barked out something in her language, which was actually called "Cantonese" not "Vagish". He didn't know enough to get what she said, but it was followed by a smile and an explanation.

"That's fast work Dorgal. A good plan, taking charge like that. I asked for the whole thing to be set up. We don't have complicated ceremonies here. We just jump over a small fire holding hands and spend the night together alone. There will be some singing and dancing for the others, but we mainly just get to talk and consummate things. It will be fun."

To his credit, Dorgal didn't hesitate or look bashful at all, he bowed instead and then took her hand in a very proper fashion.

"It sounds perfect... Lyn. Much better than what my mother will insist upon back home. Should I have some special kind of costume, or learn a speech? I fear I haven't prepared anything in your tongue as of yet. I promise to learn it as soon as I may."

That earned him a hug, which wasn't nearly as hard or familial as what Tim had gotten. That was a good sign at least. He'd been afraid that the man might only like other men, from what he'd said, but he seemed happy enough to let Lyn touch him. She was cute, if slightly funny looking. That was just the way her people were, and it wasn't unpleasant, just different.

"That's good to hear. What you're wearing will be fine for the ceremony, but it won't start until dark. The Mages that are working at copies and meditation will wish to attend I think. It's not every day that there's a wedding after all. We'll have a feast too. It's what we do." She dimpled at Timon then and clapped once, which got everyone else to run off in different directions. Some of them smiled. Not all by any means however.

Those of Vagus had lived a hard existence for thousands of years. Capturing magic for them from Noram had been a last ditch effort for Lyn, he thought. It didn't instantly fix their land, of course. That would take a long time and a lot of hard work. The school here, if that's what this place was, seemed to be thriving however. The clothing they were wearing had to be made of magic, since they hadn't been allowed real fabrics that fine before. 

They were invited inside the place, which was filled with plants and gardens in pots that lined every hallway, vegetables and fruit growing in them as well as flowers of different kinds. The lights from above where part of the building and a fine mist of water fell on the plants at different times.

"We don't have any true builders yet, but we have fifty-seven people that have learned to make copies from templates. Each student here is a member of our Mage corps, which means that they've agreed to work directly for me for their entire life, in exchange for power. They may marry, but this is the first wedding that any of us have had. It's a great example, since their spouses can hold riches, even though they may not." She touched the Merchants arm and looked up into his face then, her eyes going slightly large. Right now they looked blue, but Tim had seen them be green and brown at different times.

"Dorgal, I'm the leader of this land, it's true. I don't have a mountain of gold, or slaves however. My people do what I ask, because they love me. I don't ask much of them, except things that will aid them, because I love them. If you thought that there would be great wealth from this union..."

Timon held his head and snorted.

"Don't be ridiculous Lyn. Just taking a percentage of profits from whatever you two sell in Noram, magic wise, will make you both rich. Are your Mages going to get part of that? If so, I suggest you work out a system of trade. Real goods instead of useless gold. Maybe work out some bargains with some of the top builders back home, until your people are doing your own work. I don't know. Sorry..." He held his head, which was smarting pretty well now. "Combat rage episode. I think I might have started a war with Gray. She was asking for it. I know, she's my grandmother... I should be kind, and contrite."

Lyn tilted her head and smiled a little.

"Did she survive it? I don't think she's capable of seeing a man as a real threat, certainly not one as small as you still are. It's a flaw in her thinking and always has been. She can't help it. She was created by a group of women that hated men. The problem there is that humans need both genders to survive. It's why she didn't do away with men altogether in Afrak. Women can't survive on their own. Men can't either. Even if the baby problem is addressed, which Gray can do, it just doesn't work. People tried. It was a mistake."

He shook his head and then wished he hadn't, forcing a pained smile.

"They should all be fine. The combat aura took them down and I managed to grab Dorgal up and run. It's... Not good."

Lyn patted his arm gently then stood back and yelled, calling out in her own language, which got not one, but three red robes Mages ran forth, all of them holding small gray stones out, one of which was handed to Red instantly by a girl that looked vaguely familiar.

Then it was passed to him, the sigil on it familiar. It was hand carved, a smooth etching, but the design was clear. It was one of Tor's healing amulets. Hitting the design his head flared with sudden pain, which was a sign it was working. A moment later, no more than fifteen seconds, he felt fine again. Tapping it a second time, the small stone held in his right palm he smiled.

"Excellent work! I haven't even tried to make one of these yet. It's pretty complicated. Is this one of yours?"

The leader of Vagus shook her head and smiled proudly.

"We have ten here that can make these already. I had to create a template for it, but they did the work. All our creations are in stone, since metal working is forbidden us by the treaty. Most of our work so far is making cutters, which have been spread through the land. Those are the most needed thing. It's a simple tool, but one that has more uses than anyone in Noram has seemed to realize. These are next, then water purification and new houses superior to the old. We don't have a lot of excess for sale yet, but it will come. I do have some things that I made, personally. Tanneries and such. Will that do for trade do you think? As a start? I'm no Tor. I have a few hundred things however."

Dorgal looked greedy for a second and then... stopped.

"I... If we're to be married, then your people are mine. I can't just think of myself, can I? We'll... It is enough to start with. We'll make sure that all of Vagus benefits from it." The words sounded right, if not like what Timon would have suspected from the man.

Feeling better, if a little hungry, he watched the Mages walk away without a word, and handed the healing stone back to Lyn. It didn't have a hole for wearing after all. Looking into his eyes she suddenly held him again for a moment.

"Don't worry about Gray. She won't take a personal issue and make it into something that might harm her people. The worst that will happen there is that she won't like you personally. It's not a wonderful thing. It also isn't something for you to fear. She'll yell and try to make you feel bad, but ultimately that's all she can really do to you. If she keeps doing it, well then she'll earn what she gets. You aren't responsible for her, family or not."

For some reason that really did make him feel better, even if he didn't really understand why. Then he got it. Lyn was doing something to him. Some kind of influence was coming off of her, leaving him feeling calm and better about the whole thing. It wasn't unwelcome at all. It probably should have been, since he didn't want to have his mind influenced like that as a rule.

The rest of the day was pretty relaxed, with red robed people scurrying to do work on various things while he pretended not to be bored. In the end he helped Dorgal make a new outfit, that was nice enough the King himself would have been pleased to be seen in it he was sure. Then he had to go and find Lyn, who was just going to use her red colored robe for the ceremony. It really was pretty, but that would have made Dorgal look over dressed, so she relented with a happy look and made it a bit more frilly and slightly glowing in places. It wasn't Noram style at all, while still being flashy enough to make Timon happy.

Her Mages too, it seemed.

It really didn't take long at all for the whole thing to take place. They all stood in a circle and chanted while Dorgal and Lyn clasped hands, then as she'd mentioned, they jumped over a fire. It wasn't a big thing, made of grass and horse dung in fact. It was the tradition, even with the larger magical Guide fire in the center of the cooking area for their feast preparation.

That was mainly vegetables and horse meat, though there was some pig as well. It was plain... and still ten times more filling and tasty than the Austran food from that morning. That didn't get mentioned, because no one spoke to him, or did more than offer him food, barely making eye contact at all. It wasn't hostile really, in fact one of the girls, who he recognized from his last visit, touched his arm lightly, then pulled back shyly and stepped away.

Lyn saw it and waved to him, then took Dorgal by the hand and walked carefully, a basket of food being handed over to them as they moved toward Timon.

"We're off then for the night. Most of the day tomorrow. Are you staying?" Her tone kind of suggested that it might not be a perfect idea. She didn't hint as to why however.

"No, I'll be off at first light. I could use a little food for that and some water. Oh, I have messages from my grandfather and Brown. Letters. Let me give you those now, or at least place them somewhere you can find them later." They were in the craft, in his case, with the other ones. Which meant getting up, carefully not dropping the warm food in his hand. They didn't use plates here, or bowls.

That had to make eating whatever they used for potage interesting.

He moved over, away from the light of the fire and opened the side of his vehicle. The letters took a few seconds to get and he had to wipe his greasy left hand on his pant leg, juggling a small pile of food in the right as he did, before handing the papers over.

"I'll be back in... Call it two weeks? I can take return messages then, or grab you two up for the Noram ceremony. I guess that I have to pay for that, don't I? If so don't count on anything too grand. I'm already going into debt trying to make sure Austra doesn't starve." He didn't explain and Dorgal chuckled softly, which got Red's attention.

Her words were pleasant however.

"Thank you for the offer brother. Tor has already been roped into it however, by his lady Collette? I trust it will be suitably grand?" She giggled like a girl then.

"Maybe you can rent the palace for it? Get the King to officiate? I want Sandra Morris to be my maid in waiting... Dorgal, who do you want as your defender to the claim?"

He thought for a second and grinned after a bit.

"My cousin Marco. Will you ask him Tim?"

Why not, he nodded and shook the man's hand, then hugged Lyn and realized that he'd picked up yet another task. He needed to start writing down all he had to do, or things were going to end up being forgotten. He didn't have any paper and Vagus didn't either, so it would have to wait until he got back to Noram.

Lyn called out instructions and then, in a rather dramatic fashion pulled out an amulet and created a tiny stone cottage off to one side. Then she went inside with her new husband, the door being shut firmly behind them.

The people danced and occasionally looked at him, without approaching or interacting with him at all. That was probably just due to his being unfamiliar and new. When he got tired, about an hour later, Timon got up and went to his craft, changing the seats inside, so that one would be very large and lay all the way back into a sleeping platform. There was no blanket, though a pillow was built in that worked well for the purpose. At first he didn't think he'd sleep very easily, until his eye closed. When they cracked open there was light outside the front viewing window.

He had to go outside to find a bush and nearly tripped over a pile of things outside his door. Cooked meat, wrapped in large leaves, vegetables and two animal bladders with stoppers that held water. It wasn't a full shower, but it let him have something to drink and some breakfast before he left, as well as a decent tooth brushing. He nearly felt human as the craft lifted into the air. He had one more stop to make, in Soam, but then he could get back to familiar ground.

As hard as it was to admit, he felt a little home sick.

Not for Two Bends exactly, or even his family, just for his land. It was, right or wrong, what he knew.

That proved to be no small fact as the day drew on, since even though he made a run lengthwise over the whole continent, he wasn't really certain where he was supposed to find Julie at all. It was a bit of an oversight on his part, since any of the other Ancients would have probably have known where to find the woman, meaning he should have asked. Finally he just landed in what he figured might be the capital. It was the largest city or whatever they were called here. It looked different, but it had vast stone buildings and well paved streets, wide things that each could have been used at the square of a large town in width. He went to the middle and settled in one of them, hoping it wasn't against the rules, or if it was, that their habit would be to simply tell him that, instead of attacking or throwing him into a cell for the mistake.

Instead he was simply observed for a long time, well over an hour, no one coming close enough to him for speech. Just as he was about to climb back into his craft and go home, a large block of stone, larger than his own craft was at the moment, settled next to him out of the air. There were five people on the top of it, and stone hand holds carved into the gray side of it. They all wore white, but it was the one in the middle, who came down last, that he was interested in.

Julie White.

The woman was exotic and unique in all the world as far as he knew. Her skin wasn't simply pale, it was the color of pearl, slightly iridescent with just a hint of glitter to it as the sun hit her flesh. She didn't move across the distance between them, which was nearly eight feet, she danced, a thing that should have seemed strange and bizarre. For her it worked, the whole city stopping to watch her do it. The world itself almost seemed to focus on her for a moment, until she bowed in front of him.

Timon touched his shirt front and activated his shield, which gained an instant relief from the energy she was giving off. The woman was still alluring, which she probably couldn't help, it being her nature. He'd been warned about it and had dealt with the effect before, so was ready for it.

"I have messages for you, White. Is this the right place to land?" He looked around and while he didn't seem to be in the way people were watching them.

The woman laughed, a sound that was having an unfair influence on him he realized. He really wanted to please her suddenly. It was all he could do not to touch her. The people near her didn't refrain totally, reaching out every now and again, then pulling away as the others intercepted them. Julie though was focused only on him. It was more intense than he really liked.

"It is a good place for it. This is my home, for now. So good to have a visitor. Will you stay for a time, Timon? We have much to discuss, you and I." It was tempting to stay and forget his responsibilities, which was the danger that she presented. Her land was a reflection of her in green that way. It all called to him on a deep level, making him want to stay with her.

To be her lover.

Since he was a bit too young for that he pulled back for a second, into the craft, and came out with the letters for her.

"Sorry, I need to be on my way as soon as possible. Some nobles from Noram want to come for a tour here, in a few weeks. Is that alright? We can bring food and pay people for any services they provide."

The woman smiled and nodded as if it were a present for her, not him begging for help.

"That would be most welcome Timon. I simply ask that if they are too large, over seven feet or so, they not expect to meet with me personally. I... It's embarrassing, but I rather have a fear of people that are too large. I mean no insult. Could you smooth that over for me?"

He nodded.

"Not a problem. They'll understand. Or if they don't, I won't bring them. I can just set down here? Is it possible to have housing for them? I probably won't be able to stay with them the whole time, and will need my vehicle, which wouldn't be big enough for all of us to sleep in comfortably anyway. About ten people. Maybe more." He kept waiting for her to have a problem with something he said, but Julie just kept smiling and reaching out for him, making a little face when she hit shield.

"We have ample housing and food. We can also take people to places of interest. Waterfalls of great splendor and ancient ruins that have stood from before the time of my own birth. I will have to arrange for a translator... No worry for you, I know a few."

Then, without ceremony she sat on the ground, her firm breasts bare as was the custom here. It was a fact that Timon was trying to ignore. He'd seen naked women before, in the Capital, at a distance. The women here were close however and the concept of undergarments didn't seem to be a thing here. Most just wore different colored skirts.

Julie's hair was a white that was almost blue, it was so brilliant and that wasn't coloring of any artificial sort it seemed, because the stuff between her legs was the same color. The only good thing at all to the situation was that almost everyone else was staring at her as well. He looked away as she started to read the messages. Thankfully she read only one page of the long thing Green sent and both pages from Brown. For a moment he'd been afraid it would take her hours.

"I don't need to reply at this time. Will you be available to me when you return? I may have thoughts to share with the others then. Blue and Black as well. Is that a thing you can do? Contacting them?"

Timon allowed that it might be... eventually. He didn't want to promise anything he might not be able to deliver on, no matter how likely it was at the moment. Still, it was in the plan to visit both of those places.

"But not Afrak again. Gray hates me and I'm not really so sure it isn't mutual now. Don't mention that to my parents though, they'd tan my hide good just for saying it." There was a horrified look from White, but it lessened when he explained. "Just with words. They never really beat us. Well, that one time that Todd was calling Sue-Anne Moore ugly. Da did take after him with a belt for that. That's fair though, because Sue-Anne is very sweet, even if not fine looking." As it was Todd only got a few token smacks that did no damage. It was a clear message to both him and the rest of the kids that there were things you just didn't say at all.

White clearly didn't approve, even of that. It was in a different land though and there were other rules there.

"It makes sense that Lara Gray would dislike you. She has to after all. You're her worst nightmare come to life. A male of the Gray line. Her Rhetistics... do you know what those are?" She waited, her face curious rather than standing in judgment if he lacked something she considered basic knowledge.

"Sort of. Neuro-peptide combinations that are self-reinforcing, a sort of permanent memory that can influence a person forever. More or less. Don't ask me to set up a system of them. I have the basic idea." It was Brown that had taught him that too, explaining to him that Tor had those, as did the other Ancients, but Timon didn't. From the sound of it, Tim was glad. They seemed to have been a joke when they were built, causing people to like strange things, like a specific color to the exclusion of all others, or to fear things or situations. That was probably why Julie didn't like overly tall people.

She clasped her hands delicately in front of the gap her skirt left as she sat cross legged. He resisted looking again. She wasn't blood, but she was family as much as anyone. They hadn't made up what to call each other yet, but just in case it was something too close, he didn't want to start bad habits.

"Yes. That. One of those in Lara Gray's set is meant to prevent her from having male offspring. She's had a hundred daughters or more, but your mother is her. Free to have what children she wishes. And now here you are. A son of her line. Worse, you aren't vile and evil, not stupid or coarse, you're everything any sane grandmother could have wanted. It's simply that, in regards to you, Lara Gray simply isn't rational."

It... made a certain kind of sick sense, given what he'd been told about her. If that was the truth of it, they'd never be friends, would they? It wasn't even her fault, as rough as she'd been with him when they last met.

"Well, when I hire a female pilot we can send things there with her. Right now it's just me and Morgan. You'll like him. Wonderful person. Very happy and cheerful. Married... and I don't know if he and his wife follow the noble rules, so, you know, please be careful there." He didn't know that the woman had sex with everyone she could, but he could tell they certainly wanted to. It was clear on the faces of everyone, man or woman, around her.

He felt it himself, which was at least a good enough reason to leave as fast as possible.

"I'll try to get down this way, every few weeks. Oh! Red just got married. Last night. To Dorgal Sorvee, who's a merchant from Noram. If you want to open up trade with Noram or Vagus at all, he's the one to talk to. Do you want me to bring him around? Also, you might want some ambassadors in other lands, what with everything happening so fast. Let me know and I'll set up fast transport for them and pass the messages you need to set things up. I get the equivalent of three hundred gold for the whole contingent, as long as it takes less than five craft to do the work. More if I have to make several trips. You travel free, as a relative, of course, though if you try to abuse the privilege I'll put you to work."

That earned a smile and another attempt to touch him, which got an actual laugh.

"Are all the new men of Noram so very careful with themselves? The others allow me contact. My brothers and sisters."

Shrugging he moved back toward the floating silver box and grabbed the side to pull himself up. When he turned Timon smirked a bit and shook his head.

"You are too lovely to take risks with Julie White. You know it too. That's one thing Tor was right about, in his warning about that to me. If I stayed in your presence too long I'd do things that would shame me. Or try to at least. I'll avoid that for now. I'm too young to have all other women ruined for me anyway." It sounded like a polite enough rebuff. It was all true too, which got her to bow again as he closed the door.

"Come again soon, Timon of Noram."

The trip back to the Capital was actually the shortest leg of the journey so far, which probably meant that setting up a regular route to the place was a good idea, especially if they had anything unique to trade. Carrying around things that people already had didn't make a lot of sense. Dorgal had said something like that even.

Timon reflected that he seemed to have married off a member of the Assassins Guild to the leader of a foreign land without mentioning that fact to her, which was a bit of a problem. In potential at least. Not that Lyn was in danger. In that Tim was certain Dorgal was in fact a very safe bet. You didn't keep a secret like that if you were prone to lazy violence or combat rage, did you? He hadn't even tried to attack Tor at school he'd said.

The man's entire family was probably in the Guild. No doubt the Sorvee family were all in on it in some form or another.

It was something to consider as he traveled home.

The Capital was shining orange in the setting sun, the King's river running like a band of shining tan in front of it. The thing wasn't overly clean, not compared to the one on top of the walls. It was clear that a few industrious people had figured out ways to shunt some of the water off for use both inside and out of the walls. On the river side there was a strip of green growing, a constant rain falling from wooden pieces stuck into the flow. The green was nice, the land in the area being decently brown and barren. Of course the water constantly hitting the wall was going to be a problem over time. It was already starting to melt away in places. As soon as someone in charge noticed it, they'd make the people take their rainstorm away.

That would be sad. Really they needed a better way of dealing with it. A scaffold with an irrigation ramp or at least a long pipe to keep the wall clear. They had a lot of water to work with after all, it was a shame to let the one thing stop the other. Especially since it probably wouldn't work. People would just slap things back up when no one was looking, not wanting to lose their little luxury garden.

He realized that he'd just been hovering, about eighty feet up, looking down at the scene. Shaking himself he settled. Then he realized that he hadn't gone to pick up Collette. He let his head hang for a few seconds, and then decided that if it wasn't an emergency, he'd get her in the morning. It wasn't late, and he was rested enough physically, Tim was just feeling like he didn't want to do it. Growling a little he put the craft away and got his chests out of it, knowing that honor and duty required him to go and see if he was needed.

After all, the rule was, that if he was going to play at being an adult he had to carry a full load. Maybe two. He didn't have a wife or family, not yet. Not his own. Still he'd selected his burdens hadn't he? The world had kind of assisted in the direction he'd gone, but not totally. His decision to put off school was his now. Oh, true, he couldn't afford it, not yet, which was a difficulty. Count Thomson had offered him gold for it though, as had his parents. It was his choice to give his work away to orphans so they'd be able to learn to read and write, and no one had demanded that of him at all. Or even thought of it.

Did he not want to go to school? It made sense to go. Tor had. His mother and father had. No one else was given the chance and he hadn't been either. He'd gone and gotten that for himself. So, yes, he really did want to attend, he just needed to get himself around for it. Tim decided to try and set a meeting with Countess Printer when he could. Or at least her head master.

First however, no matter what, he had to do a few things. Contact Collette and make certain she didn't require him that moment. Then... if possible he wanted to shower. It didn't have to be a long one, just a little soap, a little warm water. It wasn't that much to ask for, was it?

After that...

Well, what he had to do was so audacious he almost wanted to pretend it wasn't his task at all. Sighing he set himself to the task and went to the communications device and hit the Ward sigil first. There was no wait at all, just a gentle laugh that answered sweetly.

"This is Countess Ward. How are you doing this evening?"

He tried to force a smile to his face, remembering her looking grumpy and snappish the other morning. He was a little tired now. There was a lesson in there in comportment he figured. At least in how not to act.

"Hello Countess Ward, this it Timon Baker. Calling to see if Collette Coltress needs my services tonight? I can also be there for her in the morning. Or later, though we need to set the dates. Oh, also, while I have you, I was in Soam earlier in the day and not only are you cleared to go, Julie White, the leader there, is looking forward to having such interesting guests. We should probably take some things to trade. They don't use coin there, I don't think." 

There was a sound of girlish clapping then.

"Marvelous. I have most of those going already arranged. Collette isn't here at the moment, out with a friend of hers, Martya? I don't know if you've met. They're plotting to control the ice manufacturing for the entire Kingdom no doubt. I won't complain, even if it does leave me at loose ends this evening. Oh... One moment, Marvin wants to speak to you."

There was a rustle of shifting fabric and then a low voice that sounded like a whisper, forcing Tim to bend toward the device in front of him to hear all the words.

"I've been called to the palace as soon as possible, would this evening be something that could be done? I don't know how long I'll be staying, perhaps through the council in a few weeks. I'll pay rate plus a bonus if you can have me there for dinner. I'd love to impress King Richard with my desire to please."

It was just past seven right then. The meal would be at nine, like always.

"Stand ready. No fair hiding inside so that we show up late."

"Are you serious? I'll be ready! Thank you."

Timon clicked the device, calling the palace instantly. It was a good plan, since it took nearly ten minutes. Finally there was a voice he didn't really recognize. Only in passing if at all.

"This is the palace, how may I aid you this evening."

"Timon Baker here. I just got a transport job from Count Ward. Would it be alright for him to come to dinner?" He was willing to be late and even lose the offered bonus if he had to, so the woman could find out if that was allowable or not. She just chuckled however.

"Oh? The first to answer Richard's call then, if he can do it. I'll set that up. Are you coming as well Timon? It's just going to be a small meal. You can bring Maria Ward with you, if she wants to come along. We need all our friends here if possible." It clicked that she wasn't just an uppity maid half way through her speech. It was the Queen. He didn't acknowledge that however, in case there was a reason not to.

"I'll ask after her, if I can. A bit of a schedule here, so not to be rude, but I need to fly." Literally he realized.

"Do it. We'll see you for the meal."

That meant running to the front and not getting clean first. He didn't reek yet, but he wasn't scented with lavenders either. At least he could have fresh clothing for the event. He'd need to find a comb however.

The trip was quick and dark, but not too hard at the far end, since both of the Wards stood outside, surrounded by lights on their well groomed lawn. When he landed they both scurried to get in, moving a lot faster than he'd have expected. He didn't talk until they were headed back the right general direction at best speed.

"Welcome. Normally I wouldn't be this rushed, you understand. We're all due for dinner in..." He looked at his watch, which he couldn't see at all, and had to make part of the shelf in front of him glow to see it. Not too much, since that would leave him blind in the darkness. "Forty-three minutes. Well... it doesn't look like I'll get my bonus. Still, we won't be too late I don't think, as long as we don't get lost in the night."

Count Ward stayed silent, the tension from him almost palpable. His wife laughed a little and moved forward to see his watch.

"This is so exciting! Aim true and let's see what can be managed? I doubt that even the Queen will hold us to scorn for being a few moments late. Not coming from Warden like we are. So..." Her tone told Timon that a change of subject was coming. It surprised him a bit, but her words asked after Petra, instead of the voyage to Soam.

"My sister in law, is she well? Her ordeal, and to leave her alone in a strange land..." It sounded a lot more dramatic when she said it than the reality implied.

Timon thought about what he could say and finally worked it out.

"I can tell you that she's well physically and not broken of mind. She hides the pain of it well, but it's there. I can't imagine what she went through. I don't want to. Petra is very strong and seemed to be adapting well to where she was. I can't say more about that. I can tell you that she's safe and well protected where she is. More than that you'll have to pry from the King."

To their credit the couple didn't ask any more about her, either finding him rude beyond words or taking what he'd said as simple truth. It was, but the idea that anyone would actually trust him in anything important was kind of new to him. Oh, he was a fine hand in the bakery, and trusted with packages to go from place to place, certainly. It was the first time anyone had trusted him with another person's life however.

The weight of it was rather greater than he expected, even knowing she was safe. How did the King manage it? He had the weight of the entire land on his shoulders. So did Brown, Red and White. Gray too. They were Ancient and well used to it, so maybe that would help in time? He felt pretty pressured himself at the moment, and Petra was safe now. Or was that just an illusion? Even if she really was, the rest of them weren't overly. Anyone that would torture a Conserina had to have meant to kill her and make the body vanish. To do less wasn't just to invite war, but to demand it. Not just from Ward either.

Doing that would mean war with Tor. Since he was missing, that meant Timon would have to take his place. He wasn't a fighter, it was true, and just a child. But he could learn... and cheat. His brother was too good a man at times. Too honorable it sounded like to him. That or he hid his treachery well. That wasn't his way, being deceitful and conniving. It was Tim's.

He kept his tongue still, not admitting that he'd come to a decision in that matter, since the Wards had been asked to hold their hand and he had to himself. He was nothing more than a delivery boy that could do a little building if he tried hard enough. How did he really turn that into anything that would stop traitors? No, he needed to watch his anger and find a way to be of service. Figure out who had the best chance of doing something useful and making sure it happened, if he could.

Timon could see the palace on the horizon, or at least the light of the purple river and the golden lights of the grounds. It still took six minutes to settle into place, which was pushing the time on it a bit. The shield wasn't slapped up at least. It was... nine-thirty. Well, it had been worth a try.

They hurried from the craft, only to stop when a half ring of Royal Guard pointed weapons at them. It was a little rude, unless they were being taken prisoner. In that case it was perfect. George moved forward however and smiled.

"Truth amulet? We've had some issues. I'm sure you understand." He didn't sound like he was at all pleased however. Timon moved in and took the glowing amulet, the pink sigil bright in the dark.

He hit it once, causing a nimbus of soft white with yellow stripes to appear around him.

"I'm Timon Baker and not a traitor to the King, the Queen, the Heir, or anyone here that I know of. I intend no harm here and was, to the best of my knowledge, invited to dinner." He waited for George to nod and then handed the amulet to the Count, who repeated what he'd said, adding in his own name. That got him cleared him instantly it seemed.

Maria did too, also being honest. Except that she changed the words about the King.

"I'm... upset with him. I don't feel that he's treated us very well of late. We've proven ourselves over and over and still we're hit with this..."

George took the amulet back gently and bowed low, those behind him still on alert. That was their job, or so it seemed to Tim.

"We thank you for your willingness to aid us. The situation will be made clear soon, I believe. No insult was meant. If you must feel anger at this testing, please know that it was my decision, not any member of the Royal family." The man bowed low, not kneeling, but with a bent knee anyway.

Countess Ward snorted, then sighed and shook her head.

"A likely tale. Fine. I'll wait to find out more. But if this really was just some game of yours, I'll be back to tell you what I think about it." As threats went, it wasn't a very good one. The man nodded however, not smiling or looking overly pleased by the idea.

The thing with her threat was that, if the situation called for it, she really could return. A promise of death wouldn't be easily delivered to one such as him. Even a guard could fight if they were being murdered after all. He might not survive her passing, but that would be what happened. Yelling at him, now that was a thing he couldn't beat. She could even spend the last of her days berating him as far as the law was concerned. No one would do that, thankfully. Still, if she wasn't happy with the answers she got, a thing George didn't control, there might well still be madness to pay.

They were taken in then, to find that the meal was honestly small, having only six others at the table. The Royal family and Count Peterson. All people he'd actually met before. It was practically cozy. More than that, they'd held the meal for them, which got Count Ward to clap his giant hands several times, smiling.

"Perfect. I'd promised Countier Baker a bonus if he could get me here in time for the meal. I didn't think to truly be here this night. Most amazing, don't you agree?"

It was Princes Karina that gestured for Timon to move in next to her, on the King's side of the table, a place to the left of her.

"Good work. You know the true reward for being good at your profession don't you?" She smiled and looked at the others, Prince Alphonse smirked and gave it away, stealing her line.

"More of the same."

She nodded and patted his left hand as he sat, the other Princess, Veronica, Varley she'd said to call her, on the other side.

The meal they were served made the one from the Austran restaurant seem poor and tasteless, everything being served at the peak of perfection. They only made small talk and wouldn't say anything more meaningful until after. He'd probably be sent back home then, which was fine. As long as it wasn't all the way to Two Bends.

They spoke of the weather, of a good type of wine that Alphonse had found, being grown from grapes along the western coast, and finally, as the fine cake they were eating for dessert was just being cleared away, what he'd been up to.

The King waved to him, nodding a bit, which he took to mean he should speak freely.

"You've been to several other lands in the last few days? How did you find them?"

"With some difficulty in certain cases. Not just in locating them, though that's a little harder than it might sound. Austra is fine... and seeks friendship with us. To that end, a group of... they aren't exactly players or maskers, but the idea is similar... They want to come and make a show here, putting it down in a way that many can watch later. They do that there. It's about how noble Princess Karina and her stalwart friend Ali defeated Austra and freed them from the evil Serge family." He glanced around and noticed that people were watching him closely.

"Kincaid Rue and some of her people want to come and see the land here. I don't get it, but it seems to be a real thing there. An important thing." He sipped at the water in the metal cup that had been placed before him to buy time. "Oh, she's the one that will be playing Princess Karina. I don't see it myself. She's a bit short and while pretty enough, it's in a very different way." For some reason no one asked about the particulars of what the players wanted from them.

Instead Karina turned red and held a hand over her mouth.

"He didn't! Denno actually wrote that down? Oh... my." She looked at the others her eyes wide and a bit embarrassed. "It's Alyssa Baker's fault. We were bored one day and Denno, he was working in the guest house as a servant at the time, hiding for some reason. Anyway, we started talking about stories, and Ali suggested that we'd make a good one. How we were trying to find Daria Serge, because she'd betrayed us and killed our friend. She painted us as slightly more heroic than we actually were. He said he was going to write it up, but I figured that as a joke. Oops."

The Prince shook his head and smothered a laugh with a big hand, not speaking until he'd mastered his face.

"I look forward to meeting this young lady then. Will she be staying with you Timon?"

That wasn't something he knew, not having a house yet. He explained it calmly, hoping the obvious flaws wouldn't be pointed out. Like how he'd have to foot the bill for all of them since they wouldn't have gold to pay for anything. It was Queen Constance that suggested that he arrange for a house. It had that kind of ever so obvious, but not exactly an order, tone to it that made him want to snap at her. He valued his life however, so just nodded. It was true after all.

Just hard to do, so he'd been trying to put it off. He had to have one before he went home in a few days to take his sister to school, or his parents would probably force him to be a baker in their shop as punishment for thinking.

To distract himself he told them about Dorgal Sorvee getting married to Lyn Red.

"More, in a few weeks they're coming here, for a second ceremony. Apparently Tor told her that he'd pay for it, but she asked me to request that it be held here, and that King Richard officiate himself."

Everyone went silent then for a while, so he took another sip of water and looked at the Queen, who was staring at him in abject horror.

"I'd help with that, but I'm going to be busy. Creating a house."
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That turned out to be hard, considering he was just making some copies of someone else's work. It would have been easier if there was a template, but Tor insisted that those were for the lazy or mentally weak. Something like that. That meant sitting in a dark room for nearly two days without sleeping, forcing his mind to hold a pattern, an amorphous sense of a thing existing until it did. The time it took was in part because of his own lack of skill he knew. The Lairdgren group members could all do what he'd done in a matter of hours and come out with twenty to fifty copies of it at one time. In the end, after thirty-nine hours he had five working copies of the little cottages. Then he had to sleep. It was exhausting work, doing magic.

After that he collected his things, and walked out of Tor's house, moving about three hundred feet away to the left, the river in front of him. Hitting the acid etched sigil on the silver piece in his hand, a square the size of a coin, caused the house to appear, looking... Alright. It was a nice place really, that seemed like gray stone, with a black slate roof on the top. The color was a little more gray than the ones that Tor made on the outside, though the interior was about the same. The front door was sturdy and the windows looked like glass, but were shield material. They couldn't break at all. There were interior shutters to keep out the light, and as soon as he set up a water pump he'd have a working tub and shower inside. A full kitchen too.

Right alongside of his place he set up a second one. Getting water was a problem, since he didn't have a copy of a pump at all. The place might not count without it as a real home. Not with his parents at least.

"Fine, build one. You're a builder too... don't let that kind of thing stop you." It was a scary idea, since he couldn't afford the time off to do it. Not with only a day before he needed to be in Two Bends to get Tiera for school.

After putting his few belongings in the main house, he sat on the front walk and waited, since the fee collectors should be out, according to what Collette had told him. It was the lady herself that found him first, shaking her head a bit as she walked toward him, wearing a pink tunic and pants, along with what looked like a big Warden style straw hat.

"You made me fly all the way back here the hard way, losing yourself in a work trance like that." She grinned anyway, not sounding too put out and looked at his house, which was practically a hut compared to the giant palace next door.

Looking at it Timon saw the statement it made. His brother was big and important, flashy and incredible and here he was riding his work and effort. Even with that edge he was barely able to be seen at all. A tiny shadow dancing humbly in the shade created by a mountain.

The woman looked impressed anyway.

"Not bad work. I can't make a copy at all. I've tried. Alyssa can, but only one at a time. She's planning on studying that at Lairdgren this year. Have you thought about doing that? I mean, they'd let you in there and with your grandfather the Count owning it, they'd have to either waive the fee or at least let you in on credit." She glanced at the place again and shook her head. "No one has come in to any school being able to do this. Even if you don't want to build, maybe learn history, or languages to help your business, it's an idea. It's the noble way, getting our families to pay for everything."

He shook his head and let out a huff of air.

"I... don't want to be Tor the lesser. I can see it happening already. I've been to strange and distant lands and had people be impressed that I'm his brother. I'm proud of him and all he's done, but I'm not him. I need to make my own way, somehow. It isn't about this." Waving at the house and then the palace next to it, he froze. "Only it is, isn't it? If it were just the others, Teral and Todd, even Tamerlane for all she's a Countess, no one would really care. I can match that, maybe. Become a businessman myself and people won't care that my oldest brother has his own bakery, or that the others married well. I can do that. What I can't do is be a bright and shining star that can match the freaking second sun that Tor already is. No matter what I do, I don't think it will ever be enough to be seen as more than 'Tor's brother'. Worse, that's ungrateful and petty of me. I really am proud of him. I just don't want to live in the shade on the dark half of the sun forever. Never really good enough, no matter what I do."

The woman chuckled a little and sat down on the ground next to him, not speaking for a while, finally she patted his shoulder gently and smiled sweetly. It was a little patronizing.

"Maybe. If it were anyone else I'd tell you to just do a bit better, or to even just not worry about it. You have to be yourself after all. Tor is..." She started to say special, Timon was certain, but then made a face. "Difficult. Vexing, and sometimes a pain in the rear. He can't understand the people around him and simple social things baffle him as often as not. He's loved and respected, thousands would die for him at need, but I don't know that he feels it at all. Do you know how many times I've heard him talk about running off and being a baker somewhere? Or a fisherman. Anything but the life he has. Maybe that's where you can be different. Better even. Be happy Timon. Oh, be good and helpful and wonderful, but also enjoy life, when you can." There was a shrug then, a move that spoke of close association with the Ancients. Probably just Tor. He did that all the time. Green too, as well as Denno.

Making a face he hoped wasn't too unpleasant he let out a big gust of air and stood. There was a wagon headed toward them after all, and it would be best to meet it on his feet.

"That's as good as anything, I guess. Well, I'm not the first to deal with a successful older sibling and won't be the last. Poor Taman. She's turning six this year and has to deal with all of us going first."

They waited for the fee collector, who looked at the set up and seemed confused at first. Finally the man, who had a tidy silver beard and a bald head, got down from the wagon and walked over to Collette. She just smiled and gestured at Tim, not saying anything.

"Two lots please. For a year. One is a residence the other a guest house. I do get a discount for paying that far in advance, don't I?" He smiled at the man, doubting it was something you could haggle over at all.

The older man, his face seemed like leather, actually nodded.

"For two lots, which gives you a lot of space on either side... I'll walk it with you, it's approximate, so anyone coming in might be nearer the line than you like, or even over it. No fighting about it. Most won't bother someone that has places like this... Proper houses, aren't they? If you can pay the year in advance it will be ten gold even, instead of ten and four. That will also save you from any increases in rate for that time. Course, if the King lowers the fee, you lose out. That won't happen, so it's worth the gain and protection." He spoke evenly, as if to an adult, even though he seemed to be a little less than sure Timon had the coin.

He did, and more than that, thanks to Count Ward and his bonus. That extra was four gold, but he paid full rate for himself and his wife, which was thirty-eight in all. For a few hours work. Not enough for school, but he was really close. Less so when he counted the coin to the man and handed him a small cloth carrying bag for it. That was the polite noble way. You provided a way to move the payment. The nicer the material, the more important you were saying the whole thing was to you personally. A canvas sack was what you paid a workman with. A craftsman or musician you liked would have velvet and so on. To give a payment wrapped in silk was the highest compliment possible.

This little sack was velvet. He didn't want to insult the man, or worse, the King, so he upgraded it. He was given a written receipt for the year and the area was a good bit larger than he'd figured, when they walked it. Big enough for him to put in a garden. Once he had water.

How he was supposed to get that done by the next day Timon didn't know. Finally, as the fee collector drove away, his two horses moving slowly, one a nice looking gray and the other a bay that looked pretty old, he finally just asked Collette. Surprisingly she just nodded at him when he explained why he wanted a water pump.

"I just happen to have one. I can rent it too you for a few weeks, until you can get time to make a copy for yourself. That way you can honestly tell everyone that you have a real place, that you've paid for yourself. I don't know if that will meet your parents rules, but it can't hurt." He blinked and then hugged the woman.

"Thank you! A silver a month? I can go higher than that, if you need." It wasn't great bargaining, but even the rent on magic was high, he knew.

"Deal. I'll go and get that now. You should have a sign made too. Otherwise people will keep coming to my door in the middle of the night to see if they can hire you. There have been six already. That and see if the King will let you have one of the remaining units for the communications devices. Tor said there were some left at least."

It took a few hours to get the water up and running, because there was an emergency at the ice manufactory. It wasn't a big issue, just a Baron that wanted a delivery as fast as possible. The problem there was that the man was a pain to deal with and kept screaming at everyone. He'd ridden a horse to get the ice, but clearly needed more than he could possibly carry. It would have been just plain stupid of him, except that normally there really were wagons available for the purpose. They were just all out at the moment though.

"I need this now! I have guests coming in a few hours and they are very influential people. We, my lady wife and I, we promised their daughter frozen cream and berries. A very important treaty could be riding on this! I demand you help me! Now!" The only saving grace was that the man sounded so exasperated the speech avoided being abusive. Entitled and annoying, but not actually the man trying to strong arm them. It wouldn't have worked anyway. There just wasn't a wagon available. It wasn't anyone ignoring his plight really, they just didn't have a way to help.

Timon shrugged.

"I'll help you with the delivery, just this once. You have to pay for it. A silver for the trip. I need very exact directions to your home too. I'll have it there before you can make it back." It wasn't allowed to fly inside the city walls, but landing was given a bit of leeway. At least at the palace. If he could settle straight down in the man's yard or the street in front of him, going slowly enough, perhaps it would be excusable?

The ice workers shook their heads, until he had the Fast Carriage out. When it appeared the man stepped back at least, and bowed.

"Are you Countier Baker then?" The man was very pleased by the idea, which made Tim feel pretty good. That he'd been recognized was amazing.

Until he started speaking again.

"To think! Ice delivered by the Wizard Tor himself!"

Sighing Timon stared at the man hard, his brown eyes blank. Eventually the Baron, a man named Fell, stopped talking.

"My brother. I'm Timon Baker. I own the fast transport service. Which is how we're taking your ice. For the cheap price of only two silvers." Crossing his arms he waited for the man to protest or to start yelling again. Instead he bowed decently low and smiled, a lot more charmingly than before.

"Ah! Even better. Wizards scare me a little. Yes, two silvers... Would you be available for one of those tours I've been hearing about soon? If I could arrange one of those... Well, may I call on you for a discussion of such a thing? In a few days perhaps? I really do need that ice. If I can't deliver on my claims then my word will be in doubt. You understand how that goes?"

Smiling Timon nodded. He really could.

"Fine. Just the one silver then. I'm going to be in and out a lot... Would the morning after next suit you? I have a delivery to make to Austra. Some friends of mine are running a restaurant and need supplies. It will have to be early." At least it would if he wanted to get there and back in one day.

"That would be very good. Most excellent." Then Baron Fell described his dwelling in great detail. It was along the west wall, near the good section, but not, unfortunately, directly in it. That showed he was a man of wealth, and even though he was tall and thin, with a face that looked like he might be twitchy, he spoke well. Smoothly and with a calm air. It was smarmy though. Too sly and slick to be real, even as he gave information that would get Timon to do what he was requesting.

Dropping the load of frozen water off took a lot more work than most deliveries did. Instead of helping him unload, the kitchen man stared at him for several seconds as if he was a moron. He hadn't come to the wrong door or anything even. The man was just upset that the product wasn't already in chunks. Some of the drivers could be bribed for an extra penny to break the whole thing up it seemed. Which Timon was actually willing to do for the man, as part of the service. For free even. The fellow just didn't think he could do it in time to start the freezing for the cream.

"Ah. Where do you want it?" That, it turned out, was a special little room on the first floor, not too far from the kitchen that had a drain in the center of the brickwork. It was nicely polished, the whole thing clean and tidy looking.

They didn't help him move the ice at all, so it did take a few minutes. More than a bit of time actually. There were twenty blocks, which was a lot more than was needed for frozen cream. They didn't even have a hand cranked machine for it. That and they wanted it in chunks. There was a clear time schedule, so Timon put on his Not-flyer and triggered his shield. By moving at the ice fast, it drove it away from him. By angling carefully the whole mess was in pieces no large than his hand after about five minutes of this treatment. The thin kitchen man in his fussy red and blue outfit looked slightly scared, rather than pleased.

Probably for not helping him move the stuff, so he could be done sooner. If so that was on him however, not Tim.

The Baron had paid him in advance, trusting that he'd get the job done it seemed, which was good, since even with half an hour of working and unloading cargo the man wasn't back to his home when Tim left. It was a strange thing, wasn't it? Who needed such large amounts of ice? What could you do with it? Hold large amounts of meat, or bodies? Make a huge amount of frozen treats for company? Or show that you simply had the pull to do it. That might be the real issue, he knew. Nobles were strange that way and often did things to show their worth to others that didn't make a whole lot of sense.

Regardless, it wasn't his business. Timon reminded himself not to ask questions, just take the money and do the work. 

He headed home to hook his water up, so that it would be acceptable to everyone. The term hit him suddenly. It was his. A place made by his own hand, where he had the land for a whole year and no one could boss him around. Except the King, other nobles with higher rank, or possibly his family. That last part was the one he needed to stop. How could he though?

There was one answer. Get a job going for someone powerful enough that even his mother and father wouldn't tell him he couldn't do it. That or he'd have to leave the Kingdom altogether. He sighed to himself and just stood for a little while, looking at the flow of water moving into his house. A place just for him.

The problem with being an adult, he quickly found, was that he couldn't ask anyone else for food on most days. Just as he was about to go and find an open food stall or shop in the city, or even a restaurant, a woman walked toward him, looking... Incredibly angry.

"I'll kill him!" She screamed, louder than was polite for a woman of her years, which looked to be about fifty, and her station, which from her clothing, and pure size, looked to be better than average. She wasn't anyone he recognized, so even if she was looking at him, that death threat wasn't aimed at him personally. That was good, since he really needed to get some food inside him. Being dead would stop that. With all the travel and running from place to place he'd been losing a little weight, he thought.

The lady in front of him screamed again, a bellow that spoke of rage, but not emotional pain. Probably not a broken heart then. Still, she was red already and starting to turn white. Signs of combat rage. She might try to kill him for the crime of being to hand if he wasn't careful.

"Are you well ma'am?" Timon didn't bother walking toward her. If she was going to come for him, she was going to have to do the work. It sounded like a plan at least, until, panting, she gave him a smile.

It was not a pleasant thing. It held a coldness and rage that he doubted he'd survive, if it were pointed at him. She was a giantess, but an average one, only about six-six or so. Clearly a noble, and also one that didn't seem precisely sane at the moment.

"I am not someone to easily cast aside! Not without more than a note that says only that my services won't be needed! What am I, some back alley whore given two coppers to kneel and serve?" She opened her mouth and mimed what she meant, in case he didn't get it. He'd never seen that particular act done, but he had seen some pictures that showed how it was achieved, as well as some statues in the "house" at Wildlands Station. He'd delivered some packages there a few times.

He shook his head then, hoping that was close to the right thing to do. It seemed his original sense that this wasn't an affair of the heart might be wrong.

"No. You definitely aren't that. May I ask your name Lady?" That was a decently polite thing to say. He thought so anyway.

She stiffened and snorted, her rage making her words stiff and angry.

"I'm Duchess Keene. Is this near where the fast transport concern is? I've been all over today, trying to book passage or rent a carriage, no one will aid me. I went to the King and the fool told me to walk out here and beg aid. If I can't make it back to my lands within the week, half of what I hold might well be overrun by a faithless buffoon that thinks my only power is a piece of paper. Count Holder seeks to make himself something different than his station. Until it comes to blows the King may not aid me. I have forces and can call on the other Counts of my Duchy in a case such as this." There was a low growl from the woman then, a thing that sent chills down his spine and promised that Count Holder, whoever he was, wouldn't likely live through the night, if she could find him. "My services are no longer needed? Indeed?"

That made a kind of sense, once she told him the problem. Dukes and Duchesses held the lands of several Counts each, normally five. It was pretty much a ceremonial title now though. She was powerful, but in real terms she didn't have much of an army. Any of her Counts could match her, unless she had the aid of the others. In social rank he actually matched her, or nearly enough that no one would care who sat above who at the table.

Timon tapped the coin in his pocket, hoping it was enough for them both to eat. If he was supposed to help her get home and the King had sent her begging, that probably meant he wasn't going to be paid for it. 

"I need to eat something, would you care to join me? Before we go to your Duchy I mean? I take it you'll also need me to get you to those other Counts in their places too?" He could do that. If he didn't sleep at least and they didn't take long. If they did, well, he had a promise to keep. "Tomorrow I have to take my older sister to the school at Lairdgren. My grandfather the Count owns it. So it will look bad if she's late. Plus, she wants to make an entrance. Understood, that isn't as pressing as your own concern, but I gave my word already." He affected a shrug of his own, not knowing what she'd say. There was a chance it would be screaming, or annoyance. Even an attack, given her delicate state, so close to losing all control.

Instead she heaved a few deep breaths and stepped toward him quickly.

"I'm sorry... I... don't think I understand totally. You... wish me to eat?" Her hair was red, streaked with gray and white and she looked hot, and smelled it too when she closed. It wasn't foul, but a scent of a person that had walked a good way in the heat.

"Yes, and then I'll take you to your lands, and help as I can, as so far as transport for planning goes. I can't take sides, but you can pay me. It's ten gold per thousand miles flown, each way. Five for you right now, since King Richard sent you. It's a deal we have, he and I. So remember how he got you a good deal later. Is that acceptable?"

She looked down, her face going toward white again.

"No, damn it! I don't have that much on me at the moment. I didn't realize that I'd need it or I would have begun the process of making a withdrawal from the bank. I need to go as fast as I may, but it will have to wait. Damn it!" She looked at the sky, which still had a few hours of light left and screamed again. Louder than before, if that was physically possible.

He just stood and watched her, trying not to move more than he had to, not wanting to set her off.

"I understood that part actually. You can pay me later. I know I can trust you for it." He did too. If she didn't pay, he'd never work for her again. Do that too often and word would get around and soon no one would do work without gold in hand.

The closest place with food he could buy was Tor's. Yes, they'd feed him for free, but that wasn't the point. If he was going to be a grown-up at all, he had to start seeing to his own upkeep. To that end he probably needed to hire someone to take care of his house for him. That or get married and as the last week had pointed out over and again, he was too young for that. So a woman to keep his house would be a good idea. Or a man, since he was a boy. He didn't want people to think the wrong thing.

He waved for the Duchess to walk with him, going fast, since her legs were longer than his were. They went right in, which caused her to pause at the door, unsure of what the protocols were in this case, but understanding that anyone with a palace nicer than what the Royal family had probably wasn't someone to impose upon overly. She sighed when the cool air inside hit her, closing her eyes for a moment, even if she was a little put off by his presumption of just going in.

Smiling a little he tugged at her arm to get her to move, since there was a time schedule of sorts. At the kitchen door he stopped and got out two silvers. Glaren nodded to him, then looked up to see who was behind him. She made a disapproving face. One harsher than any he'd ever seen from her at all, by far.

"Why have you brought an animal into my kitchen Countier Baker?" Her features were more than a little hard suddenly, which caught him off guard.

"Oh... we need some food. She's a client, so please be nice. It's a bad situation, so, you know, it would be a good time to be friendly." You didn't just tell people that someone was about to lose it, but not warning the kitchen lady seemed insane. The attractive blonde woman didn't seem to get it at first, even with him making significant eye contact to try and send the message.

"Well, I don't want her here. She hasn't earned the right." 

The Duchess went stiff and cold, her skin turning white and eyes going wide. Then her breathing started to shift, going deeper and speeding up. It wasn't a good sign at all. Glaren for her part was totally missing it too.

"Glaren. We need food, and don't have time for this. Just make it and take the silver." Timon didn't like being short with her, and for all that she was glaring at the other woman she wasn't seeing what was happening at all for some reason.

"Water too please. We won't want wine with the food. This is an emergency and I don't have time to explain it all overly."

Glaren glared at him then, which was slightly better at least, and her words came out stiff and harsh, but with enough politeness that he couldn't fault her for them. Or, well, he wouldn't anyway. She really didn't seem to like the lady standing behind him at all. Some old slight or battle most likely. Glaren was normally a sweet enough woman, so it probably wasn't her fault either. After a few seconds of hard looks and a bit of heavy breathing of her own she growled at him.

"Very well, sir. I'll have something for you in about ten minutes. Do you need anything else?"

He did actually, it was why he had two coins after all.

"Can I beg a crust of bread or some cheese? I haven't eaten recently and won't be able to in-flight. I know it's an imposition..."

She rolled her eyes and shook her head for a few seconds then gave him a tight smile and moved to get him a small plate of things from different cold boxes and cupboards. It was enough to tide him over, easily. A full meal, if a cold one. She didn't offer the Duchess anything he noticed, which was a sign of near hatred from her, no doubt. Timon didn't offer anything either, figuring he could share if it was needed.

They moved out the door to the smaller dining room behind them, and sat, the plate set carefully between them as the older woman fumed a bit. She did take a bit of sharp yellow cheese and nibbled it with a distinct lack of interest.

"I didn't know that she'd be here, or I wouldn't have come in. We used to be friends. I got caught up in a bit of intrigue and it..." The woman sighed and took another bite of cheese. "I cost her a good marriage. Baron Coltress? A true love match. It wasn't my intent and I wasn't alone in it, but I can't blame her for her feelings now. Probably spitting in the food as we speak. If not poisoning it."

Tim ate a little more avidly than the Duchess did and finally shrugged.

"I hope not, since I'll be eating it too. That does sound like a bad situation... Maybe next time we can avoid bringing you to the door like that? I was trying to get things done quickly, not cause anyone pain." That had happened anyway. There was a real point to it all, wasn't there?

Most of the nobles past a certain age probably had something or other that would be like that, which meant that he didn't just have to manage time schedules, but seating arrangements and probably fifteen other factors that he hadn't thought about at all before. Who sat where, who got picked up first and in what order. It was going to be a pain.

For half a second Timon went still, trying to work out how to do that, finally deciding that it would be done by rank, and with a lot of blunt language.

It wasn't Glaren that came out, but a man who looked familiar from the other day, holding not just one, but two full baskets.

"Bottles of chilled water instead of wine, as you requested sir. Glaren asked me to extend her apologies for her behavior earlier." He bowed when he said it and from the tension in his shoulders it seemed that he might just have been lying to try and smooth things over, not report what was actually said by the woman. The odd thing there was that he bowed to Timon, not the Duchess at all.

Looking at the man he smiled, trying to make it seem real. The truth was he'd gotten snappish too, so it wasn't just one person that needed to make things right. He stood and bowed back to the man, matching him, taking care of the first thing first.

"I also apologize. To you for being subjected to the scene, and to Glaren as well. I'll be by later, in a few days, to do that part more formally. In the mean time, please let her know that I meant no harm." He'd be damned if he was going to explain that he'd been trying to stop a combat rage incident in front of the already worked up woman. Finishing the last bite of bread he grabbed the heavy baskets and headed for the door.

"If anyone needs me, please let them know that I'll be in Duchy Keene for the night. Not that people should come here... I need to hire someone for my house. Ideally someone that can cook too." It was an offhand comment but the man nodded and bowed again.

"Very good sir. I'll see to that for you, if you wish?"

Timon blinked and then smiled hugely up at the fellow, "Would you? That would be wonderful. I've been running enough that I was dreading trying to do it myself."

There was a very formal click of the heel then and the man left back to the kitchen without another word. The Duchess stood as well and helpfully grabbed one of the baskets, heading to the door anxiously.

"How long do you think this will take, to have me returned to my mansion?" The woman moved at a fast walk toward the front of the place, as if the few seconds that would be gained by that would make a vast difference.

He didn't speak at first, until after he got out the amulet from around his neck, with its glowing sigil and set it up in the front walk, ushering the surprised woman directly into the back of it. Less than a minute later they were in the air and traveling northeast rapidly.

"It's a little over two thousand miles away... I should have you there in about two hours. Less if we don't have to search for it overly. I'm from Two Bends in Lairdgren, which is right next to Keene. Count Thomson is my brother in law. That's on the way, so do you want to stop there first? I actually know how to get to his house, which will make it a little faster." He spoke absently, but the woman grunted in a rather unladylike fashion.

"Please. He's never been a problem, unlike his father. I like the boy. If I can get him to fall in with me, then I should get Boris and Nora as well." She didn't explain who those people were at all. He didn't worry about it, figuring that in a few hours he'd probably know who they were and where they kept their homes as well. He needed a map.

Morgan would too.

They flew in silence, except when the woman got a bottle of water and popped the cork on it, drinking it absently. After a few moments she sighed and spoke, sounding a lot more calm about the whole thing.

"Good thinking, not letting me get drunk. I guess King Richard was looking out for me after all, sending me along to you. I promise that I'll pay you in full, just as soon as I can get to the funds. You have my word on that score. No matter what happens in the next days." She had an absent tone to her words which told Timon not to answer, even with a polite disclaimer or positive word of encouragement.

It took a lot less time to get to County Thomson than it would have to find the Duchess' house itself. Her place technically wasn't in any county, set between four of them. Holder was the one that her lands didn't border on. That was probably why Count Holder was being the problem. He felt safe, way up in the north, protected by another's land as he was.

The Thomson capital was a walled city, like most of them were, having a rough stone look to it, like an old castle. The people had always seemed decently content when Tim had delivered packages there. Not perfectly so, of course. No place had that. Some people always had to have a problem with everything, and then there were random hardships, deaths in the family, problems with crime, things of that nature, that affected lives. No Count could fix all of those things for every person. It was mainly enough to see to good schooling and that enough gold flowed through to keep most people working and reasonably able to care for themselves.

He landed in the front of the place inside the wall around it. The whole thing was impressive, since it was an actual stone castle. There was even a moat around it, the water in it kept flowing thanks to three windmills with paddles on them that stirred things nicely enough to keep the fish alive. It was a decorative thing, meant to impress visitors, rather than to hold off invaders. After they climbed out the Duchess all but ran to the front door, over the heavy wooden bridge that crossed the expanse of water. It was only about twenty feet wide, the wood of it thick and made of heavy timbers. Thomson, like Lairdgren, was mainly driven by selling timber.

At the door the woman started pounding, which was a little rude, at least to Timon's eyes. It got results fairly quickly however. The woman that answered the door was small, pretty and dressed in a plain skirt and shirt again. It was one of the things that Terlee just wasn't getting about being a Countess. She kept dressing like a girl from the backwoods. It confused the Duchess too, it seemed.

"I need the Count. Now! Run girl and get him for me!" It was abrupt and angry sounding, which got his sister to pause, ducking her head in shyness for a second. Then the woman yelled at her for not moving fast enough, which got Timon to walk up and place a hand on the giant lady's arm.

"Duchess Keene, calm down. This is Countess Thomson, don't make her angry by yelling at her first thing." He didn't roll his eyes, but moved around the woman, being rude himself, and gave his sister a hug. "Hey, sis. Is Tovey in? There's a problem that the Duchess needs to talk to him about. An emergency, as you can no doubt tell." He didn't make his voice soft or protective, since his sister didn't really need to be coddled. She was a lot stronger than she seemed, just shy. Really he was making an effort to protect the other woman from her, even if no one in the world probably would have thought that if they saw the scene. Tamerlane was a lot smarter than most would ever think and that translated to an ability to plot and plan that was incredible. Most never even knew who was doing it when she went for them.

She rallied and patted his shoulder lightly, looking at the noble giant calmly.

"He's here. Could I invite you in? I made some cookies earlier and have a pot of water on for tea." She moved out of the huge door, as if her slight frame was actually blocking it, which got them all to go inside rapidly enough, the large woman being a little pushy.

She bowed however, once the door was closed.

"Forgive me Countess. In my haste to see to my own issues I was rude. It isn't my normal way of greeting a peer. Or anyone. It's been a trying day." She didn't explain further, which seemed fine, since Terlee showed them both to a sitting room, which was a bit dark, until the magical light on the high ceiling was turned on. There was a control sigil for it on the wall and the thing itself was a small glowing stone that was as bright as day as soon as it was activated. The light was like the sun, coming from the very air around it, nearly a foot away from the device itself.

This got the Duchess to pay attention pretty quickly, since magic was expensive and using it casually was considered a sign of extreme wealth. That, or personal power. Of course a Count would be rich, that was a given. The poorest of them were. The Duchess would be as well, though that was sometimes a harder thing to measure. They got a small portion of each of their Counts' taxes annually, Timon thought. They didn't have the vast lands or properties and it was far more of a ceremonial thing than not. Really it was a position that they didn't need as a Kingdom. It was the tradition anyway, which meant that he had to help the woman if he could. A little bit.

They'd been seated for several minutes when Count Thomson walked into the room, a pleasant look on his face and a tray of tea and cookies in his hands. That was a big deal, him waiting on them himself. It was him honoring the Duchess' position greatly. That or her age. She wasn't that old, so probably not that one. The woman nodded and took a cup when it was offered, a silent thing, with Tovey pouring for them all. There was sugar, but Tim skipped it, since he was going to eat a cookie.

It was something that he remembered from home. A spice and berry creation that his father had come up with. They were his favorite. Terlee didn't come back immediately, which was a little odd.

Without preamble or welcome the Duchess started in on her plan to smack Holder down with force and violence, asking Tovey to aid her in it, marching his forces out that evening, flying both banners.

Surprisingly, he didn't refuse or even hedge.

"Of course. We can see to that at once. I have to say, I'd feel better if we could do it without using any real force. My men stand ready however. Have you sought any of the others out yet?" He nibbled one of the treats from the tray himself, his rich blue and gold outfit looking ready to go to court at a moment's notice.

The red and gray haired lady shook her head.

"No, I came directly from the Capital to here. Countier Baker assisted me. I was thinking that I'd hit you up for aid first, since we actually get along. That way I can bring that up with Count Richland. He's far more likely to be useful if you move first. Countess Alan next and then on to Breen, since he's the least likely to want a military action, being on the Holder border. I don't blame him, of course, since any fighting would be there as likely as not. It's always easier to have a war if you know that the battle won't be in your own yard. I wish it wasn't going to come to this, but Holder isn't giving me much room but to act." She sounded so certain of that no one asked if it was true.

The whole meeting took less than ten minutes, and Tovey pulled him aside as he was leaving. Timon figured it was going to be a caution about involving himself, even as a hired man, in someone else's battles, which was good advice, but instead he smiled and patted his shoulder.

"Well, if you're going to refuse my offer of funds for schooling, at least you seem to have a plan to keep yourself busy. I... Everything is alright between us, isn't it? I haven't given offense or harmed you?" It was a strange thing to say, but Timon understood it, he thought. The Count couldn't understand why anyone would turn down funds unless anger was involved.

He smiled and looked up at the man.

"It's nothing like that. I just want to do it on my own. There are some reasons, family things, you know. Nothing to do with you or Terlee at all. Some of my favorite relatives in fact. Unlike a certain brother of mine that keeps managing to both aid and disrupt my life, even after running off." He grimaced and relented, not wanting to jinx his kin somehow. "I hope he's alright."

The Count nodded and slapped him on the back, leaning in a little, his youthful face big and earnest.

"I can't promise that he's equal to an army of assassins, but I've fought against him in practice and once as I was in a combat rage. I've never beaten him and I'm considered very good. If anyone in the Kingdom can do this thing, can survive and defeat the Larval, it's Tor. If he can't, know that I'll stand with you as you seek vengeance."

There was a soft sound behind him, which turned out to be his sister holding a large basket filled with cookies. "Take this. I know you like them." She gave him another hug and leaned in herself to whisper to him, her lips close to his ear, warm breath on his cheek.

"Be careful. Go and make peace with mother soon, too. It isn't right for you two to be fighting."

He took the goodies and nodded.

"I'll try. It isn't all one sided, but I get that at least one of us has to be the adult. I don't know how to do that yet, not really. I promise to try at least."

There was a gentle chuckle from the large blond man and Terlee made a face at him.

"Don't be a sourling Tim. If you go at her like that she'll become defensive and it will only make things worse."

It was probably true enough, so he gave her a small bow and made his leave, trying to not feel bossed around. She meant well, which was part of what family was supposed to do. If she could keep the peace, she should.

In the yard the Duchess was waiting in the craft, having worked out how to find the next place fairly well. She had the whole lay out memorized after all. Count Richland was nearly as easy for her to convince as Tovey had been. The next one on the list, Nora Alan, was far more interested in him than any talk of war and fairly well ignored the Duchess, even as she sat fuming about it.

"I'm so sad that I'll be missing the upcoming adventure to Soam. I have the Council of Counts to attend and I hear that they'll likely overlap. Would it be possible to reserve your services for that? I might wish several trips, if it's as comfortable and fast as Countess Ward keeps suggesting." She seemed to want an answer at that moment and made significant eye contact with Timon, as if trying to flirt with him to gain his assurances.

She was older than his mother in actual years and a little plain looking, having the long and heavily boned face some of the noble women did as they aged. It wasn't ugly, but made her look a bit hard, even as she batted her eyelashes at him and smiled gently.

Before he could answer her the Duchess nodded several times.

"The service is all that and more Nora. The seats are softer than my own feather bed and we left the Capital no more than five hours ago. In that time I've stopped to see Thomson and Richland. There's even art hanging on the wall of the craft and lovely surroundings. Comfort wise... I can't even explain it. You don't feel as if there is movement at all. You simply end up in your location, rested and calm."

Tim sighed and smiled.

"And if you stop ignoring the Duchess and at least fairly consider her plea, I'll give you a year's worth of service for half price. As I think you'll find, it adds up. Especially if you want regular flights during the busy months of the council meeting." He assumed it would be at least. It wouldn't hurt to sound positive.

Honestly he was saying it to help keep the Duchess calm, so she wouldn't feel too frustrated, in case that would trigger a rage. The Countess smiled and clapped.

"Oohhh. Bribes. I love bribes. I suppose I could lend some troops. Say twenty thousand? Perhaps more, if needed. I've never been that fond of Holder. He's too free with his words and snide comments. Quick enough on the apologies, if you call him on it, but he never seems to learn." She leaned over and placed a decently large hand on Timon's leg, stroking it gently.

"I don't suppose that I could get a ride for free, just to make sure you mean what you say?" Her face was soft and her lips curled a bit at the sides. She licked her lips a little. It was enough he understood what she meant.

Sex. It was actually tempting, but he had to sigh and explain it all to her.

"I'm twelve, not just short. As it stands the King himself has laid an injunction against me having any of that kind of fun at all until I'm of age. Possibly with beatings from the Prince involved if I don't behave." He shrugged, not knowing what else to say really. "That's even the truth. If I could make an appointment for two years hence that would be good however." He smiled at the woman, who, plain or not, had really gotten his interest with the way she was stroking his leg.

"Now, as to an actual test ride, that might be done. I believe we're headed to County Breen next... Would you like to ride with us? I don't know if we're going to be welcome inside, but we can work out a trip to Soam and perhaps some other lands, if you want, while we wait?"

The woman clapped like a girl and touched his leg again anyway, then pulled back.

"I'd love that, to tell the truth. Let me change first and I'll go with you to see Danny. We get along well and he isn't exactly easy with Eric either." The woman jumped up and scurried from the room, her large frame seeming light. There was a giddiness from her body language that spoke of something a lot more cheerful than the situation probably warranted.

The Duchess looked at him and then stood, her face serious, bowing from the waist she held it as she spoke.

"Thank you. I didn't think I'd get aid from her all, except in theory. At cost to yourself as well. She'll likely abuse the privilege of having your services you know. Half price... It might be hundreds of golds by the end of the year."

He stood and gave her a bow that was just the very tiniest bit less deep, accepting the thanks without acting superior to a client.

"The King sent you to me. Plus, I wasn't kidding about that beating from Prince Alphonse. As it is the man owes me one. I don't want to give him a reason to actually do it." He smiled and for some reason the woman did too, as if it were a clever joke.

It wasn't, but so far the Prince acted like he didn't even remember the time that Timon had flailed at him in a combat rage. It was the polite thing to do, if you weren't damaged by it, but even his mother had warned him that a Prince might play by different rules that way than others. It could mean a beating, or worse, someday. So far the man hadn't even looked at him funny. Then, he was his brother's closest friend. Maybe that was giving him some protection?

It took a bit for the Countess to be ready and the sky was dark, which, embarrassingly, meant they had to search for the Breen capital of Breenly for nearly an hour. Neither woman seemed displeased about it at all. They didn't find it either, seeing the line of camp fires in the darkness, many deep, with another similar set up to the east of it.

Nora growled, crowding to the front, her arm nearly bumping the controls.

"Battle lines. We need to see who's they are. Can you put down to the west? That almost certainly has to be Breen. Be ready to take off, if we come under attack." The flirtatious tone was gone, replaced by the words of a hardened military leader.

Timon made the outside of the craft glow, choosing the color of daylight, since no one had that as their colors. He didn't land, hovering over the ground at about ten feet up, moving slowly into the camp as frightened men and women came out of their tents to look at them, many pointing boldly.

Timon didn't see any standards and really wouldn't have known which it was if he did, but the Duchess moved forward for a better view and gestured to a man that had moved in front of them, a drawn sword in his hand. For all the world it looked like he was going to fight them himself if they were a threat.

"Set down. Please, I mean. That's Dan Breen. We have the right line." It was Nora that spoke, but Duchess Keene seemed to agree. He dimmed the glow a bit, so it wouldn't be so blinding and slowly settled, blocking the path.

The whole thing rested above the ground, but only a foot. After cracking the door Nora called out, her voice loud enough to be easily heard for a good distance off.

"It's Countess Alan, Duchess Keene and Countier Baker. We were just coming to see if you wanted to help us spank Count Holder. I take it that's a yes?" She sounded pretty serious about it, for all that she smiled grimly as she spoke.

The Count walked to the door, sheathing his sword as he did. The man was big, about eight feet tall plus a bit, and he bowed the instant they got out of the craft. Timon moved carefully to the front, in case attack came. His shield was probably better than anything the others had, or at least as good, if they'd gotten one from the King and Queen. The head of the Lairdgren building group had given them about fifty to hand out, so it was possible, given the level of people he was dealing with.

Timon bowed, going lower than the man did easily, since it was his County and Countess Alan did the same. The Duchess made a point of bowing as an equal, since it was all inside her duchy, after a fashion.

The man sighed, it was a huge thing, but had a slow and pained look to go with it. He also had a bandage on his right leg with blood on it. These people had seen battle already it seemed.

"I'd have had more than three come to my aid, but I won't turn any away. We're too evenly matched at the moment. I welcome you all." He waved hugely, a grand gesture, which got the Duchess to laugh.

"How about two hundred and twenty thousand? Thomson, Richland and Alan have all committed forces. We didn't realize that the battle was already joined, but they make effort to march as soon as possible. Can you hold here for a week or two?" There was a bit hesitation in her words, as if she feared that wouldn't be happening.

The Count smoothed his black mustache and looked around.

"As I said, we're evenly matched. My forces are a bit lighter on magics, but we hold slightly greater numbers. We can hold and more, if the others don't take over long. We were attacked without provocation or warning, three villages on the border slaughtered, man, woman, child and goat. It's like Holder has gone insane. I've attempted to make peace, or talk of treaty, but he won't even answer missive or messenger. He keeps sending them back."

Timon went into the Fast Craft and came out a few moments later, holding five shields, the last ones he'd made. They weren't anywhere near enough, but if the man had been willing to take his aid as a fighter, then he might have use of them.

"Sorry it isn't more. I'll try to arrange things. I can't make them overly fast, and I don't think the King will let the Lairdgren group do it. Not directly."

The man looked at the bits of silver in his hand, and instead of mocking the paltry effort which wouldn't make any real difference most likely, he teared up and bowed. Low. The people listening did the same after a few moments.

"I thank you. If I live through this, trust that I'll remember who came to my aid and to that of my people. Countier Baker? I'm not familiar with the name..." He glanced at the other women, but they both just turned to him, waiting for an explanation.

"Countier seven Lairdgren, Timon Baker." He hesitated, hating that he had to do it, but added the rest. "The Wizard Tor is my brother? I made those shields however. They're just copies, but of his latest available work. Most of the King's forces don't have anything that can match them." It was just true, not bragging.

"Count Daniel Breen. My friends call me Dan. May I call you Timon? I certainly want someone willing to just hand off things like this without talking gold first as a friend!" He chuckled, as if it was a joke.

"That or Tim." He held out his hand, like they did back home which got the man to blink for a second then return the gesture.

He didn't ask what the cost was, pocketing the silver in his hand quickly. Timon noticed the slightly bloody bandage again and realized that he might have a source of healing amulets, that wouldn't get the King in trouble for interfering. Feeling bold he offered to try and get a few.

"Vagus has a new magics program. The things are nearly as dear there as they are here, but I might be able to arrange for some. It would have to be done in trade goods. They don't care for gold there overly. They're a very enlightened people that way, holding value only in things that are useful to them." That sounded better than the truth, which was that most still lived in huts made of mud and straw.

The Count was quick to accept and offered cured meat by the ton for each amulet Timon could bring back. That would have to wait for the next day, since he had things to do first. Duchess Keene needed to be returned to her place and asked for him to be available the next day, or at least the one after that.

"I... Actually already have commitments. What I can do is get the other pilot to come. Morgan. He's from County Ward. A wonderful person. Please feel free to trust him with payments and sensitive tasks."

The woman seemed pleased enough about it and let him go with a promise that he'd arrange for it. Countess Alan kissed his cheek when he let her off at her place, and looked at him strangely before he left.

"Why would you fly people around like you do, if you can make magic like those shields? You could be the next Tor. You aren't that old and if he can do it, I wouldn't doubt that you might be even better in time." She shook her great head then. "Forgive me, I shouldn't question someone like that. I let my mouth rule my wit at times."

Timon smiled, not really feeling it. Then he spoke, not understanding exactly why he bothered at all. It was probably because he liked the woman already.

"There's a need for my work. The world doesn't need another copy of my brother. That would be too much for it to survive, I think."

The woman seemed to think for a bit and finally started to nod.

"There might well be truth to that. Well, I for one am glad that you are yourself, Tim."

With that she went inside, leaving him to get home, to catch a few hours sleep in his own bed. For the first time. Even given everything else that was going on, that made him smile.
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 It was late when he went to bed and early when he woke, knowing that Tiera had to be off to school that day. For that matter he needed to check with his sister in-law and make sure she had transportation too. Farlo Ross as well. He stumbled through the early morning routine, then made his way over to the palace next door, hoping they had some of that coffee around. It might taste bitter and burnt, but it did the trick as far as waking him up. Plus, unless he wanted to test the staying power of the food that Glaren had packed the day before, and Terlee's cookies, he needed to see to getting something fresh. 

It was a good enough excuse to go and make an appearance at least. He hadn't been visiting with Ali a lot, but it made him feel better knowing she wasn't too far away. There was a lonely feeling to the idea that she'd be all the way up in Lairdgren. At least she'd have her sister in-law to look after her, and the other way around. This time he knocked on the door, since it wasn't an emergency. After about five minutes it opened, Ali at the door herself, smiling at him. She was dressed in a nice, but practical dress of pink cotton. She had two large chests floating behind her and a flying rig on her left hand.

"Timon! I was just about to be off to the school. You have to promise to come and visit me. You can stay in my house there. Tor gave it to me. I have to admit I'm a little nervous, since most of the people I knew last year are going to be gone. Plus the fact that I have to start as a first year again. This time in building too. I hear it's really hard." She did look a bit nervous about it.

He smiled, "I was actually just coming to see if you wanted to go up there with me? It will take less time. Tiera wants me to take her in, since going by Fast Carriage will be more impressive than just flying in. I was going to see if I can find Farlo Ross too. She's a member of the Lairdgren group, so you should get to know her." For that matter he needed to dig up Sandra Morris and Marco Sorvee. They had jobs to do, if they were willing, after all.

"Oh? That sounds like much more fun. I'll get Glaren to pack a meal. Have you eaten? You should eat. Here... Glaren!" She started calling from the front room, which was ridiculous, if cute. She moved quickly, calling the whole time, forcing him to keep up, tired or not. When the blonde woman came out she made a slightly tight face and bowed at him, as if there would be a problem between them.

He bowed back and made sure to speak first.

"Sorry I was short with you. Duchess Keene was slipping too near combat rage for my taste and I couldn't let you push her over the edge. Client you know." He hoped that would be good enough, but she shook her head.

"No, it was my fault. I know to leave the past in the past, she just... It wasn't a good thing, back then, what happened. I lost a marriage over it. If she would have backed me instead of Carol's father I'd still be married. It's not your problem. I was abrasive and angry when I shouldn't be. Not at you at least. Forgive me?"

It shouldn't have been a question at all, of course, but he didn't know how to explain it. It would improper to name her his friend, since she was much older and pretty enough that doing so in her culture could make people think the wrong thing.

"Of course, it was never really a question. I just wanted you to understand why I was acting that way."

Ali smiled, always being glad when people were getting along. She asked the kitchen lady if Timon could have something to eat. Then she went to call the Queen, since that would be the person to know where the Rosses had gotten to.

He was given egg bread with honey and sausages. It was filling and done very well. Everything here was. Just as he was finishing, the whole thing not taking all that long, Ali came back.

"Farlo is at the Palace with her grandparents. They don't have a house here, so I offered them this place for the next few months. If we could swing past there and pick her up I was told that would be most welcome. Some people wish to see you anyway. The King... and Princess Karina. She has a letter for you to deliver, since you'll be seeing your mother today."

That wasn't an avoidable thing, not if he wanted to be able to hold his head high ever again, so he nodded. It would give him something to buffer the situation with anyway, delivering a letter from Karina.

He left the plate, which was the rule at Tor's house, and used the restroom to wash up a bit, his hands and face slightly sticky. How he'd managed that he wasn't certain. It probably meant he was still a child really, for all he was fighting against it. He tidied his hair too, while he had a mirror. It was still decently short.

Ten minutes later they were at the Palace, settling to the ground like a falling snowflake, going so slowly that there was almost a peaceful quality to it. Of course he really wasn't in a hurry to get to Two Bends, was he? It was stalling after a fashion. There were people waiting for the craft. A half dozen well armed Royal Guards, Farlo and her people, the King and Queen and Princess Karina, who fairly charged the door, handing him a wax sealed envelope.

"For your mother." Then he gave him a very small hug, which was something she'd never done before. She smelled of cinnamon and lavender, her red hair straight and slightly metallic looking. Not more than nature could provide, but it looked exotic. "I hear you had an adventure last night? Up in Breen?"

That last bit was said casually, and the King moved forward, almost as if they'd rehearsed the verbal hand off countless times before. The Queen moved with her mate, her face serene.

King Richard was more flat than anything, a clear attempt to hide his emotions.

"Would you be free to speak about that later today? Perhaps for dinner tonight, at nine? If your other work permits, of course." It was the kind of thing that he was supposed to answer immediately, but he stopped to think about it.

"I... think so. Tomorrow I need to make a produce delivery to our friends in Austra. You know, the spies from here? They have a restaurant. I mentioned that, didn't I? I have a list for them. Of course, I'm doing it for free, so they'll probably beggar me. You should send a note or something for them to hang on the wall. It will show that you don't have any hard feelings toward them. That will probably surprise people there. For some reason they seem to think we're the warlike ones, can you imagine? Didn't they start the last four wars with us?"

The King smiled and shook his head, "the last two. My grandfather was definitely to blame for the one before that. Not a well balanced man, grandfather. Great fighter." He added it as if it were a compliment, not the only nice thing he could think to say about the man.

The both moved back, assured that he'd be to the late meal, if at all possible. The Rosses waved, but didn't approach him, spending their time with their granddaughter, who leaned in and told them a joke it seemed. She loaded her own floating chests with decent ease, since he'd left the craft with a door on the back for that very thing. It really sped the whole thing up.

Timon remembered something and decided to just ask, since the answer would probably just be no, it wouldn't matter if he did it now rather than in private later.

"Say, are there any of the remote communication devices left? Collette mentioned that I should ask after one. Tor said they were in the base of the main device?" He waited for the King to frown or come up with a polite denial. A lot of people had to want the things after all. Dukes and Barons, as well as any craftsman worth his hire.

King Richard simply raised his right hand to head level and spoke in a normal tone.

"Bring one please."

Then they spoke about nothing overly important at all. The weather and a few other pleasantries. It seemed that he was considering activating the Falcon's River, the magical one, since there was a very mild drought going on. Not enough to be noticed overly, but a bit more water wouldn't hurt, it had been decided. During the explanation of that, Builder Sam came out, dressed in school browns.

He had a simple canvas ruck with him, like what Tim had seen the Royal Guard carrying a few times.

"Ah, Timon... would it be alright if I caught a ride with you? I can't really afford to pay for it right now..." He looked embarrassed and the others looked away, so as to not see him have to humble himself.

"Got any extra shields made up? Count Breen needs them pretty badly. I don't know what he's willing to pay for them, but if I can sell them I'll give you half of it, the rest can go toward your fare." It was legal to sell them to Counts after all. Any noble really. So he was easily inside the right range for that himself. The lowest rank that could buy one was a knight, he thought.

Sam smiled and nodded.

"Loads. I have a hundred in my bag. It's why it's so heavy. Going rate is a thousand gold, but I hear the man is in a bind..." For some reason he looked at the King who very carefully didn't make any kind of face at all. "Special deal then. Two hundred apiece. You get half of that. One time only. If he wants more they'll have to be at full rate. I don't want to damage the market after all."

Timon nodded and waved for everyone to get in then. The deal with Sam wasn't exactly a real one after all. Or, it was, but it didn't mean anything. If the man, who was still only fourteen, needed to get to school fast, Tim would take him. After all, no one could expect full rates from someone that age. Not with what he was charging.

The next part of the trip went a little too fast for his liking, and he knew the way too well, so he couldn't justify drawing it out by accidentally getting lost. In fact they ended up precisely over the town with no corrections at all. That was so rare that it had to be an omen. He wanted to sigh and shake his head, but that wouldn't help anything. Instead he settled on the main street and then drove the vehicle over to the small area next to the bakery.

"We just have to pick up my sister, and I have to find my mother and give her a letter. Let's stop in the bakery first. You should all make a point of getting something. I'll pay for it." The prices were low enough after all. Half of what a bakery in the Capital would cost and the product was at least as good or better. Sure, it was his family's place, so he was biased, but it was still true.

They could have gone to work in the King's kitchen and no one would notice the difference in baked goods at all. Or gone to Austra and improved what they were doing there by about twenty times. Or two for the stuff at the Royal Table. There was a soft female voice from behind the sales counter after the bell rang. That was a new thing, along with the fresh paint and new porch on the front of the building. The inside was being fixed up too, if slowly. It wasn't a monetary thing, it was that they didn't want to change too fast for the poorer people in town to feel comfortable with.

The little girl that looked up was his sister Tandy. She was nearly nine now and had been doing deliveries for the service for nearly a year. Clearly it was her turn to run the shop. That meant doing the baking for the day too. It smelled good, and she had a tray of cranberry muffins cooling already.

"Hey sis!" He smiled at her, but she ran around the counter and gave him a hug anyway, her eyes going a little wide when she saw the others with him. Ali got a hug too though and Sam threw his arms open wide and laughed a little, as if he knew her. She looked baffled, but did it anyway, which meant Farlo did it too, collecting her own hug. Ali and Farlo were both obviously royals and very memorable, but Tandy seemed to adjust to the idea that they were all friends at least. That was how anyone over six foot tall was referred to in Two Bends. In general it meant noble, but a lot of merchants from the city were nearly tall enough to pass. Traditionally it wasn't a problem there. If someone were tall, you deferred to them, just in case.

His little sister tried to sound very grown up then.

"I hadn't been told to expect visitors. It's so nice to see you all. Would you like something to eat? I made some bread, of course, and muffins. If you have a few minutes I'll have hot cinnamon rolls with icing as well. They're too hot to eat yet, but cooling."

He winked at her and passed a silver over the counter to her. True, she would have given them treats for free, but he still had to see what the situation was with his ma, and frankly, he didn't want her to have any fresh ammunition to use against him. Tandy nodded as he explained that she should get them what they wanted.

"While I go and find mother. Is she in the delivery warehouse?" Most days she worked there anymore.

Tandy shook her head just as the women walked in from the back, wiping her hands on a cloth that was tucked into her apron strings.

"Timon! So good to see you. Tiera will be ready in a few minutes, I think. I'll go and let her know that everyone is waiting." She walked around the counter and hugged Ali, but none of the others. She looked about nineteen and Sam was eyeing her a little harder than was proper for Two Bends. Farlo caught that, and elbowed him covertly, smiling as she did it.

"Who are your friends?" It was said politely and with decent warmth. It was a good start and seemed real, but he wasn't going to be lulled into a false sense of security that easily.

"Conserina Farlo Ross and Magic Counselor's Attaché Sam Builder. They go to Lairdgren too." He was about to blurt out that he wasn't going to Printer that year when she spoke first.

"A very good school. I trust that you'll both be watching out for Alyssa for us? Tiera too?" She seemed very pleasant about it and Sam nodded firmly.

"Yes ma'am. We have orders to try and get Alyssa into the Lairdgren group as soon as we can beat her into shape for it. I don't know about your daughter, but if we can, we'll adopt her too. Builders willing to actually do the work are rare." He didn't stare at Timon at least, even though they all had to be thinking he was being lazy, working instead of going off to school with them. Then, maybe not. He wasn't up to their level yet, but he was years younger than any of them were. He might not be held to those standards just yet.

His mother was only about five-two, so tall for a woman in the town, but much smaller than Ali or Farlo now. Sam was also bigger than her, when they stood close enough to compare it was obvious.

"Now, I know that it's horribly rude of me, but I need to talk to my son for a few moments, before you all get under way."

Timon looked at her and smiled, giving a small nod. He wasn't going to argue or fight, no matter what she said. It was a hard thing to do, but it just made sense. If he was going to claim to be old enough to live alone, then he had to be the one to act like an adult. In the end that meant knowing that you could do anything the law allowed and no one could really stop you. It was a slightly dangerous thing, given their relative positions in the world, if she really pressed it. If she pressured Count Lairdgren enough, and the King, he could be literally forced to stay in Two Bends.

Except that he had an option that most people didn't. He could leave. The whole land if he had to. Vagus was nice enough and Austra had its charms. Soam had to have fresh food, as green as it was, so he could work from produce grown there if he had to and support the Royal Table in that way. If he could get in touch with Morgan he could run the fast transport business even.

Steeling his nerve he tried to seem happy about things and walked outside, gesturing for her to follow, ending up around the side of the bakery by his vehicle. It was still the mirrored rectangle that he'd been using the whole time.

When he turned he expected his mother to attack. With words, since his shield would stop any physical harm she could manage. He didn't doubt that she had enough ammunition to wound him that way. Any mother would about their child, no doubt. She was smiling when he turned, but it looked a little troubled, rather than her aggressively mean smile. This was something he hadn't really seen on her before.

"I hear that you've set up a business in the Capital? Taking people around the world." Moving in she hugged him and didn't let go as she kept speaking. "It's a very clever use of time. I wish that you hadn't felt that you couldn't accept money from me and your father. I know that's my fault, but it still hurts that you don't trust me enough for even that. Would you consider living here? We run the delivery system from here, which works pretty well."She looked hopeful and went soft eyed.

Until he shook his head. Then she suddenly went hard, her mouth setting.

"Most of my in-Kingdom business is centered around the Capital. If I was here all the time I'd add fifteen percent to the time I was in the air. It doesn't sound like a lot, but that's almost certainly coming out of my sleep. Besides, I already built a house and paid the rent on the land for a year. Right next to Tor's, but it's mine. They're mine, actually, I have two. Little cottages, like the one we use for the school here? I did the work myself, so no one in the world can claim it isn't by my hand."

She made an angry face and then... stopped.

"That... sounds reasonable. Your grandfather came the other day and told me that if I got in the way of you doing this, it would probably cost me another child. I can't like how young you are for it. I know that you're mind is older than things look on the outside, but you still need your parents."

She teared up a little and hugged him harder.

"Except that out of all my children you're the one that really doesn't, aren't you? If anyone I know can stand on their own, it's definitely you. Do go to school next year, if you can. You have one of the sharpest minds in the world. Perhaps the sharpest, but you don't know everything. I'll tell you this, even if it might feel insulting right now. It isn't enough to be smart. You have to gain information as well, constantly. That and skills. All of them you can. Maybe hire a tutor? I know that you'll figure it out."

It almost sounded like she was confident he really could handle it. She didn't even add the part about how he could always come back home if he had too. That was a given, wasn't it?

He smiled at her and nodded.

"I'm still mad about what you did to Tor. You used your position as his mother and a Conserina to pressure the others into playing that trick on him. He nearly killed Brown over it. That was so close... It's bad enough I nearly killed Lara the other day. She was asking for it at least."

That got her to go wide eyed and nearly start into one of her famous verbal assaults when he held up one finger to stop her.

"Combat rage. She's fine. I managed to stop without actually fighting, the aura took her and the others on the dock down. She came out and simply started to attack, like you do, with words. It wasn't fair to her, since I was really mad at you. I got Dorgal Sorvee out of there and to Vagus alright. It made for a tense ride." Looking around he felt a bit of nostalgia for the place they were in. It was right next to the outdoor table they often used in the summer, when the evenings were cooler than inside the house.

"Especially since I flew away from the area still in a combat rage, I think. I kept it together, mainly." She was probably about to take him to task for it, having let go of him then.

"I'd... hoped that had left you, after the first time. Patricia Morgan set that one off, so we wanted to believe that it wasn't going to come back. Has it happened before?"

Of course it had. It always did when they happened to someone too young, like him.

"Once before. Here. I ran away and destroyed a tree instead of Will Entz. I'm sure he thought I was being a coward. It was almost two years ago now."

She didn't ask why he didn't tell her about it, or anything that made sense at all at first.

"Can you... control it?"

That was more complicated than it sounded like, the short answer was yes. In more than one way.

"A bit, if I let it happen at all. I can stop it most of the time, if I can interest myself in mustering the will. I've never tried to cause it on purpose. It gives me a headache after."

"Oh." She stepped back and smiled at him again. "So much for using that as a reason to bring you home then. Most adults with it can't do that. Either form of control. Both is... Well, a sign of more maturity than most ever possess, I think."

They just looked at one another for a minute which made him remember the letter he had tucked away in his belt. He handed it over and waited for her to look at it.

"The Royal seal? If this is Richard trying to put you in the military, I will put my foot down. It's one thing for you to go off and start a life early. Quiet another for you to go and lose it in stupid wars over insane rationales. You don't even know how to fight yet, do you?"

"Not a bit. That's from Princess Karina. She didn't say what it was about. Maybe a party invitation?" What else it could be he didn't know. Anything really.

His mother was wearing a simple homespun dress, at least in appearance and her apron was a light tan to compliment the blue underneath. She looked distinctly strange opening things with the Royal mark on it. She read it over and smiled a little, her face going still after a bit. Then she folded it up and put it away firmly.

"Smart girl that Princess. She's put in an offer to marry you when you turn fourteen. Wants to beat the hoard about to descend on you, she said. Even willing to get engaged formally next year, if you want to consider it. You could do a lot worse. She's cute and has a lot of spirit. A Princess, but you shouldn't hold that against her too much. Of course she'll have a half dozen arrangements going at any given time, so I wouldn't count on it happening, but stranger things have happened. I got your father after all. Really I shouldn't have. He's too good for me, but don't tell him I said so. He'll get a big head."

Then she hugged him again and asked what he was planning in the near future.

"Well, let's see. First to Lairdgren, with a flashy enough entrance to make Tiera happy, since that's what I promised her, then I have to go and see if Count Breen wants to buy some shields from Sam. Count Holder apparently lost it and is just attacking people. Tovey's forces are mustering, but it's going to take a bit for him to get there. I should take some treats too. I can't imagine they're getting a lot on the battle line right now. What can I get for five gold?" He'd have to let the others off first, but that was fine, if he didn't hesitate too long.

They made arrangements for him to be back in three hours for that, and his mother took his coins, just as if he was an adult. She looked a little sad about it, but patted his back and told him to be careful.

The others were almost finished with what they'd gotten and he skipped it for himself, but got some change from Tandy, eight coppers. Then he called for Tiera , who came out wearing... Very normal student brown. It wasn't even in silk or velvet. Canvas it looked like. It wasn't real, so she could have shown up in a party dress or a ball gown. It made sense to him, but Farlo nodded at her approvingly when she saw the black haired girl come out.

"Perfect. You're Tiera? I'm Farlo Ross, this is Sam Builder. We're your new school friends. Some of them. Excellent clothing choice. My first day I showed up wearing three pounds of jewelry, caked on make-up and a big pink dress that made people's eyes hurt. Made a fool of myself. Going for an understated look is better. Especially looking like you do. Show up in anything more than that and people will think you're rubbing your good looks in. Some will anyway. Don't worry about them." She was being chatty and friendly to the extreme, which got Sam to nod along.

"That's true. I have to say, I'm going to look pretty good, coming in with the three of you. People might even think I'm important or something."

They all chuckled over that, but Timon managed to get them moving, after pointing out that he had a few more things to do that day, Like sell things to embattled counts and pass out some treats on the combat line. Or at least in the camp. He wasn't actually going to go to the line. That would be stupid.

"Remember to leave me those shields Sam. Otherwise I have no reason to go to Breen at all and I already paid for the baked goods."

A big bag was left next to his seat then, passed up from the back as they all talked about the new school term. They seemed happy about it and like they wanted to be there. It left him feeling a little envious. He should have been doing it too. That he didn't have the funds today was a problem, even if he might tomorrow or the next day. It was time for him to stop worrying over it. He had too many commitments for now to do it anyway. If he was standing next to Countess Printer with his school fees in hand he couldn't make it all work, he didn't think. Not yet. He needed more pilots and to have them all trained. Maybe a person to do the scheduling and books.

It was going to take a while.

It made him feel better, realizing that. Less like he was just trying to dodge out on school for a year and more like he had responsibilities instead. He was smiling fifteen minutes later when he slowly settled over the courtyard at Lairdgren. People did look at them, even standing to wait and see who was going to climb out. He got out himself, his clothing black velvet again, and helped to move Tiera's cases for her. For all that she was Tor's sister, he'd never seen fit to give her floating luggage that would follow her. Not even the old kind that worked on a real chest, much less the new ones that appeared from nothing.

Then he had to stay with them while the others took her to find the registrar, so that she could get her room assignment. It actually took a long while, so he just waited and enjoyed the decently cool air and watched the eager students pass by. Some of them stared, and a few openly gawked, but no one approached him until an old man in black and green velvet did. His most striking feature was his large gray beard, which was perfectly flat on the bottom. He looked at the craft for a second and then touched the side lightly.

"These always amaze me. Across the Kingdom in mere hours. Do you know that no one has managed to even make a copy of one yet? We've had our top instructors and the Lairdgren group on it and all they come up with is a regular flying carriage." He turned and stuck out his right hand, which had calluses on it that didn't belong on the hand of an instructor, unless he was a combat lessons person. The rest of him didn't seem that way at all. He was a little stooped and had a friendly way about him, smiling the whole time, as if he couldn't be kinder.

"Dean Hardgrove. Kyle. Sorry, I should do the introductions first. Horrible habit." He looked back at the craft, his voice going soft and his lips barely moving. "I need passage to the Capital, specifically to the palace, this night. I must be back before first light. Can that be arranged? I can't afford to pay you the going rate. Not at all. It's very urgent however." The emphasis on the single word got Tim to pay attention.

It wasn't a good idea to take strangers to the palace without permission however. It made the Royal Guard uneasy if nothing else. He didn't know what to say, so he decided to make use of the device they'd given him earlier, which meant sealing himself in the craft.

"Pardon me for a moment please sir? Or, well, it may be longer than that. I will be back however."

Then, a little rudely, he hopped in and shut the thing tight, the little device was very interesting and had nearly sixty different names on it as well as some random signs on the bottom of the list. He hit the one that said Capital and then waited, surprised that someone picked up almost immediately.

"This is King Richard."

Timon didn't wait, or explain who he was, "Dean Kyle Hardgrove. He's asked me to take him to you tonight, under cover of darkness. Is this a good or bad thing?"

The voice came back instantly.

"Good. You can trust him. More, your grandfather does. If you'd be willing to bring him for dinner that would be perfect."

"On it. See you then."

The fast conversation meant he was out within two minutes, smiling a bit, then he gestured to the gleaming craft as if they were discussing it. The older man played along perfectly, touching the side again, lovingly.

"Tonight. You're invited to dinner. Where do I get you? We'll be a little late if you really don't want to be seen at all."

The man was careful and indicated the woods between the town and the school, a slim strip that would be just big enough if he changed the color very carefully as he went.

Timon pointed to his sister and smiled at the older man, shaking his hand again, since he was responsible for her and his friends after he left.

"This is my sister Tiera Baker. You probably know the others. Tiera, this is Dean Hardgrove. We've made an arrangement. As long as you never make his job harder and get good marks, there won't be any random beatings. Well hardly any. Maybe the chance one now and again to keep you honest."

The man looked over at her seriously.

"Your brother obviously cares for you very much, to get such an agreement in place. Most families just tell us to beat their offspring until they mind correctly. I trust that won't be a problem?"

The others laughed and she blushed a little, then she bobbed her head.

"Well, I'll promise not to get caught too often, is that enough?"

The man smiled then, a genuine thing. "Oddly... it is. I see you have flying gear on. Do you know how to use it?" He seemed interested rather than judging.

She shrugged and looked at the stone, pretending to be shy.

"Two Bends Fast Delivery service agent for over two years. I often had to put in over six flight hours per day, up to twelve when school was on vacation. I probably have more flight hours than anyone not in the military flyers corps or my family. Tim here has more, since I spent more time organizing the warehouse, but I can fly pretty well in a pinch."

What the man did next was amazing. He clapped her on the back.

"Excellent indeed. Would you be willing to restructure your day to act as our flight instructor then? We have the equipment, but no one with even half the experience you do. We don't pay for the work, but it can count as a class credit or two. Normally our combat instructors take care of that, but they all seem to be working at other jobs suddenly. Most annoying to tell the truth."

Tiera looked at him, as if he might just be joking with her again and finally she nodded.

"I can do that. I've helped to train delivery people to fly before at least. It isn't hard. I don't know anything about fighting however."

The others helped her carry the trunks and the Dean grabbed one of the handles with her, so they could keep discussing the topic, leaving him all alone. That clearly wasn't a mistake. He was trying to seem uninterested in him. The older man was doing a nearly perfect job of it too. A professional job. It probably meant he either was, or at least had been, a spy. That would explain the weapons calluses too.

That left him with some time, but not a lot, to get back to Two Bends to get that taken care of.

It took less time to get in and get there going back, since no one else had to be arranged in the craft. That always seemed to take the most time for some reason. Even people that moved fast tended to drag at the overall time.

In Two Bends there was a lot of help getting the baked goods into the back of the reconfigured vehicle, since the whole family had been baking for hours, and then, as things finished up, some neighbors helped get things in place. It wasn't their war, but a mention that the people from Lairdgren had sent these things along wouldn't hurt if they were ever attacked, would it?

The camp was way easier to find in daylight and while there was a clear battle line on both sides, no one was actively fighting yet. There had been a skirmish earlier it looked like, but his landing had the Count out in less than ten minutes. He seemed a little surprised to see him at all, the white tents made of canvas flapping a little in the breeze. There were too many people, too close together, so the area was starting to smell a little. It wasn't a horrible thing yet, but he figured that they had three more days before the pits dug for waste started to overpower everything else.

"Timon... I wasn't expecting you back so soon, is everything alright?"

"Oh, sure. I brought a treat for the troops, at least some of them and some shields that Sam Builder of the Lairdgren group has for sale. It's a bit of a bargain for you, since he made a deal with me for transport services. Full class eight shields, one hundred of them." He didn't sound overly energetic, but held the bag in his right hand and grabbed a handful of copper disks out to show him. One was handed over for him to check, which he did happily enough. That involved grabbing a man that had been drunk on duty and beating him with a sword and then a force lance. Nothing happened of course.

The man just sighed and nodded.

"Demand market. I guess I can't expect a great price. I'll give you eleven hundred gold for each. I can only afford twenty." There was a grimace admitting it, and another when Tim shook his head no.

"I have orders from Sam. Technically I bought these from him, since he's currently working for the King directly, or was until this morning. You understand?"

The man looked down and took a frustrated breath, hissing a little as he spoke.

"I do." He didn't sound all that happy about it.

"Good, I bought them for one hundred gold each. I'll sell them to you for two hundred. Because Sam worked for the King, until this morning."

The man didn't seem to believe him at first, and especially didn't when Timon didn't make him wait to distribute them until after he'd been paid. The man did offer to have the money sent to his house in the Capital. It would take nearly a week, since it took a long time to get large sums of coin from the bank. It made it nearly impossible to rob however, so no one complained too much.

After he handed the bag over, Timon opened the back hatch for the man to look in. The rows of trays looked lovely and a crowd started to gather. He held up a hand and waved them all back, laughing.

"Share. I know this isn't enough for all of you, so try to make sure the people that have seen battle get some first. Also, save the trays, I need to return them."

It only took three minutes for the first fight to break out, once people realized there wasn't going to be enough for everyone. He felt bad about that, but the Count just laughed and called for order, then handed the things out himself. Timon did make certain to credit the people of Two Bends in Lairdgren for it, which got a cheer from the men and women surrounding them.

The trays were empty of even scraps after a few minutes, which left a lot of people standing around looking at those with baked goods a bit enviously. It wasn't until the Count spoke that Timon got that it wasn't just the fact that most people liked sweets doing it.

"We had to move into place fast. That meant we didn't have time to bring along everything we needed. We have some food, but everyone is on half rations. We have wagons coming, but that could take several more days." The man didn't frown or give him a hard look, or even a suggestive one, he just looked at his people. "It shouldn't have happened. None of this should. I wish I knew what the hell Holder was doing. This doesn't make sense at all. He's a pain in the ass, that can't be denied, but it's always been an annoyance, not open battle. If you would have asked me a month ago about the man I would have said he was a bit of a coward, to tell the truth."

It wasn't a great situation, and Timon wanted to help, but he knew that there was only so much he could do himself. Plus, he had commitments. Thinking he tried to come up with a solution that might keep these people from going hungry for a bit. They'd already been eating the wildlife it seemed, and most of that had either run off or become dinner. Even the bugs were in danger.

The trick there was that these people needed to transport goods fast. He did people. For large shipments you went to the Morgan family concern. That would mean flying to their Duchy, which was above and to the east of the Capital a good way. After saying his goodbyes he got in his Fast Craft and looked at the time, which was two-forty. If he could make the trip inside two hours both ways and spend no more than two on the ground he could make it. He wasn't certain about that, since he'd never been there himself. It might be worth checking in to at least.

The flight was fast and he ended up in what really seemed to be the middle of nowhere. The only thing that was helpful there was that after a while, on the horizon, moving at a decent speed, was a cargo container. Just one of them, and it could have been moving toward or away from the right place. Tim followed it and with some relief saw it land carefully with about twenty others in a dirt field. It was being directed like a big piece of luggage, following the woman flying in front of it. She was using a rig, it was clear and standing straight up and down in the air, with her right arm bent as she touched the dirt softly. Other than the fact that she was dressed all in blue, he couldn't tell a single thing about her, or any of the other workers on the ground.

When he settled and got out of his craft several of them were standing there, staring at him. It was a bit intimidating.

So he waved.

"Countier Lairdgren, Timon Baker. I've come to see about arranging an emergency shipment. Is this the right place for that?"

As a group they all bowed, and decently low which meant as large as some of them were, they weren't nobles most likely. A man in the back, who was older and holding a piece of paper nodded.

"Yes sir. We can direct you to Duke Morgan. I think he's at the upper office right now. This way." The man didn't seem overly stiff or anything, but he didn't chat to pass the time as they walked either, just plowing ahead, his longer legs covering the ground pretty well, even if he was only about six-six. He was hard looking, like a military man, not just someone that carried lists around with him all day.

That likely meant he was in the Duke's military somewhere. Probably high up, if he was also allowed to control a big portion of the Kingdom's rapid goods shipments. The building they went to was plain, made of wood, and a little boring on the outside. Clean, the area around it tidy, and it was painted with a fresh coat of blue paint, but other than that it seemed like any work building anywhere. Practical, with not much else going for it.

The door was closed and the tall, clean faced, man pounded on it harder than was probably needed. After a few seconds a voice rang out.

"Come in." It was pleasant enough and deeply male. The kind of thing that he would have wanted to have for himself, if it didn't require growing an extra two feet. Not that he would have hated that, but it wasn't happening, so wishing for it would be a waste of time.

The man that had led him there stayed outside after opening the door to a single room with two large desks in it. There were throw rugs on the floor, in several different colors and the chairs were both nice leather ones with a lot of padding. Behind the desk that was further back sat Duke Morgan, who was looking at him curiously.

"Welcome! I'm Eric Morgan, did you come looking for a job? We can only take sworn men and women on as flyers, but if you're willing to work hard there are some other positions we have available. Some of them are fairly low work I'm afraid, to start with. Sweeping up and such. From your clothing I assume that seems beneath you, but if that doesn't scare you off we might well be able to work something out." He sounded as if it wasn't the first time he said those words at all. He wasn't bored by it at all, just curious about what Timon's answer would be.

He looked at the man, realizing he honestly didn't recognize him. Of course the one time they'd met, over a four day period, he hadn't exactly been interesting. This was a different setting and he was also wearing much nicer clothing.

Tim bowed to the man and grinned.

"There's always sweeping to do, and someone has to do it. I've come to see about hiring some of your people for goods transport however. Provision wagons. They need to move about three hundred miles or so as quickly as possible. Taking food near a battle line in Breen. This is a rush job, but I don't know the rates at all for something like this. I also probably can't pay you today for it. We won't need to do all of them, I don't think, just the first twenty wagons or so."

The man pulled a piece of paper and started writing, a line of figures along the side. After a minute without talking he nodded and then touched his face, which was a little long and held large teeth. Friendly enough looking for all that.

"It will still take a few days. I can start ten of my people flying that way within the hour, but they can't make it today. If we pull the cargo plates off some containers they should be able to do it in one delivery. There is a matter of an emergency job, as well as hazard pay, since you said it's a combat situation. Do you know what's going on?"

The man just seemed curious still, and folk did like information when they were sending in people to dangerous situations. The truth was he didn't really know much though.

"Count Holder suddenly attacked last week, and sent Duchess Keene a letter telling her that her services would no longer be needed. The rest of the Duchy is moving to block him now and shut it all down. I don't know any more than that. Or at least nothing that I could share."

Instead of the man getting upset he looked at the last figure in his column, which said two hundred and eight. After a few seconds he shrugged.

"I'll need two hundred gold for it. Is that within your means?"

The strange thing there, was that it would be, if anyone paid him. He nodded firmly.

"Yes, and I can get your people to Breen tonight. Maybe even to the wagons so they can start first thing in the morning. I run the fast transport service, so I get to do things like that."

The man looked blank for a few seconds and then shook his head.

"I've missed that one I guess. What is it?"

It took a few minutes to really explain it all and the man didn't seem to believe him at first. Finally Timon sighed.

"We've met before Duke Morgan. In Two Bends? When Patricia was planning to marry my brother? I was called Weasel then?" He held a hand out to his side as if measuring something. "Shorter? Spoke with a heavy accent?"

The man actually stood up in his shock, but laughed.

"Ah! I didn't recognize you at all. So well spoken I figured you as being from the Capital. You can truly get that done? I can give you a few weeks to get the payment around, that's not a problem. Most people don't pay large sums without great planning."

They chatted as the large man walked him out to find the men and women that would be going, since it was an emergency. They had nearly a hundred that could fly and do the work, he was assured, but most of them were either working or had the day off. They did that in rotation.

"Say, is that your craft? It's lovely." The man stopped and pointed up at the sky, which did indeed show that his transport was flying, a bit shakily, away from the area.

Timon stared at it and finally nodded.

"That's it. Of course it shouldn't be flying without me. I didn't bring another pilot with me." Sighing he glanced over at the man, trying not to let his face show how worried he really was. He had a flying rig and more copies of the craft, but it would be a very bad thing for him to lose one in his first week of operations. "Seems that someone is stealing it."

On the good side they came back around about thirty seconds later. On the bad, they didn't have any clue about how to land at all. The thing slammed into the ground, showering a very large area with dirt. Slightly muddy earth really. A large amount fell on the Duke too, which probably wouldn't leave the man feeling happy. It made a try at hitting Tim too, but his shield stopped it all, letting it slide off harmlessly.

Then almost like it was bouncing the thing skipped back into the air, the ground thrumming from the impact. On the next pass it went slightly better, since the thing was left half in the ground, with the doors blocked. The back hatch cracked open and with a bit of dirt trying to slide in on the trays a man crawled out. He was instantly filthy, his nice red and black clothing getting soaked from the water that was pooling at the bottom of the new pit. It wasn't raining or anything, but the ground held just enough moisture for it to be miserable. Finally that man stood up, showing he was a good bit taller than most of the people around him. Not the Duke, Timon didn't think. He had a mustache under the new coat of watery mud and a loopy grin on his face. He looked to be about twenty-four or so.

"So that's harder than it looks. Fun though. Can we get it unstuck? I'd love to go again." The man was staring up at the Duke as if it was perfectly fine to take things without asking.

Timon nodded, trying not to slip into a rage if he could help it. This time was harder than most, but he struggled for it, trying not to let go, after having just had a talk with his mother about how well he could hold things together.

"Get out of the pit. Now." Just as the man did he ran at the door and slipped inside in a single movement, one he would have been proud of if he wasn't about to break something.

He rushed to the driver's seat and lifted off carefully, moving to the right about fifty feet, which was a place still covered with mud, and got out. Then, cringing a bit about the possible damage to the bakery's trays, he turned the device off, making it vanish, with the amulet in his hand.

The big man that had stolen it shook his head, smiling.

"That, is very interesting. How much do they cost? I should get one, right father?" He glanced at the Duke in a way that seemed more than a little spoiled and entitled. It could have been that he was mentally simple too, but it wasn't. The man sounded intelligent enough, he was just acting like a moron.

Timon shrugged.

"About three million gold. It's a Fast Craft, not a Flying Carriage. There are only a few of them in existence right now." He growled the words his breath starting to come in deeper gasps as the combat rage took him. Closing his eyes he nodded, getting the general idea. He wasn't just angry, though that didn't help, but the Morgans, or at least one of them, were triggering it in him. Probably the younger one that was about to have his butt kicked.

When the aura hit people they moved away, many of them running. Even the Duke did, leaving his son, who just stared, frightened and shaking. 

There was a rage within him like he'd seldom felt before. Certainly not over something as minor as a possession. He had brothers and sisters, which meant that your things got borrowed every now and again. Most of the time it wasn't even really theft, they just picked up the wrong thing. That wasn't the case here, but given that the man had been trying to land, it was still most likely borrowing, rather than real theft.

Closing his eyes Tim tried to hold the rage back. It wasn't easy at all. Finally, not opening his eyes he called to the man.

"Run. I think you might be triggering this in me. Take off for now. We can talk about your punishment for this later." There would be that, if he could talk the Duke into it. But it would be work or something, not a beating and not death. "Really, I know I'm smaller than you are, but I have a full shield on and weapons. You need to get away from me."

There was a clomping of feet after that and a short ten or fifteen minutes later he was pretty much back to normal. His head was starting to hurt already, which was a given. He looked around and waved to the Duke, wincing at the bright light of the cloudy day.

"We need to get those people loaded up. Also, if the trays can be cleaned it would be good. They belong to my family. I need some water for that. Here, I'll set the craft back up for loading, but please remind them not to try flying it without permission. It will save time, for one thing."

The man moved to his knees, or at least started to, probably to apologize. Timon grabbed him and pulled him up a bit.

"We can deal with this later. What's your son's name?"

"That one is Mark. My heir." He didn't plead for the man's life at least.

After leaving the man standing there for a minute he set the craft up and made it as large as possible, with ten comfortable seats in the back. That's when he realized something, his painting was in the mud, face down. Picking it up he nearly went into a combat rage again, but held on long enough, the anger finally replaced with mere sadness.

"It was a birthday present. Hand painted. I can't replace it."

He said this to the air, knowing that it wouldn't help anything. Maybe he could clean it, if he was careful enough? Borrowing a handkerchief from the Duke he started in on it, mainly smearing mud over the surface. The giant stood and watched him for a while, finally looking down.

"I apologize. This wasn't what anyone intended I'm certain." It sounded like too little and probably was. The man seemed to understand that at least. Before he could do anything a tall woman that looked a lot like Trice, if with slightly less curly dark brown hair, came out and handed him a cup of coffee.

"It helps to fight some of the after effects. You'll want to drink it as fast as possible. The earlier you have it, the more it can do for you."

He gulped the warm, but not burning, fluid, taking it all in as fast as possible. It was a huge cup of it so that took a minute and three breaths of air. He handed the nice cream colored ceramic thing back to the woman, recognizing her, if a little fuzzily.

Baroness Morgan. She'd explained that to him once, when they'd met. She was the sitting Baroness, so she used that title, even though she was a Duchess too, by marriage.

"Thank you. We need to get moving. Lost a bit of time to this already. I have things to do later too." The others were a bit sheepish and silent, but Tim waved at them a little, not thinking nearly as clearly as he normally did. It was a side effect of the rage. You were temporarily left stupid. "I don't... Please tell Mark that I expect him to stand to punishment for this. I'll be back tomorrow. He should wear work clothes. It won't just be one day either. We'll be gone a few days, mainly to Austra and then Vagus. Then see to the situation in Breen. I might drop him off here first. Austra and Vagus should be safe enough for him." No one there would be able to go into a combat rage, except possibly Petra. They'd just keep them apart.

It wasn't that he wanted to be around the man personally, he kind of hated him at the moment, but the truth of the matter was that he'd stolen something that cost enough that even a full Duke would have been on trial for it, and probably would have lost, ending up in the gallows. Mark didn't have that kind of clout and was probably being hidden on the family lands, since he had the ability to cause rage in others when he got nervous. It wasn't a great thing and unlike Tor, Timon couldn't fix that for him with a magical device or even a copy of one. Trice, Mark's sister, had the same thing. She had magic to stop it now however. No one had managed to make a copy of the Fast Craft yet, but Timon honestly thought that no one could replicate the device Trice had.

The Baroness looked frightened suddenly, but looked away and nodded. It was a bit much for her to be doing, considering her son was just going to be doing some of that broom pushing that the Duke had offered him as a job. They'd keep him calm and it would be fine.

"Really, it isn't that big of a deal. Though, of course, if he tries to fly without me, or without my permission at least, I will be dropping him out over the ocean. You might want to tell him that. I'll be here a little after sunrise. Then we'll get the produce we need and head out for the day."

It was kind of tempting to just drop the annoying man out over the ocean anyway, which was probably why his mother was worried. So far he hadn't really encountered a good reason why he shouldn't. For that matter, as far as the Morgans knew, that was why he'd come, under orders of the King. Having anyone around that caused combat rage was dangerous.

A thing to be handled, if possible.
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 The next hours were a haze of pain and discomfort, as he struggled to get things done. They found the caravan of goods easily enough, but the drivers didn't want to let their wagons be taken, since they didn't have orders for it. That made sense, after having just had something stolen from him too, but was annoying. Finally Timon couldn't take the stupidity of it and offered to fly all the people whose wagons were being taken to the lines with them. That took hours. After he set them down, showing where the currently floating wagons were, he had to set off almost immediately to get back to Lairdgren school in time.

He settled into the woods as carefully as he could, the craft re-colored to first match the night sky, then the evergreen trees as he got closer to the ground. It was dark out already, but if anyone noticed him, it wouldn't be due to his poor handling. The device still worked fine, thankfully. Stupid Mark Morgan and his poor piloting skills hadn't destroyed it or anything. If he had, Timon would have...

Done nothing.

It was annoying and would hurt his business, until he learned to make copies of the things, if he could. That wasn't a reason to hurt anyone. At least not too much. Maybe a little? Some blisters from hard work and sore muscles didn't seem unfair. Or lowly tasks that the man would feel were below him. Timon would have to find a stable for him to clean or a ditch to dig out by hand.

He popped the door and got out, since anyone randomly finding him there would know who he was. If that happened... He didn't really know what he'd say. Maybe tell them that he was interested in a girl he saw earlier? There had been a couple of cute girls that he hadn't gotten to talk to. They didn't even look too much older than he did. It was a little desperate seeming, but as a deflection it should work.

He nearly started to use that line when Hardgrove walked up. It wasn't sneaking with a blade between his teeth, but his movements were smoother and less stooped now. That meant he had a constant act that he was keeping up. Because the Dean of a school had a reason for that, didn't he?

Timon gestured for him to get in and take a seat behind him, the still dirty picture on the wall. Thinking about it as he secured the door for them both he gestured.

"Know anything about restoring paintings? That one got dropped in the mud. Bit of a hassle, but I'd love for it to be clean and nice again." It was such an odd thing to say that he figured the man would gape at him, or at least show some surprise. Instead he examined it closely and finally spoke, his voice soft and considering.

"We can take off most of the dirt using solvents. That might remove part of the paint, or affect the color a bit. Then those portions can be gone over, the color restored. It will take several weeks, since care will be needed. It's a new painting, isn't it?"

Timon was careful not to look back, or even nod overly, answering while facing the window instead. Flying at night took more attention than it did during the day.

"I think so. A Baroness gave it to me for my birthday. I didn't get her name, which I should try to find out. It's the nicest thing anyone ever gave me as a present. Well, some magical things too, you know, from Tor."

They rode in silence for a bit, the man finally turning to look at the back of his head. At least that's what it sounded like he was probably doing. Finally Timon decided to ask about what the man did for a living, mainly to see how he'd react.

"So, Dean at Lairdgren and trusted by the King and my grandfather, Count Lairdgren. You were stooped and shuffled a little in the open and flat courtyard, but in the woods you moved like a dancer, standing up enough that I didn't recognize you by your gait. It's really hard to hide that, which means you've been trained for it. Given your age and general sneakiness, that means spy. One given the go ahead to visit the palace and a dinner invitation by King Richard himself. So... That makes you what? The master of spies for Noram? The teacher of the King's network? Some combination of both..." It hit him then, a thing that was so obvious he nearly missed it. If the man knew Lairdgren and worked at his school, that probably meant the Count, a three thousand plus year old man was the real spy master.

He wondered if anyone else realized that yet?

No sound came from the back seat for a long time, finally the older man cleared his throat a little gruffly and made a "hmph" sound. No words followed it, no admission of truth or denial of it. The fellow didn't act incensed or wronged by the accusations either. It was pretty clear that he wasn't going to give Timon anything on that score. Not that it mattered at all. His job wasn't to find spies, it was just to take people from one place to another.

When they landed it was just before nine, and Timon made sure he turned the vehicle off and took it with him. There were a half dozen Royal Guards waiting for them, but no one put a Truth amulet on them. Instead George just looked at them both, using a hand light. The light red glow came from a bit of metal in his palm, about the size of a small coin. From the air around it actually. It was pretty, he decided. Lyn would probably like some of those as a wedding gift. He still had to get her something, for the upcoming ceremony.

The large guard waved at them both.

"Visual inspection is correct. Timon and Hardgrove. This way please. Everyone is waiting for you. If you have magical clothing you might want to dress for a party." It was helpful information.

Timon shifted as they walked, his clothes moving to a light and shimmering top that looked to be made of mirrored silver. He paired it with black trousers and boots, as well as a belt that looked like leather. The Dean had to stop in place and close his eyes to change and dressed in a green velvet jacket and cream colored pants. His shoes stayed brown and didn't change at all. It seemed an odd oversight at first, until the man noticed him looking.

"If you look perfect anymore, people assume magic is involved. Make one detail a little off and no one thinks that at all."

That made sense. It also confirmed what he'd been thinking before. With a little bit of focus his shoes gained some light scuff marks and his belt had dings in it, like it might from being at the bottom of a trunk. Then he added an almost imperceptible stain on his left thigh, like food had been dropped there, and been well cleaned up, but not fast enough.

George noticed and chuckled about it, which got a smile from Hardgrove.

"Not bad."

The dining room was filled with people again, but this time he wasn't expected to do much, except meet a few people and explain his current rates and schedule. He also needed to get Morgan over to take Duchess Keene around he remembered suddenly. He could use his own communications device for it, he decided. Instead of bothering to hide that he had one, he just moved to the side of the room and had the woman watching the Ward device take a message. She seemed happy enough to, and asked enough questions that it seemed likely Morgan would have a chance of getting where he needed to go in a decently quick fashion.

After a few minutes of talking about half the room was watching him. Most of them suddenly giving him predatory glances he hadn't expected at all. He was pretty good at understanding people, but this was something new to him. It wasn't until a well dressed woman he didn't recognize walked up to him and glanced at the sigil that marked which unit was his that he really had a sense of what was happening.

"We can always be in touch with you? All the time? I didn't know that. The brown spiral is for the fast transport concern? Most useful." She spoke loudly enough that it was clear her intent was to announce it to the room.

He smiled up at her and quickly ended the communication with Warden.

"That's right. It won't work too well when I sleep, but if there's an emergency I can be to most places in a few hours or less. We're also putting more people on, which is what I was doing there, setting up travel for a client."

"Oh? Who? Anyone I know?" She said it brightly and with a pleasant air that still rang false, he shook his head at her until she looked confused.

"I'm sure you heard the name, since it isn't a secret, but we don't talk about who our clients are without permission. We also don't tell people what they were doing, or with whom. There is an extra charge if you want me to get out of bed to take you someplace myself, if the idea of someone talking worries you." It was his turn to speak too loud, but the woman, who must have been nearing sixty, moved in and laid a hand on his shoulder her arm straight by her side. She was just that tall.

She also was wearing a nice dress of cream colored lace that he was nearly positive was real. Her breasts were bound in some way that pushed them almost out of the top of her outfit. The skin there was unwrinkled he noticed, but only in passing, not letting himself stare. That would be rude and other people were watching.

"So, you have a discreet service?"

"At times. Unless told otherwise."

She squeezed his upper arm a little, after sliding her hand over his shoulder, nearly petting him.

"I might have some use for that kind of thing myself. I hope we can do business soon?" She was clearly flirting with him, on the surface at least. Under that she was sending a message. To him, he was almost certain. She wanted his help on something. It was important to her.

The surprising thing was that the whole room wasn't getting that from her body language.

He stared at her for a bit, making eye contact and noticing that her eyes were a nice blue color, with just a hint of green. She wore a lot of make-up, trying to hide the wrinkles on her face and neck, but not so much she looked like a clown or other performer.

"I'll be out of the city for at least a day, starting tomorrow. A trip to Austra, then Vagus. Are you planning to go to the wedding of Lyn Red and Dorgal Sorvee in a few weeks?" It was an offhand question and it was clear that no one around them knew who that was, or had gotten an invitation yet. He nodded, since that only made sense.

"She's the Ancient of Vagus, Dorgal is of the Sorvee merchant house. Not too highly placed there, or at least he wasn't. Lyn is also a fantastic builder and has her own group of mages training. It's what they call builders over there. Wonderful woman. I'll try to get you an invitation. It's going to be a rather large event. People from all around the world are coming."

That was the literal truth, since Lyn, was and a few others might just show up too. Brown should be asked for instance. Maybe Kincaid. It seemed to him like it would be good practice for her role as Karina at least. Mentioning all that started a bit of a storm, as people started to come over and suggest that they might need his services soon as well. Most didn't have access to instant communications magics, but they did, he pointed out, have the Two Bends Fast Delivery Service in most places now. That could get him messages almost anywhere.

"Or if it's a real emergency if you contact the closest Count or Countess they can be in touch with me instantly." It made sense to him, but not everyone was on good terms with their local leadership it seemed. That wasn't really his problem and it wasn't like only he could get a person around or anything, even going overseas was possible, on ships or even the slower air transports.

The meal was good, and complicated, a lot of people around him trying to speak between the courses, most either trying to get him to help them go someplace that night or get a price break on an extended vacation. That part he was actually willing to do and let them know that if they'd put word in he'd set up some tours.

"I'd talk to Prince Alphonse about that, or Princess Karina. I think that we're doing a tour of all the lands in a few months. There's also a trip to Soam in a few weeks, for anyone not busy with work here. For that one I believe a person would want to see Countess Ward." Because he wasn't going to be around to write anything down. Not for a few days.

After the meal was done people lingered for a while, sipping at amber wine and chatting about several things, including the new war in the north. No one had anything new to go over, and he didn't add to it. They didn't know anything and weren't clients yet, so they didn't need his heads up about what they might be flying into.

There was a rustle at a door that led into a back room, the one that most of the Royal family had escaped into, except Karina. Varley was nowhere to be seen, nor was her Count Peterson, which meant that the Princess was trying to hold the conversation together alone, at least until a loud voiced man summoned her. Him too.

No one stopped talking as they left, the redhead looking over her shoulder and waving to him, taking his hand as they walked through the artfully carved door frame. It was the same color as the wall, a cherry wood polished to gleaming.

She smiled slightly at him and winked, "so, ready for an instant engagement?"

At least it was a kind of playing he could do something about, already holding her hand. He squeezed it gently, but meaningfully. Letting it linger a little as her eyes opened a bit wider.

"Oh, sure. But are you? Beside this isn't about that, I'm willing to bet."

She smiled, but didn't let go of his hand, meaning they walked into the space that way, the door being closed by a purple and black liveried guard behind them. Then walking as if they'd planned it, they went to stand before the King and Queen, who were on a dark leather sofa, Alphonse, Hardgrove and Count Lairdgren in different soft chairs. Two were brought out for them, both hard wood, which was glaring in its meaning. They were there to work and not be comfortable. Raising his eyebrows he glanced at his grandfather and slowly let go of the Princess's hand, waiting for her to sit first. That was the polite way to do it after all. Then, without the King having a chance to order him to sit, or allowing it in a way that would mean about the same thing, he sank into the one meant for him. It was a little high, but not so much he had to jump up or anything awkward like that.

The King spoke first, which only made sense. It was his palace and kingdom after all. His meeting too.

"Thank you for attending us. Karina, you remember what I told you about Kyle Hardgrove?" There was a look, directed at the bearded man that seemed a lot younger now.

Karina nodded, but didn't say anything about it at all. That was probably smart, since Timon wasn't supposed to know that yet. Probably not ever. The Queen spoke next her voice a little cool and dry for some reason.

"It seems that young Timon here caught him out and not only proclaimed him a spy, but our kingdom's spy master. Count Lairdgren has sworn that he didn't use field reading, as a builder might, and you were seen to have sent a letter with him the other day. Surely you can see how this might look suspicious." Her eyes rested on the Princess, and she didn't seem calm or serene about it at all. The girl made a face and shook her head.

"It wasn't that." Maddeningly she didn't go on. That could mean a lot of things. The most likely was that she'd been gently mocking him with her offer and didn't want everyone else to know about it. Or she might be serious, and embarrassed. He really was a bit too young to be courting after all. It was one thing for him to be going after her or Sara, something that adults would find kind of cute even. It might well be more difficult for her to justify trying to set something up that couldn't happen for years. Or she might just be a little shy. Tim hadn't seen that yet, but people often acted differently around their parents. Siblings too.

Timon glanced around the room and held out his right hand, which got everyone to stare for a few moments, until Prince Alphonse stood and walked over, the sigil on the Truth amulet glowing pink. He activated it and handed it over, looking slightly amused by the scene. Probably meaning he knew what the letter had actually said.

"Dean Hardgrove supplied all the information to me himself, through a hundred tiny signs, a few of them very glaring. It had nothing to do with Princess Karina, and only a tiny bit with things I'd heard others say over the years. Most recently the King." Then with a sigh he recounted them all again. Lairdgren eventually starting to nod along.

"That would be enough. It can be easy to forget that young people are often far more capable than the adults around them in some ways. He's a new type of person too. I doubt he can get past a Truth device yet however." There was a close look and a slight tickle all over his body that he nearly missed. That had to be that field reading the Queen had mentioned.

Timon stared at him, his mind going suddenly clear then. It wasn't on purpose, but the man sat back, smiling a bit for some reason. His body language was strange. Like Tor's. Muted and confused compared to everyone else. The King was trying to hide what he felt, but it wasn't perfect at all. Little muscles in his face twitched, leaving fleeting clues as to what he was thinking.

The Count, his grandfather, didn't do that at all. Even when he smiled it seemed a controlled thing.

"Very good then. Well, I guess that you're in on the secret. Please don't share this with everyone. It makes it much harder to keep that way. Really, I'm not overly fond of the information being in as many minds as it is right now." For some reason he stared at the Prince, who raised his eyebrows and then looked away, smiling.

There was a sudden clapping from the King, just once, but a resonating thing that called them all to attention. It was a bit rude, but Tim decided not to call him on it. The whole King thing being a bit intimidating.

"That's done then. Timon, you were in Breen today? What did you see there?"

"There's only light combat, the forces seeming bored and tense. Count Breen had to move in place with too little food. It doesn't make sense from what information I have, for Holder to attack. That could mean a lot of things, but..." He stopped and looked around the room. "I don't know who knows what or what's allowed to be known."

King Richard stood and walked to him, setting a giant hand on his shoulder, the fingers wrapping over onto his upper back. The man leaned in close as everyone else pretended not to be listening.

"What topic?" The whisper was soft, but would still carry if they weren't careful.

He hesitated, trying to think of a way to answer that wouldn't stir things up if anyone didn't know what might be happening.

"The... One possibly related to the project I've been undertaking." The one with Petra, but he didn't say that our loud.

Standing the Monarch smiled and returned to his seat, "the matter of treason and possible rebellion? Everyone here knows of it and the room is decently secured. Please speak freely."

Looking around Tim let himself try to sound older and reasonably competent.

"The most likely thing seems to be a distraction from whatever is really planned. Most events as large as an attack take time and have visible signs first. Long term disagreements flaming into something greater over the course of months or years, at least from what I learned in school. This just came in a few weeks' time. Now we suddenly are all focused in that direction, but nothing much is happening. Even as four counties' troops march into place, which is a force overwhelming to what Holder has there. If they want to fight and win, they need to try it now. I limited that ability a bit, by hiring the Morgan goods transport people to carry the supply wagons into place. The funds for this are coming out of my own pocket. We could use regular shipments and visits for information gathering, though that isn't my concern. I'm just in business with Dan Breen now, so it makes sense that I'd help him as I could."

That got the others to all look slightly shocked, except Karina who took his hand again.

"Brilliant. Good deniability for us, while setting up potential entry points into the area that won't raise too much suspicion. We can't move on the area with the King's Army, not being asked yet, and now we shouldn't have to. I agree, this has the feeling of a trap. The problem is that it could be sprung anywhere, and whoever is doing it would have to know where we're the most vulnerable or they wouldn't have picked now." She gave his hand a quick pulse and then let go. 

Timon kind of agreed.

"Unless I'm just seeing things that aren't there. The information isn't solid at all. It's my best guess for right now, but it might change later, if I learn more."

He yawned and covered his mouth a little late, "sorry, long day. Long tomorrow. Due in Austra and have to do some shopping first. Taking Mark Morgan with me as a slave. He took my Fast Craft without asking for a little trip. Then he crashed it when he was coming back and damaged my painting. Set off a combat rage then too. So, you know, not a perfect day."

That got everyone in the room to sit up, except Lairdgren who just nodded and tilted his head, which he followed by a shrug.

"You controlled it however? If not I take it you either wouldn't be mentioning it at all, or would have lead with the deaths of the Morgan family."

"Yes. I figure he must be pretty bored, being locked up there. Should be safe enough to take to Austra. I might leave him there. Get him a job in a restaurant. They don't have the rage there, so it's a good place for him to have a job at least. Better for him than here." He left off the part where he might get rid of him and no one suggested it at all.

The Queen looked concerned at least, "is that safe for you? If he becomes frightened or anxious, he might set off another attack."

No one was denying that it was his ability that had caused it, Timon noticed. Smiling he spread his hands and looked the woman right in the eyes.

"I'll drop us both in the ocean if it starts to happen, but it won't. He can't control his power, but his emotions are something he can master. I don't know why he hasn't had training for that. The King has, so I know that you know it can work." He changed his look to the ruler, who bowed a little, still sitting.

"A good point. Perhaps you should suggest it to him? I learned at school, but a good tutor should do as well." Then without notice he paused and went silent for nearly a minute, no one speaking at all. His unfocused eyes spoke of some kind of introspection, the pupil dilation could mean a trance.

What he was considering didn't get spoken out loud at all. Instead he waved to everyone with his fingers slightly spread a gesture that was contrived and yet totally clear, it was an invitation to leave.

"I need Burks, Kyle and Timon please. If the rest of you would cover at table for us. I think that I'll be out in a moment."

There were no funny looks at all, not even from the Queen. Karina touched his arm gently as she stood. It wasn't so much flirting as being companionable. Alphonse smirked anyway.

"Hey, remember that you can't go around seducing anyone for at least two years." No threats came with it, and he seemed to be making a joke, except that his look was a little concerned too for some reason. From the body language that was for his sister, not Timon. It was the appropriate thing for him to do, as her brother, so there was that. Then by Two Bends rules it would have been alright for the Prince to suggest he not even look at her, if he thought the contact was too much.

"Oh, hey! I told everyone that you two are the ones to go to in order to book their world tours. I'm thinking two or three months from now. Before Noram day. Just warning you in case you get asked. You can work out where we're going first. I'll take you to visit soon, so you can set that up first hand." He was mainly teasing, but the King smiled.

"Taking them to Austra? That's a bit daring. Do you think it's safe yet?"

He let his head bob a bit, but after a second turned it into a nod, "yes. It won't be perfect for a long time, but if we can show that we're serious when we say that we're friends it can't hurt."

He intended to leave it at that. If they were allowed to go in a year or two that would be good enough, most likely. They left, their mother looking worried for them, putting a hand on each of their backs protectively, ushering them away from the threat of Timon's bad ideas. It got him to smile as he watched it. Being Queen didn't mean she wasn't a mother first, did it? For some reason that impressed him. Before he'd been left with a slightly cold feeling toward the woman. She hadn't been mean to him at all, there was just something going on there he didn't understand. It left him feeling uneasy.

Once the door was just King Richard stood his voice going slightly firm, almost angry. He didn't look at anyone in particular at least.

"We need to find out what's going on. Timon, do you think you could arrange with Brown to take in two more borders? I can only hope that Varley will be safe with her Count. At least they've been staying on at the Flyers base. Three thousand well armed military men adds to the deterrent slightly. I..." He glanced at Hardgrove, who looked bland, and then Lairdgren, who had raised a single eyebrow.

"Is that the secret location you hid Miss Ward? In Austra with my brother? Brilliant. No one would think to look there and if they did, I doubt they'd manage to get in. Not unless Timon took them." His eyes were hard then, as if that was a real possibility.

Feeling a bit snippy he stared at the Count and didn't break eye contact for nearly half a minute.

"Oh? Well, one member of the Assassins Guild already, but I have a line on them now. I made him promise to give me a chance to buy any of my friends out of a contract if they take one. I intend to use Tor's gold for it, if that's needed. What do you think grandfather. I mean, since obviously the Sorvees all work for you. I don't want to go behind your back or anything."

That got everyone to freeze, even Lairdgren, if only for a few moments. Then he smiled.

"Very good. I wondered if anyone would ever figure that one out. They're my special branch of operations. I've been running them for over a thousand years, in one form or another. I learned a long time ago that kingdoms can't always run on laws alone, so rather than have our Kings and Princesses doing it themselves, I created a force that would act with restraint and then worked to give them anonymity. The Guild is a myth to most people. It's a good part of what's kept this land together for the last thousand years." Then he shrugged, as if everyone else in the room already knew that. "How did you figure it out?"

He considered telling him the truth... and then did anyway, not having a reason not to.

"Honestly? I don't trust you, and you've been around for thousands of years. As far as I've heard, you always have the ear of the throne too. Acting behind the scenes. Of course they're yours. Just like the secret elite forces of the King belong to Tor, no matter who he claims is in charge of them. You're both the same person, or were, until a few months ago. The interesting thing here is that both of these men know that you're the true ruler of Noram and always have been. But you don't. You can't, not in more than an abstract way, can you?"

There was an intake of breath from the wall where it didn't belong. He stared at it hard, seeing the mere slit in the woodwork the watcher used to spy on them. He didn't know what was going to happen next, but he activated his shield just in case. The rest of them followed suit automatically, even if they didn't really need to.

"No, you hide behind the Kings and Queens of history, teaching them and being a part of their lives, so that when they rule they feel special and like it's an honor to have your special counsel." He stood, since there was a scraping from the wall, a slow thing that he nearly didn't notice at all, except the wall was moving just a bit. "I don't know, I guess that's as good a plan as any, but anyone trying to take the throne would have to take out the Green man first, wouldn't they? Or they might as well not even try to do anything at all. There's a list of people to put on the throne longer than both of my arms I bet. It's all the same, as long as you live. Why even if someone organized a coup, I doubt that they'd manage to put anyone on the throne for long that wasn't approved by you..." He chuckled a little as the panel of fine woodwork burst open and a Royal Guard he didn't recognize burst out, a silver weapon in his right hand, an immolator. That was fine when it was pointed at the Count but made the rest of the room suddenly burn when it missed the shield.

Timon didn't know what to do, but he had a good shield and that meant he could fight, even if he was hopelessly outmatched by the large and powerful looking man in front of him. He went with a low tackle, trying to grab the giant around the ankles, missing an entire leg, since it was too far away for him to reach. He tried to pick it up, but the man barely moved at all. It was slippery and all that happened was that the immolator was turned on Timon instead of Count Lairdgren. I didn't take long for the room to fill with Royal Guards, who stood back for a second as the Ancient quickly disarmed the man and knocked him out with three or four fast blows to the head that rang out in a pattern that reminded Timon of tapping four fingers on a table.

George stared at the man and Kara glanced at him, and then at an older woman that held a weapon of some kind, a copper tube that looked like Tor's early work, pointed at the man on the floor.

"Grail. He's one of us. I've known him since he was five, in the training program. I was one of his teachers." She looked upset by the idea, which made sense. If you knew a person that long, they were your family, regardless of what blood said.

It was slightly odd, but that got the King to order them all out, quickly, through the back door of the room. Hardgrove got them outside and Timon got them away, flying away so fast that he doubted anyone not looking for it could have seen. He didn't talk until they were most of the way to Lairdgren school.

"If they have some of the Royal Guard... the King and Queen aren't safe. I can get the Prince and Princess out, like I was asked, and we can hide them, but I don't know what to do for the rest of them. They have to stay, don't they? The King can't rule from hiding, not if people are trying to take his throne. That would be about the same as just giving up." It wasn't his problem, but he'd been there and that meant it was now, in a strange way. He didn't want to be part of it, but there it was. Some things had to be dealt with once noticed, and a Royal Guard trying to kill his grandfather was a thing that was hard to miss.

The Count was sitting beside him as they flew, not moving much at all, as if thinking so hard there just wasn't room left for anything else. For all Tim knew that was just the truth. Who knew what was going on inside his Ancient and complex mind. It was hard enough to figure out what was going on in his own most days.

"Alright. If you could safeguard the children for us, I'll see to the King. The Queen as well, though she isn't as important to the continuity of power as the two men are." He looked at Timon, but the words were clearly meant to affect the man sitting behind them. "That has to be our first priority. This plot has a strange character to it. My guess is that it will end up being the normal plotters and schemers, but it's odd for it to happen this close to the end of a highly successful war. No one can easily doubt that Noram won this one. We didn't even take a single casualty, while forcing our opponents to yield with ease. It didn't even cost that much in the long run."

Timon didn't bother offering any thoughts on the matter, since he didn't have anything new. It wasn't a great situation, but the fact of the matter simply was that he didn't know anything of value and trying to make plans only on old information wasn't the best idea ever. That was just so clear that it was surprising that everyone in the world didn't know it already. They probably did on some level, but that was the trick to wisdom, knowing when to apply it. In his case it wasn't true wisdom really, lacking experience, but knowing that meant he could at least try not to walk dead on into problems, didn't it?

For all the good that would do him. It was just as clear that in an emergency it was more important to act than carefully plan most of the time. Sitting back and deciding how to fight the fire in your house wouldn't put it out. Of course doing the wrong thing would make it worse, but the net result of getting things wrong and inaction were about the same. You lost everything. This felt like that, after a fashion.

Hardgrove took a deep breath and then sighed.

"So, Burks, do you think this will affect my students? Should I send them home? After the attack there before Postern a lot of families have been worried."

"No. I don't think so, not at this point. Most of the kids will be safer being there than almost anyplace else. Increase the protections for the students. Get the group there to make certain everyone has good shields and flying gear. Have you found instructors for that? I wish I knew where Tor's people were." As if trying to explain the obvious he clarified, looking over at Timon. "The Secret Army. They got word of a threat and scattered, probably infiltrating places, rather than hiding. It's a solid organization with very dedicated people. If you see any of them, or figure out who they must be, don't give them away."

It was said absently, the man drifting back into thought again.

"Oh, and also, I need you to do some work for me. You might have to put your business on hold for a few months." He didn't explain what he wanted, but Timon shook his head slowly, which was unnoticed the man staring out the window at the blackness outside.

"I don't think so." That got a reaction, which was mainly a look of surprise, instead of anger. At least Timon thought so. It was so hard to tell with the man beside him. "I have to see to my own upkeep, and I have commitments already. As a family member I'll do what I can to help you, but not at the level of costing me my livelihood or customer base. That would be taking things too far. I don't actually know you after all. I appreciate you talking to my mother for me, but in the main you haven't really been a grandfather at all, to any of us kids. I get that there were reasons not to before, but the only one you've spent any effort on at all is Tor."

There was silence for a while, as the man looked at him, baffled. That had to be fake, since no one could be that dense and survive as long as he had. After a few seconds he expanded on it.

"I mean, yes, you got Tor into school, but you own a school... That can't have been hard. What about Terlee or Todd? Maybe you couldn't have done much for Teral, but Tamerlane is smart, easily intelligent enough to go to your school just because of that. Todd... He's not exactly a moron either. But for them, nothing."

The Count sighed and rolled his eyes a bit, as if not wanting to deal with this at the moment, which was sensible. They had larger issues. After a bit he nodded anyway.

"That's true. I should be there for all my family, not just the one like me. I'll try to do better in the future. I guess it is a bit too much to ask you to jump to my word without any reason. A part of the school issue was that your mother didn't want her children to leave. She still doesn't. I had to threaten to have Torrance kidnapped and whisked off into an education and she only allowed it because he's my duplicate. Tiera... She's close to Laurie. I don't think she'd be going anywhere if Tor hadn't put his foot down. As for you, well, you went around her nicely and then made it clear you weren't going to be pushed around pretty quickly. You can't spank a child into submission when they're prone to combat rage. One way or the other that leads to death. Even trying to hold on to you might have done that."

He fell silent again, but Hardgrove resumed talking about his own concerns, which had a lot more bearing on the situation at hand.

The gray bearded man pointed to the lights of the school, which weren't all that bright at all. There were six of them and they were magical, with a little light coming from various windows still. It would be hard to find in the dark without help, if they shut those off.

"Here we are. I do have to like the speed of travel. May I call on you for travel in the future? I can't afford to pay much, but there are benefits to it, I can certainly see that." The tone sounded humble, and most likely was.

Timon smiled, but didn't turn, letting the tone carry his mood for him.

"That makes sense. A headmaster of a school likely doesn't earn expensive extravagance and even if you were paid more, for other work, you couldn't spend it, or else it would show to the whole world nearly as well as hanging a sign on your officer door saying 'Spy Master, enquire within.' Your sigil on the communications devices is..." He had to think about it, since most of the names were Counts and Countesses. There were a half dozen little marks that didn't have names and the last one, so far, was his. That would have showed up on all the devices, no matter where they were. Tor probably assigned the first two, or three, leaving three it might be. The man was important to the King, so it would be the third or fourth one He thought. "The yellow triangle?" It was a fifty-fifty guess, but the man laughed heartily, as Lairdgren let his eyebrows raise.

"That's the one. Are you sure you aren't using magic on me?"

"He isn't Kyle. Not a bit. I was trying to read him as he worked that out. All mental deduction. Very good."

The landing was a little rough on the trees, but by going slow he didn't make too much noise, he hoped. Hardgrove got out without a word and vanished into the brush as Timon waited in place for a few minutes. Neither of them spoke, but the man next to him finally cleared his throat, some ten minutes later.

"I'm sorry that you don't trust me. I hope that isn't something we can't work out. It's almost certain that we'll both be around for a long time, so I wouldn't want hard feelings between us."

There wasn't a lot to say about it, so Tim lifted off, moving south again for a bit.

"Where are you going?"

"Back to the Capital, but if you could drop me by the western gate that might be for the best. I need to enter unseen, so a ways away will suffice." He didn't seem to be bothering with a disguise.

Not while Timon watched. It was a bit more careful than he had to be. Then again, he had just told the man he didn't really trust him, hadn't he? Hardly endearing. Nothing else was said for the rest of the trip, at a little past midnight they set down in the desert, about ten miles away from the glowing river that ringed the Capital's wall.

"I hope we can be friends too, someday." It wasn't the best peace offering ever, and the Count didn't say anything about it. There was a tiny smile on his face as he started running toward the city at a decent clip.

Timon took off going straight into the air, then finding his own dark little house, looking like stone and tile. It was poor looking next to the palace to the right, but it was home and warm inside. He didn't bother with lights, just heading to bed, not waiting for anything else to happen, since that would probably mean getting no sleep at all.

It was well and truly light out when he woke, but still cool and early. Timon really wanted to stay between the covers, which were soft and warm. That wasn't going to happen at all, so he forced himself up again and had just managed to shower when a pounding came on his front door. It was loud and a little rude, being that most of the city probably wasn't up yet. He dressed as he walked, still damp all over, not having had a chance to dry yet.

"One moment." He muttered, knowing that it wouldn't be loud enough. When he opened the door there were five people standing there, all of them huge compared to him. None of them familiar, but they wore brightly colored clothing that made them look like a team of players. Noble ones at that. He gestured for them to enter without hesitation.

"There you are! The restaurant in Austra will be expecting you. Adding entertainment to the menu should liven things up a bit." Once they were in he examined them all, looking for clues to their real identities. No troop of actors was honestly made up of nobles or even high merchants. Their clothing was also perfect and pristine. The Dean had explained that one the night before pretty well.

That meant these people wore magic. Very few could afford that. Certainly no one that worked for tips and a silver a week at a play house. Two were very large, the rest were merely big, but all were over six-four. The tallest was Prince Alphonse, he thought, the disguise good, but not perfect. He couldn't hide his size and while he'd made himself heavier, his frame was the same. Princess Karina had done a better job, making herself look chubby and busty, also not nearly as cute as she normally was. That was nearly brilliant. Few people would look at her and think she was the same girl.

The others were harder. One of them was George, he thought, again by noticing his gait when he moved, his bones betraying him. The others weren't people he knew at all, or if he'd seen them he couldn't guess at it yet.

"Please, have a seat. If I may borrow your Truth Amulet again Prince Alphonse?" Tim held his hand out to the correct one, who sighed and made a face. Then he worked at his neck and pulled the device out, which Timon put in George's hand first.

"George, do you swear that you are a faithful member of the Royal Guard and mean no one here harm, if they are honestly doing the same, unless they offer you or the Royal family violence?" He didn't think it left a lot of loopholes.

The man spoke calmly, as if he'd had to do it before. More than once. Probably in the last few hours. "I do so swear." The cream and yellow aura didn't show a lie at all.

The other guards answered the same way, the decently young looking woman with light brown hair smiling after they were all cleared.

"Good. I was afraid you were a little too young to trust with something like this. This is a good place to start."

He stared at her, his face blank.

"I'm not done yet." He pressed the amulet to the Prince's arm. "Alphonse, are you plotting to overthrow the King in any way except waiting for your day to come?" The question was blunt and everyone looked shocked at it.

"No! I swear I'm not. I'm loyal to the King and my family. I'm not part of any plot." There was a light black streak, which got the strange looking big eared black haired man to wince and explain. "Not part of any plots harmful to my family or the kingdom in any way that I can see." Then the thing stayed steady.

Then it was Karina's turn. She snagged the thing and avoided letting anyone ask her any questions by simply stating that she loved the King and her brother and meant them no harm in any way that would displace them. She did allow that she might want to slap her brother around at times, but even that wasn't meant to hurt him overly. Past some bruises. For his own good.

Timon nodded, "good enough. I'll needle you on whatever it is you're obviously hiding some other time. Here," taking the amulet back he did much the same thing the Princess had. "Loyal to the King, at least within reason. Not plotting against him. Hold no grudge against any of you yet. I can't think of anything else. I guess that I'm not knowingly working with anyone that's plotting against you or the King, but I can't say that I'm not for certain. People rarely share that kind of thing for some reason." Not with him, at least so far.

Redheaded George who looked about thirty instead of his normal fifty plus stood then and smiled.

"That you saw through our seeming so easily isn't good. Is it anything we can fix?"

"Sure. Your clothing looks new and it all matches. Perfectly. Cause some scuffs and stains. Some fabric colors that don't match that well, darker red for one, near pink for someone else. The women could also be in skirts or dresses. That or Alphonse could. That would be hilarious. I'd say you should all be smaller too, but once we get to Austra that won't matter nearly as much. Do you have an act? If not you should get one. I'll get you work, if you aren't horrible. Everyone there has to earn their keep in general. Except little children. I'll see if Kincaid has something for you all to do." That didn't mean much to most of them. They all started to alter a bit then, clothing first.

Then he went over their faces, which he changed himself, making them look nice, but not as balanced through the face, except Karina, who was already about perfect.

"We have to move fast. I need to get some ice first, then cream, butter and produce, as well as fresh meat. I have about thirty gold set aside for it, so when we go to the market in Warden, don't over spend if you can help it. Can anyone here fly a Carriage?"

The woman he didn't know smiled again, her look just a bit saucy, like a female player her age would in the same situation.

"We all can. I believe Alphonse and Karina have both controlled the faster ones as well..." She looked at them and Karina nodded, though her brother shook his head.

"Not me. Karina can do it."

That got him to pull out one of his remaining three devices of that type and hand it to her.

"Just to use for now, unless you can do a good job and want to sign on as a pilot? In that case you can keep using it. I can send you off to Afrak to deal with Gray. Ever met her?"

"I have. It was less than fun, but she was nice enough to me. Nearly started a war with Noram however. Twice. It was one of the very few times I actually saw Tor get angry at someone that wasn't actively trying to hurt someone else."

They moved out and set up, the five riding together over to the ice manufactory. They helped him reconfigure the back of their craft to hold bins of ice and then load five large blocks into place. It looked like a giant gold rectangle with pink on the very front by the time they were done, Karina getting bored.

In all it was a half gold worth of ice and not that much of it in all. Hopefully it would be enough. Then he explained about their detour to go and pick up Mark Morgan, who he was feeling slightly better about, now that his headache was gone. No one questioned his right to punish the man for the theft, or as he put it, unlawful borrowing. The Royal Guards, did want him talk to the man about loyalty however. That would be awkward, they all agreed, but Timon let his eyes go hard and didn't say anything. He had a few questions to ask the fellow himself.

The two craft made a lovely sight, racing across the sky, a mirror and a brilliant golden dash mark. At least that's what he imagined they would be from the ground. When they finally settled in Morgan, at the facility, he was met by the Duke and Duchess, both of whom stood rather protectively in front of their child, even if he was a fully grown man.

Wiping curls out of her very stunning blue eyes the tired looking Duchess spoke first.

"We've... We decided that Mark can't go with you. We... it just isn't safe. He's special and we-" The woman's hands were clasped nervously in front of her. Mark looked pretty worried too, but the Duke looked ready to fight Tim over it.

It was, no doubt, a ridiculous situation to anyone watching. Since those people were walking up on them it only made the whole thing worse, since they were all much larger than Tim was. It looked like he'd brought in reinforcements. He gestured to Alphonse who stepped forward slowly, his eyes made to look brown over his lighter looking skin.

"May I borrow your amulet again?" He turned to the Morgan family to explain. "Things are a little different today than yesterday. I need to ask you all some offensive questions. Please don't be mad." He handed the Truth device to the man, who looked puzzled, but activated it without being asked.

The glow around him was even and smooth, brilliant under the clouds above that seemed to promise not just rain, but a storm soon.

"Thank you. I know this won't be pleasant, but no matter what, I need honesty. Are you now, or have you any intention too, in the future, plot against the King or Royal family?"

"What? I mean, no, but that's not exactly what I expected to be asked." He was both shocked and a little angry about the question, that was clear. He didn't strike at Tim when he nodded and handed the amulet off to his Duchess, who turned out to be the Queens sister. Then he did the same with Mark. All of them were loyal.

"Say Mark, did you mean to steal my craft yesterday?" He expected a lie or to get a totally different story, since both parents looked horrified by the question being asked. It sort of meant they knew the real answer. 

The man looked nearly as tired as they did, his face strong and skin clear, with a slightly square jaw that should have made him very popular at court. Especially with his nice blue eyes. Even the short curly hair worked for him. The mustache not so much, but if he was isolated all the time, that was probably just an amusement, rather than anything else.

"Oh, um, yes. I realized I was having trouble steering, so I panicked and turned back. I didn't realize it was a special kind of carriage. I thought it was a regular one. If it had been I would have been most of the way to Afrak right now." He didn't look all that repentant and also didn't lie about it, even as Alphonse and Karina gasped at the admission. Theft at that level would mean the death penalty after all. Even his parents cringed, knowing that it almost had to happen.

Except it didn't. While he'd slept Timon had kind of gotten the idea. The man was in a prison here. A nice one, but a real thing. The problem there was that he hadn't committed a crime. Well, now he had, but that wasn't why he was locked away. His easy admission wasn't meant to absolve him of guilt either. The man was trying to die. His bid to escape had failed and now he was planning to end it all. Probably not caring if Timon did it or the hangman. No doubt his own hand would do as well.

Timon shook his head and sighed.

"Well, here's the deal. You set off combat rage in people, so we can't put you around nobles here in Noram until you learn to handle it. We need a fast messenger and transport man between the other lands. It will mean doing some work here too, but mainly in common markets, so try to avoid the cute girls that are too tall. I'll give you a house and you can settle here somewhere, or someplace else if you want. A magic one. I still own both that and the craft, you just have use of them. Then you get a gold per week, after the first six months. You're working that for free. That part is your punishment for trying to steal from me. You'll have to learn several different languages and be traveling most of the time. Pack a bag, you have ten minutes and then we're leaving. You're doing the flying, so hurry." He looked at the man evenly, not caring what he had to say about it really. He was still a thief, even if he had a good reason. If he did it again he'd just vanish one day. It was a thing that Timon could easily manage with a bit of planning.

"Go! We don't have all day!" He made his voice stern sounding, but the man, easily twice his age, ran for the house, not even looking back. Really it wasn't hard to get him to move at all, even as his parents froze, looking freaked.

Alphonse moved forward and spoke as soon as the boy found the front door. Everyone else had apparently been ordered away from the site. Most likely so that if it came to bloodshed it wouldn't grow into a total war.

"It's us. Alphonse and Karina. One of the Royal Guards tried to kill Count Lairdgren last night, possibly father too. He killed himself before we could question him. That's why your loyalty was questioned. It's everyone, not you two in particular. Timon even questioned me earlier, and Karina. We're going to Austra to hide for now. Mother and father will need you, since we know that your loyal. The code at the castle is 'fern'. Say that when you go in to identify yourself as cleared. You'll need a new one each time, but if you go within the next week that should still work." He eyed the door closely and looked a little angry at them for a few seconds. "I haven't seen Cousin Mark for a long while. The Morgan family curse?" He glared at them, but relented and waved toward Tim. "He has a chance now at least. No combat rage anywhere else in the world. Plus he can come back and visit. Much better than prison for what he did. Or the grave. Not everyone would be as kind."

They both bowed toward Tim, but he didn't make them hold it, bowing back instantly.

"We won't talk about that part of things again. It didn't happen. I should have that gold for you soon, I hope. I can't exactly expect prompt payment from a man at war, you understand how that works, right?" He didn't really know that, but it made sense and the Duke actually smiled.

"Get half up front. Always. Nobles always manage to have a coin shortage when the bills come due. The tradition is that you shouldn't buy something if you can't provide proof that you're willing to actually keep your word. You I trust, since it's clear that your plan was designed to aid others, not just enrich yourself."

Mark came running out, a small tan pack over his shoulder, a thing he obviously had ready to go. Well, it was a chance for escape, and even if Timon was going to kill him in an "accident" it was a better fate than Noram had offered so far.

Who wouldn't be happy about that?
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The rest of the morning was done at a full run, with the players in the other vehicle being loaded down with produce and spices while he and Mark rode with a large amount of cream and butter stored in metal containers that Timon had to buy separately, wincing at the expense. Then they finished the whole thing by loading up with as much fresh meat as they could, and buying more ice from a vaguely familiar woman in Warden. 

Or he started to buy it from her, only, when he tried to hand her the nearly full gold for the extra ice they needed the woman laughed at him and waved it away.

"For the little brother of my partner? I think not. Go. Tell Austra that we here aren't nearly as bad as they might think." She kept chuckling and let her right hand linger on his arm for a while, her eyes and dark skin dry and cool looking, which probably meant there was magic seeing to her comfort. It was pretty warm in Warden after all.

"Tell them Martya said we should all be friends."

"I'll do that." It was a strange thing for her to mention, but everyone could use a new friend, including him. Her touch didn't let up until he smiled and stepped away, bowing a little to the woman, would did it back with only a bit of perceptible irony. The next leg of the trip was going to be the biggest worry for him, personally, so when he got back into the craft he had to lock his mind into as calm a state as possible.

"Now, Mark... You're going to fly us to Austra. I know the way, so we won't get lost. Remember to use a soft hand on the controls. Also, just in case this was lost on you earlier, if you ever steal from me again, or any of my family or friends, I will hunt you down. I know, that probably doesn't sound like much of a threat, since I'm young and small. Trust me though, I won't play fair and whatever you think you know about my brother doesn't apply to me overly. You're getting this chance for one reason only. Don't mess it up." He didn't add what it was, thinking it was so clear that no one in the world would need to ask, but the man stared at him, a lot more frightened than seemed reasonable, given that Tim actually was a child. He wasn't even the one behind the controls at the moment.

"Why?" The man was good looking, but kind of creepy for all that. Deep brown curly hair, brilliant blue eyes and a pretty face that was annoying. The worst part there was that Timon knew that he was actually a bit better looking than the man, in a fashion that would have to be even worse to a lot of people. Sure, women seemed to like it alright, but that wasn't going to always help him. There was a point when being too good looking was a drawback. People would think you were only your looks and not overly bright.

He certainly felt that way about Mark at the moment and that wasn't fair at all.

"Why? Because if I was the one locked in a prison like that, on an estate, for something I couldn't control, I would have tried to escape too." He shook his head and relented a little, smiling. "But if anyone in Noram ever asks; I'm an evil slave driver that doesn't let you rest and drives you to a level few could bear. Since that's pretty darn close to what I intend for you it shouldn't be hard to make it sound real. Now, very slowly, with complete control, pull the control hand piece straight up. It isn't hard to control a craft like this, just remember that you always have time."

The rest of the trip was nerve-wracking, the hours of flight a little unsteady at times since the man let his attention waiver more than once, going wide eyed as they dropped toward the water below them at speeds that gave very little time to react. He didn't have to shout at the man to get him to fix it and he learned to do better decently quick, the specter of death being a better instructor than Timon could ever have been.

When they finally settled to the water, about ten miles from the port he explain the part about how the Austrans would try to kill them automatically, using their type of magic, called technology, if they flew over land too fast or high.

"They don't seem to have a choice about it, so don't trigger that response. Forget that and you'll probably just die. This is a good vehicle, but they have powerful weapons too. You won't get two warnings, I don't think. Death is always waiting for a fool. You did well getting here, but each place has its own rules. Go carefully and make sure you adapt to them fluidly." He was about to start lecturing, but then shook his head.

This was a man, older than he was by a decade and more. Who was he to tell him how to be? There was no hint of insult in the new pilots eyes at least, the man taking a single shuttering breath instead.

"Yes sir. Thank you." There was a quiet shyness to it that Timon hadn't expected to see, since his sister was so brash and loud. "I won't let you down."

For a few moments he didn't understand the thanks, except that he really did. It was about Mark having a chance to escape his captivity. It had been a loving thing, meant to protect him from armies that would have probably tried to destroy him if they knew about his talent. The curse of his family. Combat rage was powerful, but feared, because most couldn't control it at all. How he'd survived that long setting it off in others Timon didn't know, but now he had a chance to live. If he could manage it correctly.

They moved slowly over the water, so no one would think they were a threat at all and landed on the docks again. This time only one woman in a tan jumpsuit came over at all, carrying a board with a yellow sheet of paper on it, smiling at them, her face tattoo being of an emerald creature the Timon didn't recognize. Mark however stared at it until the woman, who was easily in her late thirties, blushed a little.

"I was told you expect you. Names and reason for coming?" The woman kept trying to make eye contact with the new pilot, who smiled back shamelessly after a few seconds. To Timon's surprise he started answering the questions for them, his voice going smooth and professional.

"Mark Morgan and Tim Baker. Here to deliver some supplies for a local business. Produce and dairy products from Warden, in Noram. We also have a group of players with us, in the other craft back there. They got stuck with part of our cargo. They're also part of the delivery. Going to be performing at the 'Royal Table' I've never eaten there, but I here it's quite good. Maybe you'd like to go with me sometime? If you have the time I mean." He was being very flirtatious, but the woman didn't seem put off by it overly. She did shake her head though.

"My husband probably wouldn't like that." She didn't stop staring though, except to write a few things down, her face lightly flushed. "That should be enough. Planning any other stops while you're here?"

Timon nodded, getting her attention finally.

"Going to see Brown. Introduce him to these others and see if he needs anything. Family member." He tried to keep it low key, but the woman went wide eyed.

"The Revered One?" She seemed slightly edgy suddenly, impressed by the claim.

Mark however was just baffled. He didn't ask about it until Timon moved into the pilot's seat, hovering the craft in low mode, showing how to navigate the vehicle in traffic. It wasn't hard, but there were clearly rules. You had to stay on the correct side of the road and not go faster than the wheeled craft around you. There were also signals for turning, which had to be approximated each time by making a flashing light on the front and back of the craft.

Just as they got to the restaurant, simply driving up to the delivery door, Mark asked him a single question.

"What's a revered one?"

Timon stopped slowly, Karina coasting her craft in behind him, leaving just enough room for the back hatch to open.

"Oh... An Ancient? Like the stories you learned as a child. They're real. The one for Austra is Brown. Denno Brown. Three thousand years old. Nice man, you'll like him." He smiled and looked at the man who seemed to think it was a joke for some reason. "Don't bother being incredulous. A big part of your job will involve running messages for them and working for Count Lairdgren. He's the Green man. You know, the one that discovered magic? Each land has one and there are a few others that don't have a land at all. Technically that's the Wizard Tor, Orange, my Uncle Dan Green, my mother, sister and I, as well as some of the Blue family from the Antarctic. There might be others too. Don't worry about it, most of them are just people and aren't too strange or anything."

The man looked away for a few seconds and then just got out, looking around. Everyone else did too, and Timon went to pound on the back door, since no one had come out. They moved silently, so that was hardly a big shock. When the woman in light blue saw them her face lit up and she called out with decent happiness.

"They came! Mr. Baker and... people!"

That got Carlos and Quavel to come out themselves, as well as ten other people, including Ken, who stared at the large and colorful group of players for a bit before speaking.

"Hey Tim," he said in his strange flat accent. "Brought the entertainment too?"

"Yes. They're not very good, but when you insist people work for room and board, what can you expect? Say, would it be alright to talk to you alone? Carlos, Ken and..." He stopped, not knowing what Quavel was actually called at home. It probably wasn't that, but the man smiled a bit sourly and nodded, helping him out.

"Robert." He glanced at the extra tall people and seemed to understand something, even if he didn't get exactly what was going on. That the man was smart wasn't in question though, was it?

He got them alone, with the players, and Mark, since he decided to trust the man and after a few shocked looks and a thorough questioning with a Truth amulet, the former spies were shown to not be hostile toward the royal family of Noram at all. Loyal to Austra, but that was a good thing as far as Tim could tell. Who'd trust traitors anyway? On a whim he tested Mark too, who passed easily, but looked a little shocked by the whole thing.

Wisely though, thankfully, he kept his mouth shut and acted as if it were totally normal.

"Good." Tim gestured to the tall people and mimicked tapping his own chest, signaling people to turn their disguises off. Alphonse did it first, standing in the office space they were using, the door closed for privacy. Karina followed a few seconds later and the three Royal Guard after that, their faces less animated than the Prince's was.

"Hello. Quavel, Kenner, how are you doing?"

It was out of place, but that started a round of bowing, the restaurant men going properly low for their old jobs in Noram.

No one spoke for a few moments, so Timon waved at them and then simply explained it all.

"Plot to take over the throne, so these two need a place to hide out of the way. It should be safe enough in a few days, but if we could put them up here for a bit? I'll pay you for it, of course." That was the Austran way after all. It also got the older man, Robert, to frown a little.

"We can't. They're part of the royal family of Noram, our friends now, but having them here secretly..." The others nodded and Timon did too after a few seconds.

"I'll fix that part. I just don't want to dump them on Brown. Do you think they can visit openly? I mean, would anyone here try to hurt them?" That would be an act of war after all and they'd just ended one. As far as he was concerned they could all stay in hiding. What he really needed to do was contact Brown. He'd know if it would be a good idea or not.

The former spies actually seemed to think it would be fine, Kenner, Ken, Timon remembered to call him, explaining it all.

"There might be a few that feel a little bitter, but not many. Most people are pretty much in love with Princess Karina here right now. We need your friend Ali too, since you're both famous." He looked up at the red haired prince and shrugged, looking playful. "No one cares about you much. You'll have to let your sister take the lead. You can help wash dishes here or something, or clean the floors each night to earn your way." He was kidding, since that had been his former job at the palace. It was mildly funny.

Alphonse just nodded.

"Sounds fair. Wouldn't be the first time I was set to lowly tasks. Usually by Tor or my father." There was a good natured humor to it and even the guards didn't seem to have a problem with the idea, though Robert gave the young looking boy a hard look.

"They're dignitaries Ken, they'll probably be staying with the Prime Minister or in a fine hotel, rather than with us, if they're here openly. It's a bit of a shame, since I was going to offer them the floor of my tiny apartment, just for the amusement factor."

For half a minute Tim wondered how to get in touch with Denno, until it hit him that he had a compact, and more, had it with him. He moved to the side and pulled it out, getting a funny look from Karina and ignored by almost everyone else, except Ken, who looked a bit surprised.

The other boy walked over, his hair falling into his eyes a little, being wiped away without a thought. As the screen came up Timon tried to figure out how to use the thing, remembering what the guard that had showed him how to use it said. He started to hit the name on the screen, but stopped, a hand suddenly on his wrist.

"You have the wrong name there. You want Brown, right? That's Kincaid Rue. Not that it isn't incredible that you have her number too. I swear if I was five years older I'd ask her out, even if she is famous. Here, hit this little arrow until the name you want is highlighted. Then just hit the call button." He didn't touch anything but he pointed closely.

"Thank you." There was a strange sound that chimed several times before a familiar voice came on.

"Timon! Are you well?" He sounded slightly worried, which was odd.

"I'm fine, thanks. We had a Royal Guard try to kill Green last night. We stopped him, and no one was hurt overly. So... Can you put up a Prince and Princess here? Or, at least let the government know so that it won't seem like we're sending spies or anything? We're not trying to hide it, just get them out of Noram while we find out if the palace is really safe. I can pay..." That got strange looks from everyone and a chuckle from Brown, who seemed to be talking to someone suddenly.

"I'll notify the correct people. They can stay with me if they like, just the two of them or did they bring others?"

It didn't take long for it to be pretty clear that, while the Prince and Princess were, at least in theory, welcome at Denno's house, his own guard did not want to deal with theirs overly. That meant that they were relegated to a hotel, which Denno generously offered to have the government pay for, since it was a diplomatic visit.

They were to be set up at The Bairds, which was convenient since it was a place that Timon thought he could actually find again. It was the place he'd taken Kincaid after all. That was being set up for them, he was assured. Denno didn't ask to see them in particular, the Prince or Princess, even though they were friends after a fashion. Known to each other at least. He did ask for Timon to visit however. Once they had everyone else set up.

It took hours. The hotel was easy enough to find, but when they got in the front space of the place, which was decently nice, if a little worn around the edges, being an older place, they were hit with a huge crowd of people that tried to take their pictures. A man from the establishment tried to take them away, but the press of bodies made it difficult. It wasn't until a familiar young looking woman found them and gave Tim a hug that things started to clear out, the people in the crowd suddenly much more interested in that scene than in what they'd been doing.

"Sorry about all this. It's a photo op day for the movie. They seem to think your friends are in it. I can see why, they're all so tall." She hugged him again, which got a funny looking smile from Karina, who walked forward and stuck her hand out, country fashion, which showed that someone had informed her about what they did in Austra at some point.

"Hello. I'm Karina." Her smile was genuine enough as Kincaid laughed a little and shook with her.

"Kincaid. Do you work with Tim here? I'm trying to get him to take me to Noram for a visit. The studio is excited about it. My agent not so much, since she's certain that I'll be beaten and locked in prison if I go. That or seduced by the Prince and taken as his concubine. I told her I was sure he had enough of those already, but that didn't seem to set her mind at ease." She turned slightly, to smile into the crowd, people clearly making recordings of the whole thing.

Timon took her hand for a few seconds to get her attention, not letting go until she made eye contact with him.

"That isn't how Noram really is, you know that right? The Prince might try to seduce you, true, but he wouldn't lock you in a cell and wouldn't keep you against your will. In fact, if anyone tried, he'd probably fight very hard to free you." He was going to leave it at that, but Karina nodded, waving her brother over.

"True. Some Counts might anyway though, so we'll want to make sure they know that trying will cause a war. Still, you're safe if you're with Timon here. No one wants to anger him right now. They all want him to work for them too badly." She gestured to her brother, who bent down to shake Kincaid's hand, his own making hers seem like that of a small child by comparison.

"Hello."

Timon remembered his manners and did the introductions, since he was the one that knew them all.

"Oh! Sorry everyone, this is Kincaid Rue. She's a player. An actress, I think I heard it called here? She's the one playing you in the play thing I told you about Karina." He gestured to the others in turn so Kincaid would know who was who, as if it would be in doubt. "The tall man here is Prince Alphonse Cordes and this is his sister, Princess Karina. I figured they could help you study for your role and all that before we visit Noram. They're staying here for a bit. This man..." He pulled his new pilot around, which got her attention pretty easily, since he was pretty good looking. "Is Mark Morgan. He'll be your contact from now on, when I'm not around. New Fast Craft pilot."

Karina nodded and touched his arm gently.

"Also our cousin. A great person."

The introductions had been heard by the people around them and after a few moments of sedate and professional work, they erupted into screaming. It was intense enough that the Royal Guard pulled out weapons and moved into place around the Prince and Princes, driving the crowd back. Kincaid kept smiling and put her arm around Timon for some reason, leaning over to slightly to speak in his ear.

"Well, this will be on the news. We should get them out of here for a bit, spread the press out. Um... I don't know if you've been watching the coverage over the last week..." She signaled to someone with a wave, which got a group of four large men to walk toward them, clearing a path with a little covert shoving, letting the others move toward a set of stairs off to the side. When they got through the door, two of the big men blocked it with their bodies. "Well, since you've been gone, we've kind of been linked. You know, romantically? We were seen talking at dinner and I don't think anyone cared to understand the way the dining there works. To their minds we were together. You're important and look young, but I do too, so everyone decided that meant we were a couple. I hope that isn't embarrassing to you?" She walked beside him and spoke loudly enough that Timon suspected they were still being recorded somehow.

Karina grinned and turned to look at them, but didn't comment on the situation.

Timon looked at her and shook his head slightly, not knowing how to share how pervasive being watched was here.

"Well, that's great for me," he looked at Kincaid, who was actually very pretty, once you looked past the face piercings. "But you're being linked with a twelve year old, and haven't done anything wrong at all. I can tell people that, if it will help. Or if that isn't a problem here we can just ignore it. Like I said, it doesn't hurt my feelings at all."

The woman took his hand and held it as they walked for a bit, letting it go when they reached the fourth floor. The hotel man, who was wearing a fine brown jacket and pants, not a jumpsuit, led them toward some rooms and used a device to make it so they'd all be let in at a touch. The ones staying there at least, not him or Mark.

Finally Kincaid shrugged and smiled at him, making very direct eye contact.

"Saying anything will just fan the flames. It wouldn't help anyway, since people will say whatever gets them ratings. I'm sorry you're being dragged into this. I do have to say, I mentioned that I was doing a movie and you brought me the Princess of Noram herself to help me study up for the part? Is that being the best boyfriend ever or what?" There was a playful tone to her words.

Timon nodded, "that is pretty good. Of course now you're going to find out that Noram isn't half as dangerous as you seem to think and that we're really all just people. It has to happen sometime, but I was hoping to keep that exotic air for a while at least. Well, what can we do?" He made eye contact and smiled, earning a tiny laugh from Karina, who seemed to be paying a lot of attention to their interaction as they went into the main room of the suite.

It had cream colored furniture that looked new and soft, the floor a deep burgundy colored fuzzy carpet that went all over the whole floor. It was an interesting idea, one he hadn't seen used very often back home.

Kincaid shook her head.

"See, it's things like that. You're confusing everyone here, acting so old. No one in the press believes that you aren't at least in your twenties."

The others all seemed to think that was about right, even the ones that hadn't known him for years. It was mainly due to his intelligence, he figured, that and his ability to understand what people were saying, their body language and all that. It wasn't magic, but it wasn't real maturity either. In a way he was cheating, knowing what people wanted and intended to do, rather than having to guess based on experience. It made him seem like he'd been around for a while to some people.

It still didn't get him a lot of benefit at home, but apparently here they had procedures that kept some people looking young for a long time, so it was an idea they were comfortable with. Instead of just seeming a little creepy or like he was being pretentious, it came off as him just having more years to work from.

Not that he cared overly. The thing there, as far as he could tell, was that Kincaid didn't really think he was twelve either. From the way she kept touching him that was going to be a bit of a problem later. He didn't want to be rude to her, far from it, but he also didn't want her to think he was trying to really lead her on. The Noram rules that he'd been subconsciously following with her seemed to allow for a little more flirtation than the Austran ones did. Or rather you could flirt more and were expected too, for a lot longer back home without having to do anything thing about it. They clearly had the concept here and people did it well enough.

It was just that if she thought he was lying about his age, there could be problems later and he might end up offending her.

Denials wouldn't work either, so he just smiled at her and tried not to think about it. It was a delicate situation, but honestly, it wasn't his problem. Timon had told her his real age from the start. It wasn't his responsibility to convince her of it.

The Princess moved in and put a hand on his shoulder possessively.

"He even seems older than Tor, who really is just turning twenty. It can be confusing, but that's because he's an Ancient. Like Denorian Brown."

For some reason that didn't seem to help, probably because the idea of being both very young and ancient at the same time didn't go together well at all. Kincaid did seem to understand that Karina was establishing territory though, from the slightly predatory look in her eye.

Mark looked at Alphonse, and both shook their heads, the Prince smiling a little.

"You know, his brother has this kind of thing happen all the time too. The only difference is that I don't think he understands it at all. Timon does." That got directed at him, the giants eyes locking with his own.

"On that note, Mark and I have to leave. Brown needs to see me and Mark is doing the run to Vagus with me for some supplies. He'll be back in a few days and check in with you." It was his plan and sounded bossy, but then, Timon realized, he was the boss. The man was lucky he was paying him at all.

In fact he could have probably given him the job and had his parents pay Timon for the privilege. Too late for that now. For a brief second he almost wished he'd thought of it sooner.

They made their way down the stairs and set up one of the craft, which called a lot of attention to themselves as they left. They got lost going to find Denno's house, so it took longer than it should have, but a short hour and a half later they were in the man's front room, his head servant collecting people for them.

Petra ran into the room first, giving him a firm hug, the kind that a family member would have gotten, rather than something warmer, which was refreshing given everything.

"Timon. What word from home?" She spoke as if he'd been gone for months, instead of days. Then she had to be feeling cut off and isolated.

There was some though, wasn't there? He went over the whole thing with the Royal Guard and how Alphonse and Karina were in town and why. She looked properly horrified by the idea and then glanced at Mark bowing after a few moments.

"I... Sorry, I know that I should know you, but..." Her voice was a little worried, since forgetting a nobleman could cause hard feelings and even fights, but he smiled sweetly and shook his head a bit.

"Not really. We met once I think, about ten years ago? Mark Morgan. You're Petra Ward, right?"

That got them talking about people they knew in common. Oddly enough, one of those turned out to be Count Rodriguez, at least in passing and at a distance, since Mark had to stay away from him, to prevent combat rage. He eyed Petra carefully when he mentioned that, but she just shrugged.

"Like with Trice? Well, I can rage, but it should be fine as long as you feel calm around me. I'm really nice, so no reason not to. Trice never had a problem that way." It was a throwaway line, or so it seemed, though Timon could tell she was trying to set the man at ease.

To her mind he had to seem wrong, almost diseased. He could in moments strip all dignity from a person and turn them into a mindless beast. That part of the rage was something he could feel for himself, that loss of control, a desire to destroy whatever's in front of you, like anger, only so much stronger. Mark was that personified for the nobles of Noram, wasn't he? A threat so great that the King and his own family had locked him away from everyone but a few people deemed safe.

So for Petra to be willing to honestly look at the whole thing and not be worried or scared, that showed real power in a way. She was so brave that even having her own will stripped away wasn't enough to stop her. It might just be too brave for her own good. Timon hoped not. She was a decent person and so much had already happened to her.

There was a moment, just the briefest hint of a second when Timon let his anger come out. It didn't show on his face, but Mark got wide eyed and started to turn away to run. Petra stared, and then held up her hand.

"Timon? You're casting an aura. It isn't that strong through my shield, but I don't think it was Mark's doing. I mean, I didn't go as well at least." There was no running on her part. No, she held her ground, watching him closely, but not seeming scared or even worried. He should have been upset about that, since it was almost certainly her saying that she didn't think he could be a threat to her, but that was probably just correct. Her next words shocked him, even through the haze of his mind. It was something that no one had ever really told him before.

"The rage can be controlled. Draw it back. Use your will to hold it at bay. You are the master of your own mind. Don't let it rule you..." She sounded very certain of that for some reason. Confident.

Timon did it, knowing she was right. It took about five minutes but he mastered the feeling and sighed, trying to force himself to relax. When he opened his eyes Mark stood there too.

"I'm sorry..." The man started to go to his knees to beg forgiveness, but Timon put a hand out to stop him, shaking his head firmly.

"No. Petra had that right, it wasn't you. It was Count Rodriguez. He doesn't know it yet, but we have business to address, he and I." That would happen, but Timon wasn't ready. The man would die for what he did, but if he went after a sitting Count he'd have to fight his army too. His heir as well most likely. No, that had to be done far more carefully and he needed to learn a lot first.

How to fight for one thing. How to kill. More than that, he needed a plan that wouldn't be easily defeated. As he thought all this the tall slightly dark woman stared at him, her brown eyes slightly wide, as if amazed by his anger over the whole thing. Did she not understand? She was his brother's friend. Tor wasn't there to help her or give her aid. He was. It wasn't enough yet, but he could change that.

It wasn't going to be fun either. For one thing he just needed to know more than he did about the whole thing. Thankfully she didn't start questioning him on the topic. She probably thought that he loved her for some reason, that or pitied her and saw her as weak. None of that was true. She was a warrior and one of the strongest people he'd ever heard of. If he were the one tortured he'd still be curled in a little ball, hiding somewhere. She was fine, at least externally.

He shook his head.

"Not an issue for now. I need to introduce Mark to Denno and then Lyn. Do you need anything from home? We can get you almost anything. Possibly anyone, if you know where they are and they want to come. It would be harder to get someone if they didn't want to..." That part was true enough. She didn't have anyone specific in mind it seemed, since she just shrugged.

"We could use some better food. I've been eating at the Royal Table most nights, because it's so hard to find anything decent here. Cooking it is a problem. I wish I could go home. Do you know if anything is moving that way?" She didn't mention why, which was wise, since Mark didn't know about all that yet.

"No. Not that I've been told. That doesn't mean much. I can't imagine I'm on the top of the list of people that need to know about it. I'll pin some people down and ask when I can." After that there wouldn't be a lot he could do yet. That needed to change. Being here with the woman that Rodriguez had tortured so horribly, humiliated and beaten, it sharpened his plans suddenly, even though it didn't make sense.

Really, why should he bother? It wasn't his fight. Was it?

Except that, when you got down to it, it was. If he didn't try to stop bad people, then who would? Most of the world would protect themselves and those they loved, but that wasn't enough. Someone had to try and do the rest. That would mean making some gold and working out how to do even more than that in other lands. Build trade of some kind. As it was he'd gone down to a few coin on hand. That would need to change.

For an instant it seemed like too much for him, a child after all wasn't exactly the person he'd have picked for... almost anything. That could be a strength. No one else would think he was much of a threat either.

"Anyway. Let's see about things?"

Denno didn't actually have a lot for him, other than another message for him to deliver to Gray. That got handed to Mark.

"New delivery system for our overseas branch. He has to hand off things inside Noram to me or Morgan right now, but feel free to send him anywhere else. Just make sure you have maps for him to follow. I don't think I'm going to be welcome back in Afrak. Mark will be by about once per week or so, say a few times per month. I have to get to work back home a bit. Can you see to his clearances and such?" He smiled at Mark and explained that he'd need papers and things like that on file, so no one would arrest him for being a spy. Denno laughed as if that were a joke, but didn't say it wasn't true.

They left within the hour for Afrak, which was tense and edgy enough that Mark finally offered to take the second craft in alone. Timon felt cowardly, but let him do it. He sat in the water off the coast, waiting for the man to be harangued and pushed to the limit of his good will, perhaps quitting after he came back, or at least refusing to ever go back to the strange land of dark women and his pale and evil grandmother.

Instead, after he moved alongside the craft, which hovered over the water by a few feet, he handed a letter over with a smile.

"The lady there seemed nice enough. Blue hair and strange eyes? She'd be a hit in Austra wouldn't she? I couldn't understand a word she said, but she gave me this, which is addressed to you."

The folded single piece of paper did indeed say Timon on the outside of it. Inside it said something that was so different than what he expected he had to read it a half dozen times.

"Look at Count Wend. I wonder what that means?" He said it out loud, and Mark just tilted his head finally holding out his hand to see the single short line for himself.

"Probably that the Afrak spies have found out something about the man that relates to a project you have. Intrigue no doubt. If you can trust them, it's probably worth looking into."

Then the fellow blushed and stopped talking.

They flew to Vagus in separate crafts so that the other pilot could get the experience without worrying about killing anyone but himself. On the ground they managed to trade for the ten healing stones he wanted even though Dorgal and Lyn weren't around. At least he drew the picture of the sigil used and ten stones, which got them brought to him instantly, by an older man who was smiling the whole time, a nice set of clean white teeth in place, which given his great age had to be new. Things grown by the same kind of item. The trouble came when he tried to explain that he didn't have the goods to trade at that time. Drawing in the dirt with a stick couldn't exactly convey that easily. He was able to speak a few words and understand more, it just didn't cover trade agreements.

It was definitely clear that they expected him to take them and even that he wasn't bringing them back. That part didn't seem to distress anyone. Turning to Mark he shrugged.

"A ton of cured meat for each one of these. I'll see about getting that to your parents. We're going to have to stop in the Capital so that I can give you some amulets. You need a shield too. I don't have one right now..." Sighing he nodded, making a decision that he could only hope he had the ability to back up. "I'll have to make you one. It will take a day. Are you willing to stay with me for that long? I have two houses, so you can use the other one. Eventually it will be the office space, but for now it's free."

"Well, it wasn't like I had a lot of other things planned, so why not?" The words were so dry that Timon was nearly taken aback by the smile that came at the end of them.

That part, turning out shields, was decently hard for him, but Tor could make a hundred per hour he'd heard. That meant he could too, if he focused hard enough. A lot of the Lairdgren group was already closer to that than not too. He wasn't going to be that ambitious, but a group of ten was a place to try and start. He collected the materials and a large glass of water and made the copy from memory, without a template. That would have made it a lot easier, but he didn't have one at all. He struggled, but managed it. All ten in only six hours of work. That didn't sound great, compared to the others maybe... Tim got that, still it was a hundred percent better in number and had only taken about seventy percent of the time his previous best similar effort had.

That meant he even got to sleep away part of the morning. Not a lot of it, since he handed off both a house and a new shield to Mark and sent him on his way.

"Go set up your house. If you don't hear from me I want you to go and get with Denno Brown in a week and hit the other places as well. Don't be shy about trying to seek out the other lands too. You'll need a map. If I'm not around, get a list from Carlos at the Royal Table and come here for coin." Not that he had any just sitting around yet. 

Timon needed a map too. Badly it seemed. Especially if they were going to be headed to Tellerand and the Antarctic. Really he needed to go with the man, but it just seemed like he wouldn't have time for it.

Not with everything else he had to do. There just wasn't a choice.

When Mark left for his parents estate and work center, Timon stopped in to see if anyone was at Tor's. It was early, which meant that the only people in the place that were awake turned out to be Collette and Glaren, both of who sat at the small dining room table, sipping coffee from focus stone cups, but poured it from an expensive silver pot. They had cream and sugar too, from the look of it. The younger blonde woman was dressed in her pink workman's clothing and Glaren was in a fine cream colored robe. When they turned around, hearing him on the stone floor it seemed, Collette waved and smiled.

Glaren closed her robe front nervously, even though what she wore underneath didn't seem inappropriate particularly. Fully clothed and not in something that should be a problem, even in front of a young boy. It wasn't the lack of clothing then, but the lack of proper clothing. Like he cared? She didn't work for him after all, he was just invading their home. Without knocking. Kind of rude, really.

"Hello. Just checking in. Anything new here?"

He was tempted to pour himself a cup of coffee, but Collette got him one without asking and handed it over, black. He took several large sips, his eyes closing. It was strange but it made him feel more awake already, even if that wasn't physically possible. A mental thing then?

"Thank you. I look that tired?" He grinned at the woman, who tilted her head fractionally and wiggled her right hand in the air.

"I've seen worse. Things are decently quiet here. We sent most of the staff on a holiday for a few days. Paid. Nothing that major, just a tour of the Wildlands, since the planting efforts there have been doing well. I'm going to go and see for myself soon. What are you up to?"

He drank more of the brew and then sighed.

"Off to Breen, if that situation is still going on. I got some healing devices from Vagus for them. After that... I have no clue."

Collette nodded at the name and then poured him more coffee, again without asking.

"Oh, some things came for you. The delivery people couldn't find you, so we've been keeping the chests for you here. Is that alright? It made sense, being family, and we have a locked room. Here, come with me..." It was on the first floor at the back, but a few minutes later, working together, they were able to pull out three chests. Each was different and they were all different sizes as well. The closest to him had a letter on top, written in scratched letters with some kind of wax on paper.

"From Dan Breen, Count Breen, in county Breen. Twenty thousand gold. It's two of the chests." Collette gestured at them absently, like she dealt with that kind of money regularly. "The other is the smaller one, from Duchess Keene."

That one had a letter inside the box and was far more eloquent. He read it out loud, so that it wouldn't be rude, keeping it all to himself.

"It says, Here is the payment for your assistance. I did what you said and figured it at half the normal rate. I added an extra two hundred gold for the use of your man Morgan. He's proven invaluable to our efforts here. If you have time, please visit us soon, yours truly, Duchess Keene." He stopped and stared at the paper, wondering if it was some kind of coded message. It didn't seem like it, but why would she need, or even want, to see him for, since she had Morgan already?

Still, he should make a point of checking on his pilot if only to make certain he wasn't being abused.

"I should have sent some of this back with Mark. I owe two hundred to his parents. Well, I'll just take that over directly. I don't suppose I can keep some of this here for a bit? I don't have a good place for it yet." It was a lot to ask, but it was a lot less likely to be taken from here, with people around, than it would be from his own place. He was gone most of the time and that didn't seem to be changing anything soon.

"Oh, sure. That isn't a problem. I'll even sell you some payment bags." She smiled as if it was a joke, but he really did need some and it was easier to get them from her. She chuckled when he got her the five pennies she demanded for a large black velvet bag and re-counted for him as he put two hundred and five gold in the sack.

Collette coached him to do it.

"The rule for anything over ten gold is to slightly overpay. That way no one can claim mistake or fraud. Not without just lying at least. That doesn't happen very often, but knowing for a fact that you gave extra also tends to assure everyone that dealing with you is a safe bet. It shows you aren't worried about every penny. Even if you are."

Perception was important after all. He got the idea.

Then he made himself get up, feeling sluggish still, and get to work. He headed to the Morgans first, since he owed the debt there and found the Duke standing outside, beaming as he looked at a new little cottage that looked exactly like his own. Timon strained a bit with the gold, since it weighed about thirteen pounds.

"Duke Morgan? Here you go. Two hundred gold, for the work done aiding Count Breen with his food wagons. I don't know if there will be more effort needed there, but if there is, can we make a similar deal?"

The man looked seriously puzzled and then slapped him on the back, as if he'd totally missed the fact that a decently large craft was sitting not five feet behind him.

"Countier Baker! I didn't think to see you yet at all. Promptly paying your debts? In full too? That's a wonder. A pleasant one. Mark put the house you lent him up. He's in the library, looking at old maps of the world. I want to thank you for that. We've been very worried about him for some time. It isn't a good thing, what we've been doing, keeping him locked up here, like a prisoner." There was no justification of it at all, just the raw statement.

Timon nodded, "it's a difficult thing all around. Oh, hey, while I have you, do you know anything about a Count Wend? His name came up the other day and I have to admit, I know nothing of him at all."

Duke Morgan nodded at that, as if agreeing whole heartedly.

"No one really does, do they? Secretive one Wend. Rumor has it he's mentally defective. Constant combat rage episodes I hear. No one knows for certain, he might just be shy or have some other flaw that keeps him out of the way. He never shows up for the Council of Counts, even though it's required. Sends a man to sit his position and vote for him. Richard never mentioned why he allows it. I also haven't asked. Probably just a kindness."

The man started examining the cottage closely shaking his head.

"The world is changing Timon. Why, when I was a boy if you wanted a new house you had to build one. Now you can just tap a piece of metal and call one into being. It makes me feel old."

Timon looked at the man and then smiled a little actually understanding him after a fashion.

"I remember that from when I was a boy too. Since it was only a few years ago, I don't think you have to feel too elderly yet. Anyway, I have an appointment in a war zone. Delivery. Saying it that way makes it sound like I'm planning to go fight or something. Thank you for your services. Say, do you and the Duchess need a ride over to the palace soon?"

The man nodded slowly his face shrewd.

"We could use one actually, tomorrow night? We were planning to fly ourselves, but the weather hasn't been that good lately. It's the time of year and nothing to be done about it. How much does that cost?" He asked it as if his son wasn't working for Timon now.

"Free for you. Within reason. Of course that's just for family members and for the most part you have to be willing to wait until someone is actually headed the direction you want to go. Mark is handling the overseas traffic and deliveries, so I imagine you'll be able to vacation almost anywhere in the world you want. I'll do the in Kingdom things. Or Morgan, though he's busy right now. Working for Duchess Keene directly this week."

After the initial shock the man asked if they could be picked up the next morning. As a special favor, since they were requested by the King directly. That way they could work an extra day that week.

As he flew toward Breen he noticed how hungry he was. It was a sharp pain, but he kept going, since it wouldn't take long. Sure, he wouldn't eat up the food for the fighters, but even if it took a few hours to find something he'd live.

When he landed behind the line of dug in people, a berm set up for protection, he made a point of taking his craft down and putting the necklace on, instead of tempting someone to steal it too easily. It would be hard to do anything like that through his shield. At least he figured it would trigger, since that would be considered a threat by his subconscious mind. Maybe not though, so it was tucked inside his shirt carefully. One scare was enough to teach him a good lesson that way.

He had a sack with the ten carved stones in it and was noticed coming in. The Count didn't run out to see him personally, sending a young woman in a leather fighting outfit that looked decently new. She was about seventeen and a little plump for a warrior, though that would likely change if she was in the field long. Her hands looked soft too, but there were some blisters on the right one, showing that she was making up for lost time now.

"This way sir. They're all in the command tent." She was trying very hard to seem official. It was a little too much really, so he smiled, but only a bit, not trying to mock her or anything. She was doing her job, and trying to do it well wasn't a thing to make fun of.

"Thank you." He didn't really need to go in for anything at the moment, just hand the man his bag of things. When he got in the cream colored tent there was bowing, not only from the Count, but the others arrayed around the giant work table that had been set up. There were chairs too and about half the people sat.

"Countier Timon Baker. Very useful man to have around." This was said to the room as a whole, even as Dan looked at him tiredly. "Do you have news?"

He shook his head and pulled the small carved stone from the bag.

"Better, healing devices from Vagus. They're based on Tor's work and pretty well done. Harder to copy than shields are even." He didn't go into the deal they had, because it would be rude, he thought, instead he handed the single stone to the man who frowned, then activated it. He twitched and yelped with a smile as he slapped at his leg with the hand that didn't have a rock in it. After a few minutes he hit the top of it again to turn it off and nodded.

"A ton of cured and preserved meat per, wasn't it?"

From across the table Tovey, who was standing next to Countess Alan, gave him a very quizzical look. Shrugging he explained to everyone what the situation was, since they were all potential clients. Well, possibly not the military men, but even they might be at some point.

It never hurt to make a good impression.

"Vagus doesn't use gold, so we agreed to trade goods for goods. The mages there are very practical and austere in how they live." Well, he didn't know that, but they certainly weren't greedy. They hadn't even asked for payment. "They know meat, hides and fur, as well as wood working. They can't, by treaty, have metal. Fish would probably work as well. Things that they can use. Maybe ceramics or things made of focus stone. I'll have to ask about that."

For some reason, rather than laugh at him, two of the people started talking at once. The first was Duchess Keene, the other Count Richland. The Duchess asked if he could arrange for more shields for the same price that Breen had gotten, while the man asked if Vagus would be interested in focus stone wagon parts.

They both chuckled, and he shrugged, answering both quickly.

"Wagons... maybe. As long as they aren't metal, I think that might just work. They have horses. More than we do in fact. If I can get a sample I'll take them to Lyn Red, their leader. That isn't really a fair description, she's basically both the queen there and their Ancient. As for more shields... I can ask. I don't know if the Lairdgren group will part with them all for the same price. If you want I can run over after this and see if anyone has some and might be willing to deal." It wouldn't hurt really. He had enough gold for school finally. For that matter it was early enough in the term that Countess Printer might even still let him in...

A few days. That wasn't so much and he was smart enough to catch up. Probably in a few hours.

Except that he still couldn't do it. Well, he could go and pay for the next year and explain why he'd been late. He was being rude not getting in touch already, Timon decided.

"Oh, would you please? I'll buy up to one hundred thousand gold worth of shields. Try to get me a deal if possible however. That's half my war budget for weapons."

Which just showed how important the devices were to a person in danger. He nodded, noticing that Countess Alan was smiling at him a bit more warmly than made sense. She didn't say anything to him, but did keep looking over every few minutes. The whole thing felt a bit out of place, but he wrote it off as her simply realizing that he might be a good source of magic in the future. He waved to Tovey, who walked over to the front opening where he was standing and clapped him on the shoulder.

"Tamerlane would like to see you, if you get a chance. Come to dinner soon? I'm going to be here for a few weeks it looks like, unless Count Holder decides to attack before all of our forces get into place. As it is just our well armed troops should be able to take him. Stroke of luck that you thought to get those wagons in by air with food for the troops."

Count Breen rubbed at his mustache then, taking the mention as a hint no doubt.

"Speaking of which, how much do I owe you for that? I didn't know to ask before." No one looked at him, as if it were something shameful on his part, not having paid yet.

Timon shook his head. "Present for the troops from Two Bends. Just remind your people to think of us if we ever have a similar situation." It was diplomatic enough and made it seem more generous, coming from a small backwater town.

Nora Alan clapped like a girl and looked happy suddenly, "how noble of them! Well, we have to win now, or the story they write about it later will come out all wrong."

That made sense, in a silly kind of way. Then again, battles were often won because of reputations, most not actually fought at all, because one side was thought to be too powerful for the other, even if they weren't. On that thought he stepped out, after begging his leave. They all seemed pleased enough to let him go, since he had work to do that might just benefit some of them, and they all wanted the others to be kept happy.

Before he got ten steps from the mouth of the tent a large hand took his shoulder gently.

"Timon, wait." Turning he saw that it was Countess Alan, who was dressed horribly as far as a war went. A blue and white pattern dress, the flowers very small, with stern looking black boots that had metal brackets for laces up the front. She smelled like lavender and roses, which he knew because she'd moved very close to him.

"I know that you're young for much fun, but you can come to a meal with me, can't you?" She wasn't so bold as to bump into him really, but her dress touched his legs. Anyone watching would get the general idea. She seemed to have something else in mind though really. At least that's what her face held under the obvious flirting that she didn't really mean.

She wanted him for something else, which probably meant business, since what else did he have to give? Possibly information, if she was clever enough to realize he might know things.

"I think I can, do you have a way home? I could take you." He was just being polite, but there was a soft shaking of the head.

"I have that handled. Your Morgan is making a circuit to drop us all back in our places at seven. Just show up at nine. Rack of lamb to your liking?" There was something about the way she said it that sounded a little off. It made him feel uncomfortable and not in a way that seemed like it might be fun to explore.

"I guess. I'll eat most things, not overly picky that way." He knew he sounded a little suspicious, but there was something much larger going on than a dinner party.

"Perfect. I'll see you then. I look forward to it."

She bent over from her great height to hug him, making certain he got a face full of her chest. It wasn't the most awful thing ever. Not at all. It just didn't seem right. No this woman definitely had something else in mind. 
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The trip to Lairdgren was fruitful at least, since it was the first off day for most of the kids, meaning that they were meeting at Ali's house off campus. It also meant that they were cooking, or at least her roommate was, being that homemaking was her field of study. They were on school time too, so it meant they were having their dinner meal early.

It wasn't a huge group, since most of the builders were off actually working, which seemed to be their main hobby as a rule. Sandra Morris was there however and she smiled at him when he joined them at the table, her eyes glinting a bit.

"So, Timon... My father wanted me to ask if I have any close ties to you. Mainly so I can get a good deal for mother on the trip to Soam. The one Countess Ward is putting together? I told him I'd ask, but since it's clear that Todd is going to marry Countess Thorgood I can't use that for leverage. He also suggested that I could send my younger sister around to seduce you. She's twelve. I told him that if I tried you'd never do business with either of us again. I think he was just saying that as a joke, but..." She gave him a flat look that said a lot about her own childhood with the man.

After all, it took a special kind of man to sell the virtue of a twelve year old girl just to get a discount on a pleasure trip. Timon didn't comment on it, and the other two girls looked away as if the whole idea was something they didn't want to notice.

"I don't know, is your mother easy to get along with?" It was a rude thing to ask, but if she was alright with the man selling his children, Tim didn't want to spend a lot of time with her.

Sandra smiled, her dark skin smooth, contrasting with her bright white teeth nicely.

"Mother? Oh, she's sweet. You'll like her. Everyone does. Father, not so much, but he won't be on the trip, if that's the question."

There was a moment of silence in his mind, watching her, wondering what Todd had been thinking. Countess Thorgood was a fine person and not homely or anything, but Sandra was a better catch in the long run. She was a builder in her own right and in some ways, even though young, one of the top ones in the world. Tor was right up there too, and better than the rest of the Lairdgren group still, but one day the woman in front of him would be a Countess as well. When that happened Timon didn't doubt that County Morris would end up one of the strongest and richest places in Noram.

Well, maybe his brother just liked Thorgood better? The woman was nice enough after all.

"Tell him that I'll give him half price, if he lets your sister go as well. Tell her that she won't have to lend herself to any deals. I just think it will be a good thing if the people of Soam see some kids are along. In fact, as long as they have an adult with them, we'll let kids go for free." It would be a hassle if too many came, but Soam didn't seem to mind children, at least he'd seen them on the street, looking happy and smiling.

Then he managed to get Sandra to make a similar deal to the one Sam had made with him. Five hundred Shield amulets, for a hundred and fifty gold each. It meant his percentage would be lower, but all he had to do was take them over so it was a good profit margin for him. After they finished and Ali's roommate, a tall tan colored girl with a shy smile, cleared the dishes, Ali sighed at him and shook her head.

"Tiera... She's falling in with the wrong crowd I think. The mean girls. I'd have Torrance talk to her about it, but... yes. Anyway, will you? Or do you think we should at all? It really isn't my business, but I can't say I like it. There have been troubles from her actions already." There was a hesitation to her voice, the kind of thing that said there might be a larger problem than it seemed.

After a few seconds he nodded. 

If Ali didn't want to talk about it, then it was something darker than normal indeed. As a rule the girl in front of him held to very open noble rules as far as sex, which they'd talked about before, a couple of times, so it wasn't that. If Tiera wasn't related to Tor, Ali would have probably slept with her, if she could. Timon had told her that would cause problems with Tor and that seemed to have gotten through to her pretty well. She'd never tried to get anyone in the family to have sex with her after that, as far as he knew.

As far as Ali had told him, school itself was a place for rich kids to make friends and contacts, not actually learn a trade. Oh, they studied their legers and numbers, some history and that, or music, but most of the kids were just marking time, waiting for a parent to die so they could move up in the world. A few were more serious, but the vast majority were there to play and have fun, not really work. The scholarship kids were, he'd been informed, more serious and the builders were considered no fun at all, even the ones that were just playing at becoming mighty wizards as a lark.

So if Tiera wanted to try drugs or having complicated relationships that would be fine. The only things that Ali would care about would be if she were hurting people or playing with their emotions. While his sister had a temper, she didn't hit people, but that last one seemed right in her house, didn't it?

"I understand. I'll see if I can look her up soon then. Not tonight, I have a meeting with Countess Alan about something. She's pretending that she wants to break a few laws as far as the age of consent, but I'm not buying it. My guess would be she wants me to run a meaningless errand for her or something and doesn't want to pay. Trying to use my hormones against me most likely."

Sheri, who was taking her role as housemother pretty seriously it seemed, offered him first an after dinner brandy, then, when he refused, some coffee, which he took, just to be polite. It wouldn't hurt for him to be a bit more alert later in the evening. Something really wasn't right about the whole Countess Alan thing. It was bothering him and for some reason he just couldn't figure out why he thought that in particular. There wasn't any information that he could see that would warn him off.

It was probably just that the woman had been laying the sex appeal on a little thick and he wasn't used to it yet. There was certainly a bit of temptation to see how far she might take that, wasn't there? He grinned a little at he took the focus stone cup from the tall girl and sipped it. The brew was flavored with something. Cinnamon.

"This is very good. The whole meal was. Thank you Sheri." The girl blushed and bowed a little, then left the room.

Sandra was back a few minutes later, not out of breath at all, which probably meant she'd used magic to get to her room across town and back. She wasn't a student anymore, so had rented a space to work out of while she was running the Lairdgren group for the King.

"Here you go, they were done by a lot of different people, so they don't all look the same, but the fields are all nice and strong." She reached out and touched the front of his shirt, her fingers finding the amulets underneath. After a few seconds she nodded at him. "Is this a new shield? The work is stronger than your old one. You've been keeping up with your building then?"

"Only a bit. Useful things, mainly copying. I had a stockpile, but that turned out to be more useful somewhere else." He was going to leave it at that, but just as Sheri walked back in the room Ali beamed at him and glanced at her roommate, before addressing Sandra directly.

"He gave them all away so that we could sell them and use the funds to pay for educating the orphans. We've raised ten thousand gold and have five teachers hired on year long contracts already. Slates, chalk and primary readers too. These kids aren't just going to leave knowing how to make things from focus stone, they're going to be prepared for the world." There was a soft pride to her voice, which got Sandra to smile a little, shaking her head.

"You gave away ten thousand gold worth of stuff? Maybe I should quit and have you put in as the head of the group. You're certainly a better person than I am." There was a long, direct look then, as if she might be serious.

Timon shook his head, trying to smile back. It wasn't easy.

"No, thank you. For one thing I'm too young, and for another that would put me in direct competition with my brother. I already hear 'Oh, the wizard Tor's brother? Amazing man that Tor..' half the places I go. Including Austra. They worship him over there practically, and most of them think that magic is fake. Not such a problem in Afrak, but grandmother Gray hates me. From what I've heard she only dislikes him. I can't say I'm wild about her either." He felt bad for saying it, since you weren't supposed to talk badly about your elders, but suddenly that felt like a rule made up by old people.

Sheri, obviously well schooled, changed the topic.

"I'd love to go away on a big vacation sometime. Austra sounds fascinating, but I'd be too afraid. What if they hated me, because I'm from Noram?"

It was a fair enough thing to ask, since he'd wondered about that himself, more than once, but so far it hadn't been a real issue.

"You'd think, but... really not so much. They're different and very nosey, but most of them seem pretty nice as far as I've met. Remember to wear a shield and it's probably safer than walking down the street here. They'll all watch you and use special devices to make pictures of you..." He reached into his right jacket pocket and pulled the compact out, took a single picture of her and then one of Ali and Sandra each. Then he showed them the result by turning it around.

Ali clapped.

"That's incredible! Everyone there has such things?"

"Pretty much. They're like the communications device at the palace too. Like this one." He showed that one too, which was larger than what the Austrans used by two times, but wasn't too big to carry around with him. "Except it does a lot more. It doesn't work here though. Our version has a much greater range. I think you have to be on Austra itself, or at least very near it, for it to work. It will also run out of power, so I need to turn it off." He smiled and took it back from Sandra, who'd looked at it last.

"Why do you have one if it doesn't work here?" She was just making small talk it seemed, managing to make her voice interested enough anyway.

"I'm going to be there fairly often and this way I can get in touch with people when I am. Denno Brown and my friend Kincaid Rue. Speaking of which, Ali," he shifted easily and smiled at her, trying to look hopeful, since he was about to beg for something. "Kincaid is a player and she and her company are doing a production in pictures, ones that move and talk, which is something we should all see... Anyway, she and her people want to come and visit here, because they're doing a play about how you and Princess Karina saved Austra from the evil dictator there. Would it be alright if they stayed at your Capital house while they're here? I was going to rent them rooms in an inn, but your place will be nicer. Plus, it sounds like her troop is huge, if they all come." He didn't want to undermine his chance of having the use of the place, but he had to tell the truth, didn't he?

Ali just agreed without hearing any more.

"If they're friends of yours Tim, then they're welcome. If it's going to be that many, we need to put in some extra staff. I'll handle it, when are they planning to come?"

He had to think about that, and tried to be as exacting as he could, not really knowing how things were going to work out.

"First a small group, coming in about a week, I think. No more than twenty and it might only be a few. Then later, when they do the whole thing there could be hundreds. If they choose to do it here. They might not."

"Oh? In time for the special wedding then? I can't wait myself, since I know both of them. Dorgal Sorvee is marrying Lyn Red. I got the invitation yesterday. The King is going to do the ceremony himself, which has never happened. Constance sent a note saying that it would be very large, and asked to use my house there too. It might be... No, if that's a problem we'll set up a second house for it. I keep forgetting how convenient magic is sometimes."

Both of the others looked interested and sad at the same time, Sandra shaking her head a little.

"Conserina's don't seem to rate I guess. I knew I should have made something special for the Queen. Things are still a little tense between Karina and I, so it might be that. At least I haven't gotten my invitation yet." She made a face, but the others laughed a little, Ali patting her leg, which took reaching.

"I'm sure it will come."

Timon shook his head, "no, it won't. Sandra, you aren't invited to attend, because Lyn wants you to stand as her ladies maid. She asked for you personally. It wasn't said, but I think she assumes you're going to say yes, because she didn't give me a second option at all. I'm kind of assuming that the whole Lairdgren group is showing up to stand as her family. I'll see if that's alright, but they should be there, if only to show that Lyn has ties here. That's kind of the idea. A whole friendship and bonding thing. They already got married in Vagus. Jumped over a fire holding hands while people chanted. It's pretty efficient." He waited, hoping she'd say yes, since otherwise he was going to be going back to Vagus and interrupting the marriage vacation.

All of the girls shrieked, Sandra jumping to her feet, as if it was a present. The dark woman actually clapped, like Ali always did, looking like a child for a few seconds. It was really cute, but not what Tim had seen from her before. She was normally kind of quiet. After a few seconds she composed herself however, folding her hand in front of her nice blue dress and bowed to him.

"I'll be happy to take on that solemn duty for my friend."

That just left Sheri, who the others didn't even look at for a few seconds. She was clearly a noble, being so tall and studying something as common as homemaking, meaning she was being groomed as a wife and mother, but that didn't mean she'd get in to something as special and large as the wedding of a foreign leader.

He looked at her for a few moments, until she glanced away. A few seconds later she looked back, clearly thinking he was flirting with her. He smiled, trying for charming then.

"Would you like to go with me? If they let me go I mean. It makes sense that they'll at least make the effort, since I'm the one getting them from Vagus for it. I don't have an invitation, but I think I can swing it. If not I'll take you to Austra and introduce you to Brown... If he doesn't come for the wedding. Honestly I should see if he needs an invitation too. If nothing else you could go as his date." That was actually a good idea. Denno could just de-age himself a few years and it would look about right. Sheri wasn't that old at all, but it would work.

Now all he had to do was find Marco Sorvee, so he could stand for his cousin. How he was supposed to do that, he had no clue, but he'd figure it out. The man was a musician, it wouldn't be like he was in hiding or anything.

Tim gave Ali a familial hug and bowed to the other two women, since he wasn't trying to confuse any issues for them. Sheri seemed like a nice girl though, and Sandra would have been straight up marriage material if he was even a few years older.

He left from in front of the place, hurrying, since he was running out of time to get everything done. Duchess Keene came first, since her place was on the way. It was different, trying to find it in the light, but it was dim enough that they had the markers he'd used before already going, it wouldn't take long to make the delivery, he didn't think.

Being cautious, Timon took the craft down and slipped the amulet under his shirt, even if it was in a walled courtyard. He was capable of learning, it seemed. With his shield on, it was pretty safe after all, as long as he didn't leave it out where someone could make a grab for it. Losing things like that could cost him his business after all.

It was pretty clear he needed to figure out how to copy the things soon, even if no one else could do it yet. There had to be a trick to it, since Tor had made them in the first place. Otherwise a few thefts or things being lost in the wash and the whole concern would go under. If he ever got a chance to talk to Tor he'd have to ask if he had any ideas about it all. Maybe there was a trick to it that no one knew yet?

He didn't have to knock on the door, a servant in a nice black jacket, with gray gloves, opened it first, the Duchess walking into the hallway a few moments later. He didn't wait, since it was getting later than he thought, being nearly eight already. He was due over at Countess Alan's at nine for dinner and functionally that meant getting there a little early.

Otherwise it would be boorish. Timon thought that was the term at least, it was a sign of rudeness to keep anyone waiting for too long.

"Five hundred shields. One hundred thousand gold please." He held out his hand calmly, as if to do the exchange right then, which got the woman with her red and gray streaked hair to go wide eyed. He chuckled, knowing it probably wasn't really funny. "Sorry, you can send it to the same place as the last payment. Is Morgan here? I need to keep in touch, but I really have to run. Countess Alan asked me to dinner. I have no clue why."

That got a look that seemed almost pitying for a few moments, until the woman called for Morgan, who was indeed still there, staying in one of her guest rooms. They needed to check in, but it was a casual thing. When he saw the man he looked happy enough at least. No marks from beatings or skeletal thinness from starvation. The Duchess seemed to like him too, as if they were friends already, which was a good thing. A lot of the nobles could be a little hard on people they thought of as working for them.

Timon was safe enough, since he was a Countier. Regular people had a lot of rules that needed to be followed however and in a person's own area of influence they were very often the law. The Duchess less so than say a Count or Countess, but here in the woman's home she could have done anything, and gotten away with it.

The good ones didn't do that kind of thing, but that didn't mean they were all nice and kind. Ali's father had been horrible, from what Timon could work out. So bad that no one talked about what he'd done to his own children. Since nobles tended to just snicker and look the other way over matters of sex, it was probably a lot worse than he could imagine. Luckily he didn't have to, since the man had died in a mysterious accident. A very handy one.

"I really need to be off, I just wanted you to have those as soon as possible."He waved to Morgan and bowed to the Duchess, since they were in her house. Plus he would have anyway, since it was the polite thing to do.

When he got to the door the older woman took his arm and walked with him out onto the porch, shutting it behind her, so no one could easily listen.

"Be careful. It might be tempting to seek an older woman for pleasure, given your age, but it never ends well. I won't speak ill of my Countess, but Nora Alan is sometimes less than discreet and being tied to her too early won't aid your future at all. Be polite, but remember, you aren't required to do anything with her that doesn't serve you as well." It was motherly sounding advice, and the woman really had a worried look on her face.

"Fine. If you don't hear from me in a few days, call in the army. I'm pretty sure she wants something else though." 

"Well, we can hope. Be well and safe Timon Baker." There was a soft sadness to the words that made him wonder if she figured he was just going to ignore her wisdom.

That would be foolish, since it was clear she was right.

From her place it took less than fifteen minutes for him to find Countess Alan's again and only a few more to land, that made him only about ten minutes early after he cycled his clothing amulet so that everything would be fresh again, and moved to knock on the front door. Almost as if it were a game he had to wait and after knocking twice, nearly at nine exactly, the door open. That was good, since he was just about to assume no one was home.

"There you are Countier Baker! Sorry I was delayed, but the servants have all left, so we have the house all to ourselves. You understand; that which is not seen, cannot be spoken of with authority." She waved him in, resting a hand on his back, bending over a little to do so. Her clothing was different than earlier, lighter, with more lace showing. More cleavage too. "Mind, they can still speak, it's just harder to get people to believe them."

They moved to the dining room, which was a sedate brown room that was nice, but lacked the polish of the King's palace. Then, most homes did. The food was already laid out, with two places set, close together, so that they could talk while they ate. Timon assumed it was about conversation anyway, at first. The Countess stuck her foot out a little, under the small table, candles flickering gently. Her shoe bumped his just a bit.

"So, have you heard about this new wedding the Queen is throwing for the ruler of Vagus? Lynred? It's a very pretty name, don't you think?" She started to serve the first course which was a red wine. He nearly turned it down, but the woman took care to only give him enough to be polite, about a half inch at the bottom of the glass. She didn't take much more for herself either.

"This is rather dry. I'm not. In case you were wondering." There was a mischievous look then, as if he might not get the reference. "In fact it's said that my wit is a bit damp and soggy at times. I can but try." She waved a hand at his glass and let her foot rest against his leg, stroking it absently with her toe.

She took a sip of her wine, and since they were both from the same container he did the same, not bothering to check it. No one would drink poison after all, not if they knew it was there. They didn't talk, her foot going higher over time, tracing lazy circles. After the wine was done she serves a simple dish made from pears and spices. It was warm, but not sugared at all. She looked at him to see how much he wanted, which wasn't a lot compared to what she took. Giants had to eat more after all.

After the first bite she looked directly into his eyes, her foot on the outside of his thigh, doing fairly agile things, considering their relative positions. It was starting to have a real effect on him and he probably would have gone along with it anyway, if all he had to fear was a beating from Prince Alphonse over it and a lecture from the King. In fact everything in his body wanted him too.

The words of the Duchess came back to him though. She'd had some good points. He tilted his head, about to ask the woman what her intentions were, when she dropped her foot and looked away, at a time piece on the wall. It was only about nine-twenty.

"I know that you must be wondering why I asked you here. I have to admit that it isn't exactly as I've been presenting things to you." The giant woman was staring at him, her face a little bit sad. "Which is unfortunate. If you were even a little older I really would have invited you over just to have fun. I... Have a problem though and I think you might be able to help me with it."

Trying as hard as he could, Timon couldn't imagine what that would be at all. It was a strange thing, because he should have been able to tell that sort of thing. There were clues in her behavior, in the words she used. He just couldn't make any sense of them at all suddenly. His eyes felt funny too. It took a lot longer for him to get than it should have, but finally he shook his head a little.

"You drugged the wine?" His words were a little thick, but not drunk sounding yet. He stood, trying to be careful, but after a half second he sat back down, not able to hold himself up.

"The wine, the pears and the mint jelly for the lamb. We didn't get to that. You're so tiny and perfect. I ate the same food, more of it even and don't feel anything at all. My friend said it would work that way, but I have to say the difference is far greater than I expected. You didn't even use your poison detector. It wouldn't have worked if you had by the way, this is a very special compound created just for you."

Then, as if the world was betraying him, he fell to the ground, onto his left side. It didn't hurt much, but the floor was cool, so he could still feel something. What he couldn't do was move overly. It wasn't that he felt paralyzed, just so weak it was too hard to manage anything. A few moments later the woman was standing over him, towering there, looking just as polite and normal as a person might want.

"Don't worry, we won't do anything to you while you sleep. That would defeat the purpose. Like I said, I need your help with something. I'm sure after that we can have some fun together, if you want. Ooh, maybe even during? You probably won't want to after."

There was no way for him to keep his eyes open. He felt things, like his amulets being removed carefully, including his clothing. Then someone picked him up, an almost gentle thing, and carried him for a bit. At the door he forced his eyes open, and tried to make sense of where he was going. It was to a wooden staircase behind a very thick and rather old wooden partition. It was dark inside, but whoever was holding him smelled funny. Like dust and cobwebs.

"Over here to the table, I've never gotten to use it before. This will be exciting. Welcome to your rack, little lamb..." That had to be the Countess, but her voice was so far away it was hard to tell. 

After that he lost track of things for a long time, until the pain ripped him awake. It was still hard to focus properly, but he felt a bit more alert. His arms were over his head and his shoulders, wrists, ankles and hips burned. It took a few moments to work it all out. It was a table, one that could have held five of him, with chains that went over a large roller at his feet. There was a strange man with black eyes where the color should have been working a hand crank, increasing the pain.

"There we are. That should wake the boy." The accent finished the picture, being a flat Austran one. "It won't be long now at all."

Timon gasped as the chains drew his legs down and further apart. 

The Countess walked into view then, smiling as if this was the most fun she could have. "Don't worry Timon, we don't want you to tell us any secrets. You probably don't have any worth knowing, being as young as you are. All we need from you is the use of your communications device, and some screaming." She picked up the item in question and waved it at him, then set it down and picked up the smaller black one. "What's this?"

She was watching him, but the Larval Assassin just glanced at it and held out his hand to take it. He was black haired and looked hard, as well as young, perhaps twenty, maybe less. After a few seconds the Countess complied, her face a little put out by it. He opened it and turned it on, searching the memory quickly.

"You have Kincaid Rue's number in your compact? Impressive. Is she nice?" There was an almost giddy sound to the voice rather than the deadly tone of a killer. If you really were one, you probably didn't have to be as concerned about appearances.

"Actually she is." His voice was calm and didn't break or crack, which he figured it would. He didn't even feel thirsty yet. In horrible pain, but other than that, fine. "Really sweet in fact."

The man nodded and turned the crank a bit further, sending even more pain into his shoulders and hips, one of which popped suddenly, since he was being yanked apart. He screamed for nearly ten seconds and then gasped for longer. When he recovered the man with the dead black eyes smiled.

"Oh, that's good. I hate it when I find out that the people from the screen are actually monsters. It ruins everything I see them in from that point on."

It was strange, but through the pain, Timon could see how that might work. They had those things in their homes, even where they slept, big windows that showed them people as if they were a part of their lives. They weren't though. Some were just players, and that meant that when the scene was done, they went back to being themselves, but the Austran people didn't see that part very often, did they?

There was another half turn and another scream, the Countess moving her face down next to his, her lips suddenly on his sweat stained cheek.

"Does it hurt little one? My dear perfect little lamb?" Her voice was kind and gentle as she spoke the words, which clearly marked her as insane. The Larval wasn't doing much better, wanting to go on about Kincaid, until the Countess turned and shook her head.

"Stop that. I don't know who that is and you're making me jealous. Who exactly is this Rue woman to you? Are you lovers?"

The Larval stared at her and shook his head. "If only. She's an actress. It doesn't matter. Let's set this up." He looked at Timon and smiled, a soulless thing that sent a chill up his spine. Or would have, if he could have spared attention for things like that.

"Here's the plan then, Timon. May I call you Tim? Anyway, we set a trap for your brother, Torrance Baker, The Great Unknown Factor. My brothers and I did. He came and rescued one of his sluts, but we failed to catch him at all. So we intend to do a little better this time. What we plan to do is use your communications device to contact Tor. Now, it's true, he hasn't been answering his, but if we leave it on, we think he just might eventually. Then, when he speaks, you'll serenade him with screams. If he doesn't come to rescue his poor little brother very, very soon, we'll kill you." He seemed to be staring at something in the distance then, taking at least a minute to refocus on Tim.

Without waiting to be told, the Countess triggered the first sigil on the white device, making it glow blue and seem to hover over the surface, above the others by a bit. It didn't move and no voice came. 

It wouldn't. The first thing almost everyone that could had tried regarding Tor was just using the device, knowing he had one that traveled with him. It was never answered. Tor probably knew that something like this would happen and had gotten rid of the thing, so that the Larval would learn not to try it.

Less than fun for him, being the object lesson, but it made sense. Of course he wasn't getting out of this alive. That was a known thing already. The Countess had to know that if he was ever found at all to have been tortured by her, there would be a war. Timon wasn't certain that was the case, not really, figuring that Count Lairdgren had spare grandchildren, and time to make more. A war ate up a lot of resources and killed your own people. Diplomacy far less so.

His brother wouldn't be coming either. Sure, they were brothers, but they hardly knew each other and Timon knew something that the Larval didn't. The programing that had made his brother a virtual slave had been broken by an ancient King. The man, Cordes, had put his mind into his brother, at least in part. For some reason that hadn't destroyed Tor at all, it had just freed him to be whatever it is he really was. He could leave Timon to die, even horribly, if he had to. Now. He couldn't have before.

There was no need to talk to them about it. They weren't going to suddenly decide that his personal charm outweighed their desire to kill his brother. What he didn't get was why the Countess was taking part. It made some sense, the woman clearly enjoying herself already as he screamed, but she hadn't seemed too thrilled by the idea of war before. At least she'd held most of her troops back.

Because she was in on the attack plan. It clicked, just as the Assassin lengthened his legs another eighth of an inch. He gasped and tears came to his eyes, but he didn't scream this time. That got the man to frown and work the lever more vigorously then, until the other hip made a wet popping sound. It was a white hot pain, the likes of which he'd never imagined at all.

The dark haired man with his boyish and evil looking face looked baffled. "I really would have thought his shoulders would give way first. They normally do. Well, you are a special case, aren't you? A Revered One and all that. Young though. Too bad. If you were older you might have figured out what was going on in time to stop it. Or at least have a chance to escape now. Instead you're just bait. A bit of meat on a hook, to reel in the big fish. Not even important enough for anyone of note to miss." There was a head shake, meant to be mock sympathetic.

He was also supposed to protest about how important he was. That wasn't going to happen. He couldn't stop them from hurting him, or doing anything they wanted, but it wouldn't matter. No one was coming for him... and shouldn't. He smiled then, a pained thing that was probably more of a grimace. The Countess read it right, looking excited for some reason.

"Do you have a thought then Timon? Or are you just enjoying yourself?" She eyed his crotch, her face moving closer to it then, a little kiss on his distended right hip sending agony through his body. "I don't see a reaction yet, maybe you just need some help?"

Her hand moved to his penis, covering it gently, moving in small circles. It didn't do much, since the pain was helping to keep him distracted, so she raised her eyebrows and used her mouth. That worked, unfortunately. In a minute he was hard and in so much pain he could barely feel what she was doing. The Assassin watched him closely and after a few seconds started rocking the winch lever a little, in time with the movements the Countess was making. Each time her mouth came down, a flare of pain moved through him. Then again as pressure was released.

She kept it up long enough that they both had to be getting bored, when his body released, spasming painfully. As if having been waiting for the moment the man turned the lever hard. Timon felt the world go black, rather than seeing it. There was more screaming then, even as his shoulders still didn't slip out of the socket. He also didn't go all the way out.

That he got as close as he did probably had to do with the drugs still in his system. He looked at the Countess and forced a smile, which got her to go still.

"I..." He stared at her, his voice much harsher now than when he'd woken up. "I kind of thought you'd be better than that."

As attempts to be mean went it wasn't very good, but he felt a little rocked and shaken, what with the horrible torture and her forcing herself on him. The only good thing was that as the pain increased, his mind cleared. It didn't do a thing for the discomfort, but he was starting to be able to think again. If he survived long enough he could go into a combat rage and...

Pull himself apart on the chains. No, he needed a better strategy than that. Unless nothing else was left. No matter what he wasn't going to be the bait they wanted, even if he had to kill himself to stop it. As if not wanting to let the momentum drop the Assassin and the Countess did other things to him then. Nothing nearly as bad, for a while at least. He was slapped a lot by the woman, much of that on the groin. She seemed to find it funny when he grunted, even as shooting pains made his stomach cramp up. The Larval did something completely different and pulled out a tiny needle, like the ones that doctors sometimes used, and injected something into his neck.

The Countess stared at the man, looking nearly angry finally.

"To control pain?"

Holding the now empty thing up, showing it had all been used, the Larval smiled again.

"No, to the contrary, this is pure pain. In a few moments it will begin, a burning inside his veins that nothing will slake or mitigate. It is said to be the most painful thing on the planet. Eventually most die from it. I doubt he will, being what he is. Not as long as we give him water regularly. Are you ready Timon? This is going to be very instructive I think."

As it turned out, he wasn't ready for it at all. About five minutes into it he was ready to beg for death it was so horrible. Everything was agony. As if to amuse herself the Countess started stroking and sucking him again, over and over. He didn't sleep, or relax or feel anything except the desire to die. He knew time passed, since they had to take turns watching him. Even Nora grew bored with it after a while, not playing with him anymore at all. Instead she took to telling him about what was going to happen next.

"When he answers his device, we need you to scream. To beg for him to come and save you, but you've stopped doing anything but moaning a little. That will hardly do. So what I'm going to do is take my big sharp knife, and as soon as it's time, I'm going to cut you. Do you know where I'm going to do that?" Her hand played at his groin again, which this time didn't betray him. It hadn't in a while, since it was all associated with pure pain now.

"That's right. I'm not going to be quick either. I'm going to do it slowly, explaining to your brother what it is that I'm doing to you, one little bit at a time. Sawing back and forth until you're no longer a man. I'm not even going to leave your cock. All of it is going to go. Then we'll burn it shut, so that you can never use it again. It will kill you, but slowly, over days, the bad water not able to get out. Doesn't that sound interesting?"

It hurt too much to answer, so he didn't, feeling bored with her anyway. He really doubted that he'd feel it anyway. The Larval hadn't lied at all. It was about the worst pain a body could feel. She repeated herself several times, until the Larval came back. He was slightly more entertaining at least, not trying to threaten him at all.

"You really are a strong one, you know that? I'd let you go if I could, but I need your brother. He'll destroy the world if we don't kill him and us Larval are the only ones that can. I know it isn't fair to drag you into this, but please understand, this isn't about things as small as you and I, this is for the world." He didn't sound all that sane, true, but at least his insanity was fresh and ever changing.

The next time the Countess came she brought her knife with her, sharpened it and then made small cuts on the bottom of his scrotum. There was a flash of pain, which he barely noticed and then the woman ran from the room. He looked down, to see if there was anything left of him. There was, but it did not look good. Flesh hung to the side of his member, blood pouring out. She'd removed about half of what was there, still hanging on, but a pool of blood was forming under him. He thought that was the case at least.

He smiled.

Death was one way out after all. The dead didn't scream and couldn't be hurt, he didn't think. The Larval came back, and assassin or not, he knew how to hold a body together well enough to stop the bleeding.

"Stupid cunt." The man worked quickly as the woman dithered in the background. "We still need him. It's one thing to threaten to unman someone, but if you do it, they'll fight on a level that you can't imagine. Never take away everything. Never make it so that the only answer is death." He finished his work in silence and stood back, glaring. "If I'd known you were a mental defective I would have gone with one of my other options. Tried to take his sister or mother. I would have, if all our data didn't show that this is the one Tor actually likes."

They discussed the merits of different kinds of torture for a long while, as he tried not to writhe overly. If he were a better builder, he could have freed himself, he thought. A cutter or explosive weapon in the right place might do it. If he were in less pain, he could have tried. Or even gone into a rage. His mind just wouldn't let him. He struggled to just try not to think then. It was impossible, but the only thing he had left. He was going to die. But first he had one thing that needed to be done.

Timon had to protect his brother.

There wasn't a lot that he could do that way, and it might not be needed at all given that it had been days already. The only kindness was that the pain was finally starting to recede. It wasn't a sudden thing, and he wasn't certain it was real at first, but as he stopped thinking, and finally did a decent job of it, his sense of things slowly moved away from him. It was still there, but distant now. Maybe the drug was wearing off. Maybe it was just the focus he finally managed.

They made a mistake, after some time. It was a simple enough thing really. The Larval needed to sleep, like anyone else and the Countess got hungry and went for a meal. It was decently clear that no one was coming for him, and that his brother, as she liked to put it, just didn't love him as much as they thought.

It wasn't a huge thing that he'd managed, not really. It was just a simple cutter. One that was about eight inches long. Not a huge weapon or anything. It had taken him... A very long time, lying as he was, still bound. He'd linked it to the cuff of his right wrist, so that when activated it could reach the chain. That was all. From there he could cut the others. Provided he could move enough. He didn't hurt anymore, his mind feeling slow and dead in its total focus. They'd made a mistake, leaving him too long like that.

With a single thought he had the first chain free, the invisible line of movement that caused things on the smallest level of being to go two directions, directly away from a center line, working without any resistance at all. Even through the trance he'd been living in it hurt, the sudden release of pressure. It meant he was truly damaged, no doubt. He moved anyway, since it didn't matter if he lived through it, he just had to finish his plan. It really wasn't about surviving after all. It hadn't been since he'd taken the first sip of Nora's poisoned wine, most likely.

The second chain rattled a little as it fell, cut well away from his wrist. Otherwise he risked cutting it off. That wouldn't do at all. Not before he finished everything. The next part would be harder, he realized. He couldn't sit up. Not even rolling to one side first, his legs unmoving now. Timon had to cut those lines too. Then he could die. That was his only goal, to be free before he went. A simple thing that gave him hope. 

He turned the cutter off, since doing otherwise would mean dying too soon. It took a very long time for him to manage anything like a seated position. It wasn't the pain, he was past that for the moment. No, it was just the fact that he could barely move at all. By rocking to his right side and pushing with his arms as hard as he could he slipped around until he was upright. There was no way for him to reach the chains though. They were just too far away. It was clear he just couldn't do it.

Not by taking the metal links off. His legs, those were much closer. A cutter didn't even hurt at all. He smiled and got ready to make an awkward slice at the knees when the Countess came back, a sandwich in her right hand. She froze in the door.

"What?" Running at him she grabbed his right arm, which was a mistake, since the cutter blade separated her right hand from her wrist with a thought. Blood splashed on him as she screamed. Then, with a lazy wave he got her head to split in half. It silenced her instantly. The top of her head slid off at an angle, as she fell to the floor. There wasn't much time left he realized, since the Larval was running in, a weapon in his hand. He'd die free. It was all he had.

Tim made the cuts, his body not moving even as the blood started to pour out. It wouldn't take long. It was done. Timon wasn't in chains anymore. As a bonus the Larval ran right up to him, his face shocked when he realized what had happened.

"You... cut off your own legs?"

Another man spoke then, very calmly.

"Looks like it. It's hard to keep someone a prisoner if they're truly committed to leaving a place."

The voice from behind him was a surprise. He'd really thought they were all alone in the place. There was a sudden movement in the air as the Larval tried to spin, showing Tim his back. It was a clumsy move on his part, but he swung at the man's back making a single cut across his spine. It didn't take him down, or stop him from moving, since he wasn't a human, being made to take more damage than that.

It did seem to distract the man long enough for Count Lairdgren to move in and finish the Assassin, in a way that Tim couldn't see at all.

Then, blessedly, Timon Baker died.

Or should have. Instead he woke to even more pain, a silent agony as every cell of his body tried to heal at once, undoing more damage than should have been possible. He didn't scream. After everything he doubted that he could anymore, that was a thing he'd locked away so hard it just didn't come now. Instead he opened his eyes, seeing that the leg chains had been removed and that he both had toes and could wiggle them, if feebly. It took a long time to heal and several bodies came in to the space, most of them being people he didn't know at all, dressed in green outfits and carrying strange weapons as well as magical ones.

"Can you move?" This came from a hard looking woman wearing an unusual helmet, her eyes covered, showing only the lower part of her face. It made her look pretty unusual. Lights blinked on the left hand side, two amber in color and one blue.

Timon didn't bother answering, standing instead, his weight almost making him go to the ground. He had a healing amulet on, sitting around his neck. The bandages on his groin were still there.

"My gear." He mumbled it as he walked, looking around for it. True it hadn't been in the room at all as far as he knew, the whole time. He just didn't know where else to look for it. His Austran compact was there, and so was the communications device, the single name glowing at the top.

A man he didn't know looked inside the drawer of the low table they were sitting on and started pulling things out. It seemed to all be there, except his shield. That one he found at the back of the wooden thing, stuck on a large splinter. He put that on first and just activated it, wanting to be safe before anything else. Then he had to turn it off to get his clothing on.

There seemed to be fourteen people with the Count and they all moved as a single unit, making hand gestures to communicate, as well as using strange simple words. Timon wasn't up to running, but put on his Not-flyer and managed to keep up, even going up the stairs. Once outside he fought his Fast Craft free and set it up, making sure it didn't have any seats in it. They took up room and he had too many people.

The Count nodded, but moved into the pilot's position without asking, gesturing for him to take the other front one. The rest of the people sat on the floor, huddled close together. For a long time no one spoke, which was fine, since he was still healing. There was one final flare of pain from his groin, which he hoped meant that was healed and would work again. He shuddered as he remembered the flayed chunk of flesh, gushing blood. He tried to close his eyes to block it out, but the image didn't leave, only getting stronger in the dark. After a bit he let his mind go blank again.

After a bit there was a growl from the back, a woman that he thought might be the one with covered eyes.

"We should fucking kill this whole county, bunch of fucking traitors." A few others seemed to agree with her.

The man next to him just flew the craft with total concentration, ignoring what they said, his jaw clenched.

It surprised him, but Timon found himself speaking anyway.

"No. It was the Countess. Nora Alan. Her and one Larval, trying to draw my brother out. It didn't work, which I could have told them before they started. The people here didn't know about it. I don't think so." There was something about the servants being sent away. It was a little hazy. The promise to cut him until he was smooth was still there, but that... Not so much.

"I... how long?" It felt like weeks, maybe longer. The answer from Count Lairdgren surprised him. For one thing he'd been almost certain the man wasn't going to speak at all.

"Three days. When she didn't hear from you Duchess Keene contacted Richard and informed him he was instructed to send the army. He's actually moving it, by the way. It was just taking too long, so we came to see if you might need a hand."

Timon nodded, "thank you all then. Three days? It felt like longer."

No one asked him to recount the experience, so he didn't just not thinking at all, until the craft set down next to a grass covered hill. It was small for that, until he looked over and saw that it had a door.

"My house." The Count waited for the rest of the people to climb out, then spoke softly. "I know that this has been a very horrible experience for you. If... when you need to talk about it, I'm here to listen. No one gets to be as old as I have without some very bad things happening to them. You're welcome to stay here for as long as you need."

Timon grunted and then forced a smile.

"What's a little torture, horrible pain medicine and rape, right? At least it wasn't the Larval doing it. So much for a romantic first time though. Didn't even bring in roses or candles. Did feed me dinner first, so there's that. Poisoned. Well, drugged. Something tailored to me? I didn't use my detector, but I was told it wouldn't have worked anyway." He was starving, which the talk of food made very central to him.

"Looks like we won't need the military yet. Can I beg some food? Then I need to get back to the Capital and check in with everyone. After that I have to go to Vagus and Austra. I'll sleep before that, if I can."

He waited for the man to tell him it was alright to be weak and cry, but he didn't have tears in him anymore. No doubt he would later, but for now he had other things to do. Like fighting a war with whoever the heir to Alan was. That part was a relief, since it turned out that the woman didn't have anyone close. It would go to an extended cousin that wasn't overly friendly with her at all.

"Good. I have other things to do. Like killing Count Rodriguez." Not that he could do it right then. The one thing that being held against his will had showed him was that he was too unskilled still. "I need to learn to fight. Weapons and unarmed. Building too. Making that cutter would have been a lot more helpful if I could have done it the first day, instead of the third." The pain injection hadn't helped, but his doing it showed that it was possible. If he had to do it again at that moment, it would be finished faster.

From now on he wasn't going to be as lazy as he had been. To that end he forced his mind to go silent, which meant he didn't talk as the Count led him into his strange looking house. There was a heavy vegetable stew delivered by the woman that had worn the visor.

"I'm Brenda. Roughly your cousin, more or less." She handed him a wooden spoon to eat it with and some bread that was a little too chewy. He ate mechanically, remembering to thank her by rote after that.

"Alright, I'm off then. Palace first." It wasn't where he was going, but Lairdgren would figure that out soon enough. After all, Tim had to have information too, and the King, while not a horrible person, didn't care to give him any. Not really. Dean Hardgrove however might be a little more forthcoming.

Especially if he was wearing a truth amulet at the time and...

The man couldn't be forced, or likely bribed into talking. No, that wasn't a good plan at all. The King was in the same mold, plus heavily guarded. There was no one that would tell him anything, was there.

Except possibly Tor. Or, maybe Trice, if he could find her.

He didn't say goodbye, going outside and climbing into his vehicle, wincing when he realized he'd forgotten to take it with him. It made sense that he'd be absent minded for a while, it just couldn't be allowed.

He didn't go anywhere really, just straight up into the air, hovering, his right hand still on the control knob. It took a bit of care to work the communications device out and a little bit of thought to figure out who it was he wanted. After a few seconds he realized that it would be the second non-named sigil. The first would be one Tor used, knowing it was possible, the second, that would be for someone the King and Queen figured they'd need to talk to pretty regularly. Someone that was important to the Kingdom, but who needed to be mobile.

There were several people it could have been, but most of those had their names printed in lights above the single black line marked on the device. It was kind of telling from what he'd seen of her. She always wore black when she could.

He hit the sigil and waited. She might not answer, since his sigil wouldn't be one she knew about, unless the King told her that it was him for a reason. That was just possible. His new service was useful to spies after all.

Finally she spoke, the voice unfamiliar and younger sounding than he remembered it from years past. For a few seconds he froze, not certain it was the right person at all.

"Patricia Morgan?"

"Um, yes. Who is this?"

"Timon Baker. We need to meet." His voice sounded calm and certain, rather older than it had even a week before. It was her turn to hesitate then.

"Sorry, I'm not certain which one of you that is..."

Fair enough, there were eleven of them in all and all their names started with the same letter.

"Weasel."

"Weasel? Is he... Tor is..."

"No word, this is about something very different. Can we meet?" If not he'd have to figure out something else, but it would take more time.

After a time that was far longer than he liked, there was a sigh. "We can. I'm not in a perfect situation for it. I'm in a little town called Bartok. It's about eighty miles outside of Galasia. Kind of hard to find..."

He didn't sigh or roll his eyes. If she thought about it she'd figure out that he could find it. Former delivery agent after all.

"I'll be there in an hour. Where do you want to meet, by the central square?"

They decided on the main tavern for some reason. That would be fine. They could leave from there to talk after all.

"I'll be there directly."
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It was a strange property of the healing amulets that his brother had made, that once used they both took a lot of personal energy, depending on how much was needed to be healed, and left a person feeling awake and refreshed at the same time. At the moment, as he flew through the air to the southwest, it meant that Timon felt fine. 

Also like he should die.

There was nothing left inside him. He'd never realized it before, but all life needed at least a bit of... something, to make it happen. A spark of hope, a glimmer of energy to get you through to the next thing that made life seem like it had a reason. In that moment he knew that had been taken from him in that damn dungeon. Nora Alan had taken a lot more from him than the evil bitch could have known she was doing. She'd tried to strip him of hope, and of innocence. She intended for that to end with his life being gone, but what she managed to do was leave an empty husk that just looked like him.

He shook and had to land well away from the little town, his hand refusing to allow him to just fly in as he intended. He settled in the woods and put the Fast Craft away, the silver mirrored square seeming overdone and garish suddenly. The scent of the fresh air was cloying, like pine and dirt, sticking to the inside of his nose. It had rained not too long before, and everything was a little wet.

There was no reason why he did it, not in particular, but he carefully took down his trousers and looked at the bandages that had been left there by the Larval. That black eyed demon that had made him hurt more than was possible. It was mainly red and brown, sticking to the thin new hair that had grown there, pulling at times, reminding him of what had happened. He moved carefully, not wanting more pain, but needed the thing to be off. A sudden fear took him, wondering what ruin was left underneath it.

It took a long time, his fingers made clumsy by fear, the bandages having to be unwrapped, not having a knife. Not that he could have used one so close to himself right now. Just thinking about it made him shake harder, sobbing. No tears ran down his face at least. Why that was, Tim couldn't say. It just didn't happen.

The hair being ripped out hurt, until he made his mind go away, becoming empty again, like he had on that table. Finally he could see it, what was left of him down there. It was perfectly normal. That was both a relief and hard to believe. He kept expecting it to burst open and bleed. That got attention focused on his legs, which went weak, feeling like he couldn't hold himself up suddenly. They'd been off and now they were back on. Healed by the people in the room that had saved him.

Too late.

He'd been ruined already in that room, and couldn't just go back to being what he was now. There was no way. The only thing making it bearable at all was his empty mind and not thinking about it. Pretending it hadn't been something that happened to him. It was though and he couldn't stop it. It was in his head. A corruption.

It occurred to him then that Petra Ward had done better than this. She'd endured more and had seemed so strong afterwards, doing what she had to, instead of feeling sorry for herself. She was older than he was, but that didn't matter. It was his turn to be strong now. Somehow.

Fixing his clothing he transformed it into a green and brown silk and leather outfit, with tan boots and a small Two Bends delivery badge. Then he dug out his flying rig, the thing comfortable on his hand, resting on the back, a copper plate with a worn acid etched bird on it. The leather thong was a little tight, but he didn't care, since that meant it wouldn't slip by accident. He tapped it by habit and took off, flying toward Bartok as fast as he could that way, the ground seeming to crawl under him, thousands of feet below. It took about fifteen minutes to get there and when he landed in the mud pit they claimed to be a square, he made a bit of a stir. It was a small place, but even people there had gotten deliveries from time to time, so they knew what it meant. He walked straight to the tavern, dodging pigs and a single goat on the way.

Why they were meeting in a place like that, Tim didn't know. It was a shack made of loose and gapping boards, the cracks stuffed with mud and straw, but without the care and elegance that could have made it nice. Galasia had mud walls, but did it right, making it a thing of beauty. These people didn't even bother adding the few feet of roof to the sides that would make it a permanent structure. Inside, it smelled, mainly of alcohol and the desperate stink of broken dreams.

That last bit, he realized, while probably true, might also just be due to the fact that half the people in the place didn't wash too regularly. Finding a table he sat and waited, not knowing what Trice would be up to, or if she'd really show at all. It hadn't taken him a long time to work out who she really was in the whole scheme of things, or part of it at least, so it wouldn't shock him to find out that she might not feel free to meet with a boy that called out of the blue.

The serving woman that came was a short woman with light hair and missing a tooth in the front. She smiled at him anyway, her chest going out just a little bit, the shirt she wore didn't have shoulders on it and the top of her breasts showed. He started to cringe at the sight, then forced a smile.

Nora had done that to him, and she'd meant to, hadn't she? In her... insanity, she'd made women seem bad to him in that way. That couldn't be left to stand. If he didn't fight against that, she won, even after he killed her.

"Hello sweetie. Can I get you anything?" Her voice was polite and slightly bored sounding, for all that she was staring at him as if he might be something good to eat. It seemed predatory, but, he realized, she wasn't trying to do anything more than get an extra tip from him.

"Something to drink that isn't horrible and won't leave me too drunk to fly. Please." He worked out a silver and handed it to her, watching her eyes go wide. Probably because it was a lot to hand to a person you didn't know in a place like this.

"Yes, sir." There was a sly look to her face then, which either meant she was planning to rob him of his change or figured that he was trying to get her into bed. Timon didn't really care what she thought, he just waited. When she came back the woman tried to give him eight coppers back, a wooden pitcher of soft cider sitting next to two cups. He hadn't asked for that, but it was fine, since he really was expecting someone. She obviously got that.

"Keep the rest of it." Once that would have been him playing at being the big man, but now he just didn't care at all. The woman held the coins, which would probably be nearly what she made in a week and then tried to hand them back again. "Are you certain sure, I don't want to trouble you..."

He looked at the woman, who couldn't be more than a few years older than he was, he realized, her face plain and lightly freckled. For a second he felt horrible for her, being made to work in a place like this and nearly just dumped every remaining coin he had with him on her, telling her to run away and make a better life for herself. Then he realized it didn't matter. She had the best life that she could get for herself right now and no amount of gold and silver would really change it.

"It's fine, you keep that." He poured a half glass of the juice and waited, just in case Trice actually decided to show.

He was there for nearly two hours before she walked in, her clothing plain looking enough, like a minor merchant, using ribbons to pretend she was a fine lady, her top decorated with them in six different colors. At first he couldn't tell if they were real or not, but after a bit he could see that she had the bulge of amulets around her neck, like he did. The clothing was magical, so that meant she wasn't trying to really impress anyone, just make it seem like she was.

The tall woman, who was only about six-four, thankfully, settled across from him, her eyes on him as if trying to communicate something with him in particular.

"You have a message for me?"

That would make sense, him being a messenger, as far as his clothing went, but he didn't have anything prepared. She clearly didn't want to be recognized as herself, he didn't think, so he hesitated. The door behind them opened again, and a voice rang out.

"Patty! There you are, I thought I saw you come in here. We don't really have coin for..." The voice was piping and high pitched, slightly nasal. When Timon turned to look he noticed that the form was also small and slightly bent on the right side. A dwarf with a hunch. The face wasn't clear to him until the door behind him closed, and even then Tim wouldn't have seen him very clearly in the dim space. Not until he came over to the table, looking a little scared.

Of him.

The man took in the fine clothing of his uniform, and glanced down at his own, which wasn't horrible, but had the look of someone that had decent things, but only one or two outfits. A few food stains could be seen, even though it was clear that the fellow was clean and reasonably tidy. His nose was like a potato, true, but the hair was brushed and the skin free of dirt.

Trice winced and closed her eyes, swallowing hard. It was as if something inside her broke then, for a moment, though that really could have been his imagination. The dwarf was smaller than he was by a half head, so it wasn't his brother in disguise or anything like that.

Looking around she spoke in a low voice.

"Surely you recognize your brother? Weasel." There was a pause as if she expected it to all fall apart on her. Like the universe was going to fall in.

That looked to be the case for a few seconds as the little man stiffened and looked ready to run, at least until he started to try and fight to get something out of his pocket. Trice held out her right hand, trying to stop the man.

For his part Timon just shrugged.

"I took your advice Tor and went back to using my given name of Timon for professional reasons. Weasel sounds like a little kid trying to act tough. Mother wants me to send her love if I see you. Here, have a seat." He raised his hand and gestured at the server, who smiled at him, even with his strange new friends. "Another soft cider please? An extra cup for my brother too."

The small form froze, his panicked face trained on the woman instead of him, looking betrayed for some reason. Then he sat, looking so miserable that Tim felt sorry for him. That made sense. It was a crime to impersonate a noble. One that normally ended in death. If Trice said they were brothers though, there was a reason. What that was he didn't know yet. Honestly he didn't care either.

There was a low moan then.

"I'm all done, aren't I?" He shook his head slowly, making a disgusted face. "Patty, I'm not the Wizard Tor, not the Troll of Galasia or anything I said I was. I just found that chest of stuff on the side of the road and used it to do those things. There was that girl, and no one else would help her, so I lied and said that I was important so that I could get help for her. People heard me, not just the bandits, so I couldn't just tell the truth."

There was a long shuttering breath as the man shook his head.

"No, it was worse than that. I didn't want to tell the truth, because for once in my life I was someone important. Now everyone will find out... I suppose you'll hate me now too. I'm sorry Patty. I wanted to be your friend. I've... No pretty girls have ever talked to me before. I'll leave..." He got up to do that, but Trice put her hand on his arm.

"I already knew all that Gerent. This however, really is Timon Baker, and if he says you're his brother, I doubt that anyone will doubt you overly. Isn't that right?" She nodded helpfully, so that he'd know how to answer it seemed. It was too obvious, but he shrugged.

The little man looked confused, then scared again. Finally he shook his head.

"No, I can't do this anymore. And going around telling people that you're Ducharina Morgan... We can get in real trouble for it. I might swing for it, but I can't let you. I..." It was so plain that he was about to say he loved her that even the serving girl noticed it as she settled the new pitcher on the table. Timon gave her another silver and made himself smile at her again.

"Patty... I..."

The man didn't finish the words. It was awkward enough that Timon felt a sense of relief about that too, though Trice looked pleased that he'd gotten that close.

He shook his head and poured the fake Tor a tumbler of juice and then one for Trice. After that he looked around and rubbed at his face, which reminded him for some reason of a giant Larval assassins face hovering over his own, which got him to wince, hard. Trice noticed and her demeanor changed, looking slightly angry for a second.

"Timon, this isn't-" She started to speak, but he stood and started to leave, feeling like the whole thing was a mistake. She clearly had something going on here and he didn't want to get in the way.

Then he stopped. His weakness couldn't keep him from doing what he had to. He couldn't give in now.

"Tor... Patty and I need to talk about something. Alone. She'll be back in a bit, I'm sure. I'll tell everyone you send your love." He waved at the tall, curly haired woman and walked out, not really caring if she followed or not. Then he walked toward the woods on the edge of town. It took a while, since it was in a clearing, but when he turned around she was standing there, looking at him. Her face dark.

"This isn't what it seems." She was tense and staring at him as if he'd made an accusation.

"You mean you aren't using some hapless man who's never had anything worth having before, that lucked into a few left over amulets and has a bit of a big mouth, to try and draw out Larval assassins so you can kill them before they find Tor? What are you really doing then?" He stopped and shook his head, but the woman sighed.

"Alright, I am doing that. I meant that I wasn't trying to steal Tor's life. He told me to help Gerent, before he left. He really is a good person. He fought a gang of bandits to get back a little girl stolen from a pig farmer. By himself. Then he sold some of the stuff he found to make sure she'd be taken care of well. You have to admit, it's exactly like what Tor would have done in the same situation. Well, he'd probably have done a better job of fighting, but we can leave the comedic parts out of the story. The point is it was damned selfless and heroic."

Tim nodded.

"Fine, I'll back Gerent's story then, if anyone asks. There's a plot to overthrow the Royal family, the Larval are aiding the nobles doing it. Petra Ward was taken and tortured by Count Rodriguez. We got her back and hid her. The King has asked that Count Ward not go to war yet, to hide the fact that she's alive. I need to have information about him. I'm going to kill him." He didn't have to explain which one he was going to kill at least.

"But the King said..." She looked away, arms crossed in the chill air.

"The King can go and fuck himself. If you take my friends, and try to kill my brother, I'm going to take your life. These nobles are escalating, the Larvals helping them. Countess Alan... She and a Larval..." It was too hard to say the words, too embarrassing and scary. He had to though. He needed information and he couldn't afford to let those two make him weak. "Trice, they took me. The Countess invited me to dinner, then used a special drug to get past the poison detector. Not that I even used mine, moron that I am. I was told that later. They tortured me for three days. I nearly died." He sobbed a bit, but didn't cry. He couldn't.

"Oh Timon!" She moved to hold him, to make it better somehow, but his shield kicked on, his subconscious mind viewing the approach as a possible attack. It stung her enough she moved back and gasped, eyes going wide.

"It wasn't just name calling that they did. I can't talk about it yet, but I can find that bastard Rodriguez and make him pay. Will you help me or not?" There was a coldness to his words that hadn't been there before. He didn't want to seem demanding, but there wasn't time to play around. If they didn't send a message soon, more people would be taken.

"Why Rodriguez? Shouldn't you go after Countess Alan? It will be expensive to have it done, but I... might be able to have them killed."

He shook his head looking down at the ground.

"No. I killed Nora Alan earlier today. Trice, I haven't even slept. Count Lairdgren freed me less than four hours ago. Six now. Got there just in time to kill the Larval. They were planning to use my communications device to draw Tor in and then torture me. As bait. He never answered." There was a little bitterness in his words, he knew.

It made sense that his brother wouldn't, since not being available to the Larval meant that his people were more protected than not, even if he lost a few to begin with. It was a hard game, but one that had to be played. It still felt like a betrayal. Tor was supposed to help him, not just the other way around. That's what family meant.

"Anyway, I'm going to kill Rodriguez myself. If I wanted the Assassins Guild to do it I'd go and find a Sorvee, not you." The words slipped out, sounding a little angry, but Trice blinked.

"You... Know about that?" She didn't ask who told him, but he rolled his eyes anyway.

"Trice. Yes. I know about a lot of things. That part was funny, they didn't even think to ask me anything when they did it. They didn't think I'd know anything. They didn't even try to get my recipe for winter cakes. Their loss." It came out sounding almost like a joke. It was a good sign, he hoped.

It took her a few minutes of pacing around still holding her left arm in her right hand, before she turned on him again frowning.

"Why come to me? I mean, I'll do what I can, but if you aren't looking to have the work done for you, what do you think I can do?"

He snorted at her derisively.

"Oh, gee, let's see... Tell me if this sounds familiar to you. The King, after years of having his spy master, Kyle Hardgrove, owned by Count Lairdgren, decided to try and replace the man. Not using any kind of diabolical method, just by having a young replacement trained up and groomed for the position from near childhood. His own niece, so there's a nice bit of nepotism there that even the Count can't easily undo. So for years you've been being worked into place inside both of the main spy networks. Probably being tugged between the Count and the King too. That about right? I'm sure I'm missing a few things, like what they did with Tor and you, but..." He waited, his eyes feeling tired suddenly. Healed or not, he needed food and sleep.

He did not look forward to either now. Any food he ate could be poisoned and sleep meant not being able to watch what was going on around him.

The woman stood in front of him, her arms going to her sides in shock.

"Fuck. Who told you all this? Lairdgren? I know that Tor doesn't know. I mean, he gets that I work for Uncle Richard, but not the rest of it."

The funny thing was that she seemed serious about him divulging who it was that told him, as if anyone would have.

"So, are you going to help or not? I need to know who he's likely to be working with. I can think of a hundred ways to kill the man, but..."

"No." She tried to put a hand on his shoulder but the shield stopped the move, getting her to nod. "I mean, yes, of course I'll help, but you can't just kill the man. You need to find out what he knows. It's more dangerous, but if you can take him, get him to talk first, then make the body vanish... It's going to start problems, but the King will be a lot less angry about it if you know what the Count does first. You shouldn't go behind his back. Uncle Richard hates that." 

Who wouldn't. Of course going to him would probably mean the man telling him no.

"I don't work for him. I don't work for anyone but myself. Not really."

There was a few minutes of silence, an abstract look on her face. He spent the time not thinking at all himself, since it was easier that way to keep on living.

"Timon, what you want to do is dangerous, but don't make an enemy out of Uncle Richard. He's a good man, and may not go along with you, but avenging Petra Ward isn't a good enough reason for you to start a war with an entire Kingdom."

It was true enough. He gave her a nod, still knowing that the man was going to die, one way or the other.

She smiled sweetly, the look more than a little sad.

"Do you love her?"

"What?"

"Petra, do you love her? Normally people don't go and try to kill Counts for light reasons. It's far too dangerous. All those armies and angry heirs that will be worried that they're next if they don't fight. It's pretty much what keeps the peace."

"No, I don't love her. I hardly know her at all. That isn't the point. I don't know how to explain it. I saw her, broken and bent, bleeding and covered in a half dozen kinds of filth. It's enough of a reason. It doesn't matter. It's what I'm going to do."

She sighed mightily, for affect and then let her head come up just a little, as if a decision had been reached inside.

"Fine. Think about it first though and give yourself enough time to plan and do it right. Go to the King and at least give him a chance to say no, or offer advice. You might be surprised what he's willing to try if you go in with a good plan."

They made arrangements to stay in touch, since she liked the idea of having his fast transport services on tap.

"I mean, I have my own Fast Carriage, but you know, having servants is always useful, for those times I don't want to bother with things myself." She winked at him, then realized that being playful might not be the most welcome thing at the moment. Sobering she shrugged. "I can't afford your rates though. Do I get a discount for being so cute?"

He nodded.

"Sure. But since you already can use your family discount that won't help you much."

Smiling she started to reach out again, but stopped short, her face falling a bit.

"That's sweet, but I don't know that being your brother's girlfriend should count."

"It does. Still, Mark is working for me as a pilot, so that works too. I know that your parents are planning to use it... I kind of left them stuck the other day, I was supposed to get them to the palace, but... You know." He felt bad about it, which didn't make sense at all. He clenched his teeth, anger starting to run through him again at the thought. It didn't trigger a rage, because he dropped it after a few seconds and went totally blank.

"What? My brother Mark? But he's..."

Timon felt too tired to explain it all, so he just told her part of it.

"No combat rage in other lands. He's doing most of the overseas stuff. So far it's working out pretty well. Anyway, I need to leave. I'll be in touch. Let me know if you need me for anything. I can't promise I'll be around all the time, since I have some things to do overseas too, but if I can, I'll be there for you."

"We'll talk soon. Don't... Timon... Don't let this break you. I know that it seems like everything is over, but it isn't. You're strong and will come back from this."

He nodded and turned to walk into the woods then, not saying goodbye. He wasn't sure that he really would come back from it at all, but that was the smallest part of things now. He had a goal and that was all he needed. Then, when that one was done, he'd find the next one and so on. It wasn't hope for a better life, but it would get him through the day.

Or not.

He didn't change his clothing, but did set up his craft and then changed it to be a dull cloud gray. It was subdued and boring, but matched his mood. Then he left, going home. To his place, outside the Capital, near the river. It was an hour and a half before he got there, not having pushed things overly. Then, once inside he barred and locked the door, closed all the shutters and laid on one of the four beds in the back, awake in the dark for hours. Not thinking at all.

He didn't know if he slept, but if so it was one without memorable dreams. When he came out it was the next day, early. Not knowing what to do, he went to see Glaren and see if there was any food to be had, finding that all the servants were in the place and a full meal was being prepared. No one seemed to be treating him any differently, which was nice. He tried to smile and not let them know that he wasn't a real person anymore. Food was placed in front of him, and he ate with a will, knowing that he had to replace what had been taken from him. It was all good, but it was hard to get enough food down, his interest going long before the food was done.

Collette smiled at him, her hand going to his shoulder, not triggering his shield, thankfully. She settled in next to him, her face bright and happy looking.

"There you are. No one knew where you'd gotten to for days. We have a lot of work lined up. For some reason everyone called here to do that. I set it up for you to pick people up starting later today, is that alright? I can call people back and..." She had a list in front of her. One with a map that showed the best route to get people. He looked at it and nodded.

"I can do this. Sorry I was out of touch. We can cover why later. If we have to I mean. Right now I need to go and get Lyn and Dorgal... And I really need to find Marco Sorvee. He's supposed to stand for his cousin and I haven't even asked him yet. If I have to find someone else it's going to be a pain." He covered the slight feeling of being overwhelmed by taking a bite of honey soaked pancake. It bought him time to recover a little.

Collette, being part goddess it seemed, located Marco in about fifteen minutes. He was in Thorgood, playing for the Countess, who was coming in later that day and seemed more than happy to bring him along. She ran a lot of the slow transport fleet after all. That wasn't a fair thing to call it really. It wasn't coast to coast in a few hours, but it was still less than a day for that distance.

A lot of people were starting to use it, since it was a lot more economical than going by carriage even. The ones paying him for extra speed and comfort paid more, but they also got picked up at their own door, instead of meeting at only a few cities around the Kingdom. There were tradeoffs. Still, a moderately successful tradesman could afford the one gold it cost to fly with the Thorgood fleet. Less in a lot of cases. She'd gotten most of her gear for free, so it was pure profit for her. She also employed more people doing it her way.

As Collette settled next to him again, she grabbed half a piece of toast. She was wearing a nice dress in light blue and tan, which covered her from neck to ankle, since it was early in the day and the woman was working, not trying to pick up potential mates or get information out of unsuspecting men. Or women. He focused on his own food for a while until he heard her say something that got his full attention.

"Count Rodriguez is all the way down south, so I had to have him come in on a flight alone. He's bringing two of his people with him, but is paying full rate for them." Her words were almost absent in tone, as if it didn't matter at all, even though it was the most important thing he'd heard in a long time. "Morgan is scheduled for the pick-up, since we didn't know where you'd gotten to. Mark is doing the pick-ups from overseas. Lyn and Dorgal will be here later today, if all goes well." It took a while to make it all out, but if he could arrange for another pilot...

"I'm going to get my sister Tiera in on this. She can do most of the east coast pick-ups for us. I'll do Rodriguez myself, later tonight." Now he had to convince the girl to do the work. She owed him, but that didn't mean a lot, did it? It was a lie that family came first. Tor hadn't even picked up the communications device.

That wasn't fair though. Count Lairdgren had come for him, even though it might have started a war. It wasn't something he'd expected at all. Worse, for all his dark thoughts, he knew that Tor shouldn't have come for him. It wasn't fair and he started shaking a little, which got Collette to reach out and feel his forehead. It was exactly the right temperature of course, since he had a personal temperature control amulet on.

"Have you been sick or..." She looked away and shook her head slowly. "I'm... not trying to judge, and it's natural for a boy away from home to experiment with new things, but too much drinking or doing drugs... it doesn't fit with your duties." There was no hint of actual disapproval in her words, just caution.

He nodded, almost taking her offered way out. Lying about things wouldn't help him in the long run, he didn't think. Secrets made things worse. He'd seen that over and again in his travels. Most problems in the world seemed to be sixty-percent secrets and thirty percent drink. The rest was stupidity.

"Sorry, no. I was... kidnapped and tortured. For three days. Healing amulet fixed the worst of it, but... my mind isn't right yet. I can't talk about it all right now. Can you get Mark to swing over and get Petra? Brown too. Tell him I want some of that pain inducing medicine the Larval used on me."

There was silence for a long time, then the pretty blonde got up without speaking. Timon used the time to finish eating, not wanting to, hating each bite, wondering if it was tainted and would be the thing that made him fall asleep, leading to more torture.

To distract himself he made a plan. First to the palace, then to Lairdgren school since he had two people there to see. His sister probably wasn't going to be glad to see him at all. Then... He needed to set up someplace where he wouldn't be found. He had a cottage left to use for it, which was almost too bright and cheery for the purpose he intended. He thought it would work at least. After a while the Baronetta came back, her face looking harder than he'd ever seen it.

"I set what you wanted in motion. Mark will make the pick-up, as you asked, if people will come. We can't contact anyone in the other lands, but I'm sure that Petra will come. I won't ask what you intend, but do you need anything for it?" 

He nodded. "A truth amulet. Two if possible."

One way or the other he needed to check and make certain it was all true, whatever he was told.

"I can do that." She didn't move, selecting more toast, eating it dry, taking a large bite and chewing it with more bitterness than seemed possible. That was her looks controlling his thoughts about her he realized. It wasn't sane thinking, but normal enough. She was pretty and that meant good, didn't it? At least to his inner mind that controlled such decisions.

When he finished his plate of food he stood, which caused her to reach around her own neck, removing several amulets. One healing, three Truth. She was carrying them all on separate strings and looked to have about forty different things on. It was hidden by her high collar and the way she'd arranged the clothing amulet. It was very clever and made her extremely well prepared. There were magic shops that didn't have that kind of inventory. All four things were pressed into his hand, her own wrapping around it firmly.

"Be careful, and remember, it's only a crime if you get caught."

The advice shocked him, since it wasn't what he'd been taught all his life at all. Timon made himself smile, knowing it didn't reach his eyes. He tried to make that happen too, not wanting to seem as damaged as he really was inside.

"I don't know what you mean Collette. I'm just planning a party. An exclusive thing. That's all. To celebrate the coming wedding." It sounded like he really meant it, even as he knew for a fact that the woman standing next to him wouldn't buy it at all. He didn't intend her to, so that worked for him.

It got a laugh anyway.

"Well, good. It's important to remember to have fun." She moved in and hugged him, her lips by his ear reminding him too much of Nora doing the same thing. He half expected her to say something nasty or evil, but instead there was only two words.

"Kill him."

Then there was a soft kiss on the cheek that made him want to shudder. He didn't do it, just going a little stiff instead. That was enough to make her pull away.

He needed to get to the palace. That took him about fifteen minutes, since he was questioned by the Royal Guard, who were working very hard to be circumspect, while cleverly asking if he was a traitor or meant to harm the Royal family. Finally he looked at the lead woman, glowing field still in place and shrugged.

"I'm relatively loyal and not planning to harm the King, his wife, children or any friends of his that I know of. I personally wouldn't take the throne if it was offered and can't think of anyone else that I would put on it that could do better than Richard. If I find someone I'll go to him and let him know directly, so he can either step up his skills or get off the throne on his own. I think he actually might, if it came to that. It has to be a horrible job." The words came out hard, which got the woman to look at him funny, but after a few seconds and some covert glances at the people around her she took the amulet back.

"Good enough. We'll take you to see him and the Queen directly."

Timon didn't really need to see Constance, but apparently he was going to, regardless. It wasn't that she couldn't know what he was doing, he just didn't want to beg in front of her. She was too tall and female for him to feel comfortable with that at the moment.

When he got to the room they were meeting in, a small space with soft light colored furniture, both of the rulers jumped up and came at him like a wall of collapsing bodies. It was all he could do not to jump backwards away from them. As odd as it seemed the Queen spoke first, genuine concern in her voice.

"Are you well? We heard... some of what happened to you. Count Lairdgren reported it to us, so that we can take the proper steps." Her voice went cold on the last words, surprisingly so.

The King nodded and reached out, bending over to place a slow and gentle hand on his shoulder. It didn't make contact, since his shield had kicked on. For some reason the giant didn't even let shock show on his face over that.

"What do you need from us? The military is ready to march on County Alan as we speak. The Countess is dead, I've been informed. Her heir was shocked when I explained the nature of her passing, but does not seem to be inclined to pursue war against Lairdgren. Or you. What are your intentions?" The words were carefully arranged, the pauses subtle but not natural at all. It was the kind of speech that the man had practiced over and again, no doubt.

It was so clear that Timon didn't need for it to be translated for him. They wanted to know if he'd come to demand County Alan be removed from the face of the planet. He shook his head.

"When it's me tortured and... abused, you offer your forces to go after innocent people that did nothing to me. When it was Petra you told her brother to hold his hand and sent her into hiding." He didn't wait for the answer, since it wasn't important. He knew the answer after all. Before, the King had been afraid of losing his throne and family, and thought of them first. It was the kind of thing he was ready for, plotting and intrigue on that level. Now he was afraid of losing his Kingdom to a force he didn't think he could beat.

Timon.

It was a very strange idea, since he was still only twelve, but that wouldn't last forever and an Ancient, even a young one, wasn't a person to try and cause problems with, were they? 

"It doesn't matter. I'm going to kidnap Count Rodriguez tonight. Then I'm going to get information out of him. When that's done, I'll either deliver him here for execution or do it myself. Either way, no matter what, he doesn't survive this. No matter what we promise him, or tell him, to get him to speak, he's going to die. I've arranged for Petra to come back for it. We may be out of touch for a while."

The two giants in front of him looked shocked.

Why that was slipped right past him. Did they think he was too young to do it? Or that he was afraid of going to war with a county? He didn't care if he died doing this after all. He'd be careful and no one would know it was him that had it done. There was a gap in the plan, which was why the man might end up going back to the Capital for execution. If he was hung as a traitor, no one would go to war over it at all. If he wasn't in on the plot, then he'd end up in the ocean. Timon would admit to killing him and move to Austra. There would be no war over it. The Guild might come for him someday, but that was all.

He was about to tell them this, when the King nodded.

"Alright. You understand, I can't condone this officially? The man has been a problem for years. We need to know who's with him in this. It seems clear that the Larval are working with them, though I can't see exactly why. Do they wish to overthrow my rule for a specific reason?" It wasn't meant to be answered, but Timon shook his head anyway.

"No. This is all about Tor for them I think. They believe he's The Great Unknown Factor. That's a mathematical possibility that no one has accounted for, and not a specific thing. The funny thing there is that it doesn't have to be bad. No one counted on a person like him showing up, but he clearly isn't a bad thing for the world. It seemed to me that the Larval that... tortured me, had a plan, but it was all about Tor. They just happened to be using the nobles for their own ends and the same on the other side. It isn't about you at all from that direction. Not as far as I can tell. That means they're a factor, but not one you should fear overly, I don't think." Of course, they were also clearly insane. So who knew what they'd end up doing?

"Very well. Keep us apprised. If this goes wrong..."

"I was tortured and lost my mind, then lashed out in a combat rage. Being so young, you would have to have me exiled, or at least hidden away on a country estate." It made sense to him, but the two in front of him looked half panicked at the words.

It wasn't that, Tim realized after a few seconds, they were just amazed that he understood what would be required.

He bowed once, having forgotten to do it earlier, and left, organizing his mind as tightly as he could, trying not to dwell on what had happened, or even dream of what he was going to do. That would probably make him break down or pull back at the last second. That knowledge wasn't something he was comfortable with, so avoiding that was suddenly very important to him.

He landed his craft in the central courtyard of the school, getting out and taking the thing down almost instantly, putting the amulet under his shirt, feeling exposed as everyone stared at him. Timon stood for a few seconds and finally approached a large girl that was pushing seven feet tall. She was plain looking and reminded him a little of Nora. It was hard to do, since she made him feel very afraid, even though she personally hadn't harmed him. A part of him was waiting for it to happen, as he spoke.

"Excuse me miss, could you help me find the Headmaster's office? More to the point, could you walk me there, so that it looks like I don't know where it is?" He was trying to act like he wanted her company, which got the large girl to blush a bit.

"Oh, sure, y'all just come with me. I'm Judith, what's your name?" She started walking instantly, not staring at him overly, playing it cool. She seemed nice enough, but he couldn't really trust it yet. Countess Alan had seemed nice enough too.

"Timon Baker. I've come to see about my sister, Tiera." It was as good an excuse as any, especially since he wanted to steal her away for several days.

Next to him the large girl came to a sudden stop and froze in place. Then she stared at him and blushed a very furious red. After a few seconds he could see it wasn't blushing at all, but the start of a combat rage. He just looked back at her.

"Crap. What did she do? Ali asked me to talk to her a few days ago, but something came up, so I'm late. If she wronged you, I apologize." He didn't bow, since it could be anything in the world that caused the girl to react, but she started breathing hard and walked again for a few feet, then stopped as soon as they got around the corner of the nearest building. Her hands turned into fists as she turned on him, making him take a step back, his shield triggering instantly.

The giant didn't attack. Not even with words. Not him at least.

"That bitch of a Doretta was rude to Henry. Turn him down flat, telling him he was too poor and ugly for her. Then she went around telling everyone what a joke he was, laughing with her rotten friends about him all over school. He nearly quit. I would have beat her in the commons, but she always wears a shield, on account of her brother being Tor. So I called her names instead. I don't care if they kick me out for it, she can't get away with that." The girl looked ready to fight him on the point, right then and there and seemed shocked when he just nodded at her.

"That... Well, she has no call to go and call anyone here poor. She was raised the child of a small town baker and worked as a delivery person for years herself. As for ugly... Well, who cares? That's no reason for her to be unkind to anyone. I don't care who it is. I'll talk to her about it. If she doesn't listen..." He shrugged, what could he really do?

"Then I'll drop her in Vagus and strand her there for a year. They won't put up with things like that there, I don't think."

"What?" The girl stared then, as if confused. He could see that, so he nodded.

"She's immortal, like Tor. Or more exactly, really long lived. My sister too, and we get along alright, but I can't let her get away with things like that. It's my duty to make sure she behaves, or at least has a good reason to be acting up if she is. I have my moments too, so, you know, it's not like I'm saying she has to be perfect all the time, just.. That's kind of an important social thing and no one here can really call her on it right now, with Tor gone. Let's get with the Headmaster and see to that now."

The girl, Judith, seemed far happier suddenly for some reason. In fact she hurried her steps as if she thought he might change his mind. He probably wouldn't abandon his sister in a foreign land. Not for a full year. Lyn would watch her and he had no doubt that the Ancient builder could get around a shield if she wanted to spank the girl. Really, he could too, most likely.

There was a woman sitting at a secretary's desk outside a closed door when they got to the right place. It was a functional thing, largely made of plain, but clean wood, stained a dull brown.

"May I help you?" She took in Timon second, since he was wearing the clothing style he'd gone into the palace with, his normal black velvet. Judith was in plain student browns, looking like canvas rather than silk or a richer fabric. From her hard form she was probably some kind of combat student. The clothing looked new and perfect, which was a giveaway that it was magical in nature. Like his own probably.

"Here to see Dean Hardgrove. Please. I need to liberate some students for a few days. King's orders." It was illegal to claim that if it wasn't true, so hopefully Richard would back him on it. If not, this was going to get embarrassing. The woman looked pretty skeptical already. Timon shrugged, looking bored. "Tell the Dean that Timon is here from the fast transport concern and that King Richard asked that the school aid in the upcoming wedding of two of its former students, Lyn Red, the leader of Vagus and Dorgal Sorvee, of the merchant house."

That didn't seem to help much, but the woman brushed her ash colored hair off of her horsey face and stood efficiently, knocking on the door firmly, poking her head in without waiting for a response. Ten seconds later she pulled back, looking amused.

"This way please." She didn't apologize for doubting him, but she did seem at least a bit more relaxed. He started in and waved for Judith to follow. He had an idea.

The Dean was behind his desk, looking stately and tidy enough, in a nice black and green velvet tunic with a funny black soft hat. His beard was still the most impressive thing about him, as far as Tim was concerned. The spy master thing was right up there, but anyone could do that. Growing that masterful and manly a face full of hair took something special. He smiled at the thought.

The man gestured for the giant girl to close the door, which she did, looking a bit odd. It was hard to figure out the mix of emotions. A bit of intimidation, a bit of admiration for the man in front of her and a little bit for Timon for some reason. She almost seemed shy suddenly.

"Now, what can I do for you, and the Kingdom, today, Countier Baker." 

He gestured at Judith first.

"Is she a good fighter?" It was a blunt thing to ask, and made the girl look down at the ground as if ashamed of something, but the Dean smiled and nodded instantly.

"One of the top second year students. She's been acting as one of our first year instructors, while we try to get things together in that department. Doing a very good job as well. Why do you ask? This isn't about that incident with your sister is it? A duel isn't the way to solve minor problems, besides, I'm not certain Tiera was in the right in this case. In fact I have to rather rule against her. She seems to have gotten the idea that being the Count's granddaughter makes her immune to punishment here." That got a stern look from the man. "If you seek to have Judith here removed..."

Timon shook his head hard.

"Far from it. My parents won't put up with Tiera pulling things like that or flouting your authority. I'll talk to her today and set this right. If I can't, well, I'll bring my parents up, and if they won't do anything, I'll bring in the Count himself, who will. I'm just want to see if I can hire Judith here as a bodyguard for the rest of the week. I'll pay her a gold a day and teach her how to fly a Fast Craft, if she doesn't know already." He turned to her and bowed low. "If you want to. I've had some trouble lately that having another body around might have helped. It's real work and... There are some secrets involved, if you want to take it. Plus it will tick off Tiera, if that's something you want to bother with."

She looked suspicious for a few seconds, until the Dean started nodding. Then she looked at Timon again. 

"This ain't nor a trick to get back at me for wanting to beat your kin, is it? I mean..." Her accent nearly dropped away in the next breath, sounding like a fairly cultured merchant. "This isn't a trick?"

He pulled out a Truth amulet and started it with a flick of one finger, holding it in his other hand.

"Not in any way. It's a real job offer. If you do a good job it could lead to work as a pilot too, since it would be good to have a woman on staff that can go to Afrak and not set my grandmother off." That thought reminded him of the note she'd sent him, if it was from her. Look at Count Wend. He still didn't have a real clue what it was supposed to mean, other than the fact that a man of that name existed.

Maybe Count Rodriguez could help him out with the information?

"I can't promise you that it won't be dangerous. I can say that as long as you're loyal to the Kingdom and to me, I won't let anything happen to you, if it's within my power to stop it." It probably wouldn't help her to feel good about the whole thing, but the slim girl bowed back.

"Why sure then, if I can get the time? That's up to the Dean, but I could use the golds sir."

The Dean smiled, making his great beard move a bit.

"I think it's a wonderful idea. Will you be taking your sister as well?" The implication was a bit dark, even if the words were polite enough.

He was asking if Timon intended to use the combat trained girl to beat her. It was an idea, but Tiera wasn't a monster, even if she had been messing up a lot. They'd discuss things for a while and she'd see reason. It was nice to have a backup plan however.

"Not like that. I need her to do some pick-ups on the east coast, since Judith and I will be busy. It isn't a punishment, she just owes me a favor."

"Very well. Do talk to the girl however. If she keeps on the path she's taken, I fear that I'll have to request her removal."

It made him wonder what the hell his sister had been up to. It had only been a little over a week, and already people hated her enough to want her gone. She was a little strong willed at times, but this didn't sound like her at all.

"I will sir."

Then they had to go and find her, Judith altering her clothing to look like his, only huge. She looked better in black than brown he noticed, which sent a chill down his spine. It was too close to sex for him to consider. He made himself stare at her, smiling as they walked toward the student housing area. She was different than Nora. He tried to think about all the ways that was true. Her hair was a bit lighter, her skin slightly darker and her face was a bit more square. She had blue eyes, which was a noble trait, but she wasn't so high placed that she thought she could beat Tiera and get away with it, so probably not from a titled family.

The girl noticed his looking at her and ducked her head a bit. "Am I supposed to wear something different?"

"No. That's the right uniform. Do you have any weapons?" It was a fair question, since kids generally didn't. Not even huge ones that studied fighting. She surprised him by nodding.

"Cutter with a five foot sweep. Military grade force lance, the kind that don't quit, and an air lance, which is good for light combat. You know, if you don't really want to hurt no one too bad. At school it's the go to weapon now. It works pretty well and no one can have you charged for using a lethal weapon, if you get in a fight. Ali gave me mine. Copied it herself for me." She looked a little defensive about it, as if it might be a problem. Technically only the builder of the item was supposed to be able to gift them to people that weren't nobles like that, not the copiers. Timon didn't care. He'd been going around handing out shields that he'd made for instance. They weren't his original work either.

"Good. Probably won't need that tonight, but the other things you might. That kind of work. Is that something you can do?" How did he ask her if she was a hardened killer? Or at least willing to be. Most people never killed anyone at all. He had now, but it hadn't sunk in yet.

"That's the job." She didn't go into her philosophy on the matter and he didn't ask. Instead she knocked on a door and waited. It was a plain thing, identical to all the others, except for a black ribbon on the outside, tied in a neat bow.

It was Ali's roommate Sheri who answered, her face happy enough to see them both.

"Hello! Ali isn't here right now. I think she's in the copying space, working on something. She said it might take all night. Would you like to come in? I was just doing some class work. Memorizing recipes."

Timon shook his head a little.

"I'm actually trying to find my sister, Tiera? I don't know if you've met..." From the look on the girl's face they had. It didn't seem to have gone well either.

"Top of the stairs, second door to the right. The idea was that she'd be close to Ali, since they're family. I... Well." Her tone went prim and disapproving. He decided to tentatively put her in the camp that would approve of a beating.

"Thank you. When you see Ali, please let her know that I'm doing what I can to see to that situation."

There was a single stiff nod, but the door didn't close until he'd stepped back a polite distance. Then it was a very careful thing, clearly meant to show her anger wasn't about him.

He moved up the stairs then, Judith shadowing him, looking more than ready to fight if the need appeared. He found the second door over on the fourth floor and knocked firmly four times, waiting. There was noise from inside, but no one came for several minutes. He knocked again, hearing giggling.

"Oh, one moment!" The voice wasn't Tiera's at all, and he figured that he might just have gotten the wrong room. That was until the person speaking opened the door. She was a tall girl, but only about five-eleven, not a real giant. She had nice long red hair and eyes that were nearly orange, instead of a real brown. When she saw him she smiled, then noticed the person behind him, earning them both a low huff.

"What do you want?" The look was directed toward Judith at least.

After a few seconds Tiera came to the door to see who was there, her face hard and disapproving, until she took in the scene for herself.

"Oh. Timon." She swallowed and pretended to not notice Judith at all."Is everything alright?"

"No. Grab what you need, we're leaving right now." He didn't explain even as the other girl looked shocked. Really, he didn't intend to. He didn't have time to explain it all and this whole thing seemed so stupid he was about ready to just drop Tiera in Two Bends and tell the Counts that had sent gold they could have it back.

There had to be limits after all. Timon decided that when it came to stupid things he was about at his.
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 They rode toward the Capital in silence, his older sister glaring at the back of Judith's head so obviously Tim didn't even have to turn around to know it was happening. Finally, most of the way to Two Bends she started speaking, her voice low, almost hissing in anger.

"You have no right to do this. I'm older than you. I outrank you! The others said that means that I'm more important than you are. I'll go to the King and then you'll see..."

"Shut up." Tim didn't bother to hide the scorn in his voice. "If we went to the King with something as moronic as your little school troubles right now he'd probably have both of us locked up for the rest of the week, just to keep us out of the way. We don't have time for this. You know better. I don't even know what the hell you've gotten up to, but I spoke to a grand total of four people about you in the last week and all of them want me to do something about you. That isn't good Tiera. You're better than that."

She had enough sense to go quiet, but not enough to stay that way.

"I was within my rights to tell those boys that they weren't good enough for me. I'm special. I'm a Conserina and an Ancient. Why should I waste myself on ugly or poor boys?" She tried to make herself sound reasonable. It didn't work. It came out kind of bitchy, with an undertone of entitled.

There was about a two second time period when Tim considered just making the craft around them vanish at full speed. It was only that he didn't know if Judith would survive it that stopped him. He didn't care for himself or Tiera in the moment.

"What part of shut up don't you get? You deserve to be kicked out of school and beaten for that. I didn't know that it was 'boys' plural or I'd be taking you home right now in disgrace. Dean Hardgrove is about to kick you out and the only thing stopping that right now is that I promised that you'd fix yourself. Today." She tried to interrupt with a sound of outrage so he spoke over her. "If you think that the Green man is going to let you grow up to be a bitch that he has to put up with for thousands of years, think again. Mother told you about 'The Rules', she explained them to all of us. You think that doesn't apply to you? How's this for special, if you don't fix this I'm taking away all your amulets and leaving you naked in the middle of Two Bends, after Judith here beats you. Several times."

That got a snort from the back seat, and when he turned to glance at her she had her arms crossed and was glaring at him.

"You can't do that. You don't have the right. Plus you can't. I have a shield on dummy." There was a tone to her voice that sounded very certain of that part of things.

Timon let his voice come out as a growl, jaw clenched.

"Oh, do you really? I'm a builder. I'm not Tor, but I can turn off your amulets at a close range and you can't stop me." He focused, using the rage and new focus he'd been holding to do just that, without turning around. His sister squeaked and started making slapping sounds, which would be her trying to get her clothing back on. As soon as she did it, he triggered them off again. This went on for about half a minute before he relented, since making his sister sit naked, even when he wasn't looking, felt wrong and reminded him of being that way on that table... In pain. He shuddered.

"As for the rest of it, rank and all that crap, I don't care right now. I probably won't ever again." It felt weak, but tears came to his eyes and he sobbed once. He didn't explain though. Judith saw it and gave him a blank look, swallowing once. She didn't speak or give him away.

Tiera was never one to pick up on subtle threats though was she? Timon waited for the outburst to come.

"How dare you! I'm telling mother about this!" There was shaking in the tone, embarrassment and a little fear.

"How dare I? I'll tell you how, it's simple, you're my sister and acting like a god. You aren't. You're a humble little delivery girl from a backwater that's so small it barely kept our family together when da and ma ran the bakery. You're the same girl that started working to help keep us all fed at six years old. Tiera Baker isn't special in some hoity way, she's a good person that doesn't treat her fellows like trash to abuse based on fictions like rank! I'm her brother and if you think I won't have you beaten and kicked out of school to help you remember who you really are, then you're sadly mistaken. It's my job as your brother. You know that."

As they passed over Two Bends she made a sound, one that was confused and still angry.

"We aren't going home?"

Timon looked straight ahead, "no. I need you to pick up some clients from the other coast. I have a route for you. I'd be doing it, but I have to do something else..." He nearly kept it secret, but she needed to be warned of the danger, Judith too. Sighing he brought the craft to a full stop, hovering in the air at about five thousand feet.

"I was taken four days ago... By Countess Alan and a Larval Assassin. I was... Tortured in ways that I won't talk about. Abused sexually by the Countess while in horrible pain that I can't even remember clearly, it was so bad. I begged for death, more times than I can count, I remember that. Count Lairdgren and some of his people came to free me. I'd managed to make a cutter. I freed my hands, and killed the Countess. I couldn't reach the chains on my legs. I cut off my own legs just before they came for me. I was ready to die, and just didn't want to do it a prisoner. Not locked in place. The Count, or maybe one of his people, had a healing amulet. That's the only reason I'm alive."

It was still hard to tell the story, but he got the words out, which was something, he figured. He didn't look at either of the others, not wanting to see the pity in their eyes.

"Countess Alan was working with the Larval as part of a bigger plot to overthrow the King. The assassin just wanted me to scream when Tor triggered his communications device, since they thought that he'd rescued Petra Ward from Count Rodriguez a few weeks ago. He'd been torturing her too. For weeks. He's clearly in on the takeover plan."

It was Judith that spoke then, her voice far more incensed than Timon would have figured.

"Petra? She's a friend of mine, she helped to teach me last year. Really tough. Is she... well?"

Tim shrugged.

"Who knows? She seems strong outwardly, but inside? It's a horrible thing, torture. I hope she's alright. She was in hiding, but she might be coming back tonight."

There was nodding from the giantess next to him then, but no talking for a long time, there was a soft sob from the back seat, but Tim didn't turn around at all.

"Alright," Judith stared at the side of his head. "What are we going to do about it?"

"Well, Tiera is going to take over my route for the next few days. Then you and I are going to kidnap a Count and two of his men, then torture them, until they tell us everything they know about this conspiracy. If they know anything and are guilty, we take them to the King for trial."

It sounded fair enough, except for the torture part of things. From behind him there was a soft voice.

"What if they aren't part of the plot?" His sister actually sounded worried about it.

"Then we kill them. They still tortured Petra."

Then without waiting he started flying again, not asking if his sister planned to help him or not. Judith looked ready to avenge her friend right then, which was a good sign as far as Timon was concerned. It had been just possible that she might have gotten scared and pulled back. What they were going to do was dangerous, so he couldn't blame her for it if she wanted no part of it all.

Then, just so she'd know, he explained about the special drug that had been created to get around the poison detector. Tiera didn't react, but she was smart enough to get what it all meant. If he was a target, then she was too. If anything Tor liked her better than he did the rest of them, despite what the Larval had said. Well, Terlee, but she had her Count to keep her safe. They still needed to be warned, since County Thomson was in the thick of things up north.

He landed in front of his two little cottages, headed inside and found the little magical case where he'd put some gold and the remaining Fast Craft amulets. He handed one to his sister as well as the pick-up list that Collette had made up for him. It was very efficient he noticed and had everyone picked up inside six trips, over three days. Morgan was doing similar work, and Mark was due in at about midnight according to what was written, but that could vary, Timon didn't doubt. It was all subject to how quickly the passengers moved.

His sister was puffy eyed and sad looking as he explained it all to her, his eyes searching for pity from her. Instead there was only fear. She didn't say why, but then there were so many reasons for it. So very many.

"Alright, you need to leave within the hour sis. Wear your shield and stay alert. Don't eat anything you don't buy yourself from a random location and don't take any water either. Here's some coin for that." He passed over five gold and five silver, then gave the same to Judith. "You shouldn't need that for expenses, but it isn't your pay, use it if you have to."

Then he went and paid for several large baskets of food from Glaren, explaining all of that part of things as he went to his sister. It sounded so boring and mundane. He paid for all of his pilots to get baskets for the passengers and waved to Judith so that Glaren would get the idea.

"Her too, if she comes in. She's a new trainee. If it works out she'll be around a lot." He didn't give her name, but it was just an oversight, not that he was trying to hide it from anyone.

They were just a Transport company after all.

After that there was a wait while Timon set everything up in his head, trying to figure out everything that could go wrong with his plan. Extra guards being brought at the last moment, an ambush when they set down... That was the biggest danger. He looked at Judith and asked if she had a shield on, not knowing if she would at all. The giantess smiled a little.

"Sleep in it. Flying gear too, as well as my weapons. I even has... have, one of those Tor-shoes. The extra fast kind. Given to me by Tor hisself. Himself. He also taught me how to speak all fancy like. You should have heard me affore." The woman grinned, making a joke by speaking with a bit of her natural accent.

Timon nodded, "S'truth a'n y'sh'eared as'n we'talk a'hom."

The girl gave him a funny look that seemed a little hurt and suspicious until he explained.

"I said, It's the truth that you should hear the way we talk at home. You aren't the only one that had to learn to talk fancy." 

She wanted to go over a complicated plan, which made sense, for part of it. The most dangerous part was going to be the first bit, after the pick-up of the Count and his men. They couldn't reasonably control them physically and didn't have any drugs to make them docile. It was Judith that came up with the plan for that, eyeing the craft as she did.

"Can we close off the back and leave them with no air? Just so's they can't stay awake?"

Timon didn't answer, just focusing, his left hand on the shelf in front of him, making a partition appear between the front and the back. Then just to make certain it would work, he cut the air vent as well. That would take a while though. They'd choke slowly that way, their breath fouling the space until they couldn't survive.

With another thought he turned on the venting system, making sure it only removed the air. It had two parts automatically, so it was hard to make that happen, but with enough focus the craft complied.

"Like that? They should go out in a minute or two. I don't know what kind of weapons they'll have, so we need to take them out fast, then go in and make sure they don't have anything that can hurt us."

They also needed chains. That was harder to come up with, but they found a blacksmith in town that seemed to think they wanted to use them for kinky sex. Timon didn't blink at the mention of that, just paying the man the single gold he required for three sets of heavy iron chains with key locks, and another two silvers for his silence. He nodded, and didn't speak after that at all, since he'd been paid not to.

Then they went north, to the place he intended to set up the cottage he was going to use for the purpose, in County Alan. It seemed fitting, and less dangerous, than using Rodriguez's own lands.

"Ready?" He looked at Judith, who nodded grimly.

"If they try to escape, what do you want done?"

He didn't hesitate at all then. "Use your cutter to take their legs. We have a healing amulet. We can use it if we need to. If they try it more than once we'll heal them with their legs off and leave them crippled forever."

Even to his own ears it sounded too hard to be believed, but the girl wasn't a soft delivery person like he used to be, or a child. She was learning to kill and that seemed to make a difference in how you thought about things. She just rearranged her weapons, building a little special pocket for her cutter, so that she could bring it to bear first, if needed.

It really wasn't.

When they landed at the Count's house, not far outside his door the man stepped out, his soldiers behind him, carrying heavy looking chests. Three of them, stacked so two men could share the load. One of the men Timon realized was actually a hard looking giant woman that was at least a head taller than Judith and had that heavy boned structure that made some of the noble women look like men if they weren't in a dress. Her breasts gave her away. The other guard was a man, and shorter, but looked to be hard enough to make that not be all that important. He was still big, most of it muscle and scar tissue it seemed.

The Count was huge too, nearly the size of the woman, but larger across the shoulders. The others were in guard uniforms, black and gold. The noble was in gold, trimmed with fur. It was real clothing for all of them, not magical, unless they were masters of disguise at least. While fine, it all had that appearance of being used and not something meant to impress, as much as travel in. That made sense, but was a poor plan, since they'd be landing in the Capital in a lot less time than they thought.

Or they would have been.

Timon bowed, Judith doing the same automatically. The Count managed a credible bow back and eyed the girl in a way that was more than a little telling. Slightly plain or not, he liked what he saw there.

"Well met, Count Rodriguez. This trip you and your people will be the only passengers, so you'll get a direct flight to your destination. That will take about an hour and a half, more or less. We'll be able to see the Capital at night from the air. It's impressive." That part was true enough. The glowing purple river wasn't exactly something you could see anywhere else.

"Wonderful! 

"We can just set our baggage inside?" He sounded nicely polite, so Timon ran and opened the hatch at the back for that, nodding.

"Certainly. There's a special compartment in the back. Normally I'd load those for you, but I think that your people might be better suited for that right now." He gestured upward at them, which got a pleasant grunt from the woman.

"Some advantages to being tall." Her glance went to Judith who made a face that said she understood the hardships too. Timon didn't get it personally, but they almost had to be there. There were benefits and drawbacks at all extremes.

The guards were efficient and had the trunks loaded in seconds, the Count getting in, his face happy, about the accommodations it seemed.

"Very nice. The Wizard Tor made this, didn't he?" The man looked around and nodded. "A very mighty person in many ways. I foolishly challenged him to a duel once. He helped me make a great fool of myself. Then he invited me to the Postern event, to stay in one of his homes. We'd parted friends after the duel, but I figured those were simply words. It turned out that words from him mean something."

The man seemed almost pleased by the whole thing and the idea that Tor had proclaimed him a friend nearly got Timon to call the whole thing off. Until he remembered that the man had been Petra's fiancée and still had her tortured. If you were going to be a real friend you couldn't hurt and kill the friends or family of those that you were supposed to be close to. It was so basic it wasn't even a rule. It just was.

Tim forced a smile.

"My brother. Shall we go? There's a basket of snacks and drinks for you, I think there's enough for you all." He waited for the last guard to settle in, shut the door for them and then took off at full speed. He wanted to get out of sight of anyone on the ground before landing, so got Judith to pour some cups of a fine golden wine, each taking one. No one drank, so he smiled and suggested that Judith have some too. After she drank half a red-black focus stone cup of the stuff the others smiled and followed suit. They ate after she did too.

As if that would protect them from him?

As soon as she was sitting next to him, munching a delicate looking sandwich with a tangy scented cream sauce, Timon slammed the walls up with a thought and drained the air as fast as it would go. The whole thing was made of shield, but the three in the back managed to pound hard enough that the whole thing reverberated with the shock of it. After four minutes the sound stopped. After another two he landed the craft, hoped out and got ready to jump back after he opened the door.

"OK, I'll do the search, if they start to come around, use your force lance. It shouldn't affect me. Not through this shield."

The giantess nodded once, pulling the lance and setting herself in a ready stance. "Set."

He moved fast, stripping the three of all tools, amulets and blades as fast as he could move. They were all starting to wake as he finished with the giant woman, doing her last, since she scared him more than the others. From the way her fists where smashed he figured that it had been her doing most of the banging. The others looked almost peaceful and undamaged.

He locked the door down into place before anyone could do more than crawl toward him feebly. They didn't speak, hurrying toward County Alan then, moving fast and hard. The trip was tense and Timon had second and third thoughts, certainly, but he didn't voice them and decided that his plan was clear.

It wasn't so much that he thought hurting people was a good thing. It was clearly a horror. It was just that he was more pro-revenge than anti-torture, as it turned out.

Before they landed in front of the house he'd set up earlier, the chains ready to go inside, he cut the air to the back again. There was more pounding, but it was a lot softer this time. Then they had to work fast, taking the others one at a time. First the Count, closing the others inside as they struggled to move the huge man in. Then the rest, taking the vast woman last. He had to knock them out by taking away the air each time, which couldn't have been good for them.

Then they waited for the others to awaken. Rodriguez came to first, growling angrily at them.

"I'll have you both killed for this! There won't be a rock big enough to hide from me, no pit deep enough!" He kept on in that vein for a while, the guards joining in after a time, though the poor giant lady seemed a little worse for the wear.

Timon just watched to see if it looked like they could break the chains that wrapped under the soft beds they were on. They wouldn't take those out, being made of magic, but the heavy metal seemed to stop them pretty well too.

He finally held up one finger.

"You're here to answer some questions for me. Not yet though. Now, I'm going to go and see to some things. My friend here is well armed and if anyone seems to be escaping, or even insults her too much, she has full right and duty to kill you. Don't try her. I picked her for a reason." Which was that she'd been at the right place when he needed a helper. He didn't mention that part.

He walked out, as was the plan, since it was late enough to go to the Capital and see if Mark had managed to get anyone to come with him. If not... Well, Timon had a good idea of some other things that might work as far as creating pain went.

It took clearing his mind totally to not worry about the three escaping and ruining everything. He flew as fast as he could, but it felt like the craft crawled through the night. He landed at the palace, expecting that at least Denno would be taken there. That turned out to be the correct reasoning, because mixed with the Royal Guard stood Petra, Brown and for some reason Smythe the Military Councilor.

They all got in without asking any questions. Including the Royal Guards, six of them. It made for a full load of people, so he reconfigured the seats for it. Not all of them were giants after all. Once he took off Denno spoke softly, tapping a small case in his hands.

"Ten doses. You asked for this... I don't know if you realize what it can really do. The pain is designed to be the very worse that a being can survive. Some don't, the raw pain causing their own body to attack itself." His voice did not sound happy about the request at all.

Timon grunted once.

"I know what it does first hand. Three days of it. That's why I asked for you to bring it."

Sitting next to Brown, Petra grimaced. "I wasn't told what this was about. Who are we going to be... questioning?" There was hesitancy to her voice. It made sense, the woman not being evil or anything. No good person that had experienced torture wanted it for anyone else. Sometimes it might have to be done, but that didn't mean it was a good thing.

He didn't turn, staring straight ahead instead.

"Count Rodriguez and some of his guard. We're holding them in an isolated cottage. I don't want to be gone long. They can't be allowed to escape and if it starts to happen my person on the ground will kill them first."

Petra changed then, her face hard suddenly.

"You... have Will? I..." There was a deep shuddering breath, but no sobbing. "Thank you."

He just flew. The rest of the people were silent the whole time and they were out of snacks. It felt slow again, but it wasn't. If anything the craft moved more quickly now than it had before. Not a lot, but enough that the clock said it was only just approaching one in the morning when they got in. He climbed out first, opened the door and called out, seeing Judith standing and looking stern, like she was supposed to. The others looked like they were in the correct places too.

"It's Tim. I have the others. Plus a few, sent by friends." He wasn't going to be any more exacting than that himself, intending for the Royal Guards, Denno and Smythe to stay outside, but they all walked in, as if expected.

Petra saw Judith and looked... Proud. She didn't say anything, but there was a single nod, as if the second she saw the girl it only made sense that she'd be there, holding the evil count.

Smythe moved to step forward, to take control, but Timon held up his right hand, shaking his head, then held out his right hand to Denno, who gave him the curiously textured brown case. It took a second for him to work out the little clasp on it, made of the same material. Inside were ten needles, filled with the pain mixture, whatever it was. He took one, and remembered what the Larval had done, removing the sheath that covered the needle and holding it point up, depressed the little plunger until a tiny bit of liquid shot out.

Then he walked to the bound Count and felt for the large vein on his neck, angling the thing just as had been done to him, knowing that had worked pretty well. A few seconds later he had the silver bit inside the man, who grunted in pain, then emptied the clear container that wasn't made of glass at all.

"Now, this is going to hurt. In a few minutes you'll be in the worst pain you've ever felt. Then it will get worse than that. In an hour or so, I expect that you'll be begging for death. It won't come. No, the pain will just keep getting stronger, until it's all you know." He smiled as the man made a small moan, the first of the burning and searing pain hitting him.

Then he held up the healing amulet Collette had given him.

"In moments this can take that pain away, make you healthy and whole again. All you have to do to move past this first round of questioning is answer all our questions truthfully. Here, this will help. No use lying to us. Either suffer silently, or talk honestly." It took a bit to get one of the Truth amulets out, which he activated and held in his own hand, moving so the Count could see him clearly.

"You know how this works? The glow that matches Smythe's robes stays clear as long as you tell the truth. Lie and a black line comes across it. I suggest you tell only the truth, since I'm going to kill you if you don't start working with us immediately. Right after I let you suffer agony that you cannot possibly imagine."

The field didn't change at all. Smiling he set the cord of the amulet around the man's neck, so it wouldn't slip off as he writhed.

That started a few minutes later the man gasping. Then Timon gestured at the Military Counselor.

"If you will?"

The questions came hard and fast, no answers coming at all, no matter what was said. Denno finally had to go outside, to sit in the Fast Craft, though the others all stayed. The large giantess started crying, a horrible weeping. Her hands looked ruined, but Timon used the healing amulet on her, fixing them in a few minutes.

"Don't worry. If you aren't traitors you won't be harmed. If you know anything and wish to end this part of things for him, you can, by letting us know what it is. I can promise that if you do, you won't be harmed, or even put to death. Not even if you're guilty of treason. You might have to move to another land, but I can see to that." It was just meant to weaken the Count's resolve, and not a promise to him, but after the healing was done the large woman shook her head, looking at Petra.

The Conserina didn't look back, ignoring her.

"Save him... Please Petra? I know I have no right to ask, after what they did to you..."

Petra gave her a hard look, her eyes wide.

"That's right, you don't! You think I don't remember you breaking my arms and legs Merta? Or you Stile, pissing into the pit while you laughed? You're as responsible for all this as he is."

For half a second Timon wondered if Petra was going to take her revenge on them then, possibly with fatal results, but she just ground her teeth, not moving.

Timon did it instead, pulling another two needles. Everyone stared at him as if they couldn't believe what was happening. He didn't go through the speech he had before though. This time he just waited, holding the healing amulet up as they started to squirm. The Count started screaming a little later, so Timon held the amulet in front of his eyes, swinging it back and forth.

"I can stop the pain, that agony within you. All you have to do is tell the truth. You can't win now. I know... why don't you start by telling us all about Count Wend?" He moved his head closer to the man, since that had freaked him out when Nora had done it. It seemed to work with this giant too. Good to know it wasn't just him. "That's right, we know far more than you think already. All you're doing now is protecting people that will be hanging soon anyway. All that pain, for people that would be willing to sell you out for a bit of gold and a pretty girl or two. Brave of you. Strong too. Also futile."

It would have been a lot more powerful if everyone wasn't staring at him like he was the freak. Someone had to get the man to talk, didn't they? They needed to hurry too, or else this could take days. Maybe longer.

"Brave and strong, suffering for people that don't deserve it. You're ready to tell us what we already know? To stop this?" The others started groaning already, probably realizing part of what the Count had been resisting already.

It wasn't an instant thing by any means, but by true morning the man gasped out a plea for death. Timon held up the healing device again.

"No. There is no escape that way. There's only one way. Answer the questions."

There was a moan then, from the huge woman, the Count looked away, still in agony.

"Fine, but... my people. They just followed my orders. You said that... You'd... see them safe? Does that stand?"

Timon looked at Smythe, who gave a short nod, agreeing to the terms.

"If they tell all they know freely. No reason not to, after you speak. Release them from their vows against that and order them to save themselves." It was clear that the man was trying to find a reason that wouldn't make him merely look weak, as if anyone there would care about that.

"Fine."

Smythe worked fast then, and inside an hour had the whole of the tale. At the half hour mark Petra asked Timon to release Stile from the pain, since peeing on her was an insult, but not one she couldn't forgive. It really worked fast, the man going quiet and looking better two minutes later.

Merta was left in pain. That was fine with Tim. The Count was finally given respite as well and Petra sighed, waving at the huge woman too.

The Military Councilor gave him a sad, grim look. "We need to get these people back to the Capital. We can finish the questioning there. Do you wish to take these two off to those foreign lands now, or might the bargain be satisfied after further questioning."

Tim shrugged. He wasn't actually done with them all yet.

"That second one. We have more to do. I'm afraid we can't fit everyone on the craft..."

Petra shook her head.

"I picked up mine from... someone, before I left for Austra, in case I needed to make an escape." She went out to see to that.

Timon worked out what that meant, most likely. She'd been one of the people that had gone in and defeated Austra then. There had been just over thirty of them. That meant some kind of trick had taken place to get her without even a shield on. Like the one used on him? He still wasn't going to ask. There were hundreds of ways a lover or supposed friend could do it, if they were evil. He really didn't need to know which way was used in particular.

The Royal Guard loaded the prisoners up, sticking them into three separate pens that Timon formed for them. Small things that left them sitting, hunched over. Smythe and two of them riding with him, everyone else going with Petra. From the looks on their collective faces it was a statement about him and his actions, not just a desire not to be in with the prisoners. At least one of them had soiled themselves after all. Given the pain levels, he wouldn't have been surprised if they all had.

They flew back, the other craft following him, since they didn't know where they were overly and he did. The older Counselor sat beside him, not seeming worried about his actions at all. He looked down at his robes rather obviously and sighed.

"The Truth amulet rather does match my favorite robes, don't they? What are the odds that Tor did that to honor me for my well known love of fact?" The man smiled, shaking his head. "Not too good, I fear. I tried to kill him once. It didn't work very well. Do you know why I did it however?"

Timon had no clue at all, after a few seconds he shook his head, curious but figuring the man was setting up to tell him anyway.

"I was afraid of him. He kept doing things that I just couldn't understand, so I thought the worst of him. I was wrong. He was a man wielding the forces of nature itself, making rivers in the sky to help those in need, defeating armies without harming them... I admit, I feared what would happen when he decided to turn on the rest of us. I still do, to an extent. I don't fear you however, do you know why that is, Countier Baker?"

"Because I'm a child and don't hold that kind of power?" It made sense, but the older man snorted lightly.

"Oh, no. It's because I understand you. I'm not fool enough to think you aren't powerful. You simply did what I would have, if our positions were reversed. Then, in the end you showed restraint when many wouldn't have. A brilliant thing, bribing the Count with the safety of his people like that. Very practical."

After a few seconds he nodded and whispered to the man, so the prisoners in their totally closed cages couldn't hear him. Not that they would be able to anyway.

"I'm not done yet." Oh, he was going to keep his word. They just wouldn't survive it.

The man nodded genially, the Royal Guards in the back, both men, chuckling lightly.

"We know that too. Like I said, we're more alike than not. Just remember, it can be too easy to give in to expediency and revenge. Hold to common sense as well." As lectures went it wasn't a long one, but the words seemed well meant.

He nodded.

"I'll do that. The world doesn't need more monsters. We have more than enough already."

The rest of the trip was traveled in silence. They all had a lot to think about, since several Counts were part of the plotting, and Rodriguez didn't know them all. Count Wend... That name had meant a lot to the man however. It wasn't that the recluse was part of their plot, but rather that the Larval Assassins had taken over his estate. How Lara Gray had known that Tim didn't know. What he did get was that it was a trap. One meant for him.

He'd been meant to go in and end up being captured or killed. It hadn't been a peace offering at all, but an attempt to get rid of him. A declaration of war. The others didn't get that part of things yet. Also of interest, Count Holder wasn't in on the plot at all. His family had been taken by the other nobles and he was being threatened with their deaths if he didn't do as told. Some of the King's biggest supporters were right there in the north, in Duchy Keene. By tying them up in a skirmish, it removed them from the playing field for a time.

That had to mean that an attack would be coming soon. That would be a problem, since most of the Counts, except for Wend, would be coming to town in a few weeks, if they weren't coming in the next days for Lyn's wedding.

On top of that, someone had corrupted at least one Royal Guard.

"Did that man, the Royal Guard that tried to kill Count Lairdgren, was he ever available for anyone else to get to? Some remote detail or..." Timon shook his head, knowing that no one would answer him. One of the men in the back did however.

"Four years with Prince Kedrin. That wasn't lost on us either. It's not proof. Not enough to question the King's brother like you did these others, if that's your thought."

"Of course not. I was just working some things out. That isn't my business anyway." It really wasn't, he decided. He had a few other things to finish up, then he could get back to his real life. The first one was just making sure that Lyn and Dorgal had a good wedding. It was what he tried to think about as they landed outside the palace, the Royal Guard from the other craft moving out first, some standing back as the others surrounded his craft. He took it down as soon as they were ready, the prisoners landing after a three foot drop, with a thump. Their chains rattled too.

In the few seconds they laid on the ground, stunned, they were swarmed and picked up, being dragged away faster than seemed reasonable for the large forms. A few seconds later they all stood alone. Smythe cleared them all, asking them if they were loyal to the King. Then Timon did the same to him, making the man smile tightly.

"Good thinking. I am loyal to the King. King Richard Cordes. His family as well, and I am not working against them, save in a game of chess with Richard, that I intend fully to win." That worked well enough for Tim. They walked into the place as if expected, which was the case, early or not. Petra was standing next to Judith and after a few seconds of walking they both ended up standing next to him, one on either side.

Guards.

For the life of him he couldn't tell at first if they meant to keep him from running off or were trying to protect him from something. It wasn't until they got to the King and Queen that he understood it was really both. The very first words out of the ruler's mouth shocked him more than a little.

"We ask, no, we beg you, stay your hand against the Larval for now. A force is being put together to remove them, but if you go in first, we won't have time to bring all our forces together. It's within your rights to strike at them, but I can only request that you allow my much larger army to handle this." He stared at Judith for a few seconds, then smiled, as if recognizing her. Petra as well, but she was a known person to him.

The Queen, Constance, looked at him, very worried for some reason.

"Are you well? Your ordeal, and then this latest trial..." What she wanted from him he honestly couldn't tell. 

Then he got it. She wanted to protect him, but she wasn't certain from what herself.

"That sounds fine to me. We should stop the Larval, but I don't care how it's done. Why would I? It's not my job to go and fight an army of killers. That's why we have an army." It was a little rude of him to say it that way, but he was tired. He shook his head, making himself smile. "Which was your point. Not trying to snap at you. I just have an awful headache."

Petra nodded, her face grim.

"Hours of combat rage will do that. It was off and on, but impressive. Will and the others had to know they were going to die at any moment. I almost missed it, until Denno left. He could hardly stand from the aura you were casting."

That got some coffee brought in, no one even having to suggest it. He was told to drink it all by Richard. It was cool enough, so he slugged it back and poured another from the silver pot, repeating the process, not bothering to grimace. It was a little bitter, but that just didn't mean as much to him anymore as it did even a week before.

Smythe started talking then, listing the five Counts and Countesses they knew of that had been named. That might be all of them, or half. Or any percentage really. That didn't make sense most people actually liking the King, so it probably was a smaller number, rather than a larger one. There were some others involved as well, including Baron Fell. The one that had so badly wanted his ice delivered that he'd paid in silver for it.

That got Denno to tilt his head. It was a curious thing that his brother did too. Timon thought that it might have been placed in their Rhetistics for some reason.

"Some explosives are very sensitive while being mixed. If you had enough ice there are some things that could be made..."

The King didn't wait, asking that the good Baron be escorted to him for questioning.

That, Timon figured, was one of the good parts of being in charge. He would have had to drag the man out of his house and questioned him very carefully, while wearing a mask. The King could just ask the man to tea and see what came of it.

Timon yawned and tried to stay with the conversation, not really wanting to sleep yet, as tired as he was. Remembering Nora slicing him up wasn't worth it. Not yet. Eventually sleep would come, like it or not. Maybe he could learn to control his thoughts as he did it?

It was early enough that they ended up having breakfast, though for nearly the first time he knew of, the conversation continued while they ate it. Even when Lyn, Dorgal and Count Lairdgren came in, along with Prince Alphonse and Princess Karina. She patted Petra on the shoulder and got her to move up the table one place, so that she could take her seat. That was special, since she outranked the girl.

"What's the situation?" She sounded pleased enough to be home and made a point of holding his hand under the table. It wasn't something he wanted, but he didn't let go, trying to make himself move past the thoughts that haunted him.

The King waved in an abstract way, his head bare, but wearing a purple and gold robe of office that looked like fur. The rest of what he wore was simple and black. It wasn't a mistake. He was dressed up for Lyn and Denno, and down for the coming war. Green noticed it immediately, but not the others. They didn't know the man as well.

"Treason. As we feared. The difference is that today, thanks to Countier Baker and some close questioning, one of the conspirators, Count Rodriguez, has agreed to give witness against the others. The Army is being set into motion as we speak. It will almost certainly be war. There's more than that, but those are the important things for now."

Judith got a wave and a smile from the Prince as Karina tightened her hand, smiling at him a little.

"What did you do? Hear the right people talking? That's a useful thing. Your business is going to be great for that."

Before he could play it off, not wanting to seem like a monster anymore than he had to, Petra spoke, her voice cracking just a little with emotion.

"No... he took the Count and his men, Judy helped too. Then he came and got us all and made them talk. He stood for me, when I couldn't. He made them pay for hurting me. I didn't think it would happen." Tears moved down her face and she sucked her lips in, trying to stop them. "I understood why I couldn't act, why my family was forbidden it, but I thought that I was going to be denied any retribution at all. Then-" Her hands went out as Smythe finished for her, his voice calm and smooth.

"Then everything changed in a few moments. Now, not to take away from the moment, but we have much to do. The Council of Counts is in a week and as it stands we don't even know where the next attack will be coming from. On top of that, I believe that Countier Baker has promised the two guards of Count Rodriguez their freedom in another land? I should see to their questioning then, to make certain we know all that they do before that happens. If I may have the day?" He bowed to Timon, as if he was going anywhere without sleep.

"Of course. Take several. I won't be going anywhere except to pick people up until after Lyn and Dorgal are married." He still needed to get them a wedding gift. Something for the home. That or the bedroom. That was the rule. What they needed he had no clue.

About half of them were released, which was a polite way of asking them to get the heck out of the way, since they weren't needed for the next part at all. The Prince and Princess stayed, but Petra and Judith left with him. So did Lyn, Dorgal and Denno. It wasn't that they weren't welcome, at least on paper, but they weren't needed for the boring part of trying to plan a civil war.

The rest had rooms in the Palace, but Judith was one of his people and Petra came along without it being questioned. She was one of his now too, it seemed. He tried to put them in the second house, but they both insisted on being in with him. There were four beds after all and the space was big enough. They blocked off the light and slept until mid day, which wasn't overly long, all things considered. Five hours. He'd just started to dream of bad things when he heard a knock at the door. It was a useful thing being interrupted just then.

It was a woman in very poor and shabby clothing, her hair stringy, with a bit of an odor problem. She held a letter in her hand, a thing that looked half scribbled.

"Sir... I... come humbly begging. I have not the fee you require, but my sister is dying and I just got this letter. I..." She looked down, her eyes sad and nearly broken.

He handed her an activated Truth amulet.

"Is your story true? Do you mean me or anyone else harm? Were you paid to come here?"

The woman looked confused.

"No! I mean, it's true and I don't hurt people. I was just told that this was the only way I might get there in time. I..." The amulet's field kept glowing, pure cream and goldenrod.

That was good enough for him.

"Where?"

The woman hesitated, as if he were asking what hole she intended for him to use for sex, but after a moment she stammered the answer.

"North Thorgood, sir. Like I said, I can't pay... Not properly. I can do other things for you." That was an actual offer of services, she didn't try to make herself seem worth it at all, as if just being there and female would make it worthwhile.

He nodded, pretending not to get it. He was only twelve, so that was allowable, he thought.

"Cooking and cleaning here? At least a few days per week. Shopping for food and that kind of thing. Some travel at times. Half a gold per week, plus travel, say once a month?"

The woman stood not talking for a long time. Finally she smiled, showing that she was missing about half her teeth. That got him to pull out the healing amulet and hand it over, also activated, taking the Truth amulet back. She gasped, but a few seconds later her eyes lit. It took about five minutes for the teeth to all come back. Lose a leg and be healed without it pressed to the stump and you were without a leg forever. Teeth always came back though. No one knew why that was.

The others both stood, weapons in their large hands, appraising things. Probably figuring the woman wasn't a real threat, Judith vanished into the restroom, coming out a few minutes later, letting Petra have a turn. He took his own and then offered the same to the woman in front of him, who looked a lot younger now than she had before.

While she was taking care of her own needs he set up his Fast Craft and got ready to go. Ten minutes later they were underway, traveling at full speed.

"What's your name?" It was rude of him to have failed to ask before. She was pretty average looking, and a bit thin, but not starving at all. In her late twenties perhaps, rather than the nearly fifty the gray hair had made her seem like. Some people just had hair like that.

"Mona, sir. I... thank you. I promise to cook and clean for you, like you were my own husband. Other...wifely duties as are needed too."

After a few seconds he nodded, realizing that the other two were working really hard to keep their faces straight. He didn't dignify that with actual words. Instead he smiled at the woman who was sitting next to him.

"You have a husband of your own Mona? Children?"

"Oh, yes sir. Millert be my man, a carter by trade. He works the ice hauling most days now. Was there I learned of you. I have two girls, Heidi and Stara. Good girls." She seemed proud enough of her family, but it was clear she also knew that she was getting a very good deal with this emergency flight. It was just the way of common people to try and pay their debts and since she couldn't pay in coin, or work of equal value, she offered everything.

There was a strange kind of honor in it.

"Call me Tim. Just cooking and cleaning, I'll give you coin for the shopping."

They flew then, Petra and Judith chatting with the woman, who was clearly in awe of them, barely making eye contact at all. After a few minutes she asked, just as shyly as anyone could, if one of them were with him.

It was bizarre but Judith nodded.

"I am. So you can stop trying to sleep with my man. I understand, since he's so good looking and rich, but he's promised to me and my people hold to the old traditions."

Petra chimed in, her voice slightly tight.

"That's true. Princess Karina also has a word in for him. He's underage at the moment. I'm sure that will be a relief to Millert when they meet."

The woman didn't keep after him then, which was a relief to him. 

They landed a few hours later and the woman they were visiting was very sick, a deep set pneumonia. No one expected her to survive long. 

She was back on her feet after about ten minutes of holding the healing amulet. Then they had to put up with half an hour of crying and grateful family members trying to bow to them. The sick woman's children held his hands and jumped up and down, their grubby faces tear streaked, but drying.

Mona went back with them, even though he'd offered to leave her for a few days and come back for her.

"No need to stay and sit a death vigil now, is there? Thank you again sir. Tim. I... Well, I don't want the giant girl to beat me, but you'll have the cleanest cottage in the world, I promise you that."

Judith nodded, her eyes slightly suspicious, which got a little chuckle from Petra, as if her actions were real. It was a decent ploy. She wasn't that old, only about four years his senior. Too tall by far for him, but having her around wouldn't hurt his recovery. He needed to face tall women, so that the harm done to him by Countess Alan wouldn't set in forever. Timon didn't want to, but it had to be done if he didn't want to move to Soam and hide from tall people with Julie.

The rest of the day was running around for him, and a late dinner at the Palace, since he apparently got invited to things like that now. It was lovely and reminded him to get more food to the restaurant in Austra the next day. Or at least get funds for it to Mark.

They'd placed him above the center of the space, on the left side, sitting near Karina. She didn't try to hold his hand, but her right leg bumped against his left more than once, which he didn't doubt was on purpose. It was just her being friendly he knew. Setting her hooks in for marriage early, so she didn't miss out later. Hopefully by then he'd be something worth having grasped hold of.

At the moment he didn't feel like that was true at all. That was the damage done though. Even what he'd done to himself. You couldn't torture people, causing them the kind of pain he had and not have it change you. Worse, he knew on some level that he'd liked doing it. Not real pleasure, but it had felt right to him. Like they deserved to suffer as they had.

That was pretty close to evil, wasn't it? His heart didn't feel heavy for having done it either. Not like a normal person's would. He made himself smile over at the Princess who was commenting on the weather. He nodded until she switched topics, sounding very nearly off hand.

"Kincaid's prettier than me, don't you think?" It was a simple statement not her fishing for compliments. That was a good thing, since that was a pain to deal with.

"No. She looks different than you do, but you're actually a bit prettier. Not much, but that's not faint praise. She's very good looking too, that's all." He wasn't trying to flirt with her but the Princess touched his arm and left that contact linger long enough for a few other people around them to notice.

"You really think so?"

He nearly snapped at her then, because now she was fishing, but he let it slide, knowing he wasn't in the best mood ever.

"I do. Really, I doubt that anyone would doubt that overly. A few people, because loveliness is subjective, but... yes, you're prettier than she is." It was true, but she blushed and acted like he was flirting with her.

After the meal several people were called to the back room for a meeting. It was a place he'd been before, so he wasn't surprised by the look of it at all. It was pure artistry in the making, the walls carved into delicate dark wood patterns. The chairs didn't match this time, since there were nearly twenty people in the room. It included the Wards, his sister and her Count, Smythe and a half dozen others in military garb. One of those was Baron Kolbrin. He was in disguise, using an amulet for it most likely, but the frame and bearing were right. He didn't speak much, but the few phrases he used confirmed it to Tim with a decent level of certainty.

It was surprising that not everyone got it, but no one else seemed to. Except the King. Richard knew, that was clear. His gaze kept straying toward the man a lot more often than it should have if he wanted to keep anything a secret. The Prince wasn't invited in, nor was Karina. That was telling too. The Prince was always involved in the secret meetings, so that he could know what was happening in case the duty of rule suddenly fell to him. That meant there was danger. This way, if the King died, his heir would be available to replace him.

As the King started speaking Timon reached into his side pocket and pulled out a force lance. Terlee went wide eyed as he did it and looked scared. It was a subtle thing, but she let her own hand move toward her bag then. It occurred to Tim that his sister was probably there for two reasons. The first was just to make this look like it wasn't an attack. A bit of subtle diplomacy, since she was small and attractive, therefore not likely to be thought of as a threat to the big military men.

The other reason was that she didn't go anywhere at all without a very good shield and, or so it seemed, weapons. Even he was probably there for a similar reason. Political distraction.

"We've uncovered plots within plots in the last few days. Two of which are most troubling to me. The treason of several of our own nobles, none of which are in this room, lest any of you feel like you are about to be unfairly accused." He smiled a little grimly as Count Peterson, having been making eyes at Tamerlane, saw that she was going for a weapon and did the same himself.

Tim oriented on the military men, no one paying any attention to him at all. The King kept speaking, his voice dark and foreboding. At least Tim thought it sounded that way. No one else responded that he could tell.

"There is also a portion of our military that has betrayed us, throwing in with them. That saddens me greatly-" Then the room exploded in violence. The kind that modern shield warfare insisted on eventually. Loud, violent... and essentially useless.

They all had good protection, so while five of the military men were clearly trying to kill the King and Queen, they weren't harmed at all. The walls were in danger of collapsing, since they were using explosive weapons and immolators, but so far no one was being damaged.

Kolb started grappling with the men, throwing off the aim of some of them, as he could, moving fast for such a large person. The wild looking Count Peterson did the same, realizing as it happened, what was working.

Timon... pointed his force lance at one of the men and focused like he had with his sister, turning off all the man's amulets and magics all at once. Then he hit him with a single blast, which threw him hard into the buckling far wall. Then he re-aimed and did it again, another man in black going down.

One of the men took his own shield down then, staring at Tim, and stuck the explosive weapon under his chin, spraying his head over half the room in a red and white mist. That left two fighting. It didn't last long, since he took out their magics one at a time letting the others beat them into the ground.

It left them both unconscious after about half a minute.

When it was done Timon looked around and sighed in disgust, since the room was ruined now.

"Next time warn us first, and we can just ambush them outside."

The King nodded somberly.

"I'll take that under consideration."
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Lyn's wedding went so smoothly it was very nearly a miracle. She wore a lovely red gown that fairly sparkled as she moved down the long red carpeted expanse in the Palace chapel. Petra had created it for the girl, who'd made herself look about twenty, to match Dorgal. There were twenty girls that wore matching dresses of pink and light blue, all tossing flower petals, fairly making a rain of them inside.

The King didn't even forget his lines, giving the marriage vows perfectly, his voice somber, but face smiling through the whole thing, as if he was personally proud of the two in front of him. Dorgal's mother, who was in the front row of a sea of faces, cried openly. She smiled anyway and held the hand of the beaming man next to her. Since they were both probably assassins that seemed a little odd. Maybe not. Did people like that love their children too? It was either a fact, or these particular ones were consummate players.

Or both things were true.

Timon was a good way back in the space, on a hard bench, with a few hundred people in front of him. Sheri, Ali's roommate was in the front row, oddly enough, since Denno had brought the girl as his date rather graciously. Most of the people in front of him were nobles, though a few were the Counselors and their wives. Ali was in the fifth row, also on Lyn's side of the space, since Tor was related to her. Technically that's why he was as close as he was. She was his "sister" too. His whole family was on her side of the room, though spread out a bit. His mother and father were off to Tim's right and most of the kids were about ten rows behind him. Except Tiera, who was in the room, but only just, having been given a seat in the second to last row. That was due to the fact that Sam Builder was friends with Henry, one of the boys that she'd publically shamed.

And Sam had connections in the palace now. It kind of spoke as to just how important "rank and station" where in real life, didn't it?

When they walked outside, following the happy couple, there was a bit of an unplanned surprise. Over the entire capital a vast display of magical fireworks started, the sky itself thundering a song as the red lights and blue moved in time, turning into a spiral together. It went on for nearly twenty minutes, the scene emerging became more intricate as it went along, until it was clear to all watching that only one person in the world could have done the work.

The Wizard Tor.

Of course. 

For half a second Timon almost felt a little sour, his brother stealing all the thunder again. It probably wasn't his intent, but it was almost like he was trying to make the whole day about himself. A few people had even started muttering his name.

Shaking his head he moved to give his best wishes to the couple, as was proper, finding Dorgal first, as everyone else looked at the sky. His cousin Marco stepped back suddenly, landing on his foot. The man looked a bit nervous about it, dancing back, bowing when he realized who it was. Or at least seeing that it was a person standing there.

"Sorry there. Didn't see you. Looking up, you know." He smiled, his little mustache twitching a bit. "To think, Tor the little Baker boy did that. Can you imagine? It makes my paltry attempts to play music and sing seem... useless."

Timon shrugged, which got the man to look down for some reason.

"It's a brilliant thing, lighting up the sky like this. Everyone can have music though, not just the highest. Does that make it worth less, or more?" It was probably a little too insightful coming from his child's face, since the man looked troubled for a few seconds, as if he couldn't decide if it was an insult or not. Lyn clapped his arm, moving in to hug him then.

"I always thought that music was one of the great pleasures of life, myself." She winked at Marco, then pulled Dorgal's hand a bit, getting him to turn and see who was there.

"Timon! You've met Marco? I was telling him that he should get with you and see if anyone in Austra wanted him to play there. Even if he has to do it for free, the worth of the trip would more than cover it."

That was a good idea. He nodded and made himself smile, letting it show in his eyes.

"We can do that. I'm making a trip that way tomorrow, would you like to come along and see if anyone wants to host you? I'm betting it won't be that hard to find someone. I have to make a detour to Afrak first, but just to leave them something."

After the way Lara Gray had tried to set him up it was tempting to let that message be a smoking ruin where their main city used to be, but he was going to be a little more subtle than that.

The arrangements were made quickly, Marco warming up to him a good bit when he realized that he felt Tor had, in his classic fashion, gone overstated in his display. It was great, but gaudy. He wasn't the only person to think so either. Lyn was happy with it, but Count Lairdgren was fighting a wince from his face some ten minutes later, still glancing upward, as if half expecting it to start again. True that could have been about the poor strategy involved in the display, rather than the garishness, but at least someone else noticed.

He seemed to know Marco however and gave a quick bow to him, before hugging Lyn. Timon got a hug too, from Bonita, the Count's intended bride. She was a sweet woman that everyone seemed to like. Including Collette and Maria Ward, who were flowing along with her.

"Timon! When are you coming to visit? We're going to be getting married ourselves in a few months. You'll attend won't you?"

He snorted at her, but smiled.

"You say that like anyone could easily stop me? Of course I'll be there on your special day. We all will, right?" He looked at Lyn who curtsied.

"Wouldn't miss my brother's wedding. You need to invite Julie too. She missed this one."

Timon grimaced, "oh, that wasn't her fault, I let myself get side tracked and forgot to see to that. I didn't find out if any of the others wanted to come either." It was kind of a big deal. Family should have been there and it was his job to move people from one place to the other.

Lyn shook her head.

"Julie won't come to events with giants around, as for the others, well, you should ask. Even Blue, though I'm still not wild about her all the time. She gets along with Green well enough."

He still felt embarrassed, so he hid it by hugging her again and then Bonita. People thought it was cute enough no one questioned him. It was work to handle the large crowd of giant people, feeling like things were going to jump out at him at every turn. I was a relief when he was able to leave, even if the walk took him nearly two hours because the streets had turned into a free festival. It was wild and made him remember to get out of town when Alphonse got married. He couldn't of course, since he was to marry Princess Abby.

She was family and he even liked her, even if her grandmother had tried to get him killed. Gray would deny it if cornered on the idea, of course, it was built into her plan so obviously it practically screamed plausible deniability. So he wasn't going to bother her with it. He was just going to leave her a little gift instead.

The next morning he picked them up at the palace, Merta and Stile being brought out in chains. Marco had met him eagerly at seven o'clock exactly, at his own front door, making the whole thing far easier. The two stood, head bowed, but not having been beaten that he could tell. Of course with healing amulets around who knew what they might have undergone?

"Say, let's get these shackles off, please." He waved to the Royal Guard who looked at him as if he were mentally defective. Timon grinned back. "They aren't our enemies, just people that fell in with the wrong crowd. Even if they loved their Count, that didn't go well. He bought their freedom, and I'm going to make sure that they get it." It sounded like a death threat and the prisoners both stiffened at the words.

A few minutes later they were sitting in the back of the nicely decorated craft, looking around as if they feared the air was about to vanish. That was fair enough. It could if they got out of hand. They had nothing except their old, and now filthy, guard uniforms on. The insignia ripped off. If they'd done it themselves or if someone else had, he didn't know. He also didn't care.

After hours in silence, except for some rather good music from Marco, who was taking the time to practice for what he hoped would be a fruitful audition or two, Timon gave them all food. It was safe, but the two in back ate it reluctantly, suspecting poison. Timon lent them a detector for that, which only helped a little for some reason. He nearly offered to let them snack on some of the produce behind them, but decided against it. That was partitioned off to protect it after all.

As they got to the coast of the great continent he started speaking, turning south so that they could land on the far side of the main city. Sneaking up on them a bit.

"You know, my original plan had been to give you both shots of that pain medicine and to drop you in the desert with only a cutter." He smiled as Marco looked interested rather than appalled. "Then I realized that would be beneath me. Instead I'm going to give you a real chance to not only survive, but to gain more than you ever thought you'd have a real shot at."

He landed and got them out, walking to the back of the craft, pulling out two large satchel packs of tan canvas.

"In here are an array of things you might find useful. Fresh clothing, food for several days ,even for giants like you and a few other things." He tossed one to each. The things being heavy enough that they had to reach down for them. "Some of those things are explosive weapons, force lances and a pair of top end shields. You see, the people of Afrak don't have violence, they can't do it anymore, it's been bred out of them. The only real danger here is a pale woman named Lara Gray. She's in that city ahead of you. Wear your shields as soon as we leave, and leave them on, even after you end her. She's a master of diseases after all. Do not harm her people, but if you wish to survive here, I suggest you try very hard to remove her. She's three thousand years old and no doubt a lot more than she seems, so don't give her a chance. I won't be back, but I look forward to hearing of your success and beneficent rule you set up here. It will be that, you understand? Harm these people, other than Gray, and you are at war with me. So there you go, take out one woman and you'll be the King and Queen here."

He waved to them both standing and looking at the packs still, like they didn't believe him. They didn't even try to find the weapons or shields.

He didn't watch them as he took off, but the man next to him did. After the land was out of sight he spoke, his words gentle.

"Do you think they can do it?"

Timon shook his head, "no, not really. It's just a message. I wish them well though."

Then, almost as if trying to keep him calm, the man next to him began to play again.

It was soothing.

They had a lot to do then. He did at any rate. There was just so much to learn and he really didn't think he had long to do it. After all, Tor had signaled the Larval that he was both alive and aware of events. If they killed enough of his friends and family now, it was clear that his brother would find out about it. That meant that he had to protect them all somehow.

Hopefully it meant that Tor had a plan. If not, Timon would have to come up with something himself.

As he flew off, the sun very nearly straight overhead, he nodded to himself. After all, if nothing else, the Larval had made one mistake that they might not survive as a group. They thought that Tor was their Great Unknown Factor. They were going after him because of it, with a single minded clarity that moved well past the borders of sanity.

That meant they very well might not even see Timon coming for them at all.

It was a mistake, but one that he could use.

He decided to do just that, as soon as possible.
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