
        
            
                
            
        

    

Books by P.S. Power
 




  

The Young Ancients

(Tor)

 

The Builder

Knight Esquire

Knight of the Realm

Ambassador

Counselor

Slave Line

 

(Timon)

The Dark Half of the Sun

 

(Tiera)

A Simple Darkness

*Coming in January 2013

 


  

Keeley Thomson

 

Demon Girl

Keelzebub

Mistress of Souls

 

(Related Works)

 

(Richard)

Christmas of the Vampire

 


  

Other Places

 

Shortcuts

 


  

Gwen Farris

 

Abominations

 

Monsters

Strangers and Lies

 


  

Dead End

 

A Very Good Man

A Very Good Neighbor

A Very Good thing

A Very Dark Place

 


  

The Infected

 

Proxy

Gabriel

Cast Iron

Proxy: Reunions

Cellophane (*Coming January 2013)

 


  

Stand Alone Titles

 

Crayons

Unrelenting Terror

 

 


  



Tiera Book One

 

A Simple Darkness

 

 

P.S. Power

 

 

 

 

 

 

 







  


Chapter one
 



 

 

 

 

There was a hush over the students' dining room when Tiera walked in. She remembered what Regina, her best friend at school, had told her to do before she left the room. How to present herself. Head up, face set and calm. Her posture straight. It was normal for the other girls to dislike her a little, since she was so pretty and well connected. It hadn't been what she'd expected when she'd first gotten there at all, but it seemed to be the truth. Most of the girls thought of her as competition, instead of as a potential friend. They'd gone out of their way to make that plain.

Honestly she'd expected everyone to kind of dote on her when she'd first gotten to the Lairdgren school. After all, she really was good looking, and people tended to like that. It wasn't like she was stuck on herself though, so she hadn't figured that would be a problem. Tiera was also a Conserina. True that wasn't exactly something real, since she'd never inherit anything, not with the Count, her own mother and one of her older brothers being immortal like they were, but that didn't matter, the title itself should have been enough. People were supposed to respect you for being a noble.

A lot of things ran through her mind as she went to the back of the room to get her tray of food, but the main thing was not showing that she heard what people were saying about her under their breaths.

"Bitch." It came from a collection of kids in drab brown clothing, which really wasn't any different than what she wore herself. She wasn't trying to show anyone up after all, and neither were they though they all could have. There were only four of them that day, but she avoided them, even if they were friends of her brother Tor. The one that had spoken was decently tall, and also a Conserina, Farlo Ross. It was said just loud enough for her to hear, but not at a level that would require her to try and do anything about it. They were all like that, the ones in that group, treating her as if she were inferior to them. She would have thought it was her small size that did it, since that was a commoner trait, but most of them weren't much bigger than she was.

They were all builders though, and thought that meant they were special or something. That didn't mean Tiera wanted to put up with people being crude to her though, did it? Anyone could do magic, if they had the mind for it. She could do it, and had a few times, just to see if she liked it. It was interesting enough, but not her primary area of study, since she liked numbers a lot more. It was probably why they were really going after her, since she hadn't joined their section.

They didn't have much of a life though, did they? They kept to themselves and acted superior to people like her, as if they were some kind of a big thing on campus. They were, which made it even worse for her. She kept her nose in the air and pretended not to hear the other noble girl, since the bullies would only get worse if they thought they were winning.

When she got to her seat the first year girl she'd sat next to actually got up and left, rather than deign to share the same table. Tiera knew that her face went dark then. It made her angry when people didn't treat her well. She very nearly lashed out at the girl, but let her go, knowing that losing her composure wouldn't help at the moment. It was going to happen soon though, wasn't it? There was only so much she was going to put up with, and being called names had just about pushed her to that mark already. Now a public snubbing? No, she could feel herself getting really upset already. It was taking an act of will not to react.

The food looked bland that day, being mainly dried fruit in oats. It had lumps in it, which she examined before pulling her poison detector to make sure the food was safe. Something about it just seemed off, the lumps being slightly yellow inside. A thrill of shock ran through her when the magical device lit up, the nimbus of golden light getting everyone's attention suddenly. Then people started laughing. As if trying to kill her was funny? It wasn't everyone that was making merry over it though, just the Lairdgren group. The builders.

A sudden rage sang through her blood.

"You tried to poison me? Me?" She shot to her feet, pulling an explosive weapon from the small pocket on the right hand side of her magical clothing. It might have looked like what almost everyone else was wearing, and pretty much was, since her brother had just given the things away to almost everyone the year before, but it meant she could carry almost anything with her, making the needed pockets and pouches with just a little extra concentration.

She pointed the weapon, which was on a small copper tube, at the table of builders.

"Get up! I... You're all under arrest. For attempted murder!" She didn't know if she could apprehend anyone or not, but she could darn well destroy them, if nothing else.

Helpfully everyone else froze at first, then scattered, leaving the room. It was a good plan, since she had to figure that the builders all had shields on. That was confirmed a half second later, when Farlo growled at her.

"Do you think you can touch us?" It had a slightly smarmy tone to it. That just made Tiera even angrier. The girl tried to kill her and then was going to act all superior after the fact?

"No. I think I can collapse the floor under you though and leave you buried under the building. See how I'm actually aiming at the floor? Now, take off your amulets and set them on the table. Do it, or so help me I will bring this whole thing down on you!"

"Fuck you." This came from one of the boys at the table, which was far more rude than she would have thought anyone would ever be to her. Then, after trying to kill her, why not? He kept talking, his small frame larger than her own, since they both looked a little common that way. Sam Builder glared at her angrily. "We didn't try to do anything to you."

It was a lie, of course, they'd been out to get her since just after the first week. No one had said why, but she wasn't so dense she didn't get the idea. After all, she'd turned down one of their friends when he asked her out. It wasn't her fault he was poor and kind of ugly, was it? Sure, she'd been a little rough on him about it, but that was just because she hadn't wanted to give him false hope, not because she was trying to hurt his feelings. That had to be clear to them, didn't it?

"Shut it! Amulets. Now!" For just a second she seriously contemplated doing it, taking the building down around them. She could fly out of it, if she triggered her flying rig fast enough. Then, so could most of these others. They probably didn't even have to move in order to do it. She did. It wasn't fair, but that was the kind of thing builders were good at. Cheating.

No one moved for a second, so she let her chin come up and slowly started moving her thumb to actually do it. The four at the table glared at her, but they did what she said, setting a whole lot of magical devices on the wooden table in front of them. It was a strange and varied array of things. All of hers matched, since she didn't have everything she owned on her. All things on copper or focus stone, all made by her older brother. These kids, some of them orphans, and so poor that they were there on scholarships, were dumping thousands of golds worth of things in front of them. It was, she had to admit, impressive. Scary too, since she didn't know what most of them were.

"Clothes too."

That got an outraged sound from Sam and the boy across from him. She didn't know what his name was, but he looked pretty common too, if with slightly lighter hair than her black or Sam's medium brown.

Farlo just did it. The other boy, who was taller, and sort of good looking in a stuck up way, did the same without batting an eye. They were both used to public nudity, which wasn't her way, but was a lot more accepted in the large cities and in royal circles. Then she made them move to the side of the room, so that when she killed them the floor wouldn't be destroyed. She didn't think it was a major load bearing wall, at least it shouldn't be.

Not that she was going to kill them yet. 

No first she had to wait, because people would be coming. Probably to arrest these four. She was going to enjoy watching them swing by the neck, she decided. Farlo gave her a long suffering look and sighed at her.

"Tiera... We didn't do anything. It's just..."

Before she could speak the Headmaster ran to the door, followed by a taller man that she vaguely recognized from the day before. The new Weapons Instructor. Or, if she understood it all correctly, the old one having finally gotten there. She'd seen him at a bit of a distance with all the instructors while she was teaching some kids to fly in the morning section.

She didn't let them speak, pointing with her left hand, so that the smooth copper weapon could stay trained on her would be assassins.

"The food is poisoned and they laughed when it happened, when my detector started glowing. I want them killed for it! They've been harassing me for weeks." It was pretty tempting to do it herself, right then, but that would damage the building. The problem with explosive weapons was, of course, that they made things blow-up. They were kind of useless inside your own spaces that way. And this was, for now, her place. If she destroyed it, she'd be personally inconvenienced. It was annoying.

Instead of cowering in fear like they should have, the naked boy she didn't know who was smaller and covering himself with his hands... Rolled his eyes and looked at the Headmaster.

"Sir... We didn't do anything. It's pretty clear that-"

He stopped as Tiera let her hand tighten again.

"Quiet! You won't get away with this. I know that you hate me, and now you try to kill me? I'll..." She started to finish the move when the big bald man chuckled.

"Calm down a bit girl. Let's see what's going on first. We always have time for executions later. Headmaster Hardgrove? I believe that poisons are one of your areas of interest? Perhaps you could tell us what exactly is going on here?"

Pulling his own copper rectangle, meaning a first generation detector, the stooped and ancient bearded man set to work immediately. He nodded when he saw the glow, but using a fork he examined the lumps in the oat cereal, making a tight face after a few moments.

"Ah. Well. It isn't strictly poison at least, but I wouldn't eat it. Someone expectorated mucus into this dish. They seem to be rather ill as well, probably a bronchial infection from the color. We really shouldn't let them work with food until they get better. The bacteria showed up as poison, or I dare say you wouldn't have been alerted to it." He didn't smile about it at least, looking at the naked builders along the wall his black velvet doublet being straightened a bit as he regarded them.

"I take it that you four know something of this? Laughing at such a thing is an uncommon reaction, don't you think? Most would respond with shock to a potential poisoning." The voice was mild, but seemed a little annoyed.

Farlo answered for them, her hands held loosely at her sides, even as the old man looked at her face. She was thin, and didn't have a vast amount of muscle like some of the noble giants did, even though she was pretty tall already.

"We saw the boy in the kitchen do it. We're... Not all that pleased with Doretta here, so we didn't tell her. It was wrong of us, but, well, she deserves it, doesn't she?"

The statement got a half nod from the Headmaster, which got Tiera to flare into true rage.

"How dare you!" The device in her hand got turned on the man for agreeing with the scum in front of them. It was madness, but she wasn't going to let this... cretin, insult her like that.

"I deserve to have my food spit in? They were trying to make me sick... or something. I won't put up with this. I demand they be punished. I demand..." She didn't know what to proclaim next, but the tall and muscular bald man with the scarred face smiled at her. Then he waved at her a little with the back of his left hand, palm toward the floor.

"Put the weapon away. He wasn't saying that you deserved to be made ill, just that your behavior might have caused that kind of reaction from people. We'll punish the person responsible and make certain he doesn't do it again. These four have been rude to you, true, but that stops now. You all understand that? If nothing else you should realize how close you all just came to dying. Get your clothing on and get to classes. Baker, meet me in the practice yard in fifteen minutes." He gestured to the kids along the wall who didn't look at all sorry for laughing at her. 

She'd make them sorry though. They weren't getting away with this. None of them were.

"What, so you can punish me? I quit. I want these... monsters arrested. Now! They're not getting away with this. I won't let them. You too, for trying to help them." She pointed at the Headmaster, who was, after all, not anyone with authority over her anymore. She used the explosive weapon to gesture with, but after a few seconds of focusing she realized that he had a shield on. It was already triggered too. The weapons Instructor's was too.

It seemed like a good plan so she reached up and triggered her own, which hadn't kicked on yet. They were handy that way, but you had to think something was a real threat to you for that part to work. The effects varied. A bowl of poison wouldn't do it, not for her, since there was no way she'd eat it, was there? It was gross now, but she had to admit that it did seem to be green and yellow mucus in her food when she glanced at it.

She aimed at the kids again.

"Hostages. Sir, I suggest you come along peacefully, if you don't want their innards scattered over the building next door." This came out as a growl, but the large bald man raised his eyebrows and made a face.

"Sorry, your application to resign has been denied, since you're being a silly twit. Good idea, using the others as hostages, but right now you're blowing this situation so far out of proportion it's almost not funny anymore." He smiled then and pointed with one finger at the weapon in her hand. It was a good one, designed to dominate an entire battle field. "So weapons away, now."

"Are you stupid? I just quit and have these people under arrest. I can do that." Because, obviously, she had the drop on them. She didn't know if she had a legal right to do it, but the Headmaster sighed at her.

"True, you can do that, however Instructor Kolbrin is correct. This situation, while a thing that would make anyone angry, is being blown out of proportion. I think we can safely assume that this is about your rather harsh treatment of their fellows, instead of an actual attack on your person. It wouldn't serve to let childhood squabbles become major issues."

Clenching her jaw Tiera had to glare at the stupid man a bit.

"You mean like trying to infect a person with a disease?" True, it wouldn't work, since she had the Ancient pattern, which made her pretty much immune to such things, but it wasn't about it being a good attack, just an attempt to harm her. "We can test them under Truth Amulet. Then have them put to death. Or at least in prison." Possibly in a mine. There was always need for strong young workers to get at mineral resources.

Farlo moved back to the table and picked a single amulet out of the mess on the table, one of the few that was obviously made by Tor himself, a white focus stone piece with a glowing pink sigil on the front. When she tapped it, holding it in her hand, an aura of gold and white surrounded her. For some reason it had stripes of gold with a cream colored background. It was what her brother had made, but she didn't know why he'd picked that pattern at all. A simple glow of either color would have worked after all. It was kind of showy, but pretty enough really. It would produce an ugly black streak when they tried to lie however.

The other Conserina looked at her, making direct eye contact, even as the explosive was pointed at the tall girl's midsection, ready to end her for all time.

"I didn't try to harm you. I didn't warn you either, because you've been very rude to several boys here. It isn't good to be a Doretta and you've been walking around here acting like you're the Princess of the Realm, instead of just another school girl. It's stupid and is giving you a bad name. I suggest you correct yourself before you start a real problem." Then she stopped, the field never so much as flickering.

Sam took it next, still looking highly embarrassed about being naked, which she could see. He wasn't ugly or anything, but just average in build, and in other areas, though he didn't cover himself overly.

"I didn't have anything to do with that boy spitting in your food. But you deserved it, and more. I did however pull strings so that you were in nearly the back row of Lyn's wedding at the Palace the other day. Just so you understand why that was. No one likes a Doretta."

She knew what a Doretta was, that being the noble term for a bad man or woman that was rude to others in affairs of the heart, but she hadn't really done anything like that. Her little brother Timon had mentioned something like that too, but she'd explained it to him. She had a duty not to bog herself down with poor and ugly boys. They weren't good enough for her. Regina had explained it all to her on the second day, after she smiled at a few of them in the commons. They could get the wrong idea and think she wanted to have sex with them, or even get married. They didn't have a chance, and letting them go on that way could get them hurt, and not just emotionally.

After all, Count Lairdgren might get mad if she were connected to unsavory people, right?

The others went too, the small man, who turned out to be named Guide, of all things, seemed particularly upset with her for some reason.

"Going around acting all high and mighty, what did you expect? Now you stand there and threaten to kill us for taking you to task for it, as if you have a right to treat people like scum?" There was a bitterness to the words that didn't make sense. She hadn't turned him down after all. That would have been silly. He was good enough looking and about her own age. She did like slightly older boys, but he was a builder and had good prospects.

The other guy, Mark, just shook his head when it was his turn after stating he hadn't done anything.

"Still, there is a point here. You've gotten some slack, because people like your brother, but that's not going to hold out a lot longer. We get that you come from... A different situation, but Farlo said she talked to your other brother, Tim, and he said that you knew not to act like that..."

Her jaw hurt from clenching it so hard. Holding out her left hand for the Truth amulet got a baffled look from the boy. She had to take her shield down first, but he handed it over easily enough.

She growled at them all, for not understanding what she'd been doing.

"I had to protect those boys. Obviously. They can't marry me and if people thought they were trying to have sex with me, they might be hurt for it. People keep saying I was rude to them, but it wasn't about me thinking I'm better than they are, just that I have a higher social position and that could cause problems later. For them..." The light didn't flicker for her either, which got the others to stare at her like she'd just announced that she was a cow. It didn't make sense.

The tall Instructor nodded a few times. "Alright. Why do you think that? I have it on fairly good authority that no one that knows you would respond that way. Do you think that your brothers... might they harm them do you think?" He seemed pretty baffled, but she rolled her eyes.

"Well, of course. But the Count, my grandfather might too. Or even the King. I'm a Conserina after all. I have to think about more than just my own feelings and desires. Regina explained it to me." It had made sense at the time, when her roommate had told her about how The Rules were really just for nobles and that the common people had to be treated differently, since they had their own special situations that varied from place to place.

Tiera knew it for a fact, since the rules she'd grown up with, in Two Bends, had been very different. It took a few minutes for her to explain it all, tapping her foot at how slow everyone else was being about it all, but trying not to act like she was better than they were. She was probably smarter, but there was clearly something else going on here. A thing that raw intelligence wasn't going to instantly fix.

Farlo rolled her eyes and then grabbed her head like it hurt.

"Crud." She started grabbing her amulets then and dressed instantly, student browns that looked like heavy canvas appearing suddenly. The others followed suit when they realized that they weren't about to all die instantly.

Mark looked at the other Conserina and closed his eyes.

"Yes, crud indeed. Someone has been misinforming you, Tiera. It might be for any reason, including just using a few mistaken phrases, but... I can see now that this is my fault." He bowed to her then, which, for some reason got Farlo to do the same, followed, if slowly, by Sam, who nudged Guide into doing the same thing after a few seconds. "I apologize. I should have been more attentive and not assumed the worst about you. I owe your family a great debt and asserted, to myself, that I'd look after you, but let myself be sidetracked by what I thought was bad behavior. Please forgive me?"

He didn't seem all that torn up about it, and the others didn't speak, since they probably didn't feel the same way, but the rule was that if someone apologized to you, a good person tried to accept it. Her mother had been pretty clear about that. She bowed back and spoke, trying to keep her anger out of it.

"I understand that I was in error, though I don't know how yet. Not precisely. I take it that no one was really in danger at all? I... Please forgive me for distressing you then." An awful feeling came across her then, since these, clearly, weren't the wronged parties. Her jaw clenched again, since the only thing to do now was to debase herself publically and apologize to everyone that she'd wronged, even though she'd thought she was protecting them.

Short of being beaten it was about the worst thing she could imagine happening. It had to be done though, since honor demanded it. Then she'd quit and move back home. Obviously she wasn't nearly as ready for this world as she'd hoped. She was supposed to be popular and loved, not... this.

Kolbrin looked at her and waved at the weapon again, which got her to put it away finally.

"Good. Well, that's sorted and you can fix it later. Go on to classes now, everyone. We have the morning sessions to attend to. The Headmaster will look into this and see to fair punishments. Even if you did deserve it Tiera, spitting in the food is a punishable offense. Someone is going to be in for a time, I think."

The old bearded Headmaster agreed with that easily enough.

"So, I take it we don't all need to report to prison?" It was said lightly, but with that air of a person that actually knew that they were dodging something serious.

That kind of surprised her, but it only made sense. She wasn't happy about the whole thing, her being wrong. It was horrible actually. Had Regina done it on purpose? She didn't want to believe it, but the girl was a noble. They did love to mess with people like that, didn't they?

It was tempting to run off and see to that instantly, but the big bald man patted her on the back gently then let his hand linger. She could feel the warmth of the contact and wondered at what it meant for a moment. Did he like her? Vain or not, no one had ever claimed she wasn't pretty. The giant's hand brushed at her hair a little. For a few seconds she stiffened, ready to tell him it wasn't appropriate, even under The Rules, but the man sighed and tugged at it.

"You have lovely hair, nearly down to your backside. Probably the envy of every girl at the school." Drawing it back he gave a hard yank, which caused her shield to kick in, but her hair, already blindingly tight thanks to the attack, caught in it and didn't move, leaving her head pulled back and eyes watering.

"Ahhh!" The sound was a pained one, and came until she got her shield off.

Then the bully did it again. After that she ran a few steps away from him, down the stairs, even as her head was at an awkward angle, yelling the whole time. She turned her shield off and then spun, to see that he still had a handful of it.

He did let go then, smiling.

"First lesson then, get rid of anything that can be used against you. I expect you to cut your hair and have it short enough it can't be drawn through your shield easily. You have to tomorrow to fix that. If you don't do it, I will, which won't be artful at all. Well, you see how I do my own?" He smoothed his bare scalp with his right hand. "Second lesson, run away. You had an escape, but you stopped. If you do that in a real fight you might just die. We'll work on that later however. Today I want to introduce you to someone. She's going to be your new trainer. Do everything that she says. You won't like it, but it has to be done and we don't have time to coddle you. Orders from your brother."

That got her to stop dead. Did this man know something about Tor? He was in hiding, since an army of Austran assassins was after him. He'd just left one day, but at the wedding in the Capital the other day there had been a huge magical display in the sky, like fireworks, but clearly his work. Maybe this man had been with him, she felt excited for a few seconds, but he shook his head without waiting for her to speak.

"No. Tim. He filled me in on the current threat, and that you were mentioned by the Larval that took him as a potential target as well. There are other things going on too, so you need to be constantly on guard. Luckily that shouldn't be hard, since you've already managed to alienate half of the people on campus and the others will no doubt come around soon enough if you don't make an effort to correct the damage. We'll have to see if it was on purpose or not. Dean Hardgrove will be seeing to that, I don't doubt."

Tiera felt a little clueless for a few seconds. She got that the man meant to train her to fight, that was his job after all, to see to such things. Most girls her age and size didn't have that kind of thing at the school. Actually, as far as she knew, none of them did. It didn't sound like fun either.

"I'm not exactly a fighter." She didn't want to sound weak, but the idea was a bit intimidating. Not that she couldn't learn the moves, but she wasn't a giant and never would be. If she got a few inches taller she'd have to count herself lucky.

The fellow patted her back again, which got her to scamper away, in case he wanted to grab her hair again. That got him to laugh at her, but his words weren't insulting, seeming pleased instead.

"Run away. Exactly like that. We'll teach you to fight, but mainly how to survive, how to escape and protect yourself, and if need be, others. Today will mainly be about testing you however. We'll find out what you're made of. Combat is about more than just being large after all. Let's get to that. It's not going to be a fun few weeks for you, but I think you'll survive." There was an odd look on his face that spoke of having done all of this before, but he didn't explain it, even as she watched him carefully for attack and kept out of arm's reach.

She really didn't like his little shield trick with her hair. It made her scalp ache and she had a thought that he'd just tugged at her a little to make a point, not actually trying to rip at her like he could have. It was a lot less than fun to consider, truth be told.

Tiera was used to being looked at as she walked, and getting now that she'd been messing up horribly, she tried to smile at everyone again. No one smiled back at her yet, but that would take time. If it ever happened. The stone courtyard was gray cobblestone, which matched the look of a lot of the buildings and structures, including the tall wall around the fighters' section. It was just a practice area, and even though the thing was six feet high, she could see several heads sticking above it as she and Instructor Kolbrin marched toward it. He moved quickly, which meant she had to scurry a little, her legs being shorter than his. It wasn't hard though. Giants tended to move pretty slowly over all. Compared to her at least.

There were people inside the enclosure working with old fashioned weapons, swords, spears and knives. Most had on bulky armor made of leather or heavy cloth padding. A few worked without even that, counting on their skill to keep them safe it seemed. The Instructor pointed with his whole hand toward two padded forms beating the stuffing out of each other. Tiera didn't know enough to be able to tell if they were good or not, but it was clear that the heavier of the two was easily beating the other, hitting them three or four times for every blow the thinner person landed. They moved like women, but that was about all she could tell.

They danced back and forth, both in similar light gray practice armor. There were racks of the same thing over by a table that held a variety of weapons. She assumed those were for practice too, since waving around real force lances and explosives would have been insane in a closed space like this. She didn't need to be highly skilled with them to know that. It was just common sense.

After a while the two women that had been fighting stopped and walked over to them, clearly getting that they were being watched, if not summoned. The shorter of the two took her helm off first, smiling a bit as she looked at them.

"So, Kolb, is this my new target?" There was a very pleased tone to her voice, which got Tiera to stiffen. She didn't care who these people were, she wasn't going to just let herself be beaten. That didn't make any sense at all. Her face must have shown that, since the woman blinked at her and let the smile fall from her face.

Then the other person took her face mask off as well. It was Judith. Judith Kerry. Her worst enemy in the whole world. The girl had tried to beat her a few weeks before, right out in the open, claiming that she'd been rude to Henry. It had been an over the top reaction, probably meant as an excuse to hurt her, since the girl was only average looking and she was clearly jealous.

"Judy, could you help Karen with that? Tiera will need a good sparring partner. You can run with her in the mornings, so work that into your schedule-"

Tiera shook her head.

"No. I don't think so. I'm not working with her. She tried to attack me. This whole thing is a mistake. Thank you, but I'd rather not be set up for daily thrashings." She spun on her heel and walked away quickly. It was so clearly a trap, or maybe a punishment, that it was stupid. Did they think she wouldn't work out what they were doing? Morons.

She was about three paces away when Kolbrin took her arm. It wasn't hard, but he pulled her back slowly, so her shield wouldn't kick in, even if she was angry.

"Sorry? I just got in the other day, so I missed that..."

Judith filled him in, if not correctly.

"This little bitch told off Henry right in front of everyone, telling him he was too poor and ugly for her. I really was going to thrash her, but good luck there, the freak had a shield. Her brother had to humble her instead. I don't know as to if she's fixed herself yet, but he asked the Headmaster to give her another chance. I wasn't planning on beating you today though. It won't hurt my feelings if I don't have to work with you." She crossed her arms, letting her practice blade dangle a little in her right hand, the smooth wood dinged on the edges from hitting things.

Karen shrugged.

"I haven't heard about this yet. Not much. Ali mentioned something, but said that Timon had already taken care of it. What's the situation?" She seemed worried for some reason, but wasn't glaring like the other giantess was.

Tiera didn't know how to respond, since it seemed like her sister-in-law was telling tales about her to strangers already. They'd have to have a talk about that later. She hadn't been hanging around with Ali a lot, since it was pretty clear that she was angry at her. No one wanted to be around someone that was going to be cold to them all the time, did they?

The large man looked at Tiera for a few seconds and then heaved a large sigh.

"Young person school drama, mainly. Tiera here ran afoul of conflicting information, and thought that if a poor or unsuitable boy was linked to her they might be hurt by her family. Everyone else figured she was being a Doretta, not getting that she honestly thought she was being noble and protecting the youngsters that approached her. She was tested on it, under Truth verification, so it's real enough. Now we have to get her out from under the garbage storm it created." There was a sense that the man was keeping himself from growling the words, most likely thinking that it was really annoying.

Oddly enough Judith looked angry for a few seconds then let her face relax.

"I... understand, I guess. Your people aren't city folk even and a lot of the outlier regional traditions are different... So, you really thought that Tor or Tim would come and beat the boys in the street if you were too nice to them? I..." She bowed suddenly which got the others to look at her funny. "I can see that. I wouldn't want to challenge either of them if I didn't have to. I don't know as to the rest of her people, but... yeah, I can see it. You don't have to worry though. Tor ain't nor a... Excuse me." She stopped for a few seconds and continued, her accent shifting dramatically as she did to something far more proper and cultured. "Tor isn't prudish and Timon seemed to be most upset with you seeming to be a Doretta. I'll take it upon myself to go to your home and make certain that the others there will not seek to harm anyone. I think we can work together, if that's the case. After you apologize to everyone, I mean." She looked a little too happy about Tiera being humbled like that, but there didn't seem to be a good way out of it, did there?

The idea of Judith going to Two Bends didn't make her happy either, but the bald Instructor seemed more than a little pleased by the idea.

"How long do you need?"

Judy shrugged loosely. "No more than a few hours, I can go in my off time, later today. I have a Fast Craft. It isn't mine really, I just have a piloting job with the Fast Transport service. I won't even have to miss classes for it. So, we can spend luncheon with Tiera knocking her head on the dining room floor and then set the rest to right after that. I don't want to miss out on the fun after all." There was no real sense of glee in the words at least, the girl holding her face still.

Tiera growled anyway.

"I'm not here for your amusement."

The bigger girl, who was clearly a woman, an actual instructor it seemed, the one called Karen, didn't seem upset or anything, as much as a bit wary.

"Well, why don't we see what you can do first, and then we'll cover some basic defensive tactics. That's should be a good place to start." She didn't look to the man for permission or anything, so it was pretty clear she expected to be in charge.

First she had Tiera run, just from one wall of the closed in space to the other and back as fast as she could. It was to be a race, originally against Judy, but an unarmored, very tall boy came walking over and nodded to her. She recognized him from the sea voyage she'd taken with her mother and two of her brothers. His name was David, she thought.

"A race? Well, I'm nearly as fast as anyone else here and not wearing armor. Beat me back and I'll put in a good word with Karen, so she won't beat you too hard." He smiled then and shook his head. "Just kidding. She'll beat you anyway. It's kind of the job description, isn't it? Shall we?"

It was said in a charming way, but one that sounded kind of relaxed. He was cute, in a very large kind of way, since he must have been close to seven and a half feet tall. Maybe a little shorter than that, but since she was just a tiny bit over five feet it seemed like a lot to her.

"On go then..." Karen spoke the words in a low voice, each of them standing with their right hand on the stone wall, everyone else moving to the side without waiting to see what they were doing overly. This kind of thing was done then, Tiera realized. Fighting area or not, they held enough races here that everyone got the idea. "Ready, steady....Go!"

It wasn't her plan to make the boy look bad, but she ran as fast as she could anyway, even knowing that she was supposed to always let men win physical competitions. Her older sister had informed her of that several years before. It was only polite after all, since their egos were so tied up in physical things. Karen was the one she had to impress however, not David, and if the boy hadn't meant for her to look good he would have run faster. She hit the far wall after just a few seconds and bounced, pushing hard and kicking off of it, since she couldn't possibly change direction otherwise. Her feet slipped a little on the smooth cut stones under her, but she passed the large boy and hit the first wall before he touched the other side.

Panting, she looked at Karen, wondering if she'd done too much, from the way everyone was staring. After a few seconds the large woman looked at Kolb and waved at her.

"Decent speed, but how's her endurance? We need to test that too." Her tone was nearly bored, even as they had to wait for David to sprint back from the far side. He didn't quit, even when it was clear that he'd lost their little race. He didn't seem upset either, just breathing hard for a bit as Karen got Judy ready for a longer trip. A few others were collected up for that as well.

After a while David spoke, waving at his face as if it might help him catch his breath.

"Alright, I'll put that word in, but I doubt it's going to help. That kind of speed has to translate to fighting, doesn't it? No one will cut you much slack now. Should be interesting to see."

They had to run several miles then, which was a lot harder for her. She kept up, but it left her feeling ragged and tired. Dave clapped her on the back when they were done, which left her feeling slightly awkward, since she'd broken a sweat, even with a temperature equalizing amulet on.

"Faster than Tor, but not as good on endurance even by a tenth. Are we moving to stones then?"

The big woman let her head come up once, and pointed, which got the thin boy to pick up a heavy looking rock with a metal handle set in the top, which he started swinging around. She was, they informed her, supposed to copy him. It was harder than it seemed, since she could pick the things up, but not really swing them, not without making her whole body spin around.

Karen nodded and pointed to a stone about six down the line, they were arranged by size, and this one was huge compared to what she was holding at the moment.

"Pick that one up. One handed first. You don't have to swing it. Just a straight lift, like this." She bent to demonstrate, picking the thing up to her own waist and letting it drop with a soft thud. "Go ahead."

It was really hard. Her hand hurt from the pressure of the metal as she did the lift, and the rock bumped against her leg hard enough it would probably leave a bruise. She got it up though, and then had to do it with her other hand, which was even harder. She dropped it a little suddenly then, but her new trainer seemed happy enough with the effort.

"Good, we won't have to spend six months coddling you then, before we get to the real work."

After that they worked on punches and kicks, as well as blocks for them, then some basic sword strikes. It took a while, but at the end of two hours she was covered with sweat and had to run again. This time to get to the girl's baths and clean up before math class. She was nearly late, which got Instructor Neytev to glare at her, but the dour looking man didn't say anything, just starting in on his daily lecture. He did the same thing each day. It was half an hour of explanation, followed by an hour of practice, during which you could ask him questions. If you got done early he gave you extra questions, but they'd each have a trick in them, so they were more interesting than the original work.

This, by far, was her favorite class. Yes, the Instructor was a bit of a bitter person, but the work was always interesting, since it changed each day. History, which she also had before lunch did too, but it wasn't as satisfying, being too easy. They were told stories and they had to remember them. Sometimes they read. It wasn't hard. This time she decided to linger just a little after class however, not wanting to go to the noon meal. She was a little hungry, from all her work and the fact that she hadn't had breakfast, but she couldn't eat at the dining hall now. She didn't know how she was going to get food, but it wouldn't be there.

Plus... She had to go and do those apologies and that wasn't a fun thing to her mind. Really, she shouldn't have to, since she'd mainly been trying to help people, right? Except... While that was part of it, she'd been passing judgment on people too, hadn't she?

She hadn't asked if anyone was poor, since that would be rude. No, she'd just assumed it, which was nearly worse. Also, while she hadn't been trying to be mean at all, she'd flat out told some of them that they were too ugly for her. It was kind of true too. She didn't want to be a petty person, but... She was pretty and that meant she could have a really nice looking boy. Maybe more than one. There was more than a bit of her not wanting to waste herself on men that she didn't have to, wasn't there?

So, really it wasn't all as high minded as she'd been letting on, was it? That part was true too, clearly, or the Truth amulet would have made certain the whole world knew otherwise, but now that she'd thought about it... That probably wasn't enough.

 It wasn't fair. Why should she be the one to have to do this? Humble herself over and over again like this... But it had to be done. Worse, it probably needed her to wear an amulet to prove she meant it. Luckily she did, now that it had all been explained. She really wasn't going to look good though and that was, she realized, pretty important to her.

Dawdling wouldn't help, she could tell that, so she moved into the dining facility wondering if she'd be slapped or beaten while she groveled. It happened, or so she'd heard. Naturally, everyone turned to look at her the second she was inside the door of the brown space. They elbowed each other and spoke in hushed and subdued tones. The Lairdgren group was at their regular table, which got her to go over and stand in front of Farlo Ross, who looked down at her a little harshly. She didn't speak, just waiting.

"May I borrow your Truth amulet?" She spoke softly, so that it wouldn't carry across the whole room. She already wanted to die of embarrassment and it wasn't going to get any better, was it? Everyone knew what it meant when she started to glow, or close enough that the few that didn't had it explained pretty quickly. She had to look around to find Henry, who was, of course, sitting with Ali, her sister-in-law. She didn't speak to the woman, since that would be too much on top of the rest of what she needed to do. Instead she knelt on the floor and, as Judy has suggested, put her head on the floor and spoke gently, tears coming to her eyes.

"I'm so sorry." She didn't have a lot of eloquent words for it, but she did explain herself, taking full blame for her actions, even though she kind of felt misled. It didn't show up as a lie however, and the boy in front of her waved her up after a while.

"Fine." He shook his head though and looked away. "I can forgive you, but we aren't friends. If you ever need anything from me, don't ask." The words sounded a little hurt still, but she nodded, knowing that she didn't have a right to ask for more. It was a bad situation all the way around. Then she had to find the other six boys. It took a while since they weren't all there, two of them going to the Special School, which was housed across campus. There was a whole new group of people to humiliate herself in front of then, which filled her with warmth. Not the good kind though. No this was acute embarrassment, made even worse than before, since no one here bothered to look away like a few of the others had before.

It was done then. She didn't fool herself into thinking that this really fixed things, but it was about all she could do for now, she figured. Well, if she had sex with them that might help, but she didn't know how, other than what her mother had told her. It wasn't allowed back home and here, well, it was, but she hadn't been doing anything yet. She hadn't even kissed anyone.

Well, except for Regina, but that was only to practice for when she was doing it for real. Her roommate had assured her that everyone did it. It was part of why they had other people in their rooms. That and to keep people from feeling too lonely. It made sense, after a fashion, since there were a lot of empty rooms otherwise.

When she got back to her room, ready to confront Regina with her bits of misinformation, she found something very strange. All her things had been packed for her and were sitting outside the door. Karen stood leaning against the frame with her arms crossed, wearing what seemed to be a very nice pair of red fighting leathers. It worked for her, even if it was a strange color for the things. It meant they were probably magical like what everyone else wore, but had good designing involved.

Tiera pointed and sighed.

"So, I'm being kicked out? I guess that couldn't have happened before I spent over an hour groveling and being told I was a bitch, could it?" She waved, a little dismissively and shook her head. "Never mind. Wrong is wrong, no matter why it's done. I just hope people are happier now. Well, I need to be off then, if I'm going to get back to Two Bends tonight." She started to move toward the chests, holding her right hand out, ready to tap the plates on the top that would make them follow her as she flew. Karen didn't stop her, just tapping her own hand and moving along with her.

"This way. First floor, two buildings over." The big woman's short hair blew in the breeze a bit, meaning she wasn't flying with her shield on, even though Tiera did.

It was just protocol. When she'd learned to fly you had to turn the shield on yourself each time. Going without could mean dying after all. The newer shields would make that so it wasn't as needed, but it wasn't a perfect system, so she kept to the old ways.

When they got to the correct building Karen landed and pointed.

"Room three. You're sharing it with me. Kolb and Hardgrove both feel that it might be best for you to be with someone a little more... Um, knowledgeable about what you need to learn. This way I can make sure you understand what you need to fast enough as well." She had a strange tone to her voice, as if it wasn't something else.

Tiera rolled her eyes.

"I see. So I make one mistake and now everyone thinks I'm a moron? You're here to act as a guard, aren't you? Against the Larval, or the other kids?" It sounded almost absurd to her, but the fact was, the latter was far more likely to actually come after her, at least so far that had been the case.

Karen chuckled.

"Oh, don't be such a bitch. No one thinks you're anything less than smart. No one that knows anything about you at least. You probably have to be, given the whole Ancient thing, don't you? Being intelligent comes with that, at least as far as I can tell from the stories. I suppose you could be the one stupid Ancient, but what are the chances?"

Honestly, Tiera didn't know. There had been hundreds of them once and only a handful had survived. That they'd all be fairly brilliant made sense, didn't it? She hadn't proved out that way yet. She really could be someone not smart enough. It wasn't the case though. Oh, she wasn't Timon, but she was probably about as smart as Tor or Terlee. More or less at least.

Instead of answering she made a face.

"I'm not a bitch, I'm really nice and kind. I just get mad. Mainly when people don't listen to me."

Karen nodded and patted her shoulder companionably.

"Pretty much what the word means." There was a quick grin, which got a small laugh from the Tiera.

She sighed.

"So this is my punishment? Are you going to beat me in my sleep or make me do sex things with you? I haven't done a lot of that." It was a little off putting to tell the truth. Not that Karen was all that bad, but she'd have preferred experimenting with someone a little closer to her age. The woman must have been over twenty, at least. More, she probably had experience and all that, so anything Tiera did wrong wouldn't just be awkward, it would be readily apparent.

The woman didn't say no, exactly, but she did help pull the trunks into the room and pointed to the back bed.

"That one is yours. I'll take the door side in case of attack. As to anything else, well yes, I will beat you. Daily. It isn't a punishment though, it's an honor. As for the rest of it, well, I suppose you're pretty enough. I hadn't really thought about it before. Honestly, if you don't mind, I'd rather not go in that direction. It isn't anything about you, just that I'm one of your Instructors, you understand?" She smiled about it and made more significant eye contact than was really needed, but Tiera thought she got the idea.

"So, I'm supposed to do that if I'm putting someone off? Not just tell them the truth? Is that your point?" She smiled as an afterthought and her new "Instructor" bowed.

"You got it in one. Perfect. See, I knew you were smart. To answer the question however, yes. The more complex answer is that I was actually a little heavy handed. Most of the time, if someone asked you to do something like that, just say yes. You aren't required to, but it saves on all kinds of problems later. Save your refusals for marriage. You'll probably have a few proposals eventually, so you'll want to bank goodwill for that."

The words were said very precisely, but were blunt at the same time.

"Wait, so when those boys asked me out, or suggested we... I was supposed to say yes?"

"Right. In fact, now that you've messed up as much as you have, you probably won't be asked to do anything for a long while. If anyone suggests you do something with them, anything at all, you should go along with it. Well, sexually speaking. Don't rob people, or jump off of cliffs into the ocean or anything silly like that. You know what I mean though, don't you?" She watched her closely, her body moving slowly to the bed, her own and lying back.

For a few minutes she just sat and thought about things. The bed had the regular school blankets and spread on it, which was unique for each one, with a patchwork quilt that was no doubt very old and well worn. They had to do their own laundry here, but it wasn't that big of a deal at all, since she was both used to it, and had magical clothing. She hadn't worn anything else yet. It cut down on the work a lot.

"So..." She turned to the older girl and smiled. "I'm Tiera Baker. First year student and monumental screw-up. Also Conserina fifth, Lairdgren. I was a delivery girl for Two Bends quick delivery and now have a job as a part time pilot with the Fast Transport service, since my brother Timon owns it. He's two years younger than I am." It wasn't an impressive resume, but got a nod anyway.

The hard looking woman sat up.

"Nice to make your acquaintance. I'm Sir Karen Derring, which just so you don't get confused, means I'm a Knight, not a man. Conserina first, Derring. Your sister in-law is my sister, so we're related after a fashion. Not so close that we couldn't have a little fun, but I was serious about the whole Instructor thing. That's really frowned upon here. Some of the other sections are different that way I hear, but Sir Kolbrin would have my hide if I broke that rule, I think. I sort of agree with him. It bonds people too closely for a good working relationship. If any of your other instructors ask though, remember to say yes. We can deal with the fallout later."

Tiera looked at the woman sharply and then realized it probably wasn't that big of a deal. At least it explained why Ali was telling her stories about Tiera. Sighing, she realized that she had some things to take care of there as well then. She didn't know why, exactly, Ali had been being cold toward her, but she needed to see to it as soon as possible. After all they were family, and rooming with her sister probably meant she'd hear all about it if Alyssa complained about her later.

"So, I need to go and do some things. Want to come with me?" It was probably cowardly, but having a hulking brute along with her might help keep the worst of the attacks down. It seemed backwards, but she really felt like things might just get worse before they improved, apologies or not. Hopefully no one would be spitting in her food anytime soon, but her hunger was kind of intense at the moment, so going and finding something in town only made sense. That plus the fact that she had to get a haircut.

Karen didn't make her wait, or answer, just rolling to her feet so smoothly it barely made a sound. That got Tiera going, taking a small cloth bag to carry her shopping in. She didn't have a basket, but this was sturdy canvas and had little flowers sewn all over it. She'd made it herself. It worked for shopping pretty well.

She mainly got dried fruit, which she could eat without preparation, and some dried meat for the same reason. It wasn't great food and not her favorite, but it would keep and she had enough to hold her for several days. It cost three silvers, which made her want to wince, but she kept it off her face. If she was careful she'd be able to make it. At least if she could pick up a few more days of work from Tim. He'd said there looked to be more coming, and that she needed to be in touch on her off days for that. Judith too, probably.

That part of the new order wasn't thrilling her at all. Kolb said they had to get along, and the girl was just going to go along with it after hearing her reasons? It didn't seem likely at all, did it?

No, there was going to be trouble from the plain and gangly girl. No doubt about it. Hate and anger didn't just vanish. Tiera knew that one first hand.
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The shopping itself didn't take long, but she needed help finding the barber in town. She hadn't had a lot of haircuts in her life and kind of feared what the man might do to her. Especially once she realized what it would take to keep her hair from being pulled by her shield at all. She grabbed her head and let her eyes squint a bit.

"I won't do it. That Kolbrin fellow wants me to be bald like him!"

Karen smiled at her but didn't laugh, ruffling her own short hair, which was about an inch long all over.

"Modern fighter's cut. It just has to be short enough so that the field will form around it no matter what. Really you can have a couple of inches, but if people are going to be coming for you, it would pay to not give them that handle on you. Besides that... you could do with a little something or other to dampen the looks. We'll tell everyone it was done as a penance for your mis-steps earlier and they'll probably be a lot more likely to cut you some slack. Most good looking girls are pretty vain and shallow." There was a tone to her voice, under the relaxed and matter of fact sweetness that irritated Tiera more than a bit, earning the larger woman a glare for a bit.

 She really liked her hair, and Karen was basically saying that it meant she was petty and into herself. Which, she knew, was probably true. That didn't mean she wanted to make herself look ugly, did it? Tiera nearly told the woman that it just wasn't happening, but then made a face and shook her head instead. It would look sour and unpleasant, but it was how she really felt. It was a stupid thing, but Timon had told her about how he'd been tricked by someone he thought was a friend and ended up being tortured. That was the Larval Assassins just trying to find a way to get at Tor. They really might just come for her too, right? Everyone back home too, but she'd been mentioned specifically, or so her little brother had said.

She turned to the older man who had put an apron on her to keep hair off of her clothing, but then stood back, as if not certain about what to do with her at all. She couldn't blame him there, no matter what, she wasn't going to like how it looked was she?

"Take it off. Like hers." Tiera used her head to indicate Karen who looked doubtful for some reason. Maybe she thought that it was a trick? It wasn't. Tiera planned to hate the hairdo already, but she would prove that she wasn't vain. Even if it meant ridicule and looking horrible for months. "I mean it, go ahead."

Taking hair off in an even and short fashion was a skill, and it seemed and the man was an expert, so it didn't take him a long time. She had to fight tears back as her long tresses hit the floor, the black falling like silk, looking slightly blue in the light through the large front window of the place. After he was done the man smiled, looking a little sad about it, and held up a hand mirror for her to see the damage. She looked...

Really, it wasn't that bad.

"I feel funny, but... I don't think it will be easy to pull." She'd been left with even less than Karen had, by about a half an inch, but she had a full thick head of black left, if close to the scalp. It wasn't a great look, but she still looked like her, not a boy, as she feared. She was definitely a girl with short hair.

Tiera tipped the man, since that was a thing in larger cities and Karen nudged her a little, to get her to do it. It was only a few coppers, but the haircut itself had been free, so it worked out. The school paid for it, but the man made most of his coin in gratuities. Karen didn't mention it until they left, and then did it casually.

Tiera winced.

"I didn't short him did I? I have some gold, but not a lot. I need to earn more soon or I'm going to be really struggling to keep myself fed." It was just the truth, since her parents hadn't sent her with a lot. Tor had gone to school with only the one gold per section that the King had provided him after all, and as far as her parents were concerned that was all she needed too. They were probably right, but it made it hard to keep up with everyone else, since most of them had parents that were far more concerned with how their children looked, rather than how much they learned.

Karen shook her head firmly. "No, a few coppers is about right. One would have served normally, but you kind of worried him, having all your hair taken off like that. Good job there. I'd figured on crying and laments. You seem to have adapted already. Kolb will like it." She grinned and started walking back toward the school at a good clip. "I can guarantee you that he'd have made you suffer tomorrow if you'd come in with hair that was long enough to trap at all. This will show him you actually listen, which is important. He's the best fighting Instructor in the kingdom, but if you can't be bothered to try, he'll write you off almost instantly. You don't want that. Especially since he's in your potential marriage pool. I think so at least."

Tiera kept walking but felt her breath catch in her throat.

"What? Marriage pool?" She thought she had the idea, but it was so strange that she let Karen explain it anyway, since it was pretty clear that her lessons were really supposed to be in things other than just fighting.

"Right. Nobles are supposed to marry within three social positions of their own. The three steps. Even the merchants generally follow that pattern. So as a Baron third he's within the set of men that are acceptable for that. He's a bit older, but that isn't a big issue. The only question would be how related you two are. Tor never mentioned it to me, so I'm not certain. Still, you don't want to tick him off too much, since he'd be a decent man to connect yourself with later. Not now of course, since he's your Instructor, but you get the idea." There was a slightly amused undertone to the words, as if she were playing, but she didn't laugh, so it might have been more to the fact that she was having to explain things to a girl that should have learned them all when she was a child. Her mother had mentioned a bit of it, in the last year, but she hadn't really thought about it in the form of an actual person before.

"So I can only date people that are within three steps? Does that mean I was really right before? I..." She was confused. It was pretty clear that everyone was mad at her for sending the other boys away like she had.

Karen snorted, a very unladylike sound.

"No. You can date anyone you want. Really, like I said earlier, you probably should for at least a while. Better to have everyone think you're easy than a Doretta. You just have to marry within three steps. Worse, noble women tend to be more numerous than the men. So you have a lot of competition for the good ones. On top of that most of the available men in your rough age range right now are family members of yours. Petra told me that both Princess Karina and Judith Kerry have made moves on your brother. For the future, so you know, you don't have to challenge them to a duel over it."

"Tor?"

"No, Timon. That's what I meant by competition there. They're both lining him up for marriage years before it would be legal. Hard to beat a Princess too. Not impossible. Judy has a real shot, I think. She's not as pretty, but she's a Conserina first. Printer. The Countess doesn't have an heir yet and is widowed so for now there's none coming."

That came as a shock, since Regina had told her that Judith was practically a commoner. You could tell by her strange accent, even though she was clearly learning to get around it. Tiera sighed and shook her head, not mentioning it. She really needed to chat with her old roommate and make certain they were good. They were friends after all, and the tradition was that you tried to keep your people close. Of course it was a lot easier in Two Bends. No one ever accidentally told you that the rules were so much different than they really were for one thing.

It was still light out, but getting slightly late by the time they got back to the central commons. There was a flying carriage in the middle of it, and from the fact that it was a mirrored square, that meant it was Timon. You could make the things look however you wanted, but he always used that one. It was a signature or something.

He stood next to a tall, nicely attractive woman, with evenly dark skin. Tiera recognized her from the ship, and put the name together with the face. This was Captain Petra, and that, clearly, meant that Karen was her friend. Well, the noble world wasn't that big, was it? Her mother had told her that it really only had a few thousand people in it, over all. They were just kind of thick on the ground here. For a half second Tiera felt almost jealous of the woman, her hair being a whole three or four inches long as it was. Such luxuriously long locks, it made her want to cover her head, but she held up her right hand in greeting instead.

"Timon!" She had to be careful still to make certain she didn't fall into home tongue. It was a lot different and would make people think she was from the country. She was, but sounding cultured couldn't hurt. "I wasn't expecting you just yet."

Her brother was younger than she was, but was clearly going to break hearts as he got older. All of her brothers were sharp looking, but Tim and Todd, who was a year older than she was, just hit the right balance between being perfectly formed and rugged looking enough for most women to really want. Tor was almost too pretty that way. Like a girl. Her brother wore a nice velvet outfit in stark black, with shiny leather shoes and a silver belt that shone almost like a mirror. 

Taking just a second he looked at her, his eyes searching, but not overly friendly. Then he nodded a few times.

"I see. So, this is your new keeper? Karen Derring, isn't it?" He smiled at her, which was charming enough, but didn't quite reach his eyes. "I was in Two Bends, visiting, when Judith came and started asking us if we intended to come and destroy any suitors you might have that weren't perfect. Teral allowed that he might take offense, if they weren't proper about it, but ma said that I should tell you that she'll pull you home if she ever hears of anything like this again."

Then, as if it just made sense, he walked over to her and gave Tiera a small hug.

"Don't worry. Judy said you'd already started to work on fixing it. That's good, since if you don't, I promised her that I'd drop you off in Vagus for a year with Lyn."

Tiera scowled at him.

"She actually went to Two Bends? I'm... mortified. I can't believe that." Except that her brother wouldn't have known to show up if it hadn't happened, would he? It wasn't a trick, things were just that bad.

Timon changed the subject then, looking at Karen closely. It wasn't a happy thing either, like he didn't really trust her for some reason. She was practically family though, so he must have known something. She needed to get him aside and ask, if she ever got the chance. There was a glance and a half nod directed toward Tiera, then gave a small head shake.

"Anyway, we have dinner tonight in the Capital, with Terlee and Ali. I came to get you both. You can bring Karen as your date. It will mess up the seating arrangements, but that can't be helped." There was no question that she'd be going in his voice at all.

Karen didn't get a choice either it seemed, which got her to make a bit of a face at him.

"Oh? I wasn't aware that I was on tap for you to whisk away like this. Normally I get flowers first, before someone tries to start giving me orders like that."

That got a small chuckle from Timon, even though Karen was still frowning.

"I know. All kinds of heavy handed, but you'll want in on this, I think. It's with the Count and Countess Thomson and a few others. We should probably get Dean Hardgrove and Sir Kolbrin in on it too, if we can. If that's the case I need to call on Terlee so she can have some extra places set and get the food ready. Nine o'clock, of course, since it's in the Capital. You have a few hours to get ready. Petra, could you help Tiera? I'll go and see to the Dean and Kolbrin. Miss Derring, would you aid me in that?" There was a strange thing there that Tiera almost didn't pick up on. Tim was... setting her up for something. She could feel it, but she didn't know why.

 Hopefully it wasn't a beating, though she didn't doubt that Petra was capable of getting it done, the woman looked hard and was probably a fighter of some kind. She was, now that Tiera thought about it, probably also the Petra that did all the popular clothing designs. If that was the case it was pretty strange that the woman was hanging out with her little brother. Maybe she had marriage designs on him too? As long as she planned to wait, that was fine, otherwise she'd have to deal with Tiera.

Timon held his arm out to Karen, who was still dressed in fighting leathers and she took it, as if a proper lady at court, her face serene and delicate in expression suddenly. She led them away, leaving the craft, but Timon stopped her and took it down with a few quick movements.

"To prevent theft." He didn't explain who might try to steal such a thing, but Tiera didn't question it either. He was smart enough not to waste time with things that weren't needed.

That left her standing with Petra, who stood watching them for a while as they walked away, towards the Headmasters office.

"So, Tiera. How are you doing? Current difficulties aside?"

It was a good question and she touched her head, short hair bristling in an unfamiliar pattern.

"Well, I feel lighter. As for everything else? Horrible. My life is pretty much ruined already and I'm only fourteen. It's all my own fault, but, I don't think I can fix it. I should probably transfer to a different school, or go home, but I... I've destroyed it all, haven't I?"

Instead of reassuring her, Petra nodded, which wasn't helpful at all.

"Pretty much. Oh, you'll get past it, but it's going to be hard for a while. You need to get used to your new nickname I'd guess. Doretta, is it? Well, it could be worse. No one thinks you're a traitor just because your older brother and his bitch of a wife declared war on the kingdom." She grinned and patted the smaller girl on the back gently. "Though Maria and I have kind of made up now, so calling her a bitch is a bit mean, but for a few years there... Well, you understand, you aren't the first girl to have to deal with the fallout of things like this. At least you were supposedly trying to protect the boys you hurt? No one will believe that, even after hearing it was Truth verified, but at least you can hold on to the fact that you aren't just evil..." There was no hint of teasing to the tone, and no smile came, but the woman didn't seem like she was being mean or anything. "On the good side you can hang out with the fighters now, since you have a good teacher for it and the right haircut. They're a lot more likely to cut you slack, as far as rumors go, as long as you try hard and learn fast."

Tiera started walking to her room, Petra following her. She noticed that far fewer people were staring at her, which was either her haircut throwing them off, or the news of her humbling apologies having gotten around. Probably the hair. Honestly, if they knew it was her the whole groveling in public thing would make her more of an object of interest, not less, if not in a good way.

 In the room Petra had her stand in the small open space near the desk and turn around a few times, examining her as if thinking of abstract and brilliant things. Then, slowly, she reached out and placed a single hand on her shoulder, There was the faintest hint of movement from her clothing, and when she looked down she was in a dress, one that nearly glowed, her shoulders bare and her bust line looking a lot larger suddenly.

"Padding?" It wasn't horrible, but not something she would have normally bothered with herself. It made her look a lot bigger though.

Petra nodded, but didn't speak for a while, the whole thing taking on the very slightest hint of a silvery blue glow. The shoes had turned from a sturdy brown look to light slippers that seemed to be made of silver metal. Then, a little rudely, the woman picked up her heavy and multiple layered skirt and looked at her legs, which got pale white hose to appear.

Dropping her handful of material she smoothed the material a bit.

"That should do it. Much more and it will look out of place, since you aren't anyone of high status. Not enough to put on airs in the Capital with a full Count and his Countess there. Plus, this isn't a party, so this is about the right level of dress I think. Can you remember the pattern? We have hours and there really isn't a good reason to lounge dressed like this."

Tiera went back to Browns, then her new dress a few times. It was good to practice things like that, since it meant she had a new outfit now. It wasn't hard to work the amulet, but good new designs were difficult to come by. Common clothing was easier, but anyone could do that. Plus it was a Petra design. That was kind of a big deal.

Then the woman surprised her.

"Will you work up something for me? I'm thinking a nice practical brown for tonight. Something that isn't quite as nice as what you have. I want to blend into the background a bit more, I think."

Tiera smirked, trying not to seem put upon. She felt that way, since it was out of her comfort zone, doing clothing designs, but it was also a companionable thing to do, letting her play too. It was a friendly gesture she understood, not a demand for perfection.

That was good, because the first three things she tried made the woman look like she was getting ready to go work in a tavern. Finally Tiera focused and put her in a nice pink gown instead, that was a slight variation of something that she'd seen in the Capital, on the Queen. Then carefully, she made it look like brown silk. It was still nice, but not perfect at all.

Petra made a face, looking at it, but not a disgusted one, it was more like she was considering something.

"Not bad. I need a mirror though. Do you have a disguise amulet on?" The words were sudden, and a little abrupt.

"No... I, Tor never gave me one." It was the only way she could have one, unless she learned to make her own and they were pretty hard to even copy, she thought. No one had them for sale yet at least, not that she knew of.

Petra rubbed at her face then and wet her finger to try again, which got Tiera to step back, forcing a chuckle.

"Um... Say, strange person that I hardly know... what are you doing? If this is some kind of sex thing you've nicely gone well outside what I know about." It was possible that it was, that or she'd had a smudge on her face and Petra thought she was a tiny child.

"Nothing like that, I was checking for make-up. You don't have anything on at all? Your skin... It's perfect. I was expecting to spend fifteen minutes fixing your face, but it just doesn't need it. Not for this. For something at the King's palace maybe, but for a meeting like this you're naturally ready. I'm jealous." Except that it didn't sound like she really was.

There was a small smile on her face and then the large woman patted her shoulder again, this time letting her hand linger a little more.

"I'm not normally into girls, as a rule. Plus, you have that whole Doretta reputation, so I wouldn't want to make any moves. You understand... so that I won't get hurt?" There was definite teasing in her tone this time at least.

Tiera nodded.

"Alright. I just wasn't sure what was going on. Karen told me I should just accept any overtures for now, so that I didn't mess things up I think. I've only ever even kissed one person. My roommate. My old one. Karen is in here with me now, to watch me I think."

Chuckling a little, Petra leaned in and kissed her on the mouth. It wasn't a romantic kiss, and was a bit dry, but she winked after she stood up.

"There, now it's two people. At this rate you'll be popular in no time. Two or three years, tops."

They worked on Petra's make-up for a bit, a knock coming at the door a few minutes later. She figured that it would be Timon, but Karen was with him, so why would she knock? When she opened it, she saw that Sir Kolbrin was with them. Maybe she'd wanted to alert them, in case they had their clothing off or something?

The man looked at her and nodded seriously.

"Perfect. Now if only the rest of the first year students in my section would follow suit. Shields require it, but most try to protect their hair for some reason. It's the first test you know. If you hadn't at least taken it off to shoulder length I would have politely suggested that you be removed from the school. This is just about right however." He didn't ruffle the remaining fuzz, but seemed pleased enough with it.

Karen agreed at least.

"It was her decision too. We'll be able to run full combat scenarios for her in no time. After she learns to swing a sword without hitting herself, I mean." She fought a smile from her face, but Kolb nodded seriously.

"Understood. Two weeks. We can't really afford to coddle her." He made direct eye contact with Tiera as he spoke, which was strange and slightly too intense. 

Her younger brother looked at Petra and gestured at the dress she was wearing.

"Tiera's work? Good plan. You tend to overdo things a bit. This is nice and subdued. Here..." Without asking permission he reached out and touched the larger woman's side, just above the hip. It was almost a romantic looking thing and Tiera was about to scold him for it, but the dress changed slightly. She didn't get how, but it went from being very nearly perfect magical clothing to a real dress. It was a subtle thing, but she could see the shift.

No one explained it to her either, so she used it as an excuse to pull her brother away, going outside, laughing slightly, as if it might be a secret. If that was the case he wouldn't have showed the trick to everyone, so it wasn't that.

He didn't let her speak at all, looking around, his face deadly serious.

"I added slightly frayed edges in a few places and some light wrinkling. Magical clothing tends to be pristine, so it doesn't seem real. As to the look I gave Karen earlier... She's big enough that I was reminded of Countess Alan for a few seconds. The meeting is secret, so I can't tell you anything yet. Was there anything else you needed to know?"

There really wasn't, but Tiera felt a little like her brain must be stuck in a mud pit. She frowned at him and crossed her arms.

"You could let me talk you know. Would it hurt you to waste ten seconds?"

He stared at her for a bit, then shook his head.

"No. I'm sorry, I was just trying to make sure we didn't leave everyone for too long. Shall we?"

"Alright, but I hope you know that you're acting weird."

"I know. I'll try harder to seem like a moron."

She nearly hit him, but realized that he wasn't calling her stupid, he really just felt like that's what he had to do in order to fit in. For him it was probably about correct, wasn't it?

"Good. Don't over-do it, just learn to let others talk, and, I don't know, only say about half of what you pick up from people, instead of all of it like that? It's too hard to connect to someone that knows everything about you all the time."

They went back in then, without him saying what he planned to do, one way or the other. That was fine. She stood in front of everyone without speaking and changed into the outfit that Petra had designed for her and added in a few bits of fraying herself, and, as mentioned, two faint wrinkle lines, that would look like her gown had been folded to be packed away in a trunk at some point. Then she added a single, almost imperceptible scuff mark to her right shoe.

 That got a smile from Timon, even if the others didn't really understand why she was doing it. Then, she wasn't either. The fact was though, it made it seem like real clothing. It probably wasn't that important, since everyone at the party or meeting would be dressed just as nicely from the sound of it, but the changes wouldn't have been made on Petra if there wasn't a reason for it.

It was frustrating, she realized, dealing with Timon. He knew things, but he didn't tell anyone what that really was, except on the surface level, which was annoying. He'd recount the details of your last meal and who you spoke to, seeing small signs that no one else would notice, and then not bother to mention that a monster lived under your bed, or something like that.

Not that there were monsters, but... Well, it was a real point, he was a little tight with information already. She'd probably just made that worse too.

They had some time before they needed to leave, the Headmaster not being available. She still didn't know why he'd be going, but no one else had questioned it at all. Maybe it was about trying to curry favor? She was kind in a bad spot with the man, wasn't she? Tiera decided to try and work on that. She didn't have a lot of coin for fancy gifts, but she could visit with him and try to make herself useful in her off times. If she was familiar to him there would be a lot less reason for him to simply send her packing. She hoped so at least.

They took turns getting Karen and Kolb into proper clothing, which got the older girl to run out at one point, coming back with David, the boy from earlier in the day. He was even taller than the Knight, though clearly not that old.

"Here, a date for Tiera. I'll go with Kolb and Ali... I don't know anyone that would fit there. Who should we bring along?"

Timon shrugged, almost as if he didn't care, but then he spoke, his voice low.

"Sam Builder? I think they're close anyway. Friends at least. He should be in on this. The whole Lairdgren group probably, but we don't have a good way of taking them all along. As it is I'll need to contact Terlee again. Let's not add anyone else actually. David can take Hardgrove's place. There are rules to these things. Alyssa will be fine." 

Tiera looked down as the tall boy stared at her, realizing that her hair was probably the issue. He bowed to her however and took her hand with a courtly flow to the gesture.

"Would you consent to go to this event with me Miss Baker? If you aren't already engaged for it, or have alternative plans."

It was, she realized, a very proper way of asking, so she smiled and bowed back a little.

"I'd love to. Thank you for asking. It's most welcome."

Instead of people ignoring the interplay, which was what should have normally happen, everyone nodded at her. Karen clapped her on the shoulder even, hard enough to rock her in place, but not push her over or make her shield kick on.

"That's about right. Keep it up. We'll work on how to bow later. That wasn't awful, but in a dress you should probably curtsey. It looks better. Also, you could make more contact with him. Try touching his arm or something. Like this." She reached out, chin down, eyes looking to the side slightly and put three fingers on Kolb's arm. For all the world it looked like she was just trying to get his attention.

That got Kolb to bow as well and ask her to the event, at least as well as David had managed. She made a full curtsey and accepted, batting her eyelashes just a little. It looked a bit strange on her, but Kolb didn't seem to mind overly, smiling with a look that seemed genuine enough.

Tiera nodded, trying to remember it all. Then she reached out and touched her date's arm, smiling a little. He grinned back and gave her a slight bow that didn't seem ironic at all.

The trip only took one of the Fast Craft and the whole trip wasn't a long one, so they set down at about eight forty-five, even if it was about two thousand miles away. It was what made the new kind of flying carriage so useful. You could go from one side of the land to the other in about an hour if you didn't stop or from the top to the bottom in about two and a bit. It made going off to the Capital for dinner a thing that almost made sense. She still had to be up in the morning, but since she'd be eating dried fruit in her room that would save on the wasted time of going to breakfast. As it was she was hungry right now, not having eaten that day. She didn't complain though. It wouldn't help anything and most of the people with her would probably just let her know that it was her own fault and that she deserved some minor discomfort.

It made her dislike them all a little for a moment, even though they hadn't actually done anything. She let it go though, as they settled over Count Thomson's Capital mansion. It was a nice place, but not as grand as many there. That was mainly due to his family's tradition of not trying to compete with the others like some of the nobles did. They spent the savings on making a better life for their people instead. It made sense to her, but some of the nearby buildings really were finer looking.

Not so much that anyone would feel bad about it though.

As they climbed out they were met in the garden by Terlee, who came out the back door, followed by a stiff looking man in a nice suit of clothing and gray gloves, who seemed to be holding a stick, ready to defend her at need. It wasn't, but it was good to know that the people here were looking out for her.

Timon nodded to the man, who seemed to recognize him, but he didn't take the craft down, ready to fly away if they needed to? That didn't seem likely though, did it? Tamerlane looked to be dressed for a royal visit, rather than just them, and seemed a little worried, though she wasn't hiding behind her hair. She made a face at the collected people that was a little hard, not all of them, just Karen, David and her...

Ali fixed that for them instantly, stepping forward in her nice and slightly overdone dress that looked like pink foam, all made of lace.

"Tamerlane! This is my older sister Karen. Conserina first now. Derring. This giant here is my brother Davie. Countier second." She didn't introduce Tiera of course, which got a slight frown from the woman, her black hair being waved out of the way.

True, it was a little dark in the back of the house, but there were some magical lights. For a second she wondered if Terlee was just mad at her for something. If that was the case then they were going to have a fight, because she wasn't going to be scolded for the same thing over and over again. Especially not after she'd started trying to fix it already. There were limits to what she'd take, with a quick movement she crossed her arms, which caused two things to happen. First her older sister tilted her head and took a few steps toward her.

"Tiera? You're bald!" She seemed to be worried about it even.

Before she could answer the second thing happened, which was Karen gently touching her arm.

"Don't stand with your hands tied up. If you have to fight you need to be ready. Keep that in mind at all times."

It was Timon that explained things, even though he hadn't been told to.

"It's part of her penance. She accidentally insulted some people at school. I hear she understood that she wasn't allowed to date certain people and that Count Lairdgren would have them executed or banished if they were seen with her too closely, so she managed to act the Doretta with them to drive them away. She gets it now and has apologized, but has to go though six months of humbling too. You know, first they shave her head, then she has to do all the low tasks for the school. The fighters are also going to beat her around daily for a while too, just to really make the point. It might work. Worth a shot." It was said with such a deadpanned voice that Tamerlane, Countess Thomson, Tiera's own sister...

Bowed.

"That sounds like the correct thing to do." She ducked her head at Sir Kolbrin then. "Please make sure she isn't harmed more than she can stand."

The man didn't even crack a smile, just returning the gesture.

"We hardly ever allow our students to be killed. I'll pass the word of your request, but I think she'll be fine, past a few bruises and sore muscles. Karen is working with her after all."

That got the large woman a hug, since she was family and David one too, though it was a quick thing, barely making contact. There was some subtlety there, and something that she didn't exactly understand. Timon moved in beside her as they walked in, having seen the look on her face.

"Think about it. She isn't related to David by blood. She needs to keep her options open there, so by not naming him direct family right off the bat, they can be lovers later." He sounded a little dry, his young voice deeper than it normally was. Not like a person that was aping greater age or anything, no it had the feeling of someone that just couldn't be bothered to add any energy to what they were saying. It was nearly as shocking as her little brother's words.

Oh, it was clear he was right. She might be from Two Bends, but The Rules did mean people had a lot of lovers and things of that nature. It was just hard to think of Terlee doing something like that. Especially since David was there as her date. She felt her face go a little hard and she glared at her sister's back a bit as she moved to everyone else. The rest got various hugs and light touches as well. Petra was included as family as well, so at least her sister wasn't announcing herself interested in women too. That would have been too much to adapt to in the moment. Even if not socially wrong.

It was a strange thought, since she also thought of Petra as being very pretty and was sort of interested in kissing her more. Just to practice for boys, of course. She didn't say anything out loud, but Timon looked at her and raised his eyebrows.

Like he was reading her mind, except that she didn't think he could. Not yet.

Inside the situation was a lot different than she'd figured. There was a vast table, one set for dozens of people. They were led to another room to wait, and one presumed mingle, though no one exactly told her what she was supposed to be doing. Most of the people were huge, of course, marking them as nobles, or high level merchants. She did recognize Sara Debri at least, which gave her one friendly face to talk to, so she started to wander over in her direction. The woman was dressed in a nice, if slightly plain dress that was all black and a little tight across the chest, and rear, but seemed to be that way on purpose, since it was clearly magical clothing, not an actual outfit.

"Hello!" Tiera tried for cheery, even though most of the people in the place were a little gloomy for some reason, including the woman in front of her. It was odd, but when she checked over her shoulder the entire group she was with had followed her, as if she were in charge. It wasn't that though. She understood it almost instantly. Some of the others were just coming to connect with the blonde as well. Old friends it seemed.

Petra moved in for a hug, keeping her cheek well away from Sara's, so that their make-up wouldn't smudge, even though at least the ship's Captain didn't have any on. Karen did something similar and Kolb actually pounded her on the back a bit. David held back, but bowed to her and Timon...

He just looked a bit sad and nodded his head.

That was a shock, since as far as she knew they were friends. Or at least Tim had been pursuing her for years, looking to get married. Since the first time they met practically. Sara was too old for him, except that wasn't really true, was it? If Karen was seriously trying to tell her that Sir Kolbrin was a good candidate for her, then Miss Debri shouldn't turn her nose up at her little brother. After all the ages were a lot closer there. Sara was what, twenty-two or so? Ten years older than he was, but at thirty that would hardly matter and by sixty no one would care. Of course he'd still look about fourteen, so it would seem pretty strange to most people, but that was just what they had to deal with. She'd have the same problem eventually.

Sara nodded back to the boy, looking a little hurt for some reason. Whatever had happened there, it didn't seem to have been all her fault. Or at least she wasn't acting like it.

Tiera covered by moving in for a hug herself, since they'd met before. She didn't seem to recognize her though.

"I'm..." She looked confused, but Karen patted her on the back.

"Tiera Baker? She's at Lairdgren now. Fighter's section and maths, as unlikely as that combination seems." It came out as if it weren't something new, but rather what she'd been doing for years. That was nice, but wasn't exactly honest, was it?

David moved in alongside of her, and she wasn't expected to speak, so at least there was that. It meant she wasn't making anyone else mad at her at least, even if she wasn't the center of attention. That actually seemed to be Sara for now, since it seemed that her tour was almost done in the military. She'd signed up a few years before, but only for two years, which was standard.

The woman seemed happy about it, if a little lost.

"So I don't have a lot to do. Next week I'm out, and need to find some work. I guess I'll go into the family business. Maybe see about setting up some new contracts with other lands? You can get me in touch with the right people, can't you Timon?" She went still then, as if expecting him to lash out at her, but he just nodded and seemed to be thinking.

"Austra and Soam I think. I'm not welcome in Afrak anymore. We could possibly see if some of the other lands have things to trade as well. We have to barter for the most part, but if it's done cleverly there are things that can be done. No currency exchanges are available yet. Denno Brown in Austra is trying for one, but so far that's not going very quickly."

She blushed a little and looked down at the floor.

"Really? You'd do that?"

Timon seemed a little flat for a bit but spoke calmly, his voice sounding a bit bored by the whole thing already.

"Of course. We're friends, aren't we?"

That was something that Tiera had picked up from other places already, so she understood what it really meant to him, and that Sara likely didn't have a clue. By their rules, the ones the Baker family had grown up with, being friends was a sacred duty. It meant giving everything you had to another person, if the need arose. The Capital didn't have that as far as she knew. Timon had to help her, but, to her it was him going a lot further than even a boy that was interested in her ever would.

It probably seemed like he was trying to get her into bed then. Or maybe even do something more than that.

Everyone else seemed to think that was the case it seemed, but Tiera nodded at them both, showing her support. Someone had to after all.

"Let me know when it's needed and I'll help fly goods around on my off days. You two can pay me. I have to buy my own food after all."

That got the tale of why that was to be told, by Kolb, since he'd been there. When he said the words it made her sound like an overblown hothead instead of someone that had been truly wronged, until he got to the last words at least.

"If the boy had spit in my food he probably wouldn't have knees by tomorrow, so he seems to be getting off with more gentleness than I would have allowed for. Still, once one does it, someone else is far more likely to follow along. Best to seek preventative measures, as Tiera is doing."

He didn't mention why the kitchen boy had done it, or that he was likely a student there, on his kitchen rotation. They each had to take turns at it. Hers just hadn't come around yet. They didn't cook the food, they just served it and washed the platters used. After this she doubted that anyone would want to eat when her turn came, even though she'd die before ruining food like that. Food had to be clean and wholesome and making it less than that was a crime that deserved at least a solid beating. Probably several.

She didn't mention it, but Sir Kolbrin did.

"I don't have that particular student in my section however. We'll have to see what the Headmaster has in store for him. I can't imagine it will be fun. If one student has to fear such things, then many others will no doubt pick up on the idea. I don't doubt that most won't be eating there in the next few days." He didn't seem to think it was funny, and no one else laughed either, even though it was clearly a minor enough thing.

Listening to adults speak about it kind of showed that pretty clearly. Not that it wasn't gross, just that the whole thing, her making mistakes and then having to fix them, it wasn't all that important, was it? No, to these people it was just idle discussion, to explain her shopping habits.

It did bail Timon out however, and he gave her a look that seemed to say that he got the idea, even if the others didn't. He hadn't been suggesting that Sara do anything with him at all. Then, after what that evil witch Countess Alan had done to him, he wouldn't. She didn't know it all, but Timon had called it rape and flat out said he'd been being tortured at the time. It was a bad enough thing that she would have flown to this Countess' home and killed her directly, except she was already dead. Timon had done it.

 Before they were to settle in for the meal, a soft, but very familiar voice spoke from behind her. At first she gasped, since Tor was supposed to be in hiding, but when she finished the turn it was just Count Lairdgren. Not that she wasn't pleased to see her grandfather, but he wasn't her brother, was he?

The voice was identical however, and the face was too, if a few years older looking. Tor was twenty but looked fourteen. This man looked about thirty and was about three thousand.

"Never a good thing when that kind of prank or retaliation starts to happen. Could I have a few minutes of your time after the meal Tiera? We have much to discuss, if possible."

She nearly scowled at the man, since she'd really had enough for the day, but he did own the school and was, after all, the Count. She couldn't just tell him to leave her alone and storm off. Not while she wanted to live in that part of the world at least.

Her words were still a little stiff and brittle sounding.

"Certainly. I'll make sure it happens."

Her tone got a covert elbow from Karen, who had to walk around three people to get to her. It wasn't subtle at all, but Count Lairdgren just gave her Tor's lopsided grin.

"Very good. It will only take a few moments, I assure you. After all, you have an early day tomorrow. I hear that you've moved to the fighters section? That's an interesting choice. I fully support you in it, of course. You're sticking with mathematics as well?" It was exactly what Karen had said earlier, so it was clear he'd been eavesdropping, but Sir Kolbrin bowed, a little ironically, and started to explain the whole thing.

"Sir Karen is seeing to the fighting portion of things. Along with Judith Kerry. I don't know if you've had the pleasure? A most promising young lady. She works part time with Timon as a pilot."

That started a conversation about overseas travel, which lasted several minutes. Then the same man with the gray gloves, the one that had been ready to fight them in the back yard to protect her sister, called out in a deep and very loud voice that the meal would be served momentarily.

They were seated, as would happen at the King's palace, or so she'd heard. She'd never been to a regular meal there, but her mother had told her all about it, just in case it came up. The one time she'd been there for a party it had been a very different thing, and they all ate at giant outdoor tables. There they'd all just filled in the seats as they wished however, except for the head table.

This time she and David were led into place by a younger man that was dressed in a deep black outfit with white gloves. He looked nice, but was clearly a servant, the clothing not as high quality as it might have been. Dapper but designed to look good, not be practical or see to his comfort.

"This way, sir? Miss?"

They were settled into some nice hardwood chairs with red cushions, with Tiera ending up between a very attractive bearded giant with slightly reddish brown hair and David. There was a girl that looked just a little older than she was on the other side of the man, who looked around him and smiled at her playfully. She looked... familiar.

 For a second she looked like Tor, to tell the truth, in a very pretty dress, and with slightly red hair that was cut decently short. It wasn't like hers at all, not being a fighters cut, but if a few inches were taken off she'd be good for the military as a women. It would have been a good way for her brother to hide from the assassins, but after a second she realized who it was.

"Princess Veronica, so nice to see you again." They'd met once, a few days before. That meant the good looking man next to her was Count Peterson, who she greeted by name once she realized who he was. He had a rugged look that she liked, but she didn't make eyes at him, since she had a date and that would be rude.

They didn't speak for long, since they had to eat in turn, showing that the food wasn't poisoned. Nothing showed when she checked her food, but she had to wonder how much spit the food could contain if a person wasn't ill? How much had she already eaten at school before that, just not realizing it for what it was, since it didn't show as a poison? For that matter, what else had they been putting in her food? She could think of a lot of things that wouldn't show up or harm her, but that she didn't want to put in her body.

It left her picking at her food, uncertain about what to do, even though it was no doubt wonderful. She examined each bite as if it held the grossest things imaginable. It didn't go unnoticed either, since Count Peterson leaned in toward her and simply asked about it.

"Do you suspect treachery?" His voice was very deep and nearly a growl, but still sounded charming, as if he was humoring her.

"No, not really. I... Had a close call earlier today. The poison detector caught it, I'm just leery now."

"Ah. That can happen. Well, better to be a little extra cautious and alive. So, I see by your hair style that you're a rather serious combatant. What area do you specialize in?"

She nearly explained the whole thing to him, but then realized she didn't want to. It was too embarrassing and the man didn't really want to know. He was being polite and making certain she didn't have a problem, that was all. Possibly he was interested in her? She was at least as nice looking as the Princess after all. Maybe slightly better looking even. So it might have been another kind of interest too, but he didn't seem to be hinting at that.

"Flying. Shield and modern combat weaponry." It was kind of true after all. She had the gear and knew how to use it.

"One of my people then! I run the flight combat center for the military. What weapons do you use?"

It turned out she was outfitted exactly like his people were, except with a better shield and a Fast Craft. He actually seemed impressed.

But not surprised overly.

"All of your people are good fighters aren't they? Why, not three days ago I witnessed an adult warrior take his own head off with an explosive weapon rather than close with your younger brother. That was to prevent capture, I'm certain, rather than mere fear of pain. I'm not suggesting the man was less than brave. The opposite, to tell the truth." He looked pained for a second, and then glanced at his right, where his wife sat smiling at him. It looked loving, but her left hand was under the table and angled toward him. It got him to stop talking, eyes going wide.

Then the Princess nodded to her.

"I fly too. We should get together sometime soon and take a day trip. We'll have to have some of my Royal Guard friends go as well. Perhaps some of your friends from school could come? I hear everyone at Lairdgren can fly practically. Do you know Sam Builder?" It was an innocent attempt at changing the subject, but not a great one for her. No one was close enough to bail her out either.

"Uh, yes. I was talking to him just this morning, Farlo Ross, Guide and Mark as well. They're all in the Lairdgren Group." It was true, if not exactly what it sounded like.

Veronica seemed pleased by that and nudged her husband.

"We should have them all to dinner soon. It can't hurt to have them over. Timon too."

It was apparently the kind of thing that noble women did for their husbands, arranging things for them to make new contacts like that, so the man smiled as if it were simply brilliant and they weren't all just a bunch of school kids.

Then thankfully there was a distraction, with the next course coming and the attention moved away from her and to the weather, which was expected to get colder up north soon. Then there was chatter about topics that no one really seemed to care about much. What was going to happen for the festivals that year, since Tor wasn't around. That led to speculation about his current location.

No one knew where he was though.

It wasn't until after the dessert was served, a frozen dish made from whipped cream and sugar that Tiera couldn't bring herself to eat much of at all, even if it was incredibly delicious, that the mood of the room suddenly changed.

It was Count Thomson that did it, holding a Truth amulet in his right hand, activated, standing while he did it.

"I am Count Toverland Thomson. I am loyal to the King, the royal family and the kingdom, as well as my people. I swear fealty to the same without reservation or doubt in my heart."

It got everyone to pay attention, because as far as she knew, you only swore fealty to the King himself, or at least a nobleman or woman who was directly in front of you. This was strange and almost didn't make sense. It made even less sense when he sat and handed the amulet to Tamerlane.

 "I am Tamerlane Green Baker Thomson. I am loyal to King, kingdom and the heir. I like the other royal family members too, but I don't know if that counts as loyalty for these purposes. I swear to protect them all with my life, without hesitation or reservation."

After that a second amulet came out and was passed down the other side of the table, so that everyone else could have a turn, one at a time, right in front of everyone in the room. Most just said they were loyal to the King and heir as well, until it got to Timon, who sat across the table from Veronica.

"I'm not a traitor to the King or kingdom. I think that the heir is fine and a good person and I support them both over anyone else that I know of at this time. I'm not swearing to them at this point, but for the moment I'll do whatever I can to help them hold on to power." It had a different tone than what most of the other people were saying, but no one spoke out against him, the woman next to him getting his amulet then, as Veronica spoke.

Her words were a bit more impassioned and sounded brave, though it was hard to figure out why. If this was some kind of noble party game they would have been better served with a rousing game of "Who Killed Helmholtz", at least as far as Tiera was concerned. It was nearly amusing enough that she smiled. There was a lot of running and rather rude accusations of murder in that game after all. They'd need some paper slips to make the lots for it, but she could take care of that, if she could find a pen.

Before she realized it she was handed a Truth amulet for the second time that day.

She stood, since David nudged her a little, the cream and gold glow all around her, making her shine. All eyes were on her then. She had to tell the truth, but she'd never thought about the matter before. She was a girl from the woods, and the whole idea that she was a noble at all hadn't really sunk in yet. It might never. So far her one attempt at doing that kind of thing had backfired horribly hadn't it?

Everyone was waiting however.

"I'm Tiera Green Baker. I don't know the King, but he's a friend of my brother's, so I guess that I'll support him, if he needs me to. I have met the heir and he seems to be an intelligent and kind person, so him too. I'm sure that I'm missing the point of this, but why wouldn't I back them? As far as I know they'd both back me if the need arose, so I guess that makes us friends?" She sounded so stupid she blushed, but no one so much as blinked at her as she sat and passed the amulet on. Karen and David both swore to the King openly, like Count Thomson had. Karen was a Knight though, so she had to. Kolb too when it got that far down the table. The people at the far end of the table seemed a lot more wary when it got to them, a few sounding nearly as bad as she did.

As it got to the last ten people, eight of them stood up and simply walked out. Count Thomson held his right hand up and spoke softly as it happened.

"Allow them to leave. Remember who they are however and don't trust them. Please, continue..."

The last two people were a man and a woman. The woman went first, looking very familiar now that Tiera saw her, but it made sense why she'd be all the way at the far end like that, after a fashion. She was probably an unknown after all.

"I am the Ancient known as Orange. Called Alice by some. I know almost nothing about your King or his heir, except that some of my family here backs them, which is enough for now, until I can interview them myself. I am not working against them in any way. That I know of." If it wasn't a full endorsement, it was at least very honest. There wasn't a flicker or correction of terms in the whole thing. It had kind of blinked for a second when Tiera had said that she and the King were friends, until she added the modifier. Almost everyone had a little blink or two. Most of those were obviously minor things though. Bad word choices that were easily corrected.

A few didn't like the King at all, but were still on his side and had to explain that.

The last man that went was Count Lairdgren, who bowed to them all and held the device high.

"I am Green. Known as The Green man, the Ancient of Magic, Burks Lairdgren and Count Lairdgren. I am a loyal subject of King Richard and support him and his heir without reservation and swear fealty to them both, as the structure of the law allows. Further I am not seeking to overthrow either of them or remove them from place or power." There was a tiny flicker on the last words, but the man just shrugged and kept talking. "Personal issues there. At any rate, it should be clear to you all that this is more than a simple dinner party. The idea was mine and if offense must be taken, please know to blame myself alone for it." He bowed low then and held it for nearly a minute, then stood again. "We are, as you might suspect already, dealing with a civil war. Treachery is afoot to unseat the rightful King of Noram. I pledge the full might of my armies and people to see that this does not happen. I so swear, in front of you all." His voice didn't boom, but everyone started muttering.

It wasn't exactly what she'd expected herself, but the pieces did fall into place for her finally.

Another war seemed to be about to happen.

Wonderful.
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"What kind of idiots would start a war now?" Tiera blurted the words out and then made a face, refusing to take them back or cover her mouth as if it wasn't on purpose. It was a good question as far as she was concerned and if anyone had a reasonable answer she'd love to hear it. Nothing she could think of made any sense at all.

David looked at the table and bumped her lightly with the back of his heel, trying to get her to shut up, no doubt, but she didn't. Everyone had heard already, and if they didn't know either they could just say so, couldn't they? There was no real value in pretending you knew things like that if you didn't. She was about to say so when a low chuckle came from the far end of the table. Her "Aunt Orange". They weren't really related at all, but if an Ancient wanted to claim they were family, who was she to say otherwise?

"That is a very good question. My take on it is that those that seek power at this point are likely flush in weapons and... magics. The main governmental body is as well, so they must believe that they can overcome such things. My best guess at this time would be the Larval Assassins of Denno Brown. I don't know if he is in on it directly or not." She was looking down the table, her face pretty and unlined, even though she was at least as old as Lairdgren. She looked to be in her mid-twenties or so and had a stateliness about her that Tiera had to envy. Plus an interesting accent. It was different than anyone else she knew, since the woman was from a very far off place.

Count Lairdgren spoke quickly at least, correcting her without casting aspersions.

"Denno is working with us on the Larval problem. There are other complications that may arise in the next decades that he was seeking to address with the buildup of such fighters. Ultimately it was a mistake, but I don't believe he's personally backing an attempted takeover at this time."

The problem to come was something that Tiera actually knew about, but wasn't common knowledge, she didn't think. There were large groups of special craft coming from space. No one really knew what it meant, but the Ancients seemed to fear it. Except for Orange and Black. Those two just wanted to go and fight. Possibly even if the people coming were peaceful. Just for fun. It was the way they'd been created.

Timon spoke then, his voice a little bland, as if the whole thing was boring to him.

"No. I checked him out two days ago with a Truth amulet. He is hiding plans in regards to the Larval, which most likely means he doesn't think I need to know about it yet, but I grilled him for hours about any involvement in trying to take down King Richard. Other than a mild interest in a threesome with himself and the Queen he doesn't seem to have any thoughts on the matter particularly at all." Tim looked around the room, finally locking eyes with her for some reason, as if she were somehow important to this whole thing. "It's true, he might be able to get around the Truth device somehow. If so he can do it without stop under hours of questioning. Short of torture, I can't think of anything else I could have done to get information from him. I doubt that would work either."

"Ah." There was a mild sound from Lairdgren then, and when she looked the man was nodding, almost as if to himself. "That's probably proof enough then. I don't think he's figured out a way around that yet. Even if he had, his most likely reaction would have been not to test it under such questioning, if he was going to. He would have demurred instead."

That made sense to her at any rate. Brown was basically the King of Austra and as such didn't have to put up with some child from Noram pestering him. That he let it happen showed a lot of things. One of them was a bit odd, since it had to mean he particularly wanted Timon's goodwill, didn't it? She hadn't realized they were that close.

The rest of the event was fairly bland, to tell the truth. Count Thomson asked for their aid in putting the coming rebellion down and asked for them to use all their resources to that end. That pretty much meant that she had to do it, since the man was family now. He wasn't even asking for himself, but for everyone. She smiled a bit, covering her mouth so that it wouldn't be too impolite. It got Count Peterson to look at her questioningly, and then lean in again, his large muscular shoulder bumping hers.

"Is there a jest I'm not understanding?" He didn't seem amused by it, almost angry, as if she might be mocking the effort.

She leaned toward him to whisper, which seemed to surprise him a little. She was supposed to have lean away, with the man looming over her, afraid of his might. She just wasn't though.

"I'll throw in, of course, but the grand forces of a schoolgirl might not be all that important. I could throw my books at the enemy I guess." She let him see the twinkle in her eye, but the man's face looked at her as if she was stupid suddenly.

"Oh? You listed off your personal gear to me earlier, and you think that's the best you could bring to the fight? Besides that, you're a Baker. I think that you might find yourself better able to aid us than just that, if you apply yourself to the task." There was so much seriousness in his words that she let the smile fall from her own lips.

She didn't answer, but she couldn't fight, not really. Could she? Her one lesson didn't make her a warrior at all and while she had a bit of a temper, it wasn't combat rage. Still, if it made him feel better about the whole thing, she could try. Looking at him she gave a single nod and held her head high, as if his words held meaning for her. Maybe they would, when she had a chance to reflect on them?

"True. I'll try to keep that in mind, sir."

He chuckled a little, as if it were all a joke, but he let his hand touch her leg briefly. It was only a touch, not fondling under the table or anything.

"Raul. If we're to be friends we should use our first names."

"Tiera then." She made herself smile at him, realizing that he was being pretty proper about it, but was actually flirting with her. Gently, since his wife and her date were both right there. They both pretended not to notice it at least, which was nice of them. She just smiled at him and he took his hand away without making a big deal out of it.

No one knew what else to do it seemed, other than set spies and make a list of people that might be working against them. Lairdgren did point out that simply not allowing themselves to be questioned under Truth verification didn't mean guilt, since a lot of nobles would have a problem with such things, and might not be actually working against anyone. For instance they could be behind Richard in fact and deed, but still not like the man personally.

"Things do tend to happen over the years and decades and we should strive to not vilify people without cause. Understanding is important."

After that the whole meeting was over, though Count Thomson asked that they all be prepared to be contacted over the coming days and weeks and that they all ready whatever forces they might bring to the fight. No one thought they were going to get out of it without battle, for some reason. They had in the last war, but this time it sounded like that wasn't a real option. It never was in civil disputes. People were too close to each other and there was no way to simply ignore a threat when it was lying in bed next to you, was there?

She kept her mouth shut and made a point of touching Raul on the arm with three fingers, to get his attention before they left.

"It was very nice to meet you." No one rolled their eyes at her, but Veronica moved in and gave her a warm hug, one that was a bit more than what a sister or friend would have gotten.

The Princess smiled too, speaking while still holding her.

"Come visit us soon? When you get time from school? We're at the Flight base, I don't know if you'll be able to find it easily..." There was a moment of thought then, her eyes slightly glazed.

For her part Tiera just nodded.

"I know it well enough. I've made deliveries there." It was just the truth, but Count Peterson looked surprised for some reason. Had he not realized that Tor's family had a delivery service?

From behind her Timon broke in, touching her lightly on the back. It was possessive and after a few seconds she understood it, though she doubted anyone else there did, except perhaps Terlee. He was letting the man know that she was under his protection. Because he was her brother. It was a very Two Bends thing, but Tim would actually fight the giant in front of her if he thought the man was trying to do anything out of bounds. It never came up there, since everyone knew the rules, but this was a very different situation.

Then again, the giant and rugged looking man smiled slightly and took a polite half step back. Then he bowed to Tim, which got returned, the hand never moving. It wasn't a big thing, but David smiled about it. So, whatever it meant, these people did understand it? Or at least that her brother meant something by it.

Veronica moved in and touched Timon's arm gently, but didn't hug him. She dropped it almost immediately, since he stiffened a bit at the contact. Then he smiled and bowed to her too.

"Sorry, issues still. It isn't about you at all."

The Princess nodded, looking a little pensive, but smiled back and seemed to be working something out in her head.

"Perhaps we should get together and work on that sometime soon? It has to be faced after all."

Her brother shook his head.

"No, thank you, Princess Veronica. I don't think the bloodlines will work for that. We should talk about that soon, but for the time being, I don't think you will want to be... involved that way with anyone from my family."

It took a half second but the girl's eyes flew open and then her mouth did. "Do you mean... I..." She stammered a bit more but nothing intelligent came out.

After a second her little brother gave a single stern looking nod.

"Nothing certain, but you might wish to stand back there, just for now. The rest of your family should be fine. Count Lairdgren should be able to check that for you."

Tiera didn't really understand it all, but thought she got bits of it. Timon was saying that they were related somehow? Well, the girl looked right for that. They really could be sisters and Tor could have faked being her, if he grew taller and put on a dress. Her hair was different, brown and red, not black, but... she could kind of see it.

Well, she'd make certain she didn't sleep with her then, until they knew for certain at least.

Same sex relationships weren't a Two Bends thing overly, but her mother had flat out told her to make certain she slept with girls too. She also explained that her brothers would probably not be able to do the same with men, given their conditioning. It just wouldn't matter as much for her.

Then, a little surprisingly, Count Lairdgren came for her, along with Thomson and Alice Orange.

The Count didn't try to hug her, and also didn't bother to bow, but he did smile, which reminded her so much of Tor she nearly cried for a second.

"We need you to run courier duty for us. You have a Fast Transport and won't be missed if you leave at night. Just make certain to attend all of your classes. We have Kyle Hardgrove in with us and he can be trusted fully. He may need your services. If he comes to you, do what he says." He paused for a beat, but then carried on without letting her form any questions. "I asked Timon to do it and he told me no, quite firmly. You can, of course, do the same. It won't be easy, or safe."

Tiera looked at him and then moved in to hug Orange, since they hadn't spoken in months. There were priorities to things like this after all and family greetings came first.

"So good to see you, Aunt Alice." She was trying for polite, but the woman picked her up and swung her back and forth a bit, as if actually happy to see her.

"Hey there, little hellion! I didn't know if these people would be intelligent enough to see your value, but I'm glad to see they're exceeding my expectations. So, are you doing this or not? I don't know if we should trust Green here, but if it's a game I'm certain it's a harmless one."

That was part of her way, Tiera knew. She had a strong distrust of attractive men. It wasn't that she thought they were all evil or anything, she just honestly believed they wanted to trick her. Normally into bed, but the woman was never angry about that, so it wasn't a huge problem. It did mean that she seemed suspicious at times when it wasn't needed. The lady herself had explained it to Tiera once, so it wasn't like she wasn't aware that it could happen, she just couldn't help it.

 After being set back on her feet Tiera nodded.

"I'm in. I have a watcher though. Karen Derring? I doubt I can sneak away without her knowing about it. Not often." It was just the truth. She might be able to go to the restroom and not come back, a few times even, but if she did it too often the giantess would know to follow her. She didn't know that she was a prisoner really, but it did seem a bit like she wasn't going to be trusted for a while.

Instead of debating the whole thing the man gestured for Karen, David and Sir Kolbrin to come over, which happened fairly quickly, as if they'd all been watching them anyway.

He spoke without hesitation as if they knew a lot more about the whole thing than had been discussed at all.

"Tiera has agreed to be our messenger inside the kingdom. She still needs to be at classes during the day, but should be able to go without sleep for longer periods of time than a regular student might. Since we have her under guard, one of you should likely attend her when she goes on such missions for us. Is that something that can be made to happen?" He didn't order anything, but didn't seem to need to, the others just looking at each other for a few seconds, then agreeing.

Sir Kolbrin bowed a tiny bit, his scarred face set.

"Certainly. Or, if the need arises, we might be able to pass a few things along ourselves. Karen and I were given Fast Craft by Tor and David knows how to fly one. He can borrow mine if he needs?"

The Count smiled and nodded then, as if it was a brilliant idea, but didn't let her off the hook.

"Tiera will run lead on it. Don't let her slack off. I hear that she's been alienating some of our best potential assets already, which is fast work. Dean Hardgrove requested that she be removed from the school and the only reason she's still there is that her brother and one of the boys involved, Henry, requested that she not be." There was a blank look on his face, but he eyed her directly, as if this would be surprising to her for some reason. It was a little, since Henry would have had to ask for it before she'd apologized.

It spoke of character, didn't it?

Before she could explain anything, Karen did it for her.

"True, a bit of a mess. She's apologized all around and cut all her hair off in penance though. That and some beatings should set her on the right path. We'll just invite those boys over to see it done, let her grovel a few more times and that should fix it. Really, it's your fault, so you should head over and do some bowing of your own." The woman blushed horribly, but didn't back away from her words, even as the others stared at her as if she were a monster. "After all, it was your responsibility to make certain she knew The Rules and she was trying to protect the young men from you, thinking that they might be harmed for their attentions. If what I've heard is correct, then that was a reasonable thing to think, wasn't it? Her village is like that, more or less. You didn't even sit her down for a talk to reassure her first though, did you?"

Even as everyone else glared at Karen, including her own brother, Count Lairdgren bowed low, to Tiera.

"I apologize for my part in this. I see that it was an error. I shall be around as soon as I may, to explain this to the young men in question and fix what I can of it." Then he bowed to Karen, nearly as low. "Thank you for your assistance and for correcting my mistake. Know that I will see to this." He didn't wait for her to bow back however, just standing, looking as if he hadn't been humbled at all.

It was a little annoying, but Tiera got the idea, he wasn't humbled, since he just looked good for what he'd done. The Count wasn't going to be hated for what she'd screwed up, and seriously, as anyone would have really known, it wasn't his fault. He wasn't directly responsible for her, grandfather or not. She was the one that had to take the blame for her actions. It kind of meant that Karen had been doing something else, did it? She'd pushed the man on purpose, and he'd known it too. So he apologized and then acted like she was correct in doing it? Why?

No one spoke of it after that and while David looked miserable about the whole thing, Sir Kolbrin had a small smile on his face.

"So Baker, you should make a point of introducing yourself to everyone, if you're point on this mission. Take a place by the door so that no one can get past you too easily." There was a hint of command to the voice, but it was a good idea and she followed it, tugging her date along with her and bowing to the first person she met as they tried to leave.

"Good evening. Tiera Baker, pleased to meet you."

The man and his wife both looked puzzled, but bowed back at least.

"Baron Rene Gala. This is my wife, Celesta." His gaze was searching, and she looked right back at him, trying to memorize the face. He had a nice silver and black mustache, and deep blue eyes. His hair, the stuff on his head, was a dark brown and he was tall, which was only to be expected, pushing seven feet or so. Not as big as some, but clearly a nobleman by birth. His clothing was nice, a blue and red suit, but not magical, she didn't think. That or Timon did his design creation, since it looked real.

She smiled at them both and tried to remember the mix of silver and gold hair and the slight age lines around the eyes of his wife as well. Then she moved slightly so that they could get past her.

The next half an hour was the same, at least twenty times, since some of the people were alone or at least left separately. It would be hard to remember all the names, but the faces would stick. She could see them floating behind her eyes already, which meant she had them. It was a trick, but a useful one. She had a good memory for faces.

The last ones out were the Thomsons, since they lived there. Terlee gave her a slightly strange look, but it wasn't about her being so pushy, she didn't think, since David got included in it almost instantly.

"Is this your boyfriend?" The words were playful for Tamerlane, and Count Thomson had to turn away so that his smile wouldn't show. David bowed, smiling, his own eyes twinkling.

"Our first date. My sister Karen introduced us." It was just the truth, but he smiled slyly as if he was suggesting there was a deeper connection.

Tiera nearly scowled, but remembered what Karen had said and tried to play along, so that his feelings wouldn't be hurt.

 "I'm working on that. We really did just meet today, but he's been a true gentleman and a wonderful companion. It would be foolish of me to not pursue something like that, wouldn't it?"

Oddly her sister smiled a little and touched David's arm slightly.

"Yes. I hear good things about you, David. Both Tovey and my brother, Tor, have spoken very highly of you in the past." She took her hand back instantly, so it wasn't very flirty, but it was enough that David smiled at it and bowed again.

Then, thankfully they were allowed to leave too. She had her own craft, but Timon and Petra stood outside, waiting for them along with Sir Kolbrin and Karen. After they piled in and started back toward the north, David turned on Karen and growled, a low and deadly sounding thing.

"What the hell was that? Are you trying to make sure I'm next in line for the County or something?"

His sister didn't even make a face or ask what it was he meant, she just answered her voice steady.

"Not everyone is Father. I challenged the Count so that he'd know that I was going to protect Tiera, no matter what. Notice that he did the most graceful thing possible, without hesitation? He got what I meant. More, he said that he agreed. He's sending his granddaughter into potential danger, but he loves her well enough. I had to know where we stood that way. It would be too easy to think that he was Tor, and we can't assume that. They're not the same person." She stopped talking suddenly and Kolb cleared his throat.

"I've rather noticed that. Still, it was well done all the way around. Do remember, Tiera, that he doesn't actually hold responsibility for this in the minds of your fellows. You're in for a time of it, no doubt. I know it will be hard, but I suggest you do a lot of bowing and asking for forgiveness for the next year or so."

She took a deep breath and tried not to speak, but the words came anyway and sounded sassy. She just couldn't help it, but at least the near dark they rode in was enough to help hide her face a bit. She felt her face twist up in a scowl.

"Why do you all keep going over the same things? I get it. I was wrong and will have to pay, and pay, even though it wasn't anything I could have avoided without being evil. This is all..." She wanted to blame someone else, but it wasn't about fault. Even she could see that. She'd had the needed data, but she also had conflicting information and that set her up to look bad. So she growled a little instead.

No one spoke for a while, until Sir Kolbrin did, changing the subject.

"In the morning you need to report to the training area. Your morning classes will change to the afternoon section. I'll see to that. You won't have as much free time, so get ready for that. Not keeping a double major area of study. Try to get what rest you can tonight. I know that it's exciting, but you'll just have to contain yourself."

She looked where the voice was coming from but didn't answer, since it was just what she had to do, if she wasn't going to leave school. She might still, she knew. It wasn't fair, but she'd really botched things and she doubted that she was going to stay cool with everyone for the long term, if they all kept after her. She'd nearly destroyed the dining facility earlier, hadn't she? Even if it wouldn't have done much to the well armed group of builders at the time. At least until she'd had their clothing off.

She sighed and realized that she was going to have to deal with them too. That part had seemed like a good plan at the time, so they couldn't hide any weapons, but that one boy, Guide, he'd been so embarrassed that he'd probably be looking to get her back. That would probably have something to do with her being left naked in the commons too. All he'd have to do was come up behind her and turn her amulets off. Timon could do it, and had, so she didn't doubt that any of the others could too.

Well, it was probably fair enough, wasn't it? Not what she wanted to happen, but what could she do about it? On the good side no one else would really care that much. People didn't walk around naked at school, but a lot of them came from places where public nudity wasn't a huge issue. Communal baths and all that, or at least Regina had said so.

That was another thing she really needed to see about. Her old roommate. Either she'd been trying to cause Tiera to make mistakes and telling her lies to that end, or it was all just a misunderstanding and she needed to know not to do the same thing herself. For the time being she had to assume they were still friends, since doing anything else would hurt too much.

The craft set down in the woods, rather than the central commons, and they all had to try and move silently back to their own places, which meant going in different directions for David and Sir Kolbrin. Karen was with her, and changed her nice gown into something dark and close to her skin. Tiera did the same, making her normal student browns go black, not knowing what else she could come up with that would really work. Instead of boots she used soft soled slippers however. If they'd been real they would have been destroyed after a few steps, but while they collected dirt and grime, they were magical, so it wouldn't matter in the long run. She could fix it instantly.

The sneaking they did wasn't exactly smooth, but they kept to the shadows near the buildings and since things weren't brightly lit at nearly two in the morning, no one saw them. When they got in the room Karen turned on a magical light that had been nailed to the wall. It was something her brother had made, which meant that Karen was either rich, or a good friend of his.

Then, instead of going instantly to sleep, the large woman gestured for Tiera to sit and changed her own clothing, eyes closed for a few seconds, into a nice sleeping gown.

"Alright. You made some mistakes tonight. First, you should have been more attentive to Davie. Even if you don't want to sleep with him, he was your date. Small bits of contact, spaced out over the entire meal would have worked. You didn't say goodnight to him properly either. True, that was a pretty strange way for the whole thing to end, sneaking in from the woods like that, but in a normal situation you'd want to give him at least a chaste kiss." She smiled a little and then laid back on her bed, closing her eyes for a minute. When she spoke again her voice was a little drowsy. "You did well with Peterson. Just the right level of flirting. Now you can visit him and no one will think it's anything more than a visit for a discreet meeting. That's a good idea. People will think you're a bit free, but if you make it seem like you're everyone's lover no one will question constant visits."

There was another pause and Tiera didn't speak, feeling a bit like a total failure already. She'd thought she'd been decently close to having it right and the idea of even having to fake being that way made her feel horrible.

"Tovey... You really should have hugged him. Any normal girl your age would have done at least that. People will have noticed and they'll think there's a rift between you if you don't. The same with Count Lairdgren. The rest went well enough however, as far as social graces went. A little heavy handed at the end there, introducing yourself to everyone, but that will make you memorable. You didn't stand on your title either, which made it seem special. Like you wanted to know them all as people. That should work pretty well."

Tiera started to speak, just to say that she'd try to fix it all, but Karen didn't let her.

"Now, from a combat perspective, you were a wreck. You need to keep weapons ready all the time. You did have a shield on, didn't you? If not, I swear I'm going to beat you for an hour in the morning." She yawned, but didn't actually sound angry about it.

Tiera looked at her and squinted a bit.

"I did, and still do, have my shield on, thank you. I have weapons too. Side pocket on my dress. I just hid it in the pattern so that it wouldn't stand out." She felt a little attacked, but Karen grinned in response.

"Good. Do that all the time from now on. Have weapons on even in the bath. Petra took hers off to bathe with her fiancée about a month ago. He had his people grab her and tortured her for weeks. This was the man she was supposed to marry. I probably would have done the same thing, wouldn't you? Who wears a shield into the tub? From now on we can't let our guards down. They got your little brother with poison... do you know about that?" She sounded sad suddenly, talking about what had happened to people.

She felt her lips tighten into a frown.

"Countess Alan and a Larval gave him some kind of sleeping drug. It made him so calm he couldn't fight and just fell asleep. Then... They did things to him." It was bad and she knew that it was torture and rape, but that was all she'd been told. Karen, somehow, knew more.

"That's right. They used a special kind of pain compound from Austra that's so severe it makes all other tortures seem like sweet caresses. The Countess and the Larval abused him sexually while under extreme pain, and then the lady nearly unmanned him with a knife. After that he managed to fight back and free himself, but he was dying while it happened. That's what you have to be prepared for Tiera. It's the level of commitment you need too. He took off his own legs to get fee. Not what I'd recommend, but you have to be ready." There was a second yawn then and the woman closed her eyes again. "Not trying to scare you, but you really should be. There's a very good chance that these assassins will come for you next, to try and get at Tor. Timon said it won't work, but you're a girl, which means that Tor might do more to protect you than he would a boy. He probably can't help it."

Then, almost instantly, the bigger woman stretched out, rolled over and went to sleep, with the light still on. It was low, so Tiera left it, not falling asleep herself for a long time.

In the morning she got up, having managed a few hours of sleep at least. That was one thing that the Count had gotten right, she didn't really need much that way. Most nights she got a full seven hours, since things were boring after dark anyway, but she could get along with a lot less. She felt fine after the three hours or so that she'd had and took care of her morning routine early, before the other girls were there in the bathing area to mock her or anything.

Then she sat at the little work desk in the space and ate some magically dried fruit, which was light and less expensive than the regular kind. It was almost fluffy and had a crisp texture to it. It was mainly apple, since that was what had been cheapest and she needed to make certain her funds lasted for a while, so she wouldn't be driven to the dining hall in desperation and forced to eat other people's bodily fluids. The idea left her shuddering for a bit, her appetite gone. That wasn't good, if she was going to be working hard all the time now. She had to eat, but it was just so sickening to think about. She made herself take a few more bites, knowing that if she didn't she'd regret it later.

Karen woke up about then and muttered something unintelligible at her, then got up with a sudden surge and walked out of the room, presumably toward the restroom. It was the first thing most people did at least. Tiera didn't wait for her, since it was no doubt safe enough for her to walk to her class alone. She had all her gear on, including her flying rig and Tor shoes. That would let her run away pretty well if anything happened and anyone that could beat all that wouldn't be stopped by another body being in the way, she didn't think.

There were a few people in the weapons square when she got there, most stretching gently, or starting into some exercises with the stones. She followed along, trying not to seem like she didn't have a clue as to what she was doing, and tried to do what a rather homely giant of a man was, swinging huge rocks around and then lifting the biggest ones multiple times. She had to go with smaller ones the whole time, but when the man finished he waved to her, indicating she should take the one he'd been working with, which had to weigh hundreds of pounds. It wasn't the biggest one there either, so she copied what he'd been doing and lifted it with both hands. She only managed three times but the man smiled at her, his teeth nice and white for all that he had pock marked skin.

It made her hands hurt a lot though, when she looked down she saw that the skin had broken. No blood came out at least. He glanced at them and nodded.

"That will take some time. On the heaviest weights it will always happen anyway, when you push yourself hard enough. That one weighs in at nearly six hundred pounds. It's going to do damage." He didn't act overly impressed, though clearly it was something special. She was a lot smaller than he was and she could work out the math, after all. It was nearly seven times her weight and probably about twice his.

He waved to her again and moved to the practice table where he found a leather strap for her to wrap around her right hand, then handed her a practice weapon, which was basically just a heavy club.

"Pells. You're little, so you'll have running too, right? We always make the tiny people do that. Try hitting this pole a thousand times, as hard as you can. Then run... I don't know how far people run. I generally do a circuit of the school myself, but the good runners head to the next town and back. Who's your trainer?" He looked around, but clearly thought that it would be one of the other students, since she was new.

"Sir Karen Derring."

The words got the man to laugh for some reason and then wave at the pole that was stuck in the ground. It was about three feet thick and had huge chunks taken out of the sides from previous beatings, mainly with less than sharp metal, she guessed.

"That makes sense then. It explains why you're out here this early, to get a jump on things. Good fighter, but hard. I'll leave you to this. Enjoy it, since it's likely going to be the fun part of your day. I'm Havar, by the way." He gave a half bow, since he was no doubt above her here.

She went lower.

"Tiera. As you guessed, the new person."

The man gestured at her and then stood back as she tried to hit the thing in front of her hard enough to do something. The post shook a bit, but the pounding made her hand feel weak after a minute. She could hang on, so she kept after it, silently counting to herself. She was only getting about sixty hits per minute, so she doubled it, not wanting to take half an hour on the project.

The man was working his own post, but with a metal blade, his focus straight ahead. He called out to her with a booming voice, which everyone else ignored.

"Alternate, high then low. Faster!"

Then he did the same, so she had a clue what she was doing, with him calling out for her not to give up. There was, she realized, a real reason for that. Her arm ached bitterly after a few seconds and she was pretty certain her palm really was bleeding now. She didn't stop, since the man seemed to be saying not to. It was hard though, since it really wasn't pleasant. The man stopped after nine hundred blows, but she kept going. It was all she could do to keep the heavy club in her hand the whole time, but she did it, stopping only when the last blow was counted. She didn't drop the piece of wood, because it had frozen into her hand.

"Excellent. Half the new students drop the blade the first time when they finish. If you did that I'd have beaten you until you could pick it up. Keep that in mind for later, if it's your turn with the new person." He held out his hand for the club, smiling. "You did better than most."

She started to give the thing to him, then frowned.

"Wait... Is this a trick too? I hand over what seems to be my only weapon and then you beat me for that too? I'm armed. Explosive weapon and force lance, plus a shield." She glared at the man who laughed at her.

"Ooohhh, a smart one! Exactly my plan. You're really armed like that? Why? I mean I am, but I'm a paranoid monster that goes around expecting everyone else to be too."

Tiera smiled, finding herself liking the man, even if he wasn't great looking. He had a nice personality, she decided. Not overly servile or anything.

"Same with me. Plus, I made some people around here angry at me. I don't doubt I'm in for some real beatings soon. The Lairdgren group is probably coming for me and having these weapons won't help a lot with them. Shield either. I can't kill them and that's probably the only thing that would work."

The giant rubbed his face and moved back in front of his pell, hitting it a few times before speaking.

"Go ahead and rack the weapon where I got it from. Then, I don't know, practice running? There's a path that way." He pointed toward the back of the place. "Keep your shield on and do a few laps. You'll probably have to do more later, but it can't hurt to not look lazy on your first day."

She took the advice and did what he said, since he knew a lot more about the whole combat training thing than she did, clearly. The running path was just beaten dirt, but was clear enough she didn't worry about getting lost, even in the woods behind the school compound proper. They were leafy, but there wasn't a lot of dense undergrowth for people to hide in. She kept an eye out anyway, in case of ambush. She wasn't kidding about feeling a little bit like everyone was sort of out to get her right now. No one else seemed to be awake yet, until she padded back into the combat area about forty minutes later. She hadn't run fast, but it was at least a few miles.

Karen was standing next to Kolb, looking upset, which got a glare trained on her from both of them before she got halfway over to them, still keeping to a slow and steady run.

The head Instructor took a step toward her and growl, which was more than a little frightening. It was enough that she triggered her shield with a tap, in case he lashed out at her.

"Where have you been young lady? I told you to be here after you had breakfast, that didn't mean to sit in the dining hall chatting with your friends for half an hour, keeping us waiting."

Tiera didn't care for the tone he was using with her at all. She bit her tongue, until Karen moved in on her.

"You left hours ago! Where were you?" She at least didn't seem ready to beat her personally, like the bully next to her was.

She moved her hand to her pocket, to get out her explosive device. If she had to fight she really didn't think that she stood a chance, even with that kind of weapon, since everyone here had shields, but she wasn't going to just be beaten, if she could help it. Not when she hadn't done anything wrong. She had the thing out, but held by her side when Havar walked over.

"There she is. She beat you two layabeds out here by hours. Worked a full stones rotation with me, nearly matching what I did, including the heavy stones, then did introductory pells without messing anything up and ran the outer perimeter twice. Now leave off, will you? We finally get someone with half an ounce of promise and you want to scare her away on the first day?" He smiled about it all though and his words got the others to relax, a lot.

Sir Kolbrin bowed toward her slightly.

"Ah, I'm used to working with students that are a bit more reluctant than that. Your brother for instance. Forgive my mistake." He stood up, the scar on his cheek wrinkling a bit. "Also, please put the weapon away. Force Lance?"

She did it, but shook her head.

"Explosive. A Force Lance wouldn't work on your shields. I could hit the ground at your feet to kick up a distraction with this though. Maybe even cause you to stumble." They didn't have flying rigs on as far as she could see. She didn't either, but she had one with her, of course.

For some reason that got everyone to laugh at her, as if it were a silly idea. She still thought it might work. She hadn't tried it, but shield or not you had to stand on something, right?

The men moved away and Karen gestured to a place off to the side, where they could work together and not be in anyone's way.

"Let me know where you're planning to be from now on, will you? I'd thought someone had kidnapped you or something." She held up a large hand, as if to explain but then turned her palm over. "Unarmed training then. You have to take your shield off. We can put them on the table over by the pells. No one will touch it without permission." That meant walking, which was harder than it sounded, since her muscles were stiffening up already. She wasn't used to as much work as she was doing after all. Walking and flying, but not running or lifting rocks. Her shoulder ached too, probably from banging a club on half a tree for that long.

As soon as that happened, and she didn't have a shield, Tiera expected to be beaten for it, to teach her to keep it on, but Karen just ran her through move after move, repeating them until she could do it decently well, explaining things the whole time.

"Never aim to hit the surface of a thing, always try to move through it. Otherwise your blows will lack power. Normally I'd tell you to attack a person's eyes first, but unless they're a midget that isn't going to work for you. Men protect their groins, so work on attacking the knees first. Even on a small person it will take them off guard. As soon as you can, try to hit sensitive targets. I have a book you can look at for that later."

Then she hit her. Just once, right in the stomach. Tiera was actually lifted off the ground though, the force of it was so great. She fell back, rolling a bit and clutching herself, not able to breathe.

"Roll. I'm going to stomp your head if you don't." Then she tried very hard to back that up, making the ground shake a little when her foot landed. "Not bad. Get to your feet. If you fight you're going to get hit, and it will hurt, but you have to get past it. Even if you cry, you have to keep fighting." Then she kicked her in the side, since naturally Tiera was too slow to get up in time.

It hurt, but it was also a good point. They were teaching her to fight after all, not kiss. That would have been more fun, but she couldn't change the nature of things at that moment.

She was hit several times before she got up, the force of the blows a little more than she was ready for, and her eyes did water. She was sobbing too, but her face wasn't pained. Tiera didn't think so at least. She got up and tried to hit Karen, who moved back easily and slapped her with a an open palm hard enough to make her head ring and a resounding smack that caused someone behind her to gasp. She didn't have time to look, scrambling back like she was.

This went on, with her landing nothing and Karen hitting her over and over again for about five minutes. Then Judith got a turn. Tiera hadn't even seen her walk over and she was already in fighting practice armor, so even when Tiera managed to get a lucky blow in a few times it didn't do much at all. The giant girl slapped her instead of punching with a closed fist, making her face sting from the repeated damage. Finally she had to hold her hands to the side of her head to get it to stop, which earned her a very hard punch to the middle, making it hard to breathe again.

Finally, almost as if the information had been slapped into her head, she remembered to attack the other girl's knees. She didn't really know what to do, so she jumped in and hit her lead leg as fast as she could with her fist, taking Judy off her feet. Then she aimed a rather clumsy kick at her head, which didn't land at all, since a huge arm blocked it, then grabbed and twisted in a very professional seeming way that sent her flying.

This went on for a longer time than with Karen, but eventually another giant woman took her place. It was a second year girl, she thought, but not anyone she recognized at all. It was a little more even, since the girl wasn't as big as the others, but she was still a lot better than Tiera was. Plus, she was already exhausted. After a few minutes she had her down on the ground and just pounded her in the head, twenty or more times. She went out, only to find herself still fighting when she woke up, the other girl still on top of her.

"Gods, that's enough, stop. Stop!" She didn't really recognize the voice, but several others chimed in then too, all male and young sounding.

"Yeah, that's enough. She already apologized. I'm satisfied."

It took a few seconds but the girl on top of her stood up and moved away, which let her find her feet again. She'd been crying, but managed to hold her hands up again, which had Karen close with her. This time the fight was a lot faster, the blows raining down on her, barely blocked most of the time, even those rocked her, the power behind them being a lot more real now. She did her best, but she couldn't land anything. There were people protesting it the whole time, but that didn't get the woman to slow down at all.

She ended up passing out after a while, the blows finally taking her again. She was still feebly swinging her hands, but she was aimed at the wrong target, trying to hit someone that wasn't there at all, since Karen had backed away. Blood was running down her face, fouling her vision and it was so hard to get any air. She rubbed her face, smearing blood on her sleeve when Karen was suddenly tackled by a small form. It didn't do a lot, but she didn't move back in.

After a few seconds she patted the smaller form on the shoulder as he hugged her around the legs.

"Good enough then?"

Tiera didn't recognize him at first, not really being able to see, but the boy said yes. With a few more wipes she was able to make out that he was more than a brown blur, and was, in fact, Henry.

Then she got what was going on. This was the first of her punishment beatings then? She'd kind of hoped that part would have turned out to be more metaphorical in nature. She got up anyway, since she didn't trust them anymore not to suddenly lay into her. Instead one of the other watchers, who wasn't a boy at all, but Farlo Ross, walked over and tried to hand her something. She took it by reflex, her right hand not actually able to open, since she'd managed to break something in her hand at some point. She didn't remember having landed a solid blow that could have done it, but it burned and didn't open very well.

When the girl hit the sigil she knew what it was. A healing device. It made her hurt worse, but no one laughed about it, just standing there staring at her. As her eyes cleared and the wounds receded she realized that everyone from the school had come to watch her be humbled. Grand.

They started to leave then at least, as if they could tell the show was over.

She hoped so. But didn't really count on it. She was starving suddenly, but no one said anything about her being done, in fact as soon as she'd healed completely, Karen took the device and turned it off.

"May I borrow this miss?" She held it up to show what she meant.

"Um, alright. I can't make them yet, so I'd like it back, but..."

Guide stepped forward and handed Karen a different amulet.

"Here, keep it. I have more. I just figured it out the other day. I'll get some for this section. Really, I think everyone is... happy enough. I've seen people beaten to death that weren't hit that often."

There was a murmur then, but Sir Kolbrin gestured with large waving motions at the remaining people. "If you haven't come to sign up for extra classes, I suggest you leave. You've had your revenge, now we need to get back to actual work. Unless anyone else wishes to take a turn with Miss Baker here?"

No one stayed for some reason, except for Tiera. She decided that meant she was stupid, but she felt fine now. Karen jogged over to the table and set the healing device on it, next to the shields. She didn't pick those up however, and as soon as she came back she tossed a very slow punch at Tiera's head, which got her to jump back, fearing the beating would start again.

"Heh, good. Stand close and block though. Don't counter for now. I'll attack first, going slow, then you'll get a turn. Only blocks right now." They worked on that for a long time, not taking a break. Just as it got boring Karen sped up. It was more interesting for a while and Tiera found herself actually being hit, if not very hard, when she missed.

Karen made all of her blocks, each time, except one, when Tiera sped up suddenly and punched her in the stomach hard. The woman didn't double over or show any pain at all, even though there had been a nice meaty sound from it.

"Oops. I guess I cheated there. Kind of like setting trained people on someone that hasn't even had a full day's training?"

To her credit Karen just laughed and made the next blocks without comment, until several minutes later, when she called a halt and stepped back, so that nothing would land by mistake.

"I know it was rough. We don't train like that often, though we honestly do at times, so it will happen again, probably without warning. It reminds everyone to take things seriously. It had to be done though, so that the other kids will see that you don't get special privileges. It was you being beaten, but those others that got the lesson. If Conserina Lairdgren gets that kind of treatment at Lairdgren school, imagine what the rest of them have to look forward to if they step out of line? Of course that isn't really true, because none of them would have gotten this." She grinned and patted Tiera on the back gently. "You wouldn't have, if you would have stopped fighting at any point, or begged for us to stop. We don't keep going if the other person calls a halt you know."

Tiera shook her head and scowled, but then forced a smile, her voice a little bitter.

"Why no, Karen, I didn't know that. It seems that someone forgot to teach me about that, didn't they?"

The giant shrugged her shoulders, turning the move into a rotation, in order to keep limber.

"I know. Would you have quit anyway? I know you went out at least once and you didn't stop. It wasn't well done and you made a thousand errors, but there was no variance to the fact that you were fighting the whole time. Even while unconscious. That's a good trait, for a fighter. Now, let's do it again. Full force, attack as well as you can and see if you can manage it without crying like a little girl this time." She grinned, and then rushed her, a hard slap taking her off her feet.

This time it didn't last as long and she managed to do a little better having learned what not to do last time. At least a bit. When they finished she got a lecture about what she'd done wrong, which made her angry, but she tried to fix what she was told to. Then she got sent to luncheon and afternoon classes, which would go later now, even though she only had maths and now it seemed, singing. She hadn't had that one before, so had to ask where the room for it was.

The girl she spoke to just told her and didn't call her a Doretta at all. Not even under her breath. It made for a nice change.

She had a bit of class work, a song to practice and some extra problems to solve, but that was all. Since she ate dried meat and more fruit in her room she was done before six, still humming the tune when there was a knock on her door. She checked to make certain her shield was on, and Karen sat up, having been studying a book it seemed, even though she didn't have classes, being an instructor. It wasn't for her, even though she recognized the blonde girls in front of her when she opened the door. They were both taller than she was, but that was the nature of this place. They were both royals after all.

"Ali, and..." She had to search her memory for the name. "Sherilyn?"

Both of them nodded, looking a bit tentative.

Stepping back she waved them in, since it was time to set thing right with Ali too. Probably her friend as well, since the girl had been a bit chilly toward her about things for a bit.

"Come in, please. I..." You were supposed to offer things to guests. Food and drink. She didn't have anything really proper however. "I'm not really prepared to have people over. I have some dried fruit? Or meat. That's about it right now."

The sandy colored girl, who was a bit flat-chested and taller than Ali smiled. "We came to see if you wanted to come to dinner with us? I've been cooking all day. We're having several people over and... Well, they all seem to be ready to not cast you out of the school at least."

Her sister in-law, who was only a year older than she was gave her a small hug.

"I talked to everyone and it seems that it was all a big misunderstanding? Please tell us that you'll come. You too, Karen? We should get Jerral and Davie as well and then we'll all be here!" She turned to her roommate. "You'll love Jerral, Sheri. He's very nice, and a good kisser."

There was silence for a moment and the busty girl shrugged.

"What? He didn't know who I was at the time. So, are you two coming? We're having roast beef."

Tiera looked at Karen, who nodded somberly. It didn't seem to be all that happy though. Hopefully about her sister having made out with her own brother and not the fact that this sounded an awful lot like a set-up or an ambush. It did though.

She spoke for them both and agreed instantly, which meant the other two had to scurry off to see to the rest of the meal preparations. Ali had her own house off campus after all, so it made sense to use it.

When she turned Karen was already changing her clothing around for it, making a nice dress appear.

Tiera grunted softly and tried to do the same, making a light blue version of what Petra had worn the night before, making it look slightly worn around the edges.

Then she sighed.

"Make sure you have a good shield on... Wait." Going to her chest she pulled out some underclothes and put them on, then covered them with the same dress. Just in case any of the Lairdgren group got any ideas.

"There, ready for almost anything." At least she hoped so. It really wasn't too likely, was it?
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There were ten other people at her sister-in-law's house when they got there. It had been redecorated to look like a miniature version of Tor's palace in the Capital, so the outside was currently a very nice gold and cream color. It had a funny shape, having four stories, since the land it was on just wasn't all that big. The inside was incredible, of course, since the whole thing was made of magic and could look like absolutely anything. Honestly it was a bit overdone and cheery to Tiera's eye. She liked it, but it needed to be a little less colorful and a bit more subdued.

It felt like someone was trying far too hard, to tell the truth.

"This looks wonderful Ali! Did you do it yourself?" Karen sounded as if she really liked it, which was fair enough. It was interesting at least, especially compared to the school dorms they all lived in during the week.

The words got the larger woman a hug, "yes, I did. Do you really like it? Sheri thinks it's a bit too much, but I wanted to practice some changes for when we go to the Capital later in the term. That way, when Tor comes back I can be a real wife and keep his home properly." She sounded a bit abstract about it, since, as everyone knew, her husband might not be coming back at all.

No one really believed that though, not even Karen, who was practical most of the time as far as Tiera had seen. She spoke gently, her voice sounding pleased.

"Good thinking. I doubt it will be too long. I hear that Brown, the Ancient of Austra has something planned to get his assassins under control that he's about to try. If Tor doesn't slaughter them all first." There was enough tension to the words that it was clear she was really worried, but that just made sense. Those creeps were dangerous and Tor, while a great Wizard, was still only one man. There were hundreds, if not thousands, of the Larval.

It wasn't fair. Then, as she'd come to learn in the last few days, life very often wasn't.

She kept her mouth shut, but made to hug Ali, who held her as if someone was going to fall down, tight and lingering, with just a slight hint of desperation to it. No one else said anything to her at all at first, though she nodded to each. It was the Lairdgren group, Henry and Judith Kerry. Oddly enough it was Judy that did anything at all, getting up from the very nice sofa she was sitting on and slapping Tiera on the shoulder, having to stoop a little to make it work.

"There she is. Alive and not even glaring daggers at us. I didn't think she would be. After that little bit of setting right earlier, when you all left? She kept working. Didn't storm off or even demand we all be put in chains. Just kept fighting. True, not as hard, but that will come. Do you think we can put this all behind us now?" She looked across the room at Henry when she said it. As if he'd been the driving force behind it all. "We can beat her again day after next if you want, but I don't think she really meant harm."

 The boy shrugged and looked away, which Tiera figured had to do with the fact that he wasn't her friend and didn't wish her well anymore. He'd stopped Karen though, hadn't he?

"The issue is ended. Let's not talk about it anymore." His voice was a bit sullen, but he didn't look at anyone or make a face at all.

It was awkward, but she just couldn't keep apologizing, could she? The man just wasn't going to be her friend and she doubted that would ever happen now. Some things couldn't be undone.

There was an oppressive silence for a long while, but finally Ali started making small talk about the next Queen's day, since she was invited to the party.

"I was thinking that we could all go to the Capital for it? If we aren't working I mean. Sandra has to go and I think Sam does too. The rest of you should make an appearance and bring a special gift for Connie, since it's her birthday and you're important right now. I know that everyone will want to see you soon. I..." She looked at Sheri and then, oddly, at Tiera and her older sister. "We should do something before that. Maybe invite the royal family over to dinner? In the Capital of course. The Council of Counts starts soon, but before that they might have time?"

It took a few seconds for Tiera to understand what she was getting at, which was more than a simple gathering, wasn't it? She wanted to get the Lairdgren group to the Capital, and make sure the King and Queen had them on their side. It was... a good idea, really. With Tor gone this group of people, as young as they were, still represented some of the best builders on the planet. They pushed themselves pretty hard to do it, but they were nearly the equal to the best magical manufacturing concern the kingdom had.

Tiera nodded slowly.

"I'll... see if I can set that up. My sister and her family will want to come too. We should see if any of our other friends want to join in. I can run down to the Capital tomorrow and see if anyone likes the idea, if you want?" She should probably get in touch with Tim anyway. In case he had work for her. The Council of Counts was a big deal that way, she'd been told, so they'd need to coordinate that. "Judith, Karen and I can go do that, after morning lessons."

That got the other two girls to give her a funny look, and Karen sighed.

"It's an off day. You don't have to go to class."

Tiera shook her head.

"You don't, I need to do my morning stuff. I was ordered to do it each day, remember? We can head out after that, if I'm not needed here. No later than noon."

It made sense to her, but Judith looked a bit unpleasant about it. That didn't really make sense to her, and no one explained at all, so they talked about how unlikely it was that anyone would really come to Ali's dinner, since they were just a bunch of kids, a lot of them poor and therefore not overly important. That went on until dinner, when Sheri had them all move to the dining room, which was wonderfully done in shining wood and black stone, with magical lights in various colors in the corners of the room. It made the food a little hard to see, but it smelled nice. Ali and Sheri had to hop up to get it from the kitchen, because they didn't have servants at school. It was all dished up at the table, from common serving containers, which meant that if Sheri had spit in it, she'd have had to do it to all the food.

 The plates were made of black focus stone, which was sturdy and nice, hers already on the table when she was sat in place. So was everyone's, since that was a decently polite way to do things to save work for the hostess. She looked down at her plate, then tapped it, thinking.

"Has anyone tried making magical plates and cups? They could be made to look like anything and then when the meal is done you wouldn't have to wash them at all. Silver too, I suppose." She didn't know how hard that would be, but they had houses that could be packed up and worn on tiny amulets around the neck or in a pocket. If you had house stuff too, then you could have your whole life with you. That got her thinking about other things, like toothbrushes and razors.

Guide made a very disgruntled face at her, which she assumed meant it was a stupid idea, then he held his head.

"So, it's your whole family that comes up with things like that? No, no one has thought of that yet. It wouldn't even be hard..." He looked off at the far wall, and then got up and left. Not just the room, but the whole house, just walking away and not coming back.

Sandra Morris, the head of the group, smiled and waved toward the front door. "Lost him. I blame Tiera for that. We don't talk about work at the table for a reason. Now, if you have more ideas, keep them until later. We'll need to watch Guide for a bit and make sure he doesn't starve to death, forgetting to eat like that." She looked at her food and then at Sheri. "This looks beautiful."

No one else checked the food, but Tiera and Karen both did, which got a slightly panicked look from Ali, her eyes going wide.

"Do you think that I'd poison you?"

That got the room to go silent, since, as a rule, you weren't supposed to ask things like that. Nobles just assumed that anyone might do that to them, if they had a reason. They'd put Tiera at the far end of the table too, since she was the one out of favor and Karen was across from her, which probably had to do with the fact that she wasn't as well known to the rest of them, rather than being a comment on her directly. She was Alyssa's sister after all, and fairly high ranking. Sandra was too, Tiera thought, but didn't know about anyone else overly. She only knew that the head of the Lairdgren group was a Conserina, since she'd tried to get engaged to Todd.

It looked like he was going to go with Countess Thorgood however.

Tiera looked at her sister-in-law and shrugged. It was a forced movement, since she didn't normally do things like that, and she knew it looked a bit stiff and probably bitchy. They all thought the worst of her already, didn't they? Nearly so at least.

"Yes." It was blunt, but the truth. "You were clearly upset with me about things and even though I've tried to make it right, that doesn't magically fix it all. I know that. More to the point, Sheri actually made all the food. I don't know her, but she clearly isn't my friend. Some of these others I know have a grievance with me. For that matter I'm a little miffed with some of them, so... yes. There could be problems like that."

Everyone glared at her for a while, except Judith who got out her own detector and checked her food then the serving trays and bowls. "Good point. I was getting lazy anyway, not checking things all the time. Things... We should all check, no matter what we eat or drink." There was a sense of command to the words, but Sandra followed suit, nodding, as if she knew something the others didn't. Henry didn't have a detector on him for some reason, so Tiera passed hers down to him, which got her glared at again. By all the boys, but not Karen who nodded to her.

They talked about music then, which was something Tiera liked, but wasn't up on, as far as the latest crazes. It turned out that she'd seen the newest popular musician at least.

Sandra explained it to them.

"Marco Sorvee? He was at the wedding, standing for Dorgal last week." She'd be the one to know, since she was doing the same for Lyn, the leader of Vagus. They'd all been there, even Sheri, for all the girl wasn't anyone all that special. Well, it turned out Henry hadn't been, but he was just a poor scholarship boy, not anyone important.

Tiera winced when she realized she'd just thought that. A lot of people hadn't been invited to the wedding after all. Most Barons and their families didn't make the cut for instance. Just being left off that list didn't mean he wasn't a good person or just as needed as anyone else.

Luckily she wasn't speaking much, just trying to not be hated for the most part. It was easier to do when you didn't make too much noise. It wasn't working that well, since half the room was giving her dirty looks when they thought she wasn't looking and Farlo made sure to catch her eye first when she did it. Henry didn't look at her at all though, which was almost worse. It was like he was saying she didn't exist to him.

It made her mad. It really was annoying, but what was she supposed to do? Demand that someone she'd angered be her new best friend? Her lover? She'd never even kissed a boy before. Thankfully, when the meal was done they were all allowed to leave if they wanted. Most of the people stayed, but Karen looked at a watch she pulled from a pocket hidden in her dress and shook her head a bit.

"We need to go, Tiera, you have studying to do before you sleep. This was lovely, Ali. Sheri. Thank you both so much for having us." She curtseyed and that got Tiera to bow. It wasn't totally correct, but she didn't know how to do the same thing correctly. There was leg crossing involved, but after that she wasn't sure what all was needed and couldn't see Karen's legs well enough to copy her. They were both given quick hugs and then ushered to the front door by Ali, who whispered to them as soon as they were outside.

"Can you see to the party invitations for me? I don't have a communications device here."

Karen nodded, "no one does, that I know of. I kind of think Kolb might, but those are impossible to get for most people." She stopped talking suddenly, which made the slip a lot more obvious.

After all, why would Sir Kolbrin have such a thing? Timon had one, but he was Tor's brother, and used it for business. Even that was bizarre. But the school's Weapons Instructor? That didn't make a lot of sense. Tiera thought that she'd be in line for one first, since her brother had created the thing. Ali seemed to miss it though, so she didn't say anything to alert her about it. There was clearly a secret involved. One that they weren't supposed to know.

It wasn't a problem. She'd just ask Timon. If he didn't know, it would be a shock. If he was around the right people, he'd have figured it out long ago. It was the way he did things. Thankfully the rest of the kids in the family were like her. Smart enough, but not so... alien about it.

Karen hugged her little sister again and didn't say anything until they got back in the room.

"Not horrible. A bit too aggressive defending your use of the poison detector. Then, Ali shouldn't have put us on the spot either, so that one is a wash, socially speaking. Handing Henry yours to use was a nice touch. Sends a bit of a mixed signal, but it did show you were willing to protect him, which is a good thing. You should reach out to Farlo soon. She's coming for you, I think. How, I don't know. She was being pretty open about her disdain however and she's got social connections. Best to make an overture there and cut that short." While she spoke she actually got a book out and handed it over to her. It was a slim thing, with only about forty pages . When it was opened a large finger pointed to two side by side pages.

"These diagrams show the basic weak points on the human body. How long do you think it will take you to memorize them all?"

There were only about forty listed, so she tilted her head and tried to absorb the pages. She waited until the picture was set, floating behind her eyes even when she closed the book.

Then she started listing them off, one by one.

"Top of the head, Temples, eyes, base of the skull where the spine meets, throat, over the heart in the front and back..." The rest of them came just as quickly and when she got to the bottom she reversed the order, ending at the top of the head again.

The big fighter gave her a funny look and shook her head.

"You can do that in ten seconds, but you can't remember The Rules?"

Making a sour face she started to cross her arms, but then remembered that the woman in front of her might actually attack her, and resisted it.

"Get me a list of them why don't you?" That was half the problem she knew. They all talked about The Rules, but no one just wrote them out. 

She was told to read and memorize the whole book instead, which took longer, since it was hand written. It was all useful though, pointing out how to best damage given targets on a person, a lot of it written for weapons use. You could punch or kick over a liver, but for it to be fatal you basically had to stab it, for instance. It was a thing she'd never even considered. Her punches the day before had just been... thrown. Aiming hadn't been a real consideration except in the most general of ways. This text was suggesting that it would be a lot more useful to try and hit certain areas.

At eleven she dimmed the lights in the room and turned in, Karen already snoring softly. She really would have preferred to have the lights off, but it made some sense to leave them on a bit. That meant she was able to get up and fight if someone tried to break in. They'd see her too, but she doubted that anyone coming for her would be less able to fight in the dark than she was.

Not that she thought anyone would do that, but who knew?

Farlo had seemed pretty ticked, hadn't she? For some reason the idea made her smile, as if a school girl was the worst thing she had to fear. Not killers that might want to take her in order to force Tor to come out of hiding or something like that. She wouldn't let that happen though. If it came to it she'd kill herself first. Since that wasn't something she wanted to do, it made sense to stay ready at all times, didn't it?

She was up early again and ate in the room, leaving before the snoring giant woke at all. There was no one in the arena that morning, so she ran first, then worked stones for a while, wrapping her hands with leather straps first this time. It let her lift the heaviest rock she could three more times than the day before. That or she was stronger already.

Then she tried to hit the pells with a club in each hand, alternating. It wasn't done that smoothly, but she got to a thousand and then made herself keep going, even though her arms felt like they wanted to fall off. When she finished she turned to find Sir Kolbrin watching her with a stern look on his face.

"Targeting. It isn't just about slapping the wood with a stick. Those are deadly weapons and the pell is a warrior that will kill you if you miss." He ran his hand across various points of the scarred and dented wood. "Eye, juncture of the neck, arms, legs, torso... Each blow from this point on should be done with intent. Mean it, like you would in battle, decide where you want to wound them and do your best each time." He grinned then, which took her off guard for some reason. He just didn't seem like a jolly sort, in the main.

He picked up two clubs as well and demonstrated what he meant on his own pell, calling out instructions to her, making her do it all again, which nearly didn't work, as dead as her arms were. After half an hour, sweating profusely, he let her stop.

 "Fine enough for now. You should also practice the unarmed work you did yesterday and then use the healing amulet Karen got for us. It makes life far more pleasant." He moved off to work with the stones himself then, leaving her to rack her weapons and then stare at the pell. She was supposed to hit it? And do some kicks? That was... going to hurt. She had the healing amulet though, so it wouldn't do permanent damage. Trying not to seem like the weakest person ever, she faced it and tried to remember what she'd been told.

Aim through the thing and use her whole body to generate force. The first punch nearly made her cry, but she didn't let herself. Her fist ached, but hadn't broken or anything. Her knuckles stung though, even as she reversed it and did the same move with her other hand. She didn't think she could do it a thousand times, it was just too painful. Instead she aimed for a hundred with each move, counting them carefully. Some things were worse than others. Slamming her elbows and knees into the log felt harder, but didn't make her bleed. Kicks were nicer but made it difficult to balance if she tried the high ones. When she tried using her forehead it made her bleed after ten strikes and nearly knocked her out. In all she decided that it was probably a lot more useful to hit things with a weapon. This training was nearly as bad as the beating had been the day before. When she finished she had to limp to the table with the magical devices and equipment, which had just been left in the open all night.

The healing amulet made her hands and head sting badly, but she healed, and there were no scars. No calluses either though. It meant she wasn't really toughening up all the way. She felt better then, fresh and rested, but wondered if she'd just undone all of her exercise. Maybe if she did the damaging stuff first, then did her exercises later? It would give her a day of building muscle each time at least. Still, things had been easier that day than the one before, hadn't they? Was that just learning or did the amulet cause her to get stronger as she healed?

She didn't know, but could only watch and see.

Sir Kolbrin gestured for her to come over, then pointed at the pond at the back of the space, which was only about fifty feet across.

"Can you swim?" He sounded gruff again, as if he thought she might not be able to. That or she wouldn't want to get wet.

"Yes, mother taught all of us kids." Without waiting, getting that it was coming next she started walking and called back, not wanting to be tossed in particularly. "How many times across and back?"

"Start with ten. I want to make certain you can do it."

She just waded in. The water wasn't deep, about four feet in the center, but it was small enough it didn't take long to finish. She was soaking when she got out, but her hair wasn't in the way, so there was that. She cycled her clothing a dozen times, so that she'd be mainly dry.

The man just nodded at her once.

"Now, you have magical weapons, but I'd prefer you learn traditional ones first. I have a class coming in for special flying practice. You have your gear with you?" He didn't seem to doubt her at least, and didn't seem surprised when she pulled the hand piece to her flying rig out and put it on. It was the older kind, on copper, but was basically the same field the military used. Hers had a right hand piece instead of left, but that was because it hadn't been meant for combat.

"Alright. No weapons today. I'll explain the exercise when everyone else gets here. That way I won't have to do it twice. Make sure to collect your shield from the table."

It took a while for everyone else to arrive, so instead of wasting time, they worked on unarmed moves for a while, mainly joint locks, since Sir Kolbrin was trying to work out a version of fighting that would work past a shield that way. Since she had a shield on, it made for some interesting moments. It was slippery, but by pushing his body against hers and using both arms to stop her arms and legs from getting away he could manipulate her rather painfully at times. Not always though and he encouraged her to try and get out of the things as hard as she could. Then they'd switch and she'd try it.

It was with her rather inexpertly trying to use her whole body to lock his right arm out that everyone else found them, walking into place lazily, most of them seeming at least a little sleepy. That or hung over. It must have been close to nine in the morning, which seemed late enough for them to have woken up, but no one looked chipper at all.

"Today's exercise is in teamwork. No use of weapons, magical or standard. Shields  and flying gear only. You have one hour to catch Tiera here, get her to the ground and keep her there. Any questions?" He looked around as everyone scrambled to get their flying rigs in place, a few of them looking panicked just ran away, not having theirs. "Go!"

Actually, she reflected, she had some questions, but didn't have time to ask them, since she was being chased. Except that no one was near her at all. About twenty miles away she dropped and spun in place, expecting to be hit from behind, but the others were still a good ten miles behind her. She could have run, but it wouldn't have been much of a challenge to the others if she did. Instead she headed for the left flank of the line coming toward her. She stuck her right hand out, upright with her feet dangling under her, trying to come up with a plan. She had nearly a whole minute to make it work after all.

When she got to the person on that side, who turned out to be a woman she didn't know, Tiera spun again and rose slightly in the air, then settled over the lady and straddled her left arm, suddenly cutting her own flight field, which knocked the woman downward, with Tiera slipping upside down for a bit.

"Ahhh!" The other girl, who couldn't have been in her late teens screamed, panicking a bit. The shield would protect her, but falling was hard to get used to and rushing into the Earth was particularly daunting.

Pushing away she got her field going again and flew backward as hard as she could, to keep the others from doing the same to her. No one even tried, just hanging in the air, like they didn't know what to do. Of the ten people that had come into the square, only six of them were left. The one on the ground would be back, but for a few minutes she might get to have some fun, she realized.

She went for them. It wasn't exactly her completely dominating them all, since they learned pretty fast and worked as a team but she did manage to force Havar to fly into Karen at half speed and took Judy down to the ground hard, which was rewarding. Then she closed with David, who was a lot better than the others were, making it harder to keep up with. She did manage to get Karen between them before taking off and not letting them catch her for the rest of the time. It was like playing chase as a child. It was always easier to dodge than recover from a missed grab. Being in the air magnified that.

Then, without anyone being near her, she landed next to Sir Kolbrin when he waved to her, since she'd moved the game back toward the school already. She didn't have a clock, but the man didn't quibble over moments or claim that her landing a few seconds early counted as a loss. It wasn't that kind of game it seemed.

In fact the man raised his eyebrows at the sky, not her at all.

"Work up an assessment." He said the words as if she was supposed to know what that meant, but then he chuckled a little and explained. "Figure out where people made mistakes, add in how they can improve on what they did and make suggestions. Try not to be too rude about it. They did not do well. They know that part already."

She thought about it and could see a few things that might be topical at least.

When they got in, all ten of them, Tiera crossed her arms and glared. After all, she was the one that was in charge for the moment, right? That's what you did when you were the boss. Look intimidating and growl.

"Alright. Sir Kolbrin asked for my input on this. I won't cover the most obvious things in depth, but from now on keep all your weapons and transportation on you, so you don't have to go running away if something comes up. I'm sure I don't have to mention that really?" She let her voice go dry, then smiled at the people that had forgotten their rigs. It was a quirky thing, sudden and cute enough that she got a few sheepish grins in response.

Then she outlined a few other things, including some critiques of both her own application of Sir Kolbrin's new techniques as well as her own application of them.

"The initial impact of shield against shield is a problem in the air. It feels different than on the ground and was harder to hold. I think we need to try wrapping the limbs more." 

The bald man blinked.

"Demonstrate." He didn't bark the word, but he did hold out his arm for her to give an example. It didn't work exactly as she figured it might, but by crossing her own arms over his and holding it to her body at the same time he couldn't get away too easily. It didn't lead to a painful lock, but he nodded anyway.

Then had her show it again, in the air. She ended up slamming herself into the ground three times, since they were only about ten feet up, but no one laughed at her, just watching closely.

After that they broke up, with her wondering if she was going to be chewed out by anyone for being too big of a pain. After all, it was her second day, not second decade at the whole thing, what did she really know?

Karen patted her on the back gently as they walked away.

"Nice. Just the right amount of making yourself look bad to soften the blow, after you made sure we all looked like fools. No one will have a problem with that, I don't think. You've done that before, haven't you?" She sounded almost like she wanted her to say yes, but it was true enough, she really had. "Oh, sure, in Two Bends we have a game for the kids that's basically the same thing. Only... well, most of the kids there that want to be work for the delivery service, so..." How did she say that most of them were better at flying than these people were? They practiced a lot, but there was no way of saying it without seeming rude. "Anyway, we should get off to the Capital. Are you sure I wasn't too bad at the end there? I don't want anyone to get mad at me."

That at least got her another pat, to reassure her.

"For that? No. We might get mad at ourselves for messing up too much, but not at the instructor of the moment. Just, being new, don't give a report like that on anything but flying, and then only if Kolb asks you to. Or if I do, but I won't for a bit. A few weeks at least. We'll start with you going over your own errors, then mine. That way we can work on your delivery as well."

They headed to the room first, since it was still a bit early, but they needed to wear something at least a little nicer than student browns if they wanted to get in touch with the right people. You didn't go visiting dressed like a workman after all. Not to the people they were going to see. The easy thing to do was to go with Timon's pilot's outfit. It was sharp, easy to move in and looked expensive without being too flashy. They weren't going to a party after all.

So black velvet it was. She started to do her hair, then realized it was too short to even brush. On the good side it wasn't a problem to take care of.

"I need a bath though. I had a full workout before the rest of you got there and I'm going to smell pretty ripe if I don't. I'll be quick." She grabbed her cleaning supplies, and her best towel, since it was dry, then headed off to the girls baths. They had a shower too, which had warm water, so she used that, trying to hurry, so that the whole thing wouldn't take all day. When she turned around in the open space, the walls wooden but with no cracks to let in cold air, she saw someone watching her.

Regina. The girl was fully clothed, but just in a silk version of browns, which some of the wealthier kids wore. She was taller than Tiera, but had nice brown hair with plentiful curls and a cute face. Soft lips too. Remembering that made her blush a little, but she smiled to cover it.

"Regina! There you are. I've been so busy I haven't had a chance to find you." The look on the other girl's face seemed horrified, and when she spoke her words had nothing to do with saying hello at all.

"They cut your hair off? And then beat you bloody? I... I'm so sorry. I swear, I wasn't trying to make problems for you. I..." She bowed, then got to the damp floor, kneeling, tears coming to her eyes. "I... don't know what to say. I was wrong. It..." She shuddered then, and shook her head, then swallowed several times, almost like something was caught in her throat. "I knew that it was wrong, what I told you. I let you do it. I encouraged you to... so that I'd have you to myself. It wasn't right, but I should be the one beaten, not you. I'll... I'll go and tell those monsters that! I won't let them hurt you anymore, even if we have to run away."

Tiera froze for a second, then helped her friend up. "Oh... I..." She nearly told her that girls didn't feel that way about other women, but stopped, remembering what Karen had said. "Well, there's no reason for us not to be friends then. I have to see other people too and so should you, but I suppose there are worse reasons for doing things like that. You might get an earful from Count Lairdgren though, since he's supposed to come and apologize to all the boys I hurt too. Karen Derring scolded him into it, since he's the Count."

Regina stood and then bowed again. Then she moved in for a hug, which was both too damp and a little too naked for being in what was close to a public space for Tiera. It was just friendly though, for all that and she let go after a few seconds.

"I'll go and make them leave you alone now. Who's in charge of the Weapons section anyway? This Derring woman?" There was a coldness to her tone, as if she really meant to do it, even before Tiera dried. She did that first, quickly and then dressed in the black velvet she was planning to wear for the day.

"No, she's actually a family member of mine. My new main instructor, since they switched me over to the fighters section. One of the giants beating me yesterday? The one doing the best job of it."

Her friend looked mean suddenly, a thing she did when she felt challenged by almost anything. It was kind of cute, if you knew her and realized whatever happened probably wouldn't be all that bad.

"I can't believe that, beating a Conserina like that! Who do they think they are?"

Tiera let her eyebrows come up, working out what had actually happened. She'd figured that the girls hitting her had just been convenient and close to hand at the time, but there was probably more, wasn't there?

"Other Conserinas. Did you know that Judith Kerry is a Conserina first? At least until her cousin Countess Printer has an heir." Tiera knew for a fact that her roommate didn't but the girl went wide eyed, suddenly scared again.

"She is? I thought she was a scholarship girl, here due to her freakish size and ability to hit things."

"That too, at a guess. Anyway, I think that part is over for now. The rest of the beatings will just be the ones that I earn for myself by not fighting well enough. It hurts, but so far I haven't been crippled or anything." She grinned. "I have to head out to the Capital to check with my brother. I don't know if you're busy, but maybe you'd like to come with us? Karen is going too. She's actually nice, when she's not beating you. She's Conserina first Derring, and a Knight. We could be meeting up with some interesting people, I guess. Or not. It's a trip if nothing else."

The girl in front of her clapped a few times.

"Oh yes! I've never been to the Capital. I don't have anything to wear..." She frowned then clearly about to back out. They walked from the showers then, just as Farlo Ross came in, smiling. She had to stop that to glare at Tiera, which got her to chuckle a little.

"Farlo, there you are. We're headed to the Capital, to make some arrangements for Ali's party and see about schedules for the Council of Counts. Do you want to come?" It made the girl take a physical step back and glare at her again before speaking.

"With you? I don't know if you've noticed, but I've been staring at you with an angry look for days now. Clearly I'm upset with you. Perhaps you missed that?" She waved at her face, which looked pretty mean and unpleasant, demonstrating what she meant.

Tiera grinned again and touched her arm. After all, if she flirted with the girl, The Rules would kick in, right? Then if she wasn't at least polite, she'd be the one in the wrong.

"I did see that, but we should be friends. I've made some mistakes, but I was hoping that you'd be willing to let me try to fix them? I understand if you don't want to come, due to that. Or if you're busy, but we'd all love to have you, if you have the time?"

Regina smiled prettily and nodded, as if it was perfectly normal. She even seemed to mean it, not feeling jealous at all. If that was a real issue. Tiera hadn't noticed it before, but she'd just said it might have been. It seemed strange, since the girl might have said a little more if that had been the case. She waited as Farlo clearly tried to find a way out of it, but finally nodded.

"I can visit with my grandparents at least. Sure. I'll go, half an hour?" She hefted her shower supplies in explanation.

"That should be fine. I need to find a clothing amulet for Regina, I think." She had a second one in her trunk back in the room, but Farlo surprised her, pulling one off of a chain around her neck and handing it to the other girl, her chin coming up.

"A gift. Wear it in good health. I made the copy, but it's a Tor design. On focus stone, so it should last a good while." Then she walked past, bustling a little.

The girl next to her looked down at her hand, eyes going wide.

"This... These cost about a thousand gold each I hear. Can I take this? Do you think she means it as a courting gift? Or a bribe? I can't think of anything I could do for her though. Well, not outside of the bedroom."

Shrugging, Tiera looked at it, and saw that it was neatly etched on the surface but didn't glow on the sigil portion. "I don't know, but she seems nice enough. Mad at me, but a lot of people are these days. Hardly something to hold against them really. Maybe you should ask her? Later though. Right now we need to get you a chain for that, or at least some string. Tor always wears his on simple string, did you know that?"

It took longer than she'd planned but the four of them were flying south about an hour later, which was just past noon. There wasn't a lot of talk, but Regina sat in the plush passenger's seat staring out the window, looking a bit tense.

"We're very high up." She didn't seem panicked, so Tiera nodded, the other two girls, both larger, sitting in the back seats.

She was going about as fast as the thing could fly, which had the world under them moving in a bit of a blur. At least compared to regular flying. She actually liked that better, but this worked too. It was faster, but it kind of took the fun out of it for everyone else, since they just rode.

"We can go places this way though, that would be hard otherwise. Austra and Vagus. Maybe even the far south. I hear Soam is lovely."

They chatted about trips then, with the general consensus being that it might be interesting to visit a few of those places, if they could soon. School was the big obstacle, since they were too far for good day trips, but when they got a week off later in the year... They'd spend it in the Capital. It was kind of important for her to be available to take messages and all that. Her job now, even if no one else was allowed to know about it.

She needed to work that all out as well though, didn't she? How was she supposed to get in touch with anyone at all?

They landed about half an hour after that with Regina trying not to gape at the Capital, pointing out the window. "Is that the King's palace? It's incredible."

Karen looked over her shoulder, her head very near the other girls, so that she could sight in the right direction. "No, that's Tor's place. Are we headed there first?"

Tiera was going to land in front of Timon's little cottage, which was next door, but Farlo chimed in from the back, not getting up.

"My grandparents are staying there, since they don't have a Capital house. We can stop in. Ali gave it over to them for the next few weeks, but if she wants to hold a party there, they may need to change their plans. Do you think they might be invited? Alyssa didn't mention that. I... ohhh, this could be awkward." She went quiet, but it was a good point. Karen answered as if it were already established though.

 "Ali told me that she wanted them to come, yes. Close friends of hers and Tor you know. Practically family." It was a strange thing to say, but sounded proper enough.

She still settled in front of Timon's in case he was there. Tiera didn't make everyone else get out though, just jogging over to the door and knocking. A few moments later a rather plain looking woman in drab clothing came to the door, smiling. Then the woman, who had very standard straight brown hair, blinked a few times as if her eyes wouldn't focus.

"Uh, may I help you..." After a few seconds Tiera realized that the woman couldn't tell if she was a boy or a girl. It was the hair throwing her off no doubt, since she looked too cute to be a boy. She didn't growl at the lady, since it wasn't her fault really.

"Is Timon in? My brother. I'm supposed to help with pilot work for the council coming up, but we need to get a schedule around for that." It sounded like she was giving too much information, but the woman smiled again and seemed positive about it all.

"You should check with Baronetta Coltress. I think she's at the ice manufactory today. Master Timon mentioned that he would be out until late, but didn't say where. He gets all over the place. I was just doing some light cleaning and making some sandwiches up for him to eat when he gets in. I think he tends to forget otherwise."

"Oh, thanks. Sorry, I don't know your name, I'm Tiera." She held out her hand, and it was taken if awkwardly. For all she looked the part, if a bit too tall, this was a city woman, not a country housewife.

"I'm Mona, the housekeeper here." She said it as if it were a good job and valuable, so it probably was. She didn't know what it paid, but Timon wasn't stingy, so it was probably better than most people made doing the same work.

That got her to scurry over to the Fast Craft, rolling her eyes as she looked in the back. "Ice manufactory first..."

She didn't explain, but they were there in a few seconds, since it was just on the other side of Tor's. She found the right woman, she thought, which got everyone else to crawl out, with Karen giving her a small hug when they met. Farlo bowed, but not as deeply as Collette did and Regina did as well, going deeper. She was from a wealthy enough family, but they were only minor nobles. Her father was a Baron or something, but landless, so it didn't count for much in social circles. About the same as a high merchant really.

"Hello! So nice to see you all. I'm not certain of all the names. Karen of course and... Conserina Ross?"

The words told Tiera a lot she realized. Collette Coltress knew Karen and considered her a friend, but she was unsure about Farlo. She also looked at her a bit blankly, but like she was almost certain she was familiar. They'd met in passing, but she'd looked different.

She grinned.

"Next to me is Regina Helmsley, who's a good friend of mine. I'm Tiera Baker. Come to check on the schedule for the Council of Counts and see about arranging a party for Ali. She couldn't come down herself so asked Karen and I to do it for her." The words came out a bit firmer than she meant, but that was just due to the woman not recognizing her.

"Oh! You changed your hair! I love it. A very daring look. Is it for a reason?" The pretty blonde winced on the last word, as if she'd made a mistake asking the last part.

Tiera nodded though, because there was a story with it, wasn't there?

"Yes. I was very awful to some boys, because I didn't know The Rules well enough, so I had it all cut off in penance for what I'd done. A portion of it at least." She stopped there, and Collette, clearly being a nice woman, didn't ask for more or comment.

"The schedule is in the main house. Would you give me a lift? I generally take care of the party arrangements for Alyssa, so unless I'm being set aside, I might be useful there?"

Karen snorted in a good natured fashion and patted the woman on the back.

"We can't do it. Not from the school. It would be a relief, since we're having the King and Queen in, if they can make it. In the next few days too. Figure twenty others as well. The Lairdgren group, several higher nobles and possibly the Bakers from Two Bends."

That last was news to Tiera, but they'd like that. She could pick them up on the way in herself, it wouldn't be a problem she didn't think.

The woman was very attractive, blonde and sweet, making them all feel perfectly welcome, offering them cool drinks, or coffee if they preferred, though no harder drinks for some reason. It was generally considered polite and they were all adults after all. She had to fly of course, and pilots didn't drink. Timon had made certain she knew that. The others could though. Except Farlo. She was a builder and one of the very top ones. That sort didn't drink, did they? That left Karen and Regina, but they didn't ask for more than something cool. She had water herself, since they could have ice in it here without it being a great expense.

It took a few minutes for Collette to retrieve the needed schedule, but she got her own copy to take with her, it would have her flying around half the kingdom on her next two off days and worked in three evening trips as well. It wasn't too heavy, only twelve pick-ups in all with twenty-seven passengers. She nodded at the page and folded it twice, making a pocket form for her to carry it in, so she wouldn't forget about it.

"I can leave from here? I'll need to pick up the food baskets and wine for the passengers." She said the words absently, but the blonde woman assured her that would be ready for her early in the day.

Then she clapped once and walked them to a sitting room that wasn't overly large, but had a communications device in it. Without pause Baronetta Coltress hit the sigil for the palace and waited, the word "Capital" coming out of the white colored stone, floating above it a little.

"This might be a bit. Tiera, perhaps if you'd speak for us?" She said the words as if that might make sense, but really, she didn't know who to even ask for. Not really.

The man that spoke had a nice deep voice, it probably meant he was very tall.

"This is the palace. How may I help you?"

She leaned in, still not certain what to say.

"Hello! Um, this is Tiera Baker. I need to speak to... I guess whoever does the social calendar for the King and Queen? Alyssa Baker is having a party at her house and they're invited. In two days, if they can come? The rest of the family as well, if they're available. We're having the Lairdgren group in as well." She sounded stupid, she realized and shut up, but the man didn't snicker at her, being too well trained for that no doubt.

"I know who to get for this. One moment." It took longer than that, but about three minutes later a nice sounding woman took over.

"A party? Wonderful. You said the whole family is invited? Does that include Princess Abbie? The wedding is in only a few months, so it would be good to include her, if possible."

Tiera looked at Karen, who gave a single nod, not even needing to think about it. That was enough of a hint for her at least.

"Yes, if it can be arranged? She's my great niece. That makes me sound old doesn't it?" She wasn't joking but the lady on the device made a polite sound.

"A bit, would you and Karen Derring be available for a visit this afternoon dear? Nothing too advanced, but we have some things to discuss. Personal things."

That seemed a little bit too much for a secretary to be asking, but she understood that just meant it wasn't the case at all. This was the Queen. So that man had been the King? No one else would have fetched her like that would they? Well, that made sense. It was his communications device. He probably liked playing with it. They were kind of fun.

Tiera sighed and sounded a little pissy then.

"Another dressing down for my poor behavior? A bit much to get the Queen in on it, isn't it? I suppose Tim put you up to it? That sounds like him, doesn't it? Or was it Count Lairdgren? I hardly know the man, so I doubt that."

There was a deep silence from the unit in front of her, but the Queen came back with a slightly harder tone.

"So, you admit that you were misbehaving? Excellent. It will save time later. Please present yourself at seven this evening. You won't be fed." Then the line clicked off. Everyone stared at her and Regina teared up.

"It's all my fault! They're going to beat you again... or, or worse! I... we should run away!" She went on like that for a few minutes, until Collette shook her head, firmly.

"I don't think so. You'll stay here with me and explain how it's all your fault and how to best address that while your friend goes off to face what comes. That was Queen Constance and there's no getting out of it now. Best to just throw yourself on her mercy and hope that she settles for a mere beating I think. Poor Tiera." There was an actually sound of pity in her voice.

For a bit she wondered if it would be a real punishment, or just yelling, but she put it aside, since that wouldn't help her later. The hard part would be not shouting back. Her temper was a bit hard to control at times after all. She couldn't really stop it.

On the nice side they got to do some shopping, or at least looking since no one bought anything much. Regina got some pretty ribbons for her hair, and Farlo picked up a nice set of steel rings that she figured Sam Builder would like. That got Karen to smile at her, but the girl didn't even blink about it.

"We're friends. Good friends. He can use them for building materials if nothing else. He's making iron his signature metal. These would be for something special, but I think he'll like them." She didn't say more, but Regina gave Tiera a knowing look.

Good friends meant they were sleeping together, didn't it? The amazing thing there was that Farlo just acted as if it were normal. As if everyone did things like that. Because in her world they did. Tiera was more innocent than that. Still, she wasn't supposed to be, was she?

There was time for an early meal before she went off for her dressing down or beating, so Collette got the woman in the kitchen to serve them a nice roast fowl dish, wrapped in a rich pastry crust, with finely chopped mushrooms. It was very good. She still checked it for poison, doing Regina's for her as well, since she didn't have a detector. Here everyone did it though, including Collette, at what was essentially her own table.

They mainly kicked around ideas for the party, which sounded very elaborate and grand for something they only had two days to get ready. On the good side, if the King and Queen really planned to come, everyone else invited would. You didn't dodge out on a chance to visit with the King, did you? That could lead to some pretty dire things, she was certain. That line of thought didn't help her at all, so she tried to set it aside, but her nerves didn't really let her.

 Karen moved to go half an hour early, even though they were flying in.

"You need to land very slowly. The last four hundred feet has to be done in about ten minutes, outside of an emergency. I can do it for you, if you want?"

She grimaced at the woman and then shook her head. "No. It's my beating. I just hope I can fly out. Well, let's go do it. Dawdling will just make them madder."

It took a few minutes to get the carriage set up, and about ten seconds to be over the palace. Then she drifted down so slowly they hardly seemed to move. Halfway down Karen laughed at her.

"You do realize that they aren't really going to beat you, right? You're moving like you think this is real."

She didn't admit to having had any other thought on the matter, but took a deep breath.

"Isn't it? I can't prove its not. Queen Constance sounded very upset with me. It probably isn't over my sudden change in school schedule, is it?"

Karen rolled her eyes, but didn't try to make her go faster. As she settled to the bare dirt, floating about a foot above it, she climbed out, feeling like a little kid with cookie crumbs still on her face, getting ready to say it wasn't her that took them.

They were met by a wall of tall, aggressive looking men and women in purple and black that handed them both Truth amulets instantly.

There was giant man that was about the same weight as Havar, if not as tall by several inches, who barked at them a bit.

"Name, rank and loyalty please." He didn't sound happy to see them at all for some reason.

None of them did.
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She was led by the arm, a little roughly, into a stone chamber down a long set of gray stone stairs. At the bottom a much worn metal door waited. The dungeon no doubt. The man that did it was one of the Royal Guards, the bullies in purple and black, but there was only one of him. She didn't know what was going on for certain, but she'd passed the Truth testing again, so it seemed more than a little mean to her. Like he was doing it on purpose. He even sneered at her with sidelong glances, right until they hit the bottom of the steps.

Then he let go of her arm and bowed.

"Through the door please miss. This is as far as I go." He did open it for her, the gray metal tinged in places with rust. It made a load screeching sound when it opened and Tiera turned her shield on, right hand going to her little side pocket, taking out her Force Lance. She didn't know who, or what, was waiting, but bringing the whole building down on top of her was insane, if she could help it at least.

 Karen had been taken away already, but not brought here, since, obviously, she wasn't in trouble. Flashes of things came to mind, the main one being Princess Veronica spilling some milk and being taken here as a little girl to be beaten into correct behavior. If that was the case then she'd been very wrong about the King and Queen and needed to rethink her loyalty, didn't she?

The man behind her didn't tell her to take off her shield, or disarm, but he did whisper to her before she entered the room.

"You won't need that. Don't start fighting until you understand the situation." It was friendly sounding advice, and didn't match the rather rough treatment she'd gotten so far.

Inside the room it was well lit. There was a little table, made of wood, with three people sitting at it. She recognized them all and they regarded her evenly enough. The King was on the far side, in a large chair, Prince Alphonse next to him. They both had bright red hair and skin that was lighter than average, but that was still darker than her own by a bit. They wore black, but in military canvas, not like her velvet outfit. Count Lairdgren was there in a rather sharp looking but very odd green suit with buttons on the front. An old style most likely, that needed to be updated. From the look of it they all had on magical clothing though, since it looked pretty fresh.

Tiera didn't speak, shutting the door and locking it, so that she'd only have to fight three of them if it came to it.

Then she pointed the Force Lance at Count Lairdgren, just gesturing with it.

"Modern styles of clothing. That was popular when? Two thousand years ago?" She growled the words, feeling a bit tense, which always came out as angry with her. It was just something that happened.

The other two blinked at her and Count Lairdgren tilted his head.

Then let his clothing shift until it looked like something that might actually fit the situation, for a Count at least.

"Better?" He smiled at her, and looked so much like her brother she nearly cried.

"Yes. Much. Now, what is this? If you three are going to beat me you should have picked a bigger room. This won't give you room to escape at all." Two of them were giants after all and while she didn't doubt they could still manage it, she was pretty well armed for the situation. She might still have to take it, since it was the King, but then again, she might not. There were limits after all.

For some reason Prince Alphonse covered a laugh with a giant hand and shook his head.

"Nothing like that, I assure you. Though if anyone asks what we did in here you got quite a talking to, complete with shouting and name calling. I'm your brother's best friend, so you get the idea, stop being a Doretta." He stopped himself then and held out his right hand toward her. "Though I have heard good things about the last few days, so, keep that up. This is about something different."

As if taking it as a cue to speak the giant at the end of the table, who was so big he looked almost like he was standing, being a full head or more taller than she was even in a chair, pulled out several sealed envelopes. They weren't marked on the outside except by single wax marks in different colors. The bottom of the stack each had two colors melted across the lip, keeping them shut.

"Deliveries. Burks assures us that we may call on you at any time for this task? Is that correct?"

It was an actual question, but she threw up her hands a little bit, still holding the weapon, which she didn't put away yet.

"Not really all the time. I have classes during the day. I suppose I can miss some, but too much and it will be a bit obvious. That means working at night, which is harder. I can do it, but... I guess it comes down to how secret it's supposed to be. If I have to sneak in places to do it, that will take longer. Plus I need to learn how to do that first. Sneaking I mean." She looked back at the man directly. He wasn't pretty, but lacked that rugged look that some of the fighters had, even if he was huge. His son was in the same mold, but smaller, both lacking facial hair at all and looking decently young.

The King didn't seem to take her words as offensive, even though she realized she was still sounding a little catty. The weapon in her hand probably didn't help either, so she put it away carefully, making sure it went into the front little pocket she had, so that she'd always know which weapon she was going for. They all watched her do it, and the Prince gestured to her head, his eyes examining her closely.

"I notice you have a new hairstyle. Fighter's cut?" His own hair wasn't that much longer than hers which probably meant about the same thing, she realized.

"Yes. Sir Kolbrin decided that I was in his section now and told me that he'd pull my hair like a little girl daily if I didn't make it impossible. He has this shield trick. It hurts, so I took him at his word."

There was nodding all the way around and Count Lairdgren gestured to her with a lazy movement.

"I'll be over to the school in a few days. We need to have these delivered as soon as possible, without it being noticed. There are twelve of them in all. The color code is random, so you'll need to memorize who gets which. This time it isn't that important, since they all have the same basic information, but in the future that will change. You have a good memory." It wasn't a question, but rather a simple statement as if he knew it for a fact.

He held out a single folded sheet to her, which had a chart, the colored wax lines next to a single name each. Most of them Counts and Countesses, but there were others as well. A few were people she'd met at her sister's meeting even. After a minute she handed the list back, and the Prince frowned, then reached out a hand to take it and smirked.

"Pink then light green..."

She rolled her eyes.

"Baron Coltress."

"A single red?"

"Count Breen."

This continued at random for nearly ten minutes, with him doubling back several times, trying to trick her, and with him stating the name instead of the color several times. She got them all, since there weren't that many of them. Only about thirty. Then he got a map with all the locations on it for her, the others just watching them, which couldn't have been that great of a use of time.

It really did help, having a map. It was of the whole kingdom, but she was given instructions that would work to get her into place, if she was careful. It was going to be a chore, but she thought she could get the twelve letters out that night, if she didn't sleep. She'd be late getting to morning practice if she did it though.

The King smiled when she laid out the plan, but didn't tell her no. Instead he stood and asked her to hide the letters on her person carefully. Then he made suggestions so that the cloth wouldn't bulge.

"There. Sorry about the ruse. Have George pull you up the stairs though. In the future... We need some way for you to visit here without it seeming too odd." The man frowned then, but Count Lairdgren waved at the Prince.

"You always have need for an extra young lady or two don't you Alphonse? You can give her instruction in how to behave properly. Maybe with some spanking to make it seem realistic?"

He was teasing she realized. The man actually even smiled about it, but the Prince nodded regally.

"That would be very nice, actually. You're very cute, if a little young for me. I adore Princess Abbie, but she's been modified by the Gray Ancient to not really enjoy sex, and while she's willing to perform at need, it's a chore for her. You could help in that regard and no one would think twice about it."

That got her to blink, but instead of snapping at him with crossed arms she took a deep breath. There were Rules after all.

"It's a good plan. Plus, well, I haven't... done anything like that. You could show me how?" She knew that it wasn't exactly the same as saying she wanted to do it with him, but he was decent looking and friendly enough. It actually made sense, didn't it?

He smiled then and nodded happily. "There we go, an actual plan to meet up regularly. Stop by anytime. I can visit you at school as well. Abbie won't mind and we can use Ali's house for it, I think. She's in with us. You have Karen Derring with you as a guard?"

There was a single nod to that, Tiera wondering if she was blushing yet. It wasn't something she really did, but if she were going to start, this would be a good time for it.

The Prince nodded.

"Good. She's a bit close for me to be having sex with, but she can stand guard so that we won't be interrupted."

That decided she was asked to leave, with Count Lairdgren stopping her at the door.

"Try to seem a little upset, as if this were very unpleasant. It's unfortunate, but we can't guarantee where information is going even here, so all of this needs to be lived, at all times. Try not to allow yourself to be seen while making deliveries as much as possible. If you are, have a plausible story ready." He didn't stress the point, but walked her to the door and opened it, yelling at her as he did.

"Now go! If I hear of you being less than perfect again anytime soon, you're not only out of the school, I'll disown you! I've never been so ashamed of one of my grandchildren! Luckily I have plenty of spares. Now get out of here and fix yourself or I swear I'll do it!" He managed to sound harsh and like he'd been screaming at her for the whole time. For a moment she actually believed him, his face stern and angry seeming.

Which was the point no doubt. The man outside the door glared at her too as the door shut behind them with a clang.

He leaned in, whispering in a menacing tone. His words didn't match his looming posture though.

"Cry or something, you look like you just came from tea with the Queen."

She tried to look miserable, but it wasn't enough she knew. She just seemed angry. It was how she was. Finally after a minute of trying she took her shield off and handed it to him.

"Hit me. Slaps to the face. It will make me-" a large open hand cracked her on the left cheek instantly, without any hesitation at all. The backhand hit her on the other side. It didn't feel great, but he was clearly holding back a lot. Karen had hit her harder in regular practice, so while it stung, she was sort of ready for it. That was why they practiced that way, so being struck wouldn't take her off guard too much. The big man did it half a dozen times, then handed her shield back.

"Still not crying. Squint your eyes and keep you head down. We'll try to leave directly. Think of sad things." He pulled her by the arm up the stairs, not being gently about it, but not triggering her shield at all. In the upper hallway Karen met them, standing with the Queen, who looked at her wide eyed. It was the closest she'd ever been to the woman, who winced when she saw the damage done to her face.

 She whispered, her tone mortified at least.

"Who did this to you?" She glanced hard at George then, clearly suspecting him as the culprit. She was right too, so trying to sound worked up, Tiera glared at him a little, then shied away as he held his hand up.

"Him. He was ordered to do it. Count Lairdgren said that he'd disown me if I didn't fix myself, but I'm already trying. I can't do anything else." It would have been so much more believable with tears, but the Queen moved in and gave her a close hug, rocking her a little.

"I see. Well, that will be all George." She raised one hand gently to about head level and called for a cold compress for her. "I'll speak to him. I'm certain he didn't mean it."

Tiera made a hard face, since that was clear to anyone that knew the real situation, wasn't it?

"Of course he didn't mean it. He'd have to have me killed, wouldn't he? I'm immortal and so is he. It's not like I get anything out of being related to him. It wasn't a threat to have me out of his County, he meant that I'd vanish into the winds. Go out some day and never come back."

Or at least that would have been what would really have been the threat if the man hadn't been acting. The Queen's mouth trembled a little but she hugged Tiera again.

"I'm sorry dear. Try to do better. I... This is my fault. I shouldn't have told him about what you'd said on the communications device. Can you forgive me? I don't deserve it." She bowed, but Tiera didn't let her, hugging her again. It seemed like they were keeping the lady out of things for some reason? Probably because she was being watched somehow. A spy that they knew about maybe?

"No. It isn't your worry at all. Thank you so much for caring. This is my problem to deal with. I deserve to be punished. I just hope I can survive it all."

It was overly dramatic, but she was decently proud of herself. She wasn't a player after all, and the one play she'd been in as a child hadn't been that advanced. She'd had a minor role, as a magical bean.

The lady in front of her nodded darkly, as if it wasn't all about her having been scolded for being a bitch and was perhaps a lot deeper than that, but she didn't say anything, just holding out her hand for the cool rag that a manservant brought, walking quickly. It had ice in the middle of it.

"Here then. I'll still see that you aren't mistreated by the Count as much as I'm able. This isn't like him at all. I can't scold him publically for it, but we're old friends, so he might listen to me. For the time being, try to avoid him when you can."

Then she gave a single hug to Karen and walked away. It meant they were in the air a few seconds later, Karen taking the controls, her face stony looking. It was so Tiera could hold the ice bundle to her face. She didn't leave the woman in the dark however, since she was going with her for the deliveries.

"We have a full night ahead. It will take us all over the place. The whole thing was about that." She had to speak fast, since they were already hovering over Tor's front yard. It was a nice expanse of real grass, a deep green that stood out in the tan landscape. It was still light enough to see it, making the landing easier. Karen started to settle the craft slowly, as if landing at the King's palace.

"They didn't have you beaten, but... your face."

"I ordered George the Guard to do it. If it ever comes up, the Royal Guard are apparently good at things like that. My head is still ringing. The Count did say he'd disown me, but only on the way out, as an act. In the future we'll pass messages through the Prince. I guess... we're going to be lovers? It's a little scary, but you said I should accept any offers for now, right?"

The woman stopped for a second, the craft not moving either, and looked over at the tiny girl in the passenger's seat. After a second she nodded, her movements slow.

"The Count didn't have you beaten? This is just about sending messages?" There was a sigh of relief then. "I wish I'd had your family growing up. It's almost like they're all good people or something."

Tiera thought about it for a second, and then nodded.

"Well, you have us now. It won't fix things for you, but I'll stand by you and so will the others. We should go and see my parents so you can meet them soon. The others as well. You have more people than you might think. Of course that means backing them as well, but helping to work in a bakery isn't that hard, so you can probably manage it, if it ever comes up."

The large girl still looked a bit troubled by the whole thing, but settled the craft anyway, and turned it off when they both got out. They had to knock on the door, and were let in by a woman that looked a bit familiar, but wasn't someone that Tiera recognized instantly. After a few seconds she got it when the woman spoke.

"Come in, what happened?" She looked concerned and gestured with a closed hand at the smaller girl's face.

It was the woman that made the food baskets for the Fast Transport service. Before she could explain there was a low sigh behind her which got her to turn and look at the man who stood there. He was next to Timon and had a hard look on his face. The man was a true giant, easily as large as the King himself and had smooth dark skin and long black hair that was pretty enough, but made him look a little too soft for a person as large as he was. Not that he didn't seem fit, but there was something about the man that seemed a little off.

"Who beat you? I'll go and sort them out." There was a closed look to his face that she didn't exactly understand.

Timon shook his head.

"This is Tiera. My sister. Tiera , this is Count Ward. I brought him and his Countess, Maria, in a few minutes ago." He glanced at Karen and smiled. "She came especially to see you."

That got stiffening on her part and an angry look, until the Count spoke.

"Yes. She's come to apologize to you. We were going to travel to your school tomorrow, but if you're here she might as well do it now, don't you think? Convenient really. Timon and I will go and see that whoever harmed his sister knows not to do such again while she sees to that?" He gestured to the sitting room off to the side, getting Karen to walk in, seeming more than a bit baffled. There were voices from the other side of the door when it closed, but then all sound cut off.

The vast man looked down at her and gently touched her cheek with a single finger.

"Now, who did this to you? I'll have them killed if you want."

It was a very kind offer really, but she dropped the ice pack and smiled, shaking her head. Then, she moved in and gave the man a hug, working the bundle of missives out from her clothing, trying to find the blue and silver marked one while he cuddled her a bit, his face looking decidedly odd. She handed it to him by tucking it into his waistband, which had to look horribly improper, but was something he allowed without comment. When she stood back she bowed low.

"Thank you, sir. That is very sweet, but it's a family matter, so I can't ask for help in it. Punishment for my own transgressions. But... May I call on you again? It's so nice to have friends that are willing to stand by you like that." It was clumsy and sounded like she was asking for something else, but the man put a gentle hand on her shoulder and bowed from the waist, if not all that deeply.

"I'd love to see you at any time. Day, or night. My wife is most understanding of such arrangements. Indeed, she might even wish to join us from time to time, if you'd find that of interest?" He seemed totally at ease with the idea, even as Timon turned to face him, looking ready to fight the man, which was ridiculous. He was only a few inches taller than she was after all.

The bigger man smiled at him and patted his shoulder, but didn't take it back.

That got a sigh from Timon and a head shake.

 "Well, she is pretty. I suppose you could do worse than these two. I keep forgetting that I'm not in Two Bends anymore. Still, in the future, Marvin, if you could avoid seducing my family members in front of me, I'd appreciate it."

The man smiled, a large and white thing that seemed genuinely happy.

"I believe she was seducing me. I do take your meaning however. I'll attempt to be a bit more discreet." He winked at Tiera though, which her brother caught.

There was a bustling sound of moving material and Karen came out of the room, along with two blonde women and Regina. There were no tears or anything, so whatever the apology was about it must not have been anything all that traumatic. There were more people too, a large and well dressed woman that was a bit ugly, but clearly a high noble and very tall, and much shorter man, who was a bit older looking in a distinguished way, having short gray hair and his right hand on Farlo's shoulder.

The builder stepped forward and hugged Timon, which got Tiera to go a little wide eyed. She hadn't known their paths would have crossed much at all, but it was a good bit warmer than just a friendly hello. Her eyes narrowed, but Karen bumped her shoulder, looking at the scene, so that she didn't go after the girl for touching her minor sibling.

Timon hugged her back, but seemed a little stiff about it for some reason. There was nothing wrong with Farlo, so it was probably due to whatever that evil Countess had done to him. It wasn't fair, but Tiera knew that she couldn't fix it for him at all. Maybe Farlo could, if given time? They actually held hands while introductions got made.

"This is the Countess and Count Ross, my grandparents." She looked at the others, but then focused on Karen and gestured toward her lightly. "You know Conserina Derring of course, but this other person is Tiera Baker. Conserina..." Her eyes went wide as she floundered, having forgotten the number it seemed. Fair enough, there were a lot of them.

Tiera just waved that away. "Fifth, but that's not important. Nice to meet you both. I also don't know this lady?" She looked at Countess Ward, having worked out who she must be, being a pretty blonde that looked a lot like Collette and the only person there she didn't know. For some reason the woman, who looked to be about twenty at most, moved in to hug her, then held her at arm's length.

"Someone struck you?" She sounded concerned, but her Count explained it, looking at Countess Ross in particular.

"A family matter. Some punishment for a transgression? I didn't ask the specifics, but she did inform me that she could not request aid for it." He looked a little sad, but whatever message he was sending got a nod from the woman.

 She bowed to Tiera, which she returned feeling baffled.

"Such things happen. We can only persevere."

It was a strange thing to say, but everyone else seemed to get it, including Timon. She tried to make it seem like she did too, but didn't know what to say that wouldn't seem out of place.

She had an envelope for the Countess as well however, but didn't think that stuffing it into her clothing would work very well. She scrambled, trying to think of a way to get the woman alone, but nothing came. After a bit she did something that was very likely rude and simply asked.

"Countess, would you be willing to help me cover the marks? I... Don't really know how." It was a true enough. She'd had make-up on before, but only for the few court functions she'd gone to and her mother had done it for her on those occasions.

The woman seemed surprised, but allowed Collette to lead them to a separate little room, making a table appear as well as a mirror and produced some small pots of things after a few minutes, clearly having run to her own rooms for her personal supplies. It was really kind of her. Then she left.

The Countess looked at her for half a second, and started working instantly, her touch deft and professional seeming. Less than five minutes later the worst of the marks were gone.

"I learned how to do this as a child. My father the Count was... not an easy man. He drank to excess and when he did I was beaten. Sometimes even when he was sober, if I was in the way. You can never really hide all of the bruising. I'm sorry this happened to you. If you need to flee at any point, my Count and I will hide you, even from the King, if we must." There was a serious tone to her voice that sent a shiver down Tiera's spine.

Now she teared up, but didn't let herself cry, since it would smear her make-up.

"Thank you. That is most kind. Here..." She got out the yellow marked message and handed it over. "Secrets from the King. I'm your contact. You can reach me... Through Timon or Farlo. Or Prince Alphonse. Only the Prince knows though, so you'll have to make something up for the rest. I work as a Fast Craft Pilot for my brother, so tell him that I offered to take you on a tour or something if you have to go through him. I'll clear it first." She didn't have a lot of time and the woman looked shocked, but swallowed and finally patted her arm.

"So Ross won't be going to war with Lairdgren anytime soon?"

Tiera hugged the lady, since it was the polite thing to do in a case like this.

"Not at all. That you considered it at all however... Thank you. I won't forget it. If you ever need anything that I can help with, please let me know?"

They both got up then, the Countess seeming a good bit happier, her hand on the girl's back as they left, her words deep and ringing as they walked out.

"That is most kind dear." She turned to her Count, smiling. "Tiera here offered to take us on a tour if we wish. It seems that she's a Fast Craft pilot as well. I can't think of anywhere to go as of yet, but it's most generous of her, don't you think?"

Oddly enough Timon started nodding.

"Yes, we spoke of the idea earlier. Her time is limited, but with proper scheduling she can do that kind of thing for our friends."

That got Maria to stomp her foot and place her hands on her hips, then she "humphed" and stared at the boy.

"But I still have to pay? That hardly seems fair." There was a playful air to it though and Timon smiled back at her, his face a bit less than perfectly happy.

"Well, you know, make friends with Tiera and you might find that changing. I'm running a business, but she's a school girl. Just don't go making her late to classes with your demands, or I'll have to pull her craft back. My parents will kill me if I let her start failing over something like that."

Then as if the whole thing were a farce, they all laughed. It wasn't even strained, but it was kind of handy. It gave people a reason to try and get in touch with her and be her friend. She had limited time, so most of them would have to pay Timon for real services, but that was fine. It wasn't her gold after all.

Joking or not Maria made a point of moving to stand by her before she left, her hand on her arm in a way that seemed an awful lot like how Karen had told her to flirt with her brother. She smiled at the woman, looking up at her, which got Regina to walk over and touch her other arm, getting a smile from the Countess.

"Regina, is it? Perhaps you'd like to come visit us sometime too? That would be fun, don't you think?" She made significant eye contact that made the girl blush, but she didn't take her hand off of Tiera's arm. Instead she curtsied a little.

"That would be interesting, Countess Ward. We should look into the idea." Then, almost as if claiming ownership she pulled her friend away with a slightly hard and glazed look to her eyes. It didn't seem to please Maria at all either.

At the door, the world outside just starting to turn black, they were met by Timon who took her arm himself and walked her to the corner of the large porch. He spoke in hushed tones and didn't bother with a preamble or explanation. He often didn't unless they had a lot of time, which lately hadn't been available.

"Watch Maria. She'll try to use you as a spy, I think. Marvin just wants to have sex with you, though he gets that you're doing courier duty. I have my own things to share soon, some bits of information you should know about, but I don't want to do it here. At school in the next few days? I need to get a schedule up to Judy anyway. Are you two getting along?"

She just looked at him for a second, taking in all the words and committing them to memory.

"Not really. She's still very angry at me. Most everyone is. I don't know what I can do toward fixing it that I haven't. Maybe I can't? I'll live." She didn't sound happy about it, but forced a smile and touched her cheek on the right side, which was still sore.

"I had to get a Royal Guard to do it. George?"

Oddly he raised his chin then.

"I figured it was him. Good man to get to know. He's pretty much in charge of the Royal Guard, not that they need a lot of oversight. Anyway... Don't tell anyone what you're doing. Derring and your Instructor Kolbrin, the Headmaster of your school, but no one else unless one of them orders it. Even at that, check them with a Truth amulet first." He didn't wait, just handing her one, the glowing pink thing on white focus stone marking it as one of Tor's. "Just in case it comes up. When in doubt use it. It's easier to bump your head against the floor in apology than to undo a betrayal."

There was a dark look on his face, but he hid it quickly, with a hug that really wasn't one, more of a simple leaning in and pat on the either shoulder.

"A few days. Be careful." That warning spoken in a normal voice, he walked away, back into the palace behind them.

They left then, no one speaking for a long time, the four girls that had come originally the only ones with them. She piloted, Karen in the back with Regina for some reason, Farlo watching her closely.

"Did you offer to take my grandparents around to try and get on my good side?" The words didn't seem harsh at all, just questioning.

Tiera shook her head slightly though, smiling.

"No. Your grandmother... she offered to hide me from the Count, if I needed it. I don't, but it was... If she needs anything and I have it, it's hers, that's all. I'll have to come up with something else to get on your good side. Do you like muffins? I make a great apple spice version." She really did, but for some reason the girl next to her made a face.

"Not after someone already spit in your food. The idea is out there, I don't want to push my luck."

That got a gasp from the back seat, Regina sounding like she hadn't known. "That's disgusting! Who would do that?"

Tiera shrugged.

"Honestly? I have no clue. Some first year, and he was a boy, other than that I don't know. Not one of the ones I wronged. A friend of one of them perhaps? It really was gross. I won't eat in the dining hall now, but I can assure you Farlo, I'd never do that. Ever. I might yell at you, or even try to hit you, but that... I was raised baking. My mother would be short a child if any of us even thought about doing that. I'd thought I was being poisoned because of that you know. It didn't even occur to me that anyone would be so... crude."

Karen made a sound that seemed pensive for some reason, speaking a few seconds later, as if measuring her words.

"The boy, he's already been beaten for it twice. My brother Jerral did one of them. Tor is a friend of his, so the kid going after his sister didn't go over well. Davie had to pull him off and get the weapons section healing amulet. Oh, by the way, Farlo, Kolb wants me to thank Guide for that again. It's an incredible help to us. It means no lay-offs for minor injuries. That sounds like a small thing, but it isn't. We normally have about ten percent of our people down for one reason or another, now we're finally at full force."

It was a big help, Tiera knew. She didn't think she'd be able to handle the training without it. "Does he like muffins? Or other baked goods. I can do just about anything. It will take a kitchen, but I bet I can borrow Ali's."

Farlo didn't know, but Regina wasn't going to be deterred from the original topic that easily it seemed.

"Who else beat that boy?"

That got a snort, but Farlo knew the answer for some reason and grimaced about it.

"Well, the kid is a noble, a Baron, if not high ranked. Baron twenty-odd. Gala I think. Anyway, Judith did it. Beat him bloody and made him apologize to everyone in the dining room on his knees. Then she healed him, which worked well enough, since it got rid of his lung infection. That was just for being so gross though, not because he targeted you. Almost no one is willing to eat in there now, except those that have to. I heard that the cook took after him too and banned him from the duty. Threatened to quit if he was put back there. He has to scrub the commons everyday for a month instead."

It was kind of nice to hear. Not that the boy had been beaten, that hurt enough she didn't really want it for anyone if it wasn't really needed, but that someone had seen to it. Two someones it seemed.

She needed to get right to dropping the messages off, but the other girls wanted to stay and chat for a bit, until Farlo announced that she had a build to work on the next day and gave Tiera a small bow. Regina got a hug though, so it wasn't saying that everything was totally right between them, not yet, but it wasn't a slap in the face or harsh words, so she decided to take it.

Regina... Kissed her in parting. It was a real one too, a gentle nibbling of her lower lip while her tongue tickle her. Karen had a blank look on her face and Farlo waved and walked away, smiling a bit. Then her old roommate sighed.

"Can you come to my room? They haven't put anyone else in with me yet, so we'll have it to ourselves."

Tiera didn't know how to get out of it gracefully, but Karen did it for her, stepping forward.

"Not tonight. She has lessons in the morning, and review tonight before we turn in. That's going to be the norm for a while too, so if you two want alone time, I suggest you make plans for before dinner." There was a practical sound to her words, as if it were an actual suggestion.

It got a little giggle from Reggie, who kissed her again and left, not having said anything else.

They walked back to the room, with Karen having her recite the book that she'd read the night before to her, asking questions to show that she actually understood what it all meant. It might have been part of a cover story, but she corrected her several times anyway, then explained the text in great detail.

Once in the room that changed though, as did her clothing. It became black canvas then.

"We need to wait for true dark, even if it seems like wasted time. I doubt we have watchers, not yet, but this place is full of spies. Figure that of ten people you meet here, two are working for someone or another. I mean, look at us. That's two right there."

Tiera nearly denied it, and then stopped, realizing it was true. She hadn't really known about Karen, but there were probably a lot of people she worked for. Her Countess, Sir Kolbrin, the King... Who knew how many others? It wasn't a pleasant thing to think about, but it was something she needed to be aware of now.

Twenty-five minutes later they turned the light off and left, hugging the shadows, until they got to the woods behind the school. The Fast Craft was re-colored to be the same as the night sky, and they left by going straight up first and then setting out on their journey. They had a lot of stops, and some of them weren't going to work at all. Count Holden was already in the Capital for instance and Countess York wouldn't see them at all. Tiera didn't know if she could just leave the letter with anyone, so refused to do it, which made the man at the door very angry with her. He rather coldly asked them to leave.

Karen slept in the back for most of the trip, not even waking to go in with her for some of the safer ones. That was fine for almost all of them. Near the end, on the return trip she ran into a very strange problem that she hadn't even really imagined. It was when she got to County Breen, the Count had to be awakened to meet with her and he came out in his night clothing, which was a loose white gown and a strange cloth hat. He looked ridiculous, his bare feet sticking out the bottom, a candle in his hand, but he invited her in easily enough and called for a drink.

 The man was large, about eight feet tall, plus a bit, but he seemed happy enough to see her. A fact that showed on the front of his loose gown rather plainly. She wasn't knowledgeable on the topic from firsthand experience, but she had brothers, she got what that meant. Except they had always tried to hide the fact. This man saw where she was looking and smiled at her.

"Early mornings can do that to a man. An attractive woman coming at night can too. Is that why you came? A present for me perhaps? If so I can't imagine who'd send someone. They have good taste though. You're darling."

Tiera grinned a bit, trying not to seem mean about things.

"Um, messenger. Tiera Baker. Conserina, if that will let me leave with my virtue intact. Sent by the King, just to deliver this to you." She held out the last envelope she'd be able to get rid of and the man broke it open, reading it quickly, gesturing for her to take the wine that was delivered. She couldn't really drink it, but she sipped a bit. It wasn't good really, but it left her feeling very adult.

"Understood." He got up, put the missive in his fireplace and burned it with the candle. "Tiera Baker. Do you know a Timon Baker? Most amazing fellow. My people and I owe him a great debt. He found that we didn't have enough food for my army on the front lines a few weeks ago and he took it upon himself to see that they were fed. Out of his own pocket too. He said it was from Two Bends, which shows great humility, I think." He sat back down and waited for her answer, still clearly happy to have her company.

"My younger brother. I'll let him know that you spoke so highly of him. I have to be running soon. I don't mean to be rude, but I have to start fighting practice at dawn."

The man blew out a gust of air then and laughed a little.

"Well, that's never a good sign, when a woman says she has to leave to hit things with a sword. Well, we just met, perhaps next time we could do a bit more?" He glanced down at his lap then, which was still in the same state as when he walked in. "I wouldn't want your brother to think I was taking advantage of you, but you really are very pretty. Industrious as well it seems and capable, or you wouldn't have such an important position." He was older than she was, perhaps near forty or so, but looked strong and had a nice mustache. It was dark, at least in this light. "Say, you aren't married yet, are you? I'm a widower. We aren't related, so that might be a good thing to suggest to your mother."

She went still for a seconds and then nodded.

"That would be... very nice, really. Have a letter off to Two Bends, to Laurali and it will get to the right place."

She got up to leave, feeling a little flattered and a lot scared. She'd never really been alone with a man like that before. Not one that clearly wanted her.

"Um..." She paused at the door and then took a step back toward him. Her chest felt funny, like she couldn't breathe and her stomach nearly cramped but she managed to take a whole breath and carry on. "I really do have to hurry right now, I wasn't kidding about that, but... If you don't mind telling me what to do, I can... you know, with my hands?"

The man smiled at her and sat back down, lifting the hem of his night shirt.

"We can do that."

When he climbed into the Fast Transport about fifteen minutes later Karen was awake and made a tired sound. "Morning. That took a bit. Everything go alright?"

She nodded, not wanting to be indiscreet, but really wanting to talk about it all too. She described what had happened, if not in great detail, expecting the other woman to yell at her for wasting time, but instead she yawned.

"Oh? Good. He's a decent fellow too. He's a Count, so he could have ordered you to do it and you would have had to, at least here. He didn't do anything until you offered though and then kept it to that? You should definitely pursue the man then. Even if you don't want to marry him. Mind If I take a crack at him too? We aren't related. I hadn't heard that his wife had passed. I should send him a note at any rate."

Tiera smiled and felt both adult and like she was a little girl doing something naughty behind the school building.

"He seemed lonely. I bet it would be welcome if you paid him a visit. I certainly have no problem with it. I wasn't planning on marrying yet." She had forever after all.

They didn't talk about a lot after that, since Karen fell back to sleep, snoring, until they got to the woods. It was nearly daylight, so Tiera got on the path and started running instantly, doing nearly three laps, so that she'd end up in the training square. She was tired, but it wasn't brutal yet. Really she was kind of excited by what had happened still.

Karen took the letters back to the room for her, so that she could start right in, and didn't show up for hours while she did all the morning routine she'd been set. Havar was there first, working stones after padding up himself, about two hours later. She was trying to double the number of empty handed blows against the pell in front of her, which was stained a dark red from her blood already. Her skin stung, but she didn't stop, picking up the healing amulet after that. Other people were there, but they didn't pay any attention to her, which meant she didn't have anyone to practice with really.

"Hey, Havar... I know it won't be much of a challenge for you, but do you want to do some double club work?" The man looked at how she was dressed and shrugged.

"Alright." He seemed a little tentative at first, but didn't spare her overly when she missed her blocks. His did keep his blows to her arms mainly, that and her middle, he made swipes at her legs but missed most of the time, since they were too far down for him to easily reach. For her part she managed to abuse his legs enough that he was limping by the time Sir Kolbrin came over to watch them.

"Havar, bend at the knee and use your lead weapon to parry. Tiera, use your speed, he can't start or stop as fast as you can, and you need to counter his reach." The instructions kept coming even as they both took damage. He finally missed her arm and managed to hit her in the face, pushing a tooth through her cheek. They didn't stop though, even after she retaliated with a nice solid backhand blow to the groin. He teared up, but didn't slow at all.

Those were mistakes though, not blows done on purpose. They hurt bitterly, but so did everything. After ten minutes or so Sir Kolbrin stopped them.

"Healing amulet and then come see me."

The large man made sure she got to use the thing first, but as soon as she was healed she pressed it to his arm. He smiled, even as the pain hit him again. It wasn't completely comfortable after all. It beat the heck out of doing it the old way though, with weeks of slow healing needed to repair their abused bodies.

When they got to Kolb he covered every single mistake she made, which was a list that was a lot longer than she'd expected. She'd never even thought about her foot position before for instance. The Head Instructor showed her what he meant and then had her do it, over and over again, just walking that way, so it would become habit. She had to avoid the others sparring with each other to do it, but the man wasn't ignoring her, calling out new variations every few minutes.

When Karen finally ran up they were both motioned over, before they had a chance to do anything at all. It had to be close to ten o'clock and Kolb didn't look happy at all. With his Instructor. He actually stood with his hand on Tiera's back.

"So, Karen... A bit late, aren't you?" His tone was so mild that it sounded almost friendly. The larger girl just nodded, seeming ashamed.

"We were out gallivanting all night. Sorry, sir."

He still didn't sound angry, but he did look at her very directly then.

"Oh? We who?"

"Tiera and I. We... Well, went visiting and making contacts, but lost track of time."

The big man shook his head then, the first hint of real disapproval coming then.

"You and Tiera? I think not. No, she was here since before I arrived, working to improve her skills. It couldn't have been that, or you would have been out here with her. I expect my Instructors to hold to very high standards, even if it means going sleepless. I expect a full work out from you. Take the afternoon class. Tiera here will work with Judith and for the remainder of this session." It was an order and sounded like a punishment, but it was just her regular job, wasn't it?

It was the disapproval that did it, Tiera could tell that, but why exactly she didn't know. Maybe it was an act, to cover what they'd been doing? Sir Kolbrin was probably in on it. Tim had said she should follow his orders in her current task at least, hadn't he? That had to mean something. They really needed to talk soon, someplace where she could actually ask questions.

Judy was set to attacking them both, while wearing a shield. Tiera and the Head Instructor didn't get them, and had to try to find ways to subdue her. It was harder than it sounded like. The only thing that worked at all was when she used her whole body to wrap Judy's left arm and managed to force it back, while the large man did the same with her spine. It took both of them though. When he tried it alone she just shook him off. It was harder to do it with her arms, but by pushing on them she could slide out eventually. Tiera got more than one boot to the stomach that way.

When they finally stopped Sir Kolbrin rubbed at his scar and nodded.

"Tomorrow it's you two against me. No shields for you. I suggest you both think about it, since I noticed a half dozen tricks that Judith missed using." Then he walked away, making the other girl's eyes go wide.

"We're in for it then, aren't we? Did you see anything?"

Tiera had, but not a half dozen things. They worked on it for a bit, trying to find ways around them. The easy way was to just cheat, and blast the ground at the shielded person's feet, but that was kind of hard on the paving stones. They didn't have a lot other than that.

At noon she ate in her room. She was running out of food and would have to make another run to the store later if she could. Otherwise she was going to start being even hungrier. Tiera was starving, since she'd missed breakfast.

The rest of the school day was normal, even though the singing class was a little rough, having only had one lesson and the teacher, who was a thin man called Instructor Crane, clearly wasn't happy with the students that day. Some of them were still hung over, so he had them sit to the side, sipping cups of coffee, while the rest of them worked.

"Alright. The good students that showed up ready to work, please review the new song." He turned to glare at the others then, the ones that were sitting. "The rest of you, I expect to come in ready to perform it for us all tomorrow. It had better be good too. Don't make me give you a black mark."

No one seemed that worried about whatever a black mark was, so it probably wasn't a huge deal. She knew it meant a mark in a book in the headmasters office. If you got ten of them the school kicked you out. Hardgrove had shown Tiera her sheet, which already had seven. One for each boy.

Luckily, he'd also explained that they only lasted for a year. If she was a good girl for that long she wouldn't be in any real danger.

When she got out of that class, at nearly five, she headed back to her room, really starting to drag. Regina was standing right outside, waiting for her, holding a single flower that she handed to her sweetly.

"It's between your last class and dinner. That's when we were supposed to meet, isn't it?"

Tiera blinked, but nodded. It was something like that. She'd hoped for a nap, but she took her friend by the hand and moved her inside. Karen wasn't there at all at least, still working.

She set the flower, a daisy, on her desk and pushed her friend back onto her bed, then climbed on top of her. It was a little more aggressive than she'd been before, but this time it wasn't about practicing kissing for boys, was it? They didn't do much though, since, honestly, Tiera didn't know what else to do with a girl. Her friend had some ideas however, some of them being rather interesting.

They kept at it for a bit, until panting they both laid back on the bed, holding each other.

Reggie let her dark hair sweep over Tiera's face, since they were both still clothed. The curls tickled a little.

"I should have told you I liked you before, instead of trying to trick you into kissing me. I didn't know you'd be willing to do anything else. Are you mad at me? I didn't mean any harm, but it caused so much trouble for you. Please say you aren't."

She sounded pretty sad about it, so Tiera cuddled her close and whispered in her ear.

"Never. You're my best friend. I know you didn't mean to hurt me."

"Just your friend?"

That was a strange question, since, well, obviously they were rather close, weren't they? Look at what they were just doing.

"I think that friendship is more important where I come from than here. There, if someone is your friend it means that you support them fully. I've seen people near starving give their last bit of bread to a friend. It isn't some small thing at all." She wasn't trying to insult the girl, but kind of thought there was going to be a negative reaction to the words for some reason.

Instead there was just another hug.

"Alright. I can work with that then, for now. I'd like to be your girlfriend, maybe, someday. Is that, I don't know if you'd want that?"

She didn't either. It felt wrong to even think about, but her own mother had told her it was correct here.

"I don't know how to do that, but if you'll fill me in on the rules for it, I can try." It sounded horribly backward, but the other girl clapped happily and kissed her again.

"Oh! Thank you! I know that I'll be good at it. Here..." She pushed Tiera back and got her to take her clothing off, her mouth moving downward suddenly.

They were interrupted about then by the door opening, but Regina didn't stop what she was doing, even as Tiera started to try to move out from under her. When she realized that it was Karen and Ali standing there, she nearly died of shame, but they just walked in and closed the door.

Then, almost ten seconds too late, Reggie stopped and looked up, her face sheepish.

Ali, smiled and waved happily.

"Don't stop on our account. We'll be right out of your way."

Then Regina went back to work, the others ignoring what was going on completely. Whatever it was they were doing they left moments later and things got even more interesting as the other girl moved down even further.

When that was finished, her friend grinned at her. "Did you like that? I know that it was probably strange, but..."

Tiera grinned and tried her best to return the favor. It was a bit odd, but it felt nice to give someone else pleasure she decided. Not as nice as receiving it, but nearly.

Then she managed to send her friend off to dinner and ate alone in her room, looking at the single daisy the whole time. It had been an interesting day. A long one though, and really she had to finish her task. That meant figuring out some way to deliver the letters that she hadn't before. A trip to the Capital would work for a few of them, but that would need to be during the day, or she'd never find anyone.

After practicing her song a few times and doing some extra problems for math class, she actually managed to get to sleep. It wasn't late, which meant she woke up in the dark, just lying there dreaming of ways to try and get around a full shield, starting from an unarmed position. She drifted in and out for a while, but a few ideas managed to trickle in. Nothing all that Earth shaking, since they were all just minor variations of what she knew would work on Judith, but it was worth a shot. The trick would be in getting Sir Kolbrin on the ground, on either his stomach or back. If they could do that, and work together, they might stand a chance.

It was a lot to ask for however. She hadn't had a lot of training in grappling yet, but she'd seen the Head Instructor working with some of the others. He was good at it and having a shield would just make it easier for someone that skilled.

Still, it would at least show that she'd tried. She decided to spend the rest of the night practicing, using the light on the wall as a target to focus on.

It was harder than it seemed like it should be.
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As it turned out the next day, it was a lot different to turn off a shield at a distance than a light. Tiera had managed to get the light activated and off from about three feet away, but that didn't do anything to Sir Kolbrin's shield at all. No, he just threw her and Judith off at every turn. Finally she did manage to get him on the ground for a few seconds by pulling his legs together as hard as she could while Judy pulled on him. It didn't last and neither of them could manage to hold him at all, since he was rapidly shaking his arms or legs when they tried it, using the properties of the field to make it impossible to hold him.

Jerk. It actually made her mad after a while, but just hitting him wouldn't work at all, because... shield. They locked him into place on the ground and she wrapped her legs around him, with her feet painfully trapped under his back as he struggled to get away. He rolled on top of her, but didn't just hit her in the face, which would have been the next logical move. Instead he tried to shake his torso, which looked funny enough some of the other laughed. Right until the movement broke both her ankles.

 "Kolb... Stop. Halt!" There was panic in the voice, but the man didn't stop, thrusting against her in a way that even Tiera got was a bit sexual looking. That wasn't his intent however. She didn't let the hold go, which ended up meaning he had to pick her up and slam the shield against her several times before she slipped off.

It had been David that had yelled and it was him and Havar that hit the man, also wearing shields, to get him to stop. The odd thing was that they all started laughing for some reason. Sir Kolbrin first, but then Havar, who was lying on top of the Head Instructors face, trying not to slip off as the magical forces hit each other.

For her part of thing she decided that rolling was going to get her to the table with the healing amulet and her own shield faster than crawling. It made her dizzy, but Karen got the devices and handed them to her without needing to be asked, which was nice.

"Judy's shield too, if we're going to change the rules." She said it right before the gasp came, the healing device with its etched figure of her brother's silhouette held tight in her right hand. There was a slight pop from each leg and she had tears in her eyes from the pain, but as soon as she could she joined the pile, trying for a hold on the bald giant's right arm.

He still shook himself, making it really hard to trap him in place, but by lying on top of the arms and wrapping it with her whole body, protected by her own shield, she managed to make it work, finally getting the man on the ground to call out, sounding calm enough about it.

"I yield."

They all let him up then, the four that had held him in place, if just barely. Karen stood back and looked troubled, but didn't wait to be asked for her assessment of the whole mess. It had been a giant pile too, lacking in art, or even decent efficiency. She laid it all out, going over what Sir Kolbrin had done first, which had mainly worked, until the rules had been changed, and ended with Judy's, which was harsher than Tiera thought was practical.

 "You weren't backing your partner fully. When she committed fully to the situation and took damage you should have done the same. I understand why you didn't, since it's only a training exercise, but learning to deal with the new shields unarmed is possibly one of the most important things we can be doing right now. Kolb didn't pick you because he expected you to go easy on him. Fix that next time."

No mention was made of her performance even though most of it hadn't worked. Havar patted her on the back and then moved her away gently. He didn't explain himself until they were halfway across the training area.

"Judith didn't really do anything wrong. She lacked the needed context is all. It can be hard to learn that, but Karen was actually being a little hard on her, so I figured you should be out of earshot for it, so she won't blame you later. We should work joint locks. I'll show you what to do, try not to actually break things, so that we don't have to use the healing device too much. A soft practice for right now."

They worked on it long enough that Karen laughed when she came over to collect her for some sword work, against David, who was a lot better than Tiera was. So much so that he was actually forced to work at half speed by his sister, so that it wouldn't be too lopsided. Judy looked a bit disgruntled, but took a turn against David too, both moving much faster. Karen pointed out what they were doing wrong the whole time, but didn't mention the shield work things yet.

 Tiera actually wanted to talk about it, since they clearly hadn't come up with anything that would really work yet. Not for an unarmed person against a shielded one. If she could learn that trick of Tim's it would be useful, but that was going to take time, she feared.

After luncheon she let herself get lost in math, so much so that she was late to singing practice which had Instructor Crane scowling at her.

"I trust you have a good reason for being late, Miss Baker?" He glared at her hard enough that everyone else chuckled, making her feel embarrassed and small. "I was going to have these drunkards and gadabouts go first, but perhaps you'd like to regale us with your version of the lesson instead? I'll accompany on the piano." He sneered a bit, but that got silence from the room at least, since it was rather harsh for just being a few moments late.

Luckily she'd practiced it the day before and knew the piece. She didn't stumble badly and while her range wasn't that great compared to a few of the more advanced girls, she had a nice clear voice and mainly kept herself in tune. It was far from perfect, but good enough that when the Instructor looked at her he smiled, if a bit dryly.

"A little flat at the start of the second section. It didn't sound like you were strangling a cat however, which means you actually practiced. I'll forgo beating you in the commons. This time. Don't be late again. Now Sorenson, front and center, the male version. Start after the bridge..."

The boy that came to the front still looked hung over and wore rich silk clothing in a bright red. He was unshaved and greasy seeming, like he hadn't bothered to climb into a tub for a few days. That was a big deal at school and if he kept it up people would mock him. As it was they snickered a little as he butchered the song, forgetting half the words. What was worse though, was that when he actually had the right phrase... he was really good. It just made the mistakes that much more glaring.

For some reason Crane didn't even bother to correct him, just waving him to his seat and getting the next person out to take a turn at mangling the song. A lot of them were clearly superior singers, but it was like they just didn't actually care much at all. It was hard for her to understand, since, if you were good at something and bothered taking a class in it, shouldn't you try your best?

She was and her singing was kind of medium level at best. Then, she'd been assigned that class for some reason, and hadn't picked it at all. It wasn't an excuse to not care though. Then they all sang as a group, which was much better sounding, with the other students that weren't in trouble going along with the rest, fixing most of the problems.

Poor Instructor Crane still winced and sighed as if pained when they did it, but it wasn't that bad, she didn't think. The man waved for them all to leave, but called out to them to actually practice. He didn't sound overly hopeful about the idea however.

Tiera had to go into town first, to get more fruit and dried meat. It wasn't the most incredible meal plan, but it kept her going well enough. She also got some cheese that was on sale, a firm white that was a little sour tasting, so not as popular, but should last pretty well. The woman in the shop, who was only about thirty and dressed in a grayish tan, covered with a nice bright blue apron, mentioned that a lot of the students had been coming in for provisions lately.

"I don't know why that is though."

Tiera looked at the cheese and asked how much two pounds of it would cost. That was only seven coppers so she got it, before informing the woman as to why her customer base had grown.

"A boy spit in the food. Well, my food. It was a personal thing, but everyone is afraid that it will become the norm now." She paid as the women seemed pensive, her face going shrewd.

"I wonder if I could capitalize on that? Make up some baskets of things for people to buy, and sell them on the school grounds for a bit? People will adapt after a time, of course, but for a few days that might work."

It sounded like a good plan to her, but then she was probably going to be the last to adapt to the whole thing, wasn't she? It had been her oatmeal that was tainted.

Then, after she got back to her room, she did her math, sang for a while, trying very hard to improve and do the basic exercises that she was supposed to stretch her vocal range and control and felt nearly virtuous as she went over all the information in the book that Karen had given her, so that she'd be ready, if there was a test on it. Just as she was finishing that, there was a knock on her door.

At first she didn't hear it, since it was a bit tentative, but when they knocked again she jumped up. "Sorry, one moment. Lost in study..." She expected it to be Regina, but when the door opened she found that it was Guide standing there instead, clutching something in his hand. Several things actually. For a second she expected to be attacked and nearly ducked, but he held his hand out instead, as if to hand her something. She was a little leery, but took it, knowing that if it embarrassed her it was probably just fair. She half winced, waiting, but nothing happened.

"Plates and cups. Do you have a desk?" All the rooms did, but it was clear he was asking to be invited in, which was only polite after all.

"Oh, certainly, sorry, I was expecting this to explode, or turn my clothing amulet off as a prank. I suppose I deserve that, but... plates and cups?" She remembered the idea, but hadn't expected him to show her when he was done.

He nodded.

"Each of those has something different on it, so you don't have to carry them around if you only need one thing. Eventually I'll put them all on one device, but I haven't mastered that yet. Here, hit the sigil on that one..." He pointed as she set them all on the writing desk, a small wooden thing with a bit of a slope. Then Guide moved it to the left hand side and pointed again at one with a simple disk on it.

Her hand tapped the top of it, her intent making it activate, which got a stack of plates to appear. Ten of them. They were a nice white color and had silver scroll work around the upper edge.

"These are lovely." She picked one up and held it. The weight seemed about right and when she flicked it, the thing made a sound that was at least close to what fine china might have.

"Good out to two hundred feet from the central devices. Plates, goblets, and silver. I'm pretty proud of it. Farlo said that she wants a copy for her family. You don't have to wash them, just hold the used things over the trash and turn it off. Or, I suppose, just put them in... That would be easier I think. You get new clean ones each time. So, is this about what you meant?" He seemed a bit bashful for some reason.

"More than I was thinking. I'd like a set for my parents too. I have a lot of brothers and sisters, so it would save them loads of work. I... can't afford it, of course. Still, these are very fine." She turned on each of the things and shook her head. The silver was wonderful and felt like the real thing and the goblets were crystal glass on long stems, but large enough for water or juice at the table, not just wine.

"Beautiful. You did really nice work on these."

He blushed and looked at the far wall for a second.

"Anyway, I brought these for you, if you want them? I know that, well, things haven't been smooth between us. I'm sorry I laughed at you when that boy spit in your food. I should have stopped him, or at least said something. It, well, we don't think highly of nobles where I come from, and people can be a little crude there at times if they don't like each other. I didn't think much of it at first." It wasn't a brilliant admission, or a real apology, but then, he didn't owe her one, did he? She ignored that part and focused on the gift.

"This is a bit too much for a present though, isn't it? Not that I don't want it, I do, but this would cost hundreds of golds. Unless it's a courting gift, and even then, the last one I got was a single wild daisy, and that worked pretty well. If I'm going to tell the truth about it." She smiled as he blushed again, but the boy shook his head, rather firmly.

"No. I mean, I couldn't. Henry is my friend and if I, you know... So I can't. It's just because the idea was yours originally. Master Tor always gives people that had the original ideas half of the ownership of the device, but he also has a lot of ideas. Come up with another one and I'll give you half of it." His face was flat then, as if he expected her to scold him or something. That just made sense though, didn't it? Tor put things out so fast it was easy for him to just give it away. Real builders might come up with a few new things per year, if they were one of the top ones. Giving half of it away would be hard to do.

"Oh, well, pots, pans, rolling pins, tooth brushes... toothpaste and soap... Bath towels too, that shouldn't be too hard and those are useful. Tor hasn't come up with it yet, even though it should only take you a day to do the work. Perfumes, fake candles that never burn out, for decoration. Oohh, magical bed warmers that make the sheets warm, for the winter?" She grinned but the boy went wide eyed and then made a face. 

His voice was a bit excited and he started to leave, heading to the door without pause.

"I'll try the soap first and the towels. I think Sam is already doing toothbrushes and razors. Pots and Pans? Can you draw up some pictures? I bet Farlo would like that. She's been looking for some things to make and feeling a bit like she isn't good enough. That's silly, but... Get with her on it? I 'm going to be busy."

The decently cute and not overly tall boy, walked out quickly, shutting the door behind himself. It was strange, but it was also nice. He'd given her presents, and had been polite about it, which was more than she'd expected. Sitting at the desk she started playing with the dishes, first trying to drop them to see if they'd break and finally throwing them to the floor as hard as she could. They didn't, of course, being made of the same stuff a shield was, she thought. That felt right at least, to her mind. She could sense the fields, even though it was hard to tell what they all were really.

At about nine Karen came in and noticed them, but didn't say anything about it at first, collecting up a towel and soap, obviously heading to the baths. When she came back Tiera had everything put away, since it would probably be best to take them home for the rest of her family. She didn't need plates and fine goblets for her schoolroom.

Her trainer shook her head tiredly.

"There is a big difference between working half a day and a full one. Kolb had me with the third years all day too. You know, large enough and practiced enough to be hard to deal with, but still full of themselves enough to be emotional about things. They try to hide it at least, which is better than the first years. Except you, so far. That thing today... well, at least you don't give up. It was stupid of course, letting your ankles break like that. If it had been a real fight Kolb would have killed you most likely. Anyone would have, more to the point. You can't walk on broken legs."

There was truth to that, so she just nodded. The move hadn't worked very well either, trying to wrap him up like that.

She mentioned it and then shrugged.

 "The only thing I've seen work so far is turning a shield off, but I can't do it. Not yet. I started trying to practice, but it takes more than I have so far." To demonstrate she flicked the wall light on and off a few time, managing it from her own bed, about seven feet away. "That did nothing through a shield. I know it can be done, since I've had it done to me. Several times in fact. I bet the Lairdgren group can all do it, though they might not know it yet... What else can we do though?"

Karen sighed and laid back on her bed, eyes shut, clearly not wanting to chat about fighting at the moment. "Well, we can't do that much, can we? If you have a shield on there are some tricks that work in very special cases. Kolb gave me a black eye through a shield once. That requires triggering your own inside the shield space of another person. It damages you too, so you have to use a part of yourself that you don't mind being hurt on a soft target area, like the eyes or face. That's about all we really have so far and could change with the next version of whatever is come up with."

Then, almost as if bored, she walked to the light and tried to turn it to the low setting, making it happen, her hand hovering over the control for it, a look of focus on her face.

"I guess we need to learn that trick too then. It's harder through a shield? Well, we can practice first and then do it on each other, until we can manage it in a fight. That could work." Yawning she went back to her bed. "I'm going to sleep now."

Then, almost instantly, she did.

It was a bit unfair, but it let her think for a while before she drifted off herself. Mainly she thought about math, for some reason. It was entertaining after all and different than the rest of her life. Clean and predictable. Even the classes were the same each day, with her going in, listening to a lecture and then doing new work, things that were clearly built off the old. It just made sense, in a world that often didn't.

The next day was the first of the two she had off and her schedule said that she needed to be in County Cannor by ten to make the needed pick-ups. That was for Countess Cannor. Then she'd head south and get York, Printer and Morris. That would make a full load, since some of them had others coming along with them. The craft could only get so large.

Before dawn by a good way she poked Karen with a single finger, which got a tremendous overhand blow delivered to the top of her shield. Blinking, she smiled.

"That won't get me to stop Karen. Get up, we have work to do. You can sleep in the Fast Craft, but you're supposed to go with me. Remember to grab the undelivered messages. We have at least one that we might be able to pass off today." She was saying this to a blank face that clearly wasn't all the way awake yet. With a bit of pulling and pushing she had her up in a few minutes, the older woman laughing a bit and finally putting her hands up.

"Alright, I'm up. No need to dump me out of bed."

She didn't try to go back to sleep or anything like that, so Tiera got them both some food and made a little bundle of things to go to Two Bends, since it was on the way, and her family would already be up for the day. They ran a bakery and a delivery service. Work started before the sun was up at both.

First they used the facilities and got cleaned up for the day, but fifteen minutes later they were both ready and left without dragging things out too much. It took fifteen more minutes to get into Two Bends. Well, a bit longer than that, but it wasn't too hard to find, since it was the only place in the whole forest that had outdoor magical lights on. It was actually easier to find in the semi dark than full light because of that.

They settled on the main street, which had been converted to a real road in the last weeks, probably just compacted in place into focus stone. It made the whole thing too slick for winter use, but someone probably had an idea to fix that already. After all, people needed to drive wagons on it and horses broke things when they went down on ice or snow. That gave her another idea, which was a healing item for animals. Certain kinds at least. Pets maybe, and livestock. A town could share one and keep a lot of horses alive that might not have made it otherwise. There might be a reason no one had done that, but she could bring the idea up.

They headed for the bakery itself, since almost everyone was there early in the day, before school started. Karen followed her, looking around in the dim light, the sun being up, but just barely and the trees making things a bit darker than they would have been in a lot of places. The pines stole a lot of the day, hence the magical devices to keep things bright still being used.

The shop looked the same, since she'd only been away for a few weeks. Inside the place was bright and clean, almost modern looking compared to the white exterior that was clearly fresh paint, but over what had been raw and weathered wood. The place smelled like home to her, a wash of yeast and bread, along with some spices and sugar. The bell on the door got her father to come to the front, wiping his hands on a towel, his eyes going wide as he looked up at Karen. He smiled though, and came around the counter to give his daughter a small hug.

"S'Tiera! S'hows y'be?" Then, realizing that Karen wouldn't understand him, his accent shifted suddenly. "I see you brought a friend. Is this a classmate of yours?" His hand started to come out to shake, but he turned the move into a flourish and bowed instead.

Karen bowed back.

"Instructor. Fighting section. For today I'm a bodyguard though, since Tiera is doing transport for her brother's company. Timon, just in case one of the others has something going I don't know about."

Douglas Baker nodded to her, looking impressed enough by the job title it seemed. Tiera waved toward her and finished the introductions though.

"This is my father, Douglas Baker. Da, this is Karen Derring, Ali's older sister?"

That got them both a smile and a pat on the shoulder though no hug for Karen, since it wouldn't be proper. They did get some sweet rolls out of it however, as the others heard the noise, which got a half dozen people, most of them small, to run out and tackle her. The cute thing there was that Karen did get some hugs, mainly from the littlest ones. Taman smiled up at her and asked her name.

In very good standard Noram.

"I'm Taman. May I ask your name, ma'am?" Tiera was certain the girl couldn't have said that three weeks back. She was only just turning six after all... even that would be a few months. Her birthday was three days before Noram Day.

Karen smiled and made a half bow, since they were equals, or close enough, socially speaking. Taman was lower in rank, but it was her home, in Lairdgren County. It made it about even.

"I'm... your second aunt, Karen. Ali is my sister. Have you met her?"

That got a nod and more people hugging her, though again, that action was mainly about the knees. 

Terry managed a credible bow and left the room, coming back with their mother a few minutes later. She was dressed in green velvet, clearly having changed for company. Her first words however were different than the others, even though she did hug her daughter while she said them.

"What happened to your hair?" It didn't sound worried overly, but instead of going through the whole story they told at school Karen covered for her, so she wouldn't get in trouble.

"She got transferred to the fighters section. Sir Martin Kolbrin suggested she cut it and she had this done. I have to admit, you can't pull it in a fight." She spoke gently and Taman introduced her, as Aunt Karen, which didn't get a raised eyebrow at all. She did look at Tiera though.

"Fast work there. You two will need to keep that quiet here in town, but... congratulations. You still have to get married though, so we'll need to find you a man willing to take both of you. Do you know Count Breen? He sent a letter to that end for Tiera the other day. Most polite. I vaguely remember him, but It's been over twenty years since we've met."

Douglas laughed, covering his mouth, and moved to pat his wife on the back.

"This is Karen Derring dear, Alyssa's older sister? Conserina first, I believe. So, an Aunt from a different direction." He didn't mock Tiera over the mistake yet at least. It would come, but later. When they were alone.

Her mother smiled then and shrugged a bit.

"Ah? That works too. Well, to what do we owe the visit then, if not to announce a relationship?" She waited, but Tiera just put the magical items on the sales counter, triggering each. The others seemed impressed enough and Terry promptly picked a large white and silver plate up, but didn't drop it or anything.

"Magic?"

Tiera nodded. "You don't have to wash them, just throw them in the trash and turn the device off. They'll work up to about two hundred feet from the central device. Builder Guide made them. It was my idea, so he gave me these, but I don't really need them at school."

Laurali nodded, "very fine. We should send him a gift, what do you think he'd like?"

It was Karen that answered, eating a spice roll without frosting or icing. They were still too warm for that.

"Baked goods would probably be best. He's one of the Lairdgren group, so, you know, rich already. They still have to eat though. He's a bit too old for her, or I'd suggest you steer Taman at him." She was playing but Taman looked pleased with the attention, even if she didn't understand the full meaning. Terry got it and put his hands on his hips, looking protective. He didn't say anything however, which worked, getting Karen to laugh and wink at him.

Tiera smiled and shook her head a little, since it was kind of a cute idea, if only in abstract.

"Well, you know, just send her along with the treats for him. Get Tim to bring her and it should be safe enough." After all, he had a guard all the time now too. Captain Petra. At least Tiera thought that was the case. The woman was clearly a fighter after all and Karen had mentioned her a few times.

Everyone seemed slightly amused by the idea, but no one stopped her on the way out, after she explained that they were due across the kingdom in a few hours. They were out in a relatively short period of time, collecting a few more hugs. It wasn't until they got back into the craft and were half the way to the Capital that Karen smirked at her.

"Notice how your mother assumed that you and I were a serious item? I wonder what that was about?"

Tiera sighed and shook her head, not to negate anything, but just because it was a little convoluted.

"Well, you know about the Ancients and all that right? That they're real and not just a children's story?" It was just possible she didn't after all, even living with her, since they hadn't really talked about it. A few offhand comments might not mean she'd picked up on the reality of the whole situation after all.

Karen waved her hand a little, as if dismissing the topic.

"Yes. I know that your mother, Count Lairdgren and Tor are like that too. I was briefed on it before I was set to being your roommate, in case it turned out you were weird or something." She smiled at the words. "Or at least I assume that was the point. I already knew before that though. Not about you specifically, but Petra and Kolb both knew about Tor and told me. Why? Is it related to that?"

Tiera shrugged.

"Well, it isn't just about living a long time. Other traits were added in and being of the gray line, like my mother and Timon, he has it too, well it means that I might only like women. You know... in that way. It isn't how I feel though. A lot of men seem really interesting to me at least, so I don't think I'm locked in to any one thing. She didn't know though. She isn't like that, but apparently Count Lairdgren told her it might be possible."

That got a long silence and then Karen shrugged.

"I like men myself. I need to find a husband soon. Maybe steal Count Breen from you?" She looked out the window and after a few seconds smiled, as if just getting something. "I bet it's your new hairstyle. A lot of the female fighters are often thought as being exclusively interested in women. It isn't true of course, just an old thing that people decided was a fact in the past and haven't let go of yet."

That sort of made sense. Tiera decided not to let it bother her overly. After all, her entire family had just accepted it, hadn't they? That was standing in Two Bends too. Her parents weren't from there though, but her brother and sisters were and they hadn't batted an eyelash at the idea, even though she was nearly certain that Terry understood most of what was being said. He was smart after all. Not Timon level, but who was? Still, he wasn't unworldly at all, was he? He ran deliveries already and that meant seeing a lot more of the world than not.

That was nice to know, since it meant she didn't have to worry about them feeling like she was being evil. That was kind of a hard thing for her still. Doing anything with another person was kind of a risk, as far as all her early training went. The idea that there weren't just other rules, but that she, personally, was supposed to live by them, well, it was a bit scary.

They got to Timon's in time to meet up with him, and found Judith already there, loading several baskets out to her own craft, which she made a festive pink and sky blue. Timon had his out as well, which was a mirrored rectangle. Hers was kind of plain right now, a night sky black, since she hadn't bothered changing it from a few days prior. Without waiting she made it a nice bright green, which looked nice enough and was clearly special.

Then they dashed in to get their baskets, since they didn't have a lot of time left before they needed to leave. Timon met them on the way out and nodded to Karen, not speaking to her directly.

"We should all be back here by eight tonight. Two trips for each of us. Remember, if anything comes up, give free trips away, if you have room. We don't have to count every coin and these are some of our best potential customers coming in today. Make sure they feel pampered and loved." He didn't smile at the words, seeming more than a little down. "We'll be in my houses tonight. I know it isn't as fine as Tor's, but it will keep us all closer together."

That seemed important to him for some reason, so Tiera didn't say anything about it. It made sense for her, being his sister, but why would it matter if Karen and Judith stayed with him? Maybe that way they could handle emergencies the next day or something?

On the next leg of the trip Karen wondered at it herself.

"Maybe it's to discuss what happened at Ali's party the other day? I don't know what happened with that myself, not getting a report yet."

Tiera let her eyes go wide and flinched.

"We missed that? Ali will kill us! I forgot all about it. What do I tell her?" She felt half panicked, since she wasn't trying to slight her sister-in-law at all. They'd been a bit distant, but...

Karen waved a large hand. "She knows that you've been busy. It was mainly about the Lairdgren group anyway, not you or me. We did our part, so she won't be upset, I don't think. We should make an effort to spend time with her soon, but full time training, plus classes, that doesn't leave a lot of time. We might not have even that soon, if more messages are needed to be passed. Which almost has to happen."

That reminded her that they needed to get Countess York's to her. That one had left her feeling annoyed, when they weren't allowed in originally. If the woman was a pain about taking it now Tiera didn't know what she was supposed to do about it. Send it back to the King? Stuff it down her throat by force? That wouldn't go over well, but it would make sure she knew about it.

They took the rest of the trip in near silence, even though Karen didn't sleep for once. They got to Cannor in good time at least, since it was only shortly after nine when they settled in Canton, the older woman they were to meet coming out with a younger man and a girl that were both about Tiera's age. They had floating luggage, but it was only one trunk each.

Tiera hopped out and bowed low, not knowing who was who, but getting the idea that the older one was Countess Cannor and that meant someone not to anger. She wore a nice, if old fashioned dress, one that was heavily embroidered and looked like it might be scratchy. She smiled though and bowed back.

"Are you Timon then? I'd heard you were a pretty boy, but you seem a bit more delicate than I would have expected." She didn't seem to mean anything by it at least, so Tiera just put her hands on her hips and scowled for a moment, the two younger people looking mortified. Then she let herself smile.

"Tiera Baker, Timon is my younger brother. I'm a girl. Don't let the hair fool you."

The old woman looked at her but nodded after a second. "Thank goodness. No boy should have to suffer being that fine featured. You look just like Laurie. I helped raise her, you know."

Tiera hadn't, but the other two still looked like they expected a fight to break out. It was a bit of insult to get that wrong, but the lady had recovered well enough, Tiera thought. She wasn't wearing a dress or anything after all and Tim was said to be young. She looked younger than her years and was even smaller than her younger brother now.

"Tim looks decently manly for twelve. Tor is a bit fine that way, so if you've met him I could see that being a reasonable thought." It was a throwaway line, but the woman nodded.

"Truly lovely though. I always liked that about Burks. Oh, Countess Cannor, as you might have guessed. These two are my heirs, Gemma and Gerald. Squires already."

That got a tilted head from the boy, who looked fit and tall, being over six feet. His sister was shorter, but still about five-nine. They were both blond and attractive enough. Apparently something like her adoptive relatives too, if the Countess had helped to raise her mother.

Tiera didn't even have to rush them into loading up, the boy doing it for them all, faster than he really needed to. That meant they got to have a light breakfast before they started, and they still had Countess York not fifteen minutes later, so they took the trip down to Printer at a slow pace. It was longer than it had to be, but not so much that it was noticed overly.

Printer had a different look to it, with a lot of stone and focus stone construction. There was a nice compound to the west of the place, but Karen pointed toward the coast.

"There, that castle is the right spot. I don't know what that other place is. It's been about a year since I've been here, which isn't good. I should have been around to visit."

The reason for that being a problem became clear when they landed and Countess Printer came out. She wasn't a grand beauty, but had a nice lean form and a slightly long face with big lips that looked warm when she smiled. When Karen climbed out though the woman threw decorum to the wind and ran to her, taking her into her arms and dancing around a bit.

"Karen! I've meant to look you up for ages. Are you going to the Council as well?" The words were slightly strange sounding, but she didn't mention why that would be.

"Hello Holly. No, I'm playing guard for the Fast Transport line this week. Working up at Lairdgren with Kolb, mainly trying to keep this one out of trouble." With a head jerk she indicated Tiera. "Don't be fooled by her looks. She nearly managed to take Kolb, while he was wearing a shield and she wasn't, the other day."

Tiera snorted and shook her head, but didn't say anything, until Countess Printer looked at her, as if curious.

Then she gestured to the craft, loading the woman's two trunks in the back. If the other people had a lot more then they were going to have to make the whole thing grow. She didn't have anyone else with her at least, so that was easier.

"Don't believe her. It wasn't close at all." She didn't explain anything more than that, since Karen grinned about it and Holly just nodded, clearly understanding it all without being told. 

 Introductions didn't take long, since everyone inside knew each other already and Countess Printer moved with quick movements as if they were on a tight time schedule. So far they'd made very good time in fact and they had an hour to get to Morris and pick him and his people up.

Then the whole lot would be delivered to various places in the Capital, and the next load would be picked up. So far it was all going fairly well. Until they got to Morris, in what was supposed to be the right place, but had no one waiting for them at all. Holly sighed, loudly, but she didn't say anything. It wouldn't due to say disparaging things about the man in his own County after all. Tiera finally went to the door and knocked, not certain that the small but well maintained palace was the correct place at all. It wasn't tiny by any means, and had a nice high wall, but it wasn't even half as big as what the King had. Or her own brother.

The well dressed man at the door looked at her as if she'd come to sell them something and actually started to tell her to go away, before she could even speak. She made a face, raised her eyebrows and put her hands on her hips by old habit.

"Fast Transport Service, here to pick up Count Morris and his people. If this is the wrong place, let me know, otherwise... we have a time schedule. We're supposed to leave at noon. It would be rude to keep our other passengers waiting, but since you were already rude to me, I can't help but expect that's your way here." It came out a little more snotty than she intended it to, but the man bristled in a way that seemed just a bit outside of what was really needed.

"Well! I don't believe that the Count does business with ill mannered gutter snipes! Go away now, or I'll call the guards and have you arrested." He waved his hands then in a way that seemed fussy and a bit like he was suggesting she might smell.

She grinned instead.

"Alright. Please tell him that you sent his transport away. We're busy and won't be sending another one, so he'll need to find alternative means of getting to the Capital." She felt like backing up her words with a few kicks to the groin, but the man wisely slammed the door in her face instead. It offered him a nice solid wall of protection.

Without waiting, feeling ready to fight, she forced herself to take a few deep breaths and climbed back into her craft, Karen looking almost as upset as she was, and Holly laughing into her hand in the back. Countess York, who had a very white face that was as smooth as china didn't look happy about it at all. Squire Gerald however caught her eye and made a face.

"I... Sorry, miss. Please allow me to see to fixing this? I can see how that reception might be very off-putting to you, but the Count truly does need to be at the Capital on time, or it's considered treason. I'm certain his man was just..." He shook his head and muttered something which got his sister to agree with him.

Countess Cannor looked away, but Holly had heard it and nodded.

"Perhaps drunkenness is the reason? Or, who knows, people have off days. We shouldn't get the man fired over this, if we can help it. Here, I'll go with you Gerald..." That got them going back to the door, Tiera going with them, since it was her job for the day. Besides, she didn't know how anyone else was armed, but she knew what she had. Karen moved up behind them, but the other three stayed in the vehicle. This time after they knocked a very nice looking and fairly young seeming dark skinned woman answered the door. She had a look that said she smiled a lot, and her eyes warmed when she saw everyone.

"Ah! You've come already, we were told that you may be a little late, since you had several people coming first." She bowed to Holly and smiled at the rest of them. It wasn't strictly proper, but it was close enough that Tiera wasn't worried about it.

Countess Printer let her eyes crinkle a bit.

"Countess Morris, so good to see you. Not to be a pain, but your door man seems to have insulted our pilot and sent her away. Squire Gerald here begged leave to come and smooth things over, so that you won't be held responsible for treason when you can't make it to the Capital on time. Perhaps you'd like to see about repairing that?" Her voice was kind and mild, nearly sweet when talking to the lady in front of them. The woman seemed to nearly panicked then and ran into the house, calling out loudly enough that several armed men surrounded them, coming from the sides.

 Tiera activated her shield with a tap on the front of her tunic and dug out her explosive weapon. When she glanced around the rest of them had all done similar things as well. Including the Squire. Everyone faced outward then, almost as if it were planned, ready to fight, even as the men started screaming at them. That didn't last long, since an older man ran out, waving his hands a bit wildly.

"Stand down! Demons... Don't start a war men, these are friends, just a little misunderstanding. Stand down." He bowed, his nice blue suit looking real, but very fine and as if it was designed for heavy travel. "Countess Printer... and... you."

The funny thing there was that he was staring at Gerald, not anyone else. He looked nervous suddenly, as if the boy were about to actually hurt him. To his credit the man relaxed when the Squire put his weapon away, doing it slowly.

"Count Morris, sir." He bowed low, though no one else did. "There seems to have been a slight miscommunication? Our Pilot came to retrieve you and was told, a bit harshly, to remove herself, under threat of arrest? I'm certain it was a simple error, though calling her a gutter snipe might have been slightly too much." He winced when he said the words, leaning in a bit, even though they could all hear him.

The man froze and got a strange look on his face, one that told them all that he really couldn't believe they were making waves over a mere pilot. Not everyone could control their faces though, and she wasn't going to judge everyone on each stray thought they had. It wasn't until he started speaking that she let her anger turn on the man himself.

"So? She's a servant. I don't see why there should be an issue here." He stared at Tiera then and sneered a little, moving toward her with a single step. "Now, go sit in your carriage and wait on us. We'll be along when we're ready and there will be no more talk of leaving us behind. This silliness is ended now." He seemed to think that was enough for some reason.

Tiera smiled and took two steps toward him, then a third, putting herself in range of him for a nice kick to the groin. She was just about to shift her weight for it when she noticed that Countess Morris was behind the man, kneeling, her head on the ground.

"Forgive us! Please... This situation... It... Forgive us please!"

That annoyed the Count and he pulled her up, a little roughly. "Stand up. We don't have to worry. Nothing these people do here will cause us grief. This is my County. My word is law here."

Tiera felt her chest tighten, anger wanting to pour out all over these people, but she just nodded instead and walked, stiffly, back to her craft. She was most of the way back when the man made his big mistake and spoke again.

"See dear, the common class is fit only to lick clean our boots."

She got behind the controls, and waited for everyone else to get inside, then carefully closed the door, and left. No one said anything for a long time, but finally Squire Gemma chuckled a bit. "Um, is this a good idea? He is a Count after all."

Tiera didn't speak, her lips compressed in fury, going white around the edges. She tried to keep calm about it and focused on doing her job. That... thing, didn't deserve her efforts, she decided. She wasn't going to be insulted and then still help the man. It was all she could do to just get them back to the Capital. She dropped everyone off and no one said anything to her in particular, not even Karen.

They got more baskets of food and managed the next pick-ups in time, not having lost too much to the earlier events. It still bothered her, but it also wasn't her responsibility. Count Morris was an adult and had chosen his own path. That it wasn't a very good one was all on him and not her responsibility.

It took a while to get everyone situated, but the whole thing was easier after that, with no one saying more than that it was a pleasant day, thanking her for coming to them as she was. She liked them a lot better, and the Count in the group remarked that she had pretty eyes. It was a little forward, but it made her feel like someone actually cared enough to be polite to her.

He was an old man, as in truly old, nearing the age when he needed to plan for his own death soon. His voice had that tremor that meant it wouldn't be too much longer, a decade or two at most and then he'd fail. Still, he didn't let that stop him, which made her kind of proud of him for some reason.

"Are you looking to marry soon dear? I've been seeking a new wife for my dotage. You'd get to be a Countess..." He smiled when he said it, but she shook her head. It was the residual anger at Morris, but she answered him a little too bluntly.

"I wasn't planning on it. Still, if you want we could get together, if I get some time off? I'm not very experienced, but maybe you could show me some tricks in the bedroom?" She was actually trying to seem like she wasn't a total commoner, but Karen glared at her as if she were being crude.

The Count, Overland, laughed and clapped his hands once.

"Ah, if only you weren't putting me off. There was a time that young women didn't you know... Of course I was young back then too." He sounded calm about the whole thing, but she shrugged.

"I wasn't putting you off. Sorry, I know I sound funny, I... had a bit of a fight earlier. With Count Morris? Anyway, we should at least have dinner or something." She was trying not to be a Doretta, but Karen was still glaring and finally pushed her arm.

"Sorry, I should have introduced you two. Count Overland, this is Tiera Baker. Conserina Lairdgren? You two are related aren't you?"

The man laughed then and winked when Tiera looked over her shoulder, shocked.

"Dodged that one then, didn't we dear? Yes, my family does have some ties there. Nothing too close, but enough to make marriage out of the question, certainly. Well, I still have to say you're a delight Miss. How about you then?" He switched immediately to Karen who actually gave him a considering look.

She smiled about it though.

"I might consider marriage, but as to the other..." Then she shrugged. "Why not? Schedule permitting I mean?"

The others with them seemed to be very concerned about something, but Tiera wasn't certain what it was, until they let the older Count off at his Capital house, which was a decently large and nice place. Karen ran to him and helped him with his trunks, then lingered inside for a bit. When she came out she whispered to Tiera, loud enough for them all to hear.

"We arranged a meal in a week. He's a nice man don't you think?" That got the Countess and her people in the back to smile.

Had they thought that they were playing with the man? It was clear they had been thinking the worst, but she'd meant it and it was clear Karen did as well.

 Countess Fallen nodded and spoke loudly, "indeed dear. He's been a favorite of mine for decades. He actually is very skilled in a certain fashion. I recommend you inquire on your date. It will be well worth your time." There was no rebuke or anything, just the recommendation. Then she kept speaking. "As for you dear, you should consider my nephew, Erid, if you have the time."

The boy in question was tall and looked about twenty, he had a thin and bookish look, and blushed when spoken about.

"Aunt Madrid..." The tone was the kind of thing that she was used to hearing from her sister Terlee. That painful kind of thing that said a person just didn't want to be noticed. He didn't say more either.

Tiera had to pay attention to the road in front of them, but when they got to their house she helped them unload, and waved to the boy before he could get too far away. He didn't stop to talk to her, but did wave back and smile at her, which was nice.

When they were headed back to Timon's, Karen sighed at her.

"I was afraid you were going to tease Count Overland. Normally there are allowances for that, but he's been looking for a wife for years and doesn't have a lot of time. I feel sorry for him to tell the truth. It's hard to get a second wife as a Count, if you already have heirs. Though he could marry a low ranking girl and set her up, that would work and no one would say much about it. After all, they'd both benefit from it. I'll suggest it to him, if I decide not to see if he wants me. He really is a pleasant fellow."

Tiera couldn't tell if the other girl really meant it or was just willing to be polite about it, no matter what. It probably didn't matter, not really.

"I hadn't thought about being related to people in noble circles before. How did you know that?"

She shrugged and started to relate a long list of noble heritage, off the top of her head, counting on her fingers as she did.

"I had to learn it from my tutors when I was a girl, before I was allowed to go off to school. Luckily I was the ugly one, so my father let me go. Heidi wasn't so lucky. It... wasn't a good situation. It was so bad that I plotted to kill him myself. I mean I was actually going to sneak in and do it, even if it meant dying. I didn't have to though, since after the trip to Afrak, well, he died in that flying accident."

Tiera nodded. She didn't know what it all meant, but it had to have been a bad situation. Tor had married Ali to protect her from that man after all. She couldn't imagine how bad it had been, really.

Rather than tell her, Karen just directed her toward the palace gates, keeping the vehicle in city driving mode. At first she didn't get why, but Karen shook her head a little and sighed sadly.

"Well, you kind of declared war on Count Morris, if not his County. I'd be surprised if he doesn't call for your death. Of course, he didn't know who you were, so it will depend on how he responds to the news really. If he has half a brain he'll get on the communications device and beg you to come and allow him to apologize in person. If not he should at least declare war on you personally so that he can bring in his full force against you. That would turn into a mess, but at least it would make sense on paper at first." The giant fighting woman pulled one of the baskets from the back and ate a roll, plain. Almost as if she just wanted something to do.

"What do you think he'll do?"

"Honestly? My guess is challenge you to a duel. It's the worst thing he could do at all, but he isn't known for being sensible. He's Sandra Morris' dad, if that helps you decide not to just kill him. Seriously..."

Then there was a ten minute critique of everything that Tiera had done wrong in the situation. The first part of it was not using her title when she went to the door.

"That butler would have acted differently if you'd done that. As it was he'll probably be put to death for the slight, once it's learned of. Not that he shouldn't learn some manners, but that seems a bit harsh. I mean, clearly you aren't some gutter child, but you were offended by how he spoke to you, so you were hard on him and he didn't realize that it was a problem, so took offense himself. I guess it comes down to how you think of his honor, doesn't it? He was rude, but that's just a personal thing, between the two of you."

She didn't add the rest and Tiera could only guess at it without asking. She was still angry about the whole thing, but the subtext seemed to be that Karen felt she was being an idiot and would probably make the situation worse. For some reason she didn't feel that she could just call her on it though.

The girl sat at the front gate of the palace for a minute, not knowing what to do. The guard on duty walked over to her door and she opened it, looking down for a few seconds. Then she asked him what to do about it.

The man blinked and blew a whistle, before answering.

"If you were in the wrong, admit it. If you weren't, then stand your ground. If it was both, let everyone know that clearly and if you have to fight, make certain no one you love is harmed by it."

She nodded, it probably didn't really help, but seemed like good advice anyway.

"I'll try to do that, if it's allowed."

Then the man handed her a Truth amulet, because no one got into the palace now without answering some questions first. Not anymore.
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The woman that led them to the room where everyone was waiting for her was just a maid, Tiera thought. Not that her occupation made her less than anyone else, but they'd been met at the front by a Princess, who left them to go do something else, making a polite enough excuse, but leaving so quickly it almost felt like she was already passing judgment on her. The only thing there was that, as far as Tiera could tell, she hadn't really been in the wrong.

Possibly over sensitive. That was true. The man at the door had been a bit abrupt and didn't listen to her, but that Count... No, it really wasn't just her. By the time she was led all the way to the correct space, winding through seven different hallways, even though there was clearly one built into the center of it with passages that led to hidden doors all around them, she was ready to fight again. It wasn't the best thing in the world but she knew that people had better treat her pretty darned well in the coming minutes or there was going to be blood. Not all hers either.

When the door opened, to a real space that held several large chairs at the front, with the King in the one on the right and the Queen on the left. Alphonse and Karina on either side, all dressed in fancy clothing, things that included crowns, or at least metal bands for the younger ones. It seemed over done just for Tiera though, but no one else was in the room except Karen. For some reason everyone seemed a bit angry and glared, at her.

That was just a bit too much. Hands going to her hips she huffed at them, stopping halfway down the long red carpet on the floor.

"Don't you sit there looking at me like that! That... moron, Count Morris is responsible for this. Tell him that if he doesn't want to wake up with his house falling around him he might want to apologize. Today." She growled the last word and stomped her foot. She had the weapons she needed and if she used her Fast Craft for it they probably wouldn't be able to touch her at all. It was a good enough plan that she nearly threw up her hands and went to do that at that moment, not even bothering to listen to them first. "In fact... Tell him to send his Countess away so I don't accidentally kill her and I'll meet what forces he wants to die with him in two hours in front of his house. If he thinks he can survive a fight with me then he's even dumber than he looked."

That wasn't really fair, since the man had looked just fine. His words were the issue, but she wasn't taking back what she said. Her breath was coming in deep waves, and she knew that her skin had gone pale. No one called her on it, just looking at her, as if they were shocked or something.

"What? Did you think I was coming to simper at you or beg protection? That isn't the situation here at all. I wasn't even going to come here, except that Karen Derring asked me to. I don't know why. If you don't have anything to say, then... I'll be on my way." She went so cold that the Queen blinked at her, and then shook her head just ever so slightly.

"I... You aren't in a combat rage, are you? I know that your brother Tor can seem strange at times when it takes him, speaking like this, but few can manage that."

Tiera shook her head once, hard and stomped her foot.

"I don't have to be in a rage to know when people are trying to abuse me. I've had enough. This will not stand!"

The King looked behind her and spoke over her shoulder, like she wasn't there. That was his right, but she didn't think it was very polite of him.

"Burks, is this... Normal?"

There was a low voice from behind her, sounding almost as if he were just waking up from a nap or perhaps slightly drunk.

"Perhaps. Laurie always had a temper as a child, but she didn't have the ability to take that level of fight to a person. Tiera isn't her however. From what I've heard of her she is often a bit... raw." He waved to her when she glared at him, her fury still on her face. "Like that. She isn't a bad girl however, perhaps if you'd relay the tale to us, we could better understand it? Would you do that for us Miss Derring." He held out his left hand to Tiera, to stop her from speaking. "It isn't that I won't believe you, of course, granddaughter, simply that Miss Derring might have a more remote view of what transpired."

Karen didn't mince her words however, though she did seem to think Tiera was going a little overboard. After she related the story she made a face that said she was more than a little upset herself.

 "The man did rather misstep. Part of that is on Tiera, for not announcing herself with full title off the knock, but who treats people coming to their doors like that? In fairness the doorman didn't give her a chance to address things in any other fashion. She doesn't do meek well. Maybe you've noticed?" That was said directly to the King who very carefully didn't nod. "What she does do well is fight. She won't give up. At all, as far as I've seen. I don't know if she could take out Morris like she said, but I know if this isn't fixed we'll need to fight her here if we don't want her to try."

Then she went silent, with Count Lairdgren walking up to her and putting a single hand on Tiera's upper arm. She didn't shrug it off, since he wasn't trying to harm her, she didn't think, but after a minute he turned and shrugged at the royal family.

"I have to say that I don't feel this is what I'd want my grandchild to be going around doing, but it does seem that almost anyone would be proclaiming this as a problem at this point. One of the negative parts of our system. Perhaps we should call Count Morris and allow him to present his side of things? It might not help, but he did lodge a complaint already, and I have to say while a trivial matter over all, both clearly have reason to be aggrieved. If nothing else he should at least know why he's coming under attack." He spoke with a certainty on those last words that got Alphonse to stand, shaking his head.

"No. Tiera... I hate to pull rank, but we simply cannot have you going around executing nobles, even if they are being morons. Do you agree to let me deal with it for you? I promise I won't make you humble yourself too much. There may be some and if it comes I expect you to at least act like you mean it. Understood?" He said something then that got her to wince and glare at him. "Remember, I'm your brother's friend, so it's my job to make sure things work out for you, if I can. Right now that means you have to do what I say."

The Prince didn't stand on rank even, just going to the communications device himself, which was on a low table between the King and Queen. He hit the Morris sigil, or at least one that had the very man himself screaming at them not ten seconds later. For that to happen he must have been hovering over the thing, Tiera realized.

"Is she dead yet? I demand satisfaction, that gutter-snipe insulted me and... dereliction of duty. No ex-whore is going to treat me that way! I want her dead by nightfall and better get a dispensation for travel time. I'm paying good gold to travel and not waste weeks doing it, I expect service! I-" The voice was cut off suddenly, as Tiera moved about ten feet closer to the little flat plate on the table.

"Whore? " She looked at the King and pulled a weapon, it was an explosive, which got half a dozen liveried guards to come out of the walls. She tapped her shield and that got everyone else in the room to do it too. "How dare you, sir. That's it. I'm not taking any more of this..."

"Shut up. Tiera, be silent!" The Prince actually thundered at her, sounding angry, which was something she'd never seen from him. Before the Count could start talking again he cut him off.

"Morris, if the next words out of your mouth aren't an apology I suggest you give up talking." It was good advice, but the man didn't bother being sensible.

"I'm sorry Prince Alphonse, is she your favorite whore perhaps? I have to admit I did think she was pretty enough in a slightly short haired way. Does she charge extra to do her up the ass, or is that part of the set price?" There was a wicked sounding laugh then. "You know, forget it. She can't be worth the price if she doesn't know her true worth. These uppity bitches with their flying machines think they're worth something now, but once a fuck-hole, always one."

The Prince growled.

"Shut it you moron! She isn't a whore, she's Conserina Lairdgren and more to the point, her brother, the Wizard Tor, has seen fit to outfit her with weapons that you can't match. Worse, she was already planning to come and kill you for your previous insults. I had to pull in her brother's name already to get her to let me handle this. Are you trying to die? Do you think she's too small to do it?"

Apparently the man really did.

On the good side it was only about two more angry rants in before he suggest that he'd deal with her himself.

"I'll put a switch to her backside and then make her service me until she learns who her betters are. No whore is..."

"Alright." That came out sounding clear, but also relatively calm and sweet. So much so that the room went silent and Karen actually grabbed her, pulling her back, away from the speaking device.

The large girl looked freaked then.

"No. We can't afford to have a war right now."

Tiera shook her head.

"Sorry, but it can't be helped. He challenged me to a duel. One with sticks? I take it that we meet without shields or other weapons then? I have them, but as mentioned, that won't help you. You against me, with three foot long clubs. To the death. I'll come there, we'll do it in two hours."

It was stupid to do it on his ground, but the man wouldn't be able to come to her. She'd just have to make it work, then leave before anyone could stop her. Turning suddenly she started to walk out, only to stop when the baffled man on the other end of the magical device made a strange noise.

"Excuse me?" At least he only sounded baffled and not abusive now. "This girl plans to do what?"

That got Count Lairdgren to clear his throat and state his name.

"As for what she's doing, well, you said that you'd beat her with a switch and then rape her. I believe she took that as a challenge to a duel. One without shields, but armed with sticks. Her intent seems to go to you and see to it. I'm not certain, but I think you may want to clarify your position on that. I would, if it were me. The young lady seems rather intent."

The Count didn't really do that, calling her names again. It was clear he felt wronged, but so did she. There wasn't a lot to do about it, was there?

The King put his foot down then, at least on part of it.

"No, we'll do it here, in the Capital. So four hours? Miss Derring, if you see to retrieving him? If this is a battle to the death, then at least the girl should have the chance not to have dishonorable behavior win the day. After her treatment by you earlier, I have to say it surprises me she was willing to go back there at all."

"I... It wasn't a challenge to a duel! This is ridiculous. She should just apologize and-"

Tiera sighed and shook her head, eyes closed, when she opened them she stepped in a bit and spoke loudly, trying not to be sassy.

"Fine, I apologize for any mistakes my anger drew me into."

"Hah! There I told you, now we can just go along on our day and forget all this."

That wouldn't work though, would it, she shook her head again, her breath short.

"Oh, no. I apologize, but you challenged me, even if you want to claim you weren't now. You're coming here like the King said, and we'll see who survives the day. I honestly don't think Sandra loves you enough to go to war to avenge you, and this is just between the two of us. Come to your death. You have less than four hours now."

The man hung up and she looked at Karen.

"Do you need to borrow my Fast Craft?"

"Um, no. I have my own. Tor gave it to me. I... should we do this? Tiera, this is a mistake. Even if you win and there's no war, it changes a person to kill another. I'm asking you... No, I'm begging you, don't do this."

Tiera frowned and just shook her head. "I have a choice? You heard what he was saying about me? Even after he knew who I was he kept goading me. He wants this and I'm not waiting for him to come back at me in two years, when I'm not ready. Ducking out on this only serves to help someone like him, who will have time to bring in assassins or his military forces. This is the best way, maybe the only way that I survive this." Or at least take him with her.

She had to presume he was an excellent fighter, because doing otherwise was always a mistake. He looked a bit soft, but it wasn't like she had years of training behind her, so if he was skilled enough it might make a difference. Short sticks would be a good weapon to pick, since she'd used them before, and he probably hadn't spent his life doing that. If he had, she might just lose and badly, but there really wasn't a lot else she could do about it. It was a duel and a fight to the death. He might try to get out of it, but if he did, well, that really did mean he'd just have a chance to come after her later with a lot more force.

After thinking it through, out loud, she just shrugged.

"That means that, one way or the other, one of us has to die today, doesn't it?"

The only person in the room that even nodded was the Princess, who had short hair that was about halfway to her collar, in about the same red color that the Prince and his father had. Tiera looked back at her, still feeling the rage of all the insults, but trying not to take it out on the royal family. After all it wasn't their fault. Alphonse had even tried to salve the whole thing over, but Count Morris wouldn't let him.

"Can you win this Tiera? You shouldn't throw away your life over it. He was a bore, but that isn't worth death." The Princess sounded reasonable then. Calm and collected as if she were just asking questions and not trying to lead her to a specific conclusion.

The thing there was that Karen Derring answered for her.

"She's stronger than she looks and not just a little. Stronger than Baron Havar, I think. Fast too. So much so that I honestly don't think the Count will survive if she really goes for him. She isn't a great fighter yet, but she's aggressive and doesn't quit. If Morris were a real fighter? Then maybe not. But he holds no extreme skill in that area that I've ever heard about." She shuddered then. It seemed like something real too. "This isn't about that. This shouldn't be happening at all. If the Count... What the heck he was thinking I don't understand."

Count Lairdgren looked at them and then focused on his granddaughter, his face blank and relaxed. "He probably thought that Tiera was one of the regular transport pilots. Most of their original number were indeed prostitutes, and a few of them still maintain both professions. It might explain the reaction of his man as well, if his own Count had been referring to such women in that manner. Then, when she became angry, they couldn't allow themselves to see it as justified, since who listens to whores?"

It made sense when put that way, not the man's actions, but how it might have arrived at them to begin with. Now he couldn't back away from what he'd said, or he'd lose face. Tiera gestured at Karen to go, adding the word please to the movement as an afterthought.

"After all, he has an appointment, doesn't he?"

Just after she left, Tiera felt herself at loose ends for a moment. There were things to do though, like walk the area they were fighting in, so that she'd understand what obstacles might be in her way.

"I need some heavy sticks." That was muttered as she wandered from the room, no one following her. It took a while to trace her steps back to the front door, but when she turned it was clear someone had indeed followed her. George the Royal Guard.

She smiled at him, feeling a little sad.

"Some days it's not even worth getting out of bed. Have you ever noticed that?"

The man was silent for a moment, then nodded, his face stern and slightly disapproving.

"On several occasions, to tell the truth. My job generally requires it of me anyway however, and we can never know what the day will hold, good or bad. My fellows are seeking those staves you asked for. Where will you be holding your duel? There's a nice flat area a way past the pond garden. Flat and covered with grass, so it will distress people less later, if one of you dies there. Off to the side where no one goes most days." He gestured toward the left side of the building with a bow, and walked with her to the place. It would do, she decided. It was very flat, but as she walked it she noticed a very slight dip in the turf. It wasn't enough to help her fight, she didn't think, not that she was an expert in the subject.

Her whole plan was to rush the Count before he knew what was happening and flail his knees to take him down, then beat him in the head until he stopped moving. Not sophisticated at all, but it might work. Or she'd die herself. That was a real danger, she knew. No one offered her pointers or anything, but there probably weren't a lot of things that would help at that point.

She spent nearly two hours trying to work out exactly how to approach the whole thing, and practiced it at a walk, covering everything she could think of, including an ambush, both before and after she took her shield off. If the man had no honor, sending in a military hit first would make sense. There would be less danger to him that way. She wasn't an expert on duels, but that seemed about right. You normally wouldn't do it, cheat like that, but he was the jerk that had started it all, so who knew what might make sense to him?

Timon's Fast Craft settled on the far side of the palace, and he floated around the building using his Tor-shoes about five minutes later, his face holding a wry smile and shaking his head as he tapped the back of his right hand, dropping the four inches to the ground.

"Well, I heard. Sorry about sending you into that mess. Can you tell me exactly what happened? Start from the moment you left this morning."

It took a while for her to get through it all, since he asked a bunch of questions about things that had happened that she'd barely noticed. A lot of his attention went to what Countess Morris had done and said and how she'd sounded when she did it. That seemed pretty important to him, but she couldn't see why. It was the Count that she had to fight.

Then, not being very helpful at all, her little brother walked off, into the King's palace like he owned the place, and was just letting that pesky group of tall people squat there for the time being. It would have been funny, if the situation wasn't so tense.

She was just so mad. Anger coursed through her each time she thought of the man, calling her names, as if he knew her? As if she became a whore, just because he proclaimed it, in his blindness and stupidity? She didn't touch the weapons when they came out, since that was against the rules, but she looked at them carefully. They were identical, except for color. There was a very slight difference that way, one being almost imperceptibly darker than the other. They weren't perfect in length, being about an inch over three feet, but that had to be close enough. Other than that they looked like very straight and undecorated table legs. There was a little bench that they were set on, made of highly polished wood, with a nice white seat cushion across the whole thing.

It was nerve racking, having to wait, but at least it wasn't days or something insane like that. Most duels were like that she knew, but that was just to ensure travel was possible. Karen was taking care of that, so it wasn't an issue. She thought that was the case at least, it might have been so that people could get their affairs in order first. If so the man was out of luck, and, as it turned out, time as well. The plain silver craft settled about ten minutes after it was due, meaning that the Count already looked pretty bad. Showing up late like that was an insult after all.

Another one.

Her right hand tightened into a fist, but she waited, nearly ten more minutes, for a whole group of people to come around the edge of the palace. It was the whole Royal family, Count Lairdgren, half a dozen other tall people that she vaguely recognized and about sixty that she just didn't. Her eyes went directly to Count Morris though. He looked... embarrassed. He also tried very hard not to make eye contact with her. It was a mistake of course, since it meant he wouldn't see her coming.

"You're late. I thought for a few minutes that you were going to try and not show up. Good to see you have a little bit of honor left. Maybe it will get you through the next minutes." The rage was so clear in her voice that people glared at her, or at least reacted. Most just looked, she realized. They weren't actually angry, but baffled. As if they didn't understand the whole thing.

She saw that Sandra had come, and stood by her father, not looking happy at all. Tiera bowed to her, a choppy motion that showed just how much hatred was in her body at the moment. She forced a wicked sneer to her face though, making direct eye contact with the girl.

"Countess Morris. So sorry to hear about the loss of your father." It was a pissy thing to say, since it was basically announcing to everyone that she fully intended to kill the man. There really was no other option however, was there? She walked to the center of the grass then, and looked around, wondering what the next step would be.

I turned out that Timon stepped in then, getting in the way.

 "A moment please?" He had a bland tone and character to his voice. Everyone looked at him anyway, as if he weren't just a little boy. "I have a few questions before we begin. Count Morris, why were you trying to avoid coming to the Council of Counts? It's my understanding that without special dispensation from the King, it's required of you, an unavoidable duty. I know that at least one of your fellows had to come from his sick bed for it. I lent him a healing amulet, so that won't be a problem, but he came, out of duty, even though he lay near dying at the time. You on the other hand seemed to be ducking out." He didn't explain it all, but he did hold up a Truth amulet and try to hand it to the man, who took it, but seemed to not really understand what it was, not at first.

"Preposterous, I wasn't trying to avoid it!" The glowing white and gold field shifted to black, a streak shooting across it in a way that meant the man wasn't just lying, but that it was a major thing. Timon didn't call him on it, but the King did.

Her brother just shook his head.

"Are you loyal to the King and kingdom, Count Morris? To the heir and Royal family?"

"Naturally? What kind of question is that?"

The response there was interesting. There was a bit of a black streak, but not when he spoke about loyalty, only when he pretended he didn't know why the question would be asked.

Tiera shook her head, but didn't interrupt. She did want to know why the man had done it. Insulted her like he had.

It took about two minutes for the man to realize that Timon wasn't just asking questions, but taking information from every breath Morris took. It was an amazing thing to see, but the man's words didn't help a lot. After he took the device back her brother looked at the King and then the Queen, giving each a small bow.

"Count Morris is loyal, but thinks that there is danger here and doesn't wish to be caught in the middle. He purposefully went after Tiera, knowing who she was the full time, even ordering his man to try and drive her away, so that he could have an excuse to miss the Council. He clearly didn't realize that Tor wasn't the only dangerous person in my family." Timon looked sad then and shook his head. "That was an error, Count Morris. I suggest you grovel now. I don't know that it will save your life, but you laid your conspiracy too well, and in the wrong place. This road will not end well, otherwise."

The man bristled, but didn't deny it at all, instead he turned his nose up.

"Do you really think I fear a little girl? Her head doesn't even come to my middle. I'll thrash her easily and then make her beg for me to stop. This is a ridiculous thing. I don't know the game that you're all playing at, but this should end now." He sounded a little less sure of himself at least.

Tiera nodded once.

"Let's get it done then. We'll see who begs, shall we?" She gestured, holding out her right hand. "Weapons please."

A man dressed in a nice green outfit jogged over to the table, a man in red doing the same. The other man went first, but the one in green brought her the stout piece of wood quickly enough. He looked hard and stern faced.

"Should I call anything out , miss? Or... call for a champion?"

She shook her head, but then reconsidered. "Tell him to get ready, there will be no more warnings."

The man didn't hesitate. "Prepare for battle! No further word will be given!"

Then she ran as fast as she could across the distance between them. The Count was bigger than she was, but slow and, as she'd guessed, not much of a fighter. He held the stick correctly and tried to block with it, but he missed since she was aiming so low. The crack was deafening. It got a nice bellow from the man as well.

Then she did it again, several times before he could fall and managed a nice strike to the back of his right hand, causing his stick to go flying. Since she had time, after that, she hit him in the groin with her foot and then started to break his jaw, but stopped for a second and hit him in the stomach instead. He couldn't beg very well if his mouth didn't work, could he? Not that he had a lot of time to get to it. Her next blow just missed the left temple. He was down already and not likely to get up on his own now. She moved to make the next blow really spread his brains across the yard when someone hit her from behind. Hard.

She couldn't really roll with the stick in her hand, so she landed on her face as a cry went up. She rallied pretty quickly, in time to see that it was Sandra Morris, and that she had a Force Lance out. She hit Tiera with it again, picking her up and throwing her backward bodily. It was cheating, but not totally unexpected. The stick fell from her hand, but that didn't stop her from doing anything.

Tiera had already worked out what would be needed after all. She didn't have a shield on, but her Fast Craft essentially was one. She set it up and hid behind it, letting it take the pummeling for her. Then she crawled in, making a small door for it, and, instead of running away, slowly moved toward Sandra and knocked her down, turning the earth under the dark skinned girl as she did it. Then, just as slowly, she set the thing down on top of her and climbed out.

It wasn't killing the older girl, just stopping her for interfering. She had a shield on after all.

When she got back to where the Count had gone down, it was clear that someone had given him a healing amulet. He was back on his feet, staring at her.

Tiera growled and rushed him, attacking a lot harder this time. Her weapon flailed then, against a shield.

"Cheater!" She didn't stop though, but wrapped his arm with her body, dropping her own weapon in the process. It was hard, but she got him to the ground, writhing in pain about a minute later. Unfortunately, while she managed to break his elbow, she couldn't manage to do a lot else. He moaned, but didn't say anything and she was out of options. Nearly.

She let him go and ran to her craft again, which no one had bothered to move yet, since Sandra really hadn't been in danger at all. She changed its position, settling it on top of the Count and pushing him deep into the ground. The force of it didn't go into him, that was true, but after a bit she managed to choke off all the available air.

Let him choke on it, she decided, climbing out, only to be hit by not one, but four Force Lances. Good ones too. They knocked her out after about two seconds. As was her habit she came to swinging, even though no one was nearby at all.

She didn't wait for things to be worked out, running to the side, where she'd set her amulets and magical weapons as a show of good faith. That had been a mistake it seemed, since Count Morris wasn't the only one in his family lacking in honor, was he?

No one tried to hit her again, so she was pretty well ready to fight a few seconds later, someone having turned her Fast Craft off it seemed. Sandra. That earned her a blast from an explosive weapon. It wouldn't hurt her through the shield, but by hitting the ground at her feet she was pretty much buried a few seconds later, as everyone else ran off.

"Cowards!" She screamed the word, rage making her fast and taking away most of her ability to care about others. She was about to kill them both, Sandra and her father, when Countess Morris ran to them, then threw herself to the ground. Begging.

"Please! No..." It wasn't some big heartfelt plea, filled with advanced reasons as to why she shouldn't kill them, but the words sounded sincere.

Tiera stopped for a moment, which got at least a few of the people to slowly walk back over. Sandra floated out of the Earth, using her flying rig. It was a good trick, one the Tiera would try to remember. A group of soldiers worked to get the Count free at the same time.

"Stop. All of you!" Tiera pointed at the ground again, ready to start fighting again. "I can't believe that you'd all cheat like this! I can see your father doing it, since he's obviously a bully and a coward, but you Sandra? To think, I was almost related to you. It's a good thing that Todd is a better judge of character than I am, I guess."

The thing was, she couldn't let them go, could she? They'd just come back and try to kill her later, no matter what they said right then. The craven were like that. Kind of by definition.

Oddly enough it was the old man from earlier that ended it, moving to stand between them all, his hands held out to show that he was unarmed.

"Conserina Lairdgren... I think that I speak for us all when I say that this situation, while unfortunate, should perhaps end here. I... do have to agree that it was handled less than perfectly, but the girl sought only to protect her father as she saw him dying. Would you have done otherwise were the positions reversed?" Count Overland didn't move, just holding his ground, looking at her without fear, even as she had an explosive weapon pointed at his middle. She pointed it down at least, not wanting to be rude to him.

"But... They have to die. He insulted me and then they cheated. I can't accept their word that this is over, can I? That makes sense, doesn't it? I'm not giving up my life later just to look good now." Did they all think she was stupid? Probably. They were all too dumb to see otherwise.

Again the old Count spoke his voice soft.

"You can take their word, dear. If they swear this done and apologize in front of all of us, then to do otherwise would leave them foresworn. All would turn on them then."

That got a snort from the audience, a woman that Tiera had never met. The noise got a hostile look from the King, but the woman spoke anyway, meaning that she had to be decently high ranking, or she wouldn't have risked it. That or she was insanely angry too. That was what Tiera was going with at the moment, to explain her own behavior, if anyone asked.

"Would we though? The young lady seems to have the situation about in hand, doesn't she? A duel is sacred, and these people have broken every rule involved, several times. Notice that we haven't turned on them yet? We should all be turning our backs and snubbing them, but here we stand, making excuses and prattling, instead of getting ready for war."She gave the crowd a sour look but then addressed Tiera directly.

"You have the forces of Duchy Keen at your disposal. We'll be ready to march within the week, at your command." The woman had red hair shot with silver and looked a little odd then, her eyes going to Timon, who shook his head slightly.

"County Breen as well, if it's needed." That person Tiera recognized at least, having met him rather memorably. It made her feel better, but she knew that they really couldn't afford to fight that way right now. Not with what was coming to the kingdom.

She growled and nodded anyway.

"Thank you. I won't need the help, this is between me and these people here. These evil, petty people that won't even meet me fairly." She was about to demand satisfaction, since she recalled Count Morris having done that earlier, when Princess Karina stepped forward too, first standing in front of Count Overland, protecting him with her own body, then slowly walking toward Tiera, her arms out, as if trying to give her a hug.

"Tiera... Please, calm yourself and focus. These people acted less than perfectly this day, true, but they're not bad people. I admit that there might be use for some apologies here, but even if they don't come, we don't need death over this. Count Morris will promise to leave you be. So will Sandra and all their people." She couldn't hug her, but tried, hovering just over the shield. "No one will break that. I understand your concerns, but..." She stopped and looked around then nodded once.

No one moved for a long time, the Queen covering her mouth and looking horribly sad for some reason, but she didn't call out for the girl to stop, or not speak the words that she seemed to know were coming.

Timon did however.

"Enough." He walked over to the hole the Count was being pulled out of and helped him out, along with his soldiers. Then he waved to Sandra and gestured for her to come back to the ground, since she'd been hovering above them all, pointing her weapon at Tiera.

Then he held his hands up.

"This is finished now. There will be no more said about it and no one will strike at anyone later. Is that understood? Now, we're going inside and talking about more pleasant things and if I hear so much as one person say an unkind word for the next hour they're going to spend the next month mucking out the stables here. Is that understood?"

A few people chuckled a little, but King Richard bowed toward the boy. "Agreed. That's by decree now. I expect that we'll all abide by it?"

Then, oddly, Count Overland bowed to Timon and then the King. Very carefully, and in that order.

"I second it. Rest assured my back can't take that kind of thing, so I'll do my best to behave."

That got everyone to laugh, except her and the Morris family. Even the soldiers made polite noises.

They all seemed happy, except for her. Those people almost had to try and kill her now, didn't they? All she could do was get ready for them. That and hunt them down before they could get her. Doing it that night made sense. The more time they had to plan, the easier it would be for Sandra to work out some magic that she couldn't beat in time. Everyone else might have thought that her father was the danger, but all he had was an army. Sandra had the Lairdgren group.

That she was in a real war now suddenly hit Tiera, even as everyone walked inside. They couldn't afford it, not as a kingdom, but it almost had to happen. Trying to set it aside right now only worked against her, didn't it? She was about to mention it when Timon walked over and shook his head.

"This isn't what you think. Not totally. I mean, yes, Count Morris handled it poorly, but they won't come for you. I can guarantee that. Sandra won't even be mad at you. She had to act. I'll try to explain later, if she doesn't first." He spoke quickly, but the words didn't leave her feeling any better really.

She made sure she had all her amulets and left her shield on and carried her weapons in their little pockets so that she'd know which one she was pointing without checking. No one looked at her, not when they saw her eyes at least, though a few got caught looking away suddenly.

That got her brother to laugh.

"They're all acting as if you were in a combat rage. Close enough. Don't let it get to you."

The King acted funny then himself, making a point of addressing Count Morris several times and seeing to his health and comfort, while not bothering to even look at her at all. The rest of the Royal family did the same thing, seeing that the man and his wife had drinks, soft places to sit in a nice meeting room and familiar faces around them. Sandra hovered near her da, Tiera noticed, which was proper enough, but showed where her real allegiance was. Not that it could have been any different.

That was one thing that Count Overland had been correct about. If it had been her father out there, Tiera would have done the same thing, wouldn't she? Even if it meant breaking the rules. It was what you did for family. She could almost forgive that, but she still felt ready to kill them all. Even Countess Morris and she'd only tried to fix things, not make them worse. Twice even.

It bothered her a little that the King was so clearly siding with the bully though, as if he were the one in the right and she was the mean one that had started it all and then used his family and armed forces to cheat. No one was even requiring them to say they were sorry. It was galling. She felt her own anger start to rise again, even though there probably didn't seem to be a reason for it as far as anyone else could see.

Finally, after about fifteen minutes of that, the King left the room, along with Count Lairdgren and a few others she didn't know. Probably to plot against her. She followed them then, her eyes hard, rage just about as bad as it could get without her boiling over. She wasn't subtle about it, just walking at the back of the group, going unnoticed until King Richard turned around and looked down at Count Lairdgren.

"Oh, Tiera. I didn't really mean for you to be in on this part, perhaps you could find some refreshments." He waved his hand and pointed at her, which got two people to step out of the wall, each with Royal Guard liveries and uniforms, as well as weapons in their hands.

She ducked and pulled her own, her back going to the wall behind her, ready to take them out.

Count Lairdgren rolled his eyes and spoke slowly. "Calm. Everyone stand down. Richard was simply asking for Tiera to be taken back to the gathering, I'm certain."

At least the King nodded at that.

"That was my intent. I was going to suggest a bit to eat perhaps?"

Tiera shook her head.

"No. You're just letting them go. You've picked your side and chose the bullies. Loyalty has to go both ways you know. If you won't back a loyal subject against people like that, then it's no wonder people want to overthrow you! You didn't even tell them to apologize or anything." She stomped her foot, so angry that she didn't care if she looked like a ten year old girl at the moment. "Fine then. If you won't be my friend, then I'm not yours either. Don't come to me for help when you need it. If you can't be friends with a single person, you don't deserve to be King."

Then she left. Everyone stared at her, until she got around the corner. She didn't wait, running for the door then, choosing to go out the front, since no one sane would expect her to. She didn't stop to work the handle, just kicking it open and heading out. It broke, but was faster and they were rich enough to be able to afford a new door. It didn't matter anyway. She'd have to break a lot of doors before it hurt them at all.

It did give Tiera an idea however.

Instead of fleeing, or even just going to Tor's house or back to school, she made herself remember the town map she'd seen earlier. It had directions to the Morris Capital house right there on it, marked in red, almost as if it were a sign. True, that had been so that she could find it to deliver them for the meeting, but it let her work out how to find it, even now. She didn't get her Fast Craft out or anything, she put on her flying rig instead, and flew out over the northern wall. It meant going over the magic river on the top of it, but she left that alone for the time being. She was only going after Morris after all, unless pushed to do more.

If no one was going to help her, she'd do it herself.

It took about half an hour to drive in low mode through the gate, her vehicle made to look like a happy pink and orange glowing globe of translucent glass. It got people's attention, and most of all didn't seem to be angry or anything like that.

When she walked to the front door she made herself a dress of light blue that glowed ever so slightly, and a pair of the tall boots in dark brown leather that the street prostitutes wore to work. She was a whore? Count Morris would regret those words until he died, if she had her way.

Then she very properly knocked on the front door. There was a bell, but the chain for it was well out of reach, meant for giants, not people her size.

When the man came, he saw her instantly, glowing as she was.

"Oh! Good evening Miss. I fear that no one is home to receive visitors at this time. Might I take a message? Or, do you need assistance perhaps? Refreshment or directions? I'm sure we stand at your service." He wasn't old, possibly in his mid-twenties or so. Decent looking and not as tall as all that, only a little over six feet. He had nice solid brown hair and a cream colored uniform on that had little buttons on the front.

"Hello!" She tried to sound happy and cheerful, since this door man wasn't being rude to her at all. Then she explained what she needed, quickly. "There was a duel earlier, Count Morris and I. He's still alive, because he cheated and used his military men and his wizard daughter to save him. Very low of him, don't you think? Cowardly and craven. I'm going to destroy this place, but I thought that I'd give the servants a few minutes to get out. How many are in there? We'll want a head count. I really can't take long with this however..." She got out her explosive and took out part of the far portion of the large structure, but just a corner, so no one innocent would be harmed.

That got the man to run, screaming for an evacuation. It was quite helpful of him and everyone left without their things. She waved at them and suggested they get at least their personal belongings, since she wasn't after them, not as individuals.

It took about twenty minutes and the fifteen people stood, several crying and pleading, as she very carefully knocked the place down. That got the attention of the city guard, but she just ignored them, since they couldn't touch her at all anyway, shields were good for that. Then, waving sweetly, she blew a single kiss, and set up her Fast Craft, taking off without warning. She thought some of the men tried to fire at her, but nothing hit that she noticed.

Then she headed for County Morris.

That took longer, but by the next morning they no longer had a house at all, anywhere in the kingdom. Then she went through the town of Morrisberg, taking out any businesses that were identified as being owned by the Count himself. Luckily he liked to put his crest on things he owned personally. It made them easier to find. It was a sparrow in gold on a black circle. It was actually pretty enough, she reflected, as his personal tannery was turned into nothing larger than hand sized chunks. She had to run, when his forces came, since she doubted she could fight hundreds of men, but they couldn't catch her at all.

Noon found her back at school, since she was making decent time. She wasn't even tired yet. She had to ask where to find Sandra's room, which was, humbly enough, above a shop on the far side of town. She was an graduate after all, not just a fellow student. Instead of taking the place down, since it was a rental, Tiera used a Force Lance on the door and collected up all of the things inside. Then she made a pile of them in the street, and purchased some lamp oil as people came to watch what she was doing.

She had to use a match, which meant going back to the same shop and buying an envelope of them, but soon she had a nice fire going. There were a lot of amulets too, but those weren't going to go up like the old dresses and bedding, being on metal for the most part. She stuffed them into a chest and then flew off to the coast, dumping them all into the ocean, standing in the back of her vehicle, with a nice ocean scented breezed rolling over her

She'd have to keep doing that for a while, to make sure it really hurt them, but she had the time now, didn't she? It wasn't like she could go home or anything. That thought made her feel sad and want to rush off right then, but she needed to get a nap and then get back to work. The Morris family wouldn't destroy themselves, would they?

She made a base of sorts, hiding in a deep forest to the far north. No one would look for her there, she was nearly certain. Making the windows go away, she waited, changing one of the seats in the back into a large flat bed. She needed some water, but that was easy enough to take care of, a clean stream trickling not too far from her for that.

After she drank and washed up, the water cold at first, but her heat equalizer, a gift from her brother, keeping her toasty after the first flash of coolness. Then, exhausted, she laid down and slept for hours. When she got up she was a bit hungry, but that didn't matter. She flew back to County Morris and stopped in the first large town she saw. It was bigger than Two Bends, but not so huge they'd heard about an insane Conserina bringing war to them yet. She bought some bread and cheese, and ate it sitting under a covered awning near the store. A man walked out, wearing a blue uniform that marked him as the town guard. They probably only had the one. He looked to be about forty or so and sat near her, but not at the same table.

"You're not from here, are you?" It didn't take a lot to guess at that, since she was still in her slightly glowing outfit and long leather boots.

"I'm not, actually. Are you the Guardsman here?" She tried to seem polite and mainly managed, the man nodding, as if interested in what she might have to say.

"Ah! Wonderful. I'm looking for any businesses owned directly by Count Morris and any military bases as well."

The man made a slightly sour face and looked away.

"In order to set up business? Well, I can see that going to a military base is a fine plan, but if you need coin, couldn't you sell that gown? It must be worth a small fortune."

That got her to follow his eyes to her boots, which she changed then, feeling a little embarrassed, the man actually jumped back for a second.

Tiera giggled.

"Sorry, magical clothing. I'm Tiera Baker. Conserina Lairdgren? One of them at least. The Wizard Tor is my brother, so I get these things for free. Anyway, could you aid me? It would be a tremendous help. Thank you." She waited and instead of seeming like he was stalling he fingered his chin and thought before speaking. It was good to know that people from County Morris could do that and weren't all massive morons.

She realized that she might be just a tiny bit upset still. Tiera smiled at the thought, and the man told her about all the places he could think of in the northern section of the County.

It took six days, since they were starting to pick up on who she was, and the military was chasing her the whole time, but she'd taken out just about everything that the man owned personally. Including his tree farms. She reduced them to bark-dust before anyone could report it and was gone, spending each night in a different location, thousands of miles away.

That being the case, she was a bit shocked, when on the seventh morning, when she went outside to see to concerns of nature, she saw another Fast Craft sitting next to her own, facing it, about fifty feet off. At first she didn't see the man, who was plain dressed in brown, like a student or workman, and had about a month's beard growth.

She blinked and for a moment thought it was Count Lairdgren, come to punish her. It wasn't of course, since he couldn't possibly have that much beard yet.

It was Tor.

"You're alive!" She ran to him and found her shield bumping into his, making them both smile.

After a few seconds he shrugged and looked off into the forest.

"Nice place. I heard a rumor that someone was wrecking the economy of County Morris and I knew it either had to be Sandra or one of my siblings. No one has died, so it's kind of telling. I followed you last night. You probably need to check behind you more often."

There was a blandness to the way he spoke, but it held something she wasn't used to under it. A cold and harsh sound that wasn't exactly the brother she remembered. He'd always seemed a little soft and almost too sweet for the world. Whatever had happened to him, that was gone now.

She explained the whole mess with Morris and what Sandra had done. After a bit he nodded.

"Makes sense then. You should offer to allow them to surrender soon. That or kill them. I know, you can do that when you take a package to the Capital for me. Take care of two things with one trip. It's a great plan. I have some presents for people."

More than a few, the back of his vehicle was full of things. Some of it for people in other lands.

"That's... I'm not the one doing that kind of thing. Timon has the Fast Transport business. I was going to Lairdgren, but I imagine I've been kicked out now, don't you think?" Her smiled was a bit wry, but not bitter, it had been her choice after all.

Amazingly he shook his head.

"Probably not. It's only been a week and you had off days in there. So what, five real days missed from classes? People will understand. Besides, it isn't like when I went there. You're a Conserina. I was just a scholarship boy. Go to Hardgrove and knock your head on the floor and explain and he'll probably let what you've been doing count as life experience. It isn't like you've been off drinking or something." 

She nodded.

"Sir Kolbrin should let it count, but Instructor Crane won't. He's my singing Instructor. We probably have a new song already and I don't even know the words yet."

Her brother smiled and stretched, standing up.

"So, has everyone been safe? I've been a little out of touch. It had to be done, but I miss everyone. You'll tell them that, won't you? The family, Trice. Rolph and the rest of the Royal family?"

"You mean Prince Alphonse? I guess. I'm not letting them arrest me or anything. The King, I said we aren't friends, because he and Count Lairdgren are backing Count Morris against me. It's petty, especially with this rebellion going on, but I was pretty angry at the time. I've cooled a bit, but I don't know if I can really just go back after that. Ma always said that Kings and high nobles played by their own rules."

"What?" Tor shook his head and kept talking, waving at her to not interrupt. "Rebellion. Richard isn't that petty, and you are, like it or not, just a schoolgirl. He isn't going to make a big fuss over what you said once, in anger. Especially after he sees what you have for him. I wrote out instructions, the papers are in each box. Anyway, who's rebelling and what's being done to stop them?"

He didn't like the answer, since she didn't really know it all. She had a partial list of people on their side, but not the bad ones.

"I know that the Larval are in on it. One of them and Countess Alan, they took Timon a few weeks back, so that they could use his communications device to get you to come out of hiding. They tortured him the whole time, Tor. Some Austran medicine that's said to be the worst thing a person can feel. For days. The Countess... raped him too. He won't really say what she did, but it was worse than it sounds like I think. They're dead. He killed her, and Count Lairdgren took out the Larval." She just went silent then, not knowing what to expect from Tor. Anger. Rage maybe, or tears. All of those would have been right and fitting.

Instead he nodded and sighed.

"I was afraid that would happen. I'm sorry of course, but it's good it was Tim. He's stronger than the rest of us, in a lot of ways. I can't imagine what it would have done to Taler or Terlee. Or you."

Tiera nodded herself, trying not to be upset that her brother had become some kind of monster. It wasn't like she was much better, was it?

"I'm tougher than you think, you know." Her hands went to her hips, but she smiled about it. "At school they even put me in the fighters section properly, not just part time like you were. Mainly to watch me, but I have been trying to learn. I think I'm doing pretty well."

"Sounds like it. I bet Count Morris would agree at least. Anyway, don't be afraid to go back. Just remember not to let them push you around. I always thought I was seconds from being kicked out and I can see now that was never the case." He paused and then bowed to her, just a little. "That doesn't mean you should be a bitch though. You didn't just hurt the Count, but all the people that worked for him too. The Count won't starve this next winter, they will. Their kids will. It's why you need to let him have terms of surrender. That or just kill him, so someone else can take over. Otherwise you're just being cruel to the people that really do know how to answer doors politely."

After that he hugged her shield again and helped her shift all the boxes into her craft, which took a while, mainly chatting about what had happened in the last months. Tiera didn't know for certain, but it seemed like her brother was lonely. He didn't linger even given that, the instant the things had been traded over, Tor got in his own craft and headed to the south, without saying goodbye or mentioning when they might meet again.

She waited, so she wouldn't see where he was really going. After all, what she didn't know, couldn't be forced from her later.
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There was a rocky moment when Tiera landed in the regular spot outside the King's palace. That was probably because she got out and her craft had been made to look different, more like Timon's mirrored rectangle. That was mainly because there was a slight chance that someone might object to her coming in to land like that, if they knew who it was.

At least the Royal Guard didn't rush her or anything, just standing around her in a half circle, holding various kinds of weapons on her. Knowing only the one man by name, she waved to him.

"Hi George. I have a letter and some packages for the King. Well, and Count Morris. Terms for their surrender, if they want them. Would you be so kind as to take this in for me?

She'd written it up herself and while the paper lacked real class, it was legible. Sealed in wax too, since she didn't really care about it that much. You sealed the important stuff with a bloody fingerprint, as least all the old tales her mother had told her had that in it. This didn't even have a seal, just a blob of wax to hold it closed. It wasn't like she had a signet ring or something. It seemed reasonable to her at least, but no one moved for a few seconds, as if not believing her or something.

"Or... has the King declared war on me personally then? I suppose this is the right place to be, if that's the case, don't you think? Nice and cozy, inside the building's shields and everything." If she could get back in the craft she might be able to take them all out. The things were hard to beat and didn't break as far as she could tell.

Just before she started to move the older man gave her a cool smile and clicked his heels together. "I'll see to that at once. I don't believe we've orders to even detain you, we just rather like the building as it is, if you can resist demolishing it?"

She nearly gave a flip answer, but decided not to make the situation even worse.

"Not my plan at all. Just visiting, all that."

It took a while for things to be arranged and she did wait in her vehicle, with it firmly sealed in case it was a trick. It still could have been, but she followed the guards in, still pointing things at her, bringing the chests along to float behind her, which meant the guards were forced to walk behind the barrier those made for her. They were clearly suspicious but didn't ask what was in the cases that floated behind her. She loved the magical trunks. They were brilliant, and almost no one had them. She decided to try and claim that those belonged to her on the way out, if she had a chance and wasn't fleeing for her life.

It was the same room as before, but instead of hiding in the walls, she was surrounded bodily by large people in purple and black. The Prince and Princess weren't in either, so it was just the King, Queen and a man that looked to be dressed up like a Truth amulet's field in white and gold. She nodded at them all, but turned to that new man first, after bowing, since she wasn't trying to be rude.

"Tiera Baker. Conserina Lairdgren, if I haven't been disowned yet. Nothing impressive, fifth in line. I'm sorry, but I don't know you yet, I don't think?" It was possible that he'd been in the crowd a week before, but she didn't think so, not unless he'd been in disguise at the time.

The man didn't smile at her, but did introduce himself. "William Smythe, of Westend. Military Counselor. Pleased to meet you. I was asked to sit in on this, in case the worst happens."

That made sense, but at the same time it really didn't. After reflecting on it for a few seconds she shook her head.

"That I'd go to the other side in this rebellion and sell them the list of names that I was to deliver messages to? I didn't even think of it. Well, I'm young, so I can't be expected to know to do things like that. As I said before, this is between Count Morris, Sandra and I. I was just going to give them a chance to surrender before I finished the job. Hence this letter I wrote. You can read it first if you want. Maybe give me some tips about what to demand. I was considering having myself named Countess and changing the name to County Tierany, but that seemed like too much work to bother with. Plus people might take it the wrong way."

She passed the letter to George since he was closest to her and he opened it himself, reading the whole thing first and then, chuckling a little handed it off to Counselor Smythe. He seemed less amused, but handed it over to the Queen and then the King, which got both of them to go slightly wide eyed.

It was Richard that spoke first.

"So... You're insisting that Sandra Morris wed Count Overland and that Count Morris give all his day to day duties to his wife? That's... unusual to say the least. I can pass this along, I suppose. No demands for land, title or gold though? Those things almost always get included."

She could use some gold, since she hadn't gotten paid for what she'd done the other day. She could have taken some from the Count, or Sandra, but she'd left that on the street, since the townspeople could use it, she was certain. When she mentioned how she'd dumped the amulets Smythe frowned staring directly into her eyes.

"That had to be nearly a million golds worth of work. I understand the point, to deprive her of it, but you made a miscalculation there. She can rebuild her stock, but you can't take it again. Or, perhaps you could, but once a treaty is signed it will merely be theft again, not warfare."

That was true, but she really figured this would hurt the builder worse than just stealing it would have. It was the same as saying she had no value at all. That was what Tiera wanted to get across at least.

They added in a bid for a half million golds, not expecting that to actually come, since she'd weakened their fund base for a while. Maybe decades. Next she'd have to go over the productive food farms and take out livestock, but that seemed cruel to the other people, if it wasn't needed.

After a while, the letter was carried off for delivery by several of the larger guards. Count Morris and his people were all there at the palace, since they had nowhere else to go, except Tor's, and while that would be safe enough, they didn't trust that Tiera couldn't reach them there. She could at the King's place too, but she decided not to point that out. It should have been obvious after all.

The Queen smiled and gestured to the floating boxes behind her. There were ten of them after all, in kind of a cluster, floating at the level of her neck.

"Are you moving house?"

Grinning Tiera looked back at the trunks and then turned back.

"Gifts. From Tor. He found me off in the forest after my last raid on County Morris, tracking me the whole time. He's well and sends his love. We didn't go into what's in the boxes, but not all of them are for you. There's one for each of the other land's Ancients and three for here, which need to go to various people. I was asked to see to getting them around. Color coded I think."

There was a gasp and Queen Constance jumped up, running toward her, instead of the baggage. "You saw him? Truly? And he's well? Whole and alive?"

"Out of touch too. I don't know what he's been doing, but it's changed him, I think. He seemed darker now. Less friendly. I told him about the thing with Count Morris and he barely seemed to care at all. He wasn't wild to hear about..." She looked at the King and smiled a little. "Other things."

The cases for the King and Queen were the purple and gold ones. There were two of them and apparently they held gifts for hundreds of people, most of them being little things that he'd made. One of them was supposed to be an amusement, but other than that they needed to be outside for it, and it would work best at night, there were no instructions.

There was one unmarked case, which just looked like plain brown wood. When they opened it the note inside said it was for Alyssa. That made sense.

"I can take it when I go back to school. Even if I can't stay, I can hand it off. Tor said he thought Hardgrove wouldn't remove me for what I've been doing, but I can't count on that. The Instructors might kick me out and I already have seven black marks for the year, so..." It didn't sound great, when she said it all out loud.

There was a nod from the King, who stood in front of one of the boxes, checking things inside it carefully. He pulled out a single small piece of glowing focus stone and handed it to her.

"Carry this, always. The note says that it will protect you, if Larval attack." The Queen got one as well, but the King didn't have one. Tiera looked at the glowing green disk and handed it back.

"You keep it." She didn't say why, but it was really that she didn't want to take a personal gift from him. They weren't friends after all. She'd said so. That made them, if not enemies, then at least people that didn't give each other expensive presents. If Tor wanted her to have one, he'd have given it to her. Wouldn't he? "We aren't close, you and I. Tor sent that for you, didn't he?"

The man nodded at least, but gave her a hard look.

"You aren't going to make anything easy, are you? It's much easier working with your brothers. Tor bends backward to do what's needed and Timon understands so easily that I never have to explain myself. You..." He didn't finish the statement, but the voice from the door did.

Count Lairdgren. He smiled at least.

"She causes endless ripples. Don't mistake that for lack of intelligence, Rich. You've just met the first of the Immortals that won't easily let an insult go. She isn't the only one left like that. Most aren't beholden to lands, and only half are as kind. With luck we won't have to deal with the others soon. They do tend to keep to themselves." He clapped once and looked around. "So, Tor decided that two hundred years was too long for him to wait, did he? What do we have here then." 

He opened the green box, not waiting to see if it was for him and read the note inside, nodded a bit as he did. "It's a very special device, to remove the Larval. It had tens of thousands of tiny parts. Each land is to get one. This one needs to be set up today if possible. Tiera, would you get with Timon and see to these other things?" He sounded pretty relaxed about it all, given everything.

She really expected him to either be more excited about Tor, or more angry about what she'd been doing. It was pretty wasteful after all. If he was like Tor that would probably be a problem. Except he hadn't even blinked about it, had he? Lairdgren didn't either.

"I don't know, am I still allowed at school?"

He tilted his head to the right and held that pose for a few seconds, it gave him an air of being just a tiny bit annoyed.

"Are you going to knock it all down if I say no?"

She nearly told him she would, but smiled instead, trying not to seem totally insane. Even if she was kind of mean. She was just tired of people trying to bully her, that was all.

"No. I wouldn't have done that to Morris if he'd simply fought the duel like we'd agreed. I'm not sure what to do about Sandra. She's powerful and that means I probably shouldn't risk letting her live, right? Count Morris is a joke compared to her. It isn't really sane or sensible to leave an enemy alive."

That got several different reactions from the room. The King and Smythe both nodded, as did George. The Queen looked angry for a few seconds, but was glaring at her husband, not Tiera, and Count Lairdgren shook his head.

"Normally that might be true, but she's a good woman. Hug and make up, and she'll honor it. You put her in a hard position, and she was forced to take action, that's all. After all, if you'd killed her father then she'd have to do his job, not the one she's chosen for herself. No one is ever wild about that, are they?"

The idea was nearly funny, it was so strange, but Tiera tried to take it seriously. This man was her grandfather after all. He was thousands of years old and had more experience than almost anyone else in the world. It was hard for her to trust him, but that wasn't his fault really. She didn't trust people all that easily. It was just part of who she was.

"I'll try. If not, I'll have to take action. I don't want to promise something that might be out of my hands. I suppose I should let her out of that part of the surrender agreement where I insist she marry Count Overland then. Unless she says yes. He seems like a nice man. She could do worse."

There was a sound from the doorway, which got everyone to look that way, except Lairdgren who already was, not being as distracted by the events as the rest of them were.

It was the entire Morris family, with Sandra looking rather relieved suddenly.

"Oh, good. Glad to hear that. Nothing against the Count, I do agree he's very sweet and the way he guarded us with his own body like that, it was very brave. He didn't have a shield or anything at all. Just his faith in you."

There was a growl from the Count as he started across the room, something in his right hand. It was just a knife though. No one even bothered to try and stop him, Tiera just laughed at him and waited, her shield not even engaging yet for some reason.

As the blade came down she ducked back. He nearly stabbed himself in the leg.

"Stop that." Tiera was proud of herself, keeping the last bit she wanted to say off of the sentence. Adding in how he was too stupid to live wouldn't help anything at all. He tried for her again, which she side stepped.

Then she held up her right hand.

"Do it again and I will be forced to take sterner measures." It wasn't even a real threat, and the man actually seemed to realize it.

"What, are you going to do, charge me double?"

The problem with growing up in the forest, Tiera decided, was that a lot of the really good insults just weren't used. She could tell this was some kind of dig about him calling her a whore, but she didn't really understand why he'd bother. Unless he meant the golds she'd requested from him? There was a point to that though, since it wasn't a real surrender if it didn't hurt a little.

"Yes. If you come at me again, I'm going to cut off your arms and legs, then heal the wounds with them off, so that you'll be that way forever. I've heard of that being done to control evil people, so it seems fitting. You may think that you're safe behind the shield that Sandra gave you, but let me show you something..." It was risky, since she never managed it before, but she tried to turn the thing off and keep it that way, focusing as hard as she could. It gave her enough time to kick him in the shin, her foot being thrown back when it reengaged, the combined force making the whole thing a lot more effective, making him stagger a bit. "Not perfect, but you can't hide behind your shield from me for certain. I can behind mine however."

Well, she reflected, not if Sandra or Count Lairdgren didn't want her to, but she was kind of pleased she'd gotten it to work this time. It might even mean all that practice was worth trying. The Count threw the knife at her, in frustration it sounded like from the way he bellowed.

"I'm a Count! You can't treat me like this! I have an army. I'm important."

She yawned, patting her mouth delicately. It wasn't a real thing, just a Two Bends mannerism, that surprisingly, everyone else seemed to get.

"And I'm Immortal. Not trying to one up you, but we can do this all day if you want. You have an Army and I've made them all live in tents and cook over fires. You have vast wealth and half of it is in danger, because you still haven't apologized for purposefully starting a fight with me. You think that you're important, and you are, but you and you alone, have set up your entire County to be vulnerable in a time when that almost guarantees attack. Now, if you want to come after me again, let's do this and finish it right here. Otherwise, I need to be getting back to school before they kick me out."

She got out her cutter, which the man stared at but didn't seem to really understand. It was a nice one that had a five foot sweep on it. Meant for people just like him. She turned it on, without notice from the room and tried to turn his shield off again and hold it that way.

Sandra got it.

"Father, let's cut our losses here. I... don't think I can save you this time." There was enough fear in her voice that the man paused at least. Then put the knife away, which was, if nothing else, a start.

Then he glared at her, his voice stern.

"If you think that I'm going to surrender to some trumped up street walker of a schoolgirl, you have another thing coming." He actually pushed his chest forward, as if to try and intimidate her. Because clearly, that had worked at all so far?

So she turned off his shield and took off his left arm. It hit the floor with a nice meaty thunk. As he stared at it she moved in and kicked it away, and then did the right, getting it just below the elbow as he started to fall down, because of shock and blood loss. Cutters didn't hurt when you cut yourself, but the work was effortless, which made them very dangerous. Then got the legs and asked if anyone had a healing amulet and wanted to save his life. His mouth moved like a fish.

Sandra looked panicked, but Tiera stopped her and kicked the limbs back to the man, taking a little pity on him. It took four people to hold them in place while he was healed, but he lived and they all got back into place correctly.

"Alright, that was your last warning. I've been far too nice about all this. Here are the new rules. You pay me all of the gold, Countess Morris is now the sitting ruler of your County and if I see you again and you aren't acting perfectly humble I will do things to you that you cannot even imagine. Over and over again. Do you understand me? If you or any of your people do anything at all to trouble me, ever again, then I will destroy you."

The man murmured something, but it wasn't intelligible.

"I'll take that as a yes. Sorry about the mess in here. Count Lairdgren will you see to any needed negotiations for me? Please make certain they stick this time." Then, even though it didn't make sense, she took Sandra by the hand and left, taking all the floating trunks with her, except the three that were supposed to stay. Now all she had to do was look up Timon and dump the rest on him for delivery and it would all be finished.

As long as he didn't just take back his Fast Craft. She didn't own it after all, or even have control over it. That belonged to Tim, and she hadn't exactly done her full part of the work for the Council of Counts, had she? Unless they were going to go with messing up Morris as her portion? That seemed fair to her, since the man had clearly been trying to start something with her.

In the hallway she stopped and let go of Sandra's hand.

"Look, I don't know what we're supposed to do now. I didn't want a fight in the first place, even if it seemed otherwise and I know that I did a lot that will make you angry with me. I didn't know what else to do. If it makes me seem any better to you, you did a lot to me too. Your family at least. So... Count Lairdgren says I should try to make friends with you now and that if I do you'll let things go. Is that real? He's smart, but... He also isn't you. Does he know you that well?" Tiera didn't think so, but then, for all she knew the two had been lovers for years.

If that was the case the pretty girl next to her wasn't going to share it seemed, just shaking her head a bit.

"Not really. I can see the sense of it though. Did you really steal all my things from school?" Her face was a bit displeased by the idea.

"Um, I destroyed them. Except the amulets... No, don't look hopeful. I dumped them in the ocean." Tiera knew that she'd have to account for that, so turned on the Truth amulet Tim had given her. When it set to glowing she explained. "That way it wouldn't be theft. It was an act of war."

That was the truth at least and she stopped there, not speaking about how angry she still felt about the whole thing. It came in flashes, but at any moment she might feel like going back and killing the Count, which wasn't a thing she wanted known. She wasn't going to do it, so it shouldn't be a thing she had to answer for. People were still allowed their feelings, right?

Sandra was, and in the moment she did not seem happy to hear about her things.

"My devices? All of them?"

Tiera didn't answer, knowing it wouldn't help. Still, if they were going to fight, it was better to do it there, without as much time for the other girl to plan for it. She'd have to kill her though, that was clear. A builder was too powerful an enemy to let live, at least any of the Lairdgren group. That was something else too. She was their leader, so Tiera would have to move from that fight to killing the rest of them instantly, wouldn't she? Otherwise they'd be after her too. They seemed close at least. Always eating together. Laughing at her...

As her own anger built and she ready for things to start again, the tall dark skinned woman sighed.

"Alright. I can let that be, I suppose. Gone is gone. Being upset about it won't help now. I... He's my father. I know that isn't a good reason to interfere with a duel, but... Well, he says things sometimes. He doesn't act on them, not really, but his words tend to be bitter. His plans aren't always the best either. What he was thinking starting something with you, I don't know. I apologize for my part in it and ask that you please consider that he can be a bit... odd at times, before continuing with this. For all his faults he still has his pride."

Tiera nearly added that he didn't seem to have much honor, but she managed to nod instead.

"I'll try. That's... I just wish I had some way out of this. He controlled the whole thing. Well, you know, you helped him do it." The anger was building again, so she shook her head and smiled, not meaning it. "We should see if Ali will let you stay at her house. You don't have any gold left either."

That got a shocked look and a hard wince, with the other girl clearly biting her tongue.

"Dumped?"

"Um, yes, but on the street, so that the poor could have a shot at it."

They walked then, in silence, the cases all floating behind them, like little square ghosts. That was all she had to say, but for some reason Sandra climbed into her craft after it was set up and loaded. Her hands were folded in her lap and she was wearing a nice gown that had been totally correct for the palace and didn't look that out of place in the nice magical craft. Instead of taking off though, Tiera stayed in low use mode and floated slowly to the front gate. As she did she focused, changing the shape of the vehicle, making it smaller and a cheery pink color, since that fit the mood she wanted to project, if not what was actually inside.

The other girl stayed relaxed and calm even as things changed around her, though the Royal Guard on the gate stared a bit.

Sandra smiled at him, but there was no big check used on the way out.

"So, Tiera, what now?" Her voice seemed to be a little tense, giving the lie to her face, but the words seemed fair enough.

"We need to find Timon. I was thinking that we could offer you to him in marriage, if you aren't going to go for Count Overland. Tim is shorter, but you two have a lot in common." She grinned, and continued, hoping it wasn't too soon to play with the woman. "You're both builders for instance. Also both giant pains in the rear, so there's that too. Clearly meant for each other."

Instead of laughing, or trying to hit her, the Conserina suddenly seemed very serious.

"He's a bit young, but those are good points. So you think we should fix this through an alliance wedding? We'd have to get special dispensation from the King, due to his age, that or wait. Two years isn't it?" The fact that the woman knew that about her little brother was only a bit surprising. Karen had mentioned that there was a lot of competition for noble men in a certain range.

"That's right. Well, I'm sure that the King will sign off on it, just to keep the peace. I'll trade him to you for those amulets. Your clothes and bedding too. I burned them."

That got a face made at her, but no rebuke.

It was a slow drive through the city, even though she knew the way pretty well. People just walked in front of them, some stopping to stare and gawk, as if they were there to amuse them. The only thing to do about it was keep going, almost hitting them if they didn't get out of the way. That meant going slow, since they probably didn't deserve to die for being curious, even if it wasn't exactly the best time for her personally.

She headed straight to Tim's not knowing if he'd be in at all, but hoping that he could be located at least. It was still early, and while he was there, her brother was clearly getting ready to leave for the day. That meant he was outside at least, and he did stop and wait for her to get over to him, rather than hopping in and taking off at full speed to avoid her.

"Tiera!" He looked at Sandra as she got out and then the size of the craft, his mind working in that way of his. "Taking prisoners now? A good pick I suppose, if you have to do it. Leave her alive though, since she's worth more than the things you've destroyed so far."

Then, without asking he went to the back and opened the double doors, unloading the cases without bothering to ask what the plan was.

"I won't go to Afrak. Gray and I don't get along, if she's still alive. Can you see to that one? Blue too? I have a map, Denno gave it to me. Nothing against Blue though, I liked her well enough when we met. I just won't have time for a while."

The words sounded pretty certain, so Tiera rolled her eyes and humphed. "You take all the fun out of having news, you know that? Tor finally contacts someone and you act like it was only expected."

Sandra went wide eyed and turned to her as if she couldn't believe it, clearly happy to hear the news, but Timon looked nearly bored.

"It was the fireworks display at Lyn's wedding. It had to have been an announcement that he was ready to bring the pain to the Larval. Otherwise he was offering all of us up as hostages. If that wasn't the case it would mean he's a moron, which we know he isn't." He finished making the transfer easily, using the little amulets and a bit of pushing, to control what stayed and what didn't. Then he looked at the plain one and nodded. "For Ali? Or Trice?"

"Trice? Why would he send special things to her? It's for his wife." Her tone had gotten sharp, since she was already a bit displeased and Patricia Morgan wasn't on the top of her list of favorite people at all.

Timon didn't comment on it.

"So hostages? Are we secreting Sandra out of the kingdom then, or hiding her in Two Bends? Other than that I can't think of a good place to keep her. Not if you don't want her found."

There was a pause and Tiera smiled, looking at the other girl, "Oh, I was thinking of marrying her off to you, to get things to calm down. Her father isn't all that happy with me right now."

Instead of laughing or questioning her, Timon looked at the other girl frankly and nodded. "Alright. We can at least look into the idea. I certainly couldn't see what Todd was thinking, not picking you himself. Princess Karina already put word in with mother for me, and so did Judith Kerry. This is probably more important though and you really are a catch. Certainly as valid as either of the others."

Tiera wasn't certain he was playing at all, but Sandra curtseyed and held out her hand, smiling. "That's most kind of you to say. It's hard to beat a Princess for things like that. Especially since I'm pretty well impoverished for the time being. Someone chastised me most firmly by destroying everything I own." There was a bit of bitterness to the words, but Timon just walked away, coming back with a little basket of things about two minutes later, from inside his little stone cottage. "Here, it's just to make sure you don't struggle for the whole days it takes you to get back on your feet. A cottage, some cleaning supplies and what not."

He handed it over, getting a very sweet hug from the larger woman.

"That is very thoughtful of you. Did you do the work on the cottage yourself? It feels like you, not Tor. Original work?"

They talked about that for a few minutes while Tiera wandered off, so that she wouldn't be eavesdropping. After all, her little joke seemed to be backfiring. For a bit she considered actually getting the two married. It would make Sandra family then, which should keep the Count at bay for a while at least. It was a bit self serving, but it would make her life much easier.

After a bit Timon waved to her and called out, "we have more work in a few weeks. Try not to dodge out on me will you? You'll have to work for a few nights, taking people to Soam, some food and trade goods need to come back too. I'll send a schedule. No wars this time." He didn't even smile when he said it.

He also didn't take the Fast Craft away, so she nodded. "I can do that. Sorry about before. I should have made sure that I finished my work before running off like that."

Then, as if he'd nearly forgotten, he showed her the map of the world on his little hand held Austran device. It displayed the pictures as if they were almost there, and showed where all the Ancients that Brown knew about lived. Timon didn't take a long time doing it, just letting her look at it for a minute and then making the picture larger over the dwellings so she'd be able to find them later.

"Got it?"

She nodded. It wasn't hard after all. The pictures still floated right there behind her eyes and would for hours. After that she'd be able to bring it back at need. She had to try to do that, but it was a useful talent. For some reason Sandra got back in the craft with her and didn't ask where they were going, which was clearly north.

"I have to stop in Two Bends, then we'll go to the school. My family will want the news about Torrance. Also, I have to be scolded for nearly destroying a County. It isn't fair, but I can't explain it very well at all." It was the rage that was the hard part. It wasn't a mindless thing, but she was so mad, almost all the time. She wanted to be good and help people, even meek and not create problems, but she just couldn't. How did she make that clear and not just seem insane though?

There wasn't any way that she could think of. Instead she'd just have to try to hold her tongue as her mother and father went after her for starting a war. That wasn't truly the case though was it? She hadn't created the conflict, just ended it.

"It will take about twenty-five minutes to get there." Less than that, but she knew that most people didn't actually count each second of the trip like she did. It would take her twenty-three minutes and fifteen seconds at the speed she was currently traveling. The Fast Craft had gotten faster as she used it, which said something about how it was made, she thought. What exactly, she didn't know. It felt almost like it was growing. Gaining power slowly over time.

They didn't chat at all until they were on the ground. Sandra had been to the little village before and had met everyone, so when Mayor Tom saw her he just smiled and bowed, but didn't rush the girl to shake her hand and try to make certain she felt welcome. Tiera waved at him, and Sandra gave a small bow and a wave herself, which seemed to make the man happy. The street wasn't muddy, but she put the craft alongside the bakery, since she didn't want to take the trunks out yet.

Then, not knowing what to expect she walked into the bakery, to find Todd behind the counter, coming from the back when he heard the little bell. He froze when he saw Sandra at least and blushed.

"Conserina Morris. How wonderful to see you." It didn't sound like a giant treat, but he bowed and looked only half panicked. "I don't know if you heard, about Countess Thorgood and I?"

The girl didn't have to, but she let him off the hook instantly and with a smile.

"I did. Well, my loss, her gain. Don't worry, I didn't come to bother you about that. I'm a hostage." She made a face as if that were a real thing, which got Tiera to realize that it explained things pretty well. Why the girl had just been following along with her like she was.

The others came then and by the way they casually greeted her like they were, it was pretty clear the news of her adventures hadn't reached them yet. So while it meant she didn't get an instant scolding, it also seemed that she was going to have to tell on herself. She waited for Taman, who was still too little for school, to run to the delivery warehouse to get her mother before explaining, since it wouldn't do to force her poor mother to come in halfway through the screaming.

That saved her five minutes of harsh looks and hard words at least.

Then there were more hugs all the way around.

"So... it's been a busy week. I... Count Morris started a bit of a thing with me. It's over now, I think." That was all true, and she wanted very desperately to keep it at that, but her father raised an eyebrow and pulled out his pipe, which he always did when he felt stressed and didn't want people to know it.

"What kind of a thing? He didn't get you pregnant did he? If so I'll have to take the boys and go have a talk with him." There was enough sternness in his voice that her mother laughed.

"It won't be that dear. Even if she were with child she wouldn't know yet, there hasn't been enough time." Then she re-centered on Tiera, her face looking amused. "Insults then? Plotting?"

Tiera nodded.

"Yes. That and a tiny war. I didn't kill anyone, but I did some minor property damage." That was playing it down and she knew it, but Sandra didn't let that part go, clearly wanting her to be in trouble.

"A few million gold worth. She crippled the Morris armed forces, destroyed all of our homes and about half of our major businesses. It was father's fault though. He should have apologized like a reasonable person after Tiera did. He was trying to avoid a duty and get Tiera to leave him so he wouldn't be at the Council of Counts for most of it, I think. Then his ego got in the way."

Then, as expected there was some shouting for a while. She told the whole story, and was just gearing up to do her own yelling when it suddenly ended, her mother hugging her suddenly.

"Well, that wasn't the way I raised you was it? From now on I expect you to leave such things to others, if you can't deal with it more politely yourself. I know that you might have some issues there. That means you have to fight harder for control however, not that you get a pass when you do the wrong thing, and while many nobles would have done the same, that isn't an excuse for harming all those innocent people."

She knew that. "I know, Tor told me the same thing. Oh, if that's going to help me out at all, he met up with me and gave me some packages for a few people. None for you, but he sends his love. He seems fine. Healthy and all. I..." She didn't go into the rest. He'd seemed different, but how exactly was too hard to put in words. Harder and less like himself, more like...

Her really. Filled with a barely contained anger that showed, even as it was being hidden? At least he had a real reason for it.

That got her problem forgotten for a time, until she mentioned that she needed to get back to the school, if they weren't actually marrying Sandra to Timon that week. That would change her plans after all.

Laurali smiled at that and shook her head.

"No. You will not drag your brother into that mess." She gave a single nod to the taller woman however. "Not that it would be a poor match, he's just a bit young as of yet. It also isn't his problem to deal with, Tiera." There was a matter of factness to the whole thing that seemed to say her word was final.

She winked at her mother, since it was a safe enough thing to do and left then, only to find Taman sitting in her Fast Craft, holding a basket that had been stuffed with cookies and covered with a napkin.

"For Mr. Guide." She'd changed her clothing too, into a very cute, if slightly plain dress that hung like a sack on her, along with shiny black shoes. For about half a minute Tiera was tempted to make her go back in, but instead she got out and poked her head into the bakery, since everyone was still talking about Tor and the problem of having her around.

"Ma? I'm going to take Taman to school with me. She has a present for Guide. I'll bring her back before dinner, if it's alright?" It was a hassle, but what the heck? It wasn't like it was dangerous. No more so than being at home at least.

There was a moment of silence, but then both of her parents nodded.

"Bring her straight back, please. We don't want her getting lost."

Tiera didn't wait, just getting in and flying off, her sister seeming very pleased by the turn of events, watching out the window happily. She talked to Sandra the whole time, going over how she was going to school soon and wanted to learn how to write and do numbers too. It was cute, but had to be at least a little annoying to the woman. She didn't let on however and started talking about building as a profession.

"It's difficult, but rewarding. Have you ever thought about being a builder?"

"Certainly. I got Tim to show me how. I can only make copies from templates, but he said that was good, for six." She seemed pretty proud of it too.

From the driver's seat Tiera snorted.

"Good for six? You're still five you know. That's all I can do and I'm fourteen. Most people don't even bother trying to do that at your age."

Sandra shrugged and smiled, looking out the window.

"It takes a lot of focus to do many copies at once. You need to learn to do it without a template too, before you go off to school. I can send some things for you to practice with."

That got a nod from the girl as if it only made sense, because children did that, Tiera knew. Her baby sister had lived nearly half her life knowing that she was a noble. True, she still kind of thought that all of that kind of person lived in houses that were close to identical to what their neighbors had in Two Bends, but it wasn't a shock to her. She was even learning the polite social rules. That should help. Maybe in eight years she'd be able to go and fit in at school, not practically being kicked out in the first month?

They found Guide in his room, which he shared with a second year boy named Lars, who saw them all standing there, with Taman in the front, and managed a credible bow, which marked him as being of decently high birth. He was tall, but recognized Sandra if not the other two and addressed her by name. As Conserina Morris.

She nodded to him, "we're here for Guide? Conserina Lairdgren, Taman, brought a gift for him." She pushed the girl forward gently as Guide poked his head around his roommate, who gallantly stepped to the side. Grinning and staring at the younger girl. From the side he bowed to her as well, which got Taman to curtsey back. Correctly too.

Tiera suddenly felt like she was backwards and inept. She didn't know how to do that yet at all.

Guide looked at the scene and recovered pretty quickly, making his own bow, which looked like something a kid from the country might have attempted, feeling horribly out of place.

"Hello. I'm Guide. May I help you with something?"

"Present for you. From my family. For the magical devices you sent with Tiera. Thank you, they are most welcome and used daily." The basket got shoved toward him a little roughly, but he took it with a smile.

"This is most kind! Please tell your parents that I said thank you. I... we don't really have anything for guests, would you like to come in?"

They did, apparently, since it wasn't everyday that Taman got to go visiting after all. Guide offered the cookies around. Taman informed him with a smile that she'd made them herself, which got him to freeze with one of the disks halfway to his mouth. Then, bravely, he took a bite, as if he expected them to be burnt or be made with salt instead of sugar.

"These are great. I mean really good. Much better than we get here by far. We should have you in to help with the cooking here." Then he seemed to realize that he was suggesting they turn a Conserina into kitchen help, but Taman nodded, as if it were a compliment.

It was how it was meant, so Tiera didn't say anything and Sandra didn't either, since Taman wasn't going to war with the boy over it. No, the little girl was kind and gentle. Proper. Not like she was at all.

"Thank you. I have to see to my own duties, but I could bring more sometime?"

It was very correct sounding, but also clearly a bit advanced, since Lars sat in the corner, away from the group a bit, fighting a laugh. He made it. Just barely.

Then they had to get Sandra set up somewhere and get Taman back home. The easiest thing to do for the night was to send her to Ali, who was in her room and screamed when she saw them both. Her voice was loud, but happy sounding and Taman was picked up into a hug.

"You came just to see me?" There was a pleased tone to it and her face went even wider when Sandra explained it all.

"So, Guide has some treats, if we can pry them from him. I wonder if the rest of us get goodies if we send them things too?"

It was an offhand thing, but Ali nodded.

"Most likely."

Before anyone else could speak, Tiera waved to her sister-in-law and just asked if Sandra could stay with her for a bit, not explaining why. She said yes, without hesitation, since the two girls were on good terms. Also, unlike in Two Bends, people at the school had heard about what Tiera had done, if not exactly why. She didn't ask, just dimpling at them both, glad to see that they weren't fighting at that moment. Then the floating box was passed over and there was more joyous screaming, with some clapping involved, since Tor was alive and well. It was important to the girl after all, since she really did seem to like him. 

It was an extra hour out of her day, but Taman was back home well before dinner, and all Tiera had to do was make certain no one at school was going to try and kill her, or kick her out.

If so, she was going to be at pretty loose ends. Maybe Tim could use her full time for his transport concern?

She headed by her own room first, to put the remaining trunks away. It was empty, except for a note on her bed, from Regina. It asked for her to come find the other girl as soon as possible, when she got back. Wanting to put off her dismissal for a few minutes, she headed to her old room, jogging up the stairs. No one was there at all, since it was, clearly, class time. She should have been in her own singing instruction period herself.

Instead of running to the class, she went to the Headmaster's office and asked to see him, figuring that she'd be made to wait for some time, if not just asked to leave. The woman at the front desk had short hair, which was still the common fashion, and a sour look about her that told Tiera that, no matter what she might have been told previously, she really didn't matter to the world at all. It was nearly enough to get her to respond angrily. She held it in, but it was hard, since the woman seemed so very smug about it all. Tiera had to wonder if that would change if she were taken up in a Fast Craft and dropped from a great height?

Dean Hardgrove didn't make her wait however, asking her to come in directly and even let her have a seat.

"Would you like some tea dear? I was just about to have some myself."

She shook her head and made a face at him, tight lipped and a bit angry, no doubt. He didn't respond to it at all. Just turning to work with the small teapot behind him, pouring the white ceramic mug full of what was probably water, leaving the leaves in their metal ball to steep.

"No. I missed a week. I... was in a war." She paused then kept going, her voice getting a little louder as she spoke. "I won. County Morris surrendered, or better have at least. Otherwise I'm going to miss more school while I finish them off. I kind of hope it isn't needed. Their people will already suffer for what I've done." She laughed a little and leaned forward. "I actually came to see if I was still in school. Tor said that I might get life experience points for some classes, making war like that. I can't say that it helped with singing at all. Fighting and some math though." She proved the later part with a long string of numbers, explaining how she picked the businesses for maximum short term monetary damage. The man did seem impressed, but he didn't react to the news that Tor was back at all.

Since, clearly, he already knew.

She had been told he was trustworthy, hadn't she?

The man let her speak for a long time and then sipped at his beverage for a while, finally, when he did speak, his voice was considering. "Let's not spend time with fictions. You were caught up in intrigue, which was clearly a mistake on Count Morris' part. Your natural inclinations probably left you almost no other option but to respond. You need to master that Tiera. I don't believe you, or I, will be better served by removing you from the school for this. I do think you might benefit from meditation practice however. That will be in the evenings, after you eat. An hour a day to begin with." He sipped again then blew over the top of the cup, his gray beard making his light blue tunic look cheery, even as he almost frowned at her. "This isn't a punishment. You aren't the first student to miss a week or two of school for a war. That isn't even the worst reason I've heard for such a thing today. But I have some information that tells me that you're closer to losing control than I think most realize. If you tell me that isn't the case, I'll let you out of the new class, but I'd like the truth."

She didn't blurt anything out, since it would have been a denial, her face flashed to anger, her heart leading it, which... was what he meant. She nodded after a bit.

"Constantly. Everything leaves me feeling raw and ready to fight. It's always been like this. I don't normally get violent, but I always feel ready for it. Is that normal?"

The man was old and wise, so he did what she expected him to do and defer.

"Honestly? I don't think so. Most girls certainly don't have to deal with that kind of thing. I've met a few young men like that and most met with an early death. Hence suggesting meditation. It isn't an instant repair for it, but might give some aid, over time, if you stick with it."

That decided, she was given her new assignment, meeting with the meditations Instructor after dinner each night, before bed.

"There, now all you have to do is beg your way back into classes. Good luck with that. I trust there will be no violence on your part, even if you're beaten in the commons for it? Except with the weapons master. He can fend for himself. The others are safe however?" He sounded mild and calm, but his eyes searched her for clues.

"Yes, sir. Even if I'm beaten for it."

"Good! I know that things have been a bit rough here for you so far, but I think you have a bright future, Miss Baker. Don't lose sight of that."

Then, a bit abruptly, he gestured for her to leave, smiling the whole time.

She headed back to her own room and ate there, still having some dried food left. She checked it carefully and was still there when Karen came back, looking a bit sad, until she saw who was sitting there, waiting for her.

"There you are! Is this a visit, or, well, how goes the war?" It sounded silly, but it was pretty close to a real thing wasn't it?

"The war is won and Count Morris has surrendered, or begun the process to my satisfaction. It was a bit uncertain for a while and I may still have to kill him." She smiled though. "For the moment things are a bit better, so I'm back at school, if anyone will have me. I have a new class at night."

Instead of insisting that she run all over the school complex finding the Instructors, Karen suggested she find Regina.

"She's been coming to see about you every day, sometimes twice. She cried at me for hours too, so... I don't know, go and see to her, will you?"

She got up, leaving to do just that right then, since it seemed to be a bigger deal than she'd figured it might be. Had her friend thought she'd be hurt or not come back for some reason? Not even to visit her? That wasn't her plan at all. Even if she'd been kicked out she'd be there to see her. When she knocked on the door this time the girl answered almost immediately, grabbing her and pulling Tiera inside without saying anything coherent, not even asking why she'd been gone. That story she seemed to know already.

"I thought that evil Count or the King had killed you! Your friend Karen said that you'd gone to fight them all and that they didn't have news. I thought you'd died... that she just wasn't allowed to tell me. No one would tell me anything. What happened?"

They talked for about an hour about it all, with Reggie asking a lot of questions about the whole thing, even though it had to be pretty boring for her. Then about halfway through, Tiera found herself being held. The girl smelled like soup and a mild floral perfume. It was nice, but reminded her that she could use a real bath herself. After all, while she'd been washing daily, it was just in a stream, not a nice long soak.

"Come on, let's go and hog the bathtubs for a while." She felt nearly happy then, with her friend by her side, going off to do something that normal. It was the contact probably, it left her feeling better, safe and loved even.

That was a bit too much to ask of Regina though. She was just a good friend, but there was a bond there, Tiera thought. A real one. It was as close to having someone special as she'd ever gotten at least. The baths were all free and the untreated wood and moist air made her feel good. It was familiar and pleasant. She didn't take her shield off, but did everything else, which got her friend to stare at her as she slowly sank into the warm water. The tub wasn't deep, and only big enough for one person each, but it was more than enough for someone as tiny as she was to sink down and nearly float in. Reggie couldn't, being a head taller already. The simple hemp cord got wet, which earned a hand wave.

"Won't the water damage it?"

"Not really. The cord can be replaced and the field itself won't be hurt by it at all. Count Morris might send people after me, so I'm not letting my guard down overly." Maybe never again. She hadn't been lazy that way, but she suddenly missed not having a weapon on her too.

They just chatted about things then, not covering anything special. Mainly talking about music and what to do for the holidays. A few other girls came in to bathe, joining the conversation as they all relaxed, even though she didn't know them all. It took a while for a few of them to actually speak to her, since she was, still, on the list of people to be shunned it seemed, but that was alright. They talked around her and eventually gave in and asked questions of her.

And her family. Everyone wanted to know if Tor was around and if she'd heard from him. It wasn't exactly a secret, and rumors had already flew it seemed, so she just told them about meeting up with him, which got a lot of girlish squeals.

 One of them, who was a fourth or fifth year student, a blonde girl that was pretty and had very long hair, smiled a little sadly about the topic.

"I always tried to get his attention when we met, when he used to go here. I never could. For a while I thought it meant he liked men, but he married Gretchen Derring. I guess I wasn't good enough?"

It was strange hearing Ali's real name used like that, but Tiera knew it. The girl looked fine, so she couldn't imagine why her brother wouldn't have paid attention to her at all.

The same girl smiled and sank into the water, the heater on the side of the thing making the water in her metal tub steam a little. "So, Conserina Baker... I hear that a certain sister of yours paid a visit to one of the Lairdgren group? Builder Guide? That's a first, isn't it? Very daring of her too." The girl didn't really chuckle about it at all, but the other girls didn't get the joke, and seemed excited.

Even Reggie didn't seem in on it.

 "Let me guess, you heard the tale from Lars? Did he mention that my sister is only five, and was very proper about the whole thing? Guide was a darling about it, a true gentleman. I was there the whole time and so was Sandra Morris."

One of the other girls snickered then, but bit her lip to make the noise stop, so she could speak.

"Isn't she the one you're holding hostage against her father's good behavior? If so we should all go and make her do stuff. She's cute." There was a wicked laugh then, even as Tiera snorted.

"No. I won't let her be harmed or abused, so get that idea out of your mind right now. She's not even a real hostage, though don't tell her father that. The man's a pain."

There was more chuckling then, but the conversation shifted over into ways to fix the dining hall, since almost no one ate there anymore.

Then, later than she should have probably, Tiera went back to her room, to find Karen already fast asleep.
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The next morning she didn't have to do anything in particular, as far as begging went at least, for three and a half hours. At least that was the normal amount of time it would take for Karen and Sir Kolbrin to get there. She got there early, since she'd woken at about four and had nothing else to do. It was hard to run in the dark, but the pell was far enough away from all the rooms that no one complained about that and the stones only made noise when she dropped them. That was a nice resonate thud that carried, but would be hard to track down, if anyone cared.

Just as dawn broke she ran, going as fast as she could for two laps around the whole school, which made her stomach hurt, but didn't take that long. Then she was a little stuck, not having much left to do at all until people came. Like always, Havar was first, but he had his regular exercises to get to and she didn't want to bother him. At a loss for a while she decided to just work the pells longer, taking one of the well beaten metal clubs to it, trying not to lose her balance as she swung. It had to weigh in at about sixty pounds, which was a big chunk of her weight. Two thirds at least. Maybe a bit more.

The noise from it was loud, and after about fifteen minutes the sturdy log, the same one that she regularly punched with her fists and kicked, broke, nearly in half. It was so loud Tiera jumped back.

"Gah!" Then, not knowing what else to do, she attacked the downed section and beat it until it stopped moving, which was ridiculous, but got Havar to laugh.

"Break through!" He called out walking over with a big smile. "That means you get to change the pell out. Come on, I'll show you how. It doesn't take long, or won't with two of us working on it."

Together they pried the sunken part of the thing out and then carried in a very large replacement, a thing that was nearly two and a half feet around and shaved sooth, someone having used a cutter on it. They had to do that again at the base, so that it would fit into the hole, but the weight of the thing made it slip down all the way. It really didn't take long, only about fifteen minutes.

"There, now you can get back to work." The giant didn't seem to think that was odd or anything, but he'd probably broken more than one of the things before himself. She worked at it for a while, but finally had to stop, her shoulders about to fall off. Instead of using the healing amulet, she decided to keep going, if she could. Her fists and head were bloody from earlier, but it only hurt.

She pounced on the bigger man just as he finished his own workout, holding two long staves up. She didn't really know how to use them yet, but it wouldn't be that different than what she was used to, she didn't think. Hers was shorter, her own height, so five feet even. His was short for him, since she didn't want to give away that much in reach, so it was just over that by a smidge.

It was a little different, but she was able to keep up with the larger man, mainly. He hit hard, but avoided blows to the head, mainly taking her in the arms. She did the same to his legs, actually getting him to limp a bit, a few resounding cracks stinging him occasionally. She figured out how to block, but most of the true deflections were his, since he was far more skillful than she was at the whole thing. They kept at it while the others came in, no one paying too much attention to her, other than what was needed to keep from being hit by the new girl as she flailed around.

Suddenly Havar grinned and hit her in the middle with the end of the stick, which hurt a lot, but took her totally off guard. She hadn't even been considering that before. When she tried it herself, it was blocked, missing his middle by a bit, and he stepped in using his staff to tie up her legs and send her sprawling. Then, because the man was clearly insane, he stood over her and swung with both hands over his head, crashing down on her full force. She tried to roll, but didn't make it and nearly passed out from the pain, which took her by surprise. It was bad. She was pretty certain a rib had broken from the move. Scrambling away as fast as she could let her take the next blow on the back of the thigh, which ripped the fake fabric of her magical clothing. She hadn't been aware that was something that could even happen. It burned, and made her gasp, but she limped over to her own stick and picked it up, nearly going down under another blow. One the man was clearly pulling.

That must mean he liked her.

From that point on he didn't let up, actually trying to hit harder, if anything. That worked against him, because in-shape warrior or not, he eventually got tired, working at his maximum force. A few minutes later, with a lot of dodging and fleeing on her part, the man started to slow, a lot. At first it seemed almost like he was trying to tease her for not being all that great, but she was still getting blows in, mainly to his lower legs. His lead leg was the safest target, but he could still strike out, using one handed blows, and managed a nice one, directly to her mouth. The crunch was sickening and she felt her teeth cave in. The pain was bitter and the blood that rushed into her mouth made it really hard to breath, but she spit the blood at him as a distraction and moved back in. That didn't work, and he just hit her with a backhand blow that took her all the way to the ground, picking her up first.

After that it got harder to get up each time, but she tried, until it was finally just not possible anymore. Her weapon was broken, by her, when she missed a blow against a nice soft Havar and hit stone instead. It left her with a short stick about the length of her arm, and she couldn't stand at all, so she had to try and crawl toward him, being beaten on the upper shoulders the whole time. There was a trail of blood where she'd been and her blows didn't have any power at all, on the rare occasion they managed to connect at all.

Then she blacked out, waking up a few seconds later with a healing amulet being tucked in her left hand. It took a while to re-grow the teeth and a few things popped first, rather painfully. She cycled her clothing, so the blood would fall off. Most of it. The stuff in her hair was just stuck there, and her skin was covered, taking her from a nice pale color, to a blood crusted brown in some spots. It hurt a lot less though.

When she managed to look up and then stand, Sir Kolbrin took the healing device back and handed it off to a second year boy named Mitchell that was just staring at her with a look of pure fear in his eyes.

"You weren't the only one to miss classes last week. A certain other person did as well, without nearly as good a cause. Tiera here was off making war on an entire County, by herself. And won. What were you up to there, Mitchell? Wenching you said?" There was a rough laugh from the people standing around them, which, she noticed, included Karen and Davie, as well as Havar, who got the amulet next even though he had all his teeth still. "If you're going to miss scheduled classes you need a better excuse than that, and better manners than to refer to any woman willing to touch you as a wench, no matter what her day to day profession."

All of the words had that calm sound that the man got when he was actually angry and not just trying to intimidate someone. It had taken a bit for her to get that about him, but Mitchell, it seemed was really in trouble. No one mentioned her at all yet.

That would probably be next. The rest of the people went back to working with each other, since kids getting in trouble was kind of normal here. She'd probably be up all night scrubbing the paving stones or something. It was a good thing she thought of that, because not five seconds later the head Instructor turned to her.

"So, Tiera, what do you think his punishment for that should be?" It wasn't said harshly, but the boy looked freaked for some reason.

She shook her head and made a face at Sir Kolbrin.

"I know, why don't we put him on the spot and make him decide how I should be punished for nearly the same thing? Well, less fun I'm sure, but still, I missed that same amount, didn't I?" That got the large man to chuckle, but he made a gesture as if telling her to go on. "Fine... I don't know, we can scrub this place up on our off days until we meet the number missed? Extra practice to make up for it? I can't really afford to miss any of my other classes, and I doubt he can either." It seemed fair enough to her at least. She got that there had to be some punishment and the real crime had been the same. Being gone without permission.

There was a snort from Havar, but no one else said anything.

Except Kolb. "See to that then Tiera. Back to practice everyone!"

They still had nearly three hours, so she worked with Karen, finally learning some basic sword work that was more complicated than just swinging the thing around, involving complicated parrying, movements that would work against a large person, if the timing could be gotten right. She managed about one in every four times, with Karen hitting her harder each time. She was hit in the head five times, leaving her bloody again. After that she had to work on grappling and striking, against Mitchell.

Sir Kolbrin set the task.

"No weapons or shields. No blows to the head, any grappling movements are fine. Full force, no padding. I expect at least twenty minutes... Starting now."

That was harder than it seemed, since the boy kept hitting her too lightly. It was enough that she finally had to yell at him for it.

"Hit me like you mean it! Come on!" He did then and it hurt, but it was better to learn against what she'd face in a fight. It was in the little book that she'd read, the one Karen had given her. "I'm not one of your wenches."

That got a better fight from him, since he seemed to think she was mocking him on purpose. He was decent once he forgot to try and protect her, and she did alright. She was stronger than he was, and faster, but he was a lot more skilled and had size. Not as good as Karen, or even Judy, but better than she was. When they were finished, Karen calling it, she was allowed to heal up and had to run to the showers. Mitchell was too, but he had to speak to Kolb again first.

She ate out of her hand, while walking to her math class. Inside the door she just got on her knees and started begging. She tried to explain why she'd been gone, but Instructor Neytev wasn't having it. Not at all. Instead he gave her a book.

"Memorize this. When you're finished with that there will be a test. It's not to take more than one month." Looking through it she nodded. It was, she realized, the entire course for the semester. Including what she'd missed.

At the end of the class she handed the book back in, not knowing if she was going to be allowed to take it out of the room.

Smirking the Instructor opened the book to a random page.

"Page seventeen, third line down, second word?" He clearly didn't expect an answer.

"Also, when the numerator is in question, it is possible to find it by locating the exact position of the... I can go on, if you want?"

He did want and his gray hair was ruffled several times, ending up a fly away mess, with him turning his back at one point and then making her cover her eyes. His blue and green robes were flawless, meaning they were magical in nature, except for the chalk powder on the sleeves.

"Well, that's rare. Very good. Can you stand to take the test now?"

"I have singing class. Instructor Crane might beat me if I miss another day. As it is, I'm certain I'll be embarrassed by him. I really should run now, so I'm not late. Would it be acceptable to do it tomorrow? Please I mean, I can't afford to make more trouble now."

Sighing mightily, he let her go, his face looking a bit strange, as if he was nearly happy about the whole thing.

"First thing in the afternoon. Good luck with singing. I'll see you then."

The song master didn't beat her. He didn't even call her to the front of the room, not after he released her from the kneeling she was doing. Nor did he call on her in class, since she didn't know the current song. She just sat listening the whole time. When she moved to leave he waved to her. The look on his face was actually pleasant.

"You have some time before your meal, do you not?" It sounded a little strange, smarmy, she thought it might be called. Like he was trying to seem suggestive, and failing. "You could spend some time with me here. An hour a day let's say? On your knees... If you want to keep coming to this class at least."

It took her a second to realize that he didn't mean either praying or begging forgiveness. She started laughing though, which got him to look angry, at first, but then oddly scared.

"Why are you chortling? It's a time honored tradition for ugly school Instructors to extort sex from pretty students like this."

She bit her lips and had to not speak for a long time.

"I.. forgive me. It... I've never done that before. I'm willing to try, but, seriously, that isn't going to be nearly as good as you probably think. I mean I know not to bite, but other than that, honestly, not a clue." She shrugged and got down on her knees anyway. Karen had told her not to refuse anyone, and this had to count. "Also, isn't the tradition really about getting better marks? I'm not calling you a liar, but it is what it is." She smiled up at him and waited, the man looking tense.

After a minute he made a face.

"You think you're calling my bluff, is that it? That as an Instructor I'll be fired for doing something with Count Lairdgren's granddaughter?" He stepped back though, instead of forward.

Tiera tried to think of even one person that would insist on that, considering it was against The Rules. She came up empty. Karen would have probably ordered it done, just for practice and Ali would have offered to join in. The King wouldn't care at all, and while the Headmaster might have a problem with it, given her earlier issues at the school, it could probably legitimately be referred to as simple instruction. Honestly, it could be anyway, given her lack of knowledge on the topic.

 "Not really. I think it's probably safe enough, so, what do I do? I'm almost certain you should be closer..." She crawled to him, a bit awkwardly. The stone floor was hard under her knees, but she didn't complain. It was just a mild discomfort.

Frustratingly enough he took another step back, looking suspicious.

"Fine. I want you to sing the female portion of 'Fly With Me' for the class tomorrow. But let this be a lesson to you. Don't miss my class in the future."

She blinked, getting that nothing was going to happen then. Standing up she moved even closer to him. He wasn't great looking, but not ancient or anything and while she had no experience, the idea didn't scare her. Not a lot really did. For a moment she wondered if that were tied into the anger she felt most of the time. It didn't come now however. She simply felt relieved. That was a song she'd already memorized after all. She'd have to practice it of course, but that was to be expected.

"Well, alright. I wasn't lying about not knowing what to do, but if you ever want to tell me, I'm willing." She tried to look flirtatious, but was almost certain the man thought she was teasing him.

Karen was still there when she got in at least and sat with her, eating in their room while she recounted the experience. There was a cluck of the tongue, but no specific explanation of what she needed to improve. When she asked, her roommate chuckled.

"On this one it isn't you at all. He might get away with something like that on occasion, I mean it does happen, never to me, but some of the cuter girls get good grades awfully easily from some Instructors. I hear it really isn't bad here at Lairdgren, but Crane shouldn't have made the offer if he didn't mean it. That was actually a bit rude of him." Holding up her hand to stall for time, she ate some dried pear. "Not that it wasn't stupid going after you. Conserina Lairdgren, in Lairdgren County... Well, you did the right thing, he can't fault you there. We need to find you someone to practice with. It makes things more fun, no matter what your friends try to tell you, knowing what you actually should be doing first. Isn't Alphonse supposed to be coming in for that?" There was a slightly wicked grin and a glint to her eye.

"Don't tease, but... yes. I guess no messages have been needed sent yet? That or I was out of touch when they were."

Karen didn't know, but didn't seem worried about it. She did have something to do, she said, and left without explaining it to her, meaning that she was left to run to the evening meditation class. It was smaller than the rest and the instruction came from a peaceful looking older woman, that was named Doris. She just asked for Tiera to clear her mind and keep trying to do it, with her eyes slightly open.

It was a lot harder than it sounded like. After about half an hour they switched to thinking of nothing with their eyes closed, which was easier, but still didn't really work. The best she could manage was making the internal noise go down by about half.

The woman nodded when she reported it.

"And tomorrow half that, and so on. Never to true emptiness, but ever closer."

Then the woman suggested she go to her room and contemplate what she'd learned. It seemed silly, but as she walked she thought she understood. By focusing on nothing, which was what she'd been learning about, her mind cleared for a bit. Then by remembering that feeling she could find much greater silence and so on. It wasn't perfect, but it was a start.

She wondered if the same was true of learning to turn off shields? If she could do that, capture what it was like and make it stronger, would that help? Karen wasn't back, to test on a living person actively resisting her, but after she practiced her song and reviewed her math she decided that sleep would have to do for the time being. The world was filled with ideas, but she didn't have to do them all instantly, did she?

A second after her eyes shut a soft knock came at her door. She was at it before she realized that she'd moved, slapping her shield. When she opened the door it was Reggie. A crying and brightly orange eyed Regina, who tried to hug her instantly. It took a bit to navigate the whole thing, since the girl tried to hug her instantly, sobbing and not able to say anything, that meant she hit a force that wouldn't let her through at all. Tiera pulled her into the room, ready to fight if she had to, not knowing who'd hurt her friend, but getting that someone had.

It turned out that someone, was her.

"I... miss you so much. I'd just hoped that we'd have more time together, and you haven't been to see me at all." The girl tried to laugh, but it turned to tears again after just a few seconds. "We only did anything together the one time. Was I bad? Or... unpleasant somehow?" She sniffed, which didn't sound too congested at least. Tiera didn't cry often herself anymore, but when she was younger her nose would run horribly when it happened. It was gross.

At first she was a little baffled, but then she covered, understanding that, as strange as it seemed, her friend was still worried about her, and had maybe even missed her.

"Oh, love, don't be silly! I was just busy and didn't have time in my schedule yet. The Dean added a class for me. Meditation. I think I like it so far, but it takes up the time after dinner. Only an hour, but I figured that you'd be in bed already, so I didn't want to wake you." Or, more truthfully, she hadn't thought about it at all. To cover that she kissed the girl, still working out exactly what to do. Then smiling, she mentioned the thing with Instructor Crane, to explain why she hadn't stopped by before meal time. The other girl seemed amused by it, rather than mortified.

"Oh... That's, rather sad, isn't it? I mean you were there and willing and he stopped himself? He should have at least named some noble reason. Are you going to try for him again? Maybe he was just having problems? I have to admit, I'm a little jealous, but it isn't like he's a lover or anything, so I guess that's alright. Really though it was probably that he realized that you'd actually do it that spoiled it for him. Some men like to feel like they're in charge of the whole thing and making you perform. You can only ask, I suppose."

Tiera liked Regina a lot, and she realized, it was at least a little more than that. After all, she should have felt awkward and like she wanted to get rid of the other girl, instead of like taking her to bed, but she didn't. Not at all. It amazed her to no end, but there it was. She was falling in love.

It nearly overwhelmed her for a moment, and she started kissing the girl harder, working down her neck, feeling like she couldn't control herself at all. That had never happened to her before, not like this. In a fight, or when she took off the Count's arms and legs, but this was different, she felt just as driven, but she wasn't lashing out. Though soon enough her tongue was. That happened quickly and after a bit the other girl moved so that she could take a turn. For some reason she kept expecting Karen to come back, but it didn't happen. Afterword they held each other, pressing close, lying in the dim light of the glow plate.

Getting up slowly the girl tapped her chest, making the single amulet there cause new clothing to pop into place, which looked like tan silk clothing. It wasn't what she wore to school herself, but a lot of the wealthier kids did that. Tiera dressed like the poor kids, and most of the fighters. They might wear fighting leathers, but in the main they kept their clothing choices humble and functional. No one had told her to directly, but she'd always done that. She'd come to school wanting to make friends, but she'd known not to try and be too flashy. People that were attracted to that kind of thing weren't the ones she was interested in.

The silks did look nice on Regina though, especially across the back, as she walked away. Hopping up she got her own, much plainer, clothing on and walked the girl to the door. Standing with it open, in the cool fall air, Reggie kissed her again.

"I think I've always loved you. Is that insane? I feel like it's true, even though it can't be. We just met really. Does that make any sense? You don't have to say anything, but, I wanted you to know that. I love you." She sounded shy and darling then, so much so that Tiera felt like she was about to burst and nearly pulled her back inside.

"I love you too. So much." They kissed for a while, and then, without another word, her friend jogged away, headed toward their old room.

Tiera felt flushed and warm inside, though a bit of worry trickled into her stomach as she settled into bed, still alone. Had she said the wrong thing somehow? It was what she felt, at least she was pretty sure of it, but now that the other girl was gone the feeling started to fade. She still liked her, because, who wouldn't? She was smart and funny, very cute and kind all the time. A little jealous, but that wasn't a horrible thing, it just meant that she liked her, right? Even at that, it wasn't like it would have been back home. Reggie was willing to let her do things with other people, for fun, or to keep the social contract. She just wanted to be loved.

Didn't everyone?

Sleep didn't come for a long time then, and when she did get up, feeling a little fuzzy headed and more than a bit off. Karen still wasn't back. That was fine, since she was an adult and didn't answer to her, but it seemed a little off. There'd been no warning that she wasn't planning to come back the day before. Tiera hadn't given her any warning when she'd taken off either though, so maybe it was a lesson? She didn't feel too worried yet. Hopefully Karen would have told her if there was a war she was going into. Tiera would have helped. Gotten some snacks ready or something useful like that.

The morning was a little different since Havar was gone too, which left the whole thing feeling just a tiny bit out of place. The man was kind of her lucky charm in the practice yard after all. She did manage to get Davie to work with her, and after half an hour of him beating her fairly hardily in unarmed combat, which showed her that Havar obviously loved her dearly and was holding back just to be kind, she was sure, he waved to another boy. This one had lighter hair and practice armor on and walked over to them looking a bit like someone had kicked his puppy.

It wasn't her, she loved dogs.

"Jerral! This is Tiera Baker. Conserina five, Lairdgren. Tiera, this lunk is my little brother, Jerral Derring, Countier third, Derring. Since no one is watching, I was thinking you two could have a sword bout. Full force, but with blunted weapons. No blows to the head." Laughing he tossed them both blades from the table and started chuckling. "Go!"

It didn't take long, because after a dozen, very poorly aimed hits to the legs, one Jerral Derring dropped his practice weapon and surrendered. He hid behind his hands , smiling just a bit.

"Mercy!" He hadn't even tried to really hit her, which was probably due to her being smaller than he was. A good bit. Some of the others were like that too, but it made it harder to learn, if they weren't going to take her seriously.

On the good side Davie seemed to think so too.

"Jerral, you have to get past that. Go ahead and actually try to hit her back. She's tougher than you are, and not just a little, but you have skill on your side. Reach too. For now. Forget that she looks like a little girl and do something. Otherwise you're going to be helpless in the face of half the human race and they will kick your butt."

 It took a bit for her to get the idea, but Jerral just couldn't hit women, so it wasn't about her being tiny at all. That was a bit stupid of him, but she kind of got the idea. Men weren't supposed to hit girls, not in general. She couldn't help him though, because he couldn't see past that and would give up, even if it made him look bad in front of the others. Or would just take whatever was dished out instead. Davie wanted him to try and work on it, but the boy just couldn't make himself, for some reason. Since about forty percent of the good fighters in the world were women, that was a massive handicap. The kind of thing that made it so he basically just couldn't keep on as a fighter at all, if that didn't change.

After they tried again three times, the same thing happening in each bout, Davie just stopped and shook his head.

"This isn't working. I... Honestly, I don't know what to do. I know that I have to do it, I just... can't."

The voice that came from the side had an answer. It wasn't a great one, as far as Tiera was concerned, but it did seem like it might get Jerral's attention.

It was Judy, who stood dressed in light cream colored padded fighting armor of her own. It was what people wore when practicing with a blade, since unlike a club, those could really hurt you. Even the dull ones. Or, Tiera reflected, sticks hurt too, but not as much, or as fast.

"I know, we can make a game of it. Look at me Jerry. I'm over seven feet tall, I have years of training to fight and really, Tiera and I aren't close at all. The first time we met I would have kicked her behind but good, if she hadn't had a shield on." The girl stood back, holding her own practice weapon, which was a metal sword that had a rounded edge and dips in the length from working sword to sword a few times. You weren't supposed to do that on purpose, but it happened.

She waved it in the air and nodded to David.

"So here's the game. You have to protect the little princess here. She won't fight, nor try to protect herself at all. I'll just take to beating her and if you want it to stop at any point, you just walk on up to me and hit me with that weapon of yours. No need to get advanced. Just do it hard enough that I notice it is all. Then I'll stop. One good solid blow."

Tiera didn't say anything, but didn't like the idea of not fighting back. It hardly seemed fair, and sounded more than a bit like an excuse for Judith to wail on her without any risk to herself. Not much at least. Still, it was clear the Jerral had a real problem and if he didn't get past it, that kind of thing could get him killed eventually. He was family too, after a fashion, so she had to do whatever she could to save him, even if it meant taking a beating for some guy she'd just met. David looked at the tall girl and made a face, one that clearly said he understood what she was really after, but he didn't say no, either.

"Crap." It wasn't polite language, but Tiera sighed and tried to get ready. It would be really hard not to fight, wouldn't it? "Well, try not to kill me. I'm counting on you Jerral."

The beating was... not half as bad as she thought it would be. Judy really hit her, but they were smacks to the arm with the side of the blade, loud enough to make the air ring a bit and they did hurt, but, it seemed, she wasn't really just taking the chance to hurt her and get away with it. It went on for a while though, with the girl finally smacking her on the butt with the blade, hard enough that she fell down, crying out. It hurt a lot. Tiera wasn't crying yet, but it was really hard not to do her own battling.

"I ain't nor stoppin. You make me stop or I'll beat her for hours. I'm having a grand old time of it." She smiled too, being more than a bit of a bitch.

Finally at about ten minutes in Jerral tried to grab the large girl, which got him kicked in the middle, pretty hard. Judith knew what she was doing and seemed ready for the move.

"No! With the blade. One hit, hard enough for me to take note of, and I leave off, until then we just keep going." Then she beat Tiera faster, knocking her down, slapping at her over and over again. There would be some bruises, but it was clearly more about getting the boy to act than anything else.

He did it though, finally, after about twenty-five minutes. He took his blade and tapped Judy. The first one clearly didn't count, though Tiera was feeling a little hopeful, but David said it didn't, his voice locked down for some reason. When she looked up his face was set and jaw clenched tight. He was white. Not just pale, but so light that he nearly could have matched skin tone with her at that moment. His fists were locked and looked almost like bone with streaks of red.

Tiera noticed that Sir Kolbrin was watching them, but trying to act like he wasn't, for some reason, standing back and paying more attention to Mitchell and a girl that were actually doing a much better job of fighting than she or Judy were. Being spanked with a practice blade wasn't an elegant thing after all.

It wasn't until the taller girl got frustrated and started hitting her with the edge that the boy acted however, a single blow coming in that was hard enough to rock almost anyone back a bit. Judy started to pull back, but Kolb shouted then, his voice angry sounding.

"Jerral! You can't believe she really meant it, do you? She's going to keep going if you don't stop her. I don't think Tiera can take much more!" There was a panicked tone to his voice that, at that moment, actually got the boy to start fighting then. It was great for her, since it meant Judy was busy but every few seconds she jumped over and tried to hit Tiera again, as if trying to make it all seem real. They went on and on then, but her new protector managed to keep her safe then.

He wasn't artful about it. There was a look of pain on his face and it was all that David could do not to stop them, it seemed. He was actually shaking, for some reason and kept staring at her. If she was supposed to have done something else, he could have let her in on it somehow, or at least that seemed reasonable to Tiera. She really would have rather avoided the burning pain after all. Her browns were all dirty too, from being knocked down like she had been and her mouth tasted like blood. She was a bit angry as well, but it wasn't nearly as bad as she would have guessed it might be, given the situation.

An hour later Sir Kolbrin called a halt to it, obviously having been paying a lot more attention than it had looked like the whole time. Tiera figured that it had all been a set-up, to help Jerral move past a specific block. It seemed like it, since he had to work with every girl out there then, except Tiera. She was allowed to use the healing amulet though, which was a relief. Pain was far from her favorite thing. She didn't fear it, and could stand it if she had to, but if it wasn't needed, she decided that she'd rather not. It felt like everyone else was a little... weaker, that way. Like they minded it a lot more than she did. It was a bit strange, but she figured that it might have had something to do with her being an Ancient too.

That was probably why she'd been given the job of pell for the day. She was little and young looking, but could also take the punishment without it harming her, mentally.

Jerral was still working when it was time for her to leave and no one tried to talk to her overly, so she got to her other classes, not having time for a shower first. It left her feeling gross, but no one commented on it, since she didn't reek too bad yet. She did make a point of sitting away from everyone else while taking her test in math though. The Instructor shook his head at her and graded the problems she'd done, handing her another book on the way out.

"This is the next book. You passed by the way. Perfectly. I expect you to have this one ready for testing in a week. Come to class daily, but, I'll have to work up a new lesson plan for you." He smiled though and pushed her gently toward the door. "Don't lose my book or get food stains on it, please."

Instructor Crane didn't ask her to do more than sing that day, and while he made corrections for her, he wasn't overly harsh. It was noticed by the tall boy that was a good singer, but who had seemed a bit lazy before. In fact he shook his head and snorted at her.

"Bull. She went totally flat on the whole third verse. It's supposed to be a harmony piece, but she reversed the parts." He demonstrated, if two octaves down, his voice rich and full while he did it. Then he waved at her, and did it again, sounding different. "That's what you're supposed to do."

Tiera got that he was being a jerk, trying to look good for his friends, who all snickered at her. Not everyone in the room did, just the ones that sat right around him, a boy and two girls that seemed a little catty suddenly. She grimaced, but sang the corrected verse as closely as she could to what he'd done the second time. Instead of mocking her efforts, he made a single correction and when she did it for the third time he nodded.

"That's not bad, actually."

Instructor Crane looked at the boy, as if bored.

"If I might have my class back, Master Sorenson?" He looked down his nose dryly, but the boy smiled and waved at him a bit.

"Sorry." He looked like he was about to be flip then, but instead looked back at her and smiled, shaking his head and patting the girl next to him on the leg.

After class it was time for another food run, since she had that pesky habit of eating every day. She got a bit extra, in case Reggie came to eat with her. The girl had gone back to eating in the dining hall already, since it cost too much to eat out all the time and the food there was free, if not that great. The general rule now was that if anyone got caught doing anything to the food, the fighters would take turns beating them. Daily. For the rest of the term.

It wasn't enough for her to trust in it, but most of the kids felt safe it seemed. A few squeamish ones like her were holding out, but things had gotten nearly back to normal, it seemed. That would probably hold, right until it was her turn to have kitchen duty. People might not trust her to worry about a few daily beatings, not if they knew her schedule at least.

Back in her room she ate quickly, and ran to her next class, with no sign of Karen yet at all. It was getting a bit scary, but she didn't let it get to her overly. She'd have to ask around for her though, if she didn't show up soon. It wasn't until after her meditation class, which went far more smoothly that day than the first, that she could let that bit of stress go.

The large girl was on her bed when she returned, and on hers was Captain Petra, sitting next to Timon. They were on the same bed, which caused the country girl in her heart to feel scandalized for a few seconds, but it was pretty clear that it wasn't anything untoward at all. They had nearly Timon's arm's length between them and were all looking at her, faces relaxed and not guilty like they'd been doing anything wrong with her younger brother.

"Hey, all. Come to visit?" She doubted it was the case and Timon shook his head firmly, his eyes dark.

"No. We need you. Rescue mission. After a fashion. This... It isn't exactly a normal thing."

Tiera just waited, looking at him. He knew not to keep her waiting too long and she felt peaceful still, from her last class, though that was starting to fade. Fast.

After a few seconds she actually got the information she needed from him.

"Patricia Morgan has been running an operation to try and get the Larval out into the open. One that really isn't needed now. She found a guy named Gerent, he found a box of amulets that Tor had misplaced or something like that. I don't think he stole them even... So, basically he used that to claim to be Tor, which is illegal, since you can't impersonate a noble like that, and when she found him, she put it around that he was the real thing. The assassins clearly didn't think that had any merit, since they never even came around to check, but she managed to get herself locked up by Baron Gala, along with Gerent. I told her I'd back him as my brother if anyone asked, but if both of us go to get him, it will seem more real. You met the Gala's right? So you can contact them personally? They'll recognize you? That would make things much simpler."

Tiera rolled her eyes.

"I'm not a big supporter of Trice. She was mean to Tor, and hurt him. I don't know this Gerent at all, but he's been breaking the law... I'm not sure I see any benefit to supporting him in all this. Is there more to it, or is it just about that?" It came out sounding moody, but at least not mean. She was just a little worn by how everything had gone lately.

Her little brother didn't speak for a long time. When he finally did his voice was low, almost like he couldn't be bothered to make any noise at all.

"Gerent got in trouble originally when a gang stole a girl. They were raping her when he found them, so he lied to try and scare them, claiming to be the Troll of Galasia. That didn't work, well you'll see, he isn't very frightening. So he had to fight them all. Alone. He doesn't know how to fight, so I guess that was a mess, but he didn't give up and managed to drive them out of the area. But people heard what he said , so he couldn't back away from it. Because then he'd just be accused of breaking the law, hero or not. Then Trice found him and led him into all of the rest. I think he loves her, so... We need to move fast. I said I'd back him. That doesn't just mean when it's easy."

It was a point, wasn't it? She didn't know this man, but her own brother had claimed him and really, Tor would have too, if he'd known about it, most likely.

"Right. Well... We need someone older than we are. I wouldn't believe us, if we showed up in the middle of the night... Fine, I have an idea, maybe. We need to get in touch with the palace though. I don't know if the King will help us, not with the law breakers, but..." She didn't even have to finish explaining the whole thing before Timon's communications device was out, the small white thing with its glowing sigils in her hands, the one for the Capital already activated.

They waited, no one talking, the older girls looking slightly uneasy. She felt that was too a bit, but didn't let it show. The King had no reason to help her overly. When the thing was answered, she didn't recognize the voice at all. It was a male, but that was all she knew.

Timon did though.

"Hey, Kevin. Timon Baker here. We need to speak to..." He glanced at Tiera, who mouthed a name. Timon got it instantly, not seeming surprised at all. "George. I think we need to borrow him for the night, if the rest of you can cover for him. It's a secret mission. An urgent one."

There was a clatter then, the sound of someone running, without saying anything. Three minutes later he was back, not even out of breath.

"By the northern city gate, in an hour. Do you need him to be there sooner? Or, for that matter, do you need more bodies?"

Tiera raised two fingers, and looked around. Everyone seemed to agree at least.

Timon spoke as if it were his own idea.

"Two would be very good, if possible. This shouldn't require violence. If it does we'll handle it a different way."

"Understood." Then the device cut out and Tim put his away after a single tap.

"Someone was coming. From the tone of Kevin's voice, I'd guess Alphonse. He goes far more deferential for the King or Queen and likes the Princesses enough that you can hear the difference when he speaks."

They jogged to the commons as a craft was set up almost instantly, Timon flying, since it was his mission really. She sat in the back, next to Petra, who seemed a little shy suddenly. Tiera smiled at her, getting one back, but they didn't talk. Not at first. The larger girl did nudge her arm a little though.

"So, are you seeing anyone new lately?" It was just making conversation, so she mentioned Regina, which got a chuckle from Karen, who already knew about it.

Petra seemed politely interested.

"That's all though? It sounds like you have plenty of room in your schedule then for more. My brother was asking after you the other day. Trying to come up with a message to send someone as an excuse to meet up with you. Maria was actually all jealous too, which is rare for her. You should go and visit them soon. On your off days next week perhaps? I know they'd love to see you." There was no subtlety to the words, but it was clear it was a real thing, not just the woman teasing her.

She had to shake her head though, trying to make herself look sad, even if she didn't really care that much. "I can't, not this week. I have extra classes, because I missed several days. I'm pretty much not getting a break for two weeks now actually, since I have to do a day for each I missed. Then... I think I have to go to Soam." Which would start the next morning, the punishment part. Hopefully she'd get some sleep that night, but for some reason that didn't seem likely.

Sitting behind them, Karen moved forward and patted her on the shoulder. It was a kind gesture, to comfort her for the lost days, Tiera thought, until she spoke.

"It was an amazing thing Pet. Kolb was going to give her extra pell work for a few days, but when he got in she was fighting with short staves against Havar. You know how he is. He'd already beaten her bloody and they just kept going... It was epic. She ended by crawling over to him, broken and bleeding, still trying to fight, waving the shattered end of her weapon almost blindly. After that Kolb didn't have the heart to make her stand for anything more, not for a few missed days." There was a nudge then, rocking the smaller girl forward. "Then he pulled over one of the new boys, who'd also been missing. Off getting himself taken care of in a whorehouse for a week. Kolb just wanted to scare the kid I think, so he asked Tiera what she thought his punishment should be. She volunteered herself to stand it with him, so now if Mitchell doesn't show, he'll look horrible. Then she kicked his sorry backside for half an hour. Even Havar thought it was a bit much. Sets the bar a bit high for the next person that gets drunk, you know?"

Petra chuckled a bit, and leaned into Tiera's arm, companionably.

"Ouch. Havar is one of those people that doesn't like to pull back a lot. Did you tick him off or something?"

Karen shook her head, smiling.

"Nope! I asked about it over dinner that night. Rold said that they always practiced like that and had been almost every morning. He did step things up a bit, since she'd had her first breakthrough earlier in the day. It's only her third week too."

They landed then and the conversation switched, since they were sitting outside the white wall of the Capital, past the west gate. She nearly mentioned it, but Timon changed the color of the craft and made it look like a regular wagon then. A rough thing that could have hauled grain or ice without drawing attention. It was incredibly done. They were all sitting in it, and there were a pair of brown blobs in the front, that looked nothing like real horses, but might just pass for them in the dark, if people weren't looking that hard. She hadn't realized that the Fast Craft could do that.

"They can also make a little restroom, if you want. That's actually built in. Did you know that? All this time I've been scheduling stops for it. Count Lairdgren mentioned it the other day. I'll show you how, later. I have to tell you, that made me feel like a moron, when I found out."

They didn't talk a lot then, just sitting and waiting for someone to come. At nearly an hour after the communications device cut out exactly, two Royal Guards showed up, using Tor-shoes. They floated up next to them, and looking a little baffled, got into the wagon. George was next to her, and the woman with him was a bit older, but seemed to be kind enough, smiling at everyone as they made room.

"I'm Wensa. Nice to see you girls again. Timon, I hear you've been keeping busy?" She bowed to everyone, Tiera getting the last one. At first she wondered if that was because the rest of them were already friends, or if it was a slight, but the woman held her hand out to her, not shaking so much as touching palms lightly. "I've heard a bit about you as well, miss." 

There was no mention if that was good or bad, but she didn't seem to be judging her, so that got let go. Besides, Timon altered the craft again, then, as soon as it was solid, all in black for once, he raced off.

"Alright, we basically need you two to stand behind us and look official as Tiera and I lie. We need to get Patricia Morgan and a man she had playing decoy for Tor out of prison in Galasia. It was illegal, but Tor put Trice up to it, I think. If you can't do it, well, let me know now. I can have you back to the palace in a few minutes."

There was no hesitation in course though, as if he already knew the answer. George just seemed to think it was a decent plan. At least neither he or the woman he'd brought said anything against the idea.

Galasia was only about twenty minutes away, and George knew exactly where the Baron lived, if not where they kept noble prisoners.

"Or, more likely, if they believe them to be true frauds, the hole they shoved them into. I wouldn't expect that they'd just been put in the guest house." The man didn't seem concerned over the idea of their possible mistreatment, then, Tiera wasn't either, so that worked for her as well. Pretty much anything that happened to Trice was no more than she deserved.

She walked to the front of the group and knocked on the door firmly, getting a man servant to come, holding a lamp so that he could see who was there. Another was hidden behind the door, probably armed, since she could see his shadow on the wall inside the place.

"Hello! Sorry for the late arrival. I'm Conserina Lairdgren, one of them at least. Tiera Baker? This is my brother Timon. We heard that Patricia Morgan and our brother are here, in a bit of trouble? Did Tor lose his disguise amulet again?"

It came out in a rush and was loud enough that a tall, older, but still blond man came to the door, holding a cane that had a sword handle on it. She hadn't seen the like before, but could guess it had something sharper than wood inside. When the man saw her he made a face, but then nodded.

"This is the Tiera Baker that I met before, do you have a letter for me?" He seemed concerned, but she smiled.

"No, nothing like that, though if I could pay you and your wife a visit one of these nights? It might be... interesting. You're both very nice, and attractive." It was a cover at least, but it got the man to nod.

"We'd love that, of course. At my age not many beautiful young ladies visit that late at all. Now, you say that you came about the man that's claiming to be your brother? My younger brother swears that it isn't him. They've met before, more than once, so it's fairly certain."

She froze. That would be harder to explain but was probably why they hadn't simply believed the man. She was about to simply demand he be freed, when Timon sighed and made a rather shamed looking face.

"I... sir. My mother and father have eleven children and, well, Tor has a twin. We don't speak of it, since, he's... not right all the time. You understand? Torrance and Tory. The one you have isn't the famous one, but the woman with him is Patricia Morgan, the Ducharina. She's been very kind, looking out for him as he went out on an adventure. It isn't a good thing, but he actually is a kind soul. He means well and only sought to help, while Tor has been out of touch. We normally keep him in Two Bends, our Country home?" The way it was said made it sound like the Baker family had several, and Tor actually did, so that worked. Tim did too, come to think about it, and Taler had his own place...

Tiera looked down then and took a very deep breath.

"Tory is... well, family, can we leave it at that? This is pretty embarrassing. He didn't hurt anyone did he? Or get himself injured?" It sounded like the right thing to ask and the Baron shook his head.

 "A minor tavern brawl. One of the local men said that he recognized the woman from a whore house, the one at Wildlands, where he was stationed. He offered the lady some coin for her services, and it seems that your... brother, took offense. No doubt rightfully. We'll have them brought to you at once. Forgive this unfortunate turn of events, please." The man bowed then, so Tiera bowed back, getting that she at least needed to be on good terms with him, since she'd likely be back.

"That sounds like Tory. We'll take him back home tonight. Do we owe any fees for damage?"

There had been some broken tables and a bench, as well as doctors bills. It came to about fifteen gold in all. That was horrible price gouging, of course, since basic benches and tables would cost in silver, and while doctors were pricy, they didn't charge that much for simple patching.

Timon had the coin in hand almost instantly anyway, bowing as he handed a small silk bag to the man.

"I can only ask that you don't hold this against him, as his brother it's my responsibility to see he doesn't fall into things like this. I apologize for any trouble that has been caused."

The Baron wasn't personally involved, though he did promise to make sure the coin all got to the right places. One of the servants, dressed in a white night shirt already, scurried with a lamp to get the prisoners for them, and came back half an hour later. They hadn't been invited in, but the Baron did have warm chocolate brought for them all. Including the Royal Guards, who he didn't question at all. Really it was almost as if he were ignoring them. 

Instead they spoke of the new sewer system that had been put in, since Tor had provided the very expensive equipment so that they could make it. The older man seemed to be very proud of the work and his voice held a bit of awe when he spoke of "The Wizard Tor".

"He never even charged us for the use. Or for the giant water filters that stopped the death plague several years ago. I probably shouldn't mention it, but we owe him, and through extension, the rest of his family, a great debt. I promise you that Ferdinand didn't mean to insult you, or your brother, we simply didn't know..."

Timon bowed to the man again.

"If... it's all the same, sir, would it be possible to keep it that way? It isn't that we're ashamed of Tory, exactly, but perhaps it would be..." He blushed then, which was just visible in the lamp light. It was timed so that the man wouldn't have to answer, precisely as a small single horse cart was led up, with two figures sitting in the back.

They didn't have chains on, but looked a little worse for wear, both naked and the smaller one, the man, seeming misshapen and bent.

Tiera didn't wait, running to the cart anyway, being careful not to scare the horse, who was a pony really, not being very large himself.

"Tory! Mother is going to be most cross with you. You're to come home at once! You're expected as well Trice. We need to get you some clothing, the both of you. Did you lose your amulets too then?"

Trice had her left arm, but no visible amulet at all. Where that one was Tiera had no clue. The arm was magical however, and still in place.

She held her head high, but something seemed to be very wrong with her. There was a trembling in her shoulders and her face... Twitched.

After a few seconds she spoke, and it was clear to Tiera, who'd moved close to the woman, that she'd been beaten pretty badly. The little man with her had as well, possibly even worse.

"The jailers... They raped me... They, him too..." Then she cried.

That wasn't a good thing at all.
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To his credit the Baron seemed at least as shocked as the rest of them, and moved instantly into anger at the people that had done the deed, not anyone else. He even took the Truth amulet Timon held out and swore, without being asked, that he had nothing to do with it. More, he didn't know who would. It was hard for him to believe that any of his people would do anything like that.

The marks on the faces were clear and both people moved awkwardly when they got out of the cart. There were dried blood stains on both their legs that were telling as to how they'd been abused, so no one doubted the claim at all. Petra had a weapon in her hand, and when Tiera looked around, she realized that everyone else did too. Even she did, of course, but that just made sense. Baron Gala was just standing there, glowing still. Showing that he wasn't a liar.

Timon fished under his clothing at the neck and pulled out several amulets, all on silver, meaning things he made, since Tor worked in stone. He got clothing on each of them first, careful not to touch flesh at all, then gave them each shields.

Trice got herself under control, but "Tory" seemed nearly broken. No one spoke for a moment, but Timon started making demands, his young voice snapping out orders as if he actually expected someone to listen to him. Oddly enough, they did.

"We need to bring in all of these people for questioning. Then we kill them. Is that understood?" His voice was hard then, and Tiera felt an odd tingle of discomfort. It wasn't about the death, no, her own anger would allow for that. It was seeing such rage in her little brother. It always took her by surprise when he did things like that, sounding hard and manly. Almost like he wasn't exactly sane anymore.

The first time she'd seen it had been when he announced that he planned to torture a Count. Then he went and, as far as she knew, had done just that. Count Rodriguez had surrendered to the King the next day and was awaiting execution in a week or two, after the Council started. He was a traitor and everyone knew it. What had actually happened she didn't know and hadn't even thought to ask. It didn't impact her life at all.

"Right. George, Karen and I will go and see to that. The rest of you stay here."

She got her own Fast Craft out. They had to take one of the servants in order to find the place, but they checked him using the Truth amulet, just to make sure he was actually on their side. Tiera went in first and used her Force Lance, so that the men could be questioned, rather than just scrapped out of the remains of the rather humble building they were in. It didn't take long, since they didn't have much more than clubs and never even got close to her.

There were five men there and no other prisoners to deal with, so, fifteen minutes later, they had them all back, mainly unconscious since Karen hit them when they moved. Tiera didn't blame her, the horror of it made her want them dead already, but that could wait a few minutes.

They let George and Wensa ask the questions, and when the men refused to answer, Tiera got to help them make the opposite choice.

They still didn't have luck with getting any answers until they got to the third man, who was the youngest, and even though they were all dressed identically in loose tan tops and brown trousers, his actually seemed to have been washed. At least once.

"I can't say anything." That however was something, Tiera pointed that out, moving closer to him, enough so that he tried to pull back, even in the dark. Clearly afraid of her at that moment. It was wise of him, but still a little odd. Who was afraid of little girls?

"You can. Tell me, who paid you to do this?" The words surprised her, but the man seemed truly baffled.

"We weren't paid for it. It's just a game. No one cares what we do to scum like them, so we like to have a little fun." Except, in Gala, rape was always illegal.

That bit came from the Baron and no one doubted it was true. Oh, the rules might have been different for himself, if he wanted, or his family, but not for these rather filth ridden creatures in front of them.

The other men chimed in with a chorus of groans and ordering the younger man to shut up, but it was too late. Everyone knew they were guilty. The man hadn't lied at all.

It wasn't until a few minutes later, when George was slapping one of the men a bit, to get him to say the words himself that Gerent finally seemed to come around. It happened when the seedy looking jailer on the far end smirked and made the mistake of speaking.

"They liked it. Hollering for more and squealing like little girls. 'Oh, do me in the back hole, right up the tight!' like that." Who he thought he was mimicking Tiera couldn't tell, but her new brother "Tory" jumped the man and started flailing at him like an insane person. It worked decently well, since he had a shield on and it activated with the first blow. It should make his fists seem a bit like iron, she thought.

Half a minute later, the man still alive, she fished out her cutter and held it out.

"Take off his arms and legs. Anyone have a healing amulet?"

A few seconds later Timon fished one out, handing it to her. Then, working together, she and Gerent turned the man into a body that was healthy, but wouldn't ever be whole again. Then the little warped man took off the man's trousers and shaved his crotch until he no longer had anything but a bloody patch. She healed the man as he screamed. Wimp.

"Shut up. Your punishment is only half done."

Then Trice came over and they did the rest. One of them died of blood loss before they could heal him and he didn't come back from it. The other four were stripped totally, left as pale blobs in the night, like peeled potatoes, waiting to be boiled.

She looked at the Baron, who seemed ready to throw-up and made her face hard.

"Put them in a whore house, a copper a turn. If they refuse... Well that will be hard for them to do now, won't it? Is that sufficient?" This she addressed to "Tory". Her brother after all. She didn't feel like it was enough, but after a few seconds he spit on each of them in turn, then the corpse of the one that had died.

"It's too good for them, but I can't think of anything else." He did kick one of them however. "How dare you touch her. Never again. Never again!" For a second it seemed like the men were about to die, but he backed away, Trice coming over and holding him, both of them dressed in black now, but shaking, traumatized.

The Baron laid on the ground, apologizing to them both, then offered his life in exchange for the wrong done to them. That wasn't exactly an empty thing either. There was a real chance that the two might take him up on it, but Trice shook her head firmly, her voice not steady at all. Part of that was the crying and wailing from the now crippled men. It was annoying.

"We can't afford to lose our friends here. The kingdom can't. I believe it wasn't you. They were your people though, and you should have known what they were doing in your name. I can't take your life for it, but I hope that it won't ever happen again."

Gerent moved in and started to kick the Baron too, but George held him back.

"Sir. You may take his life as offered, but seek to hold your honor and leave him his."

"They raped her. I don't care what they did to me, but they touched her. Patty..."

The woman, her hair dark and curly, if stylishly short, held the much smaller form and didn't let go at all. She didn't offer platitudes or comfort either. It was Wensa that moved them along, suggesting that they go to the palace immediately. That made sense to almost everyone it seemed, except for Tiera, who thought that wouldn't help anything really, and Gerent, who seemed even more freaked out suddenly.

"I can't go there! Are you trying to get me killed? Just do it yourselves and no one will care. I'm just a freak, no one will miss me."

That got a flash of anger from Tiera, in a way that she never would have expected. Not at the man for whining, it was probably just how he felt. He'd been sodomized repeatedly for sport and he honestly didn't seem to care about that, only what had been done to his friend. That kind of thing was rare. Almost impossibly so. Someone had harmed him so badly, for so long, that he didn't think he counted at all.

"No. That isn't true. You're my brother now and if anyone, ever, tries to harm you, they're fighting me first. The King won't even look at you crosswise. If he tries, I'll scold him myself." It wasn't a great threat, but the man was the King and she couldn't go after him without dying. Not really.

For some reason that got the tiny man, who was even shorter than she was by half a foot, to go silent as Wensa and George got them into Timon's Fast Craft, the night air showing her breath as she put her own away and then moved into the back of the thing, sitting next to Karen. She was close to her, pressed against her leg. They had the room, of course, it was just for comfort. The larger woman didn't seem to care about it, putting her right arm over her shoulders.

 They were close to halfway to the palace when Trice spoke, her voice so soft it was hard to make out all the words.

"Thank you. All of you. I don't think I would have made it much longer. We were chained, I'd expected someone to recognize me, so I handed over my amulets without issue. Except my arm. I swallowed that. I didn't want to be left crippled. It worked." She moved her hand a little, making a fist several times. "I didn't know that anyone would have gotten word, to come and rescue us. Or if anyone would have. Did Uncle Richard order it?"

The female Royal Guard, Wensa, answered from the very back row of seats. There was no real reason for her to be that far back, but George was next to her, so it might have been about strategy. It would be easier for them to kill them all from there for instance, since they'd have to turn to fight. Tiera let herself get sidetracked and nearly missed what the lady said.

"No, this seems to have been Timon and Tiera's doing. I don't know where the information came from."

Timon knew and so did Petra, but they didn't explain from where. Karen just sat, being silent, but a few minutes later, as they were settling over the palace, she finally added something. For Gerent.

"I don't know what you understand about this. I've heard conflicting stories about things involving you. We're going to go in to see the King. He might want to speak to you, or he might not. If he doesn't speak to you, try not to say anything. He isn't a bad person, but Patricia is his favorite niece, and he may lash out. Angry, like you are, except with a large army. For that matter, please don't declare war on Gala yourself. If asked what you intend to do about that, say that you find yourself satisfied with the outcome, for the time being. You can always change your mind later if the need arises. We really do need all of our friends right now and while Gala doesn't have a vast army, it's a wealthy and useful place."

From the front, settling the craft slowly, more so than a leaf could fall even, Tim continued.

"We'll watch out for you, just do your best to be polite. Let Trice speak for you if you can, for now. You can rail at the King later, no doubt, if you really feel the need."

The tiny man didn't deign to answer them, and that made a lot of sense. They were being jerks about it, acting as if the fact that he wasn't a noble born meant he was going to be rude. He wasn't her after all. Yes, he was upset, but he really should have been. Who wouldn't be in his place?

They had to all be cleared via Truth amulet, including the Royal Guards, which seemed to be new. Trice found it shocking at least. No explanation came and she didn't ask, but her eyes had gone very wide.

The King was dressed when he came out, and so was the Queen. Prince Alphones was in a blue silk outfit that looked loose and comfortable, as if for sleeping. It shimmered a little, and he padded in wearing soft shoes in a similar color. Princess Karina was in a dress, a pink one that was a bit plain, but looked good on her tall, lean body.

When she saw Timon, she ran to him, stooping a bit to give him a hug.

"You got them?"

Tiera wasn't her brother when it came to getting subtle clues maybe, but when hit in the face she could, on occasion, take a hint. That one was pretty telling. The Princess covered by trying to hug her cousin, which didn't work, thanks to the shield she had on. 

Both the Ducharina and Gerent looked horrible under the magical lights. Beaten and left unhealed from their wounds. That got a gasp from the Queen, who ran to her niece and called for medicine, but Timon shook his head and held out his healing amulet.

"I knew that you'd need to see them first. The jailers in Galasia raped them both repeatedly. We were too late to stop that. Tiera had Gerent and Trice cut off their arms legs and manhood, then ordered the Baron to stick them in a whorehouse at a copper a turn. One died during that. The lucky one. We cleared the Baron and the men said that they'd acted on their own. It was a common thing for them, from what they said." His voice was flat and old sounding. A thing that didn't fit at all, and while the Royal Family clearly seemed worried, they just watched as the two were healed.

Even for the King there wasn't a lot else he could do. Patricia told her story, explaining how she led poor Gerent, who'd found a box of Tor's old style amulets on the side of the road, probably having come from Count Ross, after the fire there, into pretending to be Tor. She made it very clear that she'd actually made the claim that he was a noble, not him. It was a good plan, but the short and lumpy faced fellow corrected her.

"That... It isn't true, your Excellency, erm, Highness, I... It was me. I did it. She didn't meet me until after. Don't... It isn't her fault. Only I should be punished for my crimes. Please, don't let her be hurt anymore." The last was said so softly the giant leader actually leaned toward him.

Tiera saw the King's face fall, and Timon grimaced at the words. Once said they had to be considered, didn't they? While Baron Gala might have been willing to pretend with them about who Gerent was, the King had actually met them all, and probably memorized the names or something. There was too great a chance that any one of them could turn out to be an Ancient.

Trice started weeping softly, tears running down her cheeks. The whole room went silent for a while no one really sure what to do about the situation at all. It was a big deal and too many had heard him say it.

Even Timon didn't have a way out for them. The King started to speak, his voice raw suddenly, almost like he felt close to tears, even though it didn't show on the surface otherwise.

"I... That leaves me with no choice. I have to sentence you to death, for the crime of impersonation. I'm very sorry. I can't think of any other way..."

For half a second Tiera decided to fight her way out with the little man. She didn't know if anyone would help her, but in her sudden rage, she lost all fear too, like always, and started talking. At first she thought that she was about to scream at the King and call him names, but instead she just sounded snotty and a little bit like everyone else in the world was stupid.

"Well, he is a noble. A Countier. Count Lairdgren has adopted him. Ask him if you don't believe me." She stomped her foot, but the King just let his mouth drop open instead.

Gerent tried to speak, but Trice held her hand over his mouth for a bit, muffling the words. After that he was silent at least. It took a few moments for the communications device to come out and even longer for anyone to pick it up, but the woman that spoke sounded awake at least.

"Hello? This is Bonita Coltress, may I aid you in some fashion?"

"Hello Bonita, is Burks around by chance? This is Richard, I have a rather urgent matter for him."

There was a shuffling of bodies it sounded like and a low murmur or two, but a few seconds later, a voice that sounded exactly like her brother, Tor, came on.

"What's needed?" There were no pleasantries, just Count Lairdgren going straight to business. It probably had to do with him being too old to care about stupid things. Tiera kind of had to agree with that plan too.

"We have an... issue here, Burks. A rather dire one. We have a young man named Gerent that apparently was pretending to be Tor. Tiera Baker asserts that you've already adopted the man, is that the case?"

The odds of him waking up and helping her, just because she wanted it done, seemed slim, so Tiera slowly got out her weapons, not able to hide it from anyone in the room at all. Timon followed suit and while Trice didn't have anything on her, she moved in front of her friend, to protect him, if she could.

"What?" There was a pause while Bonita murmured something in the background. "Oh, yes, that's right, thank you dear. Yes. Out of the line of note, but yes, my new son. I remember that now. Some ten years now, or was it more?" He clearly yawned, but turned away from the device, so that it wasn't too loud. "Has he been getting in trouble? He does that sometimes."

The recitation of what had happened got the Count to quickly say he was coming and the device turned off without ceremony. He was really old though, so no one could say anything about the rudeness of it. Or, they could, but it would be considered being rude on their part too.

As soon as the Count got there, about twenty minutes later, he took over with a will and had everyone hopping around in short order. Tiera needed to leave however and walked over to Karen, trying to gesture with her head subtly, indicating the door. That got her whispered at that they couldn't just leave. Their friends had been hurt and they were at the palace, you had to get permission to get out of there, it seemed. That was a new thing, but she shrugged and walked over to Trice, who wasn't, in all truth, her friend.

She was holding Gerent's hand at least and funny looking midget or not, he was a decent seeming fellow. She didn't know what to do or say. She couldn't just say she was sorry that evil people had raped them, could she? Was she supposed to dance around it though? It had happened and it wasn't their fault. She ended up just standing there then, and made an excuse.

"I have to get back to school. A punishment thing, for missing classes. I... do either of you need anything?" That was a thing you said, at least according to her mother. Then it occurred to her that they probably needed a place to stay, one where they could come and go as they pleased. Trice could stay almost anywhere she wanted in the Capital, no doubt. At the palace or at Tor's. Where was Gerent supposed to go though? "I don't own a house, or you could stay there, I..."

She looked around, only to find Timon walking over efficiently, as if he knew what the conversation was about already. Tiera knew for a fact her hearing was as good as his, so it couldn't have been that.

He looked at Gerent first, then gave the six-foot four or five tall girl a steady nod for a few seconds.

"Gerent, as family you can stay with Tor of course, but I have two houses outside the wall, side by side. I made them and the rent on the land is paid for a year. Would you like to stay in one of those for now? The cleaning lady, Mona, already takes care of both, so it won't be a problem for you that way."

He waited for an answer, since that was the polite thing to do. The tiny man looked down and shook his head. "That's really kind of you to offer, but I can't be a hardship for you."

Tiera rolled her eyes and then crossed her arms at the man.

"Yes, you can. Not that you shouldn't pull your own weight, but I don't doubt you'll find a way to do that part of things pretty quickly. We're family now, did you miss the part where the Count adopted you ten years ago? Are you calling him a liar?"

It wasn't a point that she would have, if it were her life it saved, but the man just made a face and kept looking away.

"I'm not fit for fine people. I didn't know that Patty was really Ducharina Morgan. I thought that she was just a pretty girl that was willing to talk to me, because I said I was a famous wizard. Now I have to go back to being what I was." He didn't say what he used to do, but from his tone of voice it wasn't anything as comfortable or fun as being a starving farmer or anything like that. "I'll be fine. I can go and work with the low players again. Sleep in the barn like an animal..." He'd started mumbling and Trice started to look angry.

"Or, and just consider this, you could realize that not one, but almost ten people stood up for you tonight. Tiera helped us cripple four men and kill another. Do you think she did that for me? The last time we met I thought she was going to punch me in the head. Timon is offering you the use of a magical house, that he made himself. He's very possibly the youngest builder in the whole world and he came to help you. Did you catch what Princess Karina said earlier? 'Did you find them'. Not her, not Trice. Them." Her right hand made a fist, but then she let it relax. Then she whispered to the little man, just loud enough for Tiera to hear. "Did you notice the part where a girl stood in front of the King himself and told a bald face lie to him, that he clearly knew was fake, to save your life? That the King of Noram did everything the law allowed to make it real? Or how a Count backed that story up with his own word, and still is? I think what you need to do is thank your new little brother and sister and take their family welcome as being heartfelt."

The man nodded, which they all took as being good enough.

Tiera took a breath, trying to figure out how to speed things up just a might.

"I don't want to be impolite, but we should get you all situated and then..." It was hard to do all the right social things, wasn't it? Luckily a handy Count came walking up then and invited both Trice and Gerent to stay at Tor's. He wasn't shy about it at all.

That got her off the hook, though Gerent did allow that he might feel more comfortable in a more humble place. They left, taking a regular magical carriage, letting her get Karen and take off, after making a point of finding the King. She needed permission and all that.

"So... I should invite you all over for dinner one of these nights. You don't mind sitting on my dorm room bed and eating dried fruit and meat, do you?" She meant it as a joke, but the Prince walked over then and smiled.

"Sounds great. Tomorrow evening?"

She had to think about it, but after a few seconds she nodded. "That would really work pretty well. You can meet my friend Regina too. I might even be able to do slightly better than that for dinner, if Ali will let me use her kitchen." She could cook after all. Her family was too large for anyone not to know how to do that.

They set the time for nine at night, and then, with a small hug, oddly from each of them, she was finally let go.

It was so late when she got back that it was early again, and even though she was really tired, she just went to the practice square and started for the day. No one else showed up for a long time, well past morning and then, finally, David and Sir Kolbrin came, the Head Instructor looking around with a slightly less than amused look on his face.

"No Mitchell?"

She hadn't seen him, which, she realized, was kind of her responsibility, wasn't it?

"He's due in at noon, I'm supposed to go find him, I think. Noon to night for him, first light to mid-day for me. That way someone will be here most of the time. Did you two want to do some drills? I don't have new ideas but we have to find some way of improving shield combat. Turning them off is only going to work so long and... Have you two learned that one yet at all?"

It was harder to do in an active fight, but the two whole days of meditation hadn't hurt at least. She couldn't win against Sir Kolbrin, but David was taken unaware once or twice which showed the technique had some practical application. They worked on that for hours and thankfully, at eleven, Mitchell came dragging in.

Very drunk.

It was such a brilliant plan that Tiera almost had to beat the boy herself. After a few seconds she decided to do just that, since she looked pretty bad suddenly, she realized. Sir Kolbrin had asked her to see that the punishment got done. Maybe it was really the fact that she hadn't gotten any sleep, or that she hadn't used the healing amulet, so still had bloody knuckles and her head hurt from slamming it into the pell, but she really just didn't feel like putting up with this kind of crap for some reason. Instead of doing anything too violent she forced a deep breath and then made herself relax, clearing her mind as best she could. It helped a bit.

Then she spoke, growling at the kid.

"Mitchell, why are you coming in drunk?" It sounded mean enough that he sneered back, which was a bit of a mistake, since it caused her anger to flare again.

"Why are you such a bitch? I didn't do anything to you and you had them take all my free days for nearly two weeks! This is my time. I'm just a student here. No one else made a big deal of my being gone for a few days. Just because I'm not insane like you all are..." He didn't hiccup, but rather kind of surged a bit, like he was going to get sick, but hadn't realized it yet. Sir Kolbrin and David both moved back and seeing that, Tiera did too.

That didn't stop Mitchell from yelling at her though, his words slurred enough that he sounded nearly cute, in an abusive way. It was a weird thought, so she focused on what he was saying, which wasn't fun to hear at all.

"At the tavern they talked about you though, we all did. Everyone hates you. Even your girlfriend thinks you're a bitch. She wasn't even drunk. Doretta..."

The boy reeled a bit, but the words made the other two look a lot different suddenly. Suspicious, rather than hard or like they were ready to beat the boy, David made a fist though.

"My girlfriend?" That information kind of hurt. The only person in the whole world that fit that name, in regards to her, was Regina. She'd thought they were close. It didn't make sense. Not at all.

Which, happily was just the case. She realized it when Mitchell kept talking, running his mouth with that blissful lack of awareness that only drunks and children had.

"Yeah, Sandra Morris? She said you were a bitch and that you thought you were worth more than you really are. Other stuff too. That... that was the bad part. So there. Show you for getting me in trouble."

The others went wide eyed and stared at her, as if she were going to fly off to kill the girl right then, or maybe start after her County again. Instead she grinned.

"Well of course she thinks I'm a bitch. I'm amazed daily that she hasn't tried to kill me yet. I wouldn't think she'd drink though, being a builder. Why was she in the tavern I wonder?"

Mitchell didn't know at all, but did opine that Sandra was cute.

"You're cute too. Only nice thing about you. We could go back to my room and you could prove you aren't a Doretta. You're small enough you have to be tight..." His leer wasn't very accurate, since he stumbled halfway through. Still it was an offer and she didn't want to be rude about it.

"Well, that's an offer..." She just couldn't help but sound sarcastic. It was a trial and Sir Kolbrin at least was fighting a smile from his face. "I don't think I can today. I actually have plans this evening, which will mean getting ready all day. Cooking and baking. Plus... I don't know if you'll be able to walk later. Maybe after tomorrow? If you can move at all?"

The boy didn't answer, and Sir Kolbrin didn't start hitting him instantly, but rather had him start working the far corner of the weapons square with a brush and a bucket of pond water. It wasn't hard to keep things clean really, but it was a thing to do anyway and boring.

David walked over to make sure the other boy kept up a good pace and Sir Kolbrin gently took her to the table with the healing amulet and handed it to her, speaking while her body repaired itself.

"I fear Mitchell isn't going to make it in our program. He's never been that serious of a student. I took him on as a favor to the Headmaster, to tell the truth. You can't beat a willingness to work into people though, only fear of pain. I just wish he had something else he was good at. This really does seem to be his main skill area." Taking a few seconds he got a dipperful of water from the large wooden barrel, it was half empty, which meant it needed to be refilled. They all took turns doing that, she'd noticed, but hadn't done that herself yet. There was a bucket for it, but you had to go to the clean water tap across the commons.

Picking up the container she started to walk away with it, only to find a large hand on her shoulder.

"The boy, he's drunk and didn't mean to be insulting I don't think."

"Really? It seemed that he sort of meant it to me. Tell him that I expect to find him out here at first light in the morning, will you please? If he comes in drunk I'll need help burying the body later and drafting a letter to his parents." She'd never done that before, but it would need to happen. They couldn't be left in the dark, it would be too much to ask of them. Poor people, having such a waste for a child.

There was a chuckle then, and a slap on the back that was hard enough to remind her to get her shield back on. That part was dangerous, taking things on and off like that. Handy for weapons work, but not so great for anything else. Look at Trice. She'd swallowed the one for her arm, but if she'd had a shield she wouldn't have been raped, would she? It just wouldn't have happened. That wouldn't work for everything, but...

Tiera tilted her head.

"What if we put the amulets under our skin. Could we heal over it? Then they'd be with us all the time... I've seen that done actually. I can't say where." It was a sudden leap in topic, but the weapons master seemed to follow anyway.

"That sounds expensive. Can you get it done? You have some family connections that could do things that might not be possible otherwise." He seemed excited by the prospect, but didn't seem to think of it as very likely.

Magic was expensive and the item that had been used on Carol Coltress was very special, wasn't it? Count Lairdgren had made it himself. It was tiny and fit under the skin, a disguise amulet that was made to cause the woman to seem ugly, like an old washer woman. That was Baron Coltress' wife, but the man seemed to think that her running down Bonita was worth a bit of payback. It worked pretty well though. Tiera had seen the woman and couldn't tell that it was the same person at all after it had happened.

She just needed to ask, didn't she? It might not be something that could be done, but, why not?

The large and scarred man let her go then, so that she could see about the rest of what was needed for the day. First begging kitchen space from Ali, and then seeing to the shopping and the rest.

It took hours to get it all done. Ali was, oddly enough, actually doing magical copy work, which was a new thing for her, but was kind of impressive for all that. Tiera wasn't up to doing it yet, so thought it was pretty special. That meant that it was Sheri that met her at the door of Ali's magical house, and the girl didn't seem overly pleased to see her at all.

"I... don't know if I can help you. It really isn't my kitchen to lend out. I suppose it would be alright..." Her hesitancy had nothing to do with what Ali really wanted, Tiera knew. It nearly poured out of the girl, it was there in the way she held her body, the expression on her face.

She really just didn't want the smaller girl around, not even for a few hours while she cooked.

"Well, thank you. I'll try not to get in the way." That, it turned out, wasn't a real problem, since Sheri just made a smaller kitchen for Tiera to use, so that they didn't have to be in the same place at all. That meant doing some shopping, which took several hours, even though the town wasn't that big, because she had to get everything. Flour and starter, sugar and spices, meat and vegetables. Then some butter which she decided would serve as the oil portion for everything.

At about eight-thirty she moved it all back to her room, and realized that she didn't have any dishes to serve things on at all. Rolling her eyes she nearly threw a pot against the wall. Who did that? Made all that hot food and then didn't even get a plate? For a few seconds she was just stuck, but then she walked to the dining room and just took some platters and silverware to use. She'd bring it back and while they weren't supposed to take food from the dining hall, no one had ever said anything about the utensils. They were a little plain, but then they were going to be using her little school desk as a table and sitting on beds, weren't they?

 The first knock was Regina, who hadn't been asked to come, which was an oversight. The girl saw the arrangements and winced, but just looked down and shook her head.

"I'm sorry, I didn't know you had plans." The whole thing sounded dismal and like she wanted to cry.

"Silly, I just forgot to let you know I expected you. Notice, three sets of everything? I have a friend coming in from out of town. You'll love him, I think. He's really nice and even good looking." She thought so at least. 

They didn't have to wait long, since the light knock on the door came exactly at one minute to nine. Which was the perfect time to show up. Tiera expected that he'd be there surrounded by guards, but instead it was just him, holding not one, but two bunches of flowers.

"You look lovely. You mentioned that you were bringing a friend for me too?" He handed Regina the arrangement of flowers, which got her to go wide eyed. It was a lovely thing, if not huge, but she smelled it anyway, her eyes closing.

"This is incredible. I bet the Queen doesn't have flowers this nice most of the time."

"Well, honestly she does. I went to her lady for these. I almost went full out, but you know, if I do that on the first date, then what's left for birthdays?" His smile was charming and he bowed to them both, which meant Tiera needed to introduce him.

He clearly didn't expect to be hiding who he was. Not talking about the Queen's florist like that.

"Regina Helmsley, who isn't just lovely, but my girlfriend, meet my... boyfriend, Alphonse Cordes." It was heavy handed all the way around, but neither of them corrected her. Regina looked shocked, but that was about the Prince being himself, most likely. She certainly seemed flustered enough.

Tiera just had them all sit, and passed around the platters, feeling a little silly, like a girl playing house in the back yard. If that was the case though, her dolls were certainly nicer this time. They ate school fashion, like she was used to doing at home, rather than the polite palace way. She didn't have the dishware for that anyway. No one seemed to question it.

Alphonse let his foot move out and touch hers gently.

"This is very nice. I see you have the traditional Lairdgren dish set?" He smiled about it though, not making fun. "I used to own a set or two myself, when I was here." 

Then, oddly, he turned the conversation to Reggie and they spent most of the meal discussing her and what she wanted to do with her life.

"Well, I'm in homemaking, and my father is pretty set on that path for me. Marrying well and all that. It's really set out for me pretty plainly. I suppose it could be worse." She didn't sound upset by it at all and Alphonse acted interested enough.

After dessert, which was a variation of a fruit and nut bread, lightly sweetened with sugar on the top Tiera packed the trays away and set things aside. There was a lull then, as they all waited for something to happen, at least that's what she figured was going on.

"Well... Why don't we get our clothes off? You two need to show me what to do though." At least she knew about birth control, since her ma had shown her how to do all that before she left for school. The others stared at her like she was insane though for some reason. The Prince recovered first smiling hugely.

"Sounds like a plan. Are you staying Regina? It could be interesting." His voice was playful and filled with both charm and a bit of disbelief, as if he didn't really think anything was intended to actually happen.

She giggled, but hit her amulet, which hung around her neck suddenly leaving her without clothing. That changed the dynamic of the room a lot and Tiera focused on the wall plate, dimming the lights a bit, before doing the same thing. Then Alphonse did.

It was, as promised, interesting. Most of the time was spent kissing, and for some reason the other two were doing most of that. Finally she got a turn with each of them at least, which was instructive, since she got to use her mouth on a man, and actually have real sex. Tiera had been told it would hurt, but it didn't really. That was probably more due to the idea she just didn't think of discomfort the same way as she used to. She bled a bit, but managed not to make a huge mess of things.

After they cleaned up and cuddled for a bit, which she was informed, was considered polite if you had the time, Alphonse sent Reggie away, trying not to seem like he was. The instant the door left he turned and looked at her as if surprised.

"I didn't think that you meant it. I just came to pass some messages. Not that this wasn't fun. Of course if Tor ever finds out that I slept with his sister I'll need to sleep with one eye open, won't I?" He kissed her, but just on the cheek. "Still, I won't tell if you don't. It isn't like he hasn't taken a turn with each of mine."

He handed over a very small packet, one with only three letters to be delivered and spoke the instructions in a way that sounded like he was repeating someone else.

"These need to go out as soon as possible. Under cover of darkness. The spies believe that you're being watched." Then he touched her shoulder again, almost tenderly. "Be careful. After what happened to Trice and Gerent... Mother almost forbade you from being involved in this at all. On the good side, everyone is in the Capital right now for those." He gestured at the letters and then shrugged.

The problem seemed to be that everyone was being watched. So much so that no one was certain who was working for whom exactly anymore. That meant she'd be seen going in and out.

So there would need to be some kind of trick involved.

Tiera sighed and looked at the food mess in her room. She needed to get that cleaned up and some sleep would have been really nice. She was going to be in trouble if she didn't get at least a little that night. She could go first thing in the morning, except she had that punishment she had to see to first.

Shaking her head she stood up.

"On it then. So, you like Regina alright?" It was important to her, that they all be friends. Even if the Prince was just doing things with her to be helpful and make the cover for passing notes stick.

"Oh, she's grand. I'm very glad I thought to bring those extra flowers. Next time we should see about getting away to the beach for your off days. We can bring her along too, maybe a few others. I haven't gone in years."

It sounded fun to her too, so she nodded, but didn't comment on the idea. There was just too much to do.

The trip to the Capital was fast enough, since she'd changed into all black clothing with a hood that pulled down over her face and made her Craft all black like she had before. She was almost certain that she was leaving before the Prince and his guard had a chance to, which would give her some cover, she thought. If people were watching her, they might be distracted by those others.

The hard part would be finding everyone, except, of course, it really wasn't that difficult. They all had either their own estates, were staying at the palace, which meant that they didn't need her to pass letters, or lived close enough to come in each day, flying.

That or they were staying with Tor and Ali at their palace, even though neither of them were in at the moment. So with Collette Coltress then really. The messages really only had to go to the ones that weren't easily available at night. That meant Count Peterson, which was really a letter to Princess Veronica, she didn't doubt, and two others actually in the Capital itself. Countess York was one of them, and a Count she hadn't really met before, Isle. It was a funny name, but easy to remember, and she had a good idea where his place was in town.

She stopped by the airbase first and even though it was one in the morning, found everyone still awake and alert. It was a military base though, so she was stopped immediately as she stepped out of her Craft in front of the main gate.

"Halt! Identify yourself." The man that said the words had a stern, but professional air about him, so she tried not to take offense. At least he asked who she was before insulting her. It showed a certain professionalism.

"Tiera Baker. Conserina Lairdgren. I was invited to visit. Late at night... You know." She left it at that and so did the man that had done the speaking. The other one didn't so much as let his face twitch knowingly. They were both tall, and matched in height, six-six exactly, at a guess. They wore all black and had little pouches for weapons, but didn't have one out. They did have flying gear on however, which meant they'd be shielded. Not that Tiera was planning to fight with them, but she couldn't help but notice.

"Please wait here. We have to send a message to the Count." That meant flying over, even though it was night. She had the distinct feeling that the man was trying to show off, just a little. It was cute.

Also a lot faster than walking would have been. Not five minutes later he flew back and let her in, smiling this time. Now he seemed a little knowing, which was a bit presumptuous of him really. Not that much. She was the one that had brought the topic up after all.

"This way. They're waiting for you in the main parlor."

That meant going to the right hand side of the rather large, double walled compound, where there was a house set up that was nearly half the size of the King's palace itself. It wasn't magical, she didn't think, rather one made of focus stone. It was a nice black color in the night, and decorated with small lights all over the outside. The man with her stopped at the door, but the servant inside looked awake still and led her down the well carpeted hallway to a large room filled with padded focus stone furniture. That made sense, the manufacturing facility for that being only about fifty miles away or so. There were very few trees in the Wildlands yet, so bringing in wood would actually cost more. A new planting effort had been started though, so eventually it would be green. That would be something to see.

Trees were wonderful after all.

Veronica smiled at her and moved in for a hug, which was friendlier than she would have figured on it being, to tell the truth. It was nice though, that she felt comfortable doing things like that. Count Peterson actually picked her up, his version of being friendly having a good bit more energy.

"There you are! I thought you might have been putting us off. Well, let's have some fun then. I have some brandy around here somewhere. Feel free to take your clothing off... Just lie down anywhere." The thing was, it was very clear that the large and handsome man was joking with her for some reason. After a few seconds he laughed, which got a tolerant smile from his wife.

"Don't mind him, he thinks it's funny, because the story as to your visit is that you, well, came to visit. He doesn't really expect you to do anything. I would, do things with you personally, but, hmm, well. Things are not looking good in that direction. It's convoluted, but it seems that we may be a little more related than is strictly apparent. It isn't you at least, please trust me there."

Tiera nodded, not getting it all, but knowing enough that she could tell they weren't planning to actually do much that way to solidify the cover she'd come up with.

"No problem at all. Count Peterson and I can just go to the other room, so it won't be indiscreet. That is how that works right?" It wasn't of course, even she knew that, but there was a certain level of happiness involved to the whole thing that made it easier to play a bit. It was nearly friendly. "I probably don't honestly have time. Here..." She moved into the Count, since he was the one getting the letter and started to give him another hug, slipping the letter into the back of his trousers, which seemed to be real, not magical at all. That done she quickly gave the Princess another hug and made her leave, loudly suggesting that they visit her soon too. It was both polite and gave her a reason to have people around every now and then.

Then, half an hour later, she actually managed to be off to see Countess York. That one was harder, since the woman seemed to want to make getting in touch with her very difficult indeed. She might have been on their side, but that didn't mean she really wanted to be part of anything in particular. That made sense, because wars could be costly. Tiera knew that one first hand.

So instead of even trying to act as if she were there for a secret late night visit, she pretended to be drunk and slapped the door loudly.

"Come out you wretch! I know you're in there!" It got several people to come to the door, with the lady herself hanging back, in a rather plain and shapeless nightdress. It was a light cream color in the dim lamp light her three guards surrounding her with their bodies, looking intense and slightly scared. Of her. Like they knew she might be by? It was either about their fear that she was going to knock the place down, or they were really good actors.

"You! I know what you did! I have the proof, um..." Faking a cough she pulled out the right letter in one try, thankful that she managed it, because sorting things in the dark, without looking, would have totally ruined her momentum. "There! Read it. Read it! You can't deny what you did. I won't have it. I won't!" She stomped her foot, then staggered to the right a bit, one of the disapproving men trying to grab her hard enough her shield triggered, throwing him back with a yelp. It didn't really hurt that much, but if you weren't ready for it the effect could make you squeak a bit.

The letter got taken, after she unshielded and then handed to the Countess, who indeed read it by lamp light, her face looking first scared, and then baffled for a few seconds. Then, almost as if trying to work up the nerve, she lit it on fire.

"What I do with another consenting adult in either the bed chamber or the business parlor is none of your concern. I'll give you what you ask, but don't trouble me again." Her voice was brittle and cold, even as the missive flamed in her fingers. When she dropped it on the stone of the step, they let it burn, so that it was nothing but ash.

Tiera didn't get it for a second, but then she smiled, shaking her head.

"Oh no, there's no easy way out on this. When I come, you pay. If you don't, or if you think you can make me vanish... Then everyone will know. I've seen to that. Oh, yes, I have indeed. Oh, my, yes." She kept wobbling, even as the woman left her standing there, with the guard glaring the whole time, but not speaking.

When she came back the tall woman looked ready to slap her, but tossed her a canvas bag instead. One that rattled a little.

"There. That's all you'll get from me. No one will..."

"Tsk, tsk, tsk... Tha's not righ' Countesh." It was probably a little over the top, but if she could set up the idea that she'd come at random intervals, it might work next time too. "I'll's be here when I want. Have shum coffee ready next time...Hahaha!"

Then she took off, flying away a little shakily, as if she were actually drunk. That, and into blackmail, apparently. It would work well enough, she thought. She'd need to do that part a bit differently. The Countess was an older woman, but really seemed very proper. What they were pretending she was being blackmailed with... For an instant Tiera wondered if it were real thing, some flaw or perversion so bad that even the nobles wouldn't allow it, but probably not.

After all, the little purse was flat and in canvas, which was a bit of an insult if you weren't a low laborer, so she was trying to imply that Tiera was being low and conniving it seemed. When she got outside the western gate, the one by the little red and white shack used by the Two Bends delivery service, she opened the bag, curious as to what was in it. It was mainly filled with silvers and coppers, with three gold coins on the top. About six gold worth in all. Not a bad payment if you were going to get it every few weeks. It would look like more too, which fit nicely with the fact that she'd flown in. Rich blackmailers expected heavy payments and no one that could fly was poor, were they?

Count Isle was easier by far. The man was ancient and already awake for the day when she got there, smiling and accepting that a visit from her was the same as a granddaughter coming to see him.

"So good of you to come dear. May I offer you something to drink? Some tea or coffee perhaps?"

"Coffee would be wonderful, thank you." She just handed over the letter, which he read carefully, then placed in the fireplace, using a small magical fire starter, which was a compact silver rectangle a bit larger than one of her fingers, to set it ablaze.

The man had a servant to pour for him, a woman that must have been near sixty. She smiled the whole time and patted Tiera as if she were much younger than fourteen. After she left the Count changed suddenly, his demeanor shifting going from one that seemed like a friendly grandfather to a cunning Lord without pausing.

"Very good. I can pass messages the other direction through you as well? How do we arrange for that? Do you have one of the new communications devices?"

She didn't of course. Timon did however, and that would probably work well enough. It would mean that he had to run around doing things for her at odd times, but she couldn't think of a better way to get things done.

"If you need me, contact the Fast Transport service and ask for Tiera to do a night time pick-up for you. It would help if you actually wanted to go somewhere. I have school during the day, but at night I'm free. If it's an emergency, well, say that. I'll come as soon as I can."

The man nodded and told her to drink her beverage while it was still warm. It was hot actually, but she finished it in one go, the bitterness pleasant and dark to her tongue. Before she finished the man shifted again, stooping a little as he sat, hunching in on himself, seeming older and more fragile.

"So nice of you to come dear. I have a present to go to the Lairdgren school, actually... could I hire you to take it for me?" He seemed genuine enough, so she nodded.

"Excellent. Let me see about having that brought in. It needs to go to Farlocenian Ross, do you know of her?" His eyes glinted, as if he'd already heard the story himself. That was possible, if he ever visited with the Ross family, wasn't it?

"Oh, yes. I'm trying to build a friendship there. Mainly so her friends won't turn me into a frog or whatever they have planned. So far it hasn't been working too well, but maybe this will help?"

The man acted as if it actually would and summoned both a shiny gold coin and the small box to be delivered. It was probably too much for the trip, except for the fact that Farlo would have it that morning, if it was important.

The man acted as if it was, so she nodded.

"I'll get to that right now then." They parted with very polite bows and she carried the gift away with her, flying as fast as she could manage, since it was nearing four in the morning already. The day was about to begin again. For her and Farlo both.

She had to find someone that would tell her where the girl would be, but that was simple enough. She knocked gently on Sheri's door, only to find Ali answering it, her head popping out from behind the closed door warily.

"Hello? Oh, Tiera... Is everything alright? If you've come to have sex, I'll have to offer my roommate to you. Timon said that I shouldn't try to sleep with anyone in your family other than Tor. Is that actually right?"

"Yes, that's right. Maybe I can take you up on the loan of Sheri some other time?" She grinned, knowing both that if Ali offered it, the other girl would actually do it, so as to not make her friend look bad, and would hate it the whole time. It was funny, but not something Tiera would ever let happen. "I need Farlo Ross. Important delivery."

That got a smile and directions to the girl's room, which, as expected, the popular Alyssa knew without having to even think about. Then she gave Tiera a hug and winked.

"I'll make sure that Sheri knows to come visit you soon. Oh, I was talking to Mitchell Ambrose earlier? He mentioned that Sandra Morris said some nasty things about you the other day? She's a friend of mine, are things... alright between you?"

Tiera wished she knew the answer to that. Instead she patted the other girl's soft arm and looked up into her blue eyes.

"I don't know at all. I'll check, I guess. Something about that story doesn't exactly seem right. Not that I'd expect her to be happy with me, but if she wanted to call me names, wouldn't it be more effective to come find me first?" It made sense to her, but Ali just smiled and shook her head a little.

"As long as you aren't angry about it, I'm not worried. She's a nice person."

Tiera made a face and crossed her arms in front of her, holding the heavy little box in one hand.

"And I'm not?"

Ali just laughed at her, and shut the door.
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The delivery wasn't very welcome at first, but Farlo finally got that Tiera wasn't there just to be annoying. It was tempting to tell the girl that she came just to look at her wonderful eyes, since that would mean the other girl would have to put up with her. As time went on she was starting to see how useful The Rules could be, if you used them correctly. She hadn't been doing it yet, but there was something there for certain. It might even be the key to making her way in the world.

"I was asked to get this to you today, by Count Isle. Sorry about the early hour, but it might have been important." She managed to stop short of questioning whether anything the girl ever did was all that valuable, since it almost certainly was now. Being petty wasn't going to help, and making an effort to be friends might, later. "So here you go. Normally I wouldn't have bothered this early, but, since we're so close now..."

There, that was pretty well done. They were close, standing not three feet away from each other, but the girl would have to take it as a request for friendship if not more. Tiera thought that was the case, but didn't really know if it was a strong enough statement.

The tall, rather thin, Conserina just nodded.

"Thank you. If we're close that means I don't have to give you a gratuity, right?"

That did seem to be the case, but the girl laughed and actually gave her a little hug the instant she smiled and nodded. They parted company after that, since Tiera had some things to do. Her eyes were heavy, the lack of sleep finally catching up with her solidly. She ran anyway, the world still dark. It was hard to see where she was going, but she knew the path pretty well and even though she stumbled a few times she managed a nice jog over all, which left her slightly glistening, even if she didn't feel overly hot.

Temperature control amulets were great for that part of things. Since her breath was showing in the air it was probably helping in more than one way too. She got through pells and stones before Mitchell got in. It was light, but close enough to true dawn that when the kid got there she didn't scold him for being late at all.

"Hello!" She forced the words to be bright, even as the young noble stared at her. For a second she thought he was angry with her, but then realized it was the blood on her face. She hadn't used the healing amulet or cleaned up yet. "Go ahead and get warmed up."

It was bossy of her, but Sir Kolbrin had told her to handle the punishment portion of things and it was pretty clear to her that just trusting Mitch to see to things wasn't going to work at all. She didn't know what to do, but smiled when Havar came, about half a minute later, almost as if he'd been following the boy in.

He grinned and shook his giant head, a smile on his face.

"So, how's my favorite Conserina this morning?"

"Tired. I haven't slept in a few days. After you warm up we should all take turns with some club work. You and I first, then Mitchell can take on the winner?" She looked up into the man's face and saw him go from slightly happy to very pleased, as if she were giving him a present.

"That's why I love you. Generally getting people to work in realistic conditions is a chore. Even the best fear the pain. You don't though, do you? Fear it, I mean. Is that because of being different like you are? An Ancient?" His words were thoughtful, but nearly sweet at the same time.

They left a warm tickle in the pit of Tiera's stomach.

"I don't really know. I don't feel fear really. I know that it will hurt, but I can see that working that way also helps more than not. The closer things are to a real fight, the more likely I'll be ready if something comes. Besides we have the healing amulet, so it isn't like we have consequences to worry over."

That got a huge laugh from the man and he patted her on the back gently, then went to warm up, working with Mitchell, spurring him on, even though the boy was clearly struggling to keep up. He wasn't drunk though, so he'd learned at least that much.

 Havar lectured them before they worked, about various aspects of fighting, it was interesting, having to do with why they worked in realistic conditions as often as possible, and then set the boy to watching them, encouraging him to make corrections when he saw flaws in what they did. Havar won again, but was clearly taking it easy on her. He let her get back up several times, even after the beating she was taking had slowed her down enough that he probably didn't have to.

After a bit she thought she understood. He was prolonging the whole thing, because he was having fun. Even though it hurt, and that was a certainty, since she was wailing on his lower legs enough that blood showed in a few places from the tip of her weapon cutting the skin, the fellow was taking pleasure in what he was doing.

So was she, so it wasn't like she was going to judge him. After about twenty minutes he waved a hand at her to stop and stepped back.

"Alright Mitchell, who won?" He waited calmly, and the boy winced, his face looking annoyed.

"You did, but that means I have to fight you now? I should say she did, since at least I have some chance there. Damned honor anyway, forcing me to tell the truth." He moved forward then, and after a few seconds grunted as the first of the blows came in. He tried at least, and did a better job over all than Tiera had. His movements were smoother, especially in the first minute or two. Havar went after him hard, but didn't take all the openings he had either, and merely pretended to hit him in the head a few times. They didn't use full force blows there. Not on purpose. It would end the fights too soon if people got knocked out.

They fought for about six minutes. Mitchell called halt then, gasping in pain.

"Gods... I'm sorry, I swear I'll never miss class again. Not just to go have fun."

Standing back Havar smiled and waved at the table with the healing amulet. "Good. See that you don't. From here on out your training is just going to get harder. It isn't a punishment either. Everyone is going to have to step up their effort now. Kolb was talking about that last night. Tiera, shall we go again? Long staves this time?"

They worked like that for the rest of the morning, without healing for her or Havar, even though they ended up being able to barely move. Finally Sir Kolbrin came and worked in, taking on all three of them and wining after about two minutes. He chuckled over it though and it didn't seem to have anything to do with his ego.

"I've been in enough battles to know what it's like at the end of the day. Go heal up. Mitchell, I expect to see you first thing in the morning, every day until your punishment is up. If you ever come to my class drunk again... Then I'll ensure you don't. Is that understood?"

The boy mumbled his understanding, even though Tiera didn't get it at all. It sounded threatening though.

"Tiera, a moment? After you heal." The man stood by and then led her away, the other two watching the whole time. "I have word from Count Lairdgren. He'd like to see you for dinner this evening. You might want a nap first, you look exhausted. He said to tell you that he's at Tor's place in the Capital. You also probably won't be back here for a few days. I'll see that your other Instructors are informed. Take Karen with you." He waited, his face blank, like he was trying not to give something away.

Probably how he'd been in direct contact with the Count. It seemed a little odd that he would be, didn't it? It wasn't that strange that the two would know one another, she guessed, since Sir Kolbrin was a nobleman and worked at the school owned by the Count and had for years. That he could be set to delivering messages was interesting however.

"On it. I'll see if I can ask about that idea we had, while I'm at it. Implanting magical devices."

She got a slap on the back and then a small push toward the gate of the square. It was a sign that she was supposed to leave, one that was hard to argue with, since the man was smiling. She did wave to Havar though and as an afterthought she added in Mitchell too. He hadn't done that badly. It was clear that he didn't really want to be there, but once they'd started, he'd tried pretty hard.

One shower, a long hot soak to work all the remaining blood off and four hours of sleep latter, she was able to wrangle Karen around, the girl having heard about the plans from Sir Kolbrin it seemed. There wasn't a lot of talk, until they were in the air, Tiera at the controls. They'd loaded the boxes from Tor into the back, since that had to be done too, taking the things to the other lands. Afrak and the Antarctic. It seemed like an exciting adventure to her at least, though Karen seemed more apprehensive than anything else. It wasn't until she spoke that Tiera got it though.

"I... how are you doing?" There was a low tremor to the words that got Tiera to look over at her passenger for a few seconds. Long enough she accidentally started to fly slightly to the right.

"I'm alright. I got some sleep and have been eating enough. Why?"

For a long time there was no noise at all, barely even the sound of breathing. Had she done something wrong again? She tried to think of what, but nothing came out. Oh, she'd been strange when she'd delivered those messages, but that was part of her plan. Was it too much? Had she really insulted someone? Was she supposed to give Countess York the coins back? She hadn't spent them, if that was the case. It would look better if she didn't, but she could, if it came to it.

"Tiera... you and Trice, and Gerent, you crippled those men. I understand it, but... It's a horror. If there's a worse punishment that could be delivered to a human being by another, I don't know what it is. You didn't even seem concerned about it. Then you ordered them to a whorehouse for the rest of their lives to be used... That has to be affecting you. How can you sleep at all? Or eat, knowing that you did that?" She sounded so concerned that Tiera had to force herself to keep flying.

She... hadn't really thought of it at all. It was just a thing to her. Those men weren't her people, so they didn't count, did they? They'd needed to be punished and in a way that actually made certain they wouldn't reoffend later. She'd taken care of that.

It wasn't that she didn't feel for other people, it was simply that she was more concerned with the ones she was there for than those animals that had walked on two legs. It wouldn't sound good to say that though, would it? That part she got. Her anger might be understood, but simply not caring about those men probably wouldn't.

So she lied instead.

"It's... hard. I'm not really ready to talk about it all. I don't know if I'll ever be." Tiera let her voice come out nice and flat, which seemed to do the trick, since Karen just looked sad, not like she was riding next to an insane monster.

Tiera pondered that idea though. Was she a monster? She'd heard how some Larval Assassins had been controlled once when captured, using a cutter on their arms and legs, then a healing amulet. They were so dangerous that it was about the only thing that would have worked. Those jailers weren't super beings however. They could have been locked up in their own cells and it would have functioned pretty well. Except for then they might have had hope left and she hadn't really wanted to leave that to them.

That was kind of what a monster would have done, wasn't it? The worst part of it was that she was still so angry at them all for having raped Gerent, and even Trice, that she was tempted to go and make certain they didn't get off too easy. It was pretty bad. Even she could see that.

Her silence was taken as sadness though, for the awful things she'd done, which was better than it might have been. Finally Karen reached over and patted her back gently.

"Well, it's done and I have to admit, I was going to kill them all myself anyway. This isn't better, but at least Trice and her friend will be able to sleep at night, knowing these men won't be coming back for them."

They rode the rest of the way in silence, the trip not taking that long, since they were landing at Tor's, not the King's palace. She set down much faster, slowing only enough to keep herself from accidentally making a hole in the ground, since it was the front lawn and looked pretty nice. They had lights glowing outside the place, so it was easy to see the ground, but she took a minute to do it anyway, just in case.

Then they had to bring the floating cases with them, since she was taking her Craft with her. Timon had been pretty clear about that part of things and she really didn't want to try and get another one from him. If she lost this one, that would most likely be it, as far as that went. Then her job of carrying messages all over the kingdom would be much harder. At the door they stopped, knocked and waited for several minutes while someone came to let them in. It was, oddly enough, Countess Ross, who'd just happened to be near the door when they got there. Tor had servants, but not a lot of them, so it kind of made sense.

"Oh! Karen dear, so good to see you." She got a bow, one that named them equals, which was pretty kind of the woman, being a sitting Countess like she was. Tiera got one too, which made her smile, though she went lower than Karen did in return.

After all, she wasn't as highly placed in society and didn't know the woman well. It made sense not to push her kindness.

They were taken to the main dining room by the giant lady, her homely face made lovely with a large smile. She chattered the whole time, but not about anything important, not even the cases following them. When they got into the large and impressive room they found at least fifteen sitting Counts and Countesses. Including Countess York who sniffed when she saw her and pointedly looked away. It was so well done that Tiera nearly felt like she was legitimately being snubbed.

Karen noticed it, and looked concerned, but didn't say anything, simply moving her body between them, as if to stop a fight. It was safe, but Tiera couldn't explain that, so didn't. Instead they were settled next to Count Lairdgren, one on either side. He smiled at them both and seemed happy enough to see them at least.

"Bonita is spending the evening with Queen Constance. They've become friends. I believe they're plotting out an extravaganza for her next birthday. Connie's, I mean. From what little I've heard it sounds like it might be special indeed." The words were smooth and about nothing in particular at all. Just like everyone else at the table.

For a while, about an hour, it was almost as if the whole event was just a pleasant meal, to help them all pass the time and get to know the others around them. That ended after the desert course. Not in an obvious fashion, since people stood around then, talking for a while, before going their own way. People did discuss business, but no one seemed too concerned about politics at all. After a while, just as she was starting to wonder if she'd really been needed for the conversation at all, Lairdgren smiled at her and Karen, it was very polite, and warm enough toward the larger girl that she blushed a little.

"Would you two join me for a walk?"

"Certainly..." Karen spoke for them, which was just correct no doubt. Tiera was the Count's granddaughter, so the question had likely been directed her way in particular, hadn't it? No one stared at them, or seemed to be upset by their leaving. Even Countess York just acted like she was glad to see them go.

Once outside they rounded the large building and then stood behind it, talking softly for a few moments.

"We'll need two craft, the faster ones if possible. Tiera, I need you to take me to Grenwyn, then back here inside the night. Karen, if you'd be a dear, could you take a missive to Richard for me? It isn't that important in and of itself, but I'd like you to pretend that Tiera and I are with you, sitting in the Craft, while you hand the letter over to the guard. I doubt it will truly fool them, but it isn't their regard I'm hoping to capture. It might not be anything, but there have been some minor spying issues. This should be enough to distract anyone too concerned with our behavior."

It didn't make sense to her at all, but Tiera went along with it, in case it was just something that everyone else got and she was too uneducated to understand. After a bit she put up her Craft, got the two trunks in the back and then turned the thing night sky black. She took off at the same time Karen did, the other craft glowing a brilliant green. Since Tiera took the river side, that meant that anyone on the water might see them, if they were looking and cared to pay attention, but no one else should notice them leave overly.

The Count looked at her closely while they flew north, with just a slight western edge to it. After a few minutes he spoke, his voice a bit clipped.

"Stop here. This will do I think. If anyone has the ability to listen to us in one of these things, then we're probably not going to manage much in secret at all. Even planting bugs would be difficult, since the device stops existing at times." He waved at the air, looking toward the front as the dark world outside. The ground was light enough to see, thanks to the moon, but it wasn't full yet. That should happen in a few days, Tiera thought. "Sorry, old term. Those aren't actually bugs, but rather technological listening devices."

"Alright. So we aren't going to Grenwyn then? What's the plan?"

"I need you to take off all your amulets."

Tiera looked over at the man, who seemed to have meant that very innocently, if in a slightly bland fashion. It would, if she did that, leave her naked. That would be embarrassing and if he thought she was going to do anything naughty with him...

"Fine. But no sex. You look exactly like one of my brothers, as you might know. It would be creepy." It came out sounding harder than she meant, but the man laughed and nodded.

"Prude. I agree however, that isn't my intent, nor will it ever be. What I have in mind will hurt a bit however, so be prepared."

She hit the amulets, one after the other, and then removed them, sitting naked and cold in the crafts softly cushioned seat. When she glanced over the Count was digging in a small bag, one that seemed to be made of silk of something similar. Holding out his right hand he showed her what was there. Six very tiny, very shiny, pieces of bone. That's what it looked like at least.

 "Ceramics, with magical fields set in them. Master Kolbrin asked me some questions about how this might work and suggested you for the first test subject. At least for an array like this. You'll need to remember where they go, so that you can activate them at will. Clothing first." He moved toward her and then stopped, as if expecting her to ask a question or squirm away. When she didn't, he set the sliver, which was thick enough to be painful no doubt, against the skin between two of her ribs on the right hand side. Then he pushed hard, driving it in with his thumb.

She didn't make a sound, so he moved to the next one, standing to reach over her to the other side.

"Healing device." He drove that one in as well, a thin rivulet of blood running down the side of her smooth body.

Then there was a disguise amulet, two cutters, one going into the back of each hand, and finally a shield. That had to go in last, since it was the newest type, and would turn on if she felt under attack on a deep level. They weren't perfect, but it was pretty good coverage, most of the time. She could also just turn it on and off at will.

Then she had to use them all, with the healing amulet being first, causing all the wounds to close in seconds. After that she got dressed, and sat calmly and the Count suddenly lashed out, trying to hit her very precisely on the jaw, angling to hit a nerve cluster, she thought. It didn't touch her at all. The disguise amulet was harder to test, since she didn't know how to use it, but she managed enough to show that it was working well. She just needed to practice with it.

"The cutters take focus to keep turned on. So those will take practice as well. Otherwise they'll stay off, so that you don't accidentally kill someone in your sleep."

It worked pretty well. If Trice and Gerent had been armed like this...

Which was the man's thought as well. They wouldn't have been, of course, but no doubt he'd want to protect his close friends and family in a similar fashion. As long as it worked at least.

"Half the test is done now of course. The rest will take time. Those fields should last for years, perhaps twenty or thirty. I do decent work that way. They seem to be registering as inert, even to your body, which is a good sign. I was half afraid that the healing devices would force them out. Now, I understand that you've been doing well in your studies at school in the last weeks? Master Kolbrin spoke most highly of you, at least as far as your weapons work is going. How are your other classes?"

"Math is good. Singing too, except that Instructor Crane tried to get me to service him sexually a few weeks ago, rather than being punished for missing classes. You know, the whole County Morris thing? Anyway, I was going to go along with it, but he backed out. I'm not really certain why. Could he get in trouble for that?"

The Count shrugged, his face looking a lot less than concerned about the whole thing.

"Probably. If you complained to Kyle about it, Headmaster Hardgrove, it could be a problem for him. Strictly speaking he probably shouldn't have suggested it in return for favors regarding grades or punishments. People will try to have sex, of course, and making that into a crime tends to cause more trouble than it's worth, over time. Do you feel offended over it? Or pressured to do things you don't wish too?"

"No, not really. Like I said I was willing. Mainly because I don't want people thinking I'm a Doretta. A lot of people still hate me over what happened before." She tried to make it sound like that part didn't bother her, but the man wasn't fooled. Or sympathetic.

No, instead he yawned.

"That would do it, wouldn't it? Well, time will heal those wounds. I'm sure in twenty or thirty years hardly anyone will even remember that it happened."

"Comforting. I'm only fourteen you know, that's nearly twice what I've lived. In all your time you've never learned a way to get past things like that more quickly?"

There was a soft exhalation and blank look then, as they both hung in the air, sitting inside the Fast Craft, suspended, neither moving at all for a while.

"Hundreds of ways. Most of them not worth bothering with, in the end. You'll find, in time, that the thoughts of others don't influence your worth as much as all that. It might not be comfortable in the moment, being unloved by your peers, but that will change soon enough really. It shouldn't, but it will. Too soon. You're lovely and that alone would do it. I can't let that happen however. You have to see that you can't be allowed to go against the norms of your culture, or else you'll come to think that being as you are makes you special. It doesn't. You have to earn being loved, or else it doesn't last. Even then, you have to do it over and again, constantly refreshing the feelings of others, or they'll forget what you've done for them in time. That's the road to being a person of worth."

The man laughed, a silent chuckle that seemed almost sad.

"Tiera... I wish I could save you. If I could take you away, teach you to live properly, not to be filled with anger, I would. There is no magic that I know of that can do that, no power on this planet. Except one. Your own will. I can warn you that there is danger, but can you see it?"

It was almost as if he was speaking in code, trying to not make enough sense for her to understand his words. She had to think about it for a long time then shook her head.

"Are you saying that I was born bad? That the only thing that I can do is try to fix it?"

The man tilted his head and then stuck his tongue out. It was an annoying thing that Tor did as well. Cute, but out of place right now.

"Yes. It can't be pleasant to hear, but that's about the size of it. The person you are is unique and powerful, but also angry and lacking in a proper sense of fear. Those like us, immortals that have shown those traits never live long. Sooner or later something will kill you. Probably me, in the end. Or one of your brothers, to prevent you from becoming what nature says you likely will."

"A monster?"

"More or less. Yes. That's a good word for it. You can master it, that anger inside of you, but it will take more than you might be willing to pay, in the end."

The Count didn't bother to say more and didn't seem to think he should. It was annoying. A slow anger started to build within her over it, even as she knew it was foolish and exactly what he'd been talking about. She tried to hold it back, clearing her mind and breathing deeply. It didn't work, but raw time did and eventually she started moving again.

"If... I'm bad, then why put magical devices inside of me? Wouldn't it make sense to do the opposite? To strip all weapons from me? Kill me now, while I'm too young and silly to put up a decent fight?" Unless he already had? The ceramics... were they poisoned somehow?

He shrugged.

"I could be wrong. You might just be a bit moody, or perhaps you can learn to master yourself in time. You don't tend to lash out at people over minor things, I hear, which is a good sign. You need to keep that in mind and try to protect all around you, from yourself, when you can. Killing you is one way to fix things, but you're family, and besides, for all the danger represented in you, there is an equal amount of promise."

For some reason it didn't leave her feeling much better. She had promise, but could also be some kind of great evil? More than most people? Grand. Just perfect.

"Where do you need to go now?"

She expected a trip back to the Capital, but instead the man pointed due south.

"The Antarctic. Then we should hit Afrak and get you back to school. We can take turns sleeping. You don't need much, do you?" Not waiting for an answer he leaned against the wall of the Craft and closed his eyes, snoring softly after about twenty minutes.

Tiera raised an eyebrow at the form next to her as she flew along, using the last direction he pointed as a guide. It was a bit rude of him, dropping that on her and then drifting off peacefully like that. She was some kind of freak, and he just curled up and got a nice nap in. Hopefully he'd wake up with a stiff neck, since that would serve him right for saying mean things about her.

Mean... and probably true. She did feel angry a lot and got annoyed when other people just didn't seem to at all. It wasn't her fault, she didn't think, but that didn't get you out of being responsible for what you did. Being born evil or whatever just meant she had to fight against it all that much harder, that was all.

The idea plagued her for hours, nearly sending her in a rage more than once, leaving her to clench her jaw, knowing that the idea itself wasn't the fault of the man next to her at all. It just was. Like her eyes being brown or her hair black. Count Lairdgren didn't make her that way, chance did. Tiera just had to figure out how to control it.

About six hours later the man next to her woke, stretching for several minutes, moving into the back to do it, clearing the space of seats with a few thoughts and actually moving to the floor for it. After he finished he made a small room on the right hand side and went in. A restroom, no doubt. When he came out, ten minutes later, he stared out the window, not speaking.

Tiera rolled her eyes, knowing that this was some kind of Ancient thing. He was proving that he was too old to be bothered with normal social conventions or something like that. Making a face she snorted at him, getting a slightly curious look in return.

"We should be there in a few hours, three at the outside. It's been light enough for me to use landmarks for the last few hours, so I think I'm on course. So... why do you think I'm a monster exactly? I was thinking about it and, seriously, loads of people are angry a lot. I don't even go into combat rage. I guess that doesn't mean I'm naturally a sweet person, but it isn't like other people don't have to deal with similar things." If the man imagined that he was really getting out of the conversation, he shouldn't have trapped himself in a little box with her. He was more than old enough to know that too, so it wasn't a mistake on his part, she didn't think. No, he'd done everything on purpose, for some reason.

"They do, except for the fact that you don't seem to feel fear. That's also something that a few others have to deal with from time to time. Mainly men, but it does happen. The combination of high levels of aggression, combined with lack of fear isn't good. It's a recipe for the worst kind or person. On the good side you're intelligent and have a chance to learn control. I know it's a good bit to dump on you right now, but at the rate you've been going I have to try something. Otherwise you'd be going on killing sprees within the next few months, most likely."

She... could see that. It was too easy and tempting to just get rid of people she didn't like. If she did it right who could stop her? It was the lesson she learned from Count Morris and his people. Even Sandra, if from the other side. When she was careful and thought things out, it was really hard to stop her. She had good weapons and was willing to use them. Sandra had that going for her too, but her target had been nearly equal to her and mobile. It made a huge difference. If Tiera had just been killing people she could have taken out most of the Morris military, as well as the Count and possibly Sandra too. That last would be closer, since she'd adapt and seek help from her friends, but it was possible, if she caught her off guard.

The only thing that had stopped her from doing that was what her parents had taught her about human life and how it was all very valuable. If not for that, she probably would have already been slaughtering people. Maybe thousands of them.

"Right. Well, I'll try not to do that. Next time you want to dump horrible truths about me like that try to stay awake for a bit will you? A girl might just want to chat about things like that." It came out sounding almost peaceful, if a little bossy.

There was no response at all, the good looking man just staring out the window his eyes locked on the horizon. It was eerie and more than a little strange, the total silence like that, which didn't end for over an hour and a half. When he did speak it wasn't in response to anything she'd said, but did come with some pointing.

"Thought so. We're nearly there. See that outcropping? That should be the entry point. Move toward it slowly and it should open up. If not, then we wait. I doubt they've gone anywhere however. Unless they've reactivated the lunar base." He didn't explain what that was at all.

That kind of thing would get old, of course. She could work it out, since she knew that Lunar meant it had something to do with the moon. That didn't explain anything though, not really.

"So, is that the name of the place, or is it really all the way up on the moon?" She tried to make her voice polite, but it came out a bit snooty. It was totally the wrong tone, but the Count just shrugged.

"Both. If they do have it up you should go and check it out. It's built on a similar model to this place. Largely under the surface, powered using alternative techniques. Instead of using animal power for most things, or running water. Some of those things can be dangerous, so try not to touch anything that looks too odd to you here, without asking. Blue won't label anything. You're supposed to know, or not be here."

He gestured as the gray side of the low mountain slid to the side. It was dark within, but some lights came on, showing a smooth floor, also in a practical gray color.

Tiera didn't wait to be told to go inside, that part was obvious. She moved in slowly, landing in a small box that had been drawn on the floor in blue, since the other craft inside were. That seemed to make sense to her and Count Lairdgren didn't suggest otherwise. He got out without waiting for her to do the same and started walking to a wall on the left. There was no one in sight and she couldn't see a door at all, but there was a nice flesh colored glow in that direction.

That meant heat. It was normally too faint to see, but her breath steamed in great clouds, meaning that the whole place was freezing. She didn't feel it, so magic seemed to work here. That was a good thing. Not that it wouldn't have, but Blue was strange and if anyone could block things like that, she'd be the one Tiera would pick for it. The woman, who was also a man, or so she'd heard, was both brilliant and strange at the same time. Cold and remote. All the Blue's were like that, except Cordes Blue. She was different. That had to do with her having the mind of an ancient king in her head or something, as well as her own mind. Tor had the same thing. Same king and everything. It was a strange connection, but one that almost made sense. After all the man had so badly wanted to save his land, Noram, that he'd found a way to make copies of himself just to do it.

Only, it hadn't been needed and Green had taken on the job of protector, and done it for over two thousand years. Count Lairdgren.

He stepped in front of the wall and spoke, his voice calm and peaceful. Almost placating.

"This is Green. I've come to deliver a magical device made by Torrance Purple, that will prevent Larval Assassins from being on this continent. It does not kill, it only drives them away. Is this acceptable?"

There was no answer, but a slot opened in the wall. One big enough for a regular amulet, but not much else.

Tiera poked at it, or at least started to, then remembered that she wasn't supposed to touch anything she didn't understand. That pretty much left the floor in this place. It seemed almost like a magical palace, changing like that to make a hole, but it didn't feel right and had made noise as it moved.

"The box it's in is bigger than that. About two feet high and three wide. It does have an amulet with it... Here." She didn't ask if she should get it out of the back, just doing it. It took a bit, but she had an odd feeling that no one was going to let her in. When she got back she had to push the chest into place, balancing the amulet on the top of it. That would keep it from going anywhere if not moved manually.

"So, open up further and I can push this in?"

Nothing happened for a while, and she was about to suggest they just leave, when the wall changed again, making a cubby just big enough for the thing to slide in, with only a tiny fraction of clearance on either side. It was clearly meant to keep them from putting anything else in with it. As if they couldn't have just hidden things in the chest?

"Well, I'm Tiera. I don't know who's listening, but... Hello!" She tried for bright and cheery sounding, since no one wanted to open the door to some angry or sullen person did they? The wall swallowed the box and then nothing happened at all.

Lairdgren walked away a half minute later.

"On to Afrak then? Too bad, but it seems no one is home. I was looking forward to filching a bite to eat. Nothing for it but to travel on however."

"I... Why won't they let us in? Do they think that..." Tiera didn't see it. Not letting a person in was considered pretty rude, if you didn't have a real reason. It was saying that you didn't want them in your home, that they weren't good enough. It was an insult, and as far as she knew there was no need for it. Hadn't they all left on good standing and as friends? More than that.

Family.

Shrugging the Count smiled.

"They aren't in at the moment. The automated system took the package for us, probably recognizing me from the last time I was here, which was a while ago. You're an unknown to it however, so it would go to a default setting and give only minimal aid. If needed it would probably heat this space and provide food and water, but it can clearly understand that we don't need such at the moment."

That led to a long description of what a computer was, and how some of them were actually quite brilliant. Tiera had to learn a lot of new words, but thought she had the basic idea after a few hours. She let him fly, since it was her turn to sleep. Unlike the Count, she decided to actually make a little bed in the back, and managed a good few hours lying flat, a nice pillow under her head. It was rare for her to sleep much more than six hours herself, but she tucked in for nearly eight, since there was little else to do. It was that, pilot, or chat and while there were a lot of things to talk about, she wasn't sure she really liked her grandfather all that much. It was a response to what he'd said earlier, naturally.

It had hurt her feelings and that made her want to lash out at him a bit. It was simpler not to talk about things than to fight for hours with a person that probably didn't really care that much about how she felt, except the parts he didn't like.

After moving back to the seat next to him, her mouth gummy and foul tasting, her stomach grumbling due to prolonged lack of food and feeling the lack of drinking water, for all that the ocean under them looked inviting, she saw it. A river that flowed through the air headed inland. Looking to the left Tiera saw another one. This had to be the place then.

Neither of them spoke about it. That was one thing that was nice about the Count, he kept the small talk down to a minimum. It was nice at times, to hear another voice, but chattering just to have noise would be oppressive in the tight confines of the space. That meant that, when he did speak, she jumped, smiling, even though he sounded serious.

"There have been some problems with Gray lately. I'm hoping that I can manage her and that she'll respond well to you. She doesn't care for men, in the main. She... Her basic pattern is like yours. Not identical, but she has a lot in common with you. You'll see. Remember though, she isn't a role model for you. The people that created her meant well, but they held to ideas that are too different to remain operational, compared to what the rest of us live by."

"I heard she was a bitch. Is that what you mean about us being similar?" There was a bit of sourness in her own voice, but she lightened it with a chuckle. She didn't want to be that way, it was just hard to help.

"It isn't exactly like that, but she can be difficult for some to deal with. The important thing is to stay calm and not engage if you can help it. She should be fine with you however. You're basically her. You'll see."

The city was so different that it was hard to see it at first, it was green and had paths, but instead of houses there were low lying hills. It wasn't until she noticed that a few people were walking in and out of them that she understood that those were the places people lived and worked. They lived surrounded by trees and bushes, plants and even grass. It was lovely, like a park though, rather than a farm. There were people outside collecting fruit from trees and tending to plants and in the distance she noticed that there were several small herds of goats and possibly sheep.

There was also a large crater in the middle of it. It seemed out of place and fresh, and looked to be the work of an explosive weapon. There were lines of force that radiated out, where a hand had shaken as it held it. She'd seen that before, while she trashed County Morris.

"Well, that's not good, is it?" Her voice was low and she got her own weapons out, even as they came in for a landing in front of the space.

"Indeed. This was Lara Gray's personal home. It has been for centuries. I wonder what happened."

The sound that came from behind them was nervous, and Tiera nearly killed the four women standing there instantly. They were all of a type, except one, who had orange eyes, ones that reminded her of Regina, except they were slit like a cat's, and bright blue hair.

They were all also armed. With sticks. After a second Tiera realized that they were tools. Strange ones but meant to till the soil, rather than do anything damaging to a person. The one in the front sounded worried, her eyes looking at the man at first, but then focusing on her, as if she were clearly in charge.

That worked for Tiera, but then the woman ran to her, and gave her a hug. Rattling off something in Afrak. She didn't know the language, but understood that's what it was, since, obviously, that's where she was. The Count spoke to her then, his voice soft, trying to set the women at ease. The brightly colored one with her dark skin, a color that neared a blue black, didn't let her go at all.

She did answer him though. After a few exchanges Lairdgren turned to her, very obviously.

"She thought that you're Laurie, your mother. I explained it to her however. There's been an attack and Gray is missing. Two giants, a man and a woman, attacked about a month ago. They're missing as well, so no help there. No one knows why they came, but they were clearly after Lara and went out of their way to not harm anyone else."

It was clear that they couldn't really do much for these people, so Tiera suggested that they put up the Larval... shield, or whatever it was. She got it out of the craft, which she left up, hoping no one would jump into it, but wanting to be able to flee if they came under attack. The people had weapons, and even though they couldn't really hurt her, they seemed so timid and scared that she decided to feel bad if she had to harm them. Even the attackers that had come hadn't bothered them.

The weapon in the box was easy enough to deploy, but was a lot different than she figured it would be. When she read the note it just said to dump it on the ground and hit the sigil on the stone. That was in the middle of what seemed to be incredibly fine dust, it was hard to pick up, since her shield kicked on for some reason, but after stepping back she was able to tap the single glowing arrow on focus stone. It was a bright red color.

Then the dust shifted a little on the ground and after a few moments started to hum slightly. Then it spread into the air in all directions, at great speed.

 The whole thing got the Count to go wide eyed for a few seconds.

"Oh, my... That's rather fine work, isn't it? He's created boxes of what are essentially magical nano fields. That's, you know what a nano is, don't you?"

"Everyone knows that. Like Death Dust. Tiny machines that do work. In this case... Anti-Larval dust? Driven by magic? Do you think that each bit has a field linked to it? That must be tens of thousands of fields. No one could do that..."

"Tens of billions, and apparently Tor has. I'll have to get him to show me how he did that, if we can meet up again soon. I wonder what they do? His note didn't say this would harm the Larvals just deny certain lands to them."

The easy thing to do would be finding one and seeing what happened, but she doubted they had time for that. As it was she felt bad, not knowing what to do about her missing relative, who she'd met, but hadn't actually talked to at all. It was strange, but Green almost seemed to have forgotten that part of things. That was probably due to the fact that he just had so much to think about that remembering who all was at the last Summit of Ancients was too much for him. That or...

Or he thought they were being watched somehow? Why pretend that she hadn't met Gray before otherwise? It might just be caution, or it could have been... nearly anything.

If it was something bad, she couldn't afford to ask about it, because she didn't know where it would be safe to do so. Something that he'd said hit her. That if they weren't safe talking while hanging in the air, everything was probably going to be known. Had that been a hint?

There was nothing she could do about it, but if it really was the case had he been controlling her the whole time? Steering the conversation so that whoever was listening wouldn't know anything new or useful? Her attitude problems didn't seem to be that important, in light of something like that, did they? Real enough, that was clear...

"Well, we should be going then, I suppose. I don't guess that these people might have some food we could buy or anything?" She made her voice light. If they couldn't talk about things, how could they communicate anything? Some kind of code, but she didn't know any of those or even how to form one. Not that anyone that could spy on them anywhere they went might not easily figure out as well. It would have to be something they couldn't see, or hear. She shook her head, not able to think of anything.

The food part was taken care of easily, a basket of fresh fruit was brought along with bladders of clean water. She checked them all for poison, but they were perfectly fine. The strange looking woman gave her a hug and spoke to her again, handing her a soft cloth sack.

It took translation, the words musical and flowing, but not comprehensible yet. Not to her.

"She asks that you take this to her daughter, if you have time. Abumanitalli. We should be able to drop it at the palace on the way back to the school."

Tiera looked at the woman and then smiled, giving her a hug. It took a few seconds to work it out, but when she did she realized something.

This adult woman, who looked to be nearing fifty, if in a fit and well kept way, was her cousin. That meant she was family and that meant she was required to help her, if it was within her power to do so. Delivering things was totally within her abilities too, so it would have to be done. Not that she wouldn't have anyway, since Tiera liked Abbie well enough.

The language barrier was too much though, so she moved them out after a few minutes, taking charge. It was pretty clear that the man next to her wanted to go and see about Lara Gray, to help her if he could, but other than flying around the continent blindly, they didn't really have any way of doing that, did they?

Instead Tiera took the controls and headed straight back to Noram, at full speed, the whole thing suddenly a lot more urgent to her for some reason.

Something deep inside her wanted to just start asking questions about what could be wrong, but maybe she wasn't supposed to give away that she guessed something was going on? Her grandfather just sat there looking young and perfect, relaxed and as if this was just the way he always traveled. She felt tense, but tried to hold that off with meditation. It didn't really work, her few lessons in that skill not being enough yet to really do anything of note.

"Hey... Did you have Dean Hardgrove put me in meditation classes?" It was probably a safe thing to talk about, and she was kind of curious, given the rest of what they'd discussed. The old fellow had acted like it was his own idea, but that might not really mean all that much.

Clearing his throat he nodded, "I did. Also your singing lessons. It's important to do pleasant things as well. I was too hands off with Tor and I fear that part of the problems he had in school ultimately came down to a curriculum that held far too much work and too little fun. It's too easy to try and manage every moment of a young person's life. Which, yes, I'm doing with you as well. The only one of you that I'm not is Timon. He stepped around me rather nicely, didn't he?"

 Tiera took the whole thing at face value, most of her attention going out the window, flying carefully, trying not to give anything away, if there actually was something. It was so frustrating. She wanted to scream her questions at the man, but he just kept talking about things that seemed normal and even a little boring.

"Are you going to keep on with your singing lessons do you think? You should have a decent voice, if you practice a bit. There's skill involved in it. Most things are like that. You have enough talent to do them well, but it will require practice. Meditation, building, music, art and even fighting."

Unable to keep her tongue still she threw caution to the wind and tried to ask, if with some subtlety, what was on her mind.

"I... don't really love singing. I like the process, but I feel so watched and observed all the time. Like Instructor Crane and the others know everything I'm doing. Is that just me being paranoid?" She giggled, trying to make it seem real, even though that wasn't something she did a lot of. "It would have to be, I can't imagine that they'd actually care much about me at all, can you? Could you imagine someone being able to see everything you did like that? Impossible, right?"

The man didn't speak for a few seconds, just smiling and looking at her from the plush and comfortable seat next to her.

"You know, when I was a child, even after that, we were all watched, all the time. Not just the kids in the special programs either, though that would make sense, being different as we were. No, every person was, all the time. There was a network of satellites... Do you know what those are?"

"Things in space, like tiny ships that circle the Earth?"

"Yes. That's not exactly right, but pretty close. Anyway we had a network of those that could track people anywhere. Outside or in. They knew what you said and even at times what you thought, though that was more unreliable. It was mainly used to stop crimes before they could happen, or to catch the wrong doers after. It was hated of course, but it did a lot of good as well."

He sat, not even giving her a meaningful look, just making conversation. About being spied on, anywhere. Even she could get the idea.

"That sounds like it must have been hard, knowing that everything you said or did would be tracked. Was that done using computers then? I can't imagine a person could keep track of all that information, could they?"

"Exactly correct. It was run from the Lunar Base. We don't have need of that now and haven't for a long time, but my point was that I grew up being watched and knew it. You don't have that to deal with, not on the same level, but being careful about spies and what not is always a good thing. This latest rebellion in Noram will have them out en-mass no doubt. You should be in for some attention that way as well. It isn't that important, except to the job at hand."

She thought she got what he meant, but couldn't be really certain. He was trying to tell her that they might be spied on anywhere and while they were real, the situation in Noram wasn't what he was really warning her about. Only, it was clear that he meant that part too. So, both? Real spies and that satellite system thing, or at least something similar.

Did that mean he suspected Blue was spying on them? They were all gone, and he suspected they'd taken off to the Lunar Base. Who else could get to the moon though? Tiera wanted to ask, but didn't know how. She decided to try anyway.

"Do you think we could go to the Moon too? I don't know how we could get there, with the Blues gone. Who else could do that? Brown in Austra?" That seemed likely, since they did some space things, from what the man had said to her. It would be a shame if he was working against them, since she liked him, but if it was the case, she'd deal. She wasn't so close to any of the Ancients that she trusted them. Not even the one next to her.

"Sure. Denno, Blue... They have the tech for it. I think that Tor could do it in short order too. This craft would be able to make the trip, if you provided air reprocessing, so that it stayed clean the whole time. There are some others that don't come around that often that could do it, but the problem there is knowing who's been doing what. Black is handy with technology, even though he doesn't live like it. That's down to the Treaty though. Tellerand is only allowed a fairly low level of tech. He can't perform magic, so it's meant living at a relatively low level for thousands of years. That doesn't mean he can't do it. You get bored, eventually. When that happens people start to bend the rules."

The one thing they all had in common was that they were all Ancients. Well, and her brother, but if Tor even knew there was a base on the Moon, he wouldn't use it for spying, she didn't think, and if he did, that wouldn't bother Lairdgren that much, since the man had created him to be an exact double of himself.

She looked at him for a few seconds and copying a thing that he did a lot, tilted her head.

"Wait... If Tor can make a craft to go there, couldn't you? For that matter, haven't you?" It was a strange thought, since these types of things were new, but the man next to her shrugged instead of denying anything.

"Given enough time, you could do it as well, now that you know it's there. Several of your school friends could as well. That might be a good project to work on, as soon as they realize that Tor grew this vessel instead of building it in a more standard fashion. Instructor Fines knows that, but for some reason has failed to mention it to the Lairdgren Group. Someone might want to suggest it to them."

Then the man went silent, just smiling happily as they flew into the west.
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The whole thing left Tiera feeling tense and like she couldn't say anything, since, at least if she wasn't reading too much into what was being said, she couldn't. It was a pain in the rear and made her want to hit something. Possibly the Count next to her, since it was all his fault. Clearly she wouldn't be watched if she were related to him, would she?

They landed at the Capital, going straight to the King's place, since that was where Abbie lived while she was waiting to get married to Prince Alphonse. Tiera decided to just drop the bag off for her though, rather than trying to find her for a chat, and landed smoothly, avoiding the growing crowd of shouting people in the yard. They were mainly nobles, though the fringes of the group had a few worried looking servants as well and some guards scattered throughout. Not all of them were Royal Guards, a few wore the red and white of the city patrol. There was a bit of pushing and pulling on the people in the middle, which looked a bit too familiar for her taste. It was the King himself, standing with a bloody nose, in front of an enraged Maria Ward, who seemed both angry and half panicked.

"How dare you say that! We've proven over and again that we're loyal and you call us traitors now? You... you imbecile!" Count Ward stood behind her, along with Captain Petra, who had something in her hand that Tiera figured was a Force Lance. That or she planned to kill a whole lot of people if things didn't calm down. It seemed a little odd that she'd be backing the Wards so openly, but from what was being called out it seemed that they were the ones in the right.

After all, they'd swore their oaths using the Truth amulets. They had to mean them, or it would show as being a lie, wouldn't it? Count Lairdgren pulled her back slightly, since she'd taken a step toward the action, rather than away.

"Try not to get involved. We don't know enough at this point."

That seemed prudent. Then, she wasn't great at that kind of thing, standing back and waiting. A few seconds later the whole scene changed though, when one of the nobles in the crowd started to shimmer, sending off little white and blue dancing sparks into the air. That went away when her shield kicked on, meaning it wasn't physical light, just part of the combat aura of a person in battle rage. He was large, a man that was close to the biggest she'd ever seen in person, taller than either the King or Count Ward by a full head and he was broad and muscular at the same time.

He was also heading right toward the much smaller blonde Countess as everyone else ran away suddenly. Everyone but Count Ward. He tried to hold his ground, but was tossed aside so easily it was clear that he didn't have a shield on. Not a new one at any rate, or it would have protected him. The Countess, as fortune would have it, did, so when the huge man slapped her with the back of his hand she wasn't immediately injured. Instead the ground lifted up, the force of the blow actually trying to take the Earth itself out of place.

Tiera blinked.

She'd never even heard of someone being able to do that. It was simply vast power and the man didn't seem to get weaker on the second blow at all. It was pretty clear that even if the shield didn't fail, Countess Ward might well not survive his rage. She took several more blows, but started to cry out with each of them, damage being done as her body reabsorbed the backlash of the event. It wasn't the force that did it, but her recovery from it, which allowed her body to try and shake apart.

Next to her Count Lairdgren tried to take her arm, but couldn't, and suggested with a hard look that they back away. If she did though, then the Countess would just die, wouldn't she?

"No. Get the others away. I'll get Countess Ward and her husband out, then get that big one to chase us. If I can." It seemed insane, but she wasn't going to try and fist fight the beast in front of her. The look of rage and incomprehension in his eyes was too great for that. He was way too far gone for diplomacy either.

She didn't wait, getting in her Fast Craft as quickly as possible, and then ramming the giant with it. Not at anywhere near full speed, but enough to put it between the Countess and him. He slammed the sides with mighty blows that threatened to tear the whole thing apart, even though that was nearly impossible to actually do that. She thought she understood then. The man wasn't just hitting things, but augmenting his actions with magic somehow. Direct effect. It was incredible really. If she hadn't been focusing on making a door to get Maria Ward on board, she would have been impressed. She decided to save that for later though.

It took a few seconds to open the hatch in front of the woman, the Craft in danger the whole time the other side actually warping under the fists of the man, and even longer to get the woman to actually climb on board. She was injured and clearly in shock, but Tiera was pretty certain that if they didn't move soon, the attacker was going to destroy her Craft, which would tick her off.

The second she was on board Tiera lifted straight up, then, without pausing, dropped in front of the dazed and reeling Count Ward. No one was near him, but the giant saw what was happening and bellowed, producing an inhuman sound, and came for them before she could even set down. She had to do the work on this one, since the man couldn't move on his own yet, so hopped out and threw him into place, getting it all done just before the vast man in his nice burgundy outfit could reach them. He wasn't slow, not for someone that big, but she had an edge in raw speed, she thought.

Then she took off, not certain what to do. She couldn't leave the man there, she didn't think, because he might hurt someone else. Or calm down now that the object of his anger had fled? It wasn't a sure thing. Tiera just didn't have anything else.

After a bit she realized that she was flying north. There was no real reason to, it was just the way she was going. Probably because home was that way for her.

Countess Ward was sobbing and making a high pitched sound that made Tiera want to slap her.

"Marvin! He's dying. What do we do?" The words were nearly screamed, and when she looked back Tiera had to agree with the assessment. He did not look like living was a thing he'd be doing much longer.

Stopping the vehicle she moved to the back and lifted her shirt, putting his hand against her rib cage in the right spot, then focused, turning the healing amulet on. It didn't seem to do anything at first, but make her feel better. After a bit though the man made several cracking sounds and grunted in pain. It took nearly twenty minutes, but he was able to sit up then, gasping as if he'd been running the whole time.

She looked at Maria, who was starting to swell in various places and who still sobbed and moved over to her, feeling exhausted herself already. It was clear the woman had taken her own share of damage though. Thankfully it wasn't as bad, so there was no screaming while the healing happened. That would have been too much in the moment and adding a beating to her current damage would have been more than a little mean.

The problem, she decided, was that when she healed them this way, the field affected her even more strongly than it did them. That meant she was burning a lot of energy herself at the same time, even though it didn't help them at all. Shaking her head she decided to keep carrying amulets with her for things like that. She didn't have another healing amulet though, just the one the Count had put in her rib cage, so it had to serve for the moment.

"There we go. So, what do we do now? I don't think that man can reach us here. I can't recommend going back right away however. Why were you hitting the King anyway? Not that he doesn't sometimes deserve it, but, you know, King and all that. Even I don't just slap him around. Not so far at least." Tiera looked at the woman and saw that she was shaking still, which shouldn't have been happening, but her Count held her close, as if trying to keep her warm with his own body.

He was the one that answered though, not the woman.

"It was part of a ploy. Richard was to suggest that there might be traitors about, which, as you are aware, there are. Then point a finger casually at Maria and I. She wasn't aware of it however, which caused a rather spectacular reaction. The attack took me off guard, but I think the King let it through on purpose. Otherwise his shield would have kicked on. The idea was that we storm off, to see if anyone would approach us, to see if we might be recruited for the opposition." He smiled, which looked a little lazy and dull, but had a sweetness to it that worked for his dark features. "I thought Pet was going to go to war right then. We really should have included you girls in on the whole thing. Thank you for the timely assistance Conserina Baker. I'm certain Countier Ross wouldn't have wished us dead, after he calmed, but I certainly wouldn't have survived the scene without you."

Maria was so wide eyed that she showed panicked whites all the way around the clear blue.

"I ruined everything? I... I'm so sorry, Marvin... I struck the King."

There was silence for a few seconds and Tiera took a bit to think, then shook her head.

"I'm no master strategist, but I think this will work brilliantly. It was probably why the King let you hit him in the first place. That would normally be an act of war, but he can't afford that right now and everyone knows it. So he'll have to hold his hand, probably after making some threats or demands. Anyone who doesn't know about the whole thing will have to think it's real though, won't they? Who'd let you hit them like that? Well, the King, but how many are aware of that about him? Clearly not his enemies, or they'd have been far more careful about things."

Marvin nodded, his huge head looking a little too calm for the situation.

"See Honey? Tiera is right. The plan is far from being in ruins. We need to stay in the Capital however. We were at the palace, so that will have to change, I think. I have to attend the Council of Counts, as it's one of my duties, as long as no one is actually declaring war on me at the moment. Perhaps we could stay with your father or Collette? Tor would take us in. Though I imagine he'd seek to smooth things over with Richard himself."

Shaking still the other woman made a strangled sound. "My father is Richard's lover, dear. That wouldn't work very well as far as people approaching us. Tor is so much the King's man that no one would buy us staying at his palace, even in his absence. Perhaps an Inn, if any will have us?"

Tiera had a flash of an idea, and spoke without thinking. It wasn't an attractive quality, she realized, and was a thing that could cause a lot of problems, if they were actually being watched all the time like Count Lairdgren had hinted.

"Why not see if Gerent will put you up? It will mean staying with him in the same room, but he's clearly incredible, so you should both welcome his presence. A little funny looking and short, but that's part of his charm." She was about to argue the point with them, when Maria started nodding.

"I agree. A very interesting man. A hero too, I hear. He saved a young woman from a horrible fate... Trice told me about it when we spoke the other day. I think she's quite taken with him." There was no hint of irony in the words when she spoke, just contemplation. "He's recently been traumatized himself though. I don't know if we should bring more trouble to his doorstep."

The woman took a deep and shuddering breath, her youthful face suddenly seeming enraged.

"Trice told me what was done to them. She cried the whole time. Marvin and I were set to attack Galasia when she explained that they were put to the test under Truth verification and that you already ordered the evil men's punishment. What was left of them at least." She growled, her voice bestial and so angry that it nearly set Tiera off as well. "I'm glad. They deserved it. I know that the Baron wouldn't have ordered half of that. They would have just sat in a cell, waiting to escape. This way they won't. Not ever."

The Count clearly didn't agree, but his words weren't mean, just slightly different than either of the women's would have been on the topic.

"It's a horrible precedent. Now every woman that feels wronged at all will want the same for her assailant. The problem there is that things aren't always as clear cut or clean as people like to think they should be. We don't have tens of thousands of Truth devices around either. Now each person that hears this story might well seek to take it upon themselves to do the same thing, and who's to blame them for it? Except the men that are wronged in turn, if a mistake is made or lie told to harm them without merit. Or their families? It would have been better if you merely killed them, Tiera. We have the idea of death for high crimes already. Lifelong crippling and rape as a punishment though... That's new and I think many will see it as a way around ordering a death." He sounded sad about it, as if he'd given the idea more than a bit of thought too.

Maria snorted at her own husband.

"Don't lecture her over it. She acted and did no less than I would have in the same situation. Sometimes we can't rule based on cold logic and forethought alone."

"True darling... but Tiera Baker doesn't rule in Galasia at all. It wasn't her decision to make. The only reason that the Baron bowed to her will was his own, very real, fear of war with her. After what she did in Morris, very few would have tried to stand up to her at that moment. I would have had to swallow my own pride, to protect my people, even if I disagreed with the action, which I do. She bullied the man into allowing her to abuse his people. That has to harm them all."

The anger she was used to didn't really come this time, even though she was clearly being rebuked. By a person that she'd just saved too. That hardly made it seem worthwhile, but she had to agree. It really had been too much, once it was laid out like that.

 "Maybe I should send the Baron some flowers or something? I'm not going to let those men off the hook. They hurt people that I knew. That can't be allowed either. I don't want to be a bully though."

The Count sighed, but then smiled at her.

"A note explaining that would do just as well I think. I have to agree with you, at this point you can't back away from your actions. It's too late and really, being used against their will for the pleasure of others is fair enough." He was clearly trying to make her feel better about the whole thing.

She changed the topic.

"Or... I think Timon has some cottages left. Rent one from him and set up your own place? It's better than an Inn and you can put word out that you need a staff. That will let the spies come to you in a controlled fashion. You'll have to grouse about the King a lot in front of them, but it might work. Even if they aren't spies, they might get offers to sell you out."

They liked that idea better and about an hour later had that arrangement made, which allowed her to get back to the palace, since she needed to see if it was still there. Countier Ross was nowhere in sight and there was a rather sizeable hole in the side of the place, but there weren't a dozen corpses decorating the grounds, so it was a good sign, she hoped. If they hadn't just been taken away already.

A half dozen Royal Guards surrounded her craft, but relaxed when they saw she was alone. George moved forward and leaned in closely, his lips nearly to her ear. It tickled slightly he was so near her.

"Do they live?"

Instead of hiding it she shrugged.

"Bit of a mess, isn't it?" She made her voice loud enough that people a good way off could get what she said if they tried. "I got them out and healed, but they were going on against the King as if he'd kicked their dog. Wouldn't listen to reason at all. I got them a place out by the Fast Transport buildings, but... I don't know, they don't seem happy at all. Maria called me a bitch, when I suggested that King Richard might have merely misspoke. Can you believe that? Me? I'm sweetness and light all the time." She grinned about it, but then moved closer to the gray haired and fit man. "George, this... it isn't good. I don't know if it can be fixed easily."

She was invited in, but she just passed the bag for Abbie over.

"I need to get back to my own life. Being in this place is bad for the health, I think." She meant that at school, for all she wasn't popular, no giants had tried to go all rage beast on her, not yet. Sure she had to fight with some of them, but there was a lack of pure lethality to it all, she realized. A difference between practice and a real fight.

The guards all stiffened as if it were an insult. She blew out some air, but didn't apologize. She'd told the truth and they were being over sensitive. Since that was clearly her job, she let it go and flew off a bit faster than was normal. It probably made her seem angry, but that wasn't her problem at the moment. She was just a bit bored and tired.

It was late when she got back, or at least after dark, but she didn't have to go to dinner and didn't need to sleep yet. She snagged some dried fruit in her room and sat alone for a bit. Then grabbed a quick shower and went to her meditation class. She didn't really feel like she could do it, being too worked up, but it was her duty, so she had to do her best.

Just as the class ended she started to get it, so just sat in place, trying to focus while everyone else left. Later she opened her eyes to find the Instructor looking at her with a small smile on her face. She didn't speak, or suggest that Tiera leave. She did though, since it was nearing nine and the woman didn't seem like she'd leave until the room was empty.

There was no Karen in her room, but as a treat Regina knocked on the door moments after she got back.

"There you are! I thought you might be dodging me. Is everything alright?" There was real concern, but Tiera nodded. Then, very carefully, she pulled the girl into the room, not saying anything at all, and held her close, just standing in front of the door.

She smelled nice. Like home. Warm and soft. After a bit she pulled the girl to the bed, chuckling a bit, but didn't do anything except hold her close. Reggie let her, but after about half an hour of this she started to kiss her. That changed the tone of things and after a while, when that part was over, the other girl looked at her with those intense orange eyes.

"You missed me then?"

Tiera nodded, "just a bit. A smidge." She held her fingers apart, but then let the distance grow, as if reconsidering it all. "Well, a bit more than that. A lot."

There was more kissing and holding then, and it was nice. When Reggie got up to leave Tiera couldn't help but feel a slight pang of loss, but she knew that the girl had to leave. The school rules said they had to sleep in their own rooms on school nights. It wasn't watched all that closely, but if you got caught it could make for some trouble and Tiera shared a room with an Instructor, so capture would be assured when the woman came back. If she did that night.

At the door Regina stopped and spun though, her face looking just a little sly.

"Hey... Alright, I know that I don't have a right to ask, but my father sent a letter and asked if I wanted to come back home in a few weeks. We have that four day break coming? Normally I couldn't make it at all, even flying, but..." She didn't ask, her eyes on the ground as if slightly embarrassed.

"I can get you there. No problem. I should be done with my punishment for missing classes, as long as no one added anything for the last few days. That was Count Lairdgren's doing though. He had me running errands with him. We went all over the world and still didn't manage to meet with anyone interesting. Just relatives of mine."

"Oh! Great, thank you! You can stay the whole time? Daddy asked to meet you. I've been writing him about you... Is that moving too fast? I don't want to pressure you or anything, but you'll love him. We're not rich or anything, but... I know that your brother is." The slight embarrassment was back then. Tiera got that idea.

"I really wouldn't worry Reg. Tor's rich and my family is doing alright, now, but that's so new that we still all live in the same unpainted wooden house that my mother and father built themselves twenty-odd years ago. We can stop by there first if you want so that you'll know not to be concerned that way."

She smiled about it but the other girl looked disbelieving.

"But... don't you all live in separate magical palaces and cottages? Surrounded day and night with servants to see to your every need? I'm almost positive I heard that rumor more than once. The Wizard Tor is the richest person in Noram after all."

Tiera blinked.

"He is? I had no idea." She meant that too. He didn't spend a lot himself. It might make sense, but she wasn't letting her friend feel bad about her own situation based on rumors that didn't sound realistic at all.

"Two Bends is a small village, and we don't have servants. The new school is a magical cottage though, and I think my mother is angling to get one of those large magical places, but no, that doesn't sound right at all. I'll show you. Now, Tor's place in the Capital is amazing. Even where my little brother lives is pretty nice, but I don't own those things." Timon would give her a cottage though and Tor would probably part with a palace if she asked. That or insist she learn to make her own. It was hard to tell with him sometimes.

Regina smiled and kissed her cheek, bending down to do it, but letting her lips linger just a bit.

"You're so sweet. When I first learned who you were I thought that you'd be really stuck up, but you were always nice to me. I mean, who am I? Sure, my father is a landless Baron, but that doesn't mean a lot in real terms. If he didn't have a bit of a head for business and some nice connections I wouldn't be here at all. You always treated me like we were exactly the same. I half expected to be ordered into being your servant, but you were just my friend and now... I love you."

"I love you too. I'd love to meet your father."

There was no talk of a mother, but that was because the woman had died years before. It had only been mentioned once, in the first week of school. The pain it caused her new friend was so obvious that Tiera knew not to ask about it twice.

Karen didn't come back at all and wasn't there in the morning to practice with her. Neither was Havar which was a shame. Instead she ended up trying to get Sir Kolbrin to work with her. It was harder than it had been before, since she had to focus constantly to keep her shield turned off. She slipped often enough that the man got what it meant. He didn't ask about it, but did call her on it when she slipped, even a little.

It wasn't a secret, but when they finished he did something different and called everyone together. She used the healing amulet on the table out of habit, but still had blood on her face and hands. Sir Kolbrin waved at her anyway.

"Two hours until lunch. I want two teams ready for flight practice. Who has their gear with them?" there was a soft chuckle and of the twenty-two people present, only four did.

That was her, David Derring, Judith and a large boy that was always a little shy around her, named Johan.

"You four are the first squad then. I want you to set up practice for the rest, who better have their rigs ready within ten minutes. Go!"

He lifted one finger.

"Johan, you're in charge of this. Tiera, I want you to give a report at the end, for all involved." That was hard to do in regards to flying, but she nodded. She could only do her best. It meant that she wasn't part of the exercise really, and she stood with Sir Kolbrin as David and Johan set up a plan that used Judy as a decoy, meaning to ambush the others the instant they came into view.

Tiera wouldn't have waited herself, though it had to be easier on the school buildings using their plan.

It was... almost humorous. Everyone was no better than average and a lot of the younger people were horrible fliers. It was so bad that she just waved them all down after about twenty minutes. Just screaming that they weren't any good wasn't going to help either.

Rolling her eyes she looked at Sir Kolbrin, but he just gave her a blank stare in return.

"Fine. Johan, David and Judy... You did decently enough. The rest of you... Here. We're going to run some drills. The same people on the attack. Everyone else, remember to work together." She explained how and let them go again, it wasn't good and actually gave her a headache to watch. Finally she felt like slapping a few of them, but refrained, just growling a bit.

Then she had them try again.

She finally had to leave for math class, having skipped lunch to try and get something halfway reasonable going. They all knew how to fly, but it was like they didn't realize they could move in three directions. That wasn't perfect, since you had some limitations, but they all just went up and down, straight and used some turns.

"Alright, I'll have a class tomorrow. I mean if that's alright? It's an off day, but I'll be here anyway." She knew she sounded like a pretentious little bitch and half the people looked ready to kick her ass for it, but she got a nod and half smile from the head instructor and most of the older people seemed fine with it. Mitchell walked over to her though and stood right next to her, letting his shoulder touch hers.

"Ohhh. Look at the little instructor now. Ordering everyone around like the Queen herself." He laughed and walked away, or started to.

Tiera hit him in the back, right over the liver, stepping in to help use momentum to make up for her light body weight. He dropped like a rock, gasping.

"You know Mitchell, I've met the Queen and she didn't order anyone around hardly at all. You should think twice before comparing someone as nice and polite as she is, to me, don't you think?"

He growled.

"Fucking bitch." There was a groan to it. One that sounded like he was trying very hard not to throw-up.

Tiera helped him up and got the healing amulet.

 "Yeah. I know. Trust me, it's been a major topic of conversation lately. I've been lectured by two different Counts on the same topic in less than two days even. I wouldn't be shocked if the King and my mother don't chime in soon too. You should really have learned not to goad me by now, that being the case, don't you think? It isn't like you haven't been around me at all."

Instead of trying to hit her in return the boy rubbed his back, even though the damage was healed already and made a face at her. It was very nearly funny. Then he started to walk away, stopping after about six steps.

"You know, sometimes people tease you because they want you to pay attention to them, you understand that right?" After the last word he walked away without turning back.

It actually didn't make sense to her. If you liked someone you should at least be polite to them, right? Sure, little kids acted like that, pulling the girl's hair and what not in class, but adults didn't do that. She was very nearly positive on that point.

The rest of the day went better at least, no one either lecturing her or calling her names, with Sorenson even praising her in singing class, which Instructor Crane agreed with, if only a bit. It was nice to hear she was doing alright at least. It was clear that she wasn't exactly a wonderful singer, but she was going flat less often and managed to keep to the tune most of the time. True, when it came time to pick partners for the duet they were to do next, no one exactly wanted to work with her, but that could be due to her bad reputation, not just lack of skill.

In the end no one picked her at all, and the boy she asked, another first year student, looked as if she'd hit him in the liver a few times. It wasn't exactly a great thing to see, but he nodded and mumbled something that she took to be positive in nature. After class he did walk up to her, and even gave his name, which was Roland. He had slightly reddish blond hair and dusty looking skin. He was tall enough that she'd guess him to have relatives that were nobles if nothing else. His clothing looked like silk and unless he was practicing to be a spy, it probably wasn't magical in nature. A lot of the upper classmen had them, but only a few of the younger kids did. Tor had handed them out the year before, since a lot of people had been hurting, coin wise. He was nice that way. Probably too much so, but no one complained about it overly. Not around her at least.

The boy in front of her wasn't rude at any rate, bowing a bit as he looked down at her.

"We should meet sometime to practice. I'm planning to go into town tomorrow evening, but I have the early part of the day free, is that good for you?" He sounded bored, but was doing his part, so she smiled and tried not to be ungracious.

"Well, I have a class in the morning, it's a special thing, not a regular one. That should be done by noon though, is that early enough? Maybe we could meet in the commons at say, one? That way you won't have to miss luncheon." The larger people needed to eat a lot more than she did and got grumpy when they missed their meals. She did too, but it took longer.

"That sounds fine. Do you have plans for after that? We could go to the tavern together. It's more fun when you bring your own girls, or so I hear. So far I haven't had a lot of luck with that."

Tiera nearly blinked at the boy, not knowing if it was just a regular invitation, or one for a date. She didn't even know how to get at that information.

The boy winced, "that's alright, you don't have to come if you don't want to. It was just an idea." He started to walk away then, which got her to reach out and touch him on the back of his right arm.

"Actually, I was just wondering if I could bring a friend with me? Regina Helmsley? I... this is embarrassing, but where I come from we do thing pretty differently, so I don't know if you're asking me out on a date, or just as friends, or even just to be polite. Any of those is fine, but I have no clue what to do. Would it be alright?"

The boy stopped for a second and then, instead of mocking her, he simply nodded.

"Sure. I was suggesting it as fellow students, but having extra girls around never hurts. Even if you don't want me for yourselves, talking me up to your friends will help. I've seen that work at least." Roland gave her a very strange look and then smiled at her. "Is that, things being different where you come from, why you were so rude to everyone the first week? You did a lot better this time. I'd fancy that meant I was better looking than the rest of those fellows, but that just isn't true."

"It was pretty much that. I can explain it all, but the main idea is that I sort of misunderstood the ranking system and thought that if I was with anyone too far out of station, my family might be angry with them. It was never about those boys themselves. They were all fine looking and seemed most proper to me, I just... didn't know enough. Now a lot of people aren't that fond of me. I'm working to get past it, but that looks like it's going to take some time."

That got a general agreement and they parted ways with a wave, but without saying anything in particular. It was nice that someone seemed willing to at least let her be friends now. Other than Regina that was. She was special though, so in a way that didn't count. It mattered more, but wasn't the same thing. A wonderful and unexpectedly different thing.

Before she could get more than two bites of food down, Karen walked in.

"We need to leave, now. We're due at a meeting in the palace in an hour. Secret. We need to get Kolb and Hardgrove first, since the point of us going is to give them a ride without it seeming too strange. If anyone asks you're in trouble and those two are meeting with the King about it. Count Lairdgren too."

That bit of news got her to cross her arms and tap her foot at the larger woman.

"Really? I mean, it has to be about me being in trouble? It can't be about my birthday coming up or anything positive, it has to be that I'm in trouble? I'm getting sick of this. Really, if they all think it's so funny, why don't they just do without me? You don't need me to give you a ride. I won't be needed at this meeting and pretending that I am is silly. If they have messages for me to take, then they can just pass them along, or tell me that I have a fare for Timon's business. In trouble? For what?"

Karen smiled at her and threw her hands out, as if pushing the idea away.

"I don't know. I didn't come up with it. Maybe you can talk to them about it at the meeting? I was just asked to get you to come along. Now."

She nearly told the older girl to forget it, since she had meditation class, but then she looked away and tried to get her irritation under control. It wasn't rage yet and she was set up to make deliveries. Maybe it was just that. It made a good excuse to get people down there at least.

The knock at the door got Karen to spin in place, opening it as if expecting Sir Kolbrin to meet them there. Which he was, with Dean Hardgrove and a very shy looking Reggie standing behind them. Tiera moved past the men, almost as if ignoring them.

"I have to take these people down to the Capital. Emergency run. Apparently the King can't go even a moment longer without scolding me. It isn't about school things, but the Dean and Master Kolbrin have agreed to go with me to help make sure I don't get locked up in prison. I... sort of broke a few laws the other day, down in Galasia. I don't think it's that big of a deal, though I do wish my apology to Baron Gala was delivered already. Can we meet later? Tomorrow, if I'm able to? We're both supposed to go to the tavern. A classmate invited me and thinks it's a wonderful idea, having you along. We can drag Karen and Ali with us too maybe, so we'll know people."

Her friend looked scared suddenly, and her eyes went, not to either of the men, but to Karen, who she actually knew. The larger girl nodded and waved at Tiera.

"It was a bit worse than that. She helped cripple four men and killed another. That wouldn't normally be that huge of an issue, since Baron Gala is an easy going person, but his Barony is in County Harris and Countess Harris is Countier Scotland Ross's second cousin and they're close enough that Tiera getting in his way the other day is causing some waves." Karen stared directly at the girl and shook herself, as if worried. "They can't easily go after her for that, the Countier was in a combat rage after all, so the rules change and pretty much almost anything is fair game. He was trying to kill Count and Countess Ward, and since they're in doubt again Tiera's heroism is being looked at with suspicion as if she were working against the King."

Making her face as hard as she could, Tiera started to leave the room.

"Which is just people being stupid. The King and I, we don't always agree on everything. He's a bit of a stupid head at times, and I'm sure he thinks even worse of me. Probably with good reason, from time to time, but if he gives me too much trouble on this, I'm going to make sure he gets an earful."

Everyone followed her then, and Regina came along too.

"Fine... I'll go and talk to him then. I don't know if it will help, but..."

Dean Hardgrove put a hand out to stop her.

"Oh, I wouldn't worry too much for Tiera here. She might be scolded, possibly even removed from the school, but King Richard isn't an unfair man. Neither is Countier Ross. This will turn out to be fine."

For some reason Sir Kolbrin didn't seem to agree, shaking his head a little instead.

"Don't paint the picture too brightly, Kyle. Miss Baker might end up in severe trouble for her actions. The pure truth of the matter is that having another schoolgirl there won't help at all. It won't be easy, but you need to stay here and ready yourself for whatever may come. We can't know what the punishment will be, but the men in Galasia, they had their arms and legs removed and were sentenced to perpetual rape for their crimes. It isn't impossible that Tiera will face the same thing now."

Her friend gasped and looked half panicked.

"No... We'll run away." Jumping forward awkwardly she tried to grab the Weapons master around the middle. It didn't work very well, and she slipped her arms ending up around his knees. "Run Tiera! I'll hold them while you get away!"

She nearly cried and patted her friend on the shoulder instead.

"Don't worry, Kolb here was just having you on. It's his version of being funny. I'm sure later on when he regales all the other weapons instructors with the story it will be a comical farce. Sir Kolbrin, that really isn't very nice." She tried to make her intention clear, but the man just stood there for a bit, his face blank.

"Oh, well, I suppose I shouldn't play that way with you then, Miss. It really isn't that big of an issue, as you can tell by mere school officials being called to the Capital. My jest was a bit coarse and as I can see now, unwelcome. I'm a fighter first, and we do tend to run toward hard humor. Please forgive me."

Looking up at him, Reggie slowly let go.

"Truly? You were simply making fun with me?"

"Poorly, as it turns out. This will be fine, I'm certain. Perhaps a few beatings for your friend here, but nothing too harsh to survive." Then he helped the orange eyed and pretty girl to her feet. "I mean that part. About beatings. That really could happen. She tends to be a bit flip with authority figures. That doesn't always end well."

With that she got her Fast Craft set up on the stones of the common area, letting it float about a foot off the ground. It took less than a minute for them to get loaded and in less than two they were several miles away.

"That..." Tiera said, her voice calmer than she felt. "Was mean. I don't have so many friends that I can afford to lose them by having my other friends causing problems. Just for that you have to have all the poor flyers on your team tomorrow during my special class. Hmph!" The words would have been more menacing if Karen hadn't laughed then.

"Seriously Kolb. What was that? I get playing into the story, but you could have just told her no. Regina isn't used to that kind of thing, and she'll actually worry about it. Not everyone knows the King personally you know. She doesn't get that he'd never allow that to happen and that the worst he'd do is have Tiera beheaded."

Tiera wished him the best of luck with that one, if he wanted to try it. Implanted shielding would make it pretty difficult to do. Really, it would make it hard to even spank her. She'd have to focus pretty hard to keep her shield off all the time it was happening after all.

It was Dean Hardgrove that spoke then, as they flew toward the Capital at thousands of miles per hour.

"Miss Baker, if you could detour toward the south west? We aren't actually meeting in the Capital proper, but about ten miles outside of the city, in the surrounding area. There will be a beacon set out for us." His voice was calm and steady as if it made sense for her school's Headmaster to know things like that.

"I can do that."

The beacon was a set of magical lights, six of them, set in a large circular pattern on the ground. It could be seen from the air, but that was the point. They were in multiple colors, so hard to miss, and none of them were the white or bright amber of fire in the night. There was purple, blue and green. No one coming in would be able to mistake the meaning. Of course if they were being watched from space, they could have as easily just done it all in town, couldn't they? If that was the case, then it wouldn't matter, but all they could do was try.

She settled in the middle of the lights, that area visibly being empty. It was still a slow movement, so that she wouldn't smack into the ground, since it was harder to do in the dark, even with the guides that had been put out. That would be embarrassing, especially since there were at least ten other vehicles set up, all of them magical in nature.

Most of those were set off to the right, and half of them were the older, but very reliable, focus stone type that Tor had made first. The rest were either the regular magical carriages, which most people didn't know could fly, even if they had one, and two other Fast Craft. You could tell the difference, because the faster ones felt like they were moving, even as they sat still on the ground. At least to her they did.

It was a large collection of big people, at least fifty of them, most sitting on blankets, or standing near the large fire that was set up some two hundred feet from the ring of lights. That was probably to keep people from being crushed if there was a minor misplacement of one of the flying vehicles.

Not that she would make a mistake like that, but it could happen.

The meeting was a lot different than she thought it would be. It started with King Richard calling them all to attention, and then asking for everyone to swear to him again.

That went poorly.

Timon went first and started the problems, which made everyone seem edgy.

"I'm not working against you or yours. I have my own projects and concerns, but am loyal, at this time." It seemed about like what he'd said before, but everyone copied him, more or less, which left a strange tone to the whole thing. Only about half reaffirmed their pure fealty. Tiera didn't, but that was because she knew it wasn't a thing for her. At any given moment her feelings were more than a little dark about the King after all. He kept getting in her way.

So she said that.

People did not think that was good enough at all.

"Sire! Do we have a traitor in our midst?" This came from someone too tall and shrouded in darkness on the other side of the fire, but Tiera knew the voice.

Count Morris.

"No, I'm loyal enough. I am going to kick your ass for saying that though, you moronic waste of space." She started to round the blaze, a large thing that she suspected wasn't real, having seen one before. It was a Guide bonfire. The creation of the boy from school. Her arm was caught by someone though, who laughed at her. At first she didn't see who it was, but she thought it was Count Lairdgren, looking younger than he had been. Except he was currently across the fire.

"Tor?" She waited, knowing that anymore that could be someone in disguise, and the man had just walked up, so it could be anyone short enough.

"Yes. I heard there was a small problem with a rebellion? Now, stop getting ready to kill Count Morris. He's loyal enough and we need everyone we can get in on this. For your part Morris, don't mess with my little sister again. I heard some of what you said to her and if you start that again then you're a fool. Next time I won't ask her to let you off the hook, like I did this last time." His voice was harder than she was used to, but the whole circle erupted then, sounds of happiness and near glee coming.

The King, smiling like they were all saved suddenly, walked around the blaze to give him a hug, actually picking the smaller man up into the air.

"So, the threat of the Larval has passed? We found a collection of them, but they vanished before we could get the army into place."

There was silence for a few seconds and then Tor shook his head.

"No. I still have to take care of them. They aren't here anymore however. In Noram or Soam. I can't speak for most of the other places in the world. The only continent that will soon be left to them is Austra. If Brown doesn't have anything in place to capture them, I'll have to unleash the second part of my plan. They're insane, not evil, as hard as it is to believe. At least I think that Afrak, Tellerand and the Antarctic have been taken care of?" He looked at Tiera then, his eyes on her alone.

She just made a face and shook her head, trying to think about what she actually knew, instead of her excitement that her brother might get to be back now. Mother would be pleased. She'd had a bit of a falling out with him right before he left. It had been over a stupid prank, but instead of apologizing to him, she'd tried to bully her son. That wasn't going to work as easily now that he was a bit more mature and his own person, it seemed. He'd disowned her, but Tiera wasn't overly worried about that. If he didn't shape up soon, she'd drag him back home and make him get along with her. They were family after all, so he had to.

For some reason everyone was acting like his being back meant something more than getting a few extra hugs though. Even the older people that should have known better. She half expected Timon to call them on it, since he clearly understood that it wasn't a fix for the situation, but he was strangely silent, just looking at his brother darkly.

That left it up to her, since no one else bothered to say anything.

"Stop being stupid!" It was an order and for some reason the words actually got most of the people to glare at her, which, while not perfect, was at least a sign they'd refocused on the task at hand. "Tor came to help, but he can't fix this. Not on his own. We still need to find the people working against us and stop this if we can. There's a war coming, right this instant, and if we don't work together and do it fast, it's going to be a lot worse than it should be. Do we know who's behind this? Does the Larval being removed from Noram, if they truly have been, mean that they can't support the effort against us anymore? What should we do to stop this? Move on the highest level ring leaders with covert techniques before they can act?"

That made sense to her, and oddly enough, even if they all thought she was a rude little bitch, most of the people seemed to consider what she was saying instead of calling her out for her behavior.

Count Peterson spoke, his voice rumbling from a few places down from her.

"I can't speak as to who leads this for certain, but I know that I haven't been able to find Kedrin Cordes for some time. He owes me some coin, so I didn't really think much of it at first, but he'd be a natural person to put on the throne, being the King's brother. Few of the common people would even notice the difference, after the smoke cleared." He sounded less than pleased about the idea at least, but didn't say why.

The King did though, "that would be less than optimal, but not totally unexpected, if it's the case. He could also be in trouble however. He was doing charity collections for Alyssa Baker and Sam Builder's orphan project. It gave him months of travel all over the realm without much oversight at all."

That started questioning and debate about who was actually working against them. Some of the names were known, such as Count Kern and Countess Lovejoy. They were so clearly in on it that no one spoke to doubt the idea, even their own relatives.

Tiera kept a running tally in her head, not really worried about it, more excited about her brother being back than anything else, until about ten minutes into the whole thing. It was her own brother-in-law, Count Thomson that said the words.

"One of my Barons seems to have subtly been feeling my loyalties out for the last two years. Nothing so overt that I'd bothered to call him on it at any point, just hint and testing. You all know the way of it. Nothing that I could take action on. Landless, but he has a decent reach in the business world, running a major lumber concern. Baron Helmsley."

Tiera felt her blood run cold then. It was possible of course. Regina couldn't pick who her father was after all. Or it could have been that there was simply more than one Baron Helmsley. It wasn't likely, but there were two Joneses, so maybe it was just something she'd missed before? She wanted that to be the case, but even that idea was taken from her seconds later.

By Karen. The traitor.

"His daughter is a friend of Tiera's from school. We may be able to use that connection, if we're careful." She didn't say how, but the idea was so clear that she didn't have to.

They wanted her to spy on her own friends? On her lover? That made her blood run cold, but she didn't speak, no one else really seeming concerned by the idea at all. Except Timon. He stepped around the circle of large bodies and moved close to her, his hand reaching out toward her tentatively. It was odd, but she noticed that he was taller than her now. He had been, of course, but in the last weeks he'd grown even more. He was only twelve, but stood nearly five-five already. That wasn't huge for her family, but it was a sign he wasn't going to be that short all his life, if it kept up.

"Tiera... How close are you to this woman?"

At least he bothered to ask. She didn't know what to say at first, feeling embarrassed as everyone focused on her tightly, no one tried to speak for her at least, so she answered even as the blood rushed from her head.

"I love her." It was the truth, but the only person that seemed to think it was really important, oddly enough, was the King.

He stood, with his head held high in the firelight.

"Then I won't ask that you act against her, or her family, on mere suspicion. We can find another way, there must be a thousand avenues to explore here." Then he started trying to outline them.

The meeting moved on and no one even said the name Helmsley after that. Her name was mentioned, but other than Count Morris, no one questioned that she was totally loyal. He did it slyly, but Count Thomson snapped at him loudly, backed up almost instantly by Count Peterson and more humorously, by Countess York.

That got Richard to walk over to her and put a hand on her back gently, as if to protect her, like she needed it from Morris?

"We shouldn't be bickering amongst ourselves. Put the past behind us and move on. It isn't always easy to do, but the other course leads to ruin." He didn't say for who.

Tiera already knew that one though. Ruin for everyone that acted against her.

A slow anger built then, but she contained it. Part was at Reggie's da, who might be working against the rightful King. Part was directed at Tovey, since he might be wrong in his suspicions about the fellow. The rest was at herself, for letting things get that far out of hand. She didn't know what she could have done differently, but there had to have been something.

A plan, of sorts, worked itself out in her head as she stood there, wondering what to do. She'd spy on Reggie, but only to show that her father was innocent. Barring that, she'd prove that her friend was and protect her from any harm that might come. If they had to they could runaway somewhere. It wasn't the best plan in the world, but nothing else would come at all. She needed to find proof. Somehow.

That would mean getting closer to the Baron. On the good side she was already invited to his home in a few weeks. The time between that moment and when she'd be free of the oppressive weight of worry was going to be forever, but she'd live. There was no choice, since it was clear that no one else was going to stand for a fourteen year old girl that was unknown to them.

When they left the fireside everyone scattered in different directions, except Tor, who instead of putting up his own craft asked if he could ride with her. It didn't seem that odd really. He wanted to see Ali as soon as possible, since she was his wife. The woman was at school, and that was where she was headed, wasn't it?

"I hope she hasn't forgotten me already." He laughed a little about it, but there was a darkness to the words, as if he thought she really might have.

Distracted, Tiera didn't speak for a long time, but finally shook herself a bit as she flew, knowing that she needed to be paying attention if nothing else.

"What? Sorry... Ali dotes on you Tor. I'm certain that her yelling will wake up half the campus when you get there. If she isn't working on some building project. Mainly copying still, I hear. Multiple devices at once though, so that's impressive."

Smiling he moved up alongside of her and patted her shoulder.

"Thank you. I can tell that you're worried about your friend. Regina? Is she nice?"

"Yes. She's the greatest person in the whole world." There was a simple and pure sound of truth to her words.

Her brother nodded, smiling a bit.

"Good. I'm glad you have someone that makes you happy."

Then they kept flying back to the school, the cover of darkness protecting them from prying eyes. If imperfectly.
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Tiera was actually right, as it turned out, and Ali was very pleased to see Tor, if not all that loud about it. That part was interesting, since she acted suddenly suspicious and like she needed to be ready to fight someone at any moment.

Until Tor explained the whole thing.

"The Larval situation isn't finished yet, but they've been driven from here. I'll be leaving in a few months to take care of that. I need to give them time to travel back to Austra. Maybe more than just months, since they might try to hide someplace else first. For the time being I was just planning to work from the house here, if that's alright?"

"Alright? That's wonderful! I'm so happy that you're back and safe. I worried constantly for months. Oh!" She fairly vibrated with joy, which was a wonderful thing at least. Tiera gave each of them a hug and then walked away, going back to her own room. The meeting had taken all night again and she didn't think she was going to get any sleep anyway, but it was really too early to go running through the woods, at least if she wanted to pretend she was still sane at all.

Karen followed her, grinning the whole time, her face a lot happier at the idea of Tor coming back than it should have been. After a while she nodded, looking at the giddy and large warrior next to her as the door to their little brown room closed.

"You and my brother are lovers?"

There was a frozen moment in time then, as the larger woman spun on her and finally shook her head.

"We... Once. That isn't something you should ask though. Kind of rude, and against The Rules. It's hard to be discreet with people pestering you for indelicate details that you don't want to give." There was a sigh then and another shake of the head, one that barely caused her to move at all. "Or more correctly, it's wrong to ask about what your brother has been doing. People will think you're interested in him, if you do that too much and even in noble society that's considered wrong. Not unheard of or undone, but people will talk if they think that, even if he is incredibly pretty. Actually that would make it worse. If he was ugly people wouldn't think much of it at all."

"Ah. Right. That crap again. Sorry, not trying to pry, you just seemed really happy. I didn't know you two were that close, that's all."

The words sounded distracted, because of course, they were. She wasn't focusing that well at all, since her entire being was screaming for her to go and see about her friend. Her love. To protect her from the allegations and slanders of those evil people. Except that they might not be wrong. That was the part that worried her the most.

What would she do if Baron Helmsley really was a traitor? Just being related to the man would destroy Reggie then.

Nothing much came to mind. The first thing to do was to find out. Or at least the first thing on that topic. At the moment she felt herself at loose ends and kind of wanted to just sit in the dark, brooding. That wouldn't help at all, so she decided to go to the practice square, even if it was the middle of the night. She broke the pell again and then, after fixing the one she'd been using by herself, did it again. It took hours of pounding on the thing and she was using a heavy metal club in each hand. She was on the third one when Mitchell found her after first light, covered in sweat, but not blood this time.

"Now, what did those poor pieces of wood ever do to you?" He laughed at his own joke, but at least he was sober this time. His grin was meant to be infectious, but she was so worried that she had to force herself to even look at him. He was a jerk and a moron.

On time though, so she couldn't fault him there. He even had his flight gear on.

"Help me carry the new firewood out back?" They'd need to cut it up into smaller chunks, but that was decent enough training, so it got done pretty quickly at the school.

The taller boy did it, but he kept looking at her as if there was something wrong with what they were doing.

"Most people are kind of proud when they have a breakthrough on the pell. Why are we hiding the evidence?"

"We aren't, I just don't want to make a mess. We should sweep too, before whoever else that's coming gets here." She knew that she sounded sad and sullen, but that was just what was going to have to happen. Only it couldn't.

She had a duty to perform, teaching her little class. More, if she wanted to find out the truth about Regina's da and protect her from the whole thing if it was needed, she had to seem normal. That or happy. She tried for that.

For an hour they worked at cleaning the space, moving quickly and with good energy, even if it was fake. Then she patted the boy on the back, making him wince, just as the group of people walked toward them, right after the morning meal. She hadn't eaten, but that wasn't a big deal for her.

They were horrible again, but she managed to isolate a few of the problems and had everyone practice moving in all different directions, first just hovering over the ground about ten feet and then at five hundred or so, doing them all faster. Finally they tried them at full speed, flying forward and then shifting back, up, down or on the diagonal, both turning at the same time and not.

Most of them could do it at least by the time they were done, but a few still struggled.

"Don't worry, you'll all get it. We can meet again soon. In the mean time keep practicing together and help one another." It sounded friendly to her, but a few of the people grumbled at her. Like they had better things to do?

She wanted to go and hang out with Tor that evening, but she remembered her promise to Roland, since he'd made a point of inviting her again after they practiced singing. He was most polite the whole time and acted like he actually wanted her to go with him, though she had a feeling from the slightly strained tone to his voice that he actually was just being nice to her out of a sense of duty, rather than really wanting her around. That would have to do though, since sitting in her room, or even her brother's house, wouldn't cause people to like her any better. No, for that she'd have to risk being in public with them.

The tavern in town had a name, since there were two of them. This one was the "Green Shepherd" as if that made any kind of sense. It had a painted green sheep on the sign, which was playful and kind of cute though. The inside was functional, and decently clean, but that was about all it had going for it. There was no music playing and while people sat and drank, the main activity seemed to be flirting and talking in voices that were more than a bit too loud.

Reggie held her hand and seemed very young suddenly, but Tiera just smiled at her, knowing that she was loved. It was such a wonderful sense of things. Someone actually loved her. Just for being herself. Moody little her. It was brilliant and shining, but she didn't let the giddiness she felt show, just finding Roland, who was sitting alone, looking a bit nervous for some reason. He did wave to them however.

"Hello! I didn't know if you'd come. Can I get you something? The ale here is decent." His voice cracked a bit, but there was a certain charm to it, so Tiera nodded. She'd asked Karen about the whole thing and it had been explained to her that she was supposed to buy every other round. That way no one would end up paying for more than themselves, but it would seem friendly and like she was part of the group.

Since she'd invited Reggie, that meant she was paying for her too, but at a copper per drink she could afford it. Even if she ended up spending a few coppers on other people it was worth the good will, she figured. Karen had warned her not to go over that though, and to refrain from making grand gestures, like buying rounds for everyone in the place, since that would be seen as desperate.

The boy signaled to the server, who was familiar looking. After a few seconds, looking past the plain brown dress, she got it. The girl was one of the ones from class. Her afternoon singing one. In disguise, but it wasn't done very well. She had her blonde hair covered and carried a pitcher of something directly toward them. Her right hand on the handle. From the look on her face, which was nearly evil, the idea wasn't pouring them a drink.

Everyone in the place had turned to look at them as the yellow liquid flew. It largely bounced off of her, the momentum of the liquid not letting it touch her skin, but it splashed onto Reggie, who gasped and then started to hyperventilate. From the scent it was urine. It was ripe and pungent too, and had soaked her friend, a bit of it finally working through her own shield, making her damp as well. That part didn't matter though.

Across the room she saw Sandra Morris staring at her, laughing. The rest of her singing class, or at least half of them or so, was too.

"I see." She stood and helped Regina out the door, apologizing the whole time. No one followed her, but they laughed as she left and made catcalls.

Instead of taking the girl back to her room to hide, she went to Tor and Ali's, since they had magical means of cleaning there. Good showers and baths. After she knocked on the door it took a few minutes, and even though Reggie was sodden, she patted her gently and held her close.

"They meant that for me. It wasn't for you. I'm so sorry. Going there was a mistake. I should have known. People are evil and awful sometimes." She was proud of how she sounded, which was calm and loving. When Ali got to the door she looked happy at first, but seemed to get the idea fairly quickly. Without waiting she ushered them both in and took them straight to a bathing room. It took a bit to get cleaned up and when they came out, they were met in the front room by Tor, along with Alyssa and her friend Sheri.

Her brother sighed.

"That was a mean trick. Ali filled me on why it happened. Also about all you've done to fix things. I'm sure that they won't try it agai-" He stopped talking as she started walking out the front door. He didn't ask her where she was going at least, just jogging alongside her.

"Tiera! We can't afford for you to do anything rash. Not right now."

"They threw piss on Regina. I understand that it was meant for me, but that doesn't excuse the act. They have to pay. Now." She felt so much rage that she sounded calm. Her brother grimaced and moved back a bit.

"What are you going to do? Are you even certain who acted?"

"No. I also don't care. If I kill them all it won't matter in the end, will it?"

She didn't look at him as he moved along with her silently. The Green Shepherd wasn't far after all. She didn't wait to confront anyone with words when she went in, just running at Sandra Morris, who was still there, letting their shields crash together hard, stopping her momentum. Then Tiera focused her rage and forced the other girl's shield to drop, along with everything else she had on her, leaving her naked for just long enough that Tiera could grab every amulet the dark skinned girl wore and rip them off of her.

"You were behind this. Bitch." The backhand lacked a giant body behind it, but Tiera twisted into the movement, adding momentum to it, hitting the other girl hard enough to take her off the bench she was sitting on. She went down with a twisting motion and hit the floor with a solid thunk.

The beating that followed was brutal enough, but she almost wasn't aware of what she was doing. Not until her own shield triggered off for a bit and she was grabbed by her brother and several other of the boys that had, no doubt, been in on the attack earlier. Tor had a shield, naturally, since they were his invention and he'd been hunted by killers for moths. Sorenson didn't. Activating the cutter in her right hand she took off the boy's fingers, which got him to scream. It didn't hurt of course, not at first, but it was enough to get Tor to stare at him, meaning she had time to make a swipe at the bleeding girl on the ground.

That got Tiera knocked back off her feet by a Force Lance, since Sir Kolbrin was standing in the doorway, pointing one at her. Jerk.

"Tiera, no!"

She couldn't focus enough to keep the cutter on, but she did manage to find a chair and bring it down where Sandra was, making it so that the girl didn't move. Then she jumped forward to finish the job. Tor got in her way, and he had a good shield on, so she tried to bat him out of the way, which, it turned out, was a mistake.

Out of nowhere she was hit by hundreds of beams of force, his shield coming alive and pummeling her even through her own.

She wasn't being hurt, thanks to the fact her shield was good enough to stop it, but she couldn't move toward him at all. She was just pushed back. Even when she threw the remains of the chair it was driven into the wall to the side, instead of at the girl she was targeting.

"Tiera, what are you doing? It was a prank. Not a good thing, but you don't even know if she had anything to do with it." Her brother sounded pretty reasonable, but she didn't care.

"It doesn't matter. She laughed. That's insult enough. Now back away Tor. This isn't your business. They picked this fight with me. I'm going to end this here and now."

She backed up, which confused Tor for a second, but the point was clear to her. If she moved backward the field that was attacking her would focus on where she went, by shifting targets and running to the other side of the room suddenly with the jerks that had helped set her up in the way, they'd take the brunt of it. That meant that Tor would have to shut it off, or risk killing half the room. It took him a bit to realize that and Tiera had forgotten something on her own part, which was that Sir Kolbrin was there. He moved in on her, trying to lock out her left arm using his whole body. It was working, which made her angry, since it was a technique that she'd showed him.

Which he'd learned to defeat by shaking, so that the shield would keep pushing the other person away. It worked like a charm, allowing her to get away from him about ten seconds later. While that had been going on Tor had to scramble to turn his shield off, because it was randomly hitting the fleeing bodies in the way. Sandra was still moving however, scrambling for her amulets, trying to fight. That or at least get a shield back on.

Tiera rushed her, focusing as hard as she could on Tor, not attacking him at all, just turning his gear off long enough for him to look at her funny. She lashed out as he got in her way, trying to protect the Morris bitch. It was a mistake after all. She kicked him as hard as she could in the middle, a stomping blow that sent him flying back into the tables behind him. He was still moving, since shielded or not, he was Tor, but he didn't jump back to his feet instantly or anything. That meant she had whole seconds to return to pummeling Sandra. There were several cracking sounds as things in her face broke under Tiera's shielded hands.

She didn't stop, even as Tor turned off all her gear, leaving her naked, her bare flesh striking the girl. It hurt a bit, but that was what regular people did all the time when they fought. She was used to hitting wood, so soft girl flesh didn't stop her at all. Finally the woman under her went totally limp, which she took to mean dead. Without pausing she tried for the others, starting with the witch that had thrown the urine on her. She lost her legs at the knees, the hard way, having them beaten into destruction with a table leg. She left her alive so that she could do the rest of the people, but found herself blown face first into the far wall of the tavern her shield not working anymore. She was naked too and had been she realized. It meant she had nothing to protect her head at all, so passed out almost instantly, as soon as her body stopped tumbling.

She didn't know how long it took her to come to, and then it was several minutes before she could heal enough to move. She didn't wait for it all to be done, getting up before it seemed like she could, still hurting and bleeding, ready to resume the fight.

Only to find her own brother holding her at weapons point when she sat up.

"Stop. If you get up I'll use this. Shield or not, you won't survive it. Then I'll probably die when mother finds out I killed you. I made this one to take out the Larval. I can't let you kill these people Tiera. I know that you're very angry, but it isn't right."

She growled, her voice rough, almost as if she'd been screaming the whole time. If so that was poor form. You weren't supposed to do that while fighting, tales and songs aside.

"I have a right. Morris surrendered, I gave them terms. Because you told me to. Now this... No, I'm going to kill her. If you think you can stop me, then do it, because otherwise she will die. Right now." 

She rolled to the side to stand up, and sprinted toward the tavern, only to find it empty except for a scared looking man and two women that were glaring at the wall, as if the hole there was what had damaged their business.

Looking around she had to stop, since she didn't know where the girl had gone at all. Sir Kolbrin was gone too and most of the people from the tavern. It wasn't lost on her that the ones that hadn't run away were probably the ones that at least thought they were innocent, therefore felt like they wouldn't be harmed by her. Since they were probably right, she just started walking back to her room, leaving the scene altogether.

She didn't speak, just trying to figure out what to do next. She was at war again after all. Possibly against her own brother. Moron. You were supposed to back your family in emergencies, not strangers.

She put clothing back on, and noticed after a bit that Tor was following her.

"Go away! You aren't my brother anymore. You helping them is the same as if you attacked me. This was an act of war and you're supporting my enemies." She knew that he stopped walking, but a few seconds later he panted up, jogging after her.

"Stop being stupid Tiera. It was an awful thing, but no one was trying to start a war with you. We don't know that Sandra had anything to do with it. I keep saying that, but you keep ignoring me..."

It was clear that he just wasn't going to allow himself to understand the reality of the situation. It had been an insult. It was Tor's way to just take things like that in the main. Not hers. She sighed and shook her head, letting her own steps falter for a few seconds.

"No. Listen to me. You think that I'm being unreasonable, but this was an attack and my friend was harmed by it. I know that you believe that you're right and I'm wrong, but it isn't the case this time. When people attack you, it only makes sense to defend yourself. I have the right to self defense and since Sandra doesn't have the right to attack me or even enjoy someone else doing it, I have a right that no one can take away from me to stop her from doing it again. You need to back off or this isn't going to end well, Tor."

 Her brother didn't say anything for a long while. He just stood there, looking young and disturbingly pretty. She probably did as well, so to anyone watching the whole thing probably seemed surreal. Like two strange characters arguing over things that didn't make sense, in a dream.

"Tiera... You will not go around killing people. Not if they aren't trying to kill you first. I'm your older brother and you have to do what I say. At least if I'm being reasonable. Do you really disagree that that's the part of reason? Even in this case? Sandra is a good person. She might be angry, but she didn't come at you with a new kind of weapon that would kill you instantly, but with a prank. If it was her at all. You destroyed big chunks of her County. She might even be under orders to have done it. You should have at least asked first, before taking it to violence."

If it had been ordered then she decided to kill whoever did it, just to make certain it was all fair. At least she had a good idea where to look for Count Morris, didn't she? The Council of Counts would be going on for weeks longer. They had votes, and arguments to hear. Wars to mediate and start.

Once that was done it would be fourteen months before the next one. It was a dumb way to run things, but that was the tradition, so it had to be done.

She started walking again, not bothering to speak. Nothing she said would change her brother's mind and nothing he said was going to get her to calm down. Not until she killed some people.

First she had to distract her brother and then find the ones that had wronged Reggie. An idea came to her then and she smiled.

"Alright. I won't kill them. We need to find them however. Right now."

She looked at him, smiling and meaning it, which he clearly didn't trust at all. It probably looked insane or something, but she didn't really care. The only thing that was needed at the moment was for her to find them all.

Tor, of course, wasn't going to help. Even asking him to would be a waste of time. He couldn't , since, rightfully so, he suspected she was either lying to him or had something equally dark in mind.

It was the second one.

She found all the kids, huddling in the Headmaster's office along with Sir Kolbrin. He didn't actually huddle as much as stand between the kids that had come after her and the door, when she stood in it. She waved at him, smiling still. 

"Tor has asked that I not personally kill any of you for what you've done. Fine. You're all under arrest as of this moment. Sir Kolbrin, please see them all to a secure location. One not too easy to escape from please. We'll have a trial in the morning and see who's actually guilty. Then we'll see what the punishment for such assault is, won't we?"

Everyone else looked shocked, except for Tor who seemed confused.

"You can't just proclaim people arrested Tiera. That takes an official or something."

She nodded, understanding what he was getting at. She'd been kind of surprised when she'd first learned about it all too. Not that the idea existed, they knew that, but that it applied to them.

"Correct. But as Conserina Lairdgren, at Lairdgren school, standing in County Lairdgren, I can do that, can't I? It was a real assault and when I attempted to subdue these people earlier, others unlawfully got in the way. A mistake, since I should have announced my intentions more clearly at the time." Or, had better ones. This was a far more elegant solution after all. The penalty for assaulting a noble was harsh. Probably not actually death, she knew that, but there might be loopholes for Sandra, who she had stripped again to make sure she didn't have anything hidden on her, then gave her back her clothing amulet.

It wasn't like she couldn't make other things, but she stared at the girl hard.

"If you try to escape, or make a weapon of any kind, I'll kill you. I won't ask about it, or let anyone talk me out of it. Twice now you've attacked me and gotten away with it. No more. Do you understand?"

It took about ten seconds of glaring but the woman, her brown eyes glaring down, answered firmly.

"I understand you."

"Good. Now, I'm not certain what the outcome of this will be, but I plan to preside over it myself. In the morning however. I have other things to do right now."

Then she stomped out, not paying any attention to what was being done behind her. Tor stayed with them at a least. She stopped at his house and got Regina, holding her close as Ali watched. It was her front room after all, so of course she did.

"I put them all under arrest. After Tor protected them. I was just going to kill them, but he and Sir Kolbrin got in the way. Tor's paying for the new tavern. If he would have left me alone there would have been no more than some broken chairs and benches. He knocked me through a wall. That was a mistake. It showed me that he's more willing to help my enemies than his own sister." That reminded her to finish healing all the way. It stung a bit, but wasn't too bad and a few minutes later she was totally well.

Reggie was frightened, not knowing what would come of it all, and Ali went so quiet it was like she nearly wasn't there.

The orange eyed and pretty thing in her arms whispered to her softly.

"What's going to happen?"

"Seriously you mean? Probably nothing that bad. I'm upset and it was a huge insult, but not physically harmful. It will be hard to prove actual assault. Most of them probably didn't do more than laugh about it. We'll find out their intent though and go from there. It didn't happen on the school grounds even, so they probably won't be tossed out or anything."

Standing across the room Ali took a deep breath.

"That sounds right. I don't want to see anyone be killed over this."

Tiera nodded.

"The only one in real danger would be Sandra Morris. If she set this up it was an act of provocation, which, since she and her father already cheated in a duel, and then surrendered to me in our little war, would mean that she's open for the death penalty for it. Only if she did it though." Tiera smiled, trying to make herself seem fair and reasonable. She wasn't going to falsely accuse the woman after all.

It made Ali less than happy again, but she and the older woman were friends, so it would be natural for her to worry.

It was very odd, but Tiera was so tired that she almost had to go to sleep, even if it wasn't all that late, it was only ten in the evening after all. She managed to get back to her own room, Regina with her, and tucked into bed before she couldn't keep her eyes open anymore, but it was a close thing. She didn't open her eyes again until nearly seven in the morning, feeling better, but a little drifty for some reason. Relaxed.

Almost like someone had put her to sleep or something.

"Tor." She growled the name and got up instantly, figuring that it had to be him. He'd used some magic she didn't know about to make her calm down. Probably that thing that he'd made to use on the Larvals. If it was that at all. Well. That wasn't very nice of him. She walked directly over to his house, only to find it empty, or at least that no one was answering the door. "Alright. The next step would be to thwart me somehow."

Stealing her prisoners would be the most likely thing to have done, but when she checked on the school cells, where they kept the bad kids that got in trouble, they were all there.

She didn't even bother talking to them. If they weren't there, then that would mean... what? Who would Tor go to in a case like this? Count Lairdgren could overrule her, of course, and so could the King. No one else really had that power, legally speaking, she didn't think. She took a deep breath and tried to think past what was coming, but nothing jumped to mind. Her brother wouldn't have put her to sleep and then left like that if he didn't have a plan though, would he?

One that he knew she wouldn't like.

That just meant she had to hurry, since as long as she followed the law, nothing she did before orders to the contrary came could be disputed. Not that she was a legal expert. She didn't know who was for the area either. It was a dilemma, since waiting would probably mean that nothing got done at all. She had to struggle along, asking people almost at random as to who would be in charge of such things, which took until nearly noon. She was almost certain that everyone was drawing things out on purpose. Because they knew...

Finally she went to the little school jail and was about to just start using a Truth amulet on them all when the Fast Craft settled right outside of the building behind her. Almost as if it had been waiting for her to take action. Tor got out, naturally, as well as Count Lairdgren and several of the Royal Guard. A second vehicle settled too, coming in behind the first slowly. A gleaming silver cube instead of a purple teardrop. Timon.

She tried to hold her face still and finally just didn't bother at all.

"Truth amulet. I'll have the facts in the matter first. If any of you try to stop me... Then I guess we all just fight, don't we?" The idea didn't frighten her at all. Not even the fact that she couldn't win. What she could do was take down the building behind her, which wouldn't give the kids inside any kind of chance at all.

Two things happened at once then. Three really, but Tim wasn't going to physically try to stop her, so she ignored him for the moment. He was so smart, and more clever than she was by far, but he was still just twelve and wasn't likely to start a war just to protect some people he didn't know very well, who had already harmed his family. He was a good brother that way. Unlike a certain annoying wizard.

Count Lairdgren spread his hands lightly, looking pretty bored with the whole idea, and next to him Tor shook his head, too hard for being in denial of what would probably be a small hearing.

"Tiera, I talked to the King, he demands that you let Sandra go, unharmed."

That explained the guard then, didn't it? Also why George wasn't there. She actually liked him and might have asked what it was he intended. He wouldn't have hesitated to try and kill her, but these others were already holding weapons. Poor ones from the look of it, that wouldn't do that much to her, or at least remakes of her brother's work, made larger for the hands of near-giants. It was hard for them to accurately control the things if they were too small after all.

She gave a single slow nod.

"I don't believe that's up to the King, is it? He can demand all day long, but if he sends his men in here to stop me from taking lawful action, all the counties would rise against him. He doesn't want that right now, does he? No... we'll have this trial. Bring them out please, one at a time."

Off to the side Tiera saw Reggie, who looked terrified and cute all at the same time. She walked over to where Tiera stood, since for all the world, it looked like it was one rather tiny school girl facing off against the Green man, the Wizard Tor and six armed and aggressive Royal Guardsmen.

After a moment it looked like all of those people versus two girls.

They didn't stand a chance then, did they? Tiera took her friend's hand, but let it go after a man from town who she didn't know, brought them to her. Roland first.

Roland Gala it turned out, the boy that had spit in her food.

It didn't make her feel good about him when she realized that part of things. He put on the Truth amulet though and didn't seem that sorry at all when he spoke, even though, for all he knew, he was about to die.

"I heard some of the others suggesting they do something the other day and realized that you didn't get who I was in class, so set up that part. Just getting you there, but it was fair. After all, I got in trouble because of you. Six black marks, just for putting you in your place. Hardly right."

The rest were just as guilty. Well, three of them were. William Sorenson from singing class, who it turned out was Mark from the Lairdgren group's older brother. They were the sons of a landed Baron. The girl with the pitcher was just put up to it by William, and another girl that was in on it, but mainly because she really liked the boy.

The others were mainly innocent, more or less. They'd known that something was going to happen, but not exactly what, which was why they'd all come. To see Tiera be taken down a peg.

As if she wasn't already down far enough?

"Fine, get me Sandra Morris. The charge here isn't playing a prank, but fomenting war. If she's innocent, then we can discuss the proper behavior of someone once they surrender. That's fair, isn't it Count Lairdgren?"

It was his County after all. If he said otherwise then the whole thing was up, regardless. If he wanted to ignore the King, he could do that too. Any sitting nobleman could in their own area.

The man shrugged, which hardly looked royal at all, but then spoke.

"That does seem reasonable, don't you think Tor?"

Her brother made his face hard though, as if trying to thwart her just to be a pain.

"No... I... The King said."

Tiera rolled her eyes just as Conserina Morris came out, and the man that held her arm gently lost control of her as she shrugged out of it, her face looking sour and grumpy.

"Let go of me. What is this? I'm a Conserina and I demand I be let go at once, or else it will be deemed an act of war."

Tiera felt her breath fall short. It wasn't what she'd really expected from the older girl, was it? Not that Sandra was weak, but she wasn't the kind to try and get out of telling the truth, was she.

"If you fail to answer the questions, it's an act of war too. I think your response is a pretty clear indication of what's coming, but let's do this anyway, so that when the King complains at me, I have proof of your wrong doing, shall we?" The Truth amulet was dropped over the other girl's fuzzy hair, her face set as hard as stone. Since Tiera probably looked the same she let that part go, watching the white and yellow glow clearly.

"Did you plan this attack Sandra?" Her question was simple and clear and the larger girl refused to answer at first.

After she asked several times Tiera got her own Explosive Weapon out, making the Royal Guard all act as if she were suddenly committing treason. Sandra made a face and then turned her head a bit.

"Yes. I did it. I planned it and I did it, because I hate you. I just didn't think you were smart enough to figure out who'd done it, to tell the truth."

Tiera waved the others away from the other Conserina.

"So, you were starting a war with me on purpose and you admit it to everyone present? This was a clear act of instigation, don't you agree?"

"Well, not if you didn't know who'd had it done it wasn't. It was just a way to get back at you for all the wrong you've done to me."

That one nearly started an argument, but she held her tongue.

"Fine, Count Lairdgren, what's the sentence for people that instigate war here? A stern talking to? A spanking? Letting them go free and unharmed to do it again? You swore to me that she wouldn't be a problem. That she was a good person, but look at her... If she had a weapon right now I'd be dead, wouldn't I? Not that any of you would care." She glared over at Tor and made a face. "My own brother, working to try and get me killed. Shame on you Tor. You've grown so big in your own mind that you can't even see your own sister all the way down here in reality, can you? You wouldn't care at all if I were humiliated or killed, as long as it didn't threaten your precious plans." Her voice was calm again and she shook her head.

He was doing it again, trying to calm her so that she wouldn't act correctly.

"No. You will not use your magic to get her out of this! Count Lairdgren..." She was about to ask him what the punishment should be again, but he waved at Tor instead.

"You heard her. Stop now." He held his forehead like it hurt and then looked over at Sandra, his face less than amused.

"Clearly she doesn't mean you real harm Tiera. A container of urine, while an insult, isn't the same as a knife to the throat. It was wrong however and there needs to be punishment for it. Six days on a work crew sounds fair. See to that." He waved again to the jailer, who nodded and moved to let everyone go. It didn't seem like enough somehow, but Tiera tried to let that part go. Regina seemed happy enough about it, and nodded firmly to her, after giving her smaller friend a tight hug.

"There. That should keep them from doing it again. No need to make a bigger thing of it than it already is." Her words were bright and almost cheery, though Tiera noticed something over her shoulder.

It wasn't a huge thing, but the man that ran the little cells for the school was handing around boxes that held the belongings of people. Including the ones Sandra had. But, being a builder, she was always armed...

"No!" She spun her body around to protect Regina, just as the explosive weapon came up. Most of it hit her and the ground, but the rest of the field lapped around her, taking anything off of her friend that wasn't protected by Tiera's body. Bloody shreds of the girl, bone, blood and flesh, rained across the ground, the hard stones suddenly slick and wet. Most of the right half of her head was gone in an instant and Reggie's body was blown out of her grasp, her shield making it too hard to hold her.

 "Reggie! No!" She cried out an anguished scream, but everyone else just froze then, staring, first at the mess and ruin that was the now dead Baronetta Regina Helmsley and then back over at Sandra, who was scrambling for an amulet.

Tiera pointed the weapon in her hand, but it didn't do anything. The other girl already had a shield on. Screaming she rushed her bodily, hitting the side of a transport and being moved back so hard the Earth itself was churned up from the action.

By the time she stood the girl was in the air and leaving. Fast.

"Regina..." She ran to her, knowing it was hopeless, but tried to scoop up what little she could from the smear on the ground and press it against the place where her love's head had been. Then pressing her side to the girl she tried to heal her. Nothing happened, naturally. The damage was so great that she couldn't heal anything at all.

The screaming was louder then, but by the time she stopped Conserina Morris, the murderer, was gone.

She spun on her brothers, who just stood, looking sad and upset. Tor did at least. Timon actually just seemed hard then. He nodded to her.

"So, war against Morris again? Remember, take out the guilty. Might as well take his holdings intact, if you're going to do it."

She nodded, feeling numb, covered in Reggie's blood still.

"This is your fault Tor. If you hadn't meddled in this, if you'd listened to me, Regina would be alive right now. I won't forgive you for that. Not ever. You or the King. You killed her as surely as if you'd handed the weapon to Sandra yourself."

She sounded dark, but calm. That wasn't magic though, it was simply that she had nothing left at the moment. Her gaze went to Count Lairdgren, not caring what he had to say, but wanting him to know what had happened there. Why it was going to be the way it had to now.

"You made mistakes that cost Reggie her life and took her away from me. I don't have anything else. That isn't going to be free you know. It will cost you more than you can imagine."

He at least seemed to understand, and bowed low to her suddenly, then he laid flat on the ground as if realizing that it wasn't going to be enough to merely bend a little.

"I take full responsibility for this. The damage done here is my doing, not anyone else. I ask, no I humbly beg that you do not seek to destroy these innocents for my errors." He was going to go on, but she shook her head.

"You may as well get up. It wasn't you that refused to listen to me. You made some poor choices, but you didn't try to have me killed, did you? You failed to back me when it was needed and got in my way, but you didn't order that Sandra be let go, to kill."

That seemed to make everyone else there relax except Timon, who seemed ready to cry.

"Tiera... No. I know this hurts, but you can't..."

"Can't I? Really Tim? Who do you think set this all up? Who ordered it done in a fashion that caused this? I can't blame the Count, can I? No... There's only the one person that caused this to happen."

Tor laid down on the ground too, but Tiera just ignored him, not even listening to his words. Instead she scooped up the dripping body of her love, her heart nearly stopping from the pain. No one stopped her as she set up her Fast Craft and set the girl in the back of it, lovingly holding the ruin of her life.

"No," She muttered softly, her voice to gentle to carry at all, even as a small crowd stood around, straining to listen to her. "I know who did this. I know who made this happen."

She left, heading toward the east, fighting to remember how to get to Regina's home. She'd never been before, but she knew the route. It had been on the maps. It was in County Thomson after all, in the Capital there. She'd been to her sister's house, so that would do.

The trip wasn't a long one, maybe fifteen minutes. She didn't know what to say to Baron Helmsley. It was like no words could ever be enough. That was the truth too, she knew. She was still covered in blood and didn't change it was...

Horrible, but she didn't want to lose that last connection to her love. The blood dried on her skin, but she just let it.

After a while she set down in front of where she thought her friend's house was. It wasn't a mansion, but had a certain charm to it and three stories, so a wealthy person's home, but nothing that screamed power or of vast riches. It was a real person's home. Painted wood in brown and light blue trim. It looked manly and happy at the same time. That light blue had been Reggie's favorite color.

She got out and just stood, not able to make it to the door, tears falling down her cheeks making rusty tracks in the blood there. After a while a man came. He had a silver beard and looked at her, worried, his body a little stooped with age, but seeming to have kind eyes.

"Miss... are you well? Can I help you with anything? A doctor?"

"No. Are you Regina's father? Baron Helmsley?"

"Yes... Oh..." He got the idea without having to be told, but Tiera made herself say the words anyway. He needed to hear it. to know for certain what had happened.

"She's dead. Conserina Sandra Morris tried to kill me with an explosive weapon and my shield stopped it. I tried to cover her with my body, but I wasn't big enough. The King did this. He kept letting the Morrises go, claiming they were good people. He ordered her let go and for me not to kill her and then she did this..." She sobbed then, but walked the man to the side of the vehicle. He had a right to see. To know what Sandra, and King Richard, had done to his daughter.

They were both crying as they took the body inside, the servants looking filled with shock when they realized what was going on. After about half an hour she stood up, her face set and started to walk out.

"Miss..." The Baron spoke, his voice filled with pain. "She spoke of you in letters to me. She... was very fond of you."

Tiera cried again then, since he was clearly trying to comfort her, even when it was his own girl that had died. He seemed like a good man.

 "May I return for the service?"

"I think that would be good. You can stay, if you'd rather? I'll have a room..."

The tradition would have her buried the next day, at noon. Tiera shook her head gently, still walking.

"No, thank you sir. I have some things to see to. If I can. I'll be back in time."

She left then, going straight back to the school. She needed to be careful about what she was doing now, she realized. No one could know what she had planned, or else they'd try to stop her. She was pretty certain that Timon had already guessed, but that wasn't the same as knowing for certain. Not at all. Tor... He could read her intent in her field. So could most of the Lairdgren group, no doubt. That would give her away. She let her mind go blank then, focusing as hard as she could and still managing to fly, setting aside even her hate and anger. All that was left was a feeling of emptiness and sadness that wouldn't go away, no matter what she tried.

She forced herself to clean up, refusing to speak to anyone, and went back to her room, knowing that... Honestly she didn't know anything. She just made herself stay still, inside her head, and hoped it would get her through the night.

 When she got inside, Karen was there, along with Tor and Prince Alphonse. They all wore black. She didn't, she was in light blue.

Fingering the dress she had on she spoke, trying not to let the rage come, needing to grieve, and not wanting to do it here, where people would know what she intended.

That couldn't happen. Not if she wanted to have a chance at all.

Tor spoke first, tears thick in his own voice. That was because he wasn't evil. He'd been very wrong and it wasn't a thing she could forgive, but this wasn't what he'd wanted at all. Even the King hadn't desired Regina's death. He just didn't care.

"This, it was her favorite color." She explained it lamely, no emotion reaching her voice, which made her sound just a little lost, instead of enraged. "I took the body back to her father. The service is tomorrow."

Tor looked at the far wall, his face going blank, like it always did when things got bad enough for him. His voice sounded sad though and he took a deep breath first.

"I called the palace. The King... He's given Sandra his protection, at the behest of her father and mother. He feels that this was a tragic mistake..."

It took everything Tiera had not to think about it. She couldn't let that happen.

Everyone just sat with her, the Prince holding her gently, for hours. Other people came, but only a few. They were all in black. At about three in the morning Havar showed up, looking awkward and out of place, wearing the same kind of clothing as everyone else. He didn't seem to know what to say, but he held her, pushing the Prince out of the way casually to do it, then wrapped her up in his strong arms for a long time, her head cradled to his giant chest. No one looked at them funny, even though it had to be ridiculous seeming.

"I'm so sorry..."

When morning light came she got up to leave, not knowing if she should pack at first, but she hadn't been removed from the school, had she? No, she wasn't the killer or even the friend of a murderer. There was no shame for her in it. Just agony. It would make a fine enough base of operations. She wasn't going back to the singing class however, since to her mind those people had helped kill her friend. She didn't know what to do about them at all, but it would be something. She finally stopped thinking about it, since the rage she was feeling was making Tor stare at her in a way that caused her to be acutely aware of him. That was him reading her, no doubt.

She just left. No one rode with her, but when she set down nearly two hundred people flew behind her, in a loose formation. All of them in black, a single sky blue band tied around their upper arms.

For Reggie.

She cried openly then, trying not to blame them all. They hadn't done it. She needed to keep herself calm and collected, or it wouldn't work. Nothing would.

 She had some things to do, then she could join her friend in death and if they weren't together again, well, at least the pain would be done.

After the service, which was led by a man she didn't know, who seemed to be the local religious leader, they put the girl in the ground, the box she was in simple, made of raw pine, with nothing in it at all except for a body wrapped in a death shroud. The other school kids said their condolences and the Baron heard them, his face set and brave, even as his heart had to be all but gone. First his wife and then his only daughter, stolen from him. It wasn't fair.

Not at all.

She lingered and the man didn't send her away. Tor and Ali both tried to stay, along with most of the fighter's section and Timon, but after a while she asked them to leave. They looked uneasy and were just there to watch her, she knew. To make certain she didn't do anything rash. Of course her plans were going to go beyond that, into things she hadn't ever really thought about before. It was the only thing left for her to do, wasn't it?

As they all left moving away to the horizon, she turned to the bearded man, her last connection to her love and spoke, gently.

"I am going to do something rash. So much so that this entire land will be set back by it for generations I fear."

The Baron frowned but didn't seem unkind about it.

"Dear, are you... I'm not sure what you mean."

She didn't let herself talk for a long time, when she did her voice was harsh sounding and bitter. It wasn't how she wanted to seem, not when speaking of Regina, but she couldn't help it. She was brash then, just saying something that most would have taken months to work around to.

"Count Thomson said that you'd been trying to feel him out as to how he felt about the King for several years. It probably means you're working against Richard, doesn't it?" She waited for the man to make polite denials, or even act offended. He didn't. Not at all.

"That's right. I believe that the man is bad for Noram. I haven't really made my beliefs a secret on that topic over the years." He looked at her as if she might try to do something about that, but didn't flinch away or try to run.

"Are you in on the attempt to overthrow him then?"

There was a dark look to his face, but he nodded, too sad and empty to deny it. Probably willing to die himself at the moment.

"Good." She turned to look him in the eye directly then, her own face still filled with anguish. "I have a list of those that are working with him. I'm their secret courier. It probably isn't all of them, and I'm not involved in all the secret meetings, but I can get you information. The first bit is this: Count Morris was one of his supporters."

"I hadn't heard that he'd passed..."

Tiera nodded, her face cold and mouth set in a firm line.

"Neither has he. Yet. I'll see to that and his daughter. They won't get away with this. I promise you that. I swear it. None of them will. Even if I have to die to make it happen."

 The man didn't answer, but placed a warm and gentle hand on her back instead.

Then, until the light failed, they stood at Regina's grave, together.

When darkness came he went inside and offered her food and drink.

She shook her head.

"No, thank you. I have work to do."

Then she left, lifting off in the dark and heading south east. The Count was in the Capital, but by morning, if she had her way, his family would all be dead. It may not be as easy as that, but Tiera had to try.

Then she'd get serious about the rest of her plan.
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