
        
            
                
            
        

    



The Young Ancients:
Timon Book Three


 


Kingdom


of


Stars


 


P.S. Power


 


 


Orange Cat Publishing












Chapter one





 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


"Look
out."


The half
bored sounding words didn't really capture the pain that followed in its wake,
both delivered by the tall dark skinned woman that held the wooden practice
sword. At least Timon didn't think so.


The
blond wood struck him on the shoulder, the giantess in front of him pulling her
strike, it seemed, so that it didn't break anything. Instead it just drove him
to his knees in the dusty courtyard. Weapons square, Tim recalled,
trying to stand back up, only to have Petra Ward, his friend, and at the moment
Instructor, hit him again.


"No,
roll out of the way. That, or stand up faster than that. It isn't enough
to just get back up expecting your adversary to be kind and gentle, you have to
protect yourself. At all times." As if to illustrate the point for
the rest of the new students watching her, she did it again, beating him about
the upper arms. Several times.


It was
less than comfortable.


Oh,
Timon understood what she was doing, and it wasn't exactly a surprise really.
She'd flat out told him to expect beatings on a quasi regular basis for the
first few months. Even ones worse than this, with actual blood spurting and
broken bones. He'd just thought that she'd wait a bit, until say, the second
lesson? This was the first day, nearly the very first thing she was doing, and
the other kids all looked suddenly horrified for some reason.


Probably
because the large and very skilled woman was beating up the small and rather good
looking new boy that seemed to be about ten to most of them. He was twelve,
but he got that some of them wouldn't understand that yet. He was still the
youngest person there by nearly two years, and short by their standards. Most
of them, all dressed in brown of one shade or another since that's what
students wore at the Printer school, were older than fourteen. Tall too. Since
they were actually all noblemen and women, or at least seemed to be. Being a
giant didn't mean you had a title.


Not that
Tim wasn't one of them. In fact he was slightly more highly placed than most of
them, which was also the point, he guessed, as the wooden blade clipped him in
the chin, cutting his face. Well, she had promised blood, hadn't she? It
dripped onto the ground in a thin stream. Luckily it slowed a lot after he
wiped at it once with the back of his left hand.


"Now..."
She tried to do it again, but he laughed, even if he didn't really feel like it
and made himself roll out of the way, fast, keeping hold of his own
blade as he did it. The move roughly worked, even though it wasn't smooth
enough. That was because of his innate speed, rather than skill, he knew. When
it came to weapons work, as least non-magical ones, he didn't really have any
ability yet. It was part of what he was there to learn, that being the nature
of fighting courses.


Petra
grinned at him, taking his seemingly happy smile as being real, and pressed her
own attack. It was a mistake. On his part. In the future Tim decided on a
program of stern glances and frowning while doing things like this. He was
pretty much just being slapped around even as he tried to do what she told him.
Which was mainly to keep his own weapon up, and try to fight back. It was so
pitiful he could almost swear a few of the others were hiding tears. It might
have been laughter too, since it was hard to tell. Half the larger ones seemed
almost constipated though, in expression.


Finally,
after ten minutes of this treatment, with him being out of breath and in
constant pain, she relented, just a little. On her part the good looking woman
with her smooth skin and toned body didn't even seem out of sorts at all. It
was annoying, but she was just in better condition than he was.


"Good.
Now, I don't want anyone getting the wrong idea here, not all the training
sessions will be this light. It's Tim's first day though, so we can take it
easy on him. Karl, you're up next. Ready?"


She was
speaking to a large man that was technically an adult by anyone's way of
thinking. He was twenty, just a few years younger than their instructor, and vast.
Petra was big, compared to Timon, standing at over six-six. Karl was nearly two
heads taller than that, and half again wider than the woman. He wasn't bad with
a blade either, it turned out, once they started.


Not as
good as she was, Timon realized almost instantly, but that was why Petra was in
charge. She was excellent at what she did, and had trained with the best for
years.


Timon,
having at least some sense left, managed to dance back before they got going
and stood next to a likely looking girl that watched the two in the middle of
the dirt square raptly. She was tall and not all that cute, but had a good
smile. Luckily she wasn't all that tall, being only about six feet even.
It made him feel safer. She was young and would end up being bigger than that,
no doubt, but he was more than a bit afraid of women that were too tall. Petra
was hard to be around and she was his personal friend. One that beat him
on the first day of school as an example to everyone else, but still, his pal.


They had
a history.


Not the
kind that anyone there would likely think either. These were nobles, so if
Timon had mentioned that he and the instructor had traveled together for half a
year, off and on, and weren't related directly, almost all of them would just
assume that they'd been having sex that whole time. It wasn't true, but that
would be the assumption. It was a cultural thing, and even if Tim was too young
to have sex legally, most of their caste wouldn't care, as long as it was
consensual. Or even if it wasn't, depending on where they were from.


"Ohhh...
Karl is about to have his butt handed to him, isn't he? It was hard to tell,
when she was working against you, because..." The girl looked at him and
went wide eyed, since it was clear what she was getting at, and he'd been
introduced with both his titles, which meant he was sort of a big deal that
way. Countier First, Baker. Countier Sixth Lairdgren. Both of those things were
new, since his older brother Teral had given up his claim to a title at all.
Not that it mattered really, since both of the people he'd have to replace were
immortal, he wasn't getting either job.


Taler,
which was Teral's family name, wasn't going to either, so he'd decided to just
run his bakery, and call it good. It wasn't done in bitterness, but out of
respect for the people he served, being that he worked in the country and
having a title would make the farmers, village folk and the like, rather
uneasy.


Tim
smiled up at the girl and nodded a bit. It wasn't that neck straining at least.


"Instructor
Petra wasn't joking about this being my first lesson. Nearly so at least. It
makes a difference." He let it go at that. The girl had been trying to say
that he wasn't very good, and it was true. Some nobles would have a problem
with that kind of thing, and might make her suffer for saying it, but he wasn't
one of them. If he wanted her to be impressed with his martial prowess, he'd get
some first.


"Um,
yeah." She seemed a bit more bashful now, but kept speaking, her eyes
going back to the sword work. "Karl's good though. He's been teaching us,
since we didn't have a proper Instructor for this section yet."


They
watched for a while the others doing much the same, except for a clutch of tall
kids across the way, who actually seemed to get bored by it. They wandered off
to the side and started to pull out cards, and some small games. The girl next
to him noticed it, and he followed her gaze.


"Not
the brightest, are they?" Timon spoke softly and the girl gave a little
head shake.


"Not
at all. Annoyingly dull really, but you didn't hear it from me.
They're..." She froze as one of the people, a girl, looked across the
square at her and sneered a bit. It didn't help her looks at all, even though
she was tolerably pretty compared to the lady next to him. "All of
them are high noble, and think that they shouldn't have to do any actual work.
So far they really haven't had to. I don't know what Instructor Petra will do
about them. Half of us here are on a scholarship, and..." She looked
embarrassed and then shrugged. "I'm not noble, you know?"


Timon
shrugged back and smiled, which made his face hurt.


"And
I am. Do you know what that means? Here and now, I mean?" He managed not
to sound sly, but was watching Petra very closely, and noticed that her lips
had gone from her normal broad fighting grin to a tight and somewhat angry
expression and her attention was straying a bit toward the group of four kids
that were sitting on the stones off to the side, dealing out playing cards.


The girl
stiffened a bit and shook her head anyway, but made herself speak to the
potentially entitled little brat next to her.


"No...Sir."


Timon
smiled. "Call me Tim. What it means is that, in about two minutes, you're
probably going to be taking a turn swatting me with a practice blade, while
Karl and the larger students each work with one of those lot over there, I bet.
Luckily I have a healing amulet." He meant for himself, but the girl went
wide eyed and glanced at the group on the ground.


"Wait,
you do? Those are really hard to get hold of, aren't they? Who did you
have to suck off to get that?" Then, because while she was a scholarship
kid, and not a moron, the girl blushed and bit her lips. It wasn't a polite
thing to say, especially since it might just be true. It was the noble
way. You either bought things with coin, or sold your behind for favors. No one
talked about it much, but the girl was clearly smart. She wouldn't have made it
past the testing if she hadn't been. There was fierce competition to get a
scholarship here at the new school.


He also
needed a name for her, other than girl.


"Sorry,
I seem to have forgotten your name?" He'd never known it, but she nodded,
as if he were just being polite and ignoring what she'd just implied.


"Mindy.
Mindy Damic. I, um, no title or anything."


Timon
winked at her.


"Right,
most people don't bother with them I hear. Anyway, I didn't have to suck off
anyone to get my copy, since I made it myself. I'm a builder." That got
her attention, and she seemed to think he was lying for some reason. At least
he took her slightly narrowed gaze to mean that. After a bit she swallowed and
shook her head though.


"Yeah,
I'd heard that. The Wizard Tor's younger brother? You made the good Fast
Carriages, right? Those are incredible." She stopped talking, since Petra
had clearly heard them, her face going back to its normal happy expression,
mainly. It didn't track to her eyes however, which was a sign of danger.


"Timon,
you and..." 


The
large dark hand waved at the girl next to him, so he provided the name for her.
It was her first day too, after all.


"Mindy."


"You
and Mindy work together. Mindy, don't hold back too much. Karl, if you and your
top students could help me?" She was suddenly very polite about the whole
thing and Karl blinked, but didn't ask what she meant about his top
students.


That got
a scene to start that was pretty much the one that Tim had thought was going to
happen. It almost had to. Karl and the others were coaxed into beating the lazy
kids a bit. Not as much as Timon had been already, but it was enough
that Mindy had to fight a smile about it as they worked.


"Good
call. Did you use magic?" The girl wasn't anywhere near as good as Petra
was, but she still managed to hit him five times out of six. Her movements were
rough and a bit soft, though he wasn't going to complain about that, since it
meant less bruising for him.


"Nope.
She heard us talking, I think." The truth was both that he was certain she
had, and also would have done it even if she hadn't. Petra had to take control,
it being her first day. Hence his being beaten right off like that. She had to
show she was hard. Being too nice right off the top would lead to no one taking
her seriously.


"Ah."
Then they just worked for a while, the not so pretty blonde girl turning a bit
ruddy as they struggled to trade blows. It wasn't a fair fight at all, but she
stopped holding back as much after a few minutes, which meant that there was a
nearly constant smacking sound coming from him. Well, his body at least, if not
his blade, which was just flailing around uselessly.


It was
hard to hear over the moaning, crying and threats to quit, which came from the
center of the square. The girl that had given Mindy a hard look earlier was the
one that particularly didn't seem to want to be there anymore. She was also, it
seemed, decently well placed, socially. He could tell, because she started yelling
about it. It was sort of awkward to listen to. Embarrassing.


"You
can't do this to me! I'm a Conserina, you bitch! I don't care if you're an
Instructor here, I'll have your job for this! Countess Printer won't put up
with her good students being bullied!"


It was
all affectation, but Timon slapped a hand over his mouth and jumped back, so
that Mindy wouldn't hit him. She didn't even try, since she was obviously a
kind and sweet girl, even if she was holding a wooden sword at the moment. The
act got about half the people to stare at him, but it took a while for the
girl, the Conserina, to turn his way. She stiffened a bit, but didn't scream at
him.


Instead
she clenched her jaw, and held a hand to the bruise on her right cheek. It had
come from a giant of a girl that looked to be about seventeen or so and had to
be pretty well placed. Most of the really big people were. She glared at him a
bit, her face going hard.


"What?"


There
was a bit of a demanding tone to the words, but Timon shook his head, as if
reluctant to speak about what he'd just witnessed. After all, he could see what
was coming, as Petra walked to the counter that rimmed the practice area and
picked up her communications device. It was one of the new ones, that Tor had
made, but wasn't the only one in the area. Timon had his near there too, so
that it wouldn't be in the way, the stone piece a little uncomfortable for
weapons practice, or so he figured.


It was
clear that her plan was to call Countess Printer directly, but that was a bad
idea. Timon could tell that without even thinking about it. If the little Conserina
of Perfection there had to be schooled by the Countess herself, it would make
Petra look weak. Like she couldn't handle things on her own. It was the polite
thing to do really, rather than to shout the girl down.


Or to
stand on her own title, which was just as good. 


Again
however, if she did it, then his friend would look like she didn't have as much
power as she really did. It would send the wrong message.


Timon
stared and then shuddered a bit, knowing that he had to help out, because Petra
was his friend. It meant making enemies on the first day though, which wasn't
the best idea ever. Especially royal ones. It probably couldn't be helped
though.


"I
can't believe you just said that! In the weapons area too... That... I
can't believe it!" He stared with a good amount of disbelief showing in
his eyes and everything. Enough that a few of the older kids nodded along, as
if they actually understood what he was saying. That meant he was either
on to something or they were a group of natural players with skills that
transcended the norm by leaps and bounds. He kind of thought they just picked
up on his meaning though.


The
Conserina didn't.


"What?"
She said again, her face a bit perplexed under the anger. "I'm just
insisting on my rights!"


"Here?
Everyone knows that good Weapons Instructors are immune from such things, as
are anyone taking their orders. They have to be in order to train the highest
of the nobility. Didn't they tell you that when you started here? I heard it
yesterday from Countess Printer myself. It was nearly the first thing she said
to me, after hello. In here Instructor Petra can beat us, call us names and
make us clean the dirt with a tiny brush on hands and knees and we can't say hey
about it. We can't even ask why and demand an answer. I guess Karl was
being nice to you all, so far, but I've seen the way they practice at
Lairdgren, which is where Instructor Petra trained originally. This isn't that
by a long way, yet." He was worried that he was being too subtle, but
Karl, big and brutish looking or not, cleared his throat.


Then he
saved the day with a few words.


"I've
been meaning to mention that. I'm just a student here, so I didn't want to
stand on assumed authority, but Countier Baker is right. I really
thought that you'd all pick up on that when the very first thing that Conserina
Ward did was bat him about like that. On his first day too. Did you think that
was for him being bad, or missing classes? It was to show you lot what
was expected of you now. Real weapons work isn't a game or a class to fill the
morning after a hard nights drinking. It's what you need to do to survive."
He looked away from the girl that had been speaking and at Timon instead. "So,
let's you and I work together, little boy."


Timon
sighed, getting the idea of what was coming. It was probably a better plan than
him trying to challenge Conserina snooty-pants, but not by a lot. He smiled
anyway, as Petra stiffened, since she got the idea already too. It
wasn't going to be fun.


It
really wasn't either. Karl was actually still being gentle with him, compared
to what might have happened. He put his weapon aside and left Timon with his
own, which might have evened things up a tiny bit, if Tim knew how to use it at
all. The blows that came were decently quick, from such a large man, and most
of them didn't land, since Timon pulled out the stops, moving a good bit faster
than was strictly human. It wasn't enough to save him, if he wasn't going to
just flee however. Eventually a giant fist came from his left and took him in
the side of the head, knocking him to the ground, leaving him seeing stars.


Timon
rolled, since it had been in his earlier lesson, about twenty minutes before.
It earned him a happy sounding laugh from the big older student at least.


"Ha!
See that? Learning already!" Then he kicked out, just as Tim found his
feet, catching him in the middle.


The
funny thing there was that, even though the blow was solid, it was totally
controlled. It hurt, but didn't blast him back to the ground like it might
have. It meant that Karl, while helping to make a point, wasn't being half
brutal enough to get through to the lay-abouts like he should.


Which
Petra noticed right off, being good at her job.


"Full
force, please, gentlemen."


That led
to grunting and Timon at least calling out in pain several times as the bigger
man pummeled him. He was still being nice about it and it ended up with them
exchanging blows full out, the meaty slapping sounds of it catching everyone's
attention for a bit. It might not have been artful on his part, but Tim was
stronger than he looked. Maybe even as strong as the giant in front of him.


Finally
Petra called a halt to it.


"Thank
you Karl. Timon. Let's go over this now." She wasn't kind about it either,
pointing out every flaw that both of them had made, as they stood there,
bleeding from several places.


At least
it shut up the entitled brat woman that had been giving Petra trouble. Of
course that could have just been because Karl had mentioned that she was
Conserina Ward. Timon had to ask several questions not knowing what all the new
words meant exactly, which had Karl demonstrating things for him as everyone
watched.


Then
after that was done, Petra winked at the watching students.


"We're
at war, ladies and gentlemen. At any time you might be pressed into
combat duties. I know, you're probably thinking that it can't happen, that
children don't go off to war, and that you'd be the last ones called if needed.
I'd like to point out that the kids at the Lairdgren school have seen combat.
Not just the fighting students either, but homemaking and singing
students. In the battle for the Capital all sorts saw action, and repelled over
eight thousand men and women who were under arms from the walls." She
stood, her hands going behind her back in a military fashion. "It was two
girls from the music section that guarded the wall itself, as the last
line of defense, holding the breach that had been blasted in it using a magical
house created by Tor. We don't have time to stand on titles or ceremony,
I'm sorry to say. Things have been lax here, since Countess Printer didn't have
a full time Instructor for you. That's her fault, and mine for taking so
long to get here. You've had Assistant Instructor Karl however, so I expect you
all to report here tomorrow morning, ready for some real work. Right
now..."


She
looked around and sighed, her face set.


"Right
now I can't stand to look at you. Get out of here. If you want to keep working,
do it, but show up tomorrow ready for something a bit more... difficult than
this. If I find any of you playing games again, I'll make you eat them."


It was
telling, who stayed and who left. Timon was really tempted to take off himself,
but settled for using the healing amulet on the bench near the wall, where he'd
left it. Mindy followed him, and made a face as he picked the thing up and
tapped the silhouette of the man on the front. It was glowing, and on focus
stone, so it looked like the ones Tor made. It was just a copy though. No one
else could make them glow like that yet.


"Damn,
you really do have a healing amulet? I don't suppose that you'd make one
for me? I can't pay for it though." She looked away, but smiled charmingly
enough when she looked back. "I can borrow yours though, right? Since
we're such old friends now?"


Timon
blinked. It was, though the girl had no clue she'd done it, just about the best
way of putting something like that to a boy from Two Bends like he was. She'd
proclaimed herself his friend. He wasn't so tied to tradition that he
couldn't break free of it, but there was no harm in the idea either, he didn't
think.


"My
oldest school chum by far, being the only one. Well, you and Karl, of course.
After all, we've spent all that quality time together. Bonding and all that."
He smiled. It was a genuine enough thing, at least in looks. He'd suffered
enough over the last year or so for it to take work, but he'd practiced it in
the mirror, so he'd look right in situations like this.


Standing
next to him, Mindy laughed a little.


"Ah,
I should take advantage of you then, before all the other girls get a chance to
steal you away. You're fourteen, right?" She probably wasn't much older
than that herself, from her looks, but Tim shook his head.


"No,
twelve. I'm here on early admission. Actually, I'm not really here at
all, since I came in late for the year. I had a scholarship, but Countess
Printer pulled it when a certain relative of mine mentioned that I should be
able to afford it on my own. It made for some problems, but here I am, only
half a year late. I wanted to get out of the Capital for a bit. I have a house
there. We can go on our off days?" It was a bit of a nasty thing for him
to do to poor Mindy, since he'd both proclaimed himself too young for her, at
least for anything fun, and then announced himself rich and a good catch,
having his own home.


The girl
shrugged again. It was almost as bad as being around his brother, Tor, or Count
Lairdgren. They both did that all the time too.


"That
sounds fun. Do you live with your parents?" 


It was a
polite enough thing to ask really. Kids did call their parents house home after
all, and that sort of made sense, him being so young.


"No.
With my wife. The place is mine however. Smack in the middle of the battlefield
that Petra was just talking about. Haunted, I'm sure, but so far I haven't
noticed anything. We should get back to work. There are exercises, right?
Running and that kind of thing? We skipped that, but my sister Tiera is always
going on about that. Pells and stones?"


That got
him introduced to even more pain. It wasn't so bad when Mindy started showing
him things, since it was just exercise, but after a bit Petra sent Karl
over and they picked up a different girl, named Bethany, who was frighteningly
huge and a bit shy seeming. Then they lifted heavy rocks, swinging them all
around, before bashing a poor log into oblivion.


"It
makes you wonder what it did wrong." He spoke softly, but the new giant
girl, Bethany, grinned at him.


"I
always think that too. Beaten so severely and all." She was older, but not
ancient, being about eighteen he thought. She was actually cute, in a round
faced kind of way. Not fat at all, but a lot of the big women had square jaws.
She did too, but her cheekbones worked well to soften the look, so it wasn't
manly. Her hair was short and jet black, like his own. She had to be over seven
feet tall however, which kept sending a chill down his spine. It seemed to show
on his face, because the girl stiffened a bit, and looked away.


"I
know that I'm only a Baronetta..." Her words were soft enough that he
could have ignored her, pretending that he lost them in the constant thumping
on the pells. He kept making his own strikes, using the one between Mindy and
Bethany, and decided it would be better if the girl understood what was going
on than not. Insulting people led to problems in the long run, he'd noticed.


"It
isn't that. Not at all. I..." He didn't really want to talk about it, and
nearly just said that, but it wouldn't help anything. He hadn't done
anything wrong, and hiding from the very thought of it wasn't going to make him
any better, in the long run. "I was kidnapped, about five months ago.
Tortured. It was bad. The person that did it was a tall woman, with dark hair,
and I..."


There
was no answer and the woman at the pell next to him kept hammering away at it.
Finally she stopped and turned to him.


"I'd
heard about that. I'm sorry. She... Countess Alan was my cousin." The
woman looked away, and cringed a little, as if expecting him to send her away,
or scream at her. Or... Maybe she just didn't know what he was going to do? He
didn't either, so that made two of them. He wanted to be the kind of person
that didn't blame others for things they had nothing to do with however, so
tried to work from there.


"Ah.
Well... Mindy and I were planning on going to the Capital on our next off day.
Would you like to come along? You too, Karl." It wouldn't hurt to make
friends fast after all. Yes, it was using his position and wealth to do it, but
he was twelve. He had no illusions that he'd be easily making fast friends at
the school. It wasn't even the plan. He was mainly there to use it as a remote
base of operations in the real war that had started. The War against the Ancients.
At least some of them.


Remote
from Tor, who was, it turned out, infected with the mind of their enemy. King
Cordes the first. Since his brother could read fields, which basically meant
mind reading, and Timon couldn't be trusted not to think about things, that
being what he did in the main, it made sense for him to stay well away from the
man.


Tiera
was still at the school, with their brother not a half mile away, which was
dangerous. She was managing it the hard way, by learning to control her every
thought. That meant it was up to him to set the real plans in motion. He was
pretty close to the only person that really could, for the time being.


It was
what he had planned for after class, or at least luncheon. They'd started at
nine and would run for three hours. At least the people that had stayed would
be. Over half the class had taken off, which didn't bode well for the next day,
he didn't think. Petra acted like she didn't mind it, but she also looked at
the backs of each student that had gone away when she said to. Memorizing who
they were.


Unlike
at Lairdgren, there was no wall around the practice area at the Printer school,
so people stopped occasionally to look at them. It was a bit annoying, but one
of the boys that stopped about them looked a little familiar, his thin frame
looking slightly more gawky as he stretched a little more, growing fast, like
nobles did. He needed a haircut, but otherwise seemed to be in good health.
Wallace, Timon recalled.


Timon
waved, and got one back, which was noticed by Bethany, who cringed a little.


"Fucking
traitor." She blanched a bit and looked at Timon hard. "A friend of
yours? Or, a relative?"


"Customer.
Or, well, his father has been in the past. I run the kingdom's Fast Transport
Service? Well, I own it at least. Right now my wife, Patricia, is running
it. You know, since I'm here." Plus business had been a little slow. It
was picking up at least, as the rebellion limped along.


That got
several of the people to stop and look at him, and it wasn't with doubt or even
shock this time. Karl let his laugh rumble as he saw it happen, and moved
closer to them.


"All
right everyone, just because our new class mate has a Fast Carriage, that
doesn't mean that you all get free trips everywhere. Just me, Bethany and Mindy
here." He said it with a straight face, as if it actually had been agreed
upon already, which got Timon to chuckle.


"If
you want free trips, get with Karl." Tim tilted his head a tiny bit and
winked. "I'll lend you a craft for it. If you take paying work, you have
to stick to normal rates though. Accepting it means you work for me, by the
way, but so far no one has complained about it too much." It just meant
Timon still owned the craft and not be out competed too much.


It was a
strange thing, but giving free rides had generated more business than anything
else so far. Once people got used to getting places fast, they really didn't
want to go back to the old ways and take weeks or months to do it anymore.


His
words though, got a laugh, which was a good natured one, and from just about
everyone in the area, including Karl. Who rubbed at his shaggy red hair and
sighed.


"Ah,
that would be nice, now wouldn't it?" Then he acted as if it hadn't been a
real offer, but just light teasing. Timon thought he got the idea. The man
wasn't stupid, but taking that kind of a deal, while in public, might make it
seem like he could be bought. Petra had just named him her assistant, which
would mean that some of the students might want him to be on their side, so
they wouldn't have to work as hard. Given the pain that Tim had gotten from him
earlier, it seemed like a good idea to him, come to think of it. Maybe he'd
take one in private? Or something else. A shield, perhaps? Everyone should have
one of those.


That of
course, would both be useful and probably something that Petra was going to
insist on for everyone. That and flying rigs. If he were older, and not her
friend, Timon would have at least insisted that she sleep with him for that
sort of thing. As it was he didn't actually want to do that with her. She was
just a bit on the large side for that. He'd done some things with his wife,
since it was kind of required by law, and she wasn't all that large herself,
but Petra...


Well,
they could work out something else. It was nice to be paid for his work, and he
didn't have so much gold that a little more wouldn't be a good thing, but Pet
was just drawing her allowance from home, and whatever Countess Printer was
paying her to teach. It wasn't going to be near enough to outfit her entire
fighting section in the same fashion that the Lairdgren school was. They didn't
even have real practice weapons yet. Not magical ones.


Timon
shook himself a bit and smiled, "well, I'm sure we can work out a special
rate for the students here. Anyway, what's next?" They had an hour left
and Karl decided that showing off how good he was at teaching was a plan, which
meant trying to instantly transform Tim into a hardened warrior, it seemed.
Thankfully he did most of this by going over the suggestions that they'd gotten
earlier, and he was allowed to try most of the unarmed stuff on Mindy. It was
easier to pull off than with the much larger man really. For one thing he could
aim blows at her face without jumping. He was about five-six now, so she was
taller, but not so much he couldn't reach that high.


It was
one of the things that Tor had done to him, making it so that he'd grow taller
than he might have otherwise. It was mainly that, and giving him a conscience
like a normal person. Unless there was more that had been hidden from him that
he hadn't guessed yet. Technically that second part was only half of what a
normal person had. It... still wasn't easy to deal with. Guilt, shame,
embarrassment, these were things that had only been a faint glimmer before for
him. Now, ever since his brother had changed him in his sleep one night, near
Noram Day, Tim had been dealing with new things that he wasn't ready for.


It had
been a chore, though he was sort of getting a handle on the worst of it. It
seemed mainly based on lying to yourself. For instance, he'd let thousands of
people die, suffocating to death with the Gray plague. He'd taken the healing
amulets slated for them, so regular men and women would die. Yes, he'd saved
some lives, since soldiers died of it too, which meant he'd single handedly
crippled the rebellion, but that wasn't the problem. It was the grannies
and children that haunted his sleep. So he told himself how it wasn't really
his fault, but the King's, since Richard could have ordered him not to
do it. Or Tor's, for not just making some more and fixing it.


Instead
the Ancient King in his brother's head had backed the play, which was part of
why Tor had altered him, and left him feeling like he was. All guilt ridden and
ashamed of himself. His brother wasn't really in control though, and changing
him might have been part of Cordes's plan to keep him from being effective in
the war that was just starting. The Ancient war.


Or, it
might have really been his brother doing what he normally did and assuming that
having power gave him the right to do whatever he wanted, since no one could
stop him. Except... That really wasn't how Tor thought. Even Cordes didn't. No,
that was the way Tim viewed the world and always had, at least deep
down. It was his way. Take what you wanted to and if no one could stop you,
then you had a right to it. Even now, after everything, it made a strange kind
of sense to him. Wasn't that the ultimate goal of political and personal power?
To gain control over others?


He didn't
like it when Tor did that to him, forcing him to be more like his
brother, but Timon understood it. It was up to him to fight against it, and to
hold himself as a whole and complete person, not letting shame and all that
other emotional garbage influence him in what had to be done. It was hard
though.


Next to
him Bethany was talking to Karl, her voice still shy, and her gaze averted. At
least that's what he thought was going on at first, until her eyes went far
wider. She was looking East, out over the ocean. There was a row of focus stone
buildings in the way. In this part of the world it made a white and gray mixed
substance that was part glass and another stone. It was pretty enough, and
gleamed a bit in the late winter sun. That meant he had to blink for a second
when the craft that came over it, growling and roaring at them, came into view.


Without
waiting Timon yelled. It wasn't exactly a manly thing, but it worked well
enough.


"Shields
on! Everyone, get back... into the craft!" He had to run to the bench
along the low wall thing, which wasn't a real wall at all, being only a few
feet high and made of regular stone. It was a bit rough, as was the shelf along
the top of it. It took a bit to get to the amulets, snatch them all up
clumsily, and then work a craft up, but he had people loading about the time
that the mechanized looking thing stopped near the far side of the space and
began to settle.


Timon
didn't freeze, but had to make himself not gape at the thing. It was familiar
looking, but Tiera had explained about the clones, and how they could
seem like anyone, including people he knew. They might have Cordes inside them,
or possibly Gray, which would mean he might be able to tell, if he could read
them closely enough. He also might not. It wasn't something that he'd had a lot
of time to practice.


Hopefully
this time it would just be a visit from Blue or one of her clones, who
except for the dead one, Cordes Blue, were just themselves. His Aunt Cynthia
and her kids. The craft seemed right for it, but wasn't one he recognized. It
was enough to get him to hold his breath a bit, in fear.


Luckily
Petra had closed the outer door of the big craft, which was silver on the
outside, and shaped like a rectangle at the moment, since that was the way he'd
left it. The space inside was big and open, since Tim had been using it last to
haul lumber for his brother in-law, Tovey. It meant both that everyone fit
inside easily, since there were only about twenty of them, and that he could
see them all when he turned, just before the thing in front of them opened
fire.


"So,
no, probably not the Blue's come to visit." He muttered, holding
the craft in place. That part wasn't hard, since the weapons that hit it were
based on energy, he thought. Light beams of some kind, by the look of the twin
beams. They didn't do anything to his craft, which was basically a shield built
in a way that it could be seen. Tor had come up with the original idea, but Timon
had designed and made the craft. It held, easily. That was good, since he
doubted that anyone but Petra had a shield on them here.


"I
don't have any weapons on this. Should we ram them?" He was joking of
course, since doing that would probably send debris into the school dorms
behind them. That or they'd trash one of the other buildings.


That
being the case he sighed, trying to act relaxed, and like he did things like
this all the time.


"Have
a seat everyone, we need to draw them away from the area."


From
behind him there was a grunt, and when he turned again Petra, or at least
someone, had seats appearing. Since her hand was on the wall of the craft, he
figured it was her. She was good with magic, having been around a lot more than
most people over the last few years. Having the friends that she did made that
almost natural, really. She saw him looking and nodded.


"Do
it. Take us out over the ocean, but don't lose them. I want to see who they
are."


There
was noise from the others, a lot of it scared sounding, but in that gruff,
fighters way. It was hard to explain, but almost impossible to miss, once you
heard it. A kind of dark muttering that sounded like threats, but if you
listened to the words you understood that it was mainly about planning, or an
attempt to work out what was going on, rather than anything else. It actually sounded
pretty hard and warrior like, for all that there was really an undertone to it
that spoke of terror. Tim felt that too. It wasn't as strong for him, he didn't
think, but it was there anyway.


He could
be wrong on that one though. Maybe he felt what the rest of them did?


A moment
later he took the craft up, moving slowly, so that the other craft would be
drawn along, if their goal was to do anything other than attack them. Or, more
likely, him. Unless Petra or Mindy had made enemies with some Ancients
while he wasn't looking? It was, he knew, just possible that Pet might have,
though it wasn't likely. Mindy... Well, other than him, odds were the girl had
never met another Immortal at all. The same was probably true for the others,
but there was always the odd chance that this ship was after one of them.


Or just
sent to attack for no real reason. He hoped it wasn't that one, because it
would mean a real attack was taking place, and likely be happening in more than
one location. Timon winced, but didn't say all of that out loud, since it was
probably the most likely scenario at the moment. No one would be after him in
particular really, unless it was his grandmother, of course. She did not
like him.


The
other craft chased them, traveling with enough noise that he could hear it
through the air ports on the top of the craft. Otherwise the world outside was
silent enough. He kept his speed down to about half the speed of sound, and had
them over the ocean about five seconds after he started. Then, trying to line
things up carefully, he stopped suddenly and let the other craft run into them.
The whole thing shook and moved in space, since the inertial dampening function
wasn't perfect on it, but the other ship stopped moving as well, some kind of
energy flaring from it where they connected. It was hard to see and fast, but
glowed a pale blue for an instant, Tim thought. Some sort of shield?


It
certainly didn't crash, which was what he'd been expecting. Instead the thing
just turned and tried to fly off with good speed. That meant it was going
nearly seven hundred miles an hour. It was fast, he had to admit. Not faster
than they could go however. About half that, really.


"I'm
pursuing. I want to see where they head. That, or take them down." He felt
tense and a bit of sweat tried to collect in his arm pits. He had an amulet to
help with the heat, but it wasn't going to work perfectly at the moment, flying
over open water like they were.


Petra
moved to sit next to him and watched the craft carefully out the front shield
window. It tried to shift away, and even slow suddenly, to prevent him from
following, but it didn't work too well. As large as it was, being nearly ten
times bigger than the attacking vehicle at the moment at any rate, his craft
was more agile. Faster too, unless the other one had more speed than it had
shown. That was very possible. Noram didn't have any sort of lock on very fast
flying craft after all.


"Can
you force them into the water?" This came from Petra, who sounded grim and
dark, rather than her normal pleasant self. Then again, that was probably an
act. After all she'd been through, it almost had to be.


"Let's
see? I doubt it though. They're quick."


It was
enough so that each time he tried to line things up in order to force them down
they managed to slip to the side. It went on too long, it seemed, and the
others were getting a bit antsy or something. It was Bethany that pointed out
the obvious to them.


"We
need another craft, so they can't slide away like that. Sort of trap
them..." Her big hands mimicked the move, and then she shook her head.
"I could also use an ale, and a backrub to lower the tension." That
got a laugh, if only a gentle one.


Petra
stood up and started slapping at her front. It looked a bit like some kind of
insect was crawling inside her clothing, but she tapped Timon as soon as she
was done, which showed that she had her shield on at least, and he noticed that
she had an amulet in her left hand, as well as a flying rig on.


It
didn't take long to figure out what she was planning.


"Get
to the right side. I'll stop for a fifteen count. You have that long to get
out, and set up. Make sure you have your communications device, so we can
talk." Petra moved the instant he was done moving his mouth, and he yelled
loudly. "Everyone hang on! I'm stopping again in three, two,-" He
didn't say one, and the large dusky skinned woman was gone by the time he said
five. Then he waited a bit, like he'd promised, because she needed to be out of
the way. The others still seemed a bit baffled, but got the general idea by the
time they were flying again.


The
attacking vessel rushed away, but now a small, sleek looking blue and pink
rectangle flew after it, which everyone noticed. It was an old style Fast
Craft, but that just meant not as big, as well as faster. Tim had to struggle
to catch up.


"Um,
Mindy? In my side pocket, on my tunic, I have a communications device, we need
it to talk to Pet."


The girl
didn't wait or stand on ceremony, just patting and tugging at his clothing
until she had the half hand sized device made of focus stone out. She didn't
know what to do with it, but Bethany, even if she was "only a
Baronetta" clearly did, and took it from her, quickly searching for the
right name.


"Petra
Ward?"


After a
second, trying to get lined up on the left side of the vehicle, Tim nodded.


"Right.
Just tap the-" The job was already done. They had to wait for Petra to
talk to them, but a minute later she managed it, without crashing. That was a
feat, since the woman wouldn't have a handy Mindy there to help her like he
did.


"Tim?
You take that side and I'll hold this one. Try not to let it get away..."


"Right."


Then, with
only fifteen or twenty tries, they managed to move the other craft, with bumps
and nudges, slowly toward the water. Oddly enough the thing that really slowed
them down wasn't the craft moving from side to side, but actually cutting
speed. Probably because a collision with water at seven hundred miles an hour
was a death sentence. Maybe not though, if their shield held.


The
ocean was a flat slate black, except for the green tinge to it on the rough
looking surface. Timon half expected the other craft to try and move backwards,
to keep them from capturing the thing, but it didn't, just settling into the
water. It splashed a bit and threw up a white froth, but the other craft was in
one piece when it stopped.


It
floated, which his ship would too, but he didn't trust that it had really given
up. It might dive, or something.


"This
could be a trick." He said the words to Petra, but there was a grunt from
behind him, as Karl pointed.


"There's
a little door there. See? It's opening. Near the back?" It was probably
stating the obvious, and Tim had noticed it already, but he just nodded.


"Got
it. Petra?"


"I
see it. I'll go aboard and-"


"No."
Karl sounded pretty authoritarian just then, but didn't take the words back.
"We only have two pilots. We'll form a boarding team and go in. Sentle, Rodale
and I will go in first and then..."


Those
three made sense, all being large and strong young men, but Timon waved for the
man to shut up, which he did.


"I
have four shields on me, not including my own. Only two weapons and those are
both just force lances. Well, and an air lance, but that isn't much use in a
real fight. So we have two sets of gear and a few unarmed back-ups?" He
didn't have to wait long for someone to say something about his half baked idea,
since Petra cleared her throat and took charge again.


"Good
plan. Karl and Sentle can go in. Arm them. I take it you have backups?"


There
was no implied rebuke in him holding something back for himself, it was a real
situation, but he was staying shielded and armed, just in case.


"I
do. A cutter and an implosion weapon."


There
was only a brief pause, but no demand that he turn those over as well. Petra
wouldn't, unless it became really important. She knew too much about him for
that.


"Fine,
Rodale, Tim and... Mindy, you'll be the second team. Select someone to try and
fly the rest out in case you all die." She waited then, as Mindy worked
her way to the front, her eyes narrowed. She looked to be freaking out, as far
as he could tell.


Her
voice was a little harsh too, even as he handed over the various gear,
including a nice shield, which went to her without comment.


"Why...
why did she pick me? I'm nothing special as a fighter. She had to see that
earlier. She's too good not to have."


The
reason why was simple enough, Tim knew. Petra only knew three names so far.
Mindy, Karl and his. Rodale and Sentle probably weren't even real people to
her, just bodies that she didn't have faces for yet. That didn't make either
Mindy or her sound good though, so he lied, keeping his voice calm.


"Because
you're steady enough for it. She wants people that will stand their post, not
go running into danger, and that's us. The rest of these people are,"
looking around the white interior with its blue soft chairs he tried to judge
the crowd. Most of them looked scared, but in that tough person sort of way
that meant they'd still spend their lives, if they had to. "Well, they're
all a bit too brave for an unknown situation. No one will blame you and I for
running if it's needed. Rodale is stuck, of course, but he can guard us if it
comes to that. While we flee." It was too hard to keep all the play from
his voice, stressful situation or not, but the big and totally bald young man
grunted and stepped forward.


"Sounds
about right. Who's the new pilot, for when the rest of us die?" 


"Bethany."
It was just about the same reason that Petra had for picking Mindy. Timon knew
her name. "I'll go over the controls." It didn't take long, since
instruction amounted to using the hand control unit carefully. Pull up to go
up, down took it down. The hard part was just in controlling things so you
didn't go too fast for where you were.


"So
when in doubt, go up, and practice for a while first."


The only
other big problem, other than reforming the craft to lock with the strange
vehicle below them, so that it couldn't easily escape, was communications.
Petra needed to be in the loop, but so did the boarding crew. In the end Timon
took the hand piece, since it was his, and made a ramp for the ones going to
walk down.


"Bethany,
if something goes wrong, fix the floor and leave."


"Okay.
How? I mean, how do I fix the floor?" The tall woman didn't seem all that frightened,
or stupid, but it was a bit annoying that she didn't already know how to do
everything. Sensible, being that she'd never had a chance to learn how, but
bothersome. It meant taking another two minutes to show her what to do and then
have her try it. The whole time Timon expected someone to charge out of the
other craft, given how they were connected. That or release a poison gas, or
nano attack dust or whatever they had planned. Instead it was just a whole lot
of nothing.


Too much
nothing by far.


In the
end Timon just stood there, imploder in hand, ready to fight and protect the
ramp if he had to, while Karl and Sentle slowly went in. Mindy and Rodale had
his back, since Timon was the well armed one, as it turned out. They were the
wall, if it came to it. The sacrifice to allow the others time to escape.


Suddenly,
a minute later a faint voice called out.


"Hey,
there's no one home. Not that we can find." It was the other man, Sentle,
who had a funny sounding voice that cracked a lot and was too deep for a real
person. He wasn't even a full on giant, only being about seven feet tall.
Muscular though, which might have had something to do with it.


Tim
relayed the information and then sighed.


"I'm
going to go in then and look around myself. Maybe I can sense something. Field
reading." He didn't want to, since it was probably a trap, but he walked
in anyway and motioned for Mindy and Rodale to move back up the ramp. It was a
nice black thing, with texture to it, like stone, so that it wouldn't be slippery.
Not even when washed with his blood.


The
inside of the craft was telling however. For one thing there were no windows.
Not at all. Chairs or couches either. That meant the pilot either stood at the
controls, or there wasn't one. Fortunately, that was a thing he'd heard of
before. He'd even seen something like it, in Austra.


A
computer. It was an artificial mind. If it was the same thing at least, or
something similar. The Ancients all used to use them however, so if that was
the case, and they sent it, it made sense.


"Computer...
please respond." There was only the one room inside and it wasn't big at
all, being just about big enough for seven of him to sit or stand comfortably,
or him plus the two large men he didn't really know. 


Karl
gave him a look that said he didn't know who that was, and then jumped when a
soft sounding female voice responded.


With a
put upon sigh.


"Fine.
You got me. I admit it, it was all me, I throw myself on your mercy. Mea culpa
and all that sort of stuff." It didn't sound bored, but wasn't worried
either.


The
other men jumped and started splashing the walls with force lance spray. One of
the beams hit Tim, but didn't do anything, thanks to his shield. The ship
cleared her throat though.


"Excuse
me? I don't recall giving anyone a reason to hurt me. Did I offend you in some
way?"


Timon
smiled and gestured to the others to stop it.


"Sorry,
we've just never... dealt with non-human people before. May I enquire as to
your name?"


"Oh,
sure. I'm Kim." The voice was even a little flirtatious, he thought, from
the sound of it.


"Hello
Kim, I'm Timon and the other two are Karl and Sentle. Not to be pushy here, but
we couldn't help but notice that you sort of attacked us earlier, I don't
suppose you know why?" It was a long shot, but asking couldn't hurt, even
as Petra was breathing hard, sounding a bit panicked, clearly getting the idea
and the others with him had gone very still, clearly not understanding at all.


"Not
really. I was given coordinates and sent out. I have a life signal signature to
follow, for targeting, but that's all. Yours, by the way. I don't know who sent
me or why, but I only woke up yesterday, so I wouldn't, would I?" It all
sounded matter of fact, but then, how could he tell if she were lying at all?
That probably meant she was. It wasn't like they could use Truth sensing
amulets on a ship, was it?


He
smiled and tried to seem pleasant, since there was no reason not to.


"That
seems about right. Is there anything you do know? Like where you came
from? That would help a lot. There are some bad people that might want to harm
me and my friends, and if we could talk to them, that might help stop it from
happening." 


"Or
kill them?" The lady who was a machine sounded mildly curious, rather than
enraged.


"Possibly.
I won't lie about it, that's a very likely thing, if we can pull it off."


"Oh.
That's too bad. I'm nearly certain that I can't help you then, since my
programing makes it impossible for me to go against my makers. You don't seem
all that bad, except for your pain weapons. What are those anyway? Cattle prods
for the new age?"


Timon
had to think for a bit, before working it all out.


"No,
not for moving cows around, they're force lances. Basically... really powerful
pushing devices. I take it you're from the past, given the way you said that
and the fact that there are Ancients involved?"


Karl
made a face and then rolled his eyes.


"Kid
stories Timon. There's no such thing as Ancients. Those were just the bedtime
stories that you were told as a boy so you'd know to do your part in protecting
the world." He sounded as if he were explaining something to a tiny child,
just for a second, until Petra snorted, which carried over the communications
device that Timon had in his side tunic pocket.


"Not...
exactly Karl. They're real, if not exactly the way we were all told. We can go
into that later. For right now, we need to know what to do with this craft, um,
Kim, I mean. What would happen if we left you here?"


There
was a brief pause and then the ship spoke again, sounding young and a bit too
innocent for someone that had tried to kill them all not too long before, or at
least take out Timon.


"I'd
probably carry out the next attack. That or return home for my next orders. I
don't know. I won't until they come up, most likely. It's to keep anyone from
stealing my data too easily."


It
seemed about right to him, if a bit paranoid. After all, what were the odds of
them really being able to take a craft like this down safely and questioning...


"Oh."
That got everyone to look at him. At least the ones with him. "All right,
we need to leave, now. Kim, you can go home as soon as we're out of here and
disconnected. Sorry about the inconvenience. Tell whoever sent you not to kill
us, please." He hurried back up the ramp, and turned at the top to tell
the other men to hurry up, but didn't have to, since they were both a good bit
more perceptive than that.


Timon
didn't wait, making the ramp go away with a hard thought, not bothering to
touch the floor or wall like most would have to do.


"Petra,
get out of here. Don't wait. Bethany, go, up and back toward the school.
Now!" So, he had to admit, he sounded a bit scared and panicked,
but he knew something, even without knowing how he did. They were all
about to die. It was a feeling, but one so powerful it nearly rocked him, even
as he barked orders.


Bethany
took off pretty fast, but it wasn't instant, since she was new and hesitant.
Timon didn't run to the controls, working on his communications device instead.
He didn't wait, bumping Petra off without hesitating, slamming the indicating
sigil for Count Lairdgren down. They were miles away when the sound hit them,
making a terrifying rumble. Then without waiting he made the windows go solid.
There was a flash first, but it was at their backs, so that might not help
anything. No one was blinded by the glare yet at any rate.


Brown,
his Uncle, had told him about this kind of thing, which meant that he knew the
right words to say when Green, his grandfather, picked up.


"Lairdgren
here." He sounded too much like Tor for it to be comfortable. Then, they
were the same person, Tor and Green.


"This
is Timon, over the Eastern Ocean. Someone just tried to nuke us."


"What?"


"Let
me restate that, someone just managed to nuke the ocean about a hundred
miles off shore. Directly in line with Printer."


"Ah.
Are you certain?"


"No.
It could be anything that causes a massive light, then a big sound and all
that. We're flying. I don't suppose you know what to do?"


"Yes,
don't stop. I'll handle the rest."


Timon
lurched as something hit them, and flew into the side wall, hard.


It could
be anything of course, but he had a feeling that it wasn't going to be
something good.
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There was a rattling that buffeted the whole craft, making
it rock so hard in the air that Bethany couldn't keep control of it. She just
shook too much. That wasn't normal at all. In fact, it shouldn't have been
possible. Timon was on the floor, laying face down, using all of his strength
to hold himself in place. It wasn't working very well and a few of the people
just didn't make it, flying against the walls under the strange forces that
were assaulting them.


"Hang on to something!" This came from a very
strained Petra, over his communications device, which was back in his pocket,
but Timon got what she meant. She was the Instructor and had to stay in charge.


Plus, it wasn't horrible advice. There wasn't a lot else
they could do, so they all followed her lead, with people making wild grabs for
the ones that were being tossed about too much. The impact with the ground
didn't register at first, until Tim managed to look up enough to see out the
front window, over Beth's shoulder.


She was bleeding from her face, but had managed to hold
herself in place. By force of will, most likely, Timon figured, since there
wasn't a lot to hold on to up front. The indication that they were down was
that they were plowing up huge amounts of dirt and some trees. That he didn't
really feel it happening was a sign that whatever had just hit them was a lot
different than the normal forces he was used to dealing with. The only good
thing was, when they stopped, they weren't buried totally.


Just mostly. The dark covered all put about six inches at
the top of the shield window in front. It was enough for him to navigate by,
after he freed his healing amulet to be passed around.


"Use the healing amulet. Everyone..." He nearly
froze, the panic of the situation catching for a bit, but he managed to clamp
it down and take a breath. "We need to get back in the air and see who
needs help. Heal first." He didn't toss the amulet, which was on focus
stone and wouldn't break, because he didn't know who would need it first.
Looking around he handed it off to Mindy, since they were clearly best friends
now. Being that he knew her name so well.


It took a bit to get everyone healed, but they did that in
the air, and found where Petra was. She'd actually outrun the blast well enough
and was still flying, but had headed directly for the Capital, because they
might be under attack.


The gesture was sweet, of course, but ultimately silly. What
was she going to do? Stop a bomb with her pretty face?


Timon didn't head that way himself however, just looking at
the area around them. It wasn't touched really. From the way the craft had been
affected he sort of figured the forest under them would be gone, but it wasn't
touched. Even closer to the beach, there was no sign of anything in particular
having happened, except for people outside of their shops and homes in Printer,
pointing at the strange cloud out in the water.


"Okay, everyone needs to be ready to move once we get
back to the school. Petra... How did you get back in touch with me? I don't
remember turning the communications device back on." It was an odd thing
to think about, but there was a gentle chuckle in return. One that sounded
strained and fake, but it probably meant she wasn't hurt too badly.


"Me either, I was a bit too busy for that. My guess is
that whatever hit us and shook the craft like that did it. That or we bumped
into things? I don't know. I'm about forty minutes outside the Capital. We
should clear the line so I can get in touch with the Palace." Then she
clicked off instantly, since it was, after all, an emergency.


He tried not to feel a sense of being abandoned by her.


Settling down in the fighting square with its low stone wall
and dirt interior, Timon called out to people. He tried to make it seem like he
was supposed to be in charge, even though the very thought would be ridiculous
as soon as anyone bothered with it for a moment. He was literally the youngest
person there. Also the one with contacts and magic sitting in his house off
campus.


"Karl, can you organize the school side of things? We
need..." What did they need? Nothing was actually damaged as far as he
could tell. "We need to make sure everyone is calm and that we can fight
if another attack comes. I have some magics for it. Mindy and I will see to
that part. Get everyone to the central square and be ready to move if the
Countess calls for us." Not that she would.


After all, they were just a bunch of school kids.


"Got it. Sentle, Rodale, get with the Instructors and
set that up. I'll go and see what the Countess wants done." At least he
had the good sense to seem a bit anxious about that. Timon opened the door with
a thought and pulled his communications device. It took some tapping, but he
had it lined up right to get in touch with Holly about ten seconds later, his
fingers moving a little faster than normal, thanks to fear.


"Printer here. Go."


"This is Tim Baker. There was a nuclear explosion over
the Eastern Ocean. An attack on me, if I was told right. That's... A really big
and illegal explosive device. Probably an attack by the rogue Ancients. Petra
went to the Capital, but we should check in there. We're scrambling the kids
here, just in case you need something. I have an extra communications device,
which will be going to Karl." Timon didn't know his last name or title at
all. So he made something up. "Your new school student commander. I have
some magics to pass out. Some fast craft and all that. Bethany will be heading
that part up." Because he was going to be busy, he didn't doubt. "I
should have that ready in about fifteen minutes. I want my stuff back, when
this is over." It was a bit heavy handed, but in emergencies things could
vanish, if you weren't clear about that right off the top.


"Understood. Thank you, Countier Baker. I'll see what I
can find out from here. Could you make a craft available to me for transport,
if needed?"


"On it. Still about fifteen minutes. We'll assign
someone." Not that they had other pilots that were any good yet, other
than him. It was a bit of a pain, but it was his job really, so why not?


Most of the kids got out there, looking shaken, but not more
than a bit bloody, since they'd mainly gotten a chance to heal up already.


Then Timon did something a bit strange, by calling the other
three people to come up by him.


"I'm going to make this smaller, so I can land at my
place. It doesn't have a real landing area for it." He didn't have a dorm
room, so had rented a little space above the local tavern. It was loud at
times, no doubt, but had a bed, and a new magical restroom out back, that was
serving as his rent for the room. The Tavern keeper was a woman, who ran the
place with her two decently young daughters, and their husbands. It wasn't a
new building, but they didn't live in it, so let him have the room for a few
improvements to the place.


It wasn't that he couldn't afford to pay gold for it, but
they'd offered the deal and really, not wasting all his coin made a certain
amount of sense to him. Especially with the way Trice spent it.


Not that she wasted it that wasn't the case at all,
but she'd started a campaign of acquiring properties and investing in
businesses already, as a hobby. She'd never mentioned it directly, but Timon
was almost certain that she'd been skimming coin from Tor for years, and was
using these new things as a way to hide her previous wrongdoings.


Though stealing from Tor wasn't really. Not for her.
That part didn't thrill him, but it was clear that his older brother and his
new wife had been together, more than once or twice. For years even. It was
part of the noble way, and he wasn't supposed to be bothered by it or jealous,
but he hadn't been raised in that system, so it was hard to keep in mind all
the time.


Still, it meant that they weren't going to starve, anytime
soon and kept his new wife busy enough that she wasn't too worked up over him
leaving after three weeks of being married. Actually, that part was almost
expected, according to her, since it was clearly an arranged thing. People
would understand her marrying a twelve year old a bit better if she
wasn't living with him all the time.


It just made more sense to most people.


Shaking his head Tim focused and shrank the craft around
them, leaving two seats in the back and one up front for the scary giant woman.
Then he raised the thing up a bit and settled in front of the Sheepskin. That
was the name of the Tavern. It was supposed to be traditional, but he didn't
know the origin of the name.


"Home. For me at least. I have the room upstairs. Um,
Beth, could you stand guard here? You too Mindy, Karl can help me with the
lifting and toting." It was just a bit sexist of him, he realized, as well
as unfair as either girl could have done it just as well, but neither seemed to
mind being excluded from the task for the moment. He really didn't want to
leave the craft unguarded since it was just on the street, hovering over the
slightly uneven paving stones.


"We can hold it, I think. Unless a cart comes."
She looked around, but the street was still, except for a few people still
standing and trying to see the big steam spire off in the ocean.


"Then rise up about twenty feet and let them pass
under. If the horses will do it, I mean."


"Ah." It wasn't inspired conversation, but the big
girl smiled prettily enough, showing her nice white teeth.


Karl didn't wait for him, making the door open and hopping
out with surprising agility for a big person, which meant he scrambled a bit to
follow along. The other man wasn't an unknown at the place, it seemed, since
the woman behind the counter raised a hand in greeting to him.


"What can we get for you today?"


Karl froze for a second, but Timon didn't, and headed for
the old wooden staircase without pause.


"Hey Mary. There was an attack earlier, we drew them
out over the ocean, but there might be fighting. I have to get some things from
my room. We might have people in and out for a while." It was a tavern,
but that meant tables and benches for people to sit at. It sort of made sense.


"Oh? I don't suppose anyone will be paying, will they?
Is it a real attack? Rebels?"


Timon nearly lied, then just shrugged.


"Worse. Ancients. Real ones, which I can explain later
if you want. We'll probably have a few in here that are on our side too... I
know that sounds like a joke, but it isn't. Regardless, charge everyone,
naturally. You're running a business here." He kept going the whole time,
but the woman, who was the owner's older daughter, and pushing thirty, but hid
it pretty well, nodded as he moved past her.


"Right-oh. Well, game or attack, we'll stand with our
own, here at the Sheepskin. Especially if people have coin."


It was a bit of a joke, really, her saying that. True, she
helped in the Tavern, but she wasn't all that coin hungry really. No one in
Noram was, compared to some places. It was only fair that they be paid for
their work though, so he nodded back, smiling just enough so that it wouldn't
look like he was scared.


Karl came with him, but stopped in the door, which was a
good idea, since the place really wasn't big enough for the man. The ceiling
was about seven feet high, and Karl was nearing eight. It was big enough for a
bed, with a chest at the foot of it. One that was made of magic. After Tim got
to it he touched the lid and opened it with a thought. It would respond to him,
and probably any of the better builders in Noram, but most people couldn't
muster enough concentration to make it work.


The bag he wanted inside it was heavy with metal bits. He
had a small chest inside too, under his clothing, filled with coin, but not a
lot of it, in case he was ever robbed. He could get more, if he needed, but
leaving it in a box above a Tavern just seemed like a poor plan, so he only had
about twenty gold with him. Most of that was in silver too. He didn't have a
lot of expenses, and he wasn't certain, but he kind of thought that Helga the
Tavern owner didn't realize who he was, other than some boy that was auditing
classes at the new school. Some little boy that had a few magics to lend.


In the sack he handed to Karl were about five hundred
different things. All made, or at least copied, by him. He'd gotten a lot
better over the last six months and had used working for the last week as an
excuse for not seeing his brother or the rest of his family. Tor wouldn't
complain about him building too much after all, since he did it himself all the
time.


The real trick wasn't in just avoiding his brother though.
He also had to stay away from anyone that might work out that something was
really wrong with him, since thinking things about Tor would be pretty obvious
to the man, if they were around him a lot. Timon was a bit worried about his da
and older brother, Todd, who were good hearted people and could keep a secret well
enough. The thing there was that they both had obligations that might bring
them around Tor in the coming weeks and months and didn't have the ability to protect
their thoughts.


Not that he knew of at least.


The other problem was his littlest sister, Taman. She was
nearly six now and already a full builder. Worse, or better, depending on who
you asked, she was smart. It remained to be seen if that was in greater
measure than what he had, but she was going to be a problem if they weren't
careful. She was just a child and asking her to keep a secret as big as her own
brother being one of the biggest threats to the world...


Well, no one should have to bear that, should they? Timon
was still mad at Tor, and still didn't want to know what he did.


The sack clanked a bit as Karl moved it up and down, getting
a sense of its weight. Then he tucked a hand under it, so it wouldn't fall. It
was a rough spun sack, made of burlap and tied at the top with hemp string. It
didn't look special or rich, but the man already knew they were there to
collect magical items, so he probably got the idea.


Timon secured the chest again, letting the heavy and plain
looking lid, one which seemed like wood and matched the room pretty well, right
down to the patina of dust on the top, slam down with a thunk. Then he took the
bag back, and set it on top of the lid. The knot that he'd used was a bit tricky,
but about half a minute later he had the top open and dug in to get out two of
the three remaining hand held communications devices that were left.


Or at least that he had. Tor had more of them, he didn't
doubt, but Timon wasn't going to ask for them. It just wouldn't be happening.


"Here..." He set the device up, pecking out Karl's
name, and stopping when he got to the last part. "Do you have a second
name you'd like to be in this?"


Not everyone had more than one name, but some nobles had ten
or more. Most just used their first and last name, unless a close relative
already had them. Karl however just smiled.


"Karl Gravis. Baron." He sounded a bit proud of
that last bit, and didn't add a number, which meant he was a full Baron. Probably
a sitting one. Timon tried to remember if he'd ever heard of a Barony Gravis,
but nothing came to mind. That probably meant that it was either small and
didn't have its own city of note in it, or that the man held a landless title.
If so, he wouldn't have been that proud of it, which indicated it would be a
place that just hadn't been on a route Tim had traveled yet.


Timon didn't ask, just filing it away for later
consideration. Then he held out the sack again, with its still unsecured top.


"All right, Baron Gravis, do us all a favor and don't
let this all fall out, it will be a mess." It would too, Timon knew,
having managed to do that very thing the day before, as he was packing it.


The man pocketed his new magical device, but didn't comment
on the gift. That probably meant he either expected to pay for it, or have to
give it back. Those were both good things to think, so no effort was made to
discourage him. It would make the gift seem more important later, he knew, if
it was unexpected.


They dashed down the stairs, getting a skeptical look from
Mary, who let her eyes linger over the giant for a while, even though she was a
married woman. They were Tavern people for all they weren't nobles, and the
idea that she might be just a little bit more free than a good country wife was
that way didn't shock Tim too much. Her sister, Bets, had flat out asked if
he'd wanted to join her and her husband for sex, before she found out his real
age. They were good enough people to back off once they knew though, so there
was no harm in it.


They didn't stop to chat, just heading out the front, and
climbing into the craft again, which Timon took control of. This one was his
favorite after all. It was no different from the others that he'd made, but he used
this one all the time. So it was his personal vehicle. That was all. It didn't
make a lot of sense, but it felt right. It meant he wasn't giving it up at any
rate, and when they were in the central square of the school, which was about a
mile and a half away from the Countess's castle, Timon set down and asked Karl
for the bag again. He was holding it on his lap, with both hands, as if taking
the part about not letting it spill very seriously.


"Bethany, we need to get you a communications device
and some ships. Shields too, for your pilots. I-" He was going to start
digging for the things, but the girl surprised him, shaking her big head a
little dumbly.


"No. I... don't do well with people. Maybe someone else
can do it? Mindy..." She looked at the other girl who cringed a little as
if saying she didn't want to do the work either. 


Timon nodded, trying to understand what she meant. It took a
minute for him to really work it out.


"Ah. I... see. My oldest sister, Terlee, she's like
that too. Really shy and retiring. Almost like a commoner that
way." He didn't mean it as an insult, but Bethany tightened her lips in a
very un-pretty fashion and glared at him, even though she didn't speak. It was
clear to Tim that the next time they were in the practice square together the
girl was going to thrash him, if he couldn't make the rest of what he had to
say work. That was always the way, wasn't it? Meet a giant girl and soon she'd
be trying to hit you over something or another?


He kept digging for a bit and tried to hand over the correct
amulets anyway. Most were on silver, and about the size of coins, if different
shapes. That was so he could tell what each one was in the dark. A few had
glowing sigils on them, which would make that part simple enough, but the rest
were just acid etched, since he didn't want everyone to know that he could make
things that glowed like that yet. As far as he knew, it was just Tor and
himself in that club so far, and this way, with no one knowing, he could fake
things and pass them off as his brother's work without being questioned. That
wasn't going to last long, but for the time being it was something to keep in
mind.


Of course passing them out to all and sundry wasn't going to
help a lot on that score.


"Terlee... You know there's a funny story about her, being
as shy as she is. It's about how she came to be married. Her husband is a nice
man, but I don't think he really noticed her at first. I mean, after all, she
lived in a humble house, and wore plain country clothes, like the other people
of Two Bends. That's where I'm from. A tiny farm village miles away from
anything of note." He waited then, and handed a shield and force lance to
Karl, explaining what they each were and how to use them, then did the same for
Mindy, and started making up the communications device for Bethany.


Hopefully she'd do the job, because once set, the name would
just stay there. They could pass the device to someone else, of course, but
that part wouldn't change at all. 


"So, my older brother, Torrance, he brought home some
friends from school, one of them being Tovey, over break a few years ago. It
was an amazing thing." Stopping he rolled his eyes and looked at the
growing crowd of students and teachers out the window. For some reason no one
had just hopped out yet. That was probably because he was passing out magics as
if they were free.


"I get those back, later." Tim smiled when he said
it, but no one called him on it. They weren't people in his family, so they
probably just expected as much, unless they wanted to buy them outright.
"Anyway, on the day they were all going back to school, Terlee marched
right out of the house and handed Tovey a basket of sweet nut rolls. That's a
traditional courting gift back home. It had to have been incredibly hard for
her to do it, but she did, even though it was a vast risk."


Well, not that big of one really, since his sister is
fantastically pretty, turned out to be a noble which was a thing Tovey knew,
and wasn't related to the man at all, which is rare in those circles. Bethany
being Countess Alan's cousin wasn't exactly that big of a stretch really. Trice
was her second cousin, or something like that. It meant that Beth and her were
related too, most likely.


Karl at least sighed and nodded still holding the rough
sack.


"That would be hard. He was leaving though, so she had
to strike while she could. It worked out though, you said? After some big
comedy of mischance?" He managed to smile and look at Beth in a way that
was a bit telling, at least to Tim. She didn't even look up to glare again for
her part. That was a shame, since they knew each other and everything. If Karl
liked her and was a Baron, well, if they weren't too closely related, that
would be a good potential match.


Not that he knew either of them really.


"Nothing so comedic or pleasant. Or bad, for that
matter. Tovey is smart after all, and snapped her up before the other fellow in
their group could do it."


Mindy snorted and crossed her eyes at him, which didn't help
her look much better, but did lighten the mood, since Beth looked up for that one.


"Oh? She's the type with boys buzzing all about her
then? I suppose you'll be telling us that Tovey is the Prince, and the other
boy was the Count of Wonderfulness?" The others gave her slightly
scandalized looks, but Tim just let his head move from side to side, then
winked.


"Nooo. Tovey is the Count of Wonderfulness and
Alphonse is the Prince, so it was the other way around, completely. My sister
is Countess Thomson now. Tamerlane, if you ever meet her, though she probably
won't hit you for getting it wrong, since we're all friends."


Bethany gave him the strangest look then, and blinked a lot
for a bit, her face screwed into a thinking posture, or trying to. She didn't
seem all that bright, really. That could just be the shyness though. Then, no
one seemed all that smart compared to him, except Taman. Maybe his Uncle Denno
fell into that too.


Finally he kept looking back at her and she reached forward
and hit him on the arm roughly enough that his shield turned on due to the
threat.


"Well? I don't get how that has anything to do with
this. Am I supposed to, I don't know, take more risks or something and stop
being shy? Is that your point?"


Timon held out the communications device and the other
amulets he'd mentioned, which took both his hands. She managed to receive them
in one though.


"No. Not at all. I already told the Countess that you
were in charge of that section, and if you want to get out of it, well, you can
talk to her about it, after the current crises and rebellion are over. I
was just telling you a story to take your mind off the fact that I was calling
Countess Printer on your communications device at the same time. Hi, Holly. Any
news?" It was too familiar, but he was a little kid and not in the same
room to be beaten. Nearly, since the woman was only a little over a mile
away and he'd be there with her in a few minutes no doubt. She didn't call him
on that, not in public at least.


"Tim. Good. No one else has reported anything. We have
a team coming in. Count Lairdgren, Alice Orange, Kolb and a few others from the
school. I told them that you had our defenses well in hand here." There
was a bit of teasing in her tone, but it wasn't mean, or at least not very.


"We will in a few moments. Mindy Damic is going to be
in charge of magics for us. I have a few hundred things for her to pass out.
Mainly clothing. Again, not a gift, but at least everyone will be able to look
good when we walk around, for a bit." He wanted to tell the girl to make
sure and get a list of who had what, but she was too busy sitting there with
her mouth hanging open.


Holly spoke clearly, as if to an audience. It was possible,
since he didn't know who was on the other end of the thing. It was both a flaw
and a good feature of the devices. The Austran ones did more, but also had
pictures that could be sent along of the person talking. That seemed like a
mistake to Tim, since a whole lot of folk wouldn't want to be seen all the
time. Still, it would be nice to know if he was just talking to his friend Holly,
who happened to be a Countess, or to Countess Printer, who was busily trying
not to act like a twelve year old boy was on a first name basis with her. In
the future he'd have to always just assume that others were listening, he
decided.


She spoke in a reasonable tone, as if he were an adult, at
least.


"For now this sounds like a good plan. Petra went to
the Capital, so we're good on that score, unless something happens. I really
don't want to send kids in for that, if I can help it. I don't suppose that you
could arrange troop transport if it's needed? I can pay, though I'd love a
discount." She was being a bit heavy handed there, but Timon nodded and
waved at Bethany, so the people standing there would get that she was going to
be in charge of that part of things for them.


"Two hundred gold for each thousand shipped to the
Capital. Add a hundred for every extra thousand miles past that. That's better
than half off for this kind of work, and I'm only doing that since I don't want
you to sabotage my school marks because you're unhappy with me."


That got a laugh at least. One that sounded forced, but
several others went along with it on both sides of the device, which did let
him know that there really was an audience, and not just servants. They
wouldn't have let themselves be heard, so it meant nobles of some kind, most
likely.


"Yes, rather. That would be a better threat if you were
actually attending classes and not just sitting in. Hopefully we won't
need the transport like that, but I want to stay ready. I suppose that goes for
the kids there if we have to take them out? It isn't lost on me that the whole
city of Printer could have been taken, if the size of this thing is as great as
I've heard."


Timon let his face screw up a bit. It wasn't that he wanted
to force Holly to give him gold, since they were friends now, after a fashion,
but... Well, nobles would run all over you if you let them. It was important to
make it at least seem like they were trading with you, in everything you did,
or they'd try to take advantage of you later. Even the good ones did it. They
just felt bad about it after the fact.


"That depends. If they're working for me then it's at
my expense, clearly. As for the rest, well... let's call it a gold per head?
Depending on the distances traveled and only for this emergency."


There was a rustling on the other end of the small focus
stone device in his left hand and finally a voice that sounded like it belonged
to an older male grumped at him from across the room. The man had to speak up
to make that work too, it seemed.


"Damn. You certainly won't lose a coin, will
you? Here I'd heard that the Baker family was filled with soft hearted fools.
Have you no pride though boy? You come at things like a merchant, not a high
noble." He sounded patronizing and a bit cold. Like a complete jerk
really. On the good side he didn't recognize the man yet, not without seeing
him at least.


"Oh? I... Wait..." He was playing to the crowd,
but made his voice seem serious enough really. "Was I supposed to
threaten you with my vast army or something? I don't rightly have one yet... I
know, if you don't pay up promptly, I'll have to hold the kids hostage and feed
them sweets instead of getting them home or back to school. Then in six months
when they return they'll all be fat and soft, and it will be your own
fault." He managed a credible little kid voice for that, which worked
right up to the point that the older man started to scream at him.


"How dare you!" It was really more of a
roar, rather than a scream. It was quite manly and gruff, not like a little
girl at all. "I will not be mocked, boy! If we weren't in an emergency
situation I'd challenge you to a duel for your insolence! I'm Baron Talley, not
some kitchen boy to be sassing about with!"


There was no sound for a moment, as Timon sighed and shook
his head. It was bound to happen eventually. Nobles had a lot of rules, and
even more preconceived notions about who and what he should be. Eventually he
was going to insult someone enough that they actually wanted to fight. He
doubted it was the case here, from the tone of voice and the slight wheezing
that came along with it.


No, the man was just blustering. Probably because he was old
enough to get just how massive that explosion had to have been for them to see
it hundreds of miles away like that. Scared, not really trying to make him
fight.


Which was good, since he clearly had a lot to learn about
that first.


"Sorry, I didn't mean to offend you, just as I'm sure
that you taking me to task wasn't meant as an insult either, just an elder
trying to do what they think is right. I'm sure you can give me notes on proper
behavior, later. We can write them out and make them into a book." There
was more silence then and a muffled gasp from the man, but Tim didn't let him
talk. "That part isn't a joke. People buy things like that in
Austra, and with the new exchange opening up with them, it can't hurt to
generate a bit of capital there for use in various projects."


Timon really expected the man to agree with him. After all,
if he provided the information, he could get Timon do to all the real work and
take half the profits.


Instead he growled.


"I will not be made a fool! I challenge you to-"


There was a sudden yelling, which came from Countess
Printer, along with some other voice that he didn't know, but who sounded like
a woman.


"No! Baron Talley, if you say anything about a
fight to the death, you're a fool. Timon Baker is twelve years old, but also a
full builder. Those craft he was renting the hire of are of his own making and
can take armies across the entire Kingdom in hours. This is a tense situation
and a misunderstanding, but if you do that, he will kill you. You won't
leave him a choice."


There was muffled outrage then, and the sound of something
hard and metal slapping against stone.


"Do you think I fear children? Even well armed
ones?" There was enough indigence in the tone that Karl and Bethany looked
a bit worried, but Mindy seemed nearly panicked, and was gasping in terror at
the threats already. The plain looking girl was clutching her hands tightly
together, worrying them a bit.


Countess Printer however sounded very reasonable at least.
Well, she did to Timon anyway. Others might have taken her words as being a bit
different.


"No, I don't. I think that you should step back a bit
right now however, Baron Talley. We don't have time for this, at the moment.
I'd rather you not put me in the middle of this situation. Ever."


"Oh? So I'm supposed to just eat insults from this
child? What is he to you then? He seems to be charging you, not the other way
around, so it isn't coin, is it? His brother is the Wizard Tor, so perhaps you
fancy him?" There was only anger in the words, not sly implication
at least, and for once a nobleman didn't go instantly to sex as the reason why,
which was rather nice of the fellow.


Tim just held his tongue and decided not to talk, if he
could get away with it. Nothing he said was going to help, and he really didn't
need to make a real enemy in this case. What he didn't understand, at first,
was why the man was being so easily offended. It was beyond the pale, as far as
such things went. True, he might have really just wanted a fight, but if that
was the case, he could have just declared a challenge. Timon wasn't an adult
and could just refuse to hear it after all. Yes, he'd lose face, and some would
think it less than honorable, but so what?


The man gave him some clues at least, after that. It was
subtle, but in his anger and constant repetition of words, he brought it all
together.


"I heard what he did to save Montblanc from the plague.
What kind of traitors do you let into your new school, Countess Printer?"
There was more, but that line told Timon a whole lot about what his issue
really was, and that it wasn't about him being impertinent, or at least not just
that. He knew that a lot of older adults felt like he was a pain in the rear at
times. Being really smart could do that. Kids weren't supposed to actually know
better than their elders after all, and doing that too often was insulting to
the old. Sometimes. If they were stupid.


A lot of people were though, and being noble didn't stop
that at all.


Holly snorted at least, so that he didn't have to speak
immediately, having worked it all out for herself as well.


"You mean that thing where he walked into a rebellion
stronghold, alone and unarmed and turned them back to the King? That
thing in Montblanc?" She sounded a bit snooty, which no one with him seemed
to notice from their facial expressions. Then, the others sitting in his little
craft were all staring at him pretty directly, so it was hard to tell.


Talley make a derisive noise that was probably rude enough
that had it been directed at a lot of other nobles there would have been a real
challenge to a fight. Maybe not to the death, but things could escalate
quickly, if you had small armies to back up your hurt feelings.


"Oh, right, because we should believe that? A mere
child walks to the woman's door and charms her into giving over? I rather meant
his arranging aid and comfort to our enemies. I noticed that you skipped that
part, didn't you Countess? He's fed and healed them all, in their time of need,
so they can turn on us at a later date and-"


Timon took his own turn making noises. His was a soft, very
dark, chuckle however.


"Lack of information on your part Baron Talley, is
leading you to the wrong conclusion. County Montblanc lost over ten percent of
their men to the Gray Plague. More than that, most likely, along with about
four percent of their women. That's not including the children that died. Yes,
you're right, I got them healing amulets, the ones that would have gone there
originally, if I hadn't stolen them in the first place. Only after Heather
Montblanc swore to rejoin the King's side did I provide them for her. Notice
that I haven't for anyone else? Yet. Nearly a half million people died
there, because I held back their only hope. It seemed fitting that I help them,
on the other side, when their Countess came back to us. Would you have done
differently?"


"This is a crock of shit! It was the King that held
back those amulets, not some boy that's hardly old enough to find his own cock.
You're lucky that Countess Alan didn't finish the job and make a girl of you! I
hear she and her pet assassin raped your ass boy, is that so? Do you love the
feel of a man in you now?"


Timon went still, forcing air into his lungs as a flashback
hit him. As luck would have it, the Larval Assassin hadn't stuck anything up
his butt, but he had nearly been unmanned by the woman. Before he killed her.
It didn't help that Bethany and the others were right there, looking at him,
each with a little more fear in their eyes now, for some reason.


Timon made himself sound calm. Reasonable even, if a little
flat. It was the best he could manage, given everything.


"No, they didn't do that last bit. Just other things.
It was bad enough. So, just to speed this up, I'll take your challenge. I
assume that you're armed? I'll be there in a few minutes, as soon as I off load
these others."


"No! Timon, we can't-" Countess Printer sounded
horrible, but distant, as if she'd moved away from the device. It was Karl that
spoke, his words low and respectful sounding.


"Countess... Baron Talley? I know that you can't hear
it in him, but he's in a combat rage. If it weren't for the shield I have on, I
don't think I'd be able to stand, for all the aura he's casting." Nothing
else was added, but the huge man opened the door to his right side, being in
the back and moved behind his own seat, so that the girls could leave.


It wasn't lost on Timon that he held his own ground
otherwise though. That was rare, since most people confronted with a person in
combat rage tried to get away as soon as possible. As soon as Bethany moved
out, helped by the man, he closed the door and moved into the front passenger
seat, as if he had no fear at all. Then, he was big and Timon wasn't a great
fighter, was he?


"We're coming now. Perhaps it would be best to set up
outside? I'd recommend you offer to fight him bare handed, Baron. It won't be a
fair fight, but if you insist he have a real chance, you'll likely die this
day."


"I think not." He sounded pretty certain at least.


Timon nodded, working it out. It was, for whatever reason, a
trap. He wasn't thinking clearly, but he could see the set up and really, being
right on top of the other one, it was most likely related. That would mean
what? It was difficult to put it all together, his head feeling slow and funny.
Almost like a regular person or something.


Focusing he managed to kick himself into a higher mental
state, his brain running faster, and hopefully clearly enough to make sense. It
might not be part of the Ancient plot, directly. Or it might be. The man was a
Noram noble, but that didn't mean people with thousands of years of experience
couldn't influence him into taking action like this. If that was the case however,
he had to have a real chance of killing Timon, didn't he? Either very high
levels of fighting skill, or weapons that Tim wasn't ready to meet. That or it
was all about getting him to kill the man, for some reason. Or beat him and not
leave him dead? That was a mistake though, and a thing that wasn't going to
happen.


No, this would be to the death, but he had to assume the man
had come ready for a real fight, with a very well armed person. Some kind of
technology that he wasn't used to might do it.


Nodding again, to himself, Timon waited, trying to make sure
that they'd all be outside when he got there. That would work best, regardless
of what was going to happen. He was still in a combat rage at least and the man
had challenged him, and goaded him into the fight, so it was fair to kill him.
Legal even.


"Hang on. We'll meet you out front in... seven minutes?
Or I will at least. No need to drag Karl into this. He doesn't even know
me." His mouth felt full of mush and his words were slurring a bit. It was
a side effect of the state he was in. He'd be stronger, and faster too, as well
as casting aura out all over the place. Technically he wasn't certain if he had
a shield or not, but wearing one would work for that part of things. He let the
other people talk for a while, rage settling into his bones, making his breath
come quickly, as his eyes went from their normal brown color with clean whites
to bloodshot and itching.


Then he heard what he was waiting for. The grown man mocking
him for being late.


"Is he too afraid to show his face, even in a
rage?"


Timon motioned to Karl, who stepped out, without asking if
he were certain it was a good idea. After all, the definition of rage was that
a person was angry and unreasonable, wasn't it?


The second the door was secured, Timon rose into the air, to
about five hundred feet so he wouldn't hit any trees as he flew and was at the
castle about fifteen seconds later. He hadn't gone fast, since his silver craft
was so close to the ground. Not that fast, just enough for the people on
the ground to look up at him as he assessed the situation. Countess Printer was
near a man that looked to be in his fifties or so, but was big and strong
looking. Muscular as well as tall.


It was hard to see how much, so Timon moved a little closer,
still in the craft, which was all that saved him when the man pulled a tiny
black box from his rather nice tunic and pointed it at him. At first nothing
happened, but a half minute later there was a roaring, and then...


Everything went black as his shield kicked in and the ship
suddenly moved. He couldn't work out what had happened, but the others all had
vanished. That wasn't really the case, of course, it was just that something
had covered his craft, totally. From the sky.


"Heh. Stupid. I'm the Lord of the Sky." It
was a joke that Trice had made once. Still, he was trapped pretty well, and
couldn't fly in any direction at all. He was pushed against the ground, with
something over him, it seemed.


So he moved down. The earth wasn't soft there, with a lot of
rocks, but the fast craft moved anyway, forcing the dirt out of the way.
Slowly. It took a minute for him to move down far enough, or at least he hoped
it was. Then he had to move to the side.


Which didn't work. Going deep and trying again, three more
times, got results however. It took a long time, nearly fifteen minutes, but he
got out of the ground finally, to find that Baron Talley, if that's who he
really was, simply saw it happening and tried to use the same trick again. The
all black mass was sort of shapeless, like a cloud of shadow. Timon got it then.
A nano cloud. A very dense one made of a billion, or a billion-billion, little
devices. Maybe at least. It made sense, but that didn't dictate what the thing
had to be really.


Not knowing what else to do and not having a whole lot of
time to come up with a plan, Tim ran into the man, who died almost instantly.
Or at least that should have been what happened. He flew apart under the force
of the Fast Craft striking him, turning into a gray cloud, and then reforming,
almost instantly, about ten feet away. The little box was destroyed at least,
which let the other nanos escape.


Because, that's almost what the Baron had to be made out of,
wasn't it? That or a compound that Timon had never encountered at all. Ramming
him probably wouldn't work then.


Fighting him wouldn't at all.


What he needed was an air choke. Which of course he didn't
have. He'd been meaning to make a batch of those, since they were handy at
stopping fire, and tiny things in the air, but he'd sort of put that off, not
having enough time to get everything done and thinking that clothing would be
more useful in the long run.


"Oops." The best option, for him, was to run, of
course. Not the others there, the Countess, her guards, which were mainly
female, and the others that were there, mainly nobles of some kind, he thought.
Tim glanced at them quickly, as the craft kept moving back a bit, to see that
they'd all retreated at least. That was a good plan, but not enough. Not even
by half. Timon, not having a clue what to do next, rose into the air and opened
the wall nearest him with a thought.


It didn't slide away, it was just a perfectly round window suddenly.
Leaning out he called down and made little waving gestures at the others.


"Go! This is between me and the..." He didn't have
a real word for it at all. Not that made any sense. Digging for something in
his mind, he shrugged. "Me, and the golem here."


That was enough for about half of them, as the large Baron
pulled his right arm back and then moved it in a slapping motion, which caused
it to stretch out of all reasonable proportion and hit the side of the vehicle.
No noise came though, since it was a shield, and not really there, no matter
what it looked like. It didn't even move at all, because the amount of force
just wasn't that great. It was still a good trick, if one that wasn't doing
what the golem needed it to.


Timon figured that to be the case at least, since the thing
immediately tried to reshape itself into a pale flesh toned spike and stab him
through the window. It did nothing, since it was a shield, not glass. The
creature or machine in front of him, whichever it was, reformed into the shape
of a man and held very still for a long time, as if waiting for him to make the
next move.


That wasn't a good plan though. Really, the very best plan
seemed to be running. Just flying off at speeds that would be hard to track for
anyone in the world. He had no idea what it might take to subdue the thing in
front of him, but given everything it was decently clear that the older looking
man shaped thing really didn't want him to survive for some reason. It was a
bit rude, really.


Finally, after nearly ten minutes of the thing just standing
there, glaring through the front shield window at him, and Timon looking back
passively, there was a ripple over the man's face. He shifted so quickly that
it was almost hard to pay attention to it. It baffled the eye too much, leaving
a brief feeling of horror inside him. Part of that was who the man turned in
to, naturally.


It was a person that he'd only seen once before, a merchant
sized man that had light brown hair, brown eyes and a pleasant if non-descript
face. The man that had tried to use some kind of strange light device to poison
him, not even two weeks before.


Right now the man was smiling and looking around, breaking
eye contact. Probably looking for a hostage, but everyone else had run off.
There were probably servants and guards left inside the castle, but he didn't
make the obvious plan and try to grab one of them. It was the smart move,
because Tim wouldn't go to his death for some chamber maid. He wasn't Tor after
all.


"So, we seem to be stalled out here, don't we?" He
spoke out loud, but the thing answered, staring at him again. No sound came
through, but Timon could read his lips easily enough.


"We do! Why don't you come out and we can finish this
like men?" The look was a bit less pleasant then, being icy and hard,
rather than angry at least.


Timon forced himself to chuckle, just a little bit.


"I don't think so. For one thing, neither of us is a
man, are we? I'm a boy and you're a... What exactly are you anyway? A
mechanized human? A nano cluster? A hive?" That last was the right term
for it, or so Brown had taught him in passing. The Larval used communications
hives, so he could get the idea, sort of, if it was the case.


There was a head shake however.


"Not at all. I'm made of a living mimetic liquid. Astute
though, to realize that I'm not a man. I've been all over your life for
years now, Timmy. I'm a bit shocked you don't recognize me... Ah, let me show
you..." There was the start of a ripple, familiar female forms being
hinted at one after the other. At first a line of fear started to run down
Tim's spine, but then he got the idea, and shook his head.


"Sorry." He mouthed the word without exaggeration
at all. "I can feel your field pattern and it's not human at all. That
trick won't work. If you show up as anyone in my life, as you're hinting you
can, I'll know. You also haven't been, not anyone important at least."
That part was bravado. After all, he didn't go around reading everyone he met,
so it was possible. The being had fooled him for a short time by
pretending to be a merchant and Tim hadn't figured out what was going on at
all, which meant that it was possible.


A real threat that wasn't going to just go away because he
knew about it now.


The creature nodded though and made himself look like
Countess Alan, no doubt trying to terrify him.


"Oh? Well, that makes things harder for me, doesn't it?
I'd say it was too bad, but I kind of like our game so far. Do you know how
boring normal people are for me now? Hiding amongst them like I have been is
less than entertaining. I was designed to kill, and most barely represent a
challenge to me at all in this age of man. There's a mere handful that can
survive even this long, Timmy. I think I'll leave now, and come back
later, when you're less guarded and prepared for me. I miscalculated, thinking
that Gray's little present would disrupt you enough to throw you off. Instead
it left you better guarded. Sloppy of me. I won't underestimate you again. Now
that you've been warned..." There was a pause and a bow that followed,
with the creature smiling at him with a very eerie face looking back, a lovely gown
on a tall and slim body, rather than Countess Alan's.


It was a Queen's. Naturally.


"Now that you know about me, things will be ever so
much more interesting. I hear from Countess Printer that the others are coming
in a few hours? Sooner perhaps? Tell them that Remy said hello. Remy
Seventeen." Then, without shifting again, the blue velvet dress blowing in
the wind a bit, clearly being a thing made of magic, meaning that whatever Remy
was made of could operate things made of it, the woman that looked like his
Aunt Connie waved, in a way that she really might have herself, and simply
moved around the side of the strange motley Castle at a quick walk.


Timon didn't leave the relative safety of his craft. That
creature would probably just wait for him to follow and since he had no real
way to fight, and anyone he met would be suspect from then on, it just wasn't a
good idea.


He decided to just sit and let sweat pool in his armpits
instead. That and let fear spit, bitter and sharp, fill his mouth. This was so
far from good that bad didn't cover it at all. A shape shifting killer that
wanted him dead for some reason. One that was working with Gray.


Those words meant so much more than they sounded like,
didn't they?


First, Gray was alive. He'd suspected that the whole time
actually, since it didn't make sense for her to sacrifice her life just to kill
Princess Karina. The girl had ordered her daughter dead, and made it happen,
but Gray wouldn't be so emotional about it that she would have shown up to
fight her alone like that. This was a third point of confirmation for him then,
which probably meant she wasn't dead at all. It was too bad, really. Tim had
tried to have her killed himself, and the woman was going to have to die, no
matter what. Her plan was to kill most of the people in the world and leave
clones of Ancients to run it all. It was worse than barbaric.


Too bad she looked exactly like his mother. It would
probably make killing her harder now. It wouldn't have before, but having
empathy and guilt was a chore.


Remy had given away a lot more than that however. He, or
she, if that kind of thing applied at all, had become the Queen far too well,
and claimed to have been in and out of his life for years. Since most of that
had been in Two Bends, or out on the road making deliveries, there was a good
chance that someone he knew was dead. It was the easiest way to do it after
all, wasn't it? Just kill a person, make the body go away into a deep hole, and
then take their place?


It wasn't going to be easy to figure it out either. Not at a
distance.


Just about then a smooth black craft rose in the distance,
which was telling about something different, if Remy had run to it on foot. He
was fast. That had to be five or six miles away, and it had only been
three minutes.


Tim didn't know if that was the case though. He'd been in
Austra enough to see how they did things, and knew about remote control
devices. Military grade Tor shoes might have done it too, if he'd misjudged
things a bit. The being had magical clothing for instance, which could mean a
lot of different things. Including that he was working with Tor directly. Or at
least the monster in his head.


Then, not trusting anything in the world at all, which was
the only sensible plan, Timon just sat and waited for something to change and
hoped that he'd survive it.


For the second time in his life, that didn't seem like it
was what would be happening at all.
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The inside of his craft was comfortable enough, it had a
soft seat, because sitting for hours on end was hard if you didn't see to
things like that, and it was made of magic, so it wasn't an extra expense or
anything. The temperature was about perfect for him, which meant slightly
cooler than most people enjoyed, being that he ran slightly hotter.


So that, plus the nearly mind numbing fear kept him
entertained for a long time as he waited. He had to use his healing amulet, so
that he wouldn't have a combat rage headache, but as fights went, he'd been
remarkably unharmed in the end. In fact, that day at least, the morning
practice had been the most damaging part for him.


It meant that he had a long time to think, as people slowly
came back, clearly wondering why he wasn't getting out to talk to them.
Countess Printer actually came back too, but he couldn't sense her through the
shield of the craft. That part was important, he knew, because even though he'd
told Remy that he could sense his presence, that might not be true at all. He
didn't know. It was a reasonable guess, but that was all.


After a bit he blinked and rolled his eyes as Holly stood
out front of his now tiny vehicle looking worried. He had a communications
device after all. Contacting her, he grinned as she pulled her own from her
side pocket.


"Sorry, things are a bit tense. I can't come out yet.
That man, Baron Talley? He's some kind of form changer. I don't think he was
the Baron at all." Which would probably mean the man was dead, if it were
the case.


That would have led to a long discussion, but a large eight
sided craft descended from the sky then. It was glowing a pumpkin orange, and
settled over the ocean, instead of finding him. The line was open to Holly, so
he waved to her and explained quickly what he was doing and broke the line,
which just left her standing there, looking more than a little put out.


He was being rude, he knew, but...


Sighing he tapped the sigil for his grandfather, wondering
if he was on board the orange vessel or not. Oddly enough it wasn't the man
himself who answered, but a deep sounding voice that took a few seconds to
place. Kolb. The weapons master from the Lairdgren school. Also Immortal and
related to him in that same vague fashion that all the others claimed. It
wasn't biological, but they were still as much family as most of them had.


"Timon?" He sounded steely, which was a thing the
man was very good at, over all. It was close to the only way that Tim had ever
seen him at least, but they weren't exactly close.


"Here. What do you know about Remy Seventeen?"


There was a silence for a moment from the device, and then a
single low word. It was echoed several times from the other space.


"Fuck."


At least one of those had come from Count Lairdgren himself,
which wasn't like that man at all. He normally spoke in bland tones, without a
lot of emphasis. It made sense that he'd know that kind of thing, being
thousands of years old, but hearing it caused Tim to wince. If he was being
pushed to atypical behavior like that, then the situation was probably worse
than he'd thought.


It was Kolb that answered though, his voice darker than it
had been by about fifty percent.


"You saw a Remy? Did they... have a message for
us?"


"Not exactly. It pretty much just tried to kill me,
then we discussed the fact that it might have been around for a while, watching
me. It turned into Aunt Connie, made some threats and left. A black craft took
off several minutes later. I can't swear it was on board. The golem also turned
into the man that tried to destroy my pattern a few weeks back, which I
took as a confession. That might be a bit presumptuous, but hey, if you don't
want to be thought ill of, you probably shouldn't go around making yourself
look like would be killers." Timon wiped at his forehead and looked at
Countess Printer, who was standing with her arms crossed, clearly not loving
the part where she was being kept out of the loop, information wise. That was
just timing though, not him really trying to freeze her out.


The bald giant with the deep voice cleared his throat over
the device.


"I see. I think. How did you survive?"


"Magic. I was in a rage, after being goaded... I can go
over that later, but I realized I wasn't winning a fist fight with it, and hid
in my craft."


"Good. Why did you stay in place? You could have fled,
and probably should have."


Timon sighed and wanted to shake his head, but realized that
Holly might just take it the wrong way if he did.


"If I'd done that, he might have just killed people
here. The Countess and her people, out of spite. I stayed ready to run though,
just in case. I... haven't come out yet. Just because a craft left, that
doesn't mean Remy was on it. I should probably leave, but..."


That got a new voice to speak. His Aunt Alice. Now she was a
worrying sort of person altogether. In the main he tried to avoid her,
personally. She ran the new space fleet, which was interesting enough, but she
was also both very tough and hard, and very pretty. That combined with
her being called "aunt" was enough to make her too complicated for
him by far. Not that she was really related, he reminded himself.


"Should you leave? If you stay there, Remy will know
where to find you, but you can set your traps and ready yourself. If you run,
you'll never know when you're about to be hit. That puts you at a disadvantage.
Not that you'll live, of course. The Remy's... They're very good at removing
people that they don't like. I'm impressed that you survived so far. Very much
so."


That made him feel better. At least he was impressing
his aunt, the crazy fighter. Tim smiled though, and rolled his eyes, while
Count Lairdgren spoke, his voice a bit more abstract.


"We're about over the site of the blast now. From the
readings it was clearly a nuclear device. I don't have the kiloton range yet,
but it was decently large. That's a violation of the treaty, of course, but I
don't imagine that's at issue right now. If your craft frustrated a Remy, that
speaks well as to the idea that shields might remain helpful as well. Keep
yours on at all times. Provide them to those around you as well. It isn't a
perfect plan, but I have to agree with Alice. If you leave, the problem will
simply follow you. Staying will at least allow you to make preparations there.
We also have to reconsider the other situations."


No one spoke, but Timon understood what that meant. They
were supposed to leave in a few hours to try and recover Julie White, the
leader of Soam, who had been kidnapped and was being held prisoner. The
location was in her own land, near the southernmost tip of her continent,
almost verging on the Antarctic.


Timon thought about it for a bit and then looked out the
window. After all, if he was being tracked, his going there would be too. They
were, he knew, probably all being watched though. It was a lot less than
perfect. The situation on the ground was too heavily protected for him to go in
alone, naturally. Otherwise he would have tried to free Aunt Julie days before,
even if it meant he might die. That was what you did for family, and while he
might not feel that kind of thing, he knew it was a rule.


That was something he hadn't realized before really. The
changes that Tor had made, they didn't force him to love his family any more
than he had before. It wasn't an emotional decision then, but a thing of long
training that made him say the next part.


"I need help to get her. I'll go now, but..." It
wasn't something he could do alone. Not really. The guards were clones after
all and probably had either Cordes or Gray in them, if not copies of other
minds that had been long dead and resurrected. That part was interesting, but
if it were the case, then they'd probably have been selected for their loyalty
to one of the others involved, at the very least. The point was that they
weren't just guards, standing there with wooden clubs.


All of them had special abilities and skills, many of which
he couldn't match at all yet. Some he never would, being biologically incapable
of them. For instance shape changing wasn't a thing for him. There were other
things that no one had even told him about that were very possible too, he
didn't doubt.


Instead of them telling the little boy that he wasn't
allowed to go, or suggesting that he pilot the ship or something, for the
escape, even though it was an area that he actually was qualified for, Orange
spoke up.


"Kolb, can you do it, if the children help? Tiera and
Timon? It isn't a perfect fighting unit, but they are formidable people. As are
you, of course." That last bit sounded tacked on, but the woman had a
problem with good looking men and Kolb, while no Count Lairdgren or Brown, was
ruggedly handsome. It colored the way that she looked at the rest of them.


"Yes. Tim, can you meet us at the blast site?"


"Tiera is with you?" He hadn't heard her speak,
but there was a soft murmur from what seemed to be Kolb's right side.


"I'm here." It was the right voice, he thought,
but sounded abstract, soft and almost drugged. Like a person in a trance. That
had been the plan however, hadn't it? Tiera was trying to protect the knowledge
she had about Tor and his Cordes being part of the plot against them, by simply
controlling her every thought. Constantly. It was a feat that Timon hadn't
expected of her and wouldn't have. She was a bit high strung and edgy most of
the time, even after the changes Tor had made to her. Violent and angry. Except
that she was doing it anyway, because she had to.


"Right, I'll be there in... Call it five minutes, I
need to let Countess Printer know that something is going on at least or she'll
kick my behind. She might anyway." He wasn't certain that she wouldn't, as
soon as they were alone, to be honest. She looked pretty miffed at him at the
moment.


There was a pause and then Kolb spoke again.


"Tell her I said hello. Out." The line broke then.


Timon didn't want to chat with the woman, but it was her County,
and she was the boss there, so he did it. The trick was the common one now
though. He had to tell her the truth, but not all of it, since she knew Tor and
wouldn't be able to control her mind like Tiera was doing.


He started by making himself sound young, since that would
probably get him more slack than anything else. Or at least he tried for that.
It came out sounding professional and a bit clipped instead, like a military
man.


"The others are getting readings right now. It was a
nuclear device. I don't know what that means past some basic facts. It's a bad
sign, that it was used at all. Right now I need to go and meet up with them, so
that I can do some scutt work or something along those lines. Sorry about being
abrupt earlier. It was rude of me to just get off the line like that.
Nerves." He was ready to go into greater depth, but the woman in front of
the craft just nodded, clutching something small and copper in her left hand.
It was probably an explosive device. That's what Timon would have wanted, if he
had one, which he simply didn't.


"I understand. This isn't a good situation. You were
just in a combat rage as well, so I take no offense. I'm sure it won't come
between us, as friends." She was being a bit stiff about it still, and
didn't smile, but that was probably because she had to be considering kicking
him out of school, or at least asking him to leave on his own.


People were trying to kill him, and it wasn't just a normal
assassin or two. She didn't have to know the whole story to get that Remy
Seventeen wasn't just some guy with a knife that might accidently stab the
wrong person. People had come very close to destroying her entire city, killing
her in the process.


If that was the kind of thing that was going to happen
now... Well, no place was really safe, but removing the target, which seemed to
be him in this case, at least so far, made sense.


Of course that also made him wonder why they were working
quite that hard to remove him from the picture. He was, no matter how you
sliced it, still just a boy with a few tricks. Ones that a person working with
them had come up with, for the most part. If he was a threat to them at all it
was only because of Tor. That didn't make him happy to realize, since he was
still angry with him, but that didn't make it false either.


The woman took a deep breath and went rather still, her body
language stiff suddenly.


"Timon, I mean no offense, but... it might be best if
you weren't here, for the time being? I don't want to send you away,
it's simply that we aren't ready to face this kind of thing." She
seemed... shamed by her own words, even if they were the right ones from her
perspective.


"Understood. Kicked out after one class. I was doing so
well too. I hardly bled on anyone at all. Well. I'll figure something out.
Don't worry about it." His behind was a little sore from sitting already,
which probably had to do with the incredible amount of tension he was feeling.
Shifting a bit he smiled at the woman through the front and then got ready to
leave. His not being wanted there didn't mean he could get out of the rest of
his work.


She mumbled at him, which wasn't like her at all, from what
he'd seen.


"Forgive me?"


After feeling a moment of irritation, since the whole thing
had been an excuse to stay away from his brother, Tim nodded.


"Don't let it worry you. Have Mindy pass out the
shields, in case of another attack. The clothing too. Make sure you get an
accounting of who has what though."


"I shall. Until we speak again." Then, rather
deliberately, she shut off her device and walked away, looking stiff and
uncomfortable, as if she thought that Timon would hold a grudge over what she'd
done. More, that him holding a grudge might mean something that a sitting
Countess couldn't easily handle.


Without waiting, he took off and headed out to the part of
the ocean that had exploded. There was still a cloud over the spot, a giant
column of water, and the glowing orange craft was easy to see, even in the
distance. That would be the point he knew. Well, the color was just the one
that Orange was predisposed to like, but the glowing was all about being
visible, so that people would know who was there. Even from space.


Blinking he tried to work out how to hide his craft when
they left and thought he might have a plan. It would be hard to do, but he
thought he could pull it off, if he was alert enough.


At first he didn't know what he was supposed to do, since he
couldn't put down, not and do anything with the other craft, which was about
ten thousand feet up in the air. That was fixed rather handily, when the side
of the much bigger vehicle started to blink at him, going between orange and
silver, meaning it was a message for him, so that he noticed the hole that
formed. There was a large empty room inside, he noticed, as he approached,
barely letting his craft move at all. It was all gray inside, but there was a
circle on the floor, which he took to be a target, meant for him to try and
land on.


Slipping in wasn't hard, though he went slow, not being up
on exactly what the protocols were. If he had to stop and move away, he could
at any time. Nothing really happened, until he was in, and then the wall that
he'd entered through reformed behind him. It was just silver, to match the
color of the floor. Or, to be honest, a bland gray, that looked like someone
had wanted his favorite shade, but gotten too depressed to actually muster the
energy to make it shine.


Climbing out he took the little ship all the way down,
leaving a silver etched piece on a chain, which he slipped around his neck.
There was nothing inside of it, so it was just as convenient to carry it with
him. Then he tapped his chest, focusing on making certain his shield was in
place. It would turn on in case of danger, but only when he realized it was
there. Before that, it would stay off, so that he could move around more
easily. He just wasn't certain that Remy wasn't fast enough to kill him before
he was aware of what was happening, and didn't want to take chances that way.


True, he doubted that Remy Seventeen was on the ship, but it
was Remy Seventeen. That sort of gave the impression that there might
well be more than one of them around, didn't it?


No one met him at the door, but as soon as he got into the
hallway it was clear which way he needed to walk. There was a line of orange
arrows on the floor, pointing the way. It still took a while to find the
pilot's area, because the thing was huge, but a short ten minutes later he was
with everyone else.


The scene was a bit distracted and strange, as he watched
it.


Kolb was at an all black table that looked to be made of
focus stone off to the left, along with Tiera. They were looking at maps, and
had an array of magical items sitting next to the display that was in the
middle of it. It seemed to be an Austran design, but wasn't a little handheld
compact screen. The weapons master was dressed in weathered looking black
fighting leathers, and his sister, who was two years older than he was, still
wore simple student brown.


It was like she hadn't bothered to change or something.
Looking down he realized that he was dressed identically. It was the default
setting on the magical clothing.


They didn't see him. They were preoccupied, and Orange was
with Count Lairdgren in the center of the room, looking at other devices that
seemed to be telling them about the damage done to the world from the blast.
The space itself was huge. Like the largest dining room in the King's Palace,
if not a bit bigger. The ceiling was at least thirty feet over head and the
floor was made to look smooth and slightly shiny. It was in a deep red color
that reminded Tim of slightly dried blood. The rest of the space was bright and
cheery, done in copper, gold and orange colors.


Lairdgren pointed at something on the screen in front of him
and made a face. He sounded normal for him though, which meant bland. Almost
bored.


"The trace indicates that the Afrak uranium stores were
used for it. Not exactly unexpected, but confirmation never hurts."


Orange crossed her arms and shook her head hard enough that her
blonde braid swayed on her back. She was dressed in a tight outfit that was,
unsurprisingly, orange, and left very little to the imagination as far as what
was under it. Not that Timon was a prude, but sex was a complicated issue for
him, thanks to the torture he'd experienced. It was worse right now than it had
been, having just seen Countess Alan again. And her Cousin, Bethany.


"It doesn't help either. We know who's behind this and
don't have to prove it. What we need to do is find them and remove the problem.
If we can." She turned, not seeming shocked by Timon being there at all.
Then, he suspected that her senses weren't exactly normal. She'd probably known
he was coming for minutes before he got there.


"Tim, if you can manage it, try to collect any data you
can while getting Julie. She's the mission, but if you have a chance to safely
get any information for us, please do so."


That got Kolb to look up from his map and make a face. They
were a good ways away from each other, since, as Tiera had mentioned, they'd
fight if they were too close together for too long. Orange and the weapons
master would. Since they didn't have time for a giant and no doubt impressive,
battle of heroes right then, it was a good plan, those two standing away from
each other. The strange thing, as far as he knew, was that both of them thought
highly enough of the other and were even friends, after a fashion. They'd just
end up hitting each other after a while, if they were too close together.


"Timon, come and look at the map. This is the latest
out of Austra, taken about three hours ago. We can't count on it as far as
guard postings, but we have a rough idea of how many are inside. The satellite
shows that there are twenty-three human forms in the building. Most of them on
the top level. That means that Julie is most likely here." He pointed at a
single blob of red and orange that looked vaguely like a person sitting against
a wall. "It could be someone else, since we can't prove that Julie is on
our side at all. My best guess is that this is a prisoner however, or an
experimental subject that doesn't wish to be there. The size matches, so
there's that."


Then they went over the floor plan, which, as the older man
pointed out, was the only part of things that wouldn't change, most likely.


"We have to assume that this will be a real fight. If
there are others like Remy Seventeen left, then we'll die. We have to assume
that some of the people will be known to us, at least in form. Don't hesitate.
If you see someone you know, it won't be them. Kill them. It will be one less
person to try and take their place later, if nothing else. It's one of the
rules of clone combat. Do you understand?"


Timon did, but looked at his sister, who seemed awfully
unconcerned about what they were planning to do at all. She did speak though,
looking at the weapons master calmly.


"I do. We aren't to try and take prisoners then? What
if they surrender?"


That didn't seem likely to him, but Kolb sighed and seemed
to take the idea seriously.


"That's a real problem, isn't it? Strip them of weapons
carefully, clothing too, so it will be harder to hide anything on their person,
and then secure them in a cell, as soon as possible. Assume that it's a trick
the whole time. We need to question them, if we can, but the fact is that this
installation is probably the best defended place on the planet right now. Each
person there will be dangerous and some of them are clever enough to use guile
like masters. Or at least we have to assume so."


That made sense in a lot of ways to Tim.


"Because we can't be certain who it is we're dealing
with, can we? If another Kolb is there, it might be Gray, or Cordes, or even a
different copy of you, from a thousand years ago or more, back when you were a
dedicated killing machine that would hop to the commands of the right person
without question." He was teasing a bit, or trying to, but the large man,
who stood about six-six, nodded, as if to say it was just the case.


"Closer to three millennia ago, but there was a time
that was true. The same for almost everyone else that's possibly involved. If
the right version, a copy of the correct time in history, is put forth, then
even people you think of as friend now might be against us. So, in the main
kill them, if you can. They'll be trying to do that to you." He pointed to
the map again, and then the weapons arrayed next to it.


"This is our only real edge. We have enough firepower
here, and good enough shielding, that almost no one can stand against us. They
could set a Remy against us, or detonate nukes, but short of something on that
level, we have a very good chance of being successful, and they probably know
it. That means the most likely course of action will either be infiltration, by
substitution or surrender, or killing Julie before we can remove her, out of
spite."


Tiera nodded, her bland expression looking almost sweet and
innocent. Meditative. 


"So this is probably part of a plan to kill us, isn't
it? We should get to her as fast as possible and escape, before they can
destroy us. That or kill them all ourselves. We could drop something on them
from space? It would sacrifice Julie." She didn't seem to be bothered by
the idea, but Kolb tilted his head and nodded.


"We could do that. It's probably the smartest idea
even. Take out some of the enemy forces without cost to ourselves."


That led to a real problem, Timon understood instantly. Kolb
didn't want to let Julie die, but would, since it was the best tactical move.
Tiera was normally much more emotionally driven than she seemed at the moment
and would have insisted they save her aunt, if possible. That left Timon, and
while he did vaguely want to have sex with the woman, since she was designed to
make everyone want her, all the time, he also didn't have a real stake in her
survival, even if she was called Aunt Julie. She wasn't related to him
after all.


Then, was family only made up of blood relations? He kind of
thought he might be rationalizing, to try and allow them to take the easy way
out. The safe way.


"It's a good plan, really, but not the right one. We
should focus on getting more information as well. Could we drive down the
hallways in Fast Craft? These are what," he pointed at the map tracing the
lines with his index finger. "Four feet across? I think we can do that. Some
of the walls might be dinged up a bit, but that gives us the ability to move
faster than most people can, and an extra layer of protection. Not that it will
help us if they use nuclear weapons."


That got Count Lairdgren to call out, his face blank, but
otherwise looking an awful lot like Tor. Probably shorter now, being only about
five-nine or so.


"Are you certain of that? If you run fast enough, it
should be survivable."


"I don't know, but I think the craft was in real
trouble earlier, the shaking we felt, that had to be something like space
itself warping. If it's stronger, closer to the blast itself, it might kill
everyone on board, even if the ship is left safe and sound, after. We
had broken bones and bruises even being most of a hundred miles away when it
went off."


"I see. Perhaps the children shouldn't go?" The
man looked at Kolb, not Orange, but the bald man with his scared face shook his
head.


"No. We can't protect them now. This is dangerous, but
we have a decent chance of success. They're nearly as good with their modern
weapons as anyone in the world right now, and neither freezes under pressure as
far as I've seen. I get your thinking, and the desire to protect them isn't
wrong, Burks, but these are the right people for this job. Besides our only
other real options are killing the person we're going to try and save, or
risking you and Alice. If we fail, or die doing this but succeed, we need
people that actually have a chance of fixing the overall problem left. No
offense kids, but I'd rather not have the fate of the planet rest in the hands
of people as young as you are. If we can help it."


Timon nearly let himself be offended anyway, then didn't
bother. There was sense to it and while he wasn't keen on the whole dying part
of things, that was something they might be able to avoid, if they were
careful.


"Right, so we hit fast and hard and run away directly
from the cell?"


That got a nod, and more talking at least. The plan was
initially simple enough, but it was pointed out by everyone except Tiera that
it wouldn't hold together on the ground.


What actually happened was a lot more impressive than what
Timon thought it sounded like. Alice had them get ready in a hold on the
underside of the vast ship. The space provided wasn't as large as the landing
area, but he wouldn't need that really, since the craft itself was made very
small. The others were with him, but sat directly behind him, in a single row.
Kolb's knees were pressed against the back of his seat. It was a bit annoying,
but the idea was to move from the larger ship directly into the building.


That would be done by going through an outside wall, not a
door. They still had to get it right, or they could cause a collapse, but Timon
had the positions they needed memorized. At least he hoped so.


Alice piloted them down, at speeds that would baffle the
minds of most people, ending up right over the building. Then she made the
floor disappear under them, and Tim slapped the control hand piece down. It was
covered in sweat already, his nerves betraying him just a bit, but they were at
ground level half a second later, the color of the vehicle being made to match
the area around them as well as he could manage.


Which wasn't too bad, he hoped.


It took a lot of focus for him to manage it, matching the
area around him as well as he could manage on all sides. It wasn't perfect
either, but seemed to confuse the first few people they ran into. They were all
different at least, which meant they weren't all clones of a single person,
which could be oppressive. Of the seven he ran over in the hallway, traveling a
few hundred miles per hour before he plowed through the second wall, none of
them looked all that familiar either. Not to him.


Kolb on the other hand inhaled sharply.


"That says a lot. Most of those are people that
didn't last the first thousand years. I-" If he had some idea what that
meant, he didn't speak about it, since the others found them then and were
busily attacking them. Most of these people had strange weapons that acted at a
distance, but a few held magical ones that were decently familiar in size and
shape. Noram style things. Nothing all that good though.


They were mainly smart, fast and good enough fighters to
realize that getting in the way of a thing that flew through walls wasn't going
to help a lot. For the most part Timon went a lot slower and just ignored them.
The craft was holding pretty well, and nothing got through to them, at first.
Until a small, very light colored man took something out of his pocket and
threw it at them. It made a smoke of some kind that glowed faintly pink in the
air and tried to move toward the air intake vents.


Kolb touched the seat in front of him hard enough that it
moved and the air flow stopped, even as they kept moving.


"That will cut our air. We have about seven minutes to
get this done. The stair access..." Was right in front of them, but
guarded by something so strange that Timon's mind refused to make sense of it
at first. It was like a man, in that it had two arms and legs, but was all blue
and had a slight sheen to it. Metal. He thought.


Kolb whistled in appreciation.


"Impressive. That's a powered armor suit. I don't know
if it can stop us, but we might not have time to find out. Let's use the
emergency entrance. Backwards about forty feet."


That plan wasn't optimal, since it could make the floor
collapse in on White, so they had to move away from where they figured her cell
was. Then just move through the steel and stone. It was two levels down, which
meant the building was going to be in danger of falling down, by the time they
were done.


The place filled with smoke, since something had caught on
fire it looked like. He hadn't noticed an open flame, but there it was, all
around them. When they got to the door, he didn't know what to do. It had been
covered, but so far things had been a bit different than he'd thought they
would be. That was... Strange, since they'd covered the plans really well. The
armor was a bit different, but it was almost certainly going to be something,
wasn't it? If not that then some other kind of trick or trap they weren't ready
for.


Tiera sounded relaxed still, if a bit more lively than
before.


"I'm going out. We can't risk using the craft to breach
the cell door. Kolb you're on guard for this?" It was the plan, but she
was clearly trying to make it sound like she wasn't bossing the man around.
That was kind of a big deal, in her world, since she was always a bit bossy.
Almost always at least.


"Yes. I'll cover the left side. You free Julie and get
her on board."


Timon was staying in the craft, but made it larger. That was
for two reasons the first was so Julie would have a place to sit. The second was
so that when they left, they'd leave a bigger hole. It would serve to distract
people. Maybe at least.


The others moved fast, and then the world became a mess of
images for him. He didn't hear it all, but Kolb started to scream almost
instantly, while not giving up his position at all. It was that glowing pink
mist in the air, which wasn't being stopped by their shields at all. At the
same time he was fighting the blue armored form, and winning, even while
bellowing in agony.


On the other side of the craft Tiera was busily cutting
through the door and kicking it out of the way. It was thick and seemed to be
made of metal, but it didn't take long. She didn't have a weapon in her hand,
using the ones embedded inside her for the task instead. It was a really neat
trick and made it look like she was using direct effect, waving at the metal
with her fist, and causing it to form a line of separation wherever she did.


After a few seconds she darted in, coming back with a white
form in her arms. Holding the larger woman like a child. Tim made the door in
the back larger and turned his focus to the fight off to the other side. Julie
would live or die, but Kolb was in trouble, since he was losing his fight now
it seemed. Part of that was the mist. Actually that seemed to mainly be it. If
it were nano based, it should have been stopped by his shield, so it was
different than that, but it was making his skin bubble and flake off, whatever
it was.


Timon had to think for a second before working out what to
do, given that the mobile armor was right there too. Trying to attack with loud
explosions that made a small jet of fire come from the back of its hands.


He let the ship rise and then settled it over Kolb leaving a
hole that was just big enough to allow for his shielded form to enter the
craft. Then he made the floor come back and took off his healing amulet and
tossed it to him. He missed the catch, but managed to pick it up while
screaming still and get it into place. Behind him, sitting with Julie on her
lap, Tiera pressed her side against the woman. He could feel what she was
doing, the healing amulet inside of her working away already, healing both of
them. Tim blinked, as understanding came then.


Tiera and White had both been exposed to the mist too. Tiera
just hadn't screamed, so he hadn't noticed it as easily as with Kolb. They all
had blisters on their skin and were, thankfully, healing already. So it wasn't
permanent, no matter what it was.


"Hang on." They didn't have to do it physically,
but Timon wasn't planning to be nice about what came next, given the use of
that kind of thing. It wasn't affecting the remainder of the people either, so
they were immune to it, or something. Hopefully that meant it was their trap,
instead of a nuke or strike from space.


The craft expanded to the largest size he could make it,
which was nearly the footprint of the building they were in, that pretty much
caused the upper floors to fall in. The tricky part was that he took time to
wrap the mobile armored suit in the shield material, locking it in place with
no air. If it didn't have its own inside, the person there was going to be
pretty uncomfortable a few minutes later. The rest of it was done as soon as he
rose up, at about a thousand miles per hour. Maybe a little more. He had to
stop after about ten seconds so they wouldn't end up going too high.


Then he let the forced air system start to work again, and
just sat there, hovering for a few seconds, and took off, headed for Noram, not
having any better plan.


The others were doing better at least, though Julie wasn't
awake yet. If it was her at all. She looked right, but had her eyes closed
still. There was breathing, a mesmerizing rise and fall that he had to force
himself to look away from as soon as he realized what he was doing, which was
looking at her, instead of piloting the craft they were in. The one moving at
thousands of miles per hour. It was part of how she'd been created. She was
lovely, perhaps the most captivating person to have ever lived, or at least one
of them. Her skin, now that some of her natural tone was returning, was like
the surface of a pearl, and her hair wasn't just pure white, but glistened a
bit.


That plus the fact that she was spraying chemicals out that
caused her to be addictively attractive would explain his lack of discipline
well enough. That was through his shield too, which he'd never turned off.
Making himself focus, he didn't speak, just doing his part, which was to keep
moving and evade capture, if there was pursuit. Nothing seemed to be following
them, but he couldn't see behind the vehicle, so had to circle in order to get
a good look. It was that or make the rest of the craft see through, which might
just be a problem for the others at the moment.


Kolb rallied first, but didn't speak until he was back to
normal, more or less.


"We need to do something slightly unexpected. Head for
Austra. It isn't ideal, but we'll have to make do. There are only so many
places we can go to regroup right now, and Noram is too obvious by far. I'd try
Vagus, but..." He paused for a long time. "Head there instead. I was
being prejudiced, because of their low technological level, but we don't need
tech right now, we need a place to work from that no one else would be thinking
about overly."


"Right." Timon made the needed corrections, not
bothering to look at a map. It was his job to know that sort of thing.
Literally. He had the whole globe memorized as well as most of the biggest
cities. Even the ones in Tellerand. Just in case it ever came up.


No one spoke for a while longer, Tiera so clearly holding
her mind in check that it radiated from her. It was nice. A peaceful thing that
Timon wasn't sure he could have managed at all. It was White that started the
conversation, making a strange noise that sounded happy enough, if odd.


"Oh, good. I was wondering if anyone would notice. They
said they replaced me with a clone?"


Timon had heard that one too, so nodded from the front.


"Yes. Tiera and Orange worked it out. Sorry about the
delay getting to you. I don't want to be rude, but could you take your clothes
off?" He half expected someone to call him on it, but even White just
stood up, stretched and stripped. He didn't get to watch, which would have been
fun, since she was pretty, but he had to keep his eyes front in order to steer
properly. At least that's what he told himself. It might have also been due to
the damage his mind had taken, making all women seem a bit untrustworthy. One
or the other, he was sure.


It was Tiera that questioned him, with a single word.


"Tim?"


"We need to check her for weapons. We can't prove that
she's really her and not another clone, but we can check for anything that
might be used against us. At least that's on the outside of her body."


Julie cleared her throat, as Kolb looked at her, his interest
more than a bit academic, it seemed.


"You can check inside too, if you need. I was... kept
in isolation. To torture me. Gray, I'm sure. She never did like me all that
well, though I tried to be her friend. I..." There was a bit of a gasp
from her, but it didn't seem displeased. Tiera it seemed was actually using her
fingers to make certain there were no hidden weapons inside her either. Then
she had the woman open her mouth and actually looked inside.


"That doesn't cover surgically implanted things, or
ones swallowed, or her natural abilities. She doesn't have a hidden force lance
however. Not one she can get to easily."


Timon nodded and tried not to look back.


Watching his sister finger his Aunt wasn't something he
really wanted to dwell on, even if it had been his idea in the first
place. Thankfully she did put clothing on, when Tiera handed her an amulet for
it, instead of her white clothing that she'd been in for weeks. It took a bit
for that to work and she ended up in a white version of the same clothing Timon
was in, but it worked and covered her, which was a relief.


He nodded and changed the topic.


"Kolb, does that mobile armor have air reserves?"


"Yeah, why?"


"Oh, I just took the person that was attacking you and
sort of locked them into place on the bottom of the craft. They might still be
alive then, I guess. It wasn't a perfect idea, but maybe they have information
and will be willing to share? Or not. In that case we can just steal their
armor as a trophy. Put it in a museum or whatever." It was a stupid idea,
all the way around, but no one called him a moron for doing it. Far from it.


Julie clapped.


"Oh, you caught Monroe? Perfect. I haven't had a chance
to speak with him personally yet. He was always rather fond of me. I bet his
clone will be too." There was a lot more certainty there than seemed
warranted, but Kolb didn't disagree with her.


"Are you certain it's Monroe? I wouldn't have thought
that anyone would bother to bring him back. I mean, nice guy, but a bit easily
led... Which answers that question, doesn't it?"


"Indeed. As to your question Timon, I think that such
things tend to have about two to three hours of internal air time, and then the
operator has to leave the confines of the suit or recharge. If we were to land
over the water and dangle him in it, he'll eventually have to come out, if he
doesn't want to suffocate. Then we can ask him questions at our leisure."
She looked around, then moved to sit on Tiera's lap again. She didn't explain
why, but put her arms around her, as if to simply be closer. "We're headed
to Vagus?"


That got the bald man to nod.


"Directly. It will take longer than two hours. At least
in this boat. The new ones can do it inside twenty minutes."


White inhaled, and managed to do it in a way that sounded
skeptical.


"You already have craft that can travel that
fast?"


Tiera spoke her voice sounding very controlled again. Not
that she'd ever really lost it. Even when she'd been in agonizing pain.


"I have one on me. Space craft."


There was a soft chuckle then, but Kolb interrupted the very
attractive woman with more force than seemed needed. He was trying to resist
her allure, it seemed. It showed as a slight gruffness.


"Not a joke, White. Tor made them. This one that we're
in is Tim's design. Not as fast, but more complete than what Tor made the first
time out. It's getting faster too, using some kind of growth algorithm. We have
space travel now. Energy free, which is the first time in history that's
happened, as far as I know. It will give us an edge over the others in a fight,
when it comes to it."


Not if, Tim noticed. When.


He didn't doubt that was going to be true, but he was also a
bit of a pessimist. So, it seemed, was everyone else with them. Even Julie,
which was a bit of a surprise. She'd always seemed kind of... Well, the term
interested in everyone came to mind, not wanting to call her slutty, even in
his own mind. After all, he'd never seen her do anything like that, and
it wasn't her fault everyone wanted her. She'd been made that way, on purpose,
by people that were long dead.


Instead of debating the idea, there was a moment of silence
from the back, and then a soft murmur that Timon nearly didn't hear at all.
Considering his hearing was better than most people's, that probably meant it
wasn't actually meant for him.


Julie just sighed, and sounded oddly pleased for some
reason.


"This means we're almost done, doesn't it? The new
breed is stronger than the old, and if not wiser, no worse. Finally we can lay
down our heads and rest, letting these children take up the load."


She sounded far more tired than Timon expected her to. World
weary. Then being held captive and tortured would do that to a person. Not that
he wouldn't have traded her being kept in isolation for a few weeks, compared
to the horrible pain he'd been subjected to, but it was, he figured, all
relative. For all he knew she would have gladly taken that trade.


About an hour later, with no one talking overly, or using
the communications devices at all, because Tim was nearly certain Tor could
listen in if he wanted. He had an idea and rolled his eyes, feeling like he was
being slightly slow, stopping over the ocean smoothly. Kolb put a hand on his
shoulder and leaned closer to him from the back. They were all sitting way closer
to one another than they had to, since they had the space at the moment.


"Problem?"


"Not really. I'm going to get some water in a holding
tank, and set up a shower for Julie. I should have done that already. We can
have beds too, private rooms, other facilities. Mainly I just want to surround
our friend below us with a nice bit of water. If I leave a small hole at the
top, the suit won't be able to come out... We need a shield too, over that,
since he had some weapons in his fists."


Kolb seemed to consider the idea and then did something a
bit strange, looking back at Tiera.


"You two can set that up. I'll see to the facilities up
here. Timon is right, we should have thought of that already. Combat can be
disorienting, no matter how much of it you've seen. Tim, can you land us on the
water?"


"On it." That wasn't what Kolb had meant, he knew.
He was asking if it was possible for Timon to do it. As if he didn't have the
skills for it? Then, the man had just seen his flying destroy a building. It
could be confusing as to what was done on purpose.


Or he might have just been asking, and Tim was being
a jerk, taking it the wrong way. Regardless, it didn't seem like he was and no
one seemed scared as he descended, using nearly perfect control. It was a thing
that he was used to doing, on longer trips.


It didn't even take long, since the pumps were well enough
designed, and took the salt out of the water, which was a design that Timon had
stolen wholesale from his older brother. It was galling really, but there was
no way to deny that Tor was a better builder than he was. Sure, part of that
was simply that he'd had years more practice, but he also had a real talent for
it, one that seemed beyond what any smart and driven person might manage.


It was almost like magic.


Timon didn't smile at the thought, feeling a bit tired after
everything. He didn't complain however, just making sure that Tiera and Julie
got the holding tank of water right. It meant making some small changes, their
craft just hanging over the water, but not too many. Tiera was good, and White
just stood there, holding her hand the whole time. When Tim moved too close,
she reached for him, only to have his shield push her back a little.


She seemed a bit hurt by that. Betrayed, if the facial
expression was right.


Tiera winked at her and held her a little closer.


"Tim isn't immune to your pheromones like I am. I think
Doris left him vulnerable that way so that she could control him with sex, if
it ever became needed."


It was a lot of information to come in one sentence, and he
took note of it, but didn't comment. He knew that Doris was the meditation
instructor at Lairdgren school, and in a way, had helped to build Tor, Tiera
and himself. Not Taman however, if he'd gotten that part right. What he hadn't
known was that the old woman he'd seen, who looked cute, but had normal colored
skin, was able to do that. For a half second he wondered how she was planning
to control him with sex, looking like she did, when he worked it out.


It was her hair that gave it away really. It was white, but
had the same sheen to it that Julie's did. The bone structure was similar too,
which meant that they were related. Since Doris was able to change shape, if
only slightly, and look younger and older, like Count Lairdgren and Brown
could, or perhaps more like Lyn Red...


It probably meant that she was really like the lovely and
alluring woman in front of him, rather than an old woman that was a schoolmarm.
Or, more correctly, she was both. Probably. He knew not to underestimate
her, and that she was in on the current plans, since she could stop Tor from
reading her. Not much else however. That was going to have to stop soon. It was
too easy for the Ancients to get away without explaining things, having so much
to tell you, if they wanted.


In the main they didn't tell him anything at all, and that
was going to have to end. They were working in a near vacuum already, and
frankly, if that kept up, the world was likely going to die.


Thinking all of this took about half a second, and he made
himself nod once, as if the information his sister had shared simply made
sense. That or he'd already known it. It never paid to let everyone know what
you did, which was probably what the others had been thinking, when it came
down to it. It wasn't wrong, but a lot of things in life existed between one
side and the other. Most things did, probably.


"We need to get back underway." Stretching, so he
wouldn't stiffen up from sitting too long, he moved to the restroom that Kolb
had set up and used it, then got them going again. They'd gotten a lot of
water, which was all on the bottom of the craft and made the controls just a
little different. Not sluggish really, but it took a bit longer to get to full
speed when loaded up, and more time to stop. Tor's craft didn't have that at
all, because, as he'd just been thinking, he was magic.


Annoyingly so.


They didn't try to talk to Monroe, who would either get the
idea, or die. Clearly it was going to be the first one, because shortly after
they started flying again, a completely naked man with true black skin the
color of deep night, crawled out of the hole in the deck and moved to the side.
He tried to move forward, smiling, but hit the shield. Then he tapped at it,
exploring the little prison instantly.


"Well, that's a fine how do you do." Then he
rubbed the center of his face comically. Timon turned back around then, since
his job wasn't interrogating prisoners, but flying. That was probably good for
Monroe, since everything he knew about getting questions answered had been
learned at the hands of sadistic bastards.


Noble ones.


Kolb cleared his throat and swiveled his chair around, but
didn't get up to talk to the man. He did it from where he was, nearly forty
feet away. That meant he had to speak up, more than a little.


"Ah, you've joined us. Timon here decided you should
join our side. You're good with that, right?" The voice was... Actually
kind and pleasant, which was a bit strange, considering the man had been trying
to kill the weapons master not too long before.


Then that part hadn't been very effective, had it? Kolb
would have won, if not for that pink glowing mist. They needed some way to stop
that stuff, he realized. It would mean learning what it was and probably
finding a sample of it. That would be for later, and possibly a thing for
someone else to do, not him.


"What? I guess. I was told that we were supposed
to lower the population... Is that not right?"


Julie answered, her voice happy enough. Tim risked looking
back again as she stepped closer to the all black man. He wasn't a deep brown,
but a true black. All of him was too, Tim noticed. He didn't have white
anywhere on him. His head was as bald as Kolb's, and he was slightly shiny from
still being damp. Even his teeth were all black, making it a little hard to see
all his features at a distance.


It contrasted nicely with the pearl colored woman.


"We've had a stable and sustainable population for the
last two thousand years, Monroe. You do use that name, don't you? You aren't
Cordes or Gray? Perhaps one of the others?"


"Huh? No, I'm me, like always. A lot of the others have
the wrong person in them. We aren't supposed to talk about it, but if I'm not
on their side anymore, it should be all right. I see you have a Gray clone
too?" He pointed, which was a little rude, at Tiera, which got Kolb to
chuckle just a little.


"No, this is her granddaughter. There is a more than
passing resemblance, and her mother is a Gray clone, but Tiera isn't. If
you look closely you can see it."


The man smiled, or at least Tim thought he did, it was hard
to tell, especially after he turned back around, trying not to be distracted by
the stranger. The one that seemed far too tractable to be useful for anything.
If it wasn't a trick.


"Tiera, can you sense his field enough to make certain
he isn't lying?" Or someone else. She wasn't the best builder in the
world, perhaps, but she was already in a trance, and closer to the new man, who
still hadn't said if he was going by the name Monroe.


"I already have been. If he's faking it, he's a master
at pretense." She moved close and plastered a smile on her face. "I
can't sense anything at least. The shield makes it harder."


Timon knew that, but didn't tell them to take it down. They
could do that later. In Vagus. When it wouldn't end up with him being even more
distracted if the man started fighting.


"Good. Well, Monroe, welcome to the team. We can put
you on one of the space craft, as crew. If you want." Timon didn't know if
that was the right thing to say, but the man clapped a little, like a girl, or
a small boy, rather than an Ancient that was probably hundreds or thousands of
years old. The upper limit for memories seemed to be about five hundred years,
using the Rhetistic system, so no older than that, as far as his mind went.


Of course, which five hundred years was an open question,
wasn't it?


The man seemed pleased however.


"Oh, I've heard about that! The fleet that Green built,
to fight off the fake invasion that Cordes mocked up? That sounds marvelous!"


Timon kept his back turned, but smiled a bit. That rather
answered that one, didn't it? At least in potential. There was no invasion
fleet coming from space?


That would make things easier, wouldn't it?
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No one focused on the medium sized man's information really.
It was hard to tell how large he was, being hunched down on the deck like he
was, but Timon had to guess he was about six-two or three, based on the length
of his body and legs. Tiera moved to sit in her original chair, and White sat
next to the clear shield, as if trying to be close to her old friend.


It was Kolb that spoke however, holding to his own chair,
way over by Tim. That had to be about not scaring the man in the bubble. He
seemed different than the other Ancients. Not as bright in a way, but
malleable. Easy to manage and without guile. That last part could be an act,
but it resonated with what the others had said, as well as how they'd said it.


In and of himself, Monroe wasn't a threat to anyone.
Fighting armor or not.


So some kind of slave line creation that hadn't made it in
the long run? Why bring back people like that however? Just for the genetic
diversity? As an actual slave?


Julie helped provide the answer, after a fashion, in the way
she spoke to the man. Like a small child nearly. One that she wanted to do very
bad things with, but it was there in her tone.


"That's right. It was Torrance Purple that made them,
however, not Green. He's a Green clone, but also himself."


That got the trapped man to nod happily.


"Yeah, yeah. I know him. Cordes Purple, isn't it? The
one slated to take over North America? I hear he's got some new tech? Is that
what you used in that fight Kolby? That was... Well, you looked normal, but
other than the screaming, you didn't back up at all. Against frame armor.
Some kind of energy shield? Like this?" He tapped the air in front of him,
which made no noise at all.


Shields didn't easily transmit sound from one side to the
other. Monroe was only being heard because there were spaces at the top of the
tiny dome he was in so that he could breathe.


Sir Kolbrin waved a large hand at the walls of the craft.


"It's all shield. A potential energy state really.
Fascinating stuff, if you get a chance to study it. I'm sure you'd be very good
at using the new magical techniques, come to think of it. It takes practice,
but most intelligent people willing to take the time and apply themselves can
manage it."


Timon filed that one away too. Kolb wasn't being flattering,
he was stating a fact. It was clear in his voice. The important part wasn't
that the man could do magic, it was that Kolb thought of him as very intelligent.
Not just bright enough, but at a high level.


It wasn't coming across in his voice or mannerisms, but that
could be due to other factors, like genetics, or a Rhetistic set that caused
him to act and respond a certain way.


"That sounds neat. Is that where we're going now? To
North America? Noram, I mean. Has it changed a lot?"


Timon nearly snapped at the man not to ask questions, but Julie
laughed and shook her head.


"No dear, we're going to Vagus. Lyn Red manages it for
us. For the side that isn't planning on killing most of humanity. It isn't a
metropolis, but no place really is. Not even Australia. Austra now. You
remember that, don't you? We made the selections while you were with us
originally." She didn't seem to think it was a weird thing to say, from
her tone.


Timon just watched the horizon, since they had a while to go
still, at these speeds.


Monroe seemed happy enough to chat at least, and spoke with
an innocent air about him, genius or not.


"I do remember, naturally, it isn't like I forget
things. I just can't know who or what is actually left, can I? The others,
Cordes Seven and Gray Four, they didn't let me have a lot of up to date
information about the rest of the world. They actually made it sound a bit
dismal, to be honest. Gray especially. Warring feudal level tribes in North
America, South America is filled with peaceful stone aged people, Australia is
a technological nightmare and Europe is run by a pseudo-Christian cult. Only
Africa and the Antarctic have managed to do the right thing."


Timon didn't know all the words, but worked out most of it
based on what he did know.


"That isn't the way I'd have described it all. Noram is
pretty much that way, I'll grant. But Austra is nice enough. They're using
things up a bit too fast, and are too driven by greed, but are managing not to
use everything up really. Tellerand... which I think is Europe?" 


He waited, and Kolb cleared his throat gently.


"That's right. Christianity is basically the
predecessor of the one god religions."


"All right, well, Black does have that going on then,
but the actual land itself is well managed. People help each other there, and
live clean and simple lives. The Priests can be a pain in the rear, always
trying to convert you to their way, but other than that most of the people are
nice enough. They do a lot with architecture. It's in balance. Everyplace is
really. I don't like what Grandmother did to Afrak. Africa. Gray changed the
people, so that they can't even consider violence or resistance. They aren't
destroying the world though and are kind enough."


The Antarctic didn't need going in to. They only had three
people. The highest old style technology base too, but they didn't abuse it.
The Blues were good that way.


Kolb turned around, so that his voice seemed aimed at the
back of Timon's head, which meant he was looking out the front window.


"Which leaves Vagus, which, until a few months ago, was
a stone age culture. Now they're taking up the new magic too. It's probably the
way we'll all live eventually. Perhaps the way we were supposed to all along?
It has very low material and energy cost, if used correctly. There are dangers
with it still, of course."


Monroe made a noise that seemed a lot darker than not, for
some reason.


"Oh, I can see that. This is what, a troop transport? A
battle ship? One that you took into a building to retrieve Julie, then used as
a weapon to kill the others? I didn't see that, but the radio cut out. Do you
think anyone survived?"


The large bald man didn't turn to look back at all.


"I don't really know. Some of them likely did. A
building falling on any of us in here wouldn't be enough to kill us outright,
and most of the others are the same in that regard. Not unless they were very
unlucky. It was more distraction than anything else. A few probably died, but
we were too busy healing from the micro-plasma burns. That's been forbidden for
a long time. I'm surprised that Cordes allowed it to be used at all, to tell
the truth. He always spoke out against it as barbaric."


That got silence in return, and Monroe didn't even try to
explain it. Not even when Julie made a soft prompting sound. That probably
meant it was a big deal, since the man didn't seem to be resisting any other
questions.


Timon didn't let it rest.


"Not to be pushy, Monroe, but micro-plasma, what do you
know about it? Did you make it for them?" It was a hunch, based on
nothing, but occasionally it paid to just throw things like that out. There was
a soft sob then. Not crying, but a gasp that sounded a bit funny.


"The others made me do it. I didn't want to, but they
ordered me to do it. I didn't have a choice. It..."


Julie growled, which was so out of character that Tiera
stood up and moved toward the shield, her soft energy signature flaring with
sudden rage. She didn't let it show though.


Luckily the White woman explained what was happening, before
his sister got to the prisoner.


"There was a time when using micro-plasma weapons
nearly crippled half the world. It was a war that we don't remember now. It's
been blotted out of the records, everywhere. On purpose. To make an innocent
man like Monroe make something like that... It's not a good thing. It's worse
than a mere crime against him, it's one against the world. How new is
this?"


The black man was quiet for a bit, when he spoke he sounded
scared. Shaky.


"It was... I woke up three months ago. In the facility
you took me from. I think they brought me back just to do that. They said
something about the plague not working as well as hoped, since something went
wrong with the plan. Not many died from it, so they started on another one.
Nuclear weapons and micro-plasma. You don't seem hurt now though, so you can
beat it, right?" The unspoken part, where he was asking them to let him
know that they hadn't destroyed the world, seemed to be the real question.


Tiera moved further back in the vehicle and ended up
standing in front of the nude man.


"Healing magic. Not everyone has it however. These
weapons are designed to cripple and not kill? Why?"


Timon got that one without needing to be told. It was
obvious after all.


"Economic warfare. If you can incapacitate half the
people, the others will have to spend most of their time and resources caring
for them. That or kill them. That would destroy any cohesion the other side had
however. I don't know if it would work though, it seemed to be like a gas, or
nano cloud. Would it be that effective? I-"


"Yes. That isn't really wrong, in a way. It's actually
a form of complex free form energy. Hence it being called a plasma, like a
flame is?" Monroe spoke without seeming to bother censoring himself.
"It communicates within itself however, and can attack specific targets.
The stuff at the base was just set to go after anyone human that wasn't in its
memory. We made enough to cover most of the planet. Not all at once, but over a
few years, with it moving around, it could do it. The design is similar to
making a nano cloud. Very good. Do you do design work?"


Tim was about to say no, when Sir Kolbrin answered for him.


"Timon does magical designs. This ship is one of his.
I'd like you to work with him on coming up with a counter for the
micro-plasma." There was a rustling, and the large man patted his
shoulder, or at least the shield over it. That made it clear they were both
wearing theirs and had them on still. "Not that I can order Tim around, or
you, Monroe. We just don't have anyone else that can do the magical side of
this."


Because Tor, The Builder, had been compromised, and
couldn't be trusted. Green could probably do the work, but Kolb didn't mention
that part at all. Either he was doing something even more important or... The
only thing that Tim could come up with was that having two slaves work
on the project might not be optimal.


Timon went with that one.


"Right. We'll be working in space on that then. I got
kicked out of school earlier, for being a nuisance. It nearly made poor
Countess Printer cry, and everything. On my first day too. Not great for the
long term record, is it?" He smiled though and let it be heard in his
voice. It wasn't that important, over all, was it?


Not with world ending weapons being made and Remy Seventeen
wanting him dead.


Tiera sucked in air and nearly ran to him, her concentration
breaking almost totally.


"Oh! I'm so sorry. It was the attack on Printer? Or on
you, I mean?"


"Naturally. The trick now will be getting Orange to
lend us a ship. We need supplies and all that too. It will probably help keep
Remy off my back for a few weeks at least. Not forever, I'm willing to bet. I
might as well make things interesting for it though."


"What! There's a Remy left? And it's trying to kill
you? How can you be so calm? That's horrible! Yes, we need to hide you. We...
Right now. I..." Monroe was standing, and trying to push past the shield,
which got Kolb to wave at him, not smiling.


"The Remy couldn't beat the shield yet either. Almost,
but the healing devices saved Timon once. For the first time since the Concord
someone in the world can actually bring a fair fight to one of them. The last
time they met, all the Remy could manage was to stand there, and had to flee
in the end. From a twelve year old boy. I wouldn't panic on Tim's behalf just
yet. In fact, if you'd like to make a wager, I'll put twenty gold coins on
Timon removing it as a threat inside the next year."


"How? Before the Catastrophe they had to discontinue
the line, because they couldn't control them. Blow it up with a nuke? A high
test bomb at least? Fire works, but only if you can hold them in it. Trap it
somehow? I don't know how long a potential energy shield like this one will
last. If you took out the air, and made it solid, that might work to hold it
for a while. Other than that... It makes it all sound too easy. Those things
are hard to catch, and it normally takes a lot of lives to finally get it to
happen. Armies have died trying and failed at it."


Timon kept looking out the front and let his eyes scan the
world in front of him. The ocean was a pretty color that day, in the twilight
gloom. A flat blue-black already. The sky in front of him was a pretty pink
color too.


"We can do large explosions. Would the smaller kind of
weapon do or that huge one-"


Kolb stopped him.


"The smaller will do. I have an extra on me. You'll
want layers of backups however, in case one thing doesn't work. Plan for
everything you can."


Naturally. It was almost as if the man was thinking of him
as a kid or something. He didn't let his thoughts show.


"I can do that. I probably can't help it, really. This
is sort of a big deal in my life. Most of the time people love me, you
know?" 


That got a snort from Tiera, who still wasn't all the way
back to normal. Finding out that he'd nearly been killed, blown up by Kim the
mechanical ship girl, that didn't faze her, but being kicked out of
school as a hazard...


"We'll need a reason for me to be off working in space
however. I guess we could claim that Monroe is my new special tutor. Have the
others in for a weekend or two, if it's ever safe enough. It would be a good
enough place to test Ma."


Monroe spoke with a lot of energy then.


"To see if she's actually Gray? That seems pretty
likely, given all the others. I'm surprised no one checked for that yet. I can
work up a brain scan, if I have the right materials. It will take a few weeks,
since we should work on the micro-plasma problem first. Unless it's an
emergency?"


This time Tiera spoke, her voice making it clear she wasn't
giving up on her attempt to live in a trance, even if Tor wasn't around. It was
the only way for her to get good enough in time for it to be useful. No one
needed to explain that to him. Really, he should probably do something similar
himself, if he could muster the will to try. There weren't a lot of other
options, if he was going to be the go to person for building now. Especially if
he had to outcompete his brother.


It was a good enough reason, and he tried to hold his mind
still, sensing all the patterns on the ship. All the fields of mind and magic.
It took work.


"We can check for that directly. Using magic. It's...
Well, no one really wants it to be true, so we've all been putting it off. What
if she is? What do we do? Kill her? She's our mother. Lock her away?
We'd have to do something, and that would just be cruel, since she's immortal.
No one knows how to remove a Rhetistic set at all yet and never has. Unless you
do?" There was a bit of hope in the words, but Monroe dashed them
instantly.


"Not at all. As far as I know it's never been done.
Still, each new technology lends hope to it being doable. Maybe this magic is
the key? Or something else. I agree however, that she shouldn't be harmed. Make
her a home on the moon or something? Do we have an active moon base? No one
mentioned it."


"Just the old lunar base. I was there a few months ago,
with the Blues. It's not that nice. There's a lot of space up there though.
Since we can make gravity and everything, we should consider it. Put a few
million people up there so that it will be harder to kill us all, if we
fail."


That made sense. Enough that Timon let the idea spin in his
mind for a while. It would take a lot to get it done, but they had the
resources, or could, as long as no one killed most of the planet off. The hard
part would be water, since they couldn't take it all from Earth. They'd need to
learn how to make it. If that was possible.


The idea would be a hard one to crack. Not impossible he didn't
think, just really tough. He'd seen some of the Lairdgren Group's latest work
and they were making things like soap and toothpaste that could be used on and
in the body, and did its job. Water wouldn't be that hard, to mimic, he didn't
think. The trick would be in making it last. When you turned off the soap
amulet, the soap vanished. If the magical water were a part of a person and it
got turned off... That would not end well. The idea was an interesting
one however.


Not that he had an idea as to how it could be made to work
yet. Ideally he'd run it past his brother, but that wasn't going to happen.
Instead, well, he'd have to figure it out for himself. That, and do some other
things that would be less than fun, most likely.


"I'll work on that. Can you get us a ship from Orange?
A crew too, if possible?"


That started a conversation, with both Tiera and Timon in a
trance, listening more than speaking the whole time. He tried to make himself
seem more normal externally, so that he wasn't flat affected the whole time. It
would be too creepy otherwise.


Tiera actually thought she could work that all out inside a
day, even going off to Vagus first. Everyone tried to sit and converse for a
while, but finally gave in to boredom and went to rest. Monroe wasn't given
clothing yet, but his invisible cell area was made larger and a bed put in it,
so he could rest too. The only ones left upright were himself and his sister,
who, he realized was taller than him again. 


She moved to sit next to him, staring out at the black sky
in front of them, not speaking at all. It wasn't that hard to put up with,
since he was holding his own mind still the whole time, trying not to think,
except about flying as well as possible.


"Everything is going to change. Again." She
sounded a bit sad about it. Subdued and soft. "Tor, Mother, who knows who
else is going to die, or turn out to be working against us in all this?"


"I know. It could be anyone. Especially the Ancients.
All we can do is read everyone constantly and watch for irregularities. Be
careful and trust no one. That's less than perfect, since we can't let them
know we don't trust them, just in case they really aren't on our side. On the
good side, no one noble will really notice it, since they live that way all the
time." Tim smiled gently, trying to make it seem real, like he meant it.


"That's true." She leaned forward a bit and
pointed at a red glow in the night, one with small white lights around it, like
a city. A real one. "Is that Lyn's?"


Timon nodded.


"A bit more official looking now, but yes, that seems
to be the mage school location. Someone has been making lights using magic, it
seems. Here let me signal them. Could you connect with Red? She has a
device." Mark, Trice's older brother, had brought her one, weeks before.


Tiera didn't ask why and pulled her own communications
device out to do it instantly, working efficiently. It took a minute for the
thing to pick up, but the woman herself was on it, meaning she hadn't handed it
off to a minor official or someone else to take her messages yet.


"Lyn Red, how may I serve you today?"


Tiera looked at the device blankly.


"By not being too shocked that we're coming to visit?
We'll be there in about ten minutes, if we slow down enough. We have some
guests. Julie White, Kolb and... Monroe."


The device made a strange noise, but the leader of the
largest land on the planet didn't sound out of sorts after that.


"I understand. If you could orient on the Mage school
and land on the river side, facing the building, to the left of the water
feature?"


Timon could see it already, since it was a glowing red
stream of water that ran both to and from the glowing dome. It was really the
water for the structure, but there was no reason for it not to be pretty too.
He had a silver glowing river that surrounded his own place at the Capital, for
the same reason.


Tiera waved to the right spot, but without saying anything.


"We'll be there directly. Thanks for having us."


"Well, thank you for coming. We don't get a lot of
visitors here. Dorgal will be pleased, I think."


Then, with a bit of polite and flowery speech that would be
more in line with visiting dignitaries than pushy relatives bringing problems
to her door, the Ancient broke the connection. That gave her just enough time
to get outside, along with her husband and an honor guard of twenty red-robed
mage students, who all clearly had force lances hidden in their sleeves. Timon
felt them the instant he stepped off the craft, scanning the crowd. Red didn't
hold back, nearly rushing them.


"Tim! I didn't know you were here too. So is this
actually a more relaxed visit than I was led to believe? If you've taken
prisoners..."


He shrugged.


"Well, we haven't. Julie, as you know, was taken
herself and locked in a small dark room for weeks. Alone." That meant
something, since Red hissed at the idea. She wasn't big, and looked about
twenty right now, with Asian features that matched the rest of the crowd around
them. When they'd first met he'd thought her a little funny looking, but now
she seemed pretty, in a way. Not like Julie, but then no one was really.
Compared to the mage women around them, she was cute. The men were harder for
him to judge, not really being a thing he considered at all.


They all stared at Julie when she came out, and most of the
surrounding mages suddenly flared with shields that went up. That was a new
thing, but made sense. Mages. They made things like that after all, or at least
copied them.


Timon spoke in his still slightly broken Cantonese.


"You should all be shielded. There is not great
physical threat, but I cannot promise that none exists at all."


That got the rest of them to go, including Dorgal, who moved
in carefully, and bowed. First to Kolb and Julie, but then Tiera and himself.


"Baron Kolbrin is a friend I recognize from school, but
I don't believe I've met this lady before?" He meant Julie, who bowed
back, getting protocol and things like that, due to long practice.


Timon moved forward, since they needed to be introduced.


"This is Julie White of Soam. She leads there. You know
my sister Tiera, but may not have heard of her recent acquisition of County
Morris? Now County Baker." That part wasn't a big deal, except that Dorgal
was a merchant, by blood. "Also your cousin, I believe? It came as a bit
of a shock to us too, but it turns out da is a Sorvee relation. In the old
family business."


That got a reaction from the man in front of them, who
looked the same as always, except that he was wearing a rust colored robe,
instead of his Noram style clothing.


"Um... Welcome? I... Did not know that. I would have...
Honestly, if that situation is what I think it is, then I would have said
nothing, even if I knew. It probably means I have some groveling to do with
Tor." He smiled about it, as if trying to let them know he didn't mean it
in a bad way. "Welcome, Countess Baker. It's so nice to have some people
from home around. I need to get over there soon and visit, or everyone will
forget about me. We need to work out some kind of trade between our two lands.
Perhaps some of the others as well? I've spoken to Mark Morgan about the idea,
but he doesn't seem to have the needed power to set that sort of thing up on
his own."


"But I do." Timon smiled. "We need to
set up space transport anyway, which is a lot faster than anything else. Tiera
will contact Alice Orange to see about that. You can have a port here, if you
want? I don't think anyone else has one yet, not even Austra. It would pay to
be the first." Timon wanted to sound like a merchant, but it didn't really
work. His voice was too bland for it. It lacked the excitement they always had
when it came to making coin.


That reminded him to focus at least, which was helpful.


Dorgal looked considering and then gave a sidelong look at
his wife. It was clear that they'd already had an issue on the topic.


"I don't know. We can't really afford that kind of
thing yet. Perhaps in a few years?"


Timon moved with the flow of the words, and then smiled at Red,
who was nearly as blank as Tiera was at the moment, nothing coming off of her
field at all. She actually tried to read him while he was sneaking a peak at
her inner self.


Brilliantly creative of her, really.


Watching him like that.


"Fine. Lyn, can I lease some land from you? Just
outside the city here? We can trade goods for it. Or services. Gold too, if you
want to collect some for dealings with Noram."


The woman looked at him as if he were food, and then smiled
at him, her head nodding a bit.


"A quarter mile square of poor farming land? It can't
be used for grazing, but is nice and flat and only about half a mile from the
river. Just keep the flow steady or bring in more from the ocean. Does that
sound good?"


"That... Does. How much? If it looks like it will work
I mean?"


"Hmmm... She looked at Julie, and her eyes twinkled a
bit, as if she were going to play games with him. "Let's call it... Fifty
gold? That's the annual land rent of course. A real bargain, considering
we don't have the concept of land ownership here and you could just put up
structures and no one would mind." She grinned then, her joke plain at
least.


He smiled at her and wrinkled his nose.


"Twenty-five gold, annual payment, but I'll make
certain there are at least twenty-five gold or trade equivalent in goods worth
of jobs for people in the area."


Normally the woman would have just let him have it he knew,
but he'd started negotiating, which wasn't a mistake. People from Noram would
eventually want to do business there and if they started out getting things for
free, the nobles would march all over the people there. Economically at least.


"Thirty gold for the land, twenty-five in jobs, or the
trade equivalent of gold, and I want one of your new ships. You made this one,
didn't you? Can we copy it?" The last was a simple request, and really,
Lyn could.


He didn't think he could stop her for one thing, and she had
the personal ability.


Tim shook his head.


"You can have one, but you need to rebuild it
and make them your own. Improve on the idea in some fashion. This is a school
after all. Not doing that would just be lazy, and should get people low marks."
He was half kidding, since they didn't have marks there, but one of the mages
bowed to him, clearly understanding what he'd been saying. It was a young man,
who looked to be in his early twenties or so, and had a stupid wispy mustache,
that was, he realized after a moment, a copy of Dorgal's. Hopefully they
weren't starting a trend.


"The Great Brother speaks truly. Wise one." There
was another bow, and Lyn sighed.


"You do. When did you start growing up?"


Timon smirked, and shook his head.


"It was either when Countess Alan was torturing me, along
with the Larval Assassin, or earlier today when Remy Seventeen declared me a
dead man. Take your pick."


Lyn made a face, then looked at the others, stopping to
stare at Kolb, for some reason.


"Well, that's not a gentle thing, is it? Are you
certain?"


The weapons master shook his head.


"Not personally, but it has the right sound to it. We
should set things up here, if you don't mind. Get Orange in, if you can put up
with her, and possibly Green. Tim's already got a plan, but you don't need to
know about it yet." He put out his right hand gently, but half the crowd
reacted, as if he were going to physically pound their Great Mother. 


It was cute, Tim decided. They all looked so earnest, but
none of them had weapons that would affect Kolb at all. Then, the man didn't
have anything on him that would take Red, so it was already a stalemate, most
likely.


One of the men, the one with the wispy mustache that he
really should have forgone, did have several extra amulets on him, all on
stone, from the feel of them. Timon waved to him, ignoring the rest of the
people's over reaction.


"Can I borrow a clothing amulet from you? Or trade for
it? We've got someone on the ship that needs clothing."


Without hesitation at all the man bowed and worked at his
neck, removing a leather string and handing it to him.


"Thank you for considering my humble efforts worthy,
Great One."


"Timon. Or Tim. Sorry, I didn't get your name?"


Dorgal stepped forward then, smiling.


"My protégé, after a fashion. In that I'm successfully
teaching him Noram Standard and failing to make a merchant of him at all. Mages
aren't allowed to engage in commerce. It's a rule here. His name is Deshi. They
don't use familial names here."


Bowing back Timon took the amulet.


"I thank you for the loan then. Um... Here." He
pulled his amulets from his pocket and tried to think what he had extras of. A
craft, which he handed to Lyn, but nothing else really. Except for his
Tor-shoes, which he hadn't been using at all. He could make new ones however,
and probably should, with much greater speed than anything existing had yet. At
least if he didn't want to be dead. "Please take this."


The man took it, and seemed baffled, but managed a bow in
return.


"I am unworthy of such a gift, you should give it to
the Great Mother, or her consort."


Lyn gave the mage a look, and rolled her eyes in an
exaggerated fashion. It was apparently not unexpected, since the others all
managed a soft chuckle and covered their mouths, except an old man that looked
familiar.


Timon waved at him.


"Oh, right! Did Mark get you the dried meat in exchange
for the healing amulets I came and got a few months ago?"


Red nodded somberly.


"That was a most appreciated gift. From you, and
a Count Kern? It heartened the students here to know that we have the support
of all Noram in our meager efforts." Then she bowed, because that was
something that Noram and Vagus had in common. Bowing. All the time.


"You do. Please tell everyone that. Even the King and
Queen are most interested in seeing you all succeed. As well as my family. I'm
surprised you haven't gotten a visit from Terry or Tess yet. Or Taman.
Though if she shows up without contacting you first, make sure to paddle her
for it. Ma and da won't, but she can't have free run of the whole world. There
have to be some limits." At least if they could enforce them.


Red grinned and seemed to be agreeing, while Julie looked
horrified.


"You wouldn't really strike a child, would you Lyn?
Timon?"


Tiera wrinkled her nose, which had more than one of the
mages surrounding them looking her way, including Deshi. It was cute and she
was both pretty and incredibly exotic for the area.


"Well, when she built a little floating carriage of her
own and ran away to live with Tor, mother didn't beat her for it. It was
impressive in more than one way. You should have them in over the summer
however, if you can stand the idea. The kids I mean. Living at a mage school
won't hurt them at all. They're all in building lessons anyway. Terry's even
becoming decent at making copies from a template I hear. Taman is the only full
builder yet, however. I doubt it will be too long however, since Terry's smart."


There was a sudden bit of speech from Lyn, who was rather
commanding sounding. Tim managed to get part of it, but not all.


"We should prepare for a visit from the Great Children.
They will be coming to learn from us, and we must not fail them."


Tim didn't let himself smile, just bowing toward them all
again, and then holding up his right hand, with the Deshi made clothing amulet
in it. The thing felt like the man, which meant it was his own work, not just a
pure copy.


"Perhaps Builder Deshi and I can go and retrieve
Monroe? He has to be wondering what's going on by now. We kind of left
him locked up inside." He didn't put a voice to the thought, but if it had
been him, Timon would have been already working to escape.


It seemed like Monroe was unfamiliar with magic, but when
they got in he was already sitting at the main controls, wrapped in a sheet
from the bed, which had been cleverly tied over one shoulder into a satin
dress. It was a light blue and didn't go with his skin tone at all. Timon had thought
everything went with black, but there seemed to be some things that didn't
really work.


"Oh, hey! This is the drive control right? I just move
it in the direction I want to go, and the amount controls the speed? That's
efficient. I got hungry and wanted to see if you had anything to eat, but I
couldn't find anything. That's all right, isn't it?"


Timon looked at the scene and suppressed a giant sigh. The
man really was smart, no matter how innocent he sounded most of the time. He
might well have merely gotten hungry, or he could have been ready to take the
craft and run home when they'd walked in. That he hadn't yet could mean
anything.


"We came with some real clothing for you. That sheet
won't exist as soon as you leave the craft. Well, at least if you move too far
away from it. It's not separate from it." Holding up the amulet he moved
on the man, who didn't shy away or act guilty of anything at all. In fact he
just smiled. It looked cheery.


"Wonderful! It's part of this object? I can use it like
the ship? Just think what I want at it?"


Deshi stood back, his eyes humbly downcast, which seemed a
bit too much for just them, being only a child, and a half prisoner like they
were, and Monroe didn't look any older than the native mage did.


"I hope you will accept it as a gift? It is my own
humble effort." The man wasn't speaking flawless Noram, but it was only
heavily accented, not too thick to understand.


"Thanks. That's really nice of you. I'm Monroe. I heard
we were going to Vagus and that Lyn Red is here? We used to be friends, back in
school. That was about a thousand years ago now." Waving a hand airily he
just stood, waiting for Timon to put the device on him and activate it. It
could be a trick, of course, since it meant getting really close to him in
order to make that happen.


Instead of coming at him with some form of advanced and
ancient martial art, which Timon wouldn't be able to stop at all, most likely,
the man just thanked him and looked down at the simple red robe that the thing
became.


The default for it was, Tim intuited, the most common thing
that Deshi wore, day to day. Monroe looked at it, his eyes down at his body,
and then seemed to focus a bit. It was hard to tell really, but after a few
seconds the clothing went through a lot of changes, as if he were trying to
test the limits of it. Most of it was just clothing, but the last outfit was
pretty unique and reminded him of the padded armor that some of the students
wore when training to fight. Only it seemed more durable somehow.


Monroe noticed him looking at the all red outfit, and screwed
his face up playfully.


"You never know what will be useful. So far you've all
been pretty nice to me, considering the situation, but what if that changes? I
might need this."


Timon nodded. Of course, if he really needed that, it
probably wouldn't do him much good, since no one attacking him there would be a
tavern brawler, or want to stab him with a spear. Then, you did what you could,
in dire situations.


"You might want to memorize that then. Maybe something
a bit less combative for the initial meeting though? Something plain, and
boring. Like what everyone else will be wearing here, since you already have
that unique skin coloration thing going on. No need to rub that in. Being all
special and all." It wasn't exactly pretty, but it was still striking. In
a way it was too hard to look at to really see the man. He was all black, and
it washed out the definition that a normal person had. He'd be invisible at
night too.


That would probably be when the man would escape.


Or try to at least.


His sense of place was pretty good it seemed, and he didn't
go in for a robe, like a mage, but a deep red version of what Timon had on. It
was probably a bit too fancy still, but it would do. It was Red's land and
wearing a color that she favored wasn't a bad plan. The man stood straight,
stretched a bit and then smiled, which was too exaggerated to be real.


"I'll follow your lead then, Tim, since we're going to
be partners in the coming project. I was thinking about the moon base idea. Can
you build long term structures out of material like this ship is made of? If
not we might be able to make use of something similar to make earth moving
equipment for lunar work. Or, well, it isn't called earth there, is it? I hear
it makes good glass though, since it has a high silicon content. This is really
exciting." Without stopping, he switched topics. Timon had to fight that
urge himself all the time, but he didn't think Deshi was keeping up, not having
a good enough base of information yet. "Oh, I need to get some equipment
before we go. Would Austra have enough of a technological base do you think? If
not I'll have to send a list with you to Blue. Cindy hates me. I think it
started when I snitched on her and Remy Nineteen when we were kids. The Remy
wasn't upset about it, but Blue never really forgave me. I was asked though, so
of course I told the administrator what they were doing. It isn't like I had a
choice. Again that's about a thousand years ago."


Timon shook his head, smiling.


"Three thousand and a bit. The Remy's all date back to
then too?" He was both changing the topic and moving them to the door,
since he was a bit hungry himself. The food of Vagus was meat heavy and bland,
but filling and nutritious enough. No one there was fat though, so he'd need to
make sure he brought in something to replace what they took away. He was
starting to get the idea that these people would let themselves starve, rather
than turn away a request for aid.


It was noble, of course, but also meant that he needed to
make certain Lyn didn't let her mages want for too much. If that happened
they'd probably try to run off on their own and get into mischief. Timon would
have if someone had told him that he wasn't allowed to benefit from his own
work directly.


Monroe grabbed the new topic and ran with it.


"Yes, they sure do. They were different than most of
us, since they aren't living, and are, at the same time. They don't need food
or water, and absorb what they need from the environment. They do need air,
unless they go dormant, and then they can pretty much just hang out as long as
is needed. The thing with Blue, well, Remy's are adept shape shifters. They can
be anything or anyone, which was the real problem. They weren't supposed to be
having sex, since we weren't allowed back then, all of us being too young.
About fifteen or so, I think. Cindy is a hermaphrodite, and Remy switched the
position of their genitals to be the other way around, so they'd fit? It
worked, but Blue wasn't really designed for that, and it was hurting her. So I
told when asked, and they got in trouble. One of the lab techs ended up being
fired over it."


He was still talking as they moved down the stairs and
walked slowly, so that no one would use a force lance on them, over to where
Red, Dorgal and Tiera were talking into one of the hand held communications
devices. It was he realized, Dorgal doing most of the speaking, his voice happy
and excited.


"It really is a marvelous idea that Timon has, Sir."
Who he was speaking to Tim didn't get at first, until the man replied.


"A space port in each land? Possibly several? All at
his own expense? That's ambitious, I'd say. Very well, I can put the word out
that more bodies will be needed on the project. Perhaps the High Servants could
be put to that endeavor? Not strictly, of course, since their mandate is to
serve those in need, but being positioned with such a grand scheme can only
give them the chance to help even more people. That's most important to
them." There was no hint of irony in his words at all, so Timon didn't
bother making a face.


Tiera didn't either, but she did turn to look at him, as if
expecting him to give that one away. As if he'd do something like that?


Nodding he bowed to Lyn and then, as an afterthought,
Dorgal, being that he was kind of the lesser co-ruler of the land here. It was
a big deal, and he deserved some respect for that. Mainly for not abusing his
new found power there at all, as far as Timon could tell.


"The High Servants are a new order. Much like a sworn knight,
except that they seek to aid others in times of peril or stress, rather than
defend them with strength of arms. They were formed originally to help put the
Capital back together, after the last attack."


That wasn't exactly correct, but the King didn't naysay him
in front of the foreign ruler. They always got along that way, Tim realized.
Actually, they got along really well. Too well. It wasn't a bad thing, and not
creepy in any way, but the King actually listened to him. On one hand that
meant he was a wise and intelligent man, because clearly, Timon was almost
always right. Still, he was a child and knew it. He liked to think that being
smart helped him seem older, but the King should have largely ignored
him. Maybe give him a gift on Noram Day, or possibly invite him to a party or
two, occasionally.


Instead the man treated him like an advisor almost. Only
occasionally acting as if he weren't a full grown and educated man. It wasn't
normal. It probably meant something dark too. What exactly that was he didn't
know for certain, but had heard enough to suspect Doris had created him to be
very well received by the Royal family. It was some kind of chemical or
pheromone thing. Useful, but also dangerous.


Timon wasn't exactly a trustworthy person in all things,
after all.


"Tiera? Would you get with Sir Derring, and see to
that? If you want them, I mean, Timon. I'll understand if you don't." That
was nice of the man to add, since a lot of people really wouldn't want a group that
was made up mainly of castoff second and third sons and daughters that no one
else wanted. Except that putting it that way made him realize something. If no
one else wanted them, maybe he could bring them together for his own purposes.


"If we have work for them, I'd want them in various
locations. It won't be easy all the time. They'll need to learn other languages
and customs... But if they're willing, then I think we might have use for some
of them."


Monroe started nodding happily and spoke as if there weren't
a king on the other end of the communications device, moving toward Lyn the
whole time he spoke.


"Ah! They can help us build the new lunar base! We'll
need a work force, yes? Tim and I have to find a way to stop micro-plasma, and
that will take most of our time. These High Servants sound exactly like the
people we need. After all, we need their help, and you said that was what
they're supposed to do, right?" He was addressing the King, and chatting
along as if they were not only fast friends, but had been talking together the
whole time.


King Richard just pretended that was the case, being good at
that sort of thing. It was a valuable skill to learn, going along with things
like that, Timon decided. He needed to work on it himself.


"That's true. Tiera will see to that part of things.
Now, I don't mean to be rude, but I'm being signaled that I need to attend to a
meeting. Is there anything else needed for the moment? I can assign someone to
this project for you, if you feel it's needed, Lyn?"


The small woman smiled a bit and then shook her head and Deshi
frowned for some reason. It was on the words from the King and since the man
wasn't against being helpful, he doubted it was that. That left the name, Lyn.
It was probably a bit too casual for him, since she was also the Great Mother.
Tim understood a bit more now than he used to about that title. It wasn't
saying she was their Queen, or anything like that, though she had that kind of
power and more. It was the more that made it different. She was, in a very real
way, their living god.


To make it all worse, he was one of the Great Brothers
and Tiera was probably a Great Sister or something along those lines too.
Because that was exactly what they needed to hear to keep them humble and not
full of themselves. He decided not to mention it to her. Tiera was, in many
ways, a better person than he was. A hot head at times, or at least she used to
be, and a bit too willing to think of him as a boy still, as in a truly little
one, but other than that, she was generally kinder than he was.


Still, she was also very nearly the Gray Ancient. He didn't
want to fill her head with delusions of grandeur at fourteen if he could help
it.


Monroe looked at the focus stone device and seemed to be
reading the visible names off of it, even though Red was holding it so they'd
be upside down to him.


"This is interesting... That was the King of Noram?
Richard? That's about halfway around the world and I didn't perceive a time
lag. Some kind of sub-three dimensional space technology?" Leaning in the
pure black man moved to touch the thing, but stopped himself, looking directly
at Lyn. "Oh, and hi. I'm back from the dead. I suppose hugs and cuddles
are in order?"


Then they both squealed and did just that for several
minutes, dancing a bit as if it were something unusual, seeing an identical
clone of a long dead friend.


Red finally pushed him back a bit and then scowled, her face
pinching in a less than attractive fashion. It was a thing she did when she was
pretending to be mad at a person that didn't really deserve it.


"Now, what's this I hear about micro-plasma? That
shouldn't exist at all, and only a tiny handful of us ever knew how to make
that. I don't suppose Hegian has been brought back too?" She crossed her
arms and actually tapped her right foot at him. It made her look a lot younger
than her years.


Everything did, since she was in her thousands. She didn't
look older than her mid-twenties however.


The other man looked away, as if he'd been caught taking
half a cookie from the plate.


"Cordes and Gray had me make some for them. I was told
that the remainder of you had gone insane. Not that I could say no anyway.
Timon and I are going to try and undo that, if we can. It might not work,
but-"


The woman sighed gently and hugged the slightly larger man
again.


"But if no one ever tries, it will never happen. I
know. Well, you could do worse than Builder Timon as an aide in this. Deshi,
will you go with them? It will mean living in space. In a sky house, far above
here. Or perhaps on the moon? I know this seems a flight of fantasy to you, but
I assure you, it's very real. Will you do this for us? No one else has come as
close to mastering either magic or the tongue of Noram, as of yet. It is unfair
of me to ask you to leave your home and go into danger like this." That
was it. She stopped there and didn't beg or try to sell him on the idea at all.
Behind them the large and glowing red dome gave them plenty of light to see by,
and looked nice, but the glow made the robes the mages wore seem a little
dingy, given the colors.


"I will do what I can to aid your brother, Great
One." Then Deshi bowed, which was a low thing and held for a long time.
All the way until Lyn clapped once.


"Thank you Mage Deshi. Timon will see to your care,
won't you Tim?"


Like the man was a child? There were some similarities,
Timon supposed, looking at the scene for about half a moment before nodding.
Red was so old they were all like babies to her, no doubt. Well, not Monroe, or
Kolb, who was standing away, almost in the dark, talking to someone on his
communications device. That would probably be either Brown or Orange. Most
likely the latter one.


The weapons master didn't seem to have a lot of use for
Denno Brown really. It wasn't hate, exactly. More like he just didn't think of
the man as a real person most of the time. Like he was a joke, or someone from
a story that just didn't matter. The man was nicer to Green, but then Lairdgren
was his boss and a Count. That might not mean all that much, not to
someone that was as old as they were, but he was still more polite and
attentive there.


He doted on Tiera though.


Seriously, Tim would have thought the man was interested in
her, if it weren't for the fact that he never made a move that was visible to
him at least. It would be legal, since Tiera was of age, but he didn't do
anything of the sort. That meant he just focused on her fighting skills.


Timon looked into the night, seeing where Kolb was standing
and talking and then he made himself seem happy about things. It was a bit hard
to manage, having had a hard enough day already, with several people trying to
kill him, for no apparent reason.


"I will, though I'm certain that you meant to have Deshi
look after me, since he's an adult. We can take turns that way. It will
be fun. Or at least mean that we all remember to eat, eventually."


That got Monroe to pat his own stomach, smiling, Tim
thought. It was just so hard to see him at the moment.


"That would be good. I know that I have no right to
ask, but would it be possible to have something?"


Lyn didn't respond, not in Noram standard. She used
Cantonese and asked for a feast to be provided for the visitors.


Timon shrugged.


"Um, really, we don't need to put anyone out that much.
As soon as we can we need to get things going and a feast is probably too much
to ask on short notice." He wasn't trying to be polite about it, just make
sure they weren't stuck there for two days causing all the Mages to lose work
time, seeing to their comfort. Or even a single day.


Kolb walked over then, holding his mobile device in his left
hand, and put his arm around Lyn's shoulders gently.


"Orange is coming, along with a full crew. Can we mark
a landing area with lights for them? Something in red? Alice asked for Orange
originally, but I told her that was a bit much."


It meant that the small woman, after brushing a wispy bit of
ash blonde hair from her golden colored skin, had to take back her order and
call for some lights instead. Kolb asked for red, but what they had were white,
and it would have to be enough, since it was all they were getting. No one was
all that blunt about it, but it was the unspoken undercurrent to things.


Timon walked with the ten people that were going to set that
up. The group had Monroe in it as well as Tiera and Deshi. The others were all
mages, or at least trainees, which was basically the same thing so far, and
very silent the whole time, as if they were afraid to give offense. That or
meditating like Tiera was the whole time.


Which, he reminded himself, he was supposed to be doing too.
It was work to keep up all the time, but if she could do it, he could.


They set things up quickly enough, jogging a bit so that
they outlined a very large and pretty rough circle, using about fifty lights,
just setting them on the stone. They weren't all the same brightness level and
had a lot of different makers. Good lights had been one of the first things
everyone learned to make here. That and cutters. Then water pumps, and copies
of healing devices.


The important things. Vagus had lived hard for so long that
it was about all anyone there knew. They rode horses with plain blankets and
lived in houses made of mud and sticks. It worked, but the treaty had forbidden
them the use of metals for some reason. Timon wasn't certain, but he thought it
was as a punishment for what that part of the world had once done to the rest
of them.


Something about a war that was so horrible that no one would
really talk about it. The Cataclysm. There was a trend there. It seemed like
the Ancients did that a lot. Hiding things in the past, instead of reminding
people about them. Maybe it was to hide how they did it, of course. Or it could
just have been that they didn't want everyone to know they were, in the end,
only people, just like everyone else.


The orange and green glowing craft wasn't pretty, but it did
settle in the right area and moved slowly enough that the one young Mage girl
that had been inside the circle of lights managed to scamper out a good five
minutes before it set down.


It was an impressive thing to see.


Really, he wondered what the others were thinking about it,
since the space ship was so vast it nearly equaled four or five of the great
dome houses. That's what they called the school, which was a dome, like a
beehive sort of, but glowing red. No one ran away, or screamed, so he decided
they were no more than casually impressed.


Jaded, now that they had magic too, or at least pretending
to be like the people in the Capital when they saw new magic in the street.
They looked, but pretended it wasn't all that odd. That, or the people of Vagus
actually had a sense of color, and realized that the eight sided thing was
hideous.


One or the other.
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One very nice thing about Alice Orange, other than her
rather shapely form and habit of wearing trousers that hugged her behind in
ways that made Timon more than a bit uncomfortable when standing behind her,
was how efficient she was. In less than five minutes she was out of her craft,
and had fifteen men and women standing behind her. They were lined up and
wearing matching uniforms, which were black and looked like canvas, rather than
softer or more comfortable materials. They had blue trim on them, in the main,
but some had other colors. Red and gold. It was around the cuffs and collar,
but seemed to be how rank was decided.


Alice had orange on, which Tim was willing to bet meant she
had the highest rank. She didn't seem shy about that kind of thing at all.


"There you all are! So, I hear that we're finally
putting up a long term mission? About time. We've had a space fleet for months
now. Nearly. This collection behind me is going to be your first crew. I'd
introduce you, but we don't have time, I hear. For now Bering here is in
charge. Samantha Bering, temporary Captain of the Ranford. That's the name of
your ship." The tall and rather attractive blonde woman waved at another
female, who was standing to her right hand side.


The woman was fit looking enough, and not that old, seeming
to be in her mid-twenties or so. Clearly of noble or at least high merchant
origins too, since she was about five-ten. Common women were shorter than that.
That was made clear, since they actually had some in the back line. Three of
them. It was a bit of a surprise, since they would have to be part of the first
class. The future instructors. Most of the people looked to be in the middle
height wise. So merchant class most likely.


Timon corrected that thought when Bering spoke, her rather
plain face unadorned, and not made up at all. It was a kind of military service
after all, so that just made sense. She did look like she'd be able to use a
bit of smoothing and color to look better than average, if only just. It was
her voice that gave her away though.


Her clipped and heavily accented Austran accent, to be more
exact.


"We expect to be using this crew assignment for at
least two weeks. This first group is made up of some of the finest space farers
in the world, and collectively have more time off world than any other group of
regular humans. We have full dining facilities, a recreation area and exercise
rooms. Our entertainments are a bit lacking otherwise, but I've been led to
believe this is intended to be a working cruise?" She was speaking
directly to Timon, and ignoring almost everyone else for some reason. He smiled
at her slowly, trying to work out what that likely meant.


Her body language was being artificially subdued, with her
hands being held behind her back, and her spine held fairly rigid, like the
others behind her. It made it seem like she was thrusting her chest out at him
a bit, and that her feelings were open and honest, but that was an illusion and
couldn't be counted on. The most likely answer was that Orange had told her to
do it, as if he were in charge. It was kind of her, but not what he would have
expected at all. Aunt Alice was predisposed to think anything with him involved
was a prank or joke.


He was too good looking for her to take him seriously.


That, he understood, was the real answer then. She knew that
about herself, and so did the others, so this woman was basically in charge of
making sure he was taken seriously. That showed up as her slightly overdoing it
right now.


"We have several potential projects in the works. Some
of which I believe will be secret. Monroe and Mage Deshi here will be
instrumental in those. We can discuss what that actually means in space, if
that's allowed?" She was the Captain, and that meant, once they were off
world, on her ship, she was in charge. They had to follow her rules to the
letter or she could legally toss them off. Given where they were going, that
would probably mean death. Vacuum was hard to breathe, he'd heard.


"Very well, Sir. If you'd come this way? Do you have
gear or baggage?" She looked at the others, and seemed surprised that they
really didn't need much. Not for their own persons.


It was Monroe that spoke, his voice mellow and a tiny bit
subdued, as if he hadn't expected to be included in the whole thing. Not for
real.


"Would it be possible to get some things from Austra? I
need some lab equipment. I don't have any way to pay for it."


That got the woman, Captain Bering, to look slightly
troubled, but Timon shrugged. In Austra everything was paid for. If you
did something for people without doing that, they'd feel awkward and like you
wanted something from them. No one paid for others unless they were required to,
like parents with their own children.


"I have a good stockpile of Austran funds. If it isn't
enough, we'll collect it from Denno."


That didn't get the tense seeming lady to relax, but she did
nod, at least.


"Very good. We can do that directly, or in the morning
and spend the evening in orbit. Whichever you gentlemen choose. It might be
best to call in an order now, if you have the correct contacts?"


Timon shook his head, but Tiera, who was standing behind
him, started speaking a bit later, clearly calling Brown's house. He'd still be
asleep though, Tim knew. He didn't get up before nine or so, most days. Tiera,
sounding a bit slow and quiet, spoke for a few moments, then moved to Monroe
and pulled him away by the arm.


"Tell this man what you'll need. He'll see to getting
it into place for us. For you, I mean. I need to get back to school. I have
class in a few hours. So does Kolb."


That kind of thing was why she was being left at Lairdgren,
and Timon was going off to hide in space. She hadn't slept, but was going to
stay up all day to make certain she did her school work. He would have probably
just sent a note and rested. As it was, he sort of planned to try and do that
anyway, if he could. Just thinking about it made him yawn.


No rest for the hunted though, he knew. So he waved his
hand, after covering his mouth with it and smiled.


"In the morning, most likely. We can be in orbit soon?
I need to rest, if I can, but if we could speak first?"


The Captain seemed to think that would be fine, which meant
it only took about ten minutes to work out who was going where, with whom. He
took down his Fast Craft, and put the silver amulet around his neck, which had
Monroe staring at him for some reason. Deshi ran off to get a small sack of
supplies from his room, and Orange offered to use the space craft she had with
her to get Kolb and Tiera home. That didn't take long, but there was saying
goodbye to Dorgal and Lyn left.


Surprisingly, Dorgal pulled him and Tiera aside before they
could vanish.


"So..." The man started, sounding a bit shy
suddenly, which wasn't like him at all. "We're family?"


"Somewhere along the line."Tim didn't know who was
related to who exactly, but fixed the man with a hard gaze. "I'm taking
over from Count Lairdgren, eventually. In about twenty years or so."


Just in the family business, the Assassins guild, but the
man in front of him smiled charmingly and smoothed his stupid looking little
mustache.


"That makes sense. Is that why you're doing so much in
the merchant area? Sorvee House could use a few large projects. Perhaps you
could speak to Denno Brown about putting in a space port in Austra as well? One
that won't have the ships attacked when they come in to land? That only leaves
Soam, Tellerand and Afrak, I think. I don't know how to get in touch with
Tellerand. I-" He paused as a white hand touched his shoulder.


"I can speak for Soam, however and believe that we
would love to participate. We do not use gold or money there, but it would be
nice to have a flow of new people coming and we have many wondrous natural
things to share. There is value in it, I think." She didn't move her hand
away, running it down his back suggestively. It wasn't strictly groping, but
she was almost petting the man.


It was enough that Lyn wrinkled her nose at the women when
she walked over, seeing the scene.


"Seriously Julie? You can't even keep your paws off of
my husband for a few minutes? You have a perfectly good Monroe here now, why
not abuse him instead? You always used to seem to enjoy that."


White didn't move her hand, and actually moved slightly
closer to Dorgal.


"Oh, come now little sister, I'm not harming anyone,
and never do. Just because people like me, that's no reason for jealousy. We
aren't children anymore."


Timon felt the world's focus shift and everyone around them
started to look at Julie. Even him. Well, Tiera didn't, but the rest were being
held suddenly, their entire world having only the White woman in the center of
it. She was perfect, and...


Enslaving them.


"Shields!" He slapped at his front and without
thinking Tiera did the same, then she moved and tapped Kolb on the back, her
concentration clear enough to set his amulet off too. It wasn't a real threat,
but it was there.


Red didn't act for a moment, so Timon reached out and did it
for her, and then hit everyone else, one by one. They were, it seemed a well
provided for group. Deshi had a full shield on, and so did Dorgal. The only
person that didn't, who was close enough to be influenced was Captain Bering,
who had been walking over to them, probably to see why they hadn't loaded up
yet.


She kept coming too.


"Deshi, Dorgal, move the Captain to a safe location.
Julie, cut that out right now, or there's going to be a problem here." He
didn't want to make threats and really wasn't. The front of his trousers were
getting tight, and if anything he desperately wanted to take the woman to bed.
It wasn't going to be that simple though, since Red was starting to recover her
senses already, thanks to the shield she had on.


"You bitch. I should end your life right here
for that. This is my land, and I won't be made your pawn!" She
moved forward, which caused White to move back a step, her arms going open, as
if to embrace.


"Really Lyn? You'd seek to do me harm for merely being
what I am? That doesn't seem like you at all." She wasn't smiling, but
didn't seem scared overly either. She was slightly larger than Lyn, about half
a foot or so, until the Great Mother started to shift.


She became taller, her body stretching upward suddenly, but
her mass staying the same. Veins stood out and her skin turned gray, leaving
her looking almost like a black talon possessing skeleton, rather than a cute
short woman. A nicely tall one, who stood over seven feet high.


That, of course, if Tim had it right, was on purpose. Julie
White had a deep and unconquerable fear of tall people. It was a thing that had
been mentioned, since it meant she couldn't really visit with King Richard at
all. The man was about nine feet tall. Timon had always figured that if exposed
to such a thing Julie would be uncomfortable, or perhaps shake a bit. She was a
sensible person, and while it was built in to her, using Rhetistics, which
meant she couldn't just work around it, he could see no reason to have ever
made it worse than that.


Maybe it wasn't, if she were prepared, or if the giant
coming for her didn't really mean her harm, but in the moment the woman
screamed and did something very unexpected, which was to hunch down and start
to vomit. At least it seemed like that at first, but the liquid that came out
was clear, and even through his shield he could feel a very sudden attraction
growing for the woman again. Since what she was doing didn't lend itself to
that sort of thing, being sort of gross, it had to be a chemical defense of
some kind.


Timon took a deep breath and then another, after a few
seconds he forced himself to move into a trance state, and managed to clap
loudly.


"Lyn, stop that. This isn't the time for it. Julie, get
a hold on yourself. We need to leave. Now. Move." He had to clap a
few more times and finally move in front of Red, and wave her back. She glared,
which, with her all red eyes was a lot more intimidating than normal, but she
did it and after she got about fifteen feet away finally started to change back
to her normal self. She started old, but slowly moved into her younger form,
her breath coming fast and hard, since she was more than a little upset, it
seemed.


"I hate that bitch. It's always the same thing when
she's around. Always. Doris isn't like that, and they're practically the
same person. White always loved taking people over like that though. Then it's
going to be 'oops, I couldn't control myself.' I swear, one of these days will
be the last time." She was clearly angry and also, Tim saw, being honest.
It wasn't an idle threat, or something to take lightly. She really
wanted the woman dead.


"Not today though. Please. We need to get her out of
here. I... guess we can get her back to Soam. I really don't want to be trapped
on a ship with her for weeks, if I can help it."


"No doubt. I wouldn't either. I... We have some bad
blood between us. Most of us do, one way or another. It's part of the reason
that we all like you new kids so much. You weren't supposed to be,
really, but now that you're here, it makes a lot of sense. At least it will if
you can avoid the mistakes that we made, initially. You probably can't though.
Not really. Unfortunately, you're all still human, which means that you have
the full range of normal problems. Greed, anger, jealousy... and will be prone
to thinking that you're superior to others. It's mainly true, which makes it
worse. You have to be better than the rest and still remain truly aware that it
doesn't matter. Not in the long run. It's a harder thing to balance than it
sounds like."


It wasn't clear why she'd suddenly gone off on a lecture,
but Timon tried to pay attention. It was rare enough that any of the old ones
managed to speak about anything not directly at hand that it was probably a
good idea to listen to her. She was, by definition, wise, after all. If she
said that it was important to try and avoid those things, then she was right.


Not that he'd be able to. She was probably correct there
too.


"I'll keep that in mind, when I can. For now, if you'd
collect your people and move them back to 'Julie safe distance'? I don't
suppose it would be fair to lock her in a little room again, would it? She
seems to have had some issues when the... Enemy did that to her."


Lyn glared at the woman in white, who stood finally, and was
staring with hard eyes right back at her.


"Probably not. Don't let her fool you though, she can
control herself if she tries. I've seen her do it. Hundreds of times in fact.
She just doesn't care to be bothered most of the time."


Which wouldn't work on a small and confined ship. Or even a
large one. Not for long.


Timon waited while Lyn called her people away, and walked
off with them, including Dorgal who she didn't leave near the leader of Soam at
all. Kolb took Tiera away, along with Orange. They were busily looking at Julie
as if she were the enemy now too. Well, Tiera wasn't, she just seemed peaceful.
The other two didn't however.


When they were all gone, and it was just him, Deshi and
Julie left, Timon spoke to her, trying to make himself seem relaxed and not
like he was scared of the woman. In a very real way, he was. Sex and terror
were together in his mind now. He'd worked on that a bit, with Trice, trying to
make it not as intense, but it was still there and being hit like that left him
feeling shaken and like he wanted to be sick himself, if only a little.


That wasn't going to work though, so he forced a smile and
let his eyes not show it at all.


"We need to get you someplace safe. I don't know if you
can protect yourself if we take you to Soam. Do you think you can? They grabbed
you from there once, after all, and replaced you with a Cordes infused clone of
you." He watched her, her chest rising and falling rhythmically, and her
pearl colored skin almost glowing in the orange and green of the nearby ship.


"I do not know, little brother. Perhaps I could stay
with you, on your mission?"


He shook his head.


"No. I can't take much more of this. I can't take you
to Noram and no place else is any better."


It was a rare thing for him to actually be at a loss for
words, even for a few moments, at least if it wasn't about some kind of deep
emotional issue. The only saving grace was that Julie herself nodded.


"I can probably go back home then. I'll need to go into
hiding, but it won't be the first time that I withdrew from public life, over
the millennia. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to cause problems for you. It wouldn't
be so bad you know, us being together. I'm not truly your sister, or aunt."


Timon knew that, but shook his head. The name was really
enough to make it hard for him to see past it, but not so much that a normal
and healthy version of him wouldn't have taken her up on the offer. He wasn't
stupid after all, and she was really that wonderful, in certain ways.


"I was recently tortured by a woman. Using Austran pain
medicine. I don't know what it's called, but it was bad. A larval Assassin was
part of it. There was enough that it's linked to sex now and I haven't really
recovered." He tried to sound matter of fact about it all and thought he
actually managed pretty well, but Julie teared up and almost as if she hadn't
heard what he'd just said, tried to touch him.


Because that's what would have made her feel better. His
shield stopped her at least.


"So... If you could keep yourself calm and not
influencing people? We can have you home inside an hour, I'm sure."


Not that it was up to him, but Captain Bering didn't seem to
be holding a grudge against the other woman and actually had them in Soam, over
their main city, about fifteen minutes later. It was fast and efficient, as if
she'd already known exactly where to head. Then Julie was given a guard while
she set things up, which took longer, but two hours later they were rid of her.


Timon was shown to a room, which had a nice bed in it and
was decently large. About twenty by forty. It had its own shower and restroom
too. The floor was made to look like black tile, and the fixtures like copper
and wood, which gave a very strange sailing ship feel to it all. The bed was
soft though, and formed to him perfectly, and he was able to get some sleep for
about six hours, which was nearly enough.


He woke when the lights turned on, Monroe standing by the
door, touching the glowing orange sigil there. A lot of things were needlessly
orange in space, it seemed.


"Rise and shine! We need to go and collect that gear
from Austra and the Captain is actually feeding us. It will, as long as I get
everything I need, take about a week to make a sample of micro-plasma. If I go
over the specifications of it, can you start to work out ways of stopping it?
Then we can test them and see which is the best, as soon as the sample is
ready?"


It wasn't a bad plan, though it would have been a lot better
if Tor was around to do the work. It might take him a lot longer than that to
get the right answer around. Not saying that, he rubbed at his eyes.


"Yes. I'll try to make that work. I should be able to
remember what the field of the stuff was like, if I go into a deep enough
trance, which might help. I'm going to need a work space. Food first, and then
I'll see to those supplies, if it's needed."


That it seemed wasn't really the case. Brown was going
against Austran tradition and making certain they had the supplies without
paying for them. It was for a good end after all. That meant that Tim just had
to get some food into him, which turned out to be very Noram like fare, being
bread and cheese with sliced fruit. The women that made it were all young girls
really. The short ones that he'd seen who were just now legal adults.


All ones that had been trained to cook for the military at
Wildlands Station. It was a program that Tor had paid for, but his wife Ali had
put together along with Sam Builder.


It was good enough and as soon as he was full, Timon just
sat on his bed in his room with the lights off, and tried to do something
useful. The first part was just driving himself into the deepest trance he
could. That was the start and prime tool of all building or field sensing after
all. Everyone knew that much.


Then he went back in his mind to the rescue of Julie White.
Focusing everything he had on that pink glow. What it did to Kolb and then,
with a lot more focus, he narrowed the sense of it down in his mind. What it
felt like in his head. It was strange and unlike anything he'd ever noticed
before. It was like fire in the air, but each part of it was tiny and held bits
of information in a simple form.


At first he wanted to work against the plasma fire itself,
trying to take the energy away or maybe smother it. As if dumping water on it
would work. It turned the water in the air into fire after all. That was what
it used as fuel. It took a long time, but he realized that the actual trick to
the stuff was the way it held those bits of information, and what it could do
with it.


It was that part of it that was vulnerable. If he changed
the information, the plasma would stop moving, which would mean that it would
exhaust it's fuel in the local area in minutes and go out, like a camp fire
buried under the earth.


Not that he had a clue how to do that exactly. He could, he
thought, work out how the information was held, basically, but what the
different orders meant... He just didn't know.


That meant fighting his way back to the surface of his own
being, or close enough so that he could move around and climbing stiffly off of
the comfortable bed, to go and find their expert on the stuff. Monroe was, he
found, working in a small laboratory space, humming to himself as he did it,
when Timon walked in.


"Ah! There you are Tim. I should have the sample ready
in a day. Do you have an idea or two already?" He looked hopeful, but
there was also doubt in his body language, as if he didn't really think it
could be done.


"Yes. I need to know the programing codes though, and
how they're passed. Then I can build some devices that will simply keep the micro-plasma
from getting new information, and order it to stay in place, making it pretty
much useless." Timon waited for the man to claim that wouldn't work, or
come up with some other arguments against it, but he just explained how it all
worked, going over it several times.


"That's not a bad solution. The hard part is having one
of your devices close enough to the release point then. Or can you put this
signal out all the time, all over the world? That would work. Can you do
that?"


He sighed.


It would take doing something that no one had really managed
yet, and having fields that covered the entire planet. Or, well, one person had
sort of done that, but he didn't know how really. Tor. Naturally. It
wasn't like he could just go and visit and get all his secrets either. If he
got too close, his brother would read him, and know that he knew about the
Cordes inside of him being far more in control than not. His brother didn't
know about that part of things, he didn't think.


If he did, Tor would be fighting. If that happened, Tor
either won, or would figure out how to kill himself, to protect everyone else.
Cordes was an Ancient intelligence, with hundreds of more years of life than
Tor had. His brother however was The Builder. It wasn't a fair fight, but only
because Cordes wasn't up to the task, Timon didn't think. The trick there was
that he'd infiltrated so deeply that it might be too late.


When the Larval assassins were hunting him, Torrance had
used nano-sized dust particles that were programmed to find the Larval and
basically drug them into a stupor, and then force them to all go home. They
were tiny physical structures, unlike the micro-plasma, which was all energy.
If he could do something like that however, and dump the fields all over the
world, billions of them or more...


It might work. Each field would have to be long lasting, and
powerful, even if anchored to a tiny piece, and he had no clue how to make that
part happen at all. Tor the Great and Mighty could make a million field devices
in a week, perhaps, or even more than that. Timon's best efforts so far had
made a batch of a hundred. No one did more than that.


No one else.


That was going to be a problem, he realized. There had to be
a trick to it, but what it was he couldn't see, probably just lacking the
information to ask the right question in the first place.


But Tor knew.


His brother was separate from Cordes, and was still his
brother, even if they had been fighting for a while, since Tor had warped his
mind and made him feel things like other people did. That might have been
Cordes though, trying to remove the competition? Or it might have really been
his egotistical and bossy brother attempting to make him into a miniature version
of himself. Someday, Timon decided, he really needed to figure out which it
was. The idea of not knowing would drive him crazy, otherwise.


"I might be able to. I need to work on something for
that, I guess. This isn't going to be easy." It might even be impossible,
he knew.


For one thing it would mean having to swallow his pride and
go to Tor. Over a communications device, and not in person. That would allow
him to have enough distance from him, and not really have to deal with him in
person. It wasn't like they hadn't been in the same place since it happened. The
change. Tor hadn't mentioned it, but if he really thought it was all over, he
was a fool. No matter what, Timon was going to make whoever had done this to
him pay. If it was both Cordes and Tor, which was the most likely case, then
they'd both have to be punished for it.


How that was going to happen he didn't know.


Tiera had mentioned something, likely as a joke, but that
held a bit of promise really. She'd told him to seduce Alyssa and have sex with
her. He wasn't ready for that kind of thing yet, but taking his wife would hurt
Tor a lot more than a beating would. He could forgive that kind of thing, but
sex with Ali? No that would warp his mind almost as badly as what he'd done to
Tim.


The rest of it was out of what he knew what to do with so
far. Cordes could be killed, but not without taking Tor's life too. He might be
able to be suppressed, somehow. It was important, but also beyond him so far.


"I'll see to it, if I can. Once you get this done, you
should start working on the lunar base idea. It's something to do after
all." He was half kidding, since there was no real value to it, he didn't
think, other than having some backup people away from the planet while a
massive war raged, but it got a big and happy grin from the all black man. He
was dressed in a strange white coat at the moment, which made him hard to look
at, due to the contrast. It didn't suit him really, having a slightly worn look
to it, even if it was magical in nature. Monroe wasn't having a lot of trouble
adapting to the new way of doing things at all, it seemed to Tim.


The other man looked at him for a bit, smiling and then
shook his head a little. He didn't disagree though. Not in any direct fashion.


"That's not a horrible idea, but this might take some
time. I should help you with your side of this, if I can. Then we need to go
over what I know about Cordes and Gray's plans for us. It isn't a lot, but I
should write it out, before doing something fun like that. They really didn't
tell me anything, but I still learned a lot more than they expected. People
forget that I'm not stupid. It's the traits they built into me. Constantly
seeming happy and energetic. It's a lie of course. I have to smile, but
my feelings don't match that all the time. I have to obey too, if given a
direct order, but I can still know what I should be doing, if it's something
different." There was a friendly air to the way he said it, but Timon
wondered what that might really mean. It could be anything, from the man being
forced to, to thinking this was a great and happy situation all together.


"Ah. I don't have Rhetistics. From what I hear that
will probably shorten my potential lifespan, since most that don't have them
eventually kill themselves. I can sort of see that already." It wasn't the
kind of thing he wanted spread around, but it was still the truth. He hadn't
really considered it yet, since the time he cut his legs off, but that moment
had been telling, hadn't it? If things got bad enough, he would end his
own life, and there was no doubt about it in his head at all.


Eventually things would be that bad again, wouldn't they? If
he lived long enough.


Monroe nodded.


"That seems to be the pattern. My guess is that I
managed it too, eventually. I have five hundred years of memories, but I'm
missing big parts of them. My guess is that in the end I was so miserable that
the programing broke, after a fashion. There are always loopholes, if you know
where to look."


That got Tim to think about what was really going on. The
lab was interesting in a quiet way, being filled with large metal cabinets that
seemed to be working away at something almost silently. He could feel the
movement inside them, as subtle as it was. He'd spent two days focusing on
micro-plasma, and it was still resonating with him, even without trying.


It probably would for a few hours more too.


"All right, so, without this being an order, why don't
you share with me what you think should be done next?"


The man smiled again, but this time leaned back against a
high counter. There was no chair in the room, since that would be in the way.
It had a four by ten space to walk in with equipment of different kinds on
either side. Personal comfort didn't seem to be the Ancient's main concern.


"Well, if it were up to me I'd put in a satellite
network that the others didn't have access to. We could do that I think. Use a
combination of your spacecraft and the communicators you Noramites use. It
would be good to have visuals on them. Can you do that? The other thing we
could try would be to use existing tech for that part, but Gray and Cordes have
tech people that can break into things like that. If you personally do the
work, and make it something new, could that keep Torrance Purple from being
able to take it over?" Now the gaze was direct and there was no blinking at
all.


"I... Maybe. Tor is good. Better at magic than I am,
and that's not just me being humble. He invented the communications
devices we use and literally built them himself. All of them so far. He made
the spacecraft too. I could do that I think, maybe, copying his designs and
changing them only a little, but I don't know that anyone can ever make
something from magic that he couldn't eventually take over. What I might be
able to do is hide it from him well enough that he won't bother. That or
distract him somehow." That would be hard though, wouldn't it?


Monroe seemed to be thinking, so Timon just stood there for
a while until he was ready. There was a strange hesitation to the words that
came then. At first Timon thought the man might want to suggest that they kill
Tor, since he really was one of the biggest threats to them, but he didn't. His
words were actually a lot different than that all together.


"We have to stop them. Even if it means losing."


Timon felt a shock of surprise, but understood the idea.
They could win, by killing all of the clones and Gray along with them. That was
obvious to anyone. They could lose by having too many innocent people die, but
Monroe was suggesting that, if it came down to it, they needed to let that
happen, to make sure they stopped the others.


"I... understand. I don't disagree. We should try to
make sure we don't lose anyway. No one deserves that sort of thing. Especially
the innocents. These giant bombs and death fire, plagues and who knows what
else they might throw at us. They won't fight us honorably however. That sort
never does. Worse, they aren't even cowards, just far too smart for that sort
of losing strategy. We have to outthink them. The only problem there is that
they're as intelligent as we are and have thousands of years more
practice."


Monroe smiled, and it still looked as happy and ridiculous
as always.


"Heh. Yes. We might not be able to. If that happens,
the hard orders will have to come from one of you command types. I can't do it,
and neither can Green or Brown. You can order it done. You can burn the
hut down, with the villagers inside, if you have to. I don't want that, not at
all, but if it comes to it, make sure it happens. I-" The stop was hard
and he looked away then walked to the door, which was closed, and tapped the
sigil that caused it to vanish instantly, showing a medium sized man standing
there with an up-raised fist, like he'd been planning to knock. It wouldn't
have worked, the door not really being physically there, but old habits died
hard.


He had a tray with two focus stone mugs of coffee on it.


"Gentlemen, compliments of Captain Bering."


The tray was held out, and even before Timon could take it
he realized it wasn't there at all, but was, instead, part of the ship. That
got him to blink. Tor had even remembered to put in trays and cups? It was so
complete that it boggled the mind. How was he supposed to beat that? By being
careful, no doubt.


"Thanks. This is most welcome." There wasn't a lot
else to say, he didn't think, and the man didn't bow, just turning and walking
away. They did that in Austra, he knew. Bowing wasn't the custom there at all.


The fellow was so clearly from the southern portion of the
continent that it didn't even bear asking about. He'd had the look about him,
but was older than most of the others on the ship, by about thirty or forty
years. He seemed efficient though and didn't mind bringing things like drinks
to the strange people enough for it to show externally. Given the apparent age
difference that was probably saying something about the man and his desire to
be there.


Sipping at his cup of strong brown liquid, Tim shook his
head just a little. It would be easy to just sit back and let other people do
all the work, he thought. For anyone else, that would even make sense. He
should be in school, or helping in one of the family businesses, until he went
off to Lairdgren in a couple of years. If he were a normal boy, that's what
would have happened. Even if he were only a commoner, his life would be about
gearing up for a career by that point, since he didn't need early school
anymore.


Here he was though, in outer space, talking to a copy of a
thousand year old man that may, or may not, be on his side, hiding from an
assassin that was so hard to beat that everyone around him just assumed he was
going to die. It was probably true even, which was why Tim wasn't planning to
have Trice come to visit. His only job as her husband was to see her provided
for, and protected, until they had children.


Trying to collect his thoughts, Timon took another sip and
then just let himself feel old for a while. Ancient, and like his bones were
tired. It wasn't a physical thing, but part of the weight he carried now, since
the torture. It was always with him, but he didn't normally let it show. Now he
did. It wasn't the same as guilt or feeling like Monroe was dumping too much on
him, but the man took it that way, and grinned. Sadly. When you only had one
expression of note you had to learn to work with it carefully, it seemed.


"I'm sorry. I shouldn't be laying this on you. None of
us should, but there isn't anyone else, is there? We have to have someone in
charge that we can trust, and the fact is that most of the others have too much
history for this to come out well, if it's left to them. Years, centuries, of
old hatreds and loves, disdain and apathy, comingled with friendship and old
promises that no one could have kept. It's a mess, and it means that no one
wants to do the hard things. I certainly want to find a way to save everyone,
but that isn't what will work, in the end, is it? The fools will destroy the
world, in their madness." Brushing at his short jet black hair, the man
cringed a bit, smiling happily enough while doing it, no matter what he was
saying. It made him seem suddenly a lot more creepy than anything else. Not
that it was his fault, Tim knew. "See? I mean the others, the new
clones, Gray, Cordes, and anyone helping them. Not everyone. I wasn't even
thinking about the regular people. And that's coming from me. I'm
younger than the rest, being brought back like I have been. I imagine that
effect would only become stronger over another few thousand years. That's a
longer time than it seems like."


Timon nodded, but didn't say anything about that part
directly. He'd been changed after all, so the idea of killing all those people
made him feel uneasy. That was probably what Cordes had meant for it to do. A
year before, even six months, and he would have simply been working on some way
to reset the micro-plasma so that it would attack their enemies when they
released it, taking care of the problem. Now he hesitated, even as an idea that
might work came to him. Mentioning it wasn't going to help him do it either, so
he held his tongue.


"If I can survive long enough. Remy... Do you think
that Gray ordered him to kill me? She's probably very afraid of me. Her
Rhetistics are supposed to keep her from having a male offspring, and my mother
is her, biologically, so..." He was about to go into the whole thing, when
Monroe bolted his coffee in two or three quick swallows and then moved to look
at the read-out panels and displays on all the machinery. The dark being didn't
put the cup down at all, just holding it in his left hand.


He finally snorted though, softly. His body language was a
little strange, but it was clear he was tense, and it made his movements
slightly choppier than normal.


"I don't think so. Gray may be command line, after a
fashion, but Remy has never taken orders well. Not even from the creators. If
one of them felt like breaking a rule at the moment, it happened, and they
never cared what anyone else thought about it. You can convince one to
do something, if you know what it wants at the moment and have a way to help
them get it done, but no, Gray didn't order it to come after you. Cordes or any
of the others either. You were chosen for some reason."


The man shut-up so suddenly, it was as if he feared that
Timon would hit him for saying that much. It was useful information though. He
had so little to go on that anything would help, wouldn't it? Knowing Remy
Seventeen's favorite color might make a difference, down the line. Knowing if
the creature had a favorite color, or even if it could, might
help.


Timon didn't want to press Monroe, since he was clearly
feeling a little stressed by the conversation, but he had to have that data
held in the other man's Ancient skull. Technically he could have ordered him to
tell all he knew, but that wasn't going to go over well, he didn't think. The
man was fresh from the grave and already sick of being ordered around, forced
to smile about it all, happily, the whole time. It was so clear it practically
poured off of him, along with his sense of self. That was strong and healthy,
but a lot angrier than the outside ever showed.


For a reason too.


Still, he had to get at the data somehow.


"I wonder why?" Tim decided to try and come at
things conversationally. It meant reading the man to make certain he was
telling the truth, so he dropped into a deep enough state to have a good shot
at it, and focused on the other man, while trying not to stare. "Why would
Remy Seventeen want to kill me in particular? I'm just a kid, and other
than the thing with Gray, no one else should have that big of an issue with me.
Not that Remy knows of at least."


There were a few people that might be holding a grudge, but
Tim had made pretty certain that none of them would be in a good position to
hurt him later. They were either dead or so damaged that they couldn't do
anything at all. Count Rodriguez would be holding a grudge, but he was the only
one left alive that really would. That needed to be ended soon too, but he was
being kept by the King, as a trophy, to show the other Counts and Countesses
that they weren't above justice.


It was foolish of him, but the man was locked up, which
would at least slow his counter attack. Then, when it came, it wouldn't be
using Remy for it. Most hadn't even known any of them still existed. It was
doubtful that Count Rodriguez would. The man wasn't bright after all. He
probably still thought the Ancients were just a story too.


Monroe went silent for a long time, working at first, then
pretending to for about half an hour. Timon nearly left, figuring that the conversation
was done for the time being, until the man sighed loudly and turned to him,
spreading his hands. They both still held their empty cups.


"If my projections are correct, and there is a
twenty-three percent chance they aren't, then Remy Seventeen selected you,
because it wants to die." It came out sounding almost sweet, in a matter
of fact way.


Timon very nearly scoffed at the idea, since he was a boy,
and not all that capable of fighting, but then he sort of saw the idea behind
it.


The other man read that on his face, it seemed and nodded.


"Exactly. You're intelligent. I might be more
so, but that isn't certain and at least in part a function of skill learned
over time, not biology. That means that you're one of the two or three most
intelligent people on the planet at this time. It's a power, in the right hands.
I can kill, if ordered to, but no one would and Remy can't have itself
killed directly. It isn't the same as Rhetistics either, but the net effect is
the same. That means it has to choose its target carefully for something like
this. At this point in time you don't present a vast threat to an unknown being
such as that. This has to have been factored in. But you have magic, which is a
new technology, only a few thousand years old and only recently as useful as
this." He tapped the high counter with his right hand firmly. "Which
is nothing short of amazing. I still have problems wrapping my head around the
idea of a virtual particle based system like this."


"Then Tor would have been better, wouldn't he? He's the
master of this stuff. I mainly just use his work with minor variations."


That got another long and drawn out silence, if not as
intense this time.


"No... Torrance Purple is Green. That's a
handicap in a lot of ways. You don't have Rhetistics at all. Those two
sets placed in Purple, they had to have harmed his mind. You're a wild card, at
least to Remy. Powerful, potentially strong and deadly already." Then
there was a big grin and a shrug. "I could be wrong however. Twenty-three
percent of the time on this."


There was that at least and Timon smiled back, deciding not
to bother the man any more on the topic for a while, but he kept going anyway.


"So, it has to come for you. Especially since the last
two times it failed. That will press it into action. It would be best, if the
goal is its own destruction, to wait for you to age, but it probably can't let
itself do that, not knowing what you may end up being. My best guess at this
time is that it will work its way into the space program and try to confront
you here. If it hasn't already. That or it will try to lure you to the surface
somehow. It would be easier than building a ship for it and attacking. Any
contact with the ground will give it a chance to connect with you."


After a moment of silence Timon nodded.


"It could also take hostages, to try and force my hand.
Make me come to it?"


"No. Not likely at all. If the reason I have worked out
is correct, then it has to already have worked out that you wouldn't allow
anything like that to be a factor. No, it will come for you, or use a subtle
trick to cause you to move. How soon is the only question. This current trouble
isn't politically important to it, as far as I know, so it has all the time in
the world. You'll live for several hundred years at least, possibly far longer.
It has time, but again, might not be allowed to let that happen. They're
close to being unstoppable killers, once a target is selected. Luckily they
don't often do that at all."


Well, that was good to know. At least it was probably just
going to be between him and Remy. Now all he had to do was figure out how to
not die.


"All right. Thanks for the help. If you come up with
anything else, let me know? If nothing else we might as well give Remy what it
wants." He smiled at Monroe, who was nodding while looking at a readout
across the small space.


"That's very kind of you. I'll gladly help with the
idea. It might..." There was a shrug again. Just like the one that Tor
always used. "It could be months, or even years before it really tries for
you. Or minutes. That part is too hard to factor. We should finish the quelling
device for the micro-plasma soon. Your death is to be avoided, but letting the
world die, burning from the inside out, is too."


"Got it, don't be a lazy little cry-baby, and make sure
my work gets done. I'll run up a test field now. It might take a few days. A
week even. If so, make sure I get food and water every six hours or so? Walked
to the restroom too. Otherwise I could die."


"Making magic is that dangerous?"


"At times. The longer you go, the more likely it is
that you'll never come back. That isn't such a big risk for most people, but
Tor has pushed himself to very near death, and if I'm going to match him, I
have to be ready to do the same. It's going to suck."


"Ah. I'll see to those things then. Good you told
me."


Timon walked out without saying anything else, trying to
seem focused and stoic, rather than a bit scared. Not about Remy, who he was
almost sure would kill him, eventually. Oh, it might go the other way around,
and he could win. If the Ancient thing had chosen wisely enough. Not that it
wasn't scary to think about that.


The idea that his best chance to win was that his enemy had
chosen him for that reason well enough... Not nearly as comforting as it could
have been.


It was something, though.


If he could make the device to stop the micro-plasma, and
did it well enough, the first time, adding in the bits that he hadn't spoken
about to Monroe, then he had to make billions of them. He couldn't see a way of
doing that without dying. Not really. It would take months of constant work for
him to manage it. Maybe years. He couldn't do that. No one could.


Oh, he got that there was a trick to it, but just because
Tor knew it, that didn't help him and even if it did, even if he could get his
brother to explain it all to him, that didn't mean he was going to be up to the
task, did it?


There it was though. Hanging over him anyway. Worse, he had
a literal deadline, needing to get to it before the killing machine could find
him.


Timon walked back to his quarters and got his communications
device out. It had been days since he talked to Trice and like it or not, she
was his wife. In a way he'd been avoiding her, since she loved Tor, and he
might well have to kill him. Not in anger either, but with a cold dispatch that
would make it all a thousand times worse, in the end. Doing it because leaving
him alive would simply be too dangerous.


Really, he sort of wanted to hesitate, or pretend that doing
it in a few days would be good enough. He even tried to work out what time it
would be in the Capital, because calling too late, or early, would be rude.
There was no luck there, since it was just after two in the afternoon according
to his watch, after he did a little math, working back from Printer time, where
it was set.


Before he could lose his nerve, he hit the sigil for her
name.


Less than half a minute later a woman's voice came, sounding
exactly the same as it had before.


"Patricia Baker here." It was a bit curt sounding,
considering most of the people that would be calling her were probably going to
be nobles. It paid to be polite with people you didn't know, after all.


Really, it just paid to be nice in general, even if you
didn't mean it.


"Hello Trice. It's Tim." He was about to go into
the whole story for her, but she actually made a happy sound then, distracting
him. It was just a chuckle, but a pleasant one.


"Oh, good! Holly called in tears the other day,
thinking that you'd hate her now, for kicking you out of her school. I didn't
let her off the hook, but... What else could she have done? Where are you,
anyway? No one will tell me much."


Timon could see that. It wasn't a great situation after all,
not for anyone. Still, he could almost bet the Remy knew where he was, so there
wouldn't be a lot of point of hiding it from Trice, would there?


"I'm in space. In orbit around the center of the
planet. There seems to be an Ancient Assassin after me. Pretty near
unstoppable. On the good side, Monroe, he's a cloned Ancient that came over to
our side, because someone asked him to, anyway, he thinks that Remy is looking
to die, which makes the whole thing sound a lot less dangerous than it really
is."


There was a single beat, about three seconds long, "you
can take him? In a fight I mean? This Remy?"


Timon could have lied, but didn't bother, forcing his voice
to sound chipper anyway.


"Not a chance in hell. Not yet at least. This could be
a long term thing. I... Really, it will probably kill me. It can change shape
to look like anyone, is pretty much indestructible, and I don't think it can
just quit, or anything sensible like that."


"But... I just got married. It will make me look bad if
you die after a month. There has to be some way to handle this. Count Lairdgren
or Brown..."


Timon nodded, thinking to himself for a bit, then realizing
that he was supposed to actually speak out loud, like a real person.


"I'll be chatting with everyone I can about this, you
can bet. It's just another thing, and nothing for you to worry about. I mean,
from what I understand, this is a fight between us two and no matter what else
happens, it will stay that way. So you don't have to be concerned about
personal attack. Not from this thing."


"Oh?" The voice suddenly sounded a little
snappish again. Trice was good at things like that, going back and forth in her
mood suddenly. It was a skill she had. That or a mental illness. Possibly both.
"Do you really think that my first concern was for my safety? This isn't
fair. You never get anything good at all, do you? First there was all that
stuff with Countess Allan and the Larval, then Rodriguez, then business dropped
off due to the war and you get attacked, and kicked out of school for
it. It's like the universe has a grudge against us or something."


Trice had been part of her own troubles that were as bad, or
worse than Timon's, so he got the idea she was going for. He was also bright
enough to realize she was fishing for him to reassure her of her own place in
things.


"I got you though, didn't I? That goes a long
way toward fixing the rest. As for business, it's doing fine and picking up
again already, now that the plague is dying down. It was that, not the war,
that slowed things down. Well, you've been handling the books and scheduling,
so you tell me if it's still all that down."


Trice ignored the part about business altogether and focused
on herself. Like Timon had intended her to.


"I make up for a lot of it? You mean the girl
you got stuck with, to help me out of a bad marriage agreement? It's sweet of you
to say, but..."


Tim snorted. Then he chuckled a bit.


"Wait, that is sweet of me, isn't it? Why how
could I ever think that a pretty, intelligent and well connected woman is a
prize? I must be delirious." He made it sound happy and realized that it
was close enough to true even. Not the delirium part either. His wife was a
catch.


His catch too.


"Well, I'm the lucky one, you know. After all, I have
seen the books and we are doing a lot better. I live in a palace as my first
house and you aren't exactly hard on the eyes. A bit short still." She
actually gasped after a few seconds, but then made a funny sound as she
reconsidered things. "You're growing though and will actually end up
taller than me, so I can live with that. We can call it an investment in the
future. If you don't die, I mean."


"There is that." Tim felt his smile fade, but
there didn't seem to be a lot he could do about it.


Trice had an idea. One that was stupid. Or, at least Timon
knew it was. She didn't know about the corrupt Cordes yet though. She couldn't.
There was too much chance she'd let it slip to Tor, and that might go very
badly for them all.


"Tor will help you. If he knows about this. You don't
even have to ask, I bet, so it won't hurt your pride, after the troubles
between you."


She was, of course, right. Tor would help him. They were
brothers, before and after everything else and where they came from that
actually meant something.


"Oh, don't imagine that I hadn't thought of that
already. The thing there is that Tor will be in danger if he helps me too much.
Remy Seventeen would have to take him out, since he's too dangerous. The only
way to keep him safe is to largely keep him out of it. I'll... Ask for some
advice though. I have another project that I need help with anyway. It might be
related." Now he was just being placating and trying to make her feel
better, but it wasn't a lie, he realized. It was just a plan that he hadn't
fully formed yet.


Getting help from the enemy like that, without letting them
know about it.


That was going to take skill.


Trice let out a gust of air, as if she'd been holding it in.
Probably because she thought that even bringing up Tor might start a fight. It
hadn't yet, but it could. After all, his wife loved his brother far more
than she did him. That wasn't exactly something that made him happy.


Almost as if reading his mind she whispered the words. They
came from the device so quietly that he doubted she meant for him to really
hear them. He did though.


"I love you. Come home safe."


"I love you too." He didn't promise anything.


There was no way he could. Not and make it believable.
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The deep trance he forced himself into wasn't that hard to
maintain though he was aware that someone came in regularly and helped him eat,
drink and go to the restroom as he'd requested. It was a vague thing, that felt
so far away that Tim didn't bother feeling ashamed or embarrassed. Not even
when he understood finally that it was two of the commoner girls that were
doing it all, instead of one of the men or Monroe.


The focus was far too intense and deep for him to worry
about trivial things like modesty. The strangest part came when the two girls
gave him a shower. They didn't do anything untoward with him, otherwise, but
the in-depth washing and scrubbing wasn't exactly needed yet. He'd only been
under a few days. It wasn't until he surfaced, days later, that he understood
it all. The two little perverts had been ogling his body.


Then he let that go. If they'd been royal women he probably
would have been molested outright, or something. Or worse, royal men. He could
let it pass, he decided. They were both cute enough after all, and weren't
actually doing anything wrong.


Since it was what he had to work with, Timon had managed to
get an iron nail from a food packing crate, and put the test field on that. It
felt strong enough, and seemed like it would do what was needed. It didn't have
a glowing sigil on it, but the whole thing gave off a blue light, since he
didn't want to lose the thing or have someone confuse it with some other, more
normal, nail.


He was, he knew, still in a very deep trance as he rose. His
first job was to go to the restroom, after drinking as much water as he
comfortably could. Doing anything else would be asking for trouble, later.
Then, after he took care of those things, he walked to the lab wondering if
Monroe would have anything ready yet or not. The black man stood inside,
wearing his normal coat, and didn't seem to be doing anything else at all. He
just stood. Waiting.


Tim held out the nail.


"Hey." His voice cracked from disuse. That meant
he had to clear it several times in order to make himself sound normal.
"Try this. Just tap it to start the field."


The man went slowly, moving without asking however, and set
the nail across the room. Then he turned to Timon and waved him to the far
door.


"No need for us to die here, so stand back. I have a
containment field set up for testing. Will the magical device need to be in
with it?"


Timon shook his head.


"No, I don't think so. It should send the instructions
even if it's in a shielded area. If the field is near it, then it will shut it
down. Or at least prevent it from moving around." Hopefully.


The man smoothed his white lab coat, which he only wore
there, and then made it happen, the softly glowing pink material spreading out
into a box that seemed to be made all of glass. Then, without asking, Monroe
walked across the room and very carefully touched the long but squared nail. It
turned from blue to green, signaling the field was active.


At first, for about twenty seconds, it looked like nothing
had happened at all. Then, slowly, the pink turned orange and faded into
nothing.


Monroe smiled, which didn't mean that much, but he also
moved to clap Tim on the shoulder.


"Excellent. We need to run more tests, of course, I'll
set that up." Except, naturally, that he couldn't.


All the micro-plasma had shut down when the field was
activated, even the stuff held behind the special shielding that it was kept
in. Rather than seeming upset the man looked amazed, for a moment.


"Very, very good! What's the range on this field? About
twenty feet?"


Timon had to look around to understand that guess. It was
about how far the glow would carry. That had nothing to do with the actual
device though. That was just decoration. A bit of prettiness done because it
cost him no more than a little extra effort.


"No, it should cover a few miles. It's a strong field.
The information sort of goes where it's needed though, it doesn't blanket
everything. That would take too much power. Like the communications
devices?" It was what he'd based the idea on, at any rate. Ideally one
device could be made strong enough to cover the whole world, but that wasn't
happening. Not with him doing it.


"Oh? That's a very nice range then. Now we need to work
out how to make enough of them and spread them around. You seemed to have an
idea?"


"Yes. Not one I love, but it might work. I just have to
do it right."


If he could do it at all.


He'd need privacy for it, he thought, since there was no way
it would be an easy thing, which meant going back to his chambers, and then
checking the time. It was four in the morning, Capital time, and even earlier
in Lairdgren. That meant waiting at least. Also waiting on getting some food,
since the kitchen wasn't going to be open on the ship and helping yourself was
frowned on, he'd heard. That meant he had time for a nap.


People didn't really get how exhausting building could be.
It just seemed like a person closed their eyes and suddenly there was magic to
be had, but that wasn't it at all. It took tremendous focus, clarity of
thought, and holding an abstract idea at the front of your mind the whole time,
while linked to a physical object. That meant being awake for it all. It was
mind numbing at best, or would be, if a person didn't focus hard enough. It
burned energy though, the whole time and wasn't a replacement for sleep. So
functionally, the six days that he'd just taken to build that novel device had
been totally without rest for him. Even though he'd sat on his bed the entire
time.


Tim drank more water, and then rested, his eyes closing,
almost on their own. He planned to sleep for eight hours, or until someone woke
him, but it was the second thing that happened, with Denno Brown knocking at
his chamber door. Or more exactly, just walking in, looking fit, tidy, and
better looking that Timon ever would.


For his part, Timon opened his eyes and rolled to the left
before the man could kill him. Brown didn't move at least, except to hold his
hands up, to show they were empty.


"It's just me, Denno."


Timon was, not very artfully, crouched on the floor, trying
to turn his shield on while pulling a force lance. He stopped and read Denno
first, and found that it certainly seemed like him at least, which got
him to stand up, feeling a bit mentally fuzzy.


"Oh. Hello. I figured you might be Remy."


The man nodded, as if that just made sense.


"Orange came and got me, she wanted to do a supply run,
so we offloaded a lot of rations from Austra. We also changed most of the crew.
Captain Matheson decided that the best we could do was to make it all happen in
one trip and take off from unexpected locations. We used the main space port in
Vagus for it. We have the new ports being watched. I have to head back in an
hour, but haven't been in space personally for, oh, the better part of six
hundred years? I miss it." Then, as if invited, he sat carefully on the
edge of the bed. It was a tangled mess, because of the sprawling and tumbling
out that Tim had done, which made the space seem untidy.


"Ah."


He was still waking up, but the older man, who only looked
to be in his mid-twenties at the moment, did the speaking for him.


It was the kind of thing he excelled at.


"Monroe mentioned that you, for the first time in
history, have managed a way to artificially control micro-plasma? Nasty stuff.
Outlawed by the treaty, but that won't stop the others, I don't think. Not now.
That's an impressive feat. I don't suppose you have a way to stop nuclear
devices yet?"


Timon shook his head. He hadn't even been thinking about
that. Why, he didn't know. Not really. It was as if they had to be left on the
table.


"Not really. Hopefully that won't seem a good option to
anyone. Plagues, micro-plasma, nano swarms, those can take out people and leave
the planet fine. The large bombs... not so much."


Brown nodded pensively, his fine features looking slightly
bland.


"I agree. The problem is that Cordes and Gray might do
anything, in their desperation. Well, I didn't come to bother you with these
things. Do you need anything? I can send it up on the next trip, possibly, or
better, send it to Orange and have her work out how to send it. We aren't
taking your safety for granted here. We know the score and won't make it too
easy for Remy to get to you." He smiled and then shook his head sadly.
"This isn't good, Tim. You need to move from here soon. Any ideas where to
go?"


Timon nearly told him that letting him know that was
foolish, but it probably didn't really matter, did it?


"Well, first the new lunar base, since we need to start
work on it. A full colony. Then I'll grab, or maybe build, a ship and head out
from there. See some of the other planets, if I can work that out? Remy can
follow me to the edge of the solar system if it wants." Not that Tim was
going to do that at all, and knew it. Well, the new settlement wasn't a bad
plan, but the rest wasn't on the table. Not with a war on.


Brown went misty eyed anyway.


"I'm very sorry to hear that, Tim. It isn't what I
would have picked for you. I actually hoped, still hope, that you'd consider
eventually taking over Austra from me. We need some fresh thinking there.
People like you already, too."


He snorted.


"Not a problem, get Taman to do it. If she will. She's
sweet, and smart. Too young yet, but if you didn't mean 'have you take over in
a few hundred years' then you're an idiot anyway. Provided I can't just change
things, I mean. With Remy."


"You can't negotiate. It doesn't want anything, except
for you dead. Unless Monroe is right, and then it wants you dead, and to
die itself. That won't help you a lot."


He knew that. It was hard not to, since everyone kept saying
it. Tim would have normally been a little insulted, if everyone had been
assuming that he was just going to die like that, but this once it seemed like
it was the sensible course of action.


To die.


Horribly, and alone, but in a way that could be
verified.


"Well, first we need a tracking system. One with
pictures, like what you use in Austra. I'm trying to work that out, using
magic."


Brown stiffened and rolled his eyes, but wisely kept his
mouth shut. He didn't believe in magic. Worse, even while riding through space
in a magic craft, wearing clothing made of the stuff, and talking about a new
way to stop micro-plasma that worked on the principles, the man couldn't
believe it and never would.


It had been made a part of him, thousands of years before.
Why, no one had ever really explained to Tim. It wasn't a big deal, except that
the man had to try and rationalize it all to himself, which had to be getting
really hard to do, about then. He was literally surrounded by it at the moment,
after all.


It made sense suddenly, the offer to have Tim take over his
land. With Count Lairdgren it had been easier to see, but this was real too.
Green was tired and barely hanging on to his place in the world. His mind was
going and sooner or later, he'd vanish into insanity. Oh, it would take another
thousand years or so, but it was going to happen. He'd seen too much, and borne
the pain of suffering in ways that someone like Timon just couldn't even
imagine.


However it had worked out, reality had been kinder to Denno
Brown. Oh, he'd suffered loss and pain too, no doubt, but it hadn't been enough
to nearly break him. Maybe he was tougher than Green. Or perhaps it was just
that he'd gotten luckier.


Still, in that moment, thinking about magic, Timon
understood what the man had to have been thinking.


Sighing a bit, Timon spoke.


"You think that the future of Earth is going to be in
the new technology of Noram, don't you?"


Denno looked slightly shocked, but after a few moments let
his head fall, his face going along with it.


"I do. I really do, Timon. How can we not use it?
It's-" A medium dark brown hand gestured around them, as if indicating
everything, not just the ship. "It's the perfect solution. It hardly takes
resources at all from the planet and allows for things that we haven't had in
hundreds or even thousands of years. We can't afford to keep things as they
have been, with an option like this right there for the taking. It's time for
the old age to pass and the new one to begin." It sounded tired and a bit
sad, but the Ancient shrugged and stood up from the edge of the bed, so that he
could pace.


Timon watched him closely, but for once couldn't work out
what the man would say next.


"I can't survive in that world though. I can barely say
the word, magic. I can't say it and mean it. I have to think of stage shows and
illusions even to mouth the word. I can see it all around me, feel it against
my skin, and I can't..." Grasping at the air in frustration, he held
nothing, which was the point. "Make sense of it. We have to use it, to
make it the new way of Earth, and perhaps even this part of the galaxy, and I can't
be part of it. So someone is going to have to take over for me, so my people,
my children, won't be held back. There aren't that many options left now."


Timon thought about it for a while and then nodded.


"Well, I'll see to that then, if I'm alive to do it
when the time comes. I can't let my favorite uncle down, can I?" He meant it,
but Denno just looked sad.


"Children shouldn't have to worry about things like
this. Or killers coming for them."


"No one should, but it happens and we either deal with
it or lose everything. Take your pick, because I don't think there's a good
third option."


There was a sound that came from the door, which had been
left open. It was Alice Orange, at least from appearance. When Timon let his
mind run out, he could feel her. Not that he was certain the Remy couldn't fake
a pattern too, on that level, but it was the best he could manage.


"Ah! There's the pretty men. Conspiring against me
already? I should have insisted that you have a woman with you, so that I'd at
least stand a chance." It was her own Rhetistics that made her say that,
Tim knew, so he didn't worry about it.


"Aunt Orange. Can we get a crew for the new Lunar
colony project? Monroe has some ideas for it. It will probably mean a lot of
work for me, but I'll live. Most likely." One way or the other.


"We can do that. High Servants? Clever of King Richard,
sending them off into space to get rid of them. Half of them are fine enough,
but the others aren't worth the spit needed to moisten my tongue to scream at
them. Guess which you're going to get?"


Timon didn't rise to the bait, "fine. Let's do it then.
I need to work it all out anyway. Let's call it another two weeks to get things
started? It might be more than that."


That got a laugh from the two Ancients, which annoyed him,
but Tim didn't let it show. Had he said something funny? He didn't think so,
but Denno, who really was his favorite, actually explained it to him.


"Weeks. There was a time when building a base on the
moon took longer. I think the first time it was a few million years? The second
base took nearly fifty, from the start of planning to completion."


Alice cleared her throat and spoke with her thick and
slightly strange accent.


"Longer than that. Closer to sixty-five. I worked on
the whole thing, personally. It was one of the first projects I managed without
killing anyone." She spread her hands, but held them low, as if ready to
fight with the smaller men. She always did that, even when things were relaxed.
"Not that some few didn't deserve it. I must be getting old, I hardly ever
kill anyone anymore. That or people are finally becoming smarter. I doubt it's
that."


Blinking Tim tilted his head.


"It's probably just that I don't understand all that
will be needed. It won't be up and running on its own for a year or longer. I
figure we can use a variation of the Earth moving and compression units to
start with. Create that first, then figure out how to make air and water. I
mean, I can make them now, but I have to create a field that will make
it permanent."


Then he got to spend three hours explaining that to both of
them, with Denno barely keeping up at all and Alice thinking he was trying to
trick her, making promises that he wouldn't, or more likely, couldn't, keep.


"That really might be the case, not the trickery part,
since that's just your Rhetistics, but it will be hard to pull off. If I can do
it, well, then it will be taking magic to the next level, won't it? Creating
reality with thought. I don't even know if that's a good idea. Still, we
probably won't really know until we try it."


Then they held up the returning ship even longer, going over
the specifications for the new base. When they finally left, it was six hours
after they'd planned to leave and Timon was starving.


Sleepy too. He went to find food, going to where he knew the
kitchen, the galley, to be. It was almost time for the second ship meal, having
missed the first completely, thanks to all the planning. The fare was plain,
but he ate it in the common room and lingered, getting to see almost everyone
as they stopped for their own meal.


Timon knew he was stalling, trying not to get in contact
with Tor. They'd been fighting and calling up to ask for help with something,
even just for information, was going to be hard. It had to be done though,
unless he could work out how to make mass copies himself. It wasn't that nothing
came to mind, just that what did, making it grow like a tree, probably wouldn't
make enough different versions of itself.


Sighing, he stood up, and walked out of the plain blue room
with its little tables that seemed to be made all out of well rounded stone,
and went to the observation deck. That was just a fancy name for a medium sized
room that no one went into, with one of the walls turned into a clear shield,
so that you could see Earth. They were rounding it fast, but he could see that
Noram was still mainly in sunlight, meaning his brother would be awake.


The milky tan focus stone in his hand shook a bit, as a
flash of anger hit him. It was complex and uncomfortable this time. He was
still mad at Tor, but knew that it might not have totally been his fault. That
stripping away of what Timon really was served Cordes so well, that the
suggestion for it might well have come from there, if not the work.


Tapping the sigil, he waited and after two minutes nearly
tapped it again, to turn it off.


So naturally a voice came then.


"Tor's Bakery, Sherilyn Bonner speaking, how may I help
you this fine day?" The girl sounded chipper and happy. That wasn't always
the case, but normally was. She was Ali's school roommate.


"Hey Sherri. Timon here. I was wondering if Tor was
around? I can get back with him later-"


There was a clatter, and then a voice that sounded familiar.


His brother.


"Tim! I wasn't expecting to hear from you. Is
everything all right?"


"Define all right?" There was a hint of surliness
in his tone, so he tried to cover it with a small laugh. "No, really,
everything is fine. I just wanted some building advice, since I managed to get
kicked out of school without a single lesson. Not that Printer has a good
building section yet."


There was a murmur from Sherri, and then Tor, who spoke a bit
louder. "That would be great. I'll be in my office." Then there was a
sound of movement, as his brother explained, apparently to him, what was
happening. "I had to buy the place next door and add an office since
people keep interrupting me at work. Sherri's doing pretty well, and I have a
fulltime assistant here. Now, do you need me to do some building for you?"


Since that was the last thing Tim wanted in the world, he
tried to cover in typical little brother fashion.


"I can do it myself, at least I hope so. I need to make
field impregnated nano-dust." This next bit was the hard part, the bit
that might cause Cordes to get involved. It pretty much had to be done though,
since he really didn't think that anything else would work. "I came up
with a field to stop micro-plasma, which is a horrible weapon that's kind of
like death dust, only made of energy. It burns people when they breathe it in,
or it touches them, and can potentially kill everyone. I can stop it already,
but-"


Without missing a beat Tor continued for him.


"But the field has to be where the problem is. So,
nano-dust... Well, it's a bit boring, but you probably have all the skills
already. It's basically like making a growing field, that's basically alive,
like a virus or bacteria, so that it will breed and make copies of itself,
directed to do so inside the medium you choose. Be careful though, since there
can be problems with having too much magic in the world. This should be all
right, since it's just stopping a problem. Maybe run it by Denno and Burks
first? Just to make certain that it's going to be what you want?"


Even with the caution, he ran over the whole thing with him
three times, to make sure he understood it all. There were more steps than it
sounded like there should be, but most of them were simple enough, if Tor
wasn't just being humble and making it sound easier than it was.


"What else do you have going on? I hear that you moved
to space? Is Trice going to go and live with you there soon? It seems weird,
you being away from your wife." There was a bit of darkness in those words
at least, and Timon knew it wasn't about him not being with Trice all the time
either. He was more than a little upset that Timon had married her, even if it
had been to keep her safe from some creep that she was supposed to marry. Rico
Gala. The new Baron, after he'd killed his father and mother a few weeks back.
Nearly a month now.


Timon ignored that and smiled, so it would show in his
voice.


"We're putting together a new moon base. A colony
really. The High Servants are coming in to do the work, since it will help
safeguard humanity." It wasn't until the words were out that he understood
it to be a mistake. After all Cordes would have to realize that it would mean
humanity wouldn't be gone, wouldn't he? Though, come to think of it, that part
of the plan was almost certainly Gray's. Cordes had an agenda, but what that
was no one had ever told him at all.


"Hey, Tor... Would it be all right if I asked Cordes
some questions? I'm having a little problem with a Remy, and wanted to see if
he had any suggestions other than 'you're going to die'. I get that it's the
most likely case, but..." This was going to be interesting, since he
didn't know if Cordes, the one in Tor, knew that he knew that the
Ancient King was in on the whole plan.


"Naturally, young Timon. What do you need of me?"
The voice was still Tor's, but deeper and with a strange accent. Not as strange
as some of the others, but it was enough that it sounded wrong on his brother.


It was tempting to confront him, but that would be a
mistake, no matter what. Timon took a breath and described the situation. The
one with Remy Seventeen wanting him dead, what Monroe had projected as being
the most likely case scenario and the plan he'd told Denno, about first helping
with the lunar base set up then moving out into space for exploration, to buy
himself time. The only difference was that this time it sounded so much more
sensible suddenly.


Cordes seemed to agree.


"That would sadden Torrance, to have you leave.
Especially since the fight you are having is my fault. I urged him to make
those corrections to you, Timon. I've seen that sort of thing before, the lack
of conscience, the reduced sense of fear. It never ends well. I'd hate for you
to leave us, before making things right with Tor. It wasn't his decision. Not
alone. Perhaps if your anger could be shared with me, it might allow you two to
reconcile?" The man sounded both friendly and reasonable. It was probably
why people had made him King and left him there, for over a thousand years,
before he'd gone insane.


"I'll work on that part. This might... I don't have a
lot of choices." It was too easy to talk to the man he realized, almost as
if it were a power that he had. Even over the communications hand-held.


"Good! Now, the Remy... They don't have a lot of
weaknesses and even trying to die, it might be too much for you alone.
Isolating yourself will at least cut down on the collateral damage. They are
weak to intense radiation, temperatures over three thousand degrees... You know
about their shape changing? They're very strong and fast, but you can contain
them. Think of an elephant. If you can keep one of those in..." There was
a bit of swearing then. "You have no clue what that is, do you?"


"Nope." Timon didn't add anything, just imagining
the giant thin Ancient twirling his mustache. Except he was in Tor's body and
didn't have facial hair at all. It was considered bad form for a baker.


"Let me see then. If you could contain one of the larger
nobles, in a full Combat Rage? That should be enough."


Timon tilted his head.


"So, use a special ship, one with no way to control it
from the inside, and send it into the sun? That's hot enough, isn't it?"


There was an intake of breath, but Cordes kept talking.


"Yes. It wouldn't be the first time that trick has been
used however. You need to have more than one plan. At least seven. I really
wasn't aware that there was a Remy left at all, I haven't even heard of one
in... Well, let's say that it's been a long time and leave it at that? I wonder
who they've been? If they're after you, then you have to know that they've been
watching you for years first. They won't just pick someone out of a crowd after
all. Not for a project like this, doing that would run counter to their
fundamental nature. You should be quite proud you know. By doing this, one of
the greatest killers in history is proclaiming you their equal. That's not an
honor to take lightly."


It was however, one that Timon could have done without. He
did record the advice in his head however, coming from the enemy or not. No one
had ever claimed that Cordes was stupid, they'd just mentioned him having gone
insane after a time.


"Thank you. Well, I'll let you explain to Tor that the
reason I'm going to sleep with his wife is all your fault then. It's
wrong to make changes to people without their consent. That got you into
trouble before you know." True that was a lot more people and he'd really
messed it up, but still...


"Ah. That's an unkind thing to plan. Torrance isn't
your enemy. Even I'm not. It's for the best. As for the other thing, you
know, I don't recall that at all?"


"That isn't an excuse not to learn from it. Thank you
again, for the advice."


"Certainly, I'll be in touch if I think of anything
else."


"Thanks."


Then he clicked off, before he had to talk to Tor again and
answer questions. There were certainly enough of them to go around after all.


It wasn't enough to just know how to create the nano-dust
field sets however. He had to get the right kind of material to put them on,
and then actually make it work. That would be hard, he figured. Not the dust,
which he got just by asking Monroe to help him make some, but the field itself
would be brutal to put together.


That, he feared, was going to be all his building from now
on. In one way or another, it was going to just be so hard to do that no one
sane would bother with it. He had to have some new things ready to go, ones
that Cordes-Tor didn't know about. Things that Remy had never heard of and
wouldn't be ready for. That meant taking huge amounts of time doing things that
he really wasn't in love with in the first place. He could build and was
getting pretty decent at it, after a fashion.


If he'd been going to Lairdgren, they probably would have
let him in to their working group there, and it was starting to attract the
best building students in the kingdom. All he had was himself and Deshi, who he
hadn't even seen at all since he'd gotten on the ship. That was being a good
host, there, he decided, rolling his brown eyes up at the overhead, which was a
light tan in his room. There were spots on it that glowed a pure clean white
light, making the whole place feel very clean, if not overly real.


It wasn't nice of him, he knew, but instead of finding the
man, who would be getting up to who knew what, Timon napped for a bit longer.
After all, if he was going to need to be in and out of trance states for over a
month, he needed to have at least a full days rest first.


"How can I have literally nothing else to do and still
be too busy to get all my work done? It's not like I have to be ready for the
big dance next week." He was stuck, floating in the inky black of space,
with nothing but different building projects to do. The idea itself was mind numbing,
but at least this next bit wouldn't be as bad. Tor had mentioned that he'd be
able to hold the field and move around for hours each day, if he did it right,
since it was being set to grow on its own. He'd done something similar before,
though his fast craft hadn't taken as long each day. About two hours.


This one would be closer to sixteen, if he had the principle
right.


After he finished his second nap, still feeling a little
tired, he got up, stretched and showered, then went to find Deshi and Monroe.
They weren't together, since the mage was more than a little in awe of the all
black man, thinking him a god. He wasn't against being with people though, so
had taken to practicing his Noram standard with the kitchen crew, who were all
treating him like they would a suitor, Tim noticed, each plying the slightly
strange looking robed man with sweets or cups of things to drink. It was a good
sign.


Timon looked at the scene for a bit and then shrugged,
speaking from the door, his voice deeper than he recalled it being.


"If you want to propose marriage, let me know and I'll
pass the word to Lyn Red, the leader of Vagus. You'd have to be willing to move
there, but we are putting in a space base near the mage compound there, so it
might work without too much difficulty."


The girls all giggled, since they weren't all that much
older than he was, and one of them blushed, but looked at Deshi seriously
enough that Tim wondered if she'd really ask him to do that. Deshi just looked
confused for his part.


"I'm... Forgive me, Great Brother, my skills are not as
great at the language of your people as I presumed, perhaps? Why would they
talk to the Great Mother about marriage to me? Shouldn't they talk to me
about it? More, why would they wish that?" He seemed truly baffled by the
idea at least and since he wasn't stupid, that had to be due to the vows that
Lyn was making all the mages take. It would basically keep them in poverty all
their lives.


Unless the mage married, and their spouse could provide for
them.


"Why not? You're attractive enough, and would be a good
father." That bit was for the girls, since they were common stock, all
looking similar enough to the girls from Vagus, with their brown or black hair,
and brown eyes. All orphans too. They probably couldn't tell what a good father
would be like at all. "That plus the fact that you have a certain
political clout, even if you do have vows of poverty to uphold in your own
land. Vagus has its charms however, too." Timon turned to look at the
girls directly, all of whom were dressed in magical clothing, which was in
black and orange. It was an ugly combination, but they were fresh and young, if
not exactly stunning beauties. Of course they weren't dressed and made up for a
court function, but cooking.


After a bit, Timon saw a row of chairs along the far wall,
and pulled one over. It looked like black glass, with a soft cushion on the
seat, done in orange. Like a round pumpkin that someone had squashed there. It
was comfortable enough at least.


"The land there is a bit wild, but the people are
honorable and not prone to prejudice or looking down on others. There are no
nobles there really, and their builders are less greedy than the ones in Noram.
You all have good jobs, and will be able to travel and since Deshi is probably
going to end up with some kind of liaison job with Noram, as well as his other
duties, it would be a good pairing, I think. For any of you." Timon smiled
a bit, but not too much, since he was actually being a bit of a jerk to
everyone in the room.


For all he knew no one was interested, and he was starting
something that would just be awkward and cause problems. Noram common girls
weren't all that forward most of the time, so he didn't think it would be that
big of an issue, but one of the girls, whose name he hadn't asked at all,
stepped toward Deshi and bowed.


"Would you be my husband, mage Deshi? I'm not rich or
anything, but I make a gold a month at my current job and it's good training. I
can work a kitchen, and will keep your home well, if you have one. If not, I
can help build one. I used to live at the focus stone manufacturing center. I
learned a bit there from some of the men."


Timon saw her blush again, and got that she'd probably
traded sex for that knowledge. It was about the only coin that an orphan had.
If so, she'd probably gotten good value for her time, if the fellows had
actually shown her enough to make a real home that way.


"Really? How good are you?" It was an
interruption, but sounded interested enough that she turned to him and smiled.


"Well, making things with focus stone isn't all that
hard, to be truthful. I nearly went into that business, but the Orange Lady,
she said that she needed cooks for a grand adventure, so I signed on here. Not
a lot of the girls have yet and more of us took the cooking and baking learning
than the boys." She bowed her head a bit, but seemed pleased and a bit
catty, if Tim was reading her right. "I have a compression unit though,
gifted as promised by the Wizard Tor, and if we had to, we could sell it for
several gold, to give us our start."


Why she was looking sly, Timon didn't get until he looked at
the other two, who seemed chagrined. From the way they were holding themselves,
they hadn't done the complete focus stone section and now didn't have that
little extra.


Timon nodded.


"Deshi, you should look at it and make some more of
them. We'll need ones that are more versatile and can do both very large and
smaller works as well as work from inside a ship, influencing the outside
world. For the Colony project? It will have to be a very large city, that's
able to keep all the air inside. Get with Monroe for what's really needed on
that. Um... this young lady, sorry, I don't know your name?"


She curtsied, messing it up horribly and looking awkward,
but he didn't say anything about it. They weren't in the King's throne room and
he wasn't going there anytime soon. Neither was this woman.


"Wistra, Countier Lairdgren." The very young woman
blushed again, then looked half panicked. "I mean... Countier Baker!"


That got waved away. They were in space and while he wasn't
going to tell her about it, she probably out ranked him, actually being ship's
crew.


"Tim. You should all call me that. Anyway, Deshi, get
with Wistra and see if she'll let you examine her equipment." He paused
for a beat, waiting for someone to laugh at the double entendre, but no one
did, not even the other girls that had been holding back. "Then, I don't
know, you might want to actually discuss that marriage thing? She seems nice
enough. It isn't my place to say, of course. Other than approaching Lyn about
it. That's a Noram thing."


Smiling he covered his mouth.


"Though if you want, whoever is currently the ship's
Captain could marry you, or if you can make a guide fire, you can do it Vagus
fashion and hop over it holding hands. It's a nice little ceremony. Maybe
something different though?" Now he was just teasing them both, but Deshi,
who had apparently been born either incredibly gullible or half diplomat, stood
and bowed low to Wistra.


"I was supposed to marry another girl, but she died
three years ago, before the Healing Stones came from the Great Mother's family.
I would be honored to get to know you now, with the promise of possible
marriage later." It could have been him putting her off, but Tim was
reading his field, rude or not, since if it were going to be a mess, it was his
fault.


He was serious about it though, and was actually just
not certain that the girl wasn't teasing him a bit, in some strange and foreign
manner. No one had really wanted to marry any of the mages yet, considering
them a bit holy, after a fashion. They didn't have vows of celibacy though, and
Lyn had married Dorgal, so he figured it would be within the rules.


Rather than keep things going, since they could probably cover
the rest of it themselves, more or less, he looked at the other two and winked.


"See, it pays to be a bit forward at times. So, you
two... Well, there are other men here, and you don't have to get married if you
don't want to."


The one in the far back turned to a steaming pot and waved a
focus stone spoon at him, then stopped as if afraid that he'd think she was
threatening him with it.


"Does the pretty man of darkness have someone yet? He's
very nice to me, always smiling and telling me how pleased he is that I'm
here."


"Monroe? I don't know, to be honest. I don't think so,
but you need to ask him outright. I... There are some problems there. He's
immortal, and old, after a fashion. He has the memories of a life from a long
time ago at least, which sounds confusing, I don't doubt. Don't be shy with him
however. He may say no to you, but he won't be mean about it. He can't."
The rest of it he'd let her find out for herself, if she really wanted to.


The other girl just looked away shyly.


"Do you have anyone yet?"


Timon looked at her and was so glad that he only had about
half the ability to feel embarrassment as a regular person did. It was a lot
more off-putting when you were the one on the spot.


"Yes. I'm married. She lives in the Capital right
now." That should have been enough for a common girl, if she'd been raised
properly, in a rural setting, since marriage actually meant something there. At
the orphanages, that wasn't such a big thing though.


"But she's not here? Would you like to have me
come visit you later? I saw you when Wistra and I showered you, you're very
manly."


Timon shook his head a bit, but smiled, trying to copy how
Monroe always did it, showing just a hint of exasperation.


"Tempting, but I have to go right back to work. Deshi
will be too, I think, since he's taking the lead on the big project." It
wouldn't hurt to talk the mage up a bit, Timon decided.


Then, without making a big deal out of being asked if he
wanted the kitchen help in his bed, which he sort of did, he realized, Timon
got them to load him up with food. He had a heaping tray of things that
wouldn't go bad too quickly, and took it with him, so that he could stock up a
bit before the hard part started.


It was, as he'd figured, nearly impossible. Tor had made it
sound simple enough. You took several large containers of nano-dust, in this
case made of carbon, since that was what Monroe had been able to provide him,
and grew the field, making it very clear that it was to grow and spread, making
millions of copies of itself, with each little bit holding one.


That was basic enough, until he tried it, of course. Three
times he had to restart, failing utterly. The second one was so bad that after
a week, all the carbon had fused together into a single block in each
container. It held a lot of individual fields, but it was almost totally
useless. Monroe seemed impressed though, that he'd done that with nothing
except his thoughts, but it was an annoyance and was costing them time.
Finally, after a month of trying, he managed to get a good batch going.


The whole thing was mind numbing, and to his chagrin, the
girls kept showering him, every two days or so. They didn't abuse him, as far
as he could tell, but he didn't really need it, being able to move on his own a
lot more than normal. It wasn't horrible or anything, since they were all so
short, being smaller than he was. They also didn't push him for sex or
anything, which was nice, but he couldn't really speak the whole time, and
since it had taken most of two months to get it all done, he was nearly
crippled by the time it was all over.


Stiff and in need of a lot of exercise.


Worse, even as he came to the surface, he noticed that he
was different. It wasn't a little thing either, since his mind kept trying to
move back to holding the field he'd been making and had to be forced away from
it, over and over again. It felt like he was stuck, in a cage of his own
making. It meant that, an hour after getting up, drinking all he could hold and
finding some food, he was stumbling around the halls, feeling more than a
little bit like he wasn't really there.


The woman that he met in the hallway had orange on her
cuffs, which meant she was important. Nearly as high in rank as Alice, if he
had the system right. That the kitchen girls all did too... Well, they'd been
there the whole time, so he thought he understood what Alice was thinking.
These were going to be the section heads, or maybe even the instructors for the
entire fleet. They were young for a job like that, but that would change, with
time.


This one though, was tall, and clearly of Noram nobility,
being about seven feet tall and very thin. Not too old either. Blinking he
finally put a name to the face and then, after a while, managed to speak. It
was Judith Kerry, and considering she was probably his best friend in the whole
world, other than Denno or Petra, it wasn't a good sign that he hadn't
recognized her.


"Judy." He wanted to explain what he'd been doing,
but she moved in and hugged him, which had more of an air of someone trying to
keep another from falling down, at first. His face hit her right in the chest,
which made him blink. She was a lot taller than he was still, but his growth
made a difference.


He must have been five-seven or eight already.


"Tim! You look like death left out in the rain. What in
the seven hells have you been doing? I'd heard you were working, but this isn't
normal." She frowned at him, but didn't take him to task past that one
line.


She just held him instead, right there in the hallway. She
was tall, and that should have made him think of Nora, but he didn't. Instead
he let his arms wrap around her for a bit and then stood back, noticing that he
really was unsteady.


"I... built..." It was so hard to explain it all
really, what it did. What it would really do. "It's a kind of shield,
really. For the whole world. It only works against one thing, but that's a
dangerous weapon that the others, the bad Ancients and their clones,
have."


Two things happened then. The first was that she didn't ask
him what a clone was, which was telling, since in Noram that wasn't a subject
covered in school really. She'd been around the idea though, and had clearly
picked it up. The second was what she'd said.


"The Sunset Fire?"


Timon went silent for a bit, "Um, micro-plasma?"


She grunted, her voice low and angry sounding.


"That's the name. We all call it Sunset Fire. Near on a
month back they used it on Austra. They took nearly a half million lives with
it. It's part of why we have so many bodies here now. A lot's changed in the
last days. You should talk to someone about it. I can fill you in some, but you
have better sources than I do. If you can help with that though, well..." 


Then, without asking, or telling him what was happening, she
kissed him. It wasn't a peck on the cheek either, but held a bit of lust that
he hadn't expected from her really. He wasn't all that old and she wasn't
either, but she had four years on him, at least.


When she stopped, she didn't blush or say anything about it,
just taking him by the hand.


"Come on."


Where they were going he didn't know, but it was happening
at a brisk walk, which was a bit faster than he could comfortably go at the
moment, his legs feeling a bit heavy still from disuse. It was probably good exercise
though. He figured on a trip to the mess hall, which was what they called the
dining room on the ship. Or possibly the shower, or maybe, given the warmth of
the kiss he'd gotten, her taking him off to her bed chamber. That was just
possible he knew, since he was a bit out of it and she was a noble woman.


They ended up on the bridge however, and walked to the right
hand side where there were three different kinds of communications devices set
up. Two were normal enough, a regular communications device, like his own and
an Austran one. Or at least it was similar, if a lot larger than the other one.
The one that Tor made was more colorful, having brilliant and glowing blue
sigils all over the milky tan stone.


The last one was very different, and seemed to be just a bit
of crystallized metal. That marked it as being from Blue, he thought. Unless
someone else had come over to their side that had that kind of ancient
technology too?


Judy just stood there, breathing hard, which had nothing to
do with the quick walk down the hallway. She was in too good of shape for that.
No, she was worried, and while she knew that they needed to get in touch with
people, hence them being there, it was also clear that her thoughts had ended
with the idea that he needed to do that part.


Hardly all that Captain like of her. Timon looked into her
eyes and smiled.


"Thank you, Captain Kerry. I'll handle it from
here."


The first thing he needed to do wasn't what he wanted, which
was to find out what had happened. No, first he needed to get in touch with
Alice Orange, and he worked out the correct sigil for that, with only a bit of
fumbling. Well, more than a little. It took about five minutes to work it all
out, his mind really not able to track with reality yet.


"Report." The stern and heavily accented voice
sounded snappish and rude, which fit the hard woman better than her normal
manner of interacting with the world, he realized. This was the real her, and
that nicer version was her playing at being just like everyone else. How he
made that leap he didn't know, but it felt right anyway. It was probably that
he'd connected with her field when he was focusing on finding her name, even if
she was thousands of miles away at the moment.


"Timon. I have a nano-device set up that will stop
micro-plasma. We need to spread it in the atmosphere, all over the world. The
continents most likely to be attacked first. Tell the Ancients to stay away
from any of it." He realized what that sounded like and tiredly tried to
fix his words, sounding almost drunk, he was so out of it. "Away from the micro-plasma.
If it's in the air, it will try to attack them before it dies." Hopefully
no one had decided to fight fire with fire. Not on their side at least.


"Tim? You have your work done? Are you sure?" That
was her natural skepticism toward attractive men, he understood, but she
sounded no worse than normal.


"I think so, we have to release it to find out, but the
fields are strong and feel right. Hopefully I made enough. It will come down to
spread patterns, but I couldn't do any more."


As it was, he didn't feel like he could do much of anything
at all, for a long time.


"I'll send up someone to collect it. Have you been
informed as to the situation on the ground here?"


"No. Just that there was an attack using micro-plasma
on Austra?"


"Seven nukes, two micro-plasma attacks and at least a
hundred assassinations worldwide. It's bad enough that even the idiots in Noram
have stopped fighting each other, for the time being. Not that it will last. I
have someone coming to you for the pickup. We just dump it? Will it self
spread, or do we need a spraying program?"


Timon thought he understood, but didn't talk for a while,
his voice not caring to.


"Ah. Both. Put it over high population centers first.
Let it go on its own from there. It will seek out the stuff to stop it, but we
have to protect everyone first. I'll call Brown, so he knows your people are
coming?" He didn't feel like doing it, but it was his job, he figured. The
man was family and so were his people, after a fashion.


"Understood. We have that craft coming in...
approximately twenty-seven minutes. Have the material ready, along with any
handling instructions." Then the line broke.


Things had to be pretty intense then, if that's how they
were going to be doing things. Then, that was Aunt Alice and she was nothing,
if not a warrior at heart. Unlike him. Timon, he decided right then, was a
paper pusher, deep in his soul. Oh, he could learn to fight, or build, but
making gold, putting together businesses, that made the most sense to him,
personally.


He also realized that he didn't care for building all that
much. Not as a career. He was doing well in it, but it was like being a
butcher. He knew how to do it, and would be fine, if he had to for a
while, but long term it would bore him too much.


It took nearly as long to get to Brown as it had Orange, but
this time no one snapped at him. The Ancient just sounded worried.


"This is Denno Brown." He seemed pretty formal
about it for some reason, as if he was expecting bad news.


"It took four tries, but I have a nano-dust that will
stop micro-plasma. Alice Orange is sending someone to get it now and then we'll
need to have it spread over Austra and everywhere else. It works, but if you
know any Ancients that you don't want dead, tell them to stay well away from micro-plasma
from now on. The new magics will send it at them, to try and kill them, if
they're too close to it."


"I... May I ask who's calling?"


Tim cleared his throat, which still left him sounding deeper
and a bit gruff and hoarse.


"Timon. It's a magical build, but it will work. I know
that your automated system will be a problem. We can use the space craft for
this, or pass it to you so that you can do it, without taking your attack grid
down. Either way. Let me know so I can tell the incoming pilot."


"Timon? That's wonderful! I think we should have our
people do it, for morale reasons. Things have been a bit tense on the ground
here, after the latest push. Gray has not been gentle with Austra. I don't know
why, but it's as if she selected us out personally. Another plague was set on
us as well. If we didn't have those healing devices that Tor made still...
Well, we're at war again. We haven't done this in nearly two thousand years.
The last time, was brutal, but nothing like this. We mainly went after
each other, not the general population of the planet."


He was silent and looked at Judy for a while. The woman was
young and not very pretty really, being too tall and gangly for that. She
kissed pretty well and was just plain though, not homely at all. It was exactly
the wrong thing to be thinking of, standing there talking to a world leader
however, and Brown broke in, calling his name after a bit.


"Tim? Tim? Are you still there? Did we lose the
line?"


"Here. Sorry, I've been working for a very long time now.
I'm not really me. I guess I should get with everyone else too. Judy will get
with you later, when the ship makes the pickup?" He didn't know that would
be needed, but there was a sigh from the device.


"Thank you. Judy who?"


That got him to smile. Brown had to have met the girl, at
least a few times, but he couldn't recall that happening himself, so just went
with it.


"Captain Kerry, of the Space Fleet. She's Alice Orange's
right hand person." At least that had been the case the last he'd heard
about it all.


Denno spoke a bit more hurriedly.


"Very good. Thank her for me? We should all get
together soon, if possible. I know that your issues haven't gone away. Perhaps
a meeting there? Or are you ready to begin the new lunar project? I'd love to
get a toehold there, if we can."


"Right. Later."


Timon just ended the conversation, not having enough
information for the time being, and Judy actually rolled her eyes and hit him
on the arm, if gently enough that it didn't make his shield trigger. If he even
had one on, which he didn't think was the case. He checked with a thought, and
felt the field right there around his neck, however.


Meaning that the girls from the kitchen hadn't been
pilfering his things at least. That was nice to know. Maybe they actually liked
him?


The next bit of business went to a source that no one else
would have really thought of, his mother. Or in this case his brother Terry,
who was the one that answered the family's device.


"Terry Baker, Baker residence in Two Bends, how may I
be of aid to you today, sir or ma'am?" It was so polite and well spoken,
without even a hint of the backwoods accent that Tim nearly didn't recognize
the boy at all. He was still nine, but seemed to be settling in to his new
place in the world well enough. He sounded almost like a royal.


"Hey Terry. This is Tim. Your brother, in case some
other Tim calls all the time. I have news. Can you write a message out for
me?"


There was a moment of hesitation, and then, without saying
anything else the soft and still childish voice came back, sounding far too old
for his younger sibling.


"Ready to write. Go ahead."


Far too old, by leagues beyond imagining.
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"Let me read this back to you." The boy sounded
very official, and a bit stern, now that Timon was paying more attention to
him. Like a military man, rather than a kid. "Official, from Countier
First Timon Baker, aboard the Space Vessel Ranford. The Sunset-fire has been
neutralized. Ships will be over populated areas releasing a compound meant to
control that in the future." The words where half Terry's but that was all
right. They sounded better than the half mumbled things he'd come up with.
"Is it too much to tell people that it has been neutralized
already? Since we haven't done it yet?"


Probably, Tim knew that but didn't bother talking, just
thinking about it for a while. Finally he looked at the far bulkhead and spoke
in a low tone.


"Use your best discretion. How are things there, in Two
Bends?" It was probably what he should have said first, but the boy didn't
complain about a lack of familial bonding. Since they weren't fighting, it
probably meant something else was going on.


"People are scared Tim. Even here, in the middle of
nowhere. A month ago no one on Noram knew what a nuclear device was at all.
When they set them off under the water along the West coastline it created vast
flooding and death. We had to tell people that it was like the weapons that Tor
made, only different. I still don't understand what it really is. My tutor John
had to get special permission from Denno Brown just to tell us the basics of
the idea. People are ready to fight, even here, but no one knows what to do. If
I weren't going to spread this message around, the delivery people here would
be drilling with weapons in case we have to fight. Pa is teaching us. Did you
know that he could fight at all? Everyone else was really surprised."


Timon did, of course. Assassins would have to know things
like that. He didn't mention it, just going on as if the question hadn't been a
real one.


"I see, I think. I need to get with the King and Lyn
Red... Or, can you get in touch with Lyn? She knows you, right? Just pass that
message to her? Then we need to send someone to Black. I don't think he has a
communications device yet. You can get one for him... Except that he can't use
magic. It's part of the religion there. Work out a way to pass messages with
him."


"On it."


The line broke long before Judy nudged him again, and then,
a little more gently, put an arm around him.


"Terry, he's a solid kid, but only a boy, are you sure
that he can handle all that?"


For a long time he just stood there, looking at the device
in front of him. Then he hit the sigil for Prince Alphonse. It was out of
habit, since the King didn't have one of the new style communications devices.
Probably so that people wouldn't be able to get in touch with him directly.


"Good day." The Prince sounded tired too, and
didn't give his name. He normally had in the past, so this was something new.


"Hello, Prince Alphonse. Tim Baker here. I need to talk
to your father? I can fill you in too, but going over it all twice sounds like
work."


"You sound like crap too. I think I can do that. This
isn't about you having trouble with Trice is it? I don't think that Father is
going to let you out of your marriage. Worse, she seems reasonably happy with
it so far. I know, who would have figured her for one to settle down, but here
you have it." It was clear that the giant redhead was walking while he
spoke, using mindless chatter to distract from the otherwise grim mood everyone
was in.


It didn't take long either, which meant that the Prince had
actually been in the room with the other man, or close enough to that it didn't
make a big difference.


"Countier Timon Baker on for you, Father. For all of
us, I think. Is that right Tim?"


"Yeah." He didn't sound half formal enough, but
everyone could know what was up. He explained it all quickly, and listlessly.
After he was done going through how it would happen, the King cleared his
throat.


"And you've assigned your brother Terry to travel to
Tellerand as our Ambassador? He's a bit young for the post."


That got Timon to shake his head, which meant that Judy
pushed his arm again, since that wasn't going to work.


"No, sorry, I wasn't clear. Terry is just setting up a
message system, since we can't use the communications devices. He's a decent
pilot, has his own craft and all that. We should send someone as a guard, I
guess." He hadn't thought about it at all.


Rather than yell at him for doing something like that,
without permission, the King sighed.


"Exactly my thought. Alphonse, get with Smythe and put
together a team. Then get with Countier Baker, Terrance. This is a good idea,
but we can't afford to risk our children yet. Not if we can help it."
There was a clatter in the other room, but the King kept speaking his voice
sounding very deep, indeed.


"Now, Timon, would it be possible for you to
manufacture shields for us? We have an influx of volunteers, but not even a
tiny fraction of what we need that way. Something that can block... Radiation,
was it? It's been a problem in certain regions."


Timon thought for a bit and nodded, then spoke without
another prodding from the tall girl next to him.


"Yeah. I have to sleep first. See to things here. I'm
not sure I can build again soon. That can be made though. We need something
that will clean air too, so that we have contained breathing. It can be the
same thing. Better ability to move things with shielded fingers..." He
fell asleep then, still talking. It was only a combination of Judy holding him
up and the falling sensation that allowed him not to lose the thread of the
conversation.


"Of course. I hate to ask at all. If that could be
done, as quickly as is safely possible? Then anything else you can manage. More
of your Fast Craft? Explosive weapons along the lines of the smaller ones that
Tor constructed?"


"Yeah. No problem. I'll... Yeah." Then he just
walked away, knowing that if he didn't go soon, he was going to have to sleep
on the floor on the bridge, which would have to be a tripping hazard.


Judy actually yelped behind him, but made excuses for him,
rather than making him come back. It sounded that way at least.


It took as much will as he'd ever used before, as well as a
wall and finally some help from a man that was passing by who he didn't know,
to get himself in bed. There was no window in the room, so when the lights went
out, it was completely black. It felt nice, for about ten seconds, and then he
was out so totally he wasn't sure he'd ever wake again.


He did though and immediately had to drink more water and
use the restroom, then went back to bed. How long this went on he didn't know,
but when Timon finally came out his stomach was on fire from hunger, and he
felt like someone had done something horrible in his mouth as a prank while he
slept. It was so bad that the very first thing he did was brush his teeth, even
as hungry as he was.


It was, it turned out, a mistake, since it had eaten up
valuable time he might have had to find precious food. It wasn't exactly that
anyone was trying to starve him, he realized, as much as that the
situation on the ground was so much worse than he'd heard that King Richard had
sent up millions of amulet sized disks and square plates for fields to be put
on. Because that made sense.


Who did he think he was, Tor?


The very fact that he'd tried to get Timon to do it and not
his brother meant a lot too. Tor was working as a baker, but had that handled
it seemed with a full time and several part time people to do his work there
for him. That either meant that King Richard had Tor working on something else,
or the man knew.


That would be bad. The King actually could block being read
for a while, if he knew to do it around someone, and did it commonly enough
that it might pass as normal, but if he told anyone else at all then the secret
would be out before they could realize that they shouldn't think about
Cordes being the villain.


Worse, it was sort of obvious too. There was no way in heck
that Richard would send all this work to him, rather than someone else. Not
unless Tor and the Lairdgren group had both been taken off the table somehow.
Compromised. If so, no one had mentioned it to him at all yet. They hadn't even
hinted about knowing something, or let it slip, like people almost always did.


In the moment though it meant that the second he stuck his
head out of the door to his cabin, nearly twenty ship's crew descended on him and
started packing amulets into his room. Big boxes of them, on floating pallets.
Those felt like Sam Builders work. 


Nice and solid.


All Timon could wonder was how he wasn't dead yet. Remy
Seventeen almost had to be aboard already. That thought got him to read each of
the people that walked in, taking all of his space away, one at a time. They
didn't seem strange or different at all. A few were a bit put out by the extra
work, and didn't know why it might be important, and a couple were simply bored,
but no one seemed involved in direct intrigue, or wanted him dead.


Sighing he held his stomach like a begging street urchin,
and looked around.


"I don't suppose one of these crates has lunch in it? I
haven't eaten in days." He thought that was the case at any rate. No one
called him a liar, but they kept working, and didn't say much at all to him.
Luckily Judy had been called it seemed and she came with a plate of food. It
was bread and fruit, with a honey butter spread, but it looked wonderful, at
the moment. She motioned to the bed and handed it to him. There was no place
else left to sit.


"The King wanted me to request shields first. The new
ones you were mumbling on about if possible. Then new craft and weapons. As
many as you can do. Orange wants you to help backup the colony crew, since we
can't work on the surface yet and I'm supposed to remind you that you're behind
schedule on that. I do think she was joking, but it was hard to tell. She's
been on edge. We all have." She picked up a bite of sliced fruit and
tucked it in his mouth. It was a lot more intimate than they'd ever really
been, but he chewed, getting the idea.


He had to eat and didn't have time for a nice and elaborate
meal. Or, it seemed, cutlery.


As soon as his mouth was empty he reached for the bread and
started to put a lot of the spread on it, since he needed the calories, he
figured. Everything but the food on the plate was hollow to his mind. It wasn't
real at all, like the walls and floor. It was all magic. He used the blunt
glass looking paddle anyway, and removed the butter and honey from the crystal
dish. It smelled good at least.


"You know, I would have thought that going all the way
off of a planet would have made it harder for people to make up work for me,
not easier."


"I know. I think that things are getting pretty bad.
Everyone wants us to go home, to help guard the kingdom. Austra has actually
requested our aid already. Tellerand... They've been really hurt bad by all
this. Plagues there. They can't work the healing devices on their own hardly.
Not most of them. That there Black Ancient, he had to claim that anyone that
could turn one of them on was a saint and required to do it. Most that can had
been in hiding before that, because it's clear magic in the making, and they
hate that there. A group of priests tried to set on your little brother and his
guards. Terry kicked their butts for them. By himself. Didn't even use a
weapon, just walked out with his shield on and took down twenty armed men. Not
fighters, but still, they got the idea. When the people from Noram come, you
should be polite."


Timon didn't ask if the kid was all right. Terry was
strange, in his own quiet fashion. He was more polite than most of the rest of
them, and smart, but also a lot tougher, really. Inside, where it counted. A
little thing like an attack would just make him a bit sour, not even angry with
the people that had done it. If he wasn't back to normal by the next day, then
Tim didn't really know him at all.


As soon as the food was done, he was left to his own devices
again, and started to plan out how to borrow ideas from seven different, and
very incompatible things, in order to make a brand new kind of shield. He had
too many projects not to link it all together after all.


It took him another month to get it finished and when he
finally came up for air, his body sort of gave out. The first two weeks had
just been on the original design, but then he had to make all those copies.
Millions of them. It was easier than billions at least, even if it did take a
lot longer for him to get his room back.


That was his fault though, since he didn't have any way to
move left on him. That meant he had to crawl, since he sure as heck wasn't walking
anywhere. It was kind sickening, how out of shape he'd gotten, until he
remembered to use a healing amulet. It didn't fix him instantly, but it helped
enough that he could stand on his own and shuffle along. He held the thing for
a while, nearly an hour, then got water and finally more food.


That was, he thought, down to his genetic pattern. He healed
toward strength, to a good degree, even if he wasn't getting any exercise. Most
people didn't without exercise. It was a slow thing though, and had to have an
upper limit, or he'd be vastly muscled and powerful already, instead of just kind
of strong and fast. It meant he was ready to actually get back to work by the
time he was finished. Though exercise was still going to have to become part of
his daily activity, or at least heavy healing was.


Probably that second one, since there was a lot left to do.


Timon took one of the new shields and put it on, sliding it
onto the chain that had his other shield on it. This one was on a rounded focus
stone piece that was a milky brown color, and kind of ugly, even with the nice
red glow of the sigil. All of them had that. The testing was going to be
interesting, but having at least half a brain left, he decided to go fairly
slow with that. If he'd messed up it would be too easy to die, wouldn't it?


First he just made a very small room for himself by touching
the wall and concentrating. It was tiny, and almost touched him on all sides,
so that there was no room for air, just the shield. If it worked right, then
his breath would stay around him, even in space, and would be cleaned and made
fresh and breathable constantly. It was a lot more complex than it sounded,
because it didn't just make the air better, but could make new air, if it was
needed. That had to come from somewhere, of course, so the material used for it
would be his body. If he did it right, then some dead skin cells would be gone
at the end of the test. If he got it wrong, he'd probably be pulled apart and
die as soon as the field kicked on.


"Here we go then. Once more, into the great
beyond!" It sounded like something from a tale, so he smiled, and then
made the wall in front of him vanish, leaving only hard vacuum and emptiness in
front of him.


Exhaling he wondered if it would be his last breath. It
wasn't though and in fact, after a few minutes of doing that he realized that he
was fine. You couldn't see anything, but he was staying perfectly warm, which
could have been a problem in the shadow of the ship like he was, and could
breathe easily.


Timon just stood there until he was too bored to be bothered
with it anymore, meaning just over an hour. There was a lot to test, so he made
the wall come back with a hard thought and went to find Monroe. That was hard
to do, not that he wasn't in his lab, but because that space had changed
positions. By about half the ships length. It took a while to find him. Timon
finally broke down and just sensed the man, and walked toward him, having to
turn around in half a dozen blind dead-ends in order to do it.


"Timon! I haven't seen you in a while, is everything
all right?" The all black man was in the same white coat as before, but
had on light blue trousers underneath, and soft looking shoes. Without waiting
for an answer he gestured at the lab bench, which had a lot of strange things
on it. "Radiation experiments. The new medicine is working very well, and
those healing devices your people have? But I was asked to find some way of
blocking it that could be used by common people."


Nodding Timon held out his hand.


"My new shield will do that. Commoners can't have them
in Noram, but I might be able to help with that part, if I can make a separate
field. Someone else will have to make the copies this time though." He was
being just a touch surly about it, but Monroe worked out what was needed and
set up a test that wouldn't even kill Tim if the shield didn't work. Not at
first.


It was a simple two step process. He held a tiny meter that
could tell if radiation of different sorts was getting through and then the man
blasted him with a tiny lead colored device.


After ten minutes of readings the other man smiled at him.
Very happily.


"That works. As well as the hull of the ship even. Can
the shield EVA?"


"I have no clue what that is."


"Oh, um, space walk? Go outside the ship on its own?"


"It should control the temperature well enough and let
a person fly in space, and breathe. It isn't perfect though. It's not going to
be very fast, compared to a ship, but it will go about a thousand miles an
hour, at a guess? Maybe two? Less in atmosphere. Mentally directed. I stole
that design from one that Tor made, but only used for himself. Most of the
parts of this are lifted from other peoples work. The only new part is making
air from the person inside in a pinch."


"Brilliant. Well, it's radiation resistant. Who's
taking it out for a drive?"


That took a few seconds to work out, but he let his chin
come up.


"That will be me, since it's my design. If I messed it
up, I should be the one to pay for it. I'm getting the Captain to stop the ship
first though. Is that still Judy?" He said it like Monroe would know, but
the man just shrugged, making it seem innocent.


"They don't really tell me things like that. We have
twenty of the High Servants now however, so we could test it on them? Mage Deshi
has those compression units for you, several hundred of them. Ones to move and
capture dust too. We had to work on the designs for that for a while to get it
right. Otherwise it would have just made a mess however. Clutter the moon up,
you know?"


"Good. I guess. We'll have to teach the new people how
to use them. It's different." To demonstrate he moved up about four inches
and started to float away. Monroe didn't follow him, but he did call out.


"Get me those radiation blockers for my project?"
It was a question, not an order at all. He nodded anyway.


"Yes. I'll... We need to farm more work out. I'll make
some templates."


Sorvee House could make them. They had manufacturing things
set up, businesses that did nothing but copy magic and all that, didn't they?
He'd send a note or something.


It was more work though. It weighed on him suddenly. He could
say no, but this wasn't about some already rich merchant trying to get him to
make them even more wealthy. It was about survival. If he did less than he
could, and everyone died, then that was going to be on him. There was a time
when Tim wouldn't have felt that way. Oh, he would have helped and known
it was the right thing to do. That would have been easy. You helped others if
you could. That was the country way.


The way that he'd been raised into.


Now he actually felt it. He knew that it was all on
him, as stupid and moronic as that sounded. As if the whole world sat on his
narrow and underfed shoulders. If that was the case, then they were dead.
Because he nearly was. Oh, it wasn't a physical thing, it was one of the mind.
Of the soul, if that existed. He thought so. It was what he worked with after
all. The field that created life was there in everyone, and what any builder
had to use as leverage to make things happen.


Not that he knew that for certain. Still, he was tired, deep
inside. Not gone, or dissipated, but inside, there was something that had worn
away. Some bit of him that just wasn't there anymore.


Not that it made things right or fair, but that didn't
matter anymore. Even good had to be set aside, given what they were facing. The
Ancients... They were evil, he realized. Not all of them, but enough. Gray and
her clones, Cordes and whatever he had going on. They weren't just bad, or
greedy, or anything that Timon could understand. They were vile, all the way
through.


That meant that Timon had to do whatever he could to stop
them, because no matter how you did the sums, everyone dying was worth his life
to save. Yes, he valued himself more than he did most people he didn't know,
but there was a limit to that, wasn't there?


So if he had to die, work himself to death, or trying to
fight against beings that he could barely understand to protect people that
would never even meet him, so be it. No matter how tired he got, he could stand
for another step. He hoped. That would work for now. It would keep working too,
until he just couldn't get back up again.


The thing was, he could see that time coming. His field was
strong, but his soul hurt. It was like everything had been taken away
from him and he could never, ever get it back. Everything that mattered was
gone, and all he had was...


That next step.


So he stopped whining and took it. He wasn't in pain, not
even emotionally. He knew what that felt like, and this wasn't it. Right now he
had some work to do, but later, after he rested for a bit, there would be more.


That was all.


Timon took strength from the idea somehow and thought that
he managed to even look bold, rather than like a person going to their own
execution. It might be, of course, his death, but he didn't think so. Not that
day. Not unless Remy was waiting for him to wake up, so that they could have a
fair fight. As if that could happen at all. It really couldn't. In the end it
was going to have to be very unfair, if Tim wanted to live. That's what he was
planning on at least.


On the bridge he didn't find Judy, who was gone it seemed,
but a totally different Captain. He was a Noram nobleman, it was clear, and
stood at least eight feet tall. Or he would if he hadn't been sitting. The man
wasn't familiar to him, but Tim waved anyway, when he turned to stare at him
from the door.


"Captain? I need for the ship to stop, so that I can
take a trip outside."


The man looked at him blankly, his face not all that old,
but he was probably about thirty or so anyway. Giants didn't age as fast as
commoners in looks. Nobles didn't. The man had red hair, but it was a dark red
that almost could pass for brown in the right light. His skin was dark and he
looked familiar. 


"Oh? I suppose that's one way to die." The man
smiled though, and let the words come out softly. Then he stood and bowed.


"Captain Peterson. Countier three. We've met? I was at
the battle of the Capital."


Timon had no clue who he was. There had been a Captain
Peterson there, but it wasn't this man. His brother, most likely.


"Call me Tim. I have a new shield that will let us go
outside, but it has to be tested. It holds to vacuum, and radiation, but the movement
and all that will need to be checked." He sounded very bland, but not
lifeless. How that worked he wasn't sure.


It would have been within his rights to refuse, or call him
a liar. Timon almost expected some excuse to be made, since he was only a child
after all, but the giant just nodded.


"Finally. High Commander Orange mentioned that we
needed something like that. I didn't know that I'd be honored with seeing it
firsthand so soon. She projected it taking five years or more. We can test it
on some of the High Servants."


After a few seconds Tim shook his head. It was a slow thing,
but he did smile himself, after a bit.


"Everyone keeps suggesting that. It's not going
to happen, but why is that? How bad have they been being?"


The man let his vast hands spread in the air and shrugged.


"Bad? Why, they've been perfectly noble about
the whole thing. Entitled, whining little wastes of space. That isn't totally
fair, three of them are worth their beds, but the rest... It's a dangerous
time, Countier Baker. Tim. For anyone to act like they have been, standing on
title, instead of duty... Let's just say that my orders are to use them to
death, if it's needed. Or if they don't shape up, I'm to find a way to make
sure it's necessary. This comes from Sir Derring, not High Commander Orange.
Their own leader."


"Oh." If the man thought that he was going to have
a problem with that, he could think again. It made sense to him, in the moment
at least. "Fine then. Let's have the first class on how to use the new
devices. Can we have a large room emptied of air? I don't want to lose any into
space."


The man didn't seem upset by the idea at all.


"I think we can do that. Do you want it opened to space
with them in it?"


Timon nodded.


"Yes, we'll need the ship to stop, then have it set up
so we can go out and play for a bit. I don't know how long it will take. I have
a few million of the shields, so after the first round here, everyone can have
one, if we don't all end up dead." Timon yawned and had to wave an apology
for it.


For some strange reason the man seemed to think he was
joking, but he sent people to get it all going, which meant that twenty minutes
later he was walking around with a box and handing out red glowing amulets to
two lines of white robed trouble makers. To his surprise, Monroe was there too,
along with Wistra, the kitchen woman. They might have been joking but they held
out their hands, so he gave them the shields too. Even the Captain got one.


"Wistra, you and Monroe are the last out. Captain
Peterson, you need to stay here, to make sure it all goes smoothly. I'll go
first. Everyone, these are the new shields that will let you do the work you
need on the moon's surface. I'll go over what they can, and cannot do, in a
moment."


There was an annoyingly nasal tone that came from the second
line. A tall thin man that looked to be in his thirties.


"I'm not doing this! You can't just throw our lives
away on some trinkets made by a boy that isn't even old enough to shave. Have
your balls even dropped yet?" He was trying to push him around, Timon
thought, but in an abstract way. Honestly he didn't care about it at all. It
was strange really. He should have been mad, being challenged like this in
front of all these people.


He grinned wickedly instead.


"No, I don't shave, and yes, all dropped and ready. Why
are you that interested in my balls, exactly?" That got a chuckle from
some of the others at least, which told him that this man wasn't just a problem
for people outside the unit. "I suggest you put the trinket on and
activate it now. In thirty seconds that wall is going to open up, but in five
all the air is going to leave this room. Do it or die." He tapped his on
without thinking. As long as they had them though, the things would turn on,
when the air started to get too thin to breathe. It was a safety feature.


Wistra, Monroe and Captain Peterson who was by the interior
wall, all followed suit, along with about a third of the people in white. Timon
gave the Captain a look and he touched the wall with a single large hand. After
a few seconds some of the people were turning a bit blue and slapping at the
amulet, and after fifteen they'd all turned on.


It was then that Tim realized his big error. They couldn't
talk to anyone. They had air to do it, but sound didn't travel in a vacuum. He
wanted to wince, but just moved to the wall that was going to go away in a
moment. Some of the people looked panicked, but most of them actually seemed to
get the basic idea and followed along. That was pretty trusting of them.


The complaining nobleman refused to do it, and actually
walked to the door of the room. As if he thought he was going to be allowed to use
it. When he tapped the glowing sigil next to where the door was supposed to be,
it just didn't open at all. The man just kept hitting it, his movements
becoming more and more desperate, as his anger grew. On the nice side of
things, Timon couldn't hear his yelling or carrying on, so just turned to
everyone else and started to pantomime what he wanted them to do.


The easiest way to get things done, he soon discovered, was
to first do them himself, while making a simple hand motion. For flying he used
the motions that would have worked if they all had standard flying rigs on.
Lifting his left hand up and rising at the same time for instance. One woman
picked up on it first, and followed along, clearly acting as if the hand motion
controlled hers. Still, she rose into the air about six feet, just like he did,
and hung there. Timon motioned her down and did it again without the hand
motion, then landed and used the lifting gesture to indicate she should go up.
It took a bit, but after seven tries she got it well enough.


Everyone else, except the angry noble that was trying to
cause problems still at the door, watched with rapt attention.


A few even managed to lift off when he included them in the
exercise. In all, after only two hours, they had the basics down, and a set of
hand gestures they could use to communicate movements with each other at a
distance. Then, pretending that he was being bold, Timon went outside, not
gesturing that anyone follow him at all. The first woman to have gotten things
followed anyway. She was in fact right behind him. The woman was tall, so of
noble birth, and lanky, which could mean she was young, though her face didn't
seem to speak to that at all. She was probably in her forties and had short
cropped hair that barely brushed her collar. She did however have enough sense
to make her white robe into a white tunic and trousers for flying about, which
confirmed the idea that she wasn't new to flying.


The woman looked scared, as they exited the relative safety
of the ship, which was just hanging in a stationary orbit over Noram. They
were, more or less, over the Capital, which he pointed to as soon as the planet
became visible underneath them. The Ranford was slightly in the way, which, he
realized, was a good thing. Not because it was frightening, being so far above
everything, but because the awe he felt overpowered him for a few minutes. The
woman next to him too, it seemed. At least she just hung there with him for a
while.


Where the sun hit them darkened visibly, and he could look
right at it without going blind, which was a good thing. He didn't get too hot
either, which had been a major fear for him. Then, carefully, he started to
move, the High Servant coming along with him, almost as if they were tied
together somehow. It was comforting, even if it meant they'd both probably die
if anything went wrong. Nothing did however.


After landing on the cooling vanes on the dark side of the
ship, Timon waved at the woman to follow him back inside. They'd been out long
enough to prove it was safe and that everything worked, and just flying off
into the black on a lark was stupid. Oh, it could be done, but there was no real
reason for it. They did need a speed check though. So Timon stopped before
getting back to the door, and held both his hands up. The woman nodded, seeming
a lot more at ease now.


Without pausing in particular, he turned and flew away as
fast as he could. It seemed like he was barely moving at all, but after a few
minutes he noticed that it seemed like the Earth was moving under him a bit.
Doing the math, he had a range then. It was rough and probably wrong, but he
should have been moving at a few thousand miles per hour. That wasn't going to
happen with air around him, he bet, and wasn't fast enough for real space
travel, without a ship, but it was enough to do things outside, in a pinch, if
people were careful.


Also enough to allow him to land, he bet. Not that he was
mentioning that idea yet.


When he got back, the others were still just standing around
the large open room, and had to be coaxed outside. The only good part about
that was that he, personally, didn't have to do it. The woman, the High Servant
that had gone with him before, got the others moving, as if her bravery meant
she was in charge.


Timon shrugged. It worked for him at least. There was more
to being the lead High Servant than just being willing to do the job, and she
might be a moron or something like that, since there was probably a reason that
Karen Derring had sent her along with the others, but as far as he could tell
without talking to her, she was about the best they had.


Wistra floated toward her and then froze in place, staring at
Tim. Monroe was still back by the far wall, where he'd been told to wait, but
the commoner girl was willing to go out ahead of everyone else, orders or not.
Her control was still a bit shaky, but Timon waved to her, so that she'd move
over. For the Nobles there, that was about the same as having a tiny child go
first and they all knew it. It got Captain Peterson to move away from the far
wall himself, even though he was supposed to stay inside, since they actually
needed him for something important. Or might. It was a powerful lever however,
and the High Servant woman that had already been out smiled.


That got most of the others to try it, even if they were
terrified. Two, both women, stayed in, out of fear. One was even crying she was
so scared. Timon could see that. If he were afraid of high places, this would
give him nightmares for the rest of his life. The annoying man though wasn't
scared seeming at all, he was just being a pain, because he thought he was too
good to be risked at a task like this, even though he'd taken oaths that
basically said he was willing to do anything to help others.


It made Timon mad. Not so much he was willing to kill that
man yet, but enough that he wouldn't mind him being banged up a little.


Still, that wasn't his job, was it? He gestured for Monroe
to go, since it seemed pretty safe, then flew over the heads of the two women
that couldn't make themselves move from the open wall area and got in front of
them.


"It's all right. You don't have to go. We can find
someplace else for you." He could hear himself, though it was a strange
and empty thing, but he had air around him. The others couldn't, but he bowed
and smiled at them, gesturing for them to move back.


Then something amazing happened. The crying one, who was
about eighteen or so, if he had that right based only on looks, and had lovely
blonde hair, closed her eyes and flung herself outside. Blind, which was
stupid, but it was also brave of her. Seeing that, the slightly older scared
one swallowed and did the same. Tim floated out with them, going backwards the
whole time. The others were off to land on the vanes on the dark side of the
craft, so they didn't run into anyone at all.


Neither one of the others froze, except when they saw the
Earth. Unlike him, they didn't seem awed as much as terrified and he was
almost certain that the younger one wet herself, hanging there like she was. He
ignored that. She'd shown her bravery for the day, as far as he was concerned.
Instead he just stayed with them, and, after the others had gone in, the wall
still down, they stayed there. It took hours, but finally the two women were
able to move around, and even went away from the craft with him, then landed on
the vanes, and did a circle of the whole ship.


Only then, after they'd done all that, which was more than
anyone else had done, did they go inside.


As soon as they were in the Captain made the wall return,
and then the air. Then, without hesitating at all, the giant turned on the
annoying noble and started yelling, very nearly at the top of his lungs.


"That, was the sorriest, the weakest willed, display of
cowardice that I've ever seen! If you were in the Noram army, the Flyers Corps or
the Space Fleet, I assure you that I'd toss you out of here without that fancy
new miracle shield and let you try to breathe vacuum for a few days! I have
half a mind to do it anyway!" The man paced and seemed to truly mean his
words, which had most of the others looking away. Scared.


Timon just felt tired, but listened to the Captain anyway.
He wasn't wrong really. Oh, Timon didn't think that the man was a coward
in particular. He wasn't backing away from the larger man after all, just
smirking at him, as if he had the right of things. It was a bad plan however,
because Peterson, no matter what, or who, else he was, also had the Captaincy
of the Ranford at the moment. They weren't in Noram any longer either. The law
there was pretty much whatever the giant made up.


The snooty and bothersome man in white sneered a bit, and
then started talking back, sassily.


"You can't do anything to me, and you know it! The High
Servants outrank all but the Knights of Noram, and Space Fleet has no power
over our ranks. Just be glad that I'm not going to complain to the King
directly about this... display. We aren't here to die, or slave for you!
If you want things built on the moon, I highly suggest that you hire workmen
for it. It's what they're there for. Get some common trash to risk themselves,
not the nobility."


The big backhand from the Captain didn't land, since the man
had his shield on still. Wisely it seemed. It looked like the man was holding
off on purpose, as if the annoying guy was right, and the bigger giant knew it.


Timon sighed.


"There seems to be a problem here. Captain Peterson,
would you have some of your troops come to aid us? Everyone else... We need
some chairs. We're going to have a trial."


That got some attention at least. He was just making it all
up, but left to collect some things, after taking away the annoying man's new
shield. His old one too. It meant he had to turn it off, and then have the man
stripped, since he had a lot of magical devices on him, including a force
lance, which he tried to use against the three middling sized Austrans that
were doing the work. It was odd, but they didn't seem to care that the
man was a noble at all.


It took a bit to set up and was a huge waste of time, but he
wanted to make a point. Several in fact.


When they got the tables ready, with one in the front and
two facing them, along with chairs for the High servants, and all the crew that
could attend for the moment, they let the man have his clothing back. Sort of. Timon
set it to look like he was in a prison gray smock. Even the people not from
Noram got that one. There was a woman from Afrak there too, on the crew. She
looked horrified by it all, but Timon smiled at her and waved, which seemed to
make her feel a little better about it.


She probably thought they were planning to kill the man.


Smythe.


That got Timon to feel bad for a bit, when he heard the
name, since Smythe of Westend wasn't just the Military Counselor for Noram, but
also a friend of his. If this was a relative, even a distant one, then
it could be an embarrassment to the man. He was honorable enough, in his own
way. Powerful too, but that wasn't going to help Reid Smythe here at all. Baron
Third. That wouldn't do the trick either.


Tim set up communications devices, so that everyone that
needed to be there sort of was, if only as a voice sitting on the front table.


Then, as if he were anyone important at all, he
plunked himself down in the middle, making his chair sit on a raised bit of
floor, so that he would be level with the others. In this case it was the
Captain and Sexton Breen, who was the sister of Count Breen, it turned out. The
High Servant that had gone out with him first. One of the only ones to have
volunteered for the duty, as it turned out.


"This is a dark day. One of the High Servants, Reid
Smythe, has failed in his duty. Let it go on the record that this is not
a charge of cowardice, which is not a thing that can, or should, be leveled
against a High Servant, but one of attempting to use his position and secular
power to avoid his sworn duty." Timon looked at the other High Servants,
trying to make the point. It probably just seemed like he was bored. At least
he didn't sound like a piping little boy anymore. His voice came out sounding
like a smooth tenor, for the time being. Then he glanced sidelong at the others
and at the devices in front of him, which were all silent, waiting for him to
finish.


"If he had refused out of simple fear, that would not
be at issue here. The High Servants aren't warriors, and shouldn't be expected
to act like they are. That said, they're the High Servants. Refusing to
do their duty out of laziness, or presumption that a task is beneath them goes
against their oaths. I have that right, Sir Derring?" Tim waited and almost
instantly a very cool voice came over one of the devices.


If nothing else it would let them all know how serious he
was. He'd bothered to wake the woman up at three in the morning for this after
all. Then again, it was her job. She wasn't a High Servant herself, but rather
a Knight of the Realm, even if she was in charge of the new unit.


"That is true. This isn't the first issue we've had
with Servant Smythe either, along these lines. The entire board of Counselors offered
their resignations over similar actions already, and the Magics Counselor resigned
in disgrace for this very reason." She moved from sounding a bit sleepy
and upset, to nearly livid in the course of a single sentence.


She didn't go on however, which was probably a good thing
for the accused, even though he was sitting there at his table, alone, looking
disgusted with everyone else in the room, rather than like he was in real
danger of losing his life.


It probably meant he wasn't all that bright, really.


Timon started to go on, when another voice interrupted.
Captain Peterson.


"I witnessed this myself, along with twenty-two others
of good will and honesty. Does anyone here find cause to doubt this take on
things? Was the man merely acting out of personal fear, perhaps, that was
hidden underneath a pompous shield?" It was a bit pointed and rude, but no
one spoke out for the man. Finally Timon did it, since it was probably more
than a little true.


"That's a wise question. Baron Smythe, is that the
case? If so, I suggest you admit to it right now and not stand on pride.
Missing supper for a night or two and having to apologize to the Captain is far
from the worst thing that can happen here. Anyone can feel fear, after all, and
it can at times make even brave men act oddly."


The man stood, which was the tradition in court, for the
accused, and then spoke, which was, it turned out, less than the correct thing
for him to do. Groveling would have been much better.


He was honest at least. Timon could feel that coming off of
him, along with a good amount of indignation. 


"It wasn't fear. I simply do not believe that my
duty as a High Servant requires me to take orders from my lessers. This boy
ordered us to go into the void of space, as if we were members of this new
Space Fleet. That isn't our job. We were brought here for slave labor, against
our will, and my personal recommendation. Who does this aid? My oath was to
help those in need, not just to go and do whatever task some bored person
thought might entertain them. "


There was a silence in the room, and almost everyone looked
away from the moron, which, as well spoken as he was, Timon understood to be
the real problem. He was very well educated, no doubt. Also too stupid to work
out basic things like who they might be helping right now.


"It aids all of humanity. If the rest of us die in this
war, some few might survive in the new colony." He explained it clearly,
but the man didn't seem impressed to hear about it.


"What war? The minor dispute in Noram? That hardly
threatens us all, does it? Or do you mean the fairy tale battle of the
Ancients? I assure you that I've never met such a being! I think this is all a
ruse, meant to grab power away from those of us that have rightly inherited
it."


That little speech was interrupted by sounds of outrage from
the communications devices, an actual yelling that had to be silenced before
they could continue.


That happened when Timon told them to shut it. Rudely.


"We have work to do, and this isn't going to be fixed
by losing composure. I think that we have enough to go on for now. So, what do
we do with him?" Tim made his voice serious, even if he didn't really care
about what they did with him, as long as it didn't make too big of a mess. He
had his own tasks to get back to.


Captain Peterson perked up, his deep voice rumbling with
sudden cheer.


"Let's toss him outside."


That got a strange reaction, even though it was clear the
man was joking. About half the people seemed horrified, and the other half... Nodded.


The voices from the communications devices were less split.
If it had been a real vote, then the man would be dead before morning, it
seemed.


Alice Orange grunted loudly.


"Do it. We don't have time to waste on this kind of
thing. There's never time for that. Let's finish this. Captain, toss him out
the airlock."


It was a direct order from his High Commander, so the man
started to stand up, though he stopped when Timon laughed. That got everyone's
attention.


"No." He said it firmly, as if he had a right to
overrule anyone. It worked well enough for the time being, since even Alice
just grunted at him. Waiting to see what idea he had. "We can't bring our
barbaric human nature into space. Or, well, we shouldn't yet, if we can
help it. I say we strip him of all his titles and put him to several years of
hard labor. Oaths are a serious thing, and he should be made to keep his. No
matter what. Death is a way out. We shouldn't give him one."


There was a pause, but Orange spoke first again.


"Fine then. Captain, belay the execution, for the time being.
Who's needed to strip the man of his titles? Can we do that? I don't have that
kind of power."


"But I do." This came from King Richard, though he
did clear his throat, a moment later. "Sir Derring, would you agree with
stripping one of your people of their position as High Servant?"


"Yes. It is so ordered. Reid Smythe is no longer a High
Servant." It sounded very final, and the woman didn't stop there.
"You will need to watch him, so that he can't kill himself in shame,
unless that's allowed to him?"


Timon looked at the man, who simply seemed outraged at the
indignity, rather than humbled.


"Of course. If he desires to do the honorable thing, it
will be allowed. I have a cutter he can use for it." There was a tradition
that allowed a disgraced noble to end their own life. It wasn't always given to
commoners, but even merchants were allowed the grace, if they asked for it, in
the main.


It was also a threat. If the man didn't do as he was told,
they had a way to make him vanish now, that everyone would believe. They'd kill
him and claim he did it himself.


Really, if the man didn't start to show a little more
cooperation it was going to happen, probably before morning.


King Richard spoke then, his voice mellow and relaxed now.


"Very honorable. I won't strip you of your rights as a
noble, Reid Smythe. I will however place them in abeyance for a time of three
years. For that time you have no rights, privileges or powers, in the eyes of Noram.
Is that understood? Your actions have shamed us in the eyes of the world. Now,
I must go to your Baron and bend my knee, begging him, a good and honorable
man, not to take his own life over this borrowed shame. Know this, Reid Smythe,
I'd best not hear of you in a negative light again. To the rest of you there,
High Servants all, know this; it is both a duty and an honor to hold the rank
you do. All of Noram, and indeed the world, is watching you now. I know that no
one else will bring such shame upon us."


Then there was a soft click, as the device was slapped off.
Not everyone in the room got what that meant. One by one the rest of the
devices shut off then, and Captain Peterson rose, his face stern.


"Very well. Place the prisoner in a cell. If he
requests aid in ending his life, see Timon Baker for that. Otherwise his new tasks
will begin at six in the morning, ship's time."


He didn't speak to anyone in particular, so confusingly all
the High Servants stood up, and moved on the man. He didn't fight, and it
wouldn't have done him any good to try it. They all had shields on. Turning to
the white clad woman next to him, Saxon, Tim murmured.


"Take charge of this. Make sure he isn't harmed. Put
him..." He looked at the Captain, and then the collection of women from
the kitchen. "If you think it's a good idea, place him in the kitchen, doing
whatever they tell him to, for the time being."


It was the lowest work they had on the ship. Having him
scrub toilets would have worked better, but almost everything there was
self-cleaning. The Captain glared at the man and then nodded, working out the
same thing, no doubt, more or less.


"Make it so. I'll arrange a guard for him." Then
they all broke up, meaning that he was able to finally get back to his own
tasks. First that meant sleep, and then...


He almost didn't know, there wasn't just one or two things
needed, but hundreds. Worse, he already dreaded the idea of going back into a
trance state at all. It was so... Even boring didn't explain it all. He was
losing himself.


Oddly, when he woke up, it was the thought of Reid Smythe
that pushed him to do the next bit of work, and the one after that. It was his
duty. Not one he'd sworn an oath to maybe, but something stronger. It was what had
to happen.


Timon was one of the very few people that could do what had
to be done, so he forced himself to it, not slacking off at all. It meant he
was a bit surprised when he came back to the surface, several months later, to
find that Tiera was sitting across from him, her face serene, dressed in a
plain brown tunic and trousers like a student. Her eyes were closed, but the
moment he opened his, she did the same, feeling the change in the room.


In his field. He felt hers move as well.


"Timon. I have news." If it was good or bad didn't
leak into her voice.


"Yes?"


"There has been an attack, using sunset-fire, on Noram.
It failed almost instantly, and at least six of the Ancient clones have died.
Denno Brown believes that Remy Seventeen has been sighted near the Vagus Space
port. He suggests that you leaving here, to a random location might be helpful.
He's told no one except for me, and we did that in person." Then she went
silent.


Timon looked at her, and realized that she was tall now.
Taller than he was by nearly half a foot at least, even sitting down. He was
larger too, but it wasn't the same growth pattern. He was about five-nine, at a
guess, and she was nearly a foot taller than that now. It had stretched her
into a sticklike figure, but she was still pretty, for all that. It had to do
with the smoothness of her skin and the shape of the bone under the flesh. It
was more delicate seeming than most noble women.


She was probably close to being fully grown then, since she
should stop at about seven feet tall. All the kids should.


"I see. I'll leave in a few minutes. Would you like to
come with me? I was thinking that we could simply use the new shields to get
back to the ground. Has anyone tried that yet?" He wasn't teasing, but he
managed a fake and dreamy smile anyway, getting one in return.


"I haven't heard of that. The new shields are making an
impact on things however. King Richard mentioned that he owes you most of the
treasury. I told him to not pay you for the work. Doing that will destroy the
economy. Instead I recommended a firm beating, but Aunt Connie took that as an
insult to you. I just don't want you to get a big head. You've managed some
impressive things." The words were very peaceful and pleasant sounding,
making it clear that Tiera wasn't leaving her trance state simply to carry on a
conversation with him.


He didn't bother doing that either, anymore.


"Oh? I wasn't aware that I had a defender there. She
always seems a bit like she doesn't like me, to be honest."


Tiera, being his sister, didn't let that go, clearly having
more information than he did. Or at least slightly different info.


"No, it isn't that, though she does find you cocky and
too self-assured with her family. It's rather that she wants to have sex with
you and can't, you being too young. So she's kept you at a distance, I think. I
could be wrong on that score however. She might simply not like you. You can
rub people the wrong way at times."


"Agreed."


He made himself smile and tried to rise closer to the
surface. It wouldn't hurt to be a little more normal, if he could help it. Then
he stood up and held out his hand to her, which she took firmly.


"So, shall we jump out the side of the ship without
warning?"


Without hesitation she smiled a little.


"Let's."
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There was, Timon realized about ten minutes later, after
leaving the ship through a small hole that he made, a large and rather bowel
loosening difference between flying around above the planet and rushing toward
it. Worse, Tiera was totally unaffected by it, as far as he could tell. He
wasn't scared really, but his body reacted like it was. Things inside
him tingled and his breath felt shallow and tight, even though there was no
real stress on his body.


They were going to land at his house, in the Capital, if
they could manage it safely. That would be lit, even at night, he thought, and
it was around midnight there, so they wouldn't be noticed easily. That however,
was wrong, since the whole thing was dark. Not just his silver river, but the
entire kingdom, almost. A few lights showed in places, but they were all small,
singular things. None of them were in the right place either.


Rolling his eyes he got what was happening, of course. This
was to help keep them from being targeted by the Ancients. Except that they
didn't use lights to find where they wanted to attack at all. Still, it would
help bring people together, if in hardship. That was a real enough thing, he
guessed. They weren't doing anything useful, but by doing something, a thing
that everyone else did too, including the King and Queen, it made it seem like
everyone was doing their part to fight. It had to leave them all feeling
better.


Tiera, naturally, had neglected to mention it however. They
just rushed toward the ground at speed then, with him hoping that they were
near the right area at least vaguely. It wasn't perfect really, but they had
enough moonlight to see the King's river, and next to it the River Tor. That
one floated in the air, and was nearly clear, just glinting enough for him to
make it out, so he slowed and readjusted his decent, aiming to land just a
little ways outside the city. About seven miles or so.


What Tiera was planning to do, he had no clue, but when he
got to the ground, she was there, waiting for him, only about fifty feet away.
Still damnably calm too. For his part he was covered with sweat, and had to
cycle his clothing amulet with his shield down, to dry off. At least he managed
that before she walked over to him, no doubt ready to be smug and showing how
superior girls were to boys.


Except that she didn't do that at all.


"We should go in low to the ground. I don't have a Not-flyer
with me. We can run in."


Smiling Timon rose about four inches from the ground. "We
can use the new shields for it. Hasn't everyone been doing it already?"


"I wouldn't know. They're for the military, and we
don't even have any to play with at Lairdgren yet. May I make copies of
mine?"


That she was volunteering for that was a new thing. Then,
given all her meditation and mind control practice, she had to be a lot better
at that sort of thing now, didn't she? They went hand in hand.


"Yes, but get permission before outfitting the Baker
forces that way. These aren't a joke." That was probably him just talking
out of turn, acting like his devices were more important than they actually
would be, but she nodded.


"Naturally. I was thinking that Kolb and Karen would
like them. They're better than the latest Tor has. He hasn't been..." She
went silent and then sighed, her voice calm, but not happy or even peaceful
now. How he could tell the difference Tim didn't know. "I think he's going
insane. I meant that in a literal fashion. He goes to work, and builds and it
all seems fine, but he's...off. He keeps slipping up and telling me what
our brother Terek is up to. Apparently he's been hopping up from Two
Bends to visit about once a week lately."


They didn't have a brother named Terek, which, no doubt, was
her point.


"How long has that been happening?"


There was a silence then, as they floated along in a
straight line, moving faster than anyone with a not-flyer should at night. It
was enough that Tim gestured for her to slow, and was surprised when she did.
He used one of the new High Servant hand gestures for it.


She stopped all the way, about ten minutes later, since they
were at his house, and spoke quietly. Now there was real fear in her words, in
a trance or not.


"Years. It's been years. We haven't told him
that Terek isn't real, and everyone is worried about it. This almost has to be
how Cordes is influencing him. There isn't a lot we can do though. The best any
of the Ancients have come up with is imprisonment. Some..." Whatever it
was that she wanted to say stuck in her throat, which was fine, since the two
armed men in front of them in the dark would have shouted over her anyway.


"Halt! This is the residence of Countier Baker, being
held by the forces of County Baker. Announce yourselves!" The man sounded
pretty hard and like he was planning to do violence to them if they didn't
comply immediately. He looked... like a shadow really. There were no lights in
use around them at all. Not even a simple camp fire for warmth. It hopefully
wasn't all that cold out now. Trying to work things out, he realized that it
was into the first months of summer already.


Time flew, when you were working yourself to death, it
seemed.


"I'm Countier Timon Baker, and this is Countess
Baker."


He didn't expect to be believed of course, since no one
could see him at all, but the people bowed. He felt that one was a woman, but
couldn't tell at all otherwise. They also had force lances, explosive weapons
and class eight shields on. No magical clothing however.


Tiera for her part murmured a single word.


"Leaf."


That got them to relax, for some reason, obviously being a
code of some kind.


The woman went next, saying another single word.


"Box."


This went back and forth, but in the end, after four more
words were given, it was decided that they were at least responsible for the
torture and murder of the Countess, and thereby should be allowed inside the
gate. No one said that, and they actually seemed to be very polite, but
with all the clones around, even just looking right didn't mean that much
anymore, did it?


They were walked to the main house, but no one was pointing
anything dangerous at them. Tim just walked in, which meant that he was a bit
surprised, since there was a deep blackness inside, and he nearly slammed into
the other door of the airlock. Or in this case, obviously, a light-lock. Tiera
didn't, clearly having been there recently enough that she knew what to expect.


She did warn him then however.


"Light. It will be bright inside, get ready for
it."


Even being warned it hurt, and he had to squint, nearly
closing his eyes totally then, though he was able to see a few moments later.
No one was in the front hallway, but he heard voices off to the right, where
they kept the sitting room. He moved toward it without thinking, not knowing
who would be visiting at all. It was his house, so up to him to be welcoming,
even if he was left a bit uncomfortable by who he found there.


It wasn't Tor, and that would have been the worst of it, he thought.


No, it was just the rest of his family. Or at least his
mother, sister Terlee and Count Thomson, sitting with Gerent Lairdgren and
Trice, his wife.


"Honey, I'm home." It was supposed to be playful,
but came out sounding dark and serious. Trice squealed anyway, after a shocked
few seconds.


"Tim!" He was hugged and kissed then,
before the rest of the people could get to him. Patricia didn't let go for a
long time, but when she did Terlee gave him a solid hug and then his mother
did. Knowing it was past time for it, Timon held her at arm's length and
smiled. Then drove his mind into hers as hard as he could, searching to the
depth of her being for any hidden sense of Gray, Cordes or anyone else at all
that didn't belong. To her it had to seem like he was just staring at her for
some reason.


Tiera got it. So did Trice, who whispered at him, suddenly
seeming wary.


"Anything?"


Tim winked at her and then Tiera.


"Everyone should be happy to know that mother is not,
in any way, Gray. It's been a concern for a while now ma. No one wanted to
check, because, well, what could we do with you if you were? You'd still
be our mother..." A sense of relief ran through him then, but instead of
the fight he half expected, she just smiled wanly and looked down.


"Is that what's been at issue? I've been wondering why
all my children were suddenly avoiding me. I'd thought that my harpy like
manners had finally driven you all off."


"Well, that too. But mainly the thing about possibly
being Lara Gray."


She punched him on the arm, but softly. Looking up at him.


"So, have you dealt with your problem too? I'd heard
you planned to move out into space and never let us know where you were. You
could have gotten in touch. I tried, but you never answered."


He hadn't known that at all, but he just moved back to Trice
and waved once at Tovey.


"I was working. Almost constantly for the last half
year. It seems that Brown got word that Remy Seventeen was seen at the spaceport
in Vagus. I'll be headed there tomorrow."


That got everyone to make faces at him, except Tiera, who
was back to being serene.


It was Terlee that spoke, her voice reflecting a very
stylish noble accent now. 


"Excuse me, but if the assassin has been seen there,
why would you go to it? Shouldn't you hide?" She even got the neutral
gender of the Remy right.


"Because I need to end this. I'm as prepared as is
going to happen in the next few decades, and hiding won't work forever. I might
have to wait for it to come back, if it's already managed to get into space,
but it's time."


His mother, Laurie, looked at him with tears forming in her
eyes.


"So you go to your death in the morning?"


That at least got Timon to smile and move away from his
wife, to hug his mother again. Then he pulled a Truth amulet. He hadn't
bothered to at the trial of Reid Smythe at all, since everyone knew he was
guilty. Here he had something to actually prove. The cream and goldenrod
colored light spread around him impressively. The room had lights, but even
here they were down to a few, as if trying to hide their presence a little more
from the enemy by doing so. Or maybe they were just trying to be fair to those
that didn't have the same resources they did? If so, they were being silly.


It wouldn't matter at all.


Those that had plenty had it, and those that didn't would
make do, if given a chance.


"I'm not going to my death. Or at least not to my
knowledge. I have several things worked out, but I want to question the Remy
first, which means controlling the situation and not having to respond to an
ambush. Yes, I could die doing this. We could all die tomorrow from whatever
the Other Ancients do to us, as well. I'm decently confident that it will at
least be a real fight, and not me simply throwing my life away."


He didn't have anything else to say on the matter, so he
turned the amulet off, making the cheery glow vanish. Everyone else still
looked a bit skeptical, except Tiera, but Trice crossed her arms and scowled at
him.


"Who said it was your part in this to try and question
a killer that very few have ever even escaped from before? Count Lairdgren told
me that it would likely simply kill you, no matter what the rest of them did.
Are you saying that you're smarter than a three thousand year old man
now?"


Timon pulled a card from Tor and Count Lairdgren's play
manual and tilted his head cutely. If it worked for them, it should for him. It
was manipulative, but Trice was a sucker for his brother, so it might work. She
visibly relaxed then, meaning that her subconscious mind had picked up on the
reassuring move.


"Smarter? Probably. I don't have more information
obviously, and even imagining that would be foolish of me. I have new tools
however, that he's never seen before. I can kill the Remy right now. From here
even. Oh, it might take a few years to work, but if I open my pocket and go
back to the ship for a while, I'll be out of danger. Then, if there are any
other Remy's left, they'll die too. I don't know whose side they might be on
though, so I'm trying to avoid that. If Seventeen will talk to me, then it will
be helpful. If nothing else, it would be best for me to handle this face to
face, so that I don't have to kill their entire race for the actions of one
being."


Did that sound too full of himself? Of course it did. Also
tired and bored. That was the trance talking. He... didn't know if he'd ever
really come back from that. It might have changed him now, so that this was
just who he was.


Hopefully that would be enough, for the time being.


Trice called for a snack to be made, since they'd already
eaten, being on Capital time. The food came out on a nice cart of polished
wood, pushed by Sherri Bonner. She squealed when she saw him too and hugged him
nearly as much as Trice had.


"You're still alive!" Then a kiss came which
didn't require her to bend down all that much anymore. "Tor has been
worried white about you for months. Are you back for good now? Are you going to
come visit us at the school? I know that everyone would love to see you
there." She kept speaking, even as he nearly tuned her out. She was chatty.
It was nice to hear now though, instead of a bother.


In a way, he realized, he'd missed her. He'd really missed
all of them.


"No. Not yet. I need to take care of something
tomorrow, or at least get that started, and then I have some other things to
see to first. It might be a few months. Right now I... I hate to be rude, but I
need to retire to a conference with my advisors." That was the polite way
of saying that he had to speak to some people in private and the rest of them
weren't invited. So neener-neener.


At least that's the way he'd always taken it when the King
had done that at the Palace.


Here at least no one seemed all that bothered by the idea.
Gerent actually stood up, and Trice sat, as if she weren't planning on leaving
at all. Timon smiled at that and rolled his eyes at her.


"Good thinking, you stay here with the others. Gerent,
mother, if you'd join me in the other room?"


That shocked almost everyone it seemed, especially Laurie.
They'd had some tension between them after all. Fighting over her treatment of
Tor, to be exact. The others seemed nicely baffled, but he didn't think it
would take long. He hoped not, since the food cart was in the other room now,
and the tiny, comparatively at least, space they were in was totally bereft of
one of those. It was a huge oversight in room planning, he thought.


They all sat, though Gerent looked like Timon had made a
mistake. He really hadn't though. These were the right people for the job.
Maybe the only ones that could really do it at all.


Timon pulled two things out of his pocket. Small devices,
both of which looked solid, but were made of carbon nano-dust that was being
held together. The first one went to his mother.


"If the Remy kills me, tap that sigil. Not until then,
since this will kill them all, like I said. Eventually. If I can't win against
it armed like I am right now, then no one else can either. Unless we hear they
aren't working with the others, do it. If this is just a fight between me and a
single one of their kind, then... Well, everyone eventually dies. No need to
take it out on innocent beings."


She looked at it, clearly ready to try and save him by
tapping it right then. It was why she had it. If he died, she'd do it.
No questions asked.


The other piece, which was very similar, but had a glowing
purple sigil on it, went to Gerent, who frowned.


"I... don't know if I could kill an entire race of
people like that, Tim. I don't want to let you down, but that's kind of
evil."


Timon winked at his mother, who positively glared at the
midget. The former midget, Timon noted. He was a good five-four now.
Also Tor's work. A lot of the strangeness had left him too, and he was a good
bit thinner and more normal looking already. It was a good thing. Too much of
his life had been left crippled by his infirmity. 


That being how others saw him, of course, not his build.


"I know. That's why you're the one getting this one.
It's not for the Remy. If we start to lose too badly, if nothing else will
work, then this will allow you to kill all the Ancients on the planet. Well, except
the Remy and any that are too different, but most of us. Don't do it lightly,
because that means the ones that are your family too. Me and ma, Tor, Tiera and
Taman. Count Lairdgren and Denno."


Narrowing her eyes, Laurie stared at Gerent hard, but didn't
scold him at all.


"Your Alice too, Gerent. Think carefully about using
that thing."


That was news to Tim, but he nodded. Gerent was a good man,
and still a bit homely and funny looking. Perfect for Aunt Orange. She wasn't
that keen on great looking men.


Then he stood and helped the others to do the same, though
only as a joke with Gerent, who slipped the amulet around his neck. He
seemed... proud. As if this trust was an honor, not a huge burden being dumped
on him. Laurie just seemed to be considering the death of all Remy. Hopefully
she'd hold her hand until he had a chance to do what he was going to try.


"Let's head back?"


That they actually all got up and rejoined the others
without a word almost jolted Timon. He really expected his mother to make a
scene, or possibly hit her amulet right then, or threaten to at least, claiming
it was to save her child. That didn't happen and her posture wasn't even all
that tense as they moved back, her small hand going to his back. When they were
in the room with the others she did something that he really hadn't figured on
and hugged him with one arm.


Then she whispered into his ear.


"I'm very proud of you Timon. I know that things
haven't been fair to you, but you've shown more strength than anyone would have
expected."


He had? Tim didn't ask for an explanation, since everyone
else was watching now as Terlee handed him a plate of food. Tiera was already
eating hers. It seemed to be the remains of what they'd had for dinner, but it
was good. A nice meat dish with smashed tubers on the side. There was bread and
fresh butter too. The ship's food hadn't been awful, but a lot of it had come
from cans, and some was Austran, which meant sort of bad, since they were
masters at ruining food, as a people. This was actually very good, even if a
bit cool.


It was rude to eat while others weren't but he was willing
to suffer the indignity, in order to get at the food. Tiera was doing it too,
so at least they could claim that as a common bond, if called on it. He was
even allowed to get halfway through his meal before Tovey started in on him
about the cost of the new shields.


"King Richard is most concerned. I don't think
he actually expected you to take him so literally when he requested millions of
them. That they contain flight fields as well and resist so much... We can't
pay you for them all. It's really as simple as that. He's willing to try,
but..." There was a pained expression on his face. "But that's him
suffering from too much honor. The truth really is that if Noram even tries to
do that, the Kingdom will fail. When we called the Minister of Finance in to
ask about it in the special session, he suggested that we all become your sex
slaves, for the duration, as a way to help off-set the cost. When we started to
laugh he yelled at us. The complete Council of Counts. Then he told us
he wasn't joking, and we'd best bring our own lubricants, because asking you to
do it might incur more debt."


Everyone looked away, since it was clearly a story that
they'd heard before, and knew to be true.


Tim took another big bite of bread.


"I'm not really interested. Besides, I thought Tiera
had already handled that for us?" It was a bigger problem than he'd ever
thought it might be, now that it was his. Timon had always kind of thought that
Tor was just being a bit whiny when he complained about having too many riches
before. Now that it was his problem too, he suddenly had a different
perspective.


Tovey smiled and looked at Tiera like she might hold the
answer that they all needed for the problem.


That got her to smile back, very prettily. Tovey noticed,
but for some reason didn't seem to feel flattered.


"I suggested that we don't pay Tim at all, and beat him
instead, for being so slow. No one took that last part seriously. I still think
that we can do the first bit. Some things are just too big to sell."


Trice, out of all of them, nodded. He would have figured
that she would be the one to hold back longest and try to get golds out of it,
but there it was, her going right along with it.


"Make it a gift to the Kingdom. That way no coin will
have to trade, hands and rather than have a crisis you'll have millions of
friends suddenly. There are worse things to deal with. This reminds me of
something I heard once, about Tor." She glanced at him, worried for a few
seconds, but then she soldiered on. She wasn't a wimp after all.


She did pick up a cup, one that held wine and took a large
sip.


"It was a few years ago, after Tor had built this hand for
me, the newest one that can feel." She wiggled the fingers of her left
hand, which they all knew to be fake, though without checking through field
reading, it was almost impossible to tell. "Heather Debri had just
assessed the value of it at somewhere around the net worth of the entire
Kingdom of Noram. A thing that no one could ever afford to buy. Perhaps the
King, for titles and a daughter or two, but no one else. Her point was that it
was a very valuable gift, but Tor just shrugged and suggested that they'd have
to give them away then, to those that need them. As far as I know it's the only
item in the Debri catalog that's ever truly given away for no coin at all.
Anyone with a missing limb can walk in to any of their locations and order one
and bakery owner or not, Tor has delivered each time."


It might have had a lot of meaning to her, but Timon didn't
think it was that big of a deal. Mainly because Tor had obviously done a lot of
work on the first arm, the one that she had, and that was the hard part.
The rest was no bigger a deal to him than making Not-flyers would be for Tim.
She wasn't including it in her tale, but the fact that he'd made that first one
just for her... Was a sign that he really loved her.


That wasn't the kind of thing that a man wanted to hear
about his brother, in regards to his wife. Even if he sort of knew it to be the
case all along.


That he managed to seem bland instead of irritated was due
mainly to the last year of his life and the hardships he'd had.


"We'll take care of that in the morning. Before I
leave. Now, I need to get to bed. Unless there's something else I'm needed
for?" He nearly made a comment about him having to build something for
them, but this group of people barely thought of him like that at all, did
they? Yes, the shields had his name on them and there were a lot of them, but
that was it. He'd made about fifty different things in the last six months
though. Mainly by copying other's work and changing it to suit the needs of the
moment. Deshi had made less, but he was actually managing to woo Wistra
at the same time, and was still doing a good job. All Tim did was work.


He was planning to head off to bed alone, but everyone
turned in then, since they were used to saving on lights when they could now,
to do their part for the war. The one against a faceless enemy that kept
hammering the entire world with horrid attacks from unexpected directions.


Stupid Ancients, being so smart and evil all the time.


Timon smiled as Trice moved beside him, taking his hand, to
lead him to their room, which was in a different place now, further down the
hallway. Without needing to be told, he got the idea. It was an interior space,
with no windows, so they could have lights inside without being obvious to
anyone looking from the outside. The whole place could have been made solid,
but that would announce to anyone with a brain that they had a well lit and
rich interior. Not that it would be unexpected, because the whole thing was
made of magic, but even most of the nobles didn't have that kind of thing, so
rubbing it in would be bad of them.


"Do you need to go to sleep right away?" Trice
made herself sound like she didn't care, one way or the other, but she was
asking him to have sex with her. It was legal, since they were married, and it
wasn't like she was ugly or anything. Actually, she was rather pretty, he
realized, feeling himself respond more than he ever had with her and not have a
torture flashback.


"Not instantly. No." Then he took her by the hand
and across the room, leaving the lights on as he pushed her back onto the bed
and kissed her.


They actually managed to do a lot. Enough that their
marriage was consummated even, which was a first for him. She seemed a little
surprised and very pleased by his efforts, but didn't comment on them. Not
until it was all done.


"Well, someone has been working on that. You didn't
have visions or fears?"


"No. I haven't been though. Working on it. Not at all.
Not even alone, or in my head. I wasn't kidding about the work load. The most
fun I've had in months was sending a man onto a work detail."


"Ohhh! I heard about that! Count Peterson told me how
you saved his life, fighting with a hundred powerful men and women, so that he
wouldn't be put to death instantly. I take it that the reality was a bit
different? Raul can sure tell a story though. Unless it really was that?"
She grinned knowing the answer already at least.


"Of course it was. Who am I to suggest otherwise?"
He laughed a bit, meaning it, if only for a moment, then he laid his head on
Trice's naked breast and sighed. It was dark enough that he didn't think she
could really see him, but he could her. That was just how he was made though.
"I think that everyone was just glad to send a message to the High
Servants that they couldn't ignore. The King is trying to start something new
there, and a few of them were still acting like the Lord of the Mighty. It was
close though. I think the other High Servants were about to chuck the loud
mouth outside by the end of it, which is saying something. At least most of
them are coming around now, and willing to work."


That got his wife to smile and she shook her head, just a
bit.


"Well, that's good. And this, settles an old argument I
have with Alphonse." They'd pretty much been raised together, the Prince
and his wife, so he moved a bit so that she'd keep speaking.


"What's that, how wonderful I am in bed? I know I need
practice. First time, who knew."


"Heh, no, not that at all. You did splendidly. No,
whether or not I'm a pervert. I had entirely too much fun with you for this not
to count. It was my lawful duty, but... Well, you know."


"Oh, yeah. I can see that. Totally a pervert. Well,
I'll give you a year to fix that, does that sound fair?"


She had to do the math on it, but smiled again.


"That would make you nearly fourteen, wouldn't it? A
year and what, two months?"


"A year and three. I'm expecting you to relapse a few
times. You're only human after all."


They chuckled about that for a while and cuddled and then he
had to move away from her a bit, so that he could fall asleep. After all, he
wasn't used to being in anyone's arms at night and never had been.


In the morning the very first thought that occurred to him,
even before he opened his eyes, was that it was a good thing that they'd had
the night before. After all, he could very well die that day. Or soon at least.
That his mind was strong enough now to let him enjoy something like that was
amazing. The second thought he had was that he needed to use the restroom, and
get ready for the day. In that way it was pretty normal seeming.


Except that now, after the last months, nothing really was.
Just waking up, instead of staying awake in a trance most of the time, was
different. Really, it didn't happen, he knew. His mind was clear and focused,
but distant in a way. He was still in a deep state and probably would be for as
long as he lived. Unless he survived the day, that was. That would be the plan,
if he could swing it. One way or the other, he wanted to live.


He did things differently than before, starting with a
shave. He'd seen others do it for years and had the materials right there, so
he cleaned the peach fuzz off his face. It was dark and made him look awkward,
which wasn't what he wanted for the time being. Without it he looked even
younger, but his new height was helping there a bit. Tim was youthful looking,
but actually seemed like a real noble kid. Taller than a lot of them were at
his age even.


Timon cut himself, the pearl handled straight razor a bit
harder to handle than he'd figured on, but the healing amulet he had fixed that
in about ten seconds. Then he showered and ran a bath. The tub was a huge
thing, and it would be nice to soak for a bit, in some warm water. They didn't
have the resources to spare for things like that in space and he'd kind of
missed the pleasure of it.


That was where Trice found him, and after a quick shower she
climbed into the tub. It was a bit strange for him, but only for a moment. He
was so deep that he managed to smile and let all the emotional weight of the
actions go in short order. It was still there, of course. He felt the
embarrassment of being seen naked still, his backwoods upbringing making that
something that would exist as part of him for a long time. There was also
pleasure in it though, seeing her nude like she was. The only things she had on
were her shield, one of the new ones he noticed, even if he hadn't given it to
her directly, and the small pea like amulet that held her left arm.


For a while he stared at the amulets, feeling them with his
mind. The fake limb was a masterpiece, of course. Articulate, and so well
formed that it was nearly perfect. The thing there was that his humble little
shield was nearly as complex, if in a different way. Nearly as good too. That
kind of surprised him. He'd thought there would be a lot more distance between
his work and Tor's still.


The things that Tor made were all his own work however,
which made it harder, and his was derivative, but Tim could live with that. He
was making what was needed for now, not what he'd been dreaming about. That
would be hard, because in his dreams he didn't build much at all, and simply
ran a few businesses.


His wife smiled at him, her deep brown hair being pulled
back and up, to keep it out of the water. It was very curly, and her blue eyes
didn't quite go with it, but it managed to be striking on her, rather than
strange.


"So, what's the plan for the day? Morning with Uncle
Richard and Aunt Connie and then heading over to Vagus?"


Timon didn't think it was actually going to go that way at
all, to be honest. Remy was smart, and old. If Brown had word of a shape
changer in Vagus, then Remy would go to where he figured Tim would hide. He
might not have figured out that he was in the Capital yet, but it was his home
and almost everyone ran there first, when they were in trouble. The more he
thought about it, the more likely it seemed that he wouldn't have to go
anywhere at all.


Still, not telling Trice that wouldn't help anything. There
was no Remy in the room, though he did search for listeners with his mind
before speaking.


 "I don't think so really. Can you get everyone here
shielded before we leave for the day? You might want to give us an extra bit of
time too. I'll walk over to the Palace, myself. Say in about half an hour? I'd
love a bite to eat first, if the kitchen has anything ready."


Trice had her flaws, but being dumb wasn't one of them at
all. She worked out what he meant before the last words were out of his mouth
and went wide eyed.


"We can call in troops. The King's Army and the Baker
forces will back us. I can-" She stood suddenly, making the water in the
large black tub slosh a lot. It looked like focus stone, which was the
convention, he knew, even if it could have looked like anything they wanted.
Marble or even wood might be nice.


Tim forced a small smile, not meaning it, and waved the
woman down, noticing her dark nipples had gone hard at the thought of danger. That
it was a thing that he could notice now, without fear made him feel a lot
better again. The night before might have been a fluke, but he didn't think it
was.


"No. Not us, and not a sacrificial force of
pawns. This is my fight, and..." He tapered off, realizing how it sounded.
Like he was too stupid to let anyone else help. "I have some things ready
to go. If it works, then anyone else would just be in the way. If they don't,
well, then there's no reason for a bunch of other people to die. From what I
hear, as far as a Remy goes, once their chosen target is gone, they stop. Doing
anything else is wasteful."


What he didn't share was just how many layers of defense and
offense he had ready. It was more than seven, which would at least make Cordes
happy, he didn't doubt.


Trice made a face at him and suddenly seemed like she was
going to argue.


"You're just a little boy. You can't go to battle with
this thing alone. No one could do it. Green said-"


"Green said what he needed you to hear, Trice. He's not
a bad person, but he only says what he thinks will cause people to do what he
thinks is needed. The thing there is that he can't see a way for anyone to win
against a Remy, because he couldn't do it. That isn't because he lacks
the skill or willpower to do it, but because his nature refuses to let him
directly confront one of the command line Ancients. For him it would be simple
death, and he thinks that it will be the same for me, but he's wrong. It's just
a fight for me." Then he grinned, nearly meaning it. "True, it's a
kid going up against a being that has thousands of years of experience, but
hey, I could get lucky, right?"


That didn't seem to make her feel any better, but when they
got out and dried off using fluffy towels that were made out of magic and felt
a bit like Farlo Ross to his mind, she only called to set up a meeting with the
King, and not tattle on him. She did dress in combat leathers as they were
leaving though, which got Tim to roll his eyes at her.


"No. You have to stay here. I'll meet you there in a
few hours. Really though, that's way too obvious. Notice how I'm dressed?"
Like a school boy, all in rough spun looking brown. "This is the way not
to over sell things."


That earned him a snort and a hit to the shoulder that
caused his shield to come into play on its own.


"Don't die Timon. Run, if you have to. You have forever
to fight this thing. Don't be stupid about it."


He smiled and then winked at her with his left eye. Taking a
deep breath, he let his mind go blank and empty.


"The last time we met, it was the Remy that fled, not
me. Not that I think that means it won't have learned from the events of that
day, but I have, too. I'll play it smart. This... I'm not planning on a fair
fight. I'll survive this." If he could.


If it showed up. After all he could be wrong about the whole
thing, and the Remy might well be on the Ranford, pacing the hallways sourly,
since he wasn't there.


Tim kissed his wife goodbye and made a point of doing a good
job of it. After all, he really might not be coming back, even if he wasn't
going to say that at all. She knew. She had too much information not to get the
basic idea.


The strange part of the thing, Tim noted, as he left the
richly appointed front of his palace, and it was that, in truth, was that he
wasn't scared. Oh, he would be. Even in a trance state, it could happen,
as he'd learned the night before as the dark world rushed at him. For the
moment though he was calm and relaxed, feeling almost good about the world.


The front gate was still guarded, if by different people,
but the two women there just nodded to him, probably not certain who he was at
all. They'd clearly understood that he was coming out, not trying to get in,
and were fine with that. Really, he should have stopped and chatted with them,
so that they'd recognize him later, but he just didn't feel like bothering.
Outside the gate, once he could see it all in the light, he felt slightly
amazed. The inside of the wall was nice, having several gardens and a few young
trees, but outside, it was paradise. The whole world, a space which had once
been a battlefield that had seen thousands of deaths, and before that had been
an empty wasteland of dust and a few scraggly bushes, was now lush and green.
Not perfectly so, but there was even and tended grass as far as the eye could
see, broken in the distance by rows of growing things that made it seem a bit
like a farm.


There were trees almost everywhere, and off to the left
there was a large lake that hadn't been there before at all. Timon started toward
it, wondering if it was being fed by the floating river that ran around his own
wall when a rather poor looking girl in a plain brown smock waved to him.


"Sir! A word Sir?" She took a few steps in his
direction and then stopped, the new lake at her back, though that was still
about a quarter mile away. She stood barefoot on grass, and had brown eyes,
which made her seem very common looking. She was missing a tooth in the front,
which wasn't likely to be real, since everyone had use of healing amulets still,
and missing teeth grew back. That got him to check her field, which was very,
very wrong for a human being.


So, Remy Seventeen really had been waiting for him?
Perfect. He wanted to tense, but didn't, smiling instead. She wasn't ugly after
all and he was supposed to be caught unaware. It would make things easier for
him, if the Remy figured its plan was working.


"Sir? I... Was hoping I could beg a position at this
residence, Sir. Do you know who to ask about such a thing?"


Timon let his face go considering, as if he was really
trying to work that all out.


"Well, right now you need to talk to Patricia Baker,
since she's the lady of the house. Technically I own it, but claiming that...
Well, you know how that is. The woman rules the home. I could put in a good
word for you though? If you wish? Right now I have to go and give away a
fortune's worth of things to the King so he won't ruin the economy, but...
Here, take these. It's a few coin and some magical amulets. You're about
fifteen?" He dug for the correct things and actually got two silver out as
well, as if he were flashing how rich he was to the girl, hoping to get her
into bed. It was a time honored tradition after all.


"Seventeen, Sir. My last position fell through, due to
hard times. It's something like this or whoring now for me and even the street
girls say business is slow." She didn't move to take the things from him,
letting him close the distance, which was clever. The act was nearly perfect
after all, except for the missing tooth. It was well healed. If Remy had made it
a fresh looking thing, that would have worked better. It was a timing issue.
"I can suck cock though, Sir, and take it up the ass. Should the job
require that, I mean. I'd prefer not to, but my last place did. Master Henrique
figured that apprentice tanners should earn their keep in more than one
way."


It was delivered blankly, those words, as if they were a
simple truth.


Timon shrugged.


"What you do that way is up to you. My guess is that
you'd be put on as a garden girl? Tending the flowers and such. Or in the
kitchen. Can you cook?" He held out his hand, waiting for the attack to
come, but it didn't. The girl just looked relieved and a bit apprehensive, but
took the coins and the three amulets from him. Which was better than he figured
would happen. He stepped back, and bowed.


"There's a clothing amulet there, so that you can dress
as you wish. The coins are enough to buy a meal as well. Several really, in
case Trice, Patricia, my wife, says no. Not that she would. She pretends to be
hard at times, but she's a soft touch that way. Don't tell her I said that
though. Best to keep up the illusions as long as possible. My bet is that if
you would have presented yourself there like this months ago, she would have
taken you in, you know that? This works too. For me I mean."


Remy the girl looked innocent and guileless for a bit, until
she tried to bow, peasant fashion and bumped her head on the containment field.


"What..." She poked at it, and then looked scared
for a moment, which got Timon to nod back at her.


"The other two amulets. One created that field. It can
only be turned off from here however. Now that it's up we don't even need that
amulet, that was just to set what it would surround. Go ahead and destroy it,
if you want. I can make more. The other..." Timon shrugged and paced
closer, as if he weren't horribly afraid. It was a lie, of course, but he was
no stranger to doing that. Lying was a skill of his.


Going silent he pointed at the girl's bare feet, and then
waited. They were already swelling. Not a lot, but enough that it was
noticeable.


"Can you feel those anymore? I don't think you'll be
able to."


Remy Seventeen looked down at them, and then her hands,
which were also puffing up a nice bit.


"You know, I can't. Interesting. What is it?"


"It's actually a variation of micro-plasma, after a
fashion. Tiny shields that surround each of the components of your being, one
at a time. They can't attach to the other pieces or communicate, which, I hope,
will pretty much make it so that you can't move, after a bit. You won't get out
of the field either, so my guess is that in about... Oh, ten to twenty minutes,
you'll be frozen in place. It should kill you, actually, if Monroe is right
about how you're built. If he was wrong you'll probably kill me, so I sort of
hope so." He waited, watching the line of puffy looking flesh rise up the
bare legs.


Remy just laughed. It actually sounded pleased, which made
Timon wonder where his death would be coming from. He even looked around, just
in case.


The girl in front of him sighed though and smiled at him.


"No, you got me. Finally, a worthy adversary. It took
so long to find you, and then I had to push you into being what you are now.
The new ultimate killer. My replacement. To think, you're a bag of water too,
and not one of the elite at all. Not one of my kind. The new elite, I guess?
Magic. Who knew?" She, or it as the case may be, stared at the line that
moved up her form, that was only partway up the thighs. "A bit slow
though. Couldn't you have made this quicker? What if I figured out how to beat
it? Not that I have a clue, but that's what I would say if I almost had it too,
isn't it?"


That was true. He really could have, but he bowed instead of
answering instantly. When he spoke, his voice was soft, and deeper than normal.


"Yes. I was hoping that you'd be willing to answer some
questions, before the end comes? We don't have long, so if you don't want to,
no one in the world will be able to force your hand, or tongue, as the case may
be." It was just the truth, but the Remy let her head tilt and then
nodded.


"Let's chat then, Timmy. What do you want to know? Who
I was in your world? No one in particular. I figured it was too dangerous to
replace anyone wholesale. I've been several of your people though, at different
times. The Queen even, a few times, which you've no doubt guessed. Kinkaid Rue,
Dan Samson from Two Bends, and sundry others. We've even kissed you know, if
not romantically. I'll let you work that one out on your own however. I didn't
kill anyone, but I have rather left your Aunt Connie in trouble, haven't I? The
King and his people quite think she's a spy now. Being in the wrong place at
the wrong time too often can do that."


The line of swelling was to her middle now, so he didn't
bother stopping to talk about that sort of thing. Even if they'd kissed, it
wouldn't have mattered. Except to confirm that the being was really trying to
die. If he'd been a real target to it, then he could have died any number of
times already. It had left him alive then, and groomed him for this,
like it had hinted.


"Is there a fleet coming from space? Is it a real
danger to us?"


That got a strange and slightly annoyed look at least,
rather than a smirk or something that spoke of condescension.


"That's what you want to know? Yes, and no. There is a
fleet coming, three of them, just like it seems, but think about it, eighteen
years away? No one would travel that slowly would they? Not living beings. It's
something coming back in, and Gray and Cordes used that to influence the rest
of you. To distract you all. It's just a robot fleet. They come every few
hundred years, and then move off again. That the others, Green and Brown don't
know about it, makes sense, being that they've been kept in the dark about a
lot of things over the centuries, but Cindy Blue should know. Now, ask
yourself, why wouldn't she have told you about that?" Now there was a
smirk.


Timon however rolled his eyes.


"Because she wants a space fleet, clearly. Now, do you
know what Cordes and Gray really have planned and why?"


That got an honest sounding laugh.


"No. I'm not with them. I wouldn't be. Killing off
humanity is foolish. We are humanity. Well, they are. I've never had
anyone else, other than my people, so I always looked at it that way too. Only
a fool would do that. It's clear that they mean to however. There aren't enough
clones for it to work, a few thousand. I think that Gray has lost it, if you
want to know the real reason here. She can't see common sense anymore. It was
never really her long suit anyway. Brilliant little bitch, but too wrapped up
in her own little woman's utopia to understand reality half the time."


She looked down at the rising line, that was moving faster
now, as the billions of fields spread.


"Time for one more, I think."


"Are there anymore of you Remy left? I have another
device that could kill you all, I think, anywhere on the planet, but I don't
want to use it. My mother has it right now, so, you know, she might have
already. She's Gray without the Rhetistics after all."


That earned him a pained look at least.


"I don't know. I hope not. I've tried so hard to die
for so long. We're all the same, us Remy. They have to be trying to do it too.
If so... Well, kill them, if you can. It will be a good thing, I think. It's
time, and far past when it should have happened."


Timon didn't answer, but also didn't say no. He might not
have a choice at all, he realized. Laurie Baker was her own woman, and always
had been.


As the line got to the neck, the thing stopped talking,
since there wasn't enough air left to make that happen. That or it was just
done and wanted to spend its last moments thinking of something happy. It
didn't fight though, or try to change shape, the girl in front of him just
smiled, looking puffy and swollen all over, including the plain brown shift.


Then the line slowly crawled to the top of her head, and it
was done.


Not that he was going to count her not moving as being truly
dead, of course. He had time now, to launch it into the sun, which would be
what came next, after he finished with the King and Queen.


He felt empty, instead of triumphant. Really he was waiting
for the thing to start moving again, and didn't let the containment field down
at all, just in case. Instead he pulled a small focus stone tile from his
pocket and walked back to his own gate, letting the floating corpse move along
behind him silently, the feet almost dragging on the earth. The guards looked
shocked at least, but let him in, so he explained as well as he could.


"It's an Ancient shape changing assassin. Dead now, I
hope. We can put it in the garden shed, for now?" He did the work himself,
but the women didn't seem to think it seemed normal or good. Walking around
with what seemed to be a dead girl could do that.


The interesting part was that, even though worried over
it, they didn't try to stop him from doing it, even if it was horribly creepy
seeming. Then, he was a noble and the girl had clearly been a commoner. That
made it legal enough, most likely.


Tim grimaced, but didn't have to go find his wife or mother,
since they both came out to look at what he was doing, which probably meant the
gate guard had actually reported him to someone at least, if only them.


Working carefully, he tucked the Remy away and then
explained it all.


Trice looked baffled for a bit, and a little frightened, as
if he'd lost his mind, so he pulled a truth amulet and confirmed his story.


"So, that's an Ancient assassin, and it can look like
anything. Or it could. That part's done now though. As for the rest of the day,
well, now I lost so much time I guess I should catch a ride in to the
Palace?" He tried to sound light, but his mother hugged him closely for a
long time and then moved to hand the amulet he'd given her the night before
back.


"I gather I won't have to take my revenge then?"
Her words seemed pleased with the idea, so he took the device.


"No. Though Remy Seventeen here did suggest that using
that might be a kindness to the others. I don't know if any are left however.
Or what they might think of things if they are. I think we should hold off for
now. So, shall we?"


He'd had to set up the containment field, so that no one
else could move it, carrying away the piece that would allow that to happen,
but with it turned off. If he didn't come back, no one was taking his dead
Remy, he didn't think. Not unless they were a very good builder themselves.
Then he got in a tiny carriage that Trice set up for them. Laurie wasn't
scheduled to go to the Palace and given the wars and all that you didn't just
show up unannounced anymore. Oddly enough they still had people going with
them, since Terlee and Tovey were slated to attend meetings.


They went in low though, not flying over the city. After
they were halfway there, Count Thompson explained why that was.


"Austra sent a set of missiles for us, to guard the
city. The Royal Guard has control of them, so as you can imagine, no one flies
over the Capital now. You land outside the gate and come in slow, or find
yourself in a million pieces. As you might perceive, it's making things far
slower than they were for a while. It pretty much means that no one flies here
now. Even the birds look a bit edgy when they try it."


That made sense at least. After a fashion. It was sad
though, since flying was so much fun, and a lot faster than walking or even
floating along like they were, in comfort. Not that it took long to get to the
front gate, about twenty minutes, since there were checkpoints they had to stop
at, swearing under Truth verification that they were expected at the Palace and
of good intent.


Four of them, just to reach the front gate. Even regular
passers-by, a half mile away, were stopped. It was oppressive, but what the
Ancients had brought upon them, with their attacks. What else were people going
to do, after all?


For his part Timon just rested, letting the world pass
around him outside the windows of the dark blue floating carriage. It wasn't a
Tor build or one of his, he realized after a while. It felt...
different. It was slow, and didn't fly for one thing, going no more than a foot
over the ground. Trice rode in the front, and Tovey had been crammed in the
back, nearly bent in two. It still took a moment to figure it out, patting the
visible shield to try and get a better connection.


"Taman built this?"


That got Terlee to nod and smile.


"She did! All by herself. She has a whole line of them.
They don't change shape, like yours do, or move into the sky or very fast, but
she's selling them for five gold a piece and making them on stone, which means
that a lot of people can actually afford them. She has some that are bigger
too, and open in the back like a wagon. Tovey and I bought twenty of them, for
our farms. I think this one was given as a late wedding gift to you and
Patricia?" She patted the side, which seemed to be covered with nice blue
leather.


Trice cleared her throat.


"That's right. They're the preferred vehicle for in the
city now too. Faster than a horse, but enclosed for safety. Not too shabby,
considering she's only six."


That got Tim to sigh.


"I've missed a lot of birthdays back home. Well, I
guess I'll need to make that right then. This is really nice, actually. We
should buy some too, if we have the funds for it, I mean. I've been ignoring
business for a while."


That got a laugh from everyone, but it was Trice that
explained, sounding pleased enough.


"We've taken over goods transport between the more
distant areas, in Kingdom and out. Your new Fast Craft are perfect for it. We
aren't exactly hurting for gold."


That was nice to hear, since it was one less thing to worry
about.


"Good, then it will just make me seem full of myself
when I give everyone presents later, instead of stupid. Or, well, probably
both." He grinned, but his wife just opened her door, so the Royal Guards
could pass out more Truth amulets.


That was the way things were now, it seemed.
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It was Kevin the gate guard that nudged him, reaching into
the vehicle with a wink.


"Going to school after your visit?" It was teasing
and Tim nodded, looking down at the plain brown clothing he still had on.


"A point. Let's see..." He focused and caused one
of his old visiting outfits to appear. It was silver and black, but not
overdone. It was early still, not a party and really he just didn't feel like
showing off. Count Thomson and Terlee looked better than he did and even Trice
shifted so that she was in a green and silver dress that looked finer, but not
so much that he had to feel bad about it. It was a bit plain, for a Countier
First, but hey, who cared?


Trice took the carriage down as soon as they all got out of
it and they were escorted to the meeting room directly, by four guards. No one
else seemed to think it was over the top, but Timon couldn't help but remember
that the last time he'd been there he'd only been led in by one, himself. It
was a big deal too, since they had to wait for the guards to come back from the
last group to come through. That meant they weren't late at least, which would
be rude.


Timon plastered a smile on his face and tried not to care
about anything at all.


The halls seemed the same, and a few minutes later they were
led into a large space that had chairs lining it, with what seemed to be all
the Counts and Countesses there. With their spouses, which made for about sixty
people in all. Tiera was already there too, looking serene. She didn't have a
spouse yet, Timon noticed. He might have missed that, but it was good to know
he hadn't.


The instant they got into the room, The King stood, with
Aunt Connie by his side, and then they bowed. Low. They held it too, which was
pretty darned respectful, just for them. The rest of the room rose and did the
same, toward him. Even Tovey and Terlee did, though Trice just stood
next to him, hand in hand.


Ah. They were bowing to the person that held their debt.
Timon bowed then, going low, with Trice matching him, her eyes going wide, as
if he were making a mistake. He knew what he was doing though, and held the
move until the King stood, smiling. Even Connie smiled.


"Lord Baker! We're pleased that you can attend us here
today. We've heard of the unfortunate attacks upon your person. If there is
anything we can do to aid you in that situation, please let us know?" He
seemed to mean it, even though he sat and left the newcomers standing. Tovey
and Terlee had chairs, but he and Trice had to stay where they were. Not that
it mattered. Tim was hoping not to linger too long.


"Thank you, Sire. Queen Constance." He bowed
again, but only a little, which wouldn't require a response. "I've handled
that situation with the Ancient assassin, in the last hour. It's dead."


That got a murmur from the room, which sounded doubtful. Tim
pulled his Truth amulet and repeated himself, glowing cheerily. No lie showed,
since he didn't bother.


"So, I'm holding the body in my shed. I'm planning on
dropping it into the sun later. This isn't the kind of thing to take
lightly."


No one doubted him then, but a few muttered something about
the Remy not being that big of a threat, if a mere boy could handle it. That
made logical sense, so Tim didn't bother worrying about it. No one said otherwise
either, not even Count Lairdgren, who was just staring at him. Trying to read
him.


To make certain he wasn't Remy Seventeen, just pretending to
be him. After a bit, the man smiled and sat back, still holding his tongue.


It was the Queen that spoke next, her voice tense and a bit
brittle. She was good at that. To be fair, Timon had seen her with other
people, and she was fine. Even kind and gentle. The woman just wasn't
comfortable around him. He didn't know why.


"Lord Baker, it's been a matter of conversation, how
we're to repay you for the work that you've done on our behalf. The new shields
that do so much, the anti-radiation units for towns, and the rest you sent us.
The new weapons and all that we asked for. Do you have some thought in mind as
to what you might want?" She seemed really uneasy about it all, as if he
were going to ask for the Kingdom itself, or perhaps just that she be run
through the streets naked, while people hurled rotten fruit at her?


For a moment, as petty as it was, he nearly said that last
one, just as a joke.


Instead he took a deep breath and looked around the room.
Connie wasn't the only person that seemed uncomfortable. Timon really
understood now, what Tor was always going on about. It was hard to bear,
knowing that anything he did would probably be taken the wrong way. Still,
there was only so much he could do.


That meant bowing again, to the front. It would look like he
was about to make a demand, but it was what you did when you presented a gift
too.


"That's for the Kingdom. I should have sent a note. If
the perceived debt caused any tension here, I apologize for it. I haven't been
thinking in that fashion for some time." He held the bow until the King
bowed back, looking slightly bemused.


"You're giving us this, as a gift?"


"For the common defense, yes. As is the responsibility
of each with the ability, in times of peril." It sounded pretty good, he
thought, though for some reason it caused a dead silence, for nearly half a
minute.


Right until a very old man stood.


And bowed to him.


The rest of the room followed, including his wife, who
angled toward him. He'd seen this kind of thing before, but they held it and
didn't stand. He wasn't supposed to bow back, but a few of the older giants
were going to collapse soon, if they didn't stand up. So he waved at them.


"Thank you, all. Now, what's the next bit of
business?" Maybe he could leave, which would be nice.


That wasn't happening though. In fact, after everyone
recovered and the blood rushed away from their heads, the King sat and got
right to work.


"We need to know the disposition of your new colony, as
well as what plans you have, for the near future. Are you coming for a
rest?"


That sounded so nice, but he had to shake his head.


"No, I have more work to see to. The project, well,
we're making a full city, not just a base. Eventually we'll need people to live
there. The hope is to have it ready in about six months for the first who are
going to live there. Sooner, if we can manage it. The idea is to have folk from
each land. I wouldn't want the job, but hopefully someone will volunteer. We'll
need about a hundred thousand people to start, with a little over a million
being the eventual goal."


That caused a stir, but no one called him on the idea, even
if it sounded like a bit much.


The giant redheaded King waved at him, a seated and gentle
move that spoke of amazement, but didn't, at the same time.


"What other plans do you have? With this assassin gone,
it's safe for you to attend school again, isn't it?"


That was a hard one to call. He didn't ask if Remy had been
the one responsible for the nuclear weapon. He didn't think so, since the being
had been in Printer and everyone said that it was one of the few things that
could kill a Remy outright.


"No, I don't think so. That may change, but there's a
war on, and like it or not, I'm in this thing." Timon was afraid that he
was going to have to explain that to them, but Count Breen stood and cleared
his throat. Loudly.


"That's a brave and sensible thing for Lord Baker to be
doing. Perhaps we could stop browbeating him in full court, and see to a meal?
Or at least some beverages?" Normally it would be horribly rude to ask for
food or drink like that, and worse to not offer it, but the King just threw off
a short and choppy seated bow.


"Yes. I take your meaning, Count Breen. It's not a poor
idea at all."


It still took five minutes for everyone to stand, and the
King and Queen didn't leave, after calling for drinks, but instead mingled, as
if it were a party. A horribly boring, and rather stuffy one at that. Worse,
the second that the others all stood up, the main doors opened and several
other people walked in. Karina was a welcome face, and walked up to him
carefully, her freckles looking cute on her dusky skin and her hair a bit
longer than he remembered.


"There you are. I nearly had to go to space just to
visit you."


Timon didn't know what to do really, and started to touch
her arm, only to be grabbed into a hug.


"You're getting big too. Tall. Six more months at this
pace and you'll be bigger than I am."


She was only about six-four or five. So she was probably
about right.


The bad part was what came next, as Tor was right behind
her, standing next to Prince Alphonse. Timon was in a trance, but he pushed
himself deeper then, letting himself think of nothing much at all. Tor was huge
now. Nearly seven feet tall, and still fine looking, but rail thin. Like Tiera,
he still managed to look like himself.


"Timon. I hear that you've made it so I never have to
build again? About time. Now we just need to get Tiera on things and I can just
bake and make some mediocre sculptures. Not that I've been making anything
important for a while. I guess that you've handled it all?"


Rather than try to talk about anything important, Timon
smiled, without feeling himself do it and regarded his brother with cool eyes.


"Is Alyssa around today?" It was an indirect dig,
and Tor made a face, showing that he got the idea. Tim was teasing, but only
sort of. After all, he really was still angry with Tor. He understood why he'd
changed him, making him feel guilt and shame, but it wasn't needed, and never
had been.


His brother was reading him, and got what he was thinking
rather clearly. He could feel the attempted connection, and pushed back a bit.
He was too upset to let it go without resisting.


"Timon... That's a bit petty of you, isn't it?"


"Probably, but it might actually get your attention,
and keep you from doing things like that again."


"Ah..." It was exasperated, but Count Lairdgren,
who looked like a tiny version of Tor now, clapped Tim on the shoulder.


"If I could have a word? If you're done trying to
intimidate your brother for the time being?"


That got Tim to laugh.


"What, I'm supposed to just let things go? I don't
think that's going to happen. Not anytime soon." He meant it, but didn't
toss a punch at the side of Tor's head, so he was improving, right? Timon
didn't even really want to, as disgruntled as he was.


It didn't help that the whole time he was there his brother
was reading him. The entire time. That wasn't normal. He wasn't hitting
the whole room. Timon could tell that. No, it was focused and hard enough that
even a person that wasn't a builder would have noticed it, if only as an uneasy
feeling of someone watching them.


It kept up until he was out of the room, even though a mere
stone wall or wood door really wasn't enough to stop it, if Tor had wanted to
keep going. It was strange. So much so that Tim didn't realize he'd been taken
into the back room instead of the hallway. Trice had come along however, as if
snubbing Tor for him. Count Lairdgren waved her on, out the far door.


"One minute and I'll sneak you both out of here. I have
to cover a few things with Timon that the King missed."


She looked wry, but walked out, since the man was family and
probably meant well enough, as far as she knew. As soon as the well carved and
very fine looking dark stained and shining door shut, with his wife on the
other side, Lairdgren grimaced.


"Tor was reading you."


"No. Not Tor. He'd never do anything that
invasive. Why would you even say that?"


"Ha. Very funny. I need you to go and check on Julie
White. Soam hasn't been hit that hard so far, which means that there's probably
something huge planned for them. Lara always disliked White with a passion. If
you go now, you can take Kolb from the school without running into your brother
again. You're in a trance?" There was a soft probe, which didn't pick
anything up.


"I have been for months. Working all the time, you
know."


"Naturally. I'll let that drop in conversation, as for
why you resisted Tor so cleanly. That has to have been baffling to him. You're
his little brother. It's bad enough that Tiera is doing the same thing all the
time, but at least we can sell that as part of her new schooling, to aid her in
learning self-control. It's working that way too, which is helpful." The
man started to move, but Timon stopped him and dug out an amulet. The one for
the containment field around Remy.


After explaining it, he handed it off.


"See if Orange will take care of this? Or her people, I
mean. It needs to be dumped into the sun. I think it's well and truly gone, but
I sort of promised."


"I see. I'll pass the word, and the body. Anything
else?"


Timon snapped his fingers, and smiled.


"I almost forgot... Remy Seventeen admitted to having
come here, pretending to be Aunt Connie, several times. It mentioned that she
might be suspected of being a spy because of that? I didn't want to mention it
in front of everyone, but you know, she probably isn't. Maybe you can
tell the needed people?"


"I shall."


Then he was pushed out the door, as if Green saying that he
needed to find White was all the information he needed. Hopefully Kolb would
know more, since his grandfather wasn't sticking around to share with him,
regardless.


The hall was nice, in a fine but plain way. Stone floors of
polished marble, wooden walls with sculpture every ten feet on pedestals. There
were also a few people, including Trice, who was being pressed back against the
wall by a decently tall man that seemed to be about her age. She wasn't trying
to get away, as much as eat the bottom half of his face.


She didn't see him standing there either, which meant she
was being a bit less than discrete. Finally he let his eyebrows raise, and
cleared his throat.


"Are you ready to leave? I don't want to miss the
escape window."


At least the man wasn't Tor, which was clear, thanks to the
fact that this man was shorter than that, being about six-four or so. Short for
a noble. He spun faster than she did, and smiled charmingly.


"Oh! Sorry, I didn't see you there. I'm Ridley. Where
are we going? I didn't know that I was on tap, but it's not like I'm busy."


"Ridley Dens?" Timon knew the name, from stories,
and had seen the man before, but hadn't spoken to him really. He'd been at the
wedding though.


"Yes." He stopped and sighed. "Sorry Trice, I
guess duty calls. Finally. I've been cooling my heels here for months, trying
to find something to do. I'm probably off to scrub pots in the kitchen, but it
beats doing nothing. It's amazing, but dunning Smythe of Westend actually gets
almost nothing done."


Timon looked at the slightly foppish seeming fellow and
worked things out. He'd been kissing Trice, but there was no bulge in the front
of his pants. Since his wife was rather attractive, that meant something else
was going on. Since Trice was being groomed as the new spymaster for Noram, and
Ridley Dens who was a Baron First, meaning not all that highly placed,
was at the palace he was almost certainly a spy.


Timon shrugged.


"Well, he knows who's who, doesn't he? By virtue of
being around long enough, if Headmaster Hardgrove didn't tell him personally,
just to make things hard for you."


That got the man to stop suddenly and go still. He looked
scared.


Trice however, covered her mouth and laughed a bit.


"Ridley, this is Timon Baker, my husband?"


That got the man to stare for a bit and then shake his head
slowly. For a long time he didn't say anything at all. When he did it was
slightly teasing.


"Wonderful Trice, let's have your husband catch us in
the hallway. That won't end with me buried outside the city. Not at
all."He looked at her and rolled his eyes then hit his head with an empty
hand. "Oh, I know, why don't I go and make out with his sister too? Then
his whole family can come for me at once. It will be like a reunion! For
them I mean."


Tim snorted a bit, but managed a wink.


"Well, go check in then. We have something to do. I'll
let you know what it is en-route." He was looking at Ridley, since he had
sort of volunteered, if by mistake. Then Tim gave Trice a hug. "You too.
You might be needed." It was just true, but that got her eyes to go wide.


Ridley blinked and looked at Trice hard enough that it was
clear who he was supposed to check in with, at the Capital.


Trice giggled again and hit Timon on the arm lightly. It was
both playful seeming and a signal, even though it wasn't anything they'd ever
worked out together before.


"You and your famous jealousy, Tim." She turned to
Ridley and made a silly face. "He's just teasing. If you went he'd
probably fly us out over the ocean and threaten to dump us, but he's all bark.
Don't worry."


He was? She might want to ask Remy Seventeen about that. Or
any of the nearly million people that he'd let get the Gray plague and nearly
die of it, or the near hundred thousand who had for certain. Then, Trice knew
about all that and more, so she wasn't really trying to make him seem weak,
just get Ridley out of trouble? That or not let him go off mission.


"Bah, you know me too well. Come on anyway, I was just
going to introduce him to Smythe, and see if he has a place. You know, getting
coffee or sweeping up. Something important like that?"


Ridley hadn't been at the meeting, but that wasn't a big
shock. No one sane would have been in the room if they could help it. A third
of the Counts and Countesses in there were still technically in rebellion, he
was almost positive, unless that had changed while he was gone. Still, a big
enough threat had brought them together, hadn't it?


For some reason that got Ridley to seem far too happy.


"Really? You've met him before? I can't even get in to
see him."


"Yeah, but let's hurry, so I can keep my wife safe from
you, at least in public." He glared at Trice a little, but couldn't
actually be bothered to feel hurt. Yes, they were married, but it was still a
bit strange to him. They'd spent a lot more time apart than together, so of
course she was going to be off with her other friends doing things. It was what
nobles did anyway.


Timon didn't have a perfect memory, but he knew where to
find Smythe of Westend's rooms, which doubled as his office and if he hadn't,
Trice did. He was practically "Uncle William" after all. That
would explain why Ridley was trying to pass info to her in a public space too,
if he wanted an introduction for whatever reason.


Tapping on the door politely got the man to look up, blink
and wave them in.


"Lord Baker. Patricia. It's good to see you both. I
heard that you came in last night, Lord Baker. From space, without bothering to
use a ship? Countess Baker was rather boasting about it to me earlier, since
the new shields are all capable of it? We weren't informed, but it will no
doubt increase the value." He made a bit of a face, but bowed to them,
including Ridley.


They bowed back, all going lower than the older man did.


Timon still wasn't going to ask. Trice would know what the Lord
Baker thing was about, and no doubt it was going to end up being
embarrassing.


Gesturing to his left while looking straight at the Military
Counselor, Tim made the introduction.


"This man is Ridley Dens. Baron First. He's a spy, but
one of ours and he's supposed to be infiltrating your offices for some
reason. Ridley, if you need real answers from Smythe, slap a Truth amulet on
him. In private however. He knows things we don't need shared with the enemy.
Smythe, can you find something for him to do around here? Investigations, or
servicing Army personnel that don't have enough coin for their leave? Whatever comes
up." It was a tad mean, but Smythe looked at the younger man and simply
gave a single curt nod.


"I have some space. Can you take notes?"


Rather than hit Timon, which would have been what he
expected, Ridley nodded rapidly.


"Yes, Sir. I can write fifty words a minute using
script hand and have a Fast Craft as well as one of the new communications
devices. A class seven shield as well. Sir."


Timon didn't wait, just handing him one of the new ones, and
then dug in his pocket for the last of them he had on him and gave it to
Smythe, since they were friends, after a fashion.


Smythe looked at it hard and then gave a long and slightly
pained look as he jiggled the tile in his fingers.


"So, is this a bribe to place a spy in the
Palace?"


"That? Haven't you heard, I just gave away three
million of them not fifteen minutes ago. They're practically worthless now. I
might as well try to bribe you with a cup of coffee from the kitchens here. It
would be worth more, actually. And I'm not really certain that isn't just the
truth." It would save the man a walk to the hallway to call for it too.


The big silver haired man looked at him with deep brown eyes
and smiled.


"Well, in that case, thank you for thinking of us. So,
Ridley Dens. When can you begin?"


"Oh, just as soon as you pass an in depth truth scan, Sir.
We know where your loyalties lay, but perhaps we could cover who you've been in
contact with over the last few months? There are some questions. About the
loyalties of some that you may not think to question?"


That got another laugh, as Trice pushed him toward the door,
and then faked a chuckle as she pulled him outside. They left her little blue
Taman-Carriage, and he waited, expecting her to scream at him for being a pain
in the ass. He had been, so he could own it. She didn't say anything at all
though.


"Damn." It was a low and muttered thing that came
about five minutes into their ride home. "Ridley's been trying to get in
there for a month. Of course his value as a spy is compromised now, but he's in
place. Openly too, which means that Uncle William will be more likely to trust
him. Don't expose my people like that in the future though, please. Not
everyone is Smythe of Westend." She shook her long loose curls and looked
smug. "And it was closer to two million shields. Still, more than
the world has ever had before. Half the Counts and Countesses actually called
for Uncle Richard to step down, to put you in his place. That was why Aunt
Connie was so freaked out. If you'd asked right then, it probably would have
happened."


It made sense, really. If he could do that once, making all
those helpful items, then it made sense that he'd do it again. Especially if it
was for his own land.


"Nothing against Richard or Alphonse, but if you have a
choice, only a fool would take that job."


"I know. Trust me when I say that. Did you know about
the King thing then? It wasn't just a few voices you know. I wasn't going to
mention it, since, honestly I didn't really know which way you'd jump, know
that you can come back. If it weren't for this war with the Ancients I'd say we
should go on a vacation. Maybe to Soam? I hear it's really pretty there. We saw
so little of it when we went last time." She sounded wistful and genuine.
Almost so perfectly that Timon read her field to make sure she didn't know the
actual plan, which she didn't.


It was just happenstance.


So he shrugged.


"Let's go tonight? We can get a guard to go with us and
see about visiting with Julie White. I was a bit hard on her when we last left
each other, and should go and smooth that over anyway. Not that she'll hold a
grudge. That isn't her way. Still, we could take some gifts, and all that? I'll
try for a guard that isn't too tall, if you want to see about the other
things?'


She stopped the carriage in the middle of the street, which
had people looking at them. It was strange after all.


"I... We have to stay here though, don't we? Or go back
to space? If you are, I should go with you. I haven't been up there yet, and if
you're going to be the Ambassador for the new colony, well, I need to get my
space legs under me, don't I?" She looked at him sidelong, as if it were
supposed to be a huge revelation and grinned a bit, happily.


"Ah, hence the Lord Baker things. Is it a Counselor's
position? I wasn't aware that Ambassadors were called that."


There was a moment of silence, one that stretched out, since
they had a check point to get past first, but when they were moving again she
picked right back up.


"No. They just added the honorific as a ploy, in hopes
that you wouldn't notice that they were trying to reward you with a job that
doesn't exist yet, and that you're a major part of making happen in the first
place. I'm sure half of them feel very clever about it now."


Timon glanced out the shield window to see where they were,
which was by the South gate, near where Debbie Smalls used to have her bakery.
Before she was run out of the city, because her brother turned out to be an
insane killer. It wasn't burned out, and seemed to be a bakery again, someone
else having taken the space over.


"And the other half?" He wasn't trying to be
obscure, but she got what he meant, if half were feeling good about it, that
left another fifty percent, didn't it?


She actually hissed, and it didn't sound happy at all.


"The other half... They'll feel small now. Maybe
insulted by what you did. Not because it was bad, but because they were the
ones pulling for Uncle Richard, and here you didn't even make them beg or bribe
your good actions. Even I didn't have to. You could have asked for anything,
and they knew that they would have done it for you, and then you walked in and
gave it to them. It isn't like with Tor either, where a few of them realize he
didn't have a choice really. Now the smart ones are sitting there and wondering
if they didn't make a mistake. Maybe you should be King."


She shook her head, but Timon just sat and watched people
going by.


"No. Trice... I'm a horrible person. Terrible. The most
dangerous assassin that has ever lived picked me to kill it, because it thought
I might be a better killer than it was. That sounds great, on the surface, or
in a tavern if I ever need to impress a girl, but think about it for a bit. The
whole problem that we have right now is that a few Ancients have lost their
minds, over the course of time. We can barely hold them back from killing us
all. They've all lived this before. They've seen the great wars and know how to
best fight them. If we survive this, if I do, then eventually I'll become one
of them. If I'm this dangerous now, what will I be in a hundred years?
Or a thousand?" On the good side, no one without Rhetistics really made it
much past six hundred or so, but that didn't mean there was no danger to the
situation, did it? That was just the point where he'd have to decide to either
kill himself, or the whole of humanity. By that time he might even be able to
pull it off too.


He didn't want to admit it openly to anyone, but he could do
it in a few weeks time, already. What worked for the Ancients could be
reconfigured for everyone else, easily enough.


Trice didn't try to pretend she didn't get the idea. Timon
was dangerous, and she knew it. She just changed the subject.


"So, after Soam, what should we do then? The business
is running smoothly enough for us to take a few months off. We could go to
Austra. Not on a vacation, but they need help rebuilding. There are
complete towns that are just gone now. It would be good if we were represented
there, don't you think?"


"Yes. You know, Brown asked me to take over there,
once. About five months ago."


That got Trice to frown, which looked cute on her, in a
petulant little girl way that didn't really fit the rest of her personality.
That was fleeting however. She replaced it with a considering look instead.


"Wait, so he's basically asked you to replace him as
High King of Austra? What is it with you Tim? Everyone keeps throwing
offers of power at you suddenly. True, I'd get to be Queen in any of these
scenarios, which I guess is something, but it seems a bit like I'm being
snubbed really, don't you think? Where are my offers?" She was
playing, because there just wasn't anything else to do.


Timon understood that. It almost didn't make sense. Almost.


"I know. I'm not letting it happen though. You'll just
have to put up with being a merchant's humble wife for the duration." The
sad thing about the statement wasn't that he meant it, but that Trice laughed,
as if it were a joke. She had to know better by that time, but it still came
out, as if to say that would simply be impossible.


Timon was reading a lot into her posture and body language,
but it was still there, at least a little. His wife wasn't putting down the
idea, she simply didn't believe it was a real thing.


He tried to rally and grinned at her.


"A space merchant?" That was going to be a thing,
wasn't it? Someone would need to sell things to the new colony after all. Or
trade with them. Provided he could come up with a good system of generating
water and air soon. It would be more work, but he had the basic idea down he
thought. A lot of things could be made that way, using bits of solid material,
like he'd already done to make emergency air for the new shields.


His wife didn't stop again until the last check point, and
then they had to stop at their own gate, and be checked again, using their own
Truth amulets this time. It was a hassle, but had to be done, in the world that
the Ancients had created for them. Tim was sort of blaming them all for it.
That wasn't fair or good, but it still felt like anyone that had thousands of
years to prepare for things like this should have done a better job protecting
the real people. The average ones.


After putting the little craft away, Timon pulled his
favorite Fast Craft and configured it for a real trip, making it big enough for
a half dozen giants without having to be too cramped. It was all silver and
slightly mirrored on the outside, since that was his favorite color, and the
inside was made to look like his house. Or as close as he could get without
being ridiculous. Smaller, naturally, but all they needed was some food and
water and they'd be set for a nice long trip.


Then he got in touch with Sir Kolbrin, which took a lot
longer than it should have. The voice that answered was young and male, and
from the clashing of wooden and metal weapons in the background was probably
the weapons square at Lairdgren in the background.


"Hello? I noticed the light?" The boy didn't sound
all that bright, but was polite enough in tone.


Tim tried for friendly, since who knew who he was? Some
Baron or Countier. That or a scholarship boy. He didn't particularly want to
make enemies with any of that sort either.


"Good afternoon! I'm trying to get in touch with Baron
Kolbrin? Kolb, in case you haven't heard him called that before. This is Timon
Baker?" Hopefully if he spoke long enough, it would get the man's
attention. It had worked in similar cases before after all.


This time though, the boy on the other end just grunted.


"Oh? I thought he was in space. Why don't you pull the
other one?" There was a bit of laughing from the background and fewer
people were practicing, clearly thinking that he was going to be entertaining
them.


"I came back yesterday. Last night really. So, Sir
Kolbrin?" He still, he decided seemed a bit too pleasant sounding. He
could tell, because the other fellow was shouted over by a rather slow
sounding, and clearly large, man.


"Oh! Ask him if we can all come and visit him in orbit!
I want to go, but so far no one is giving away rides." That got more
laughter.


It took a second, but he worked it all out well enough, he
thought.


"So, I take it that all the students there have been
making fake communications to one another? It's illegal to claim to be a
nobleman, but who can prove who did what, right? I'm actually Timon Baker
though."


That didn't seem to be enough to get anyone to pay
attention, even if his sister was in their section, which should have made it
seem plausible enough really. She wasn't there though, being at the emergency
Council of Counts.


Finally at least there was a semi-familiar voice on the
other end of things. Mags. Timon had nearly forgotten that she went to school
there at all.


"Um, hello?" The others went quiet at least then.


"Mags? Is Kolb around? I need to talk to him. This is
Tim Baker? We need to set up a visit in the Capital." He'd asked her to
come before and she'd seemed positive about the idea. She was big, and not that
great looking, being slightly mannish, but she'd also helped Tiera save his
life once. That kind of meant they were friends, in his book.


"Tim? I don't know where he's gotten to, let me
see..." The voice faded, but there was some calling out and about a minute
later the man himself finally got to the device.


"Timon? Is there an emergency?"


Now it was time for the hard conversation. The magic they
were using had been made by Tor, and they had to assume he could listen in. He
was probably still busy, but that wasn't good enough anymore. Not when they had
a real mission to see to. One that might actually influence the war itself.


"I need guards for a... thing." It wasn't
the most brilliant way of saying things ever, was it? He was supposed to have
Kolb himself, but everyone there was a good fighter really. The man might try
to just send along some of the kids.


"I see. How major of a thing?"


That got dead silence from the weapons square behind the
man. They were all listening then. That was either brilliant or horrible,
depending on what he wanted done. After a moment, Timon shrugged and sighed.


"Not as big as the last time we took a trip. Except
that it might turn out to be a lot larger." Was that vague enough? He
nearly just explained then, but the man cleared his throat before he could.


"I think I understand. I'll bring a few bodies then.
Say... twenty?"


Timon looked at the way his craft was configured and nodded.
That would have to change if they did that, and it might be overkill. Soam was
peaceful after all.


"Two, I think, with everyone else standing ready to
move, if we have problems?"


As if they were haggling, a voice in the background shouted
out ten, meeting nearly half way. At least people laughed at it.


"Fine, but they have to travel in their own Fast Craft.
I'm bringing my wife and don't want to be cramped." That got silence
again. It was a dangerous situation though, wasn't it? One that might need a
lot more than just ten of the best fighters really. "You know what? Bring
everyone, if they don't mind staying on the craft most of the time. I don't know
how long this will last, but we don't want to scare the natives." That
should be vague enough. He was going to have to go food shopping though.


"Oh? A trip then? Very good. Karen, get everyone set
up. We'll need a head count. Havar, get with the morning section and set up
classes. I don't want any first year students going this time. Have George see
to the classes here. The rest of you, meet back in the commons in... How long
Tim?"


"No huge rush. Call it two hours? No, three." It
would let him do that shopping first. "Let me know how many we'll be
hosting?"


Trice came and stood next to him, having set her own tasks
right already, not being a moron that ended up inviting a small army with them,
but when she worked out what was happening, she didn't complain. Not even after
he got off the line. Instead she just walked inside with him to get some
supplies, being mainly coin, from the strong room. It wasn't the mountain of
gold and silver Tor had at his house in the Capital, but it was clearly enough
that they could afford the trip. Or a few thousand like it, without hurting.
His wife grinned after going through the complex opening procedures and then
pulled out a single small chest that wasn't that tiny really. It was big enough
that she got him to carry it.


"We should get Mona and her family to come then. They
can play servant for the others. The girls can use the chance to make some
contacts." No mention was made of inviting Laurie, even though she was
there. That was either rude or had some greater meaning. Gerent however was
suggested.


That turned out to be helpful even, since he put things
together handily for them, just looking for something useful to do. He had one
of Tim's new style craft even, so offered to be in charge of the students for
the trip.


Timon smiled.


"All right, you are the best brother ever.
Definitely. Let's get moving?"


They got into place in time, after spending a lot of gold
and silver in the large market. Trice had to be hurried along a little, but she
had the harder job of purchasing the fine gifts for White. In the end it was
Gerent that pulled her along, laughing as he did it.


They were friends after all. Timon didn't think they were
sleeping together, or at least hadn't been when he'd run off to space. Trice had
been a little repulsed by Ger's looks, before, but those were improving and
Gerent was a great guy, so Timon couldn't really say much about it, by the
noble social rules, if they were having a relationship. On the good side, Trice
wouldn't have thought twice about him doing anything while he was away either.
Other than suggest that he'd been practicing, she hadn't even thought about it,
most likely.


The difference was one that cut to the middle though, wasn't
it? She was from a different world than he was, and at times it was going to
leave him feeling uncomfortable. Asking her to change wouldn't work though. Not
that she couldn't, but she probably wouldn't really see a need for it, which
would lead to her lying and hiding what she did. That would end up in tears, so
he didn't push it.


For now it got things done and Gerent managed to pilot his
craft nearly as well as Timon did, which meant that the man had been doing it
regularly. It was a bit of a surprise, but not a bad idea. Who wouldn't want to
travel to new places if they could?


The two craft, with Gerent's being the larger, and all done
in a nice green color, since he was a Lairdgren after all, settled in the large
stone area at the school. There were rows of students, all in brown, standing
and waiting for them. A lot of them. More than he'd been told to expect, by
about a third. Almost as one, showing some kind of preparation, the clothing
changed into a variation of fighting leathers. The only big difference there
was that a small group went into green and yellow clothes, and another into all
black with a purple stripe down the leg.


Trice looked at him and shook her head.


"Well, it seems like we're really taking everyone
then. I don't suppose they're bringing their own cooks? Mona and her girls
might raise a fuss otherwise." She was being a bit snarky, but Timon
pointed out the front shield window.


"Right there. By Sherri? In with the fighters. It looks
like half the homemaking section. Half the school too. They must be holding the
rest back in case of emergency."


Sighing Timon stood up, stretched and went to the door,
popping it open with a thought, not even bothering to touch the thing. Instead
of doing the sensible thing, which was telling them that he'd changed his mind
and that they didn't need everyone and their little sister going, he
waved to them all instead.


"Hello! We're going to Soam. This isn't a drill, and we
might have to actually fight. We probably won't, but there will be real work to
be done. If you want to come along, you're welcome, but you may die. That or be
really, really bored. Think about that before loading up. If you want to go
anyway, you'll be on the other craft. Sir Kolbrin?" To his mind that's who
would be in charge, but it was the Headmaster that moved forward, adding his
own voice to the mix.


"Lord Baker." The man actually bowed, though not
too deeply. Part of that was due to the fact that Timon was still standing in
his craft, making him a nice three feet higher than the old man with his great
gray beard. He at least was in a nice looking red and brown outfit, with shoes
that didn't exactly match. The left was exactly one shade lighter tan than the
right. "Thank you for your words. It's good to remind the young that these
are dangerous times. What level of resistance do you think to see?"


Timon got the idea, he was supposed to talk up the danger,
so that the numbers might drop a bit. That wouldn't really work though. These
kids were either morons that wanted glory, or had seen real combat themselves
before and were grudgingly doing their duty. There wasn't a lot of variation
there.


"Like I said, this will either be a lot of sitting on
the craft, waiting for a trip back home, or death. Given the weapons being
used, there may not be a lot of middle ground anymore. We should probably cut
the numbers going, to hold some in reserve for later. This isn't a pleasure
trip." Not for them at least. Sherri, being ever helpful just waved and
started to walk toward the other craft.


For her that was practically sassing him directly.


That also got everyone else to move, except a few of the
kids on the fringes, who looked uneasy, as if they didn't want to seem like
cowards, but like they didn't really want to die. Burning from the inside out
wasn't a great way to go, and plagues were hard to fight with fists and force
lances. In a way, these were the smart ones then. Half the Lairdgren group was
in the mix, including Ali, his sister in law.


Timon waved her over.


"The rest of you, if you could come over here
please?" He meant the group, but got all the stragglers, which cut the
overall number in half nearly, since the slow walkers turned toward him too.
"If you could all stay here? I now that you want to go, but there will be
things in the future. You can all come and help with the new colony later,
perhaps? It's valuable work. I really don't have food for everyone if we all
go. I know this is terribly rude of me, I hope you can all forgive my lack of
foresight?" When in doubt, take the blame. Tim knew that letting these
kids feel like cowards wasn't going to help anyone at all, and if shamed too
much, they might well just go anyway, to prove their mettle.


Alyssa smiled at him and winked. She was cute, in a decently
tall blonde way. She was thinner than he remembered her however, as if she'd
been stressed for a long time.


"Good. I have work to do here and so do half the
others. We're here if you need us though. The builders whose fighting groups
are going are on the craft, so we should be fine. Everyone in my crew is a
first year." She shrugged, and a couple of the others did too. All
builders, from the clothing.


The Headmaster clapped at them all then.


"Very well, back to studies then! A word, Lord
Baker?" The man didn't sound angry, but he came up to talk, followed by
Kolb and an old woman that Timon was almost certain would be Doris.


When they were all in, the older looking man bowed again.


"Congratulations on your promotion. Now, how long do
you think this expedition will last? I do need to write a report about
this."


Timon had no clue, but instead of saying so, stared at the
man for a bit, trying to work it all out.


"I might need Kolb and Doris for a while. The rest are
mainly just coming for the trip. If it gets dangerous, they might help, but so
far Soam is actually the safest place to be on the planet. The fear however is
that Gray won't let that last. We're going to locate the Ancient in charge
there and see if we can find out what's being planned. I figure that we can
send the others home in a few days? Really, they don't need to go, except that,
naturally, they do." It was clear to him, and everyone else just seemed to
accept it, except Trice.


"They do?"


There was a clearing of the throat and then Kolb spoke, his
voice deep and slightly pensive.


"A force that sits unused for too long becomes stale.
Change, even temporary or occasional change, keeps people sharp." There
was a bit of a glance on the trailing end of it that seemed to tell Trice that
it was so obviously what Tim had meant that she should have known it already.


Which she actually did.


It was only that she didn't think Timon would know it, not
having had those kinds of classes in school yet. It was a valid enough point,
if neglecting the fact that he could figure things out, on occasion.


"So, call it three days unless something actually
happens, for the main group. We'll keep in touch daily. Or you can contact us,
if any parents wonder where their children are."


The old man, who was slightly stooped looking, bowed a bit
again and then climbed out the door, dropping lightly to the hard stones a few
feet down. There was almost no sound from the move, which gave a bit of lie to
the idea that he was just a school master, if anyone was paying
attention. Sloppy of him, really.


Then he got in contact with Gerent. From the sound of it,
all the excited people were chatting away merrily on the other craft right
then. Timon was glad that he didn't have to be over there, himself.


"Follow along. We'll head due South for the first three
hours, at about half speed."


That was mainly so that they didn't get lost. The whole trip
would take about five to get there, going that slow, but he was going to set
down in a random location, picked between hours three and five. It would make
it harder for Gray and Cordes to get people in place to attack fast enough.


Five minutes later they were in the air, with Gerent about
ten miles away to the East. That way they wouldn't accidently hit each other if
something happened. The others sat in the back, about twenty feet behind him,
but spoke loudly enough for him to hear easily.


It was Kolb that spoke first.


"I got word that Julie was holding up in the caves,
near the North West coastal region. We can be there in a few hours. I'd like to
set down in a different location and then use decoys, so that we aren't spotted
getting into place." The man had a map, in the leather case that he'd
carried with him. It was a tube, about four feet high.


Doris sat quietly, and after listening to Trice and Kolb for
a while, finally moved. To sit next to Timon at the controls. The seat she took
was a soft cream color and seemed to be made of soft leather with a lot of
padding underneath. She smiled peacefully as she nearly melted into place.


"So, Timon Baker. I've been meaning to seek you out for
a discussion. Would now be a good time for you?" Her voice was serene.


His wasn't too different still either.


"I'm not going anywhere, so yes. What can I do for
you?"


"Torrance Baker made changes to your emotional
processing abilities. I was wondering if you could explain, from your own view
point, how this has altered your reactions to stimuli?"


He felt a very faint flash of annoyance, since it was one of
his least favorite topics, but after a while he glanced at the woman, and
noticed her pearl colored hair. It fit with being elderly, well enough, but was
also a sign of something else. That she was controlling her looks by force of
will, he thought.


"About as would be expected, I guess. I haven't really
changed what I've been doing, to the best of my knowledge, I just feel bad
about it after the fact. I really don't know what Tor was going for, if it
wasn't Cordes suggesting it in order to change how I'd react. He said something
to that effect to me. Cordes, I mean. The version inside Tor's mind?"


The woman looked at him for a very long time. Well past when
it would have been uncomfortable for most people, but Timon didn't go on. It
was all he had to say about things, unless she had questions.


"He spoke to you openly? That's very interesting. It
shouldn't have that large of an influence on you then, in the short run. It was
always a risk, leaving you without a sense of guilt. Green suggested to me that
you should feel about half of what most do, in that regard. It will be enough I
think. I doubt that Tor can comprehend a person making logical choices that
still preserve the greater good. Cordes can, which means that he's likely using
that idea to control your brother. Or was. Do you have any idea how much
control he's assumed over Tor at this point?" It wasn't leading, she
really seemed interested in knowing.


Timon just didn't know at all.


"I haven't been around him a lot. There was that bit of
trouble with Remy Seventeen, so I had to stay in space for a while. I just got
back yesterday."


That earned a slow nod.


"I'd heard. What plans do you have, to protect
yourself? Have you accepted death then? Most would have stayed off world, given
such a threat."


He blinked, but realized that she just hadn't heard yet.


"I killed Remy Seventeen earlier today. Green and
Orange are going to dump the remains into the sun. Or, I guess toss them in,
from a long way off. Just to make sure. It's not functional now however."


That got the woman to sit up suddenly, and stare at him.


"You stopped a Remy? By yourself? No army, or use of
nuclear weapons? Kolb!" She jumped up and started to chatter at the
other Ancient in a rapid fire fashion that sounded strange and not like any
language he knew. It was a bit like Noram Standard and Austran, but also not
really. It had a lot of irregular words, and the tenses didn't line up exactly
right all the time.


Then, rather than ask him about what had happened, Kolb
contacted Green, who was in orbit already, seeing to the task at hand. He at
least didn't doubt what was going on.


"This particular Remy is gone. It's an elegant solution
really. A viral mimic, that surrounds each cell of the being in a shielded
space, preventing useful functioning. There's no sense or reading of life at
all. Alice and I are going to sling-shot it in about fifteen minutes."
That seemed to mean something to the other Ancients at least.


Doris sounded slightly awed suddenly.


"So, this was a magical construct? Built by Timon
Baker?"


That got Burks to clear his throat before answering.


"Totally."


"Not you, or Torrance Baker?"


"Not at all. As far as I know, the idea came from Timon
alone. Tim?"


That wasn't exactly true, so he confessed to it, in case it
was important later.


"Monroe helped, by explaining how the Remy all
functioned."


Doris clapped, several times, like a school girl. Then she
moved to sit back up front with him and touched his right shoulder gently. It
didn't trigger his shield, but it still felt a bit creepy.


"Marvelous. That's a real accomplishment. There have
been well armed and armored armies that couldn't manage it, in the past."


He'd heard things like that, but it was a trick, not a
fight, that had let him win. Timon didn't explain that however, since it was so
clear that even trying to would be insulting.


Mercifully they just chattered quietly for a while, sitting
at a table behind them, munching on fruit and some rolls. Trice played hostess,
lacking anything else to do. When Kolb pointed to the map with a single finger,
touching the paper with a soft thump, Timon tapped the sigil on his communications
device, and got in touch with Gerent.


"Due East, all the way to the coast line. Full
speed!" Then he raced off, without explaining the plan to anyone. The
others went on alert, looking out the windows suddenly, but he just laughed a
little.


"We're going to park under the water off the coast and
use night fall as cover from satellites. Then we can move into place and see if
we can find Julie. Unless you want to try something else?" He looked back
at Kolb. The bald and scarred faced man shook his head.


"No, that's as good a plan as any, and better than
most. It won't really fool anyone, not if they're watching, but if there's even
a chance of throwing them off, we have to take it."


It still took a bit to get things all together and he had to
land and physically go to Gerent's craft to reconfigure it for under water
work. It couldn't go very deep, but doing that let him pick up his friend Mags,
which was worth doing for no other reason than having her around.


He had one thought, which he didn't share until hours later,
after they ate a small meal, sitting about twenty feet under water, as night
fell.


"So, what we need to do is leave under cover of
darkness. If Mags is willing to help us out, we can leave this craft here, and
take her Space Ship over to find White." Timon had felt it on her when he
went over to help Gerent, but the others acted impressed. Especially Kolb.


"You have a Space Ship? How did that happen?"


The large and slightly homely girl blushed.


"Um, Tor gave it to me. For helping his brother. He
didn't have any other Fast Carriages at the time, so..."


She glanced at Timon, and then hunched her shoulders a bit.


"I don't know if I'm allowed to have it. Tiera said I
shouldn't tell anyone."


He looked at her and shrugged.


"I can see that. Still, you do have it and if
you're willing that means we can be on the other side of the continent and back
before light. Then... Well, we should take out the satellite system and put up
our own in its place, don't you think?" He managed to sound playful, but Kolb
rolled his eyes and snorted at him.


Rudely, if the truth were going to be known.


"Oh? That's easier said than done. Do you know what it
would take to get a system like that up, much less removing the one that's
already in place?"


"Nope." Timon stood up to stretch and then took a
few deep breaths. The air coming in was cool, since it was getting dark out and
was as close to winter as it got in this part of the world. "Or, well, I
mean, I don't know what it will take to disrupt the current system, but I have
some satellites ready. They'll take pictures and all that. It really isn't as
good as what the others have, but it will be ours, which will be a nice change,
I think."


Then he had to explain what he meant.


It took some time, but by true dark, they were ready to go.












Chapter ten





 


 


 


 


 


The timing couldn't have been more perfect if Timon had been
holding a sigil down to make it happen himself. The very instant they hit the
far coast, the western reaches of the mighty Soam continent, the world turned
to light. Not in a good way either.


"Mags! Go up! Up!" He screamed it, even
though he couldn't hear anything other than his own voice. It was a nuclear
device. It didn't seem any bigger than the one that he'd outran before, and
this ship was faster than his, so it could work, if the girl at the helm
would just pull the damned control up.


Diving toward her he got there just in time for her to react,
doing what he'd told her to. They went straight into the air, the world
buffeting them gently as it moved away. That was the space distortion wave,
Timon thought, since they were too far away for it to be moving matter anymore.
Not that he knew that for certain, but after a minute he was as sure as he
could be while contemplating throwing up. Not that he ever got sick like that,
but the attack had come so suddenly it was either planned for them, or they
were just in the worst possible place, at the worst time ever.


It was Kolb that surged to the front then, who ordered Mags
to rotate the craft so that they could see out. The blasts came in waves, each
looking like a growing white hot spark on the dark world below them. One set
off in Soam, the other off the West coast of Afrak, which was just visible to
the far right. First there was one right next to the land. Then, after the
water had been pushed away, Tim understood, able to feel the action, even from
space, two more explosions came in both places, about two miles out, and then
three, placed twice that distance away. It was almost pretty, in a bright and
rapidly hidden way.


"The water is making clouds to conceal it. The rest of
the blasts." If there were more, which Timon didn't know for sure. He
thought he could sense that however. "Fuck."


It was a hard word, and lacked any feeling, but no one else
seemed to notice.


Trice seemed baffled, if only for a few seconds. She got the
meaning fast enough though. It was basic physics.


"What... A giant wave? They only used one device off of
West Noram... This will be huge."


Doris shook her head however.


"No, my wager is that it's three, or four of them. This
was discussed... A long time ago. The waves will be destructive, probably
killing ten times the number of people the bombs would have, but the true
devastation will come in what happens later. The Earth will slow from the initial
blasts, but speed on the wave, shortening the day by the slightest of
fractions. This will change the climate over time however, causing famine for
some years. Water shortages. Untold death."


The lady panicked, as uncharacteristic as that probably was.
Timon saw it happen, since her flesh relaxed and the wrinkles left suddenly. It
was dramatic, and she changed color in mere moments, to a soft pearl sheen.
Then she began to breathe faster, which was being matched, if a bit more
gruffly, by Kolb. That they, both Ancient beings that had seen almost
everything at one time or another, were doing things like that had to mean it
was worse than he thought it would be.


For once in his life, not knowing enough seemed to be a
blessing.


"How long before all this happens? The waves."
Timon spoke gently, keeping his mind still. One of them had to hold it all together
after all. Mags was in shock and Trice was so white she could play Tiera in a
school play. That or a ghost.


No one answered, so Tim shook Kolb by the arm sharply enough
that his shield kicked on, throwing the hand away painfully.


"Get it together! We need to know time scales, now."


"Right. About six hours for the wave, maybe half that.
The rest, well... that will start in a few weeks. Right now the big danger is
to the land masses. Afrak... That crazy bitch hit her own home? Her people
aren't ready to face this kind of thing. She made certain of it."


No one spoke for a bit, which had a frozen and still
component to it, like they just didn't have a plan to cope with this kind of
thing, Ancient or not. Timon grabbed his communications device. Then he
froze. Who could do anything about this at all? The answer he got wasn't a fun
one, since he didn't really understand it, but it was simple enough. He could.


Not easily. Not alone. It wouldn't help the people that
drowned under the waves either, but the energy of the world could be held on
its current course, if he hurried and got enough help... Which wasn't possible,
he realized. If every person on the planet had been a builder, they could have
worked as one, possibly, and changed this. As it was, he was one man. A boy.
And nothing he did would stop the waves from coming. The rest, the damage to
the world, would come as well. He was thinking too big for the moment, and if
he kept trying to do that nothing would get done at all.


"So move the people?" He whispered the words and
knew it wasn't going to be enough. He tried to get in touch with Alice anyway.
In case she was willing to help. She was the one with a fleet of fast ships
that could hold a lot of people.


"Orange, go."


No words came out. It took so long that she had to speak
again, her voice slightly amused.


"This is Alice Orange, who called?"


Timon took a shuddering breath and forced words out, hoping
he'd say something close to correct.


"Timon Baker. Alice... The others, the Ancients... They
set off..."


He expected Kolb to talk then and explain, but it was Doris
that leapt forward, yelling.


"It's a nuclear cascade. In... I see three locations.
South America, Africa and now Australia. Alice... They've killed us all. That
crazy renegade twat and her dead friends have done it!" She did not
sound happy about it, and Alice at least responded with a question, if not the
right one.


"Who is this?"


"Doris! We're in geo-stat orbit right now,
watching. We'll check the other side of the world. This is... The
devastation... Why? Why?"


It was pretty clear that they'd gotten about all the good
they were going to out of her, so Timon forced himself to take back over as
both Kolb and Trice were busily getting in touch with people on their own
devices. After about ten seconds, Timon just started barking orders, knowing
that half of them were stupid, and not caring anymore.


"Alice, we need to get all our ships to Austra.
Kolb!" He was on with Brown after all, who was clearly already up on what
had happened in his part of the world. "We're sending the ships in. Get
the Austrans in the affected areas ready to move out. We won't have enough room
for everyone... Damn... Mags, get us to the Ranford. I have some things there.
We'll drop shields with flight rigs too. Denno... we'll need him to put orders
out over your system as to how to use them."


Kolb didn't hesitate to start that going and neither, it
sounded like, did Orange. Mags however just sat, not moving.


"But... the other lands... shouldn't we help
them?"


Timon felt his bottom lip quiver like a tiny child as tears
came to his eyes, but he shook his head firmly and sounded like an adult. For
once.


"No. We can't do anything for them at all. Austra is
the only place on the planet that can mobilize their people fast enough to do
anything useful. Afrak and Soam will have all their people spread too thin.
We-"


His Aunt Alice was a warrior, above all else, and calm in
the face of death, especially when it wasn't hers.


"I'll get with the Ranford on the shield drop and
pick-up. We can just call them. It will be faster that way."


Ah. He'd forgotten that. It meant that they needed to head
for Austra then, as Trice called the students under the water and told them to
take the other craft, and get home as fast as they could.


"Then..." She just sobbed. It came out softly, and
no tears fell, but it was as real as crying could get, floating there in space
like they were.


Timon leaned in.


"Then arm everyone. We're going to find the ones
that did this, and kill them all. No mercy. No surrender. We will dig them out
of their holes and rip them to shreds, until no bit of them exists to ever do
this again."


It sounded bold at least, and would work, if they
could find the Ancients. If he were them, Timon would have been off in space.
Hiding. That or deep, deep under the earth. It didn't really matter. He'd find
them. Then... Well, after that it didn't matter who killed them, did it? That's
what armies were for. Making sure that if you, personally, fell, someone else
could take over and get the job done.


It was rude of him, but he pushed Mags from her seat, and
took over directing the ship at speeds that no one sane would have tried to fly
them at in atmosphere, and then made the thing grow to the largest size it
could. It was a big ship, being about a quarter mile square, and it had twenty
levels, and enough room on each for...


That he didn't know. As many as they could find, he hoped.


It wouldn't be enough, not even with every ship they had.
Not even with every new shield they could drop. If anyone in Austra could even
figure out how to turn them on, much less use the new magical devices. Damned
if they wouldn't try though. It was a horror, waiting for people to load and
then searching for the next collection of people that was big enough to warrant
trying to get. If it wasn't close to ten thousand, they didn't stop, even
though that meant passing by women and children that stood in the streets and
on the tops of their apartment complexes. In the end he had to drop into a deep
trance and shut off everything he could, even as the stress of the day made
that nearly impossible.


It didn't totally work. Not at all really, because his focus
meant he was reading the fields of... Everything. If he looked at it, or
thought about something at all, he connected with it. With them.


The others went down and got people to climb in, telling
them to leave their things behind and save their lives. Timon could hear some
of the conversations from other ships over the communications device. It was
just open now, even though it wasn't supposed to do that. The demand was
breaking the system, it seemed.


He heard Mags, down below, bellow at someone, who seemed to
be a man.


"No! The children get on first. Leave the dog!"


The man refused, and from the top window Timon saw them
leave, the man and his pet, a small and frightened looking white and brown
animal. Walking away from salvation, so that they could die together.


It wasn't the last thing like that he witnessed that day,
and it had to be worse for the rest of them, actually being with the people. He
was safe and insulated where he was, even as the Ranford dropped from the sky,
slowed and dumped a black mist from the bottom of the craft. That, he
understood, was scale getting in the way of perception. The shields were big
enough, each one the size of a gold coin, the ship was just that far away.


Time crawled and rushed all at once, until finally Kolb called
to him directly.


"I see the wave. We need to be above it. Estimated
time... three minutes."


Except that it was going to take longer than that to get
everyone on board. This latest crowd was pushing, trying to live, to get to
safety. When the wave was about a minute away, rushing at them at a speed he
couldn't calculate, people scattered. Small children, some carrying what looked
like dolls, were pushed into the sky by their parents. When one flew closer to
his window he realized the little boy in front of him wasn't carrying a stuffed
animal or rag doll, but a tiny baby. One that couldn't possibly be his sibling,
being of a very different look. They were, thankfully, tied together. Both were
sobbing, but the little boy managed to gain enough control not to hit the giant
ship in front of him at least.


They had to go higher, because what was coming at them was a
wall of water. One so high that what few trees Austra had were vanishing under
it in the distance, by a very good ways. It was... Death. No one on the ground
was going to survive that, Timon knew. Not without a shield on. 


As he rose he saw an older man grab a small girl. At first
he wondered if he were going to harm her, in some crazed fit of rage at his own
passing, but it wasn't that. He just slipped something around her neck, and
started to yell at her, until she rose in the air, straight up, like a cork in
deep water. Then Timon lost sight of the man, the ship itself in the way.


It wasn't until later, when he was above the wave that
washed away half the land below him, that Timon realized that he'd been crying
for hours. True, he didn't feel anything, but his eyes leaked, and when the
others came back up, he wasn't alone in that. Trice and Mags were doing it too.


After that, they just hung there in the air, not doing
anything for a long time. It was the blue flash that came from his pocket that
shook him out of it. Grabbing his communications device, he wondered when
they'd started acting normal again.


"Tim Baker." He sounded exhausted and dead inside.
It was accurate, so he went with it.


"Baker? Ah, the brother. Very good. You'll do
then. We noticed that you managed to rescue a few poor souls in Australia?
Bravo, but it won't do you any good. We can hit you like this over and over
again, and you can't do anything about it. Really you should just give up now,
don't you think? Make it easier on everyone?" The voice was new to him,
and other than being young and male, only one thing stood out. The tone and
accent was Cordes.


So one of the clones.


One that was close enough to Tor, or at least Lairdgren
school to have a communications device. They weren't wide spread, after all.
About one in five of the students at one school had them. True, it might have
been stolen from there, but he had no proof of that at all. It did mean he knew
where to look next, if he could hide things well enough. Not that seeing what
Tor was up to wouldn't be a good plan. He might still be in the Capital though.


Timon rallied, faking his way through the talk, his voice
suddenly cheery enough that people froze and stared at him, as if he were the
insane one and not the person on the other end of the device.


"Ah? Haven't you heard? If you get too close to taking
out the rest of us, the plan is to take out the whole planet. The only way you
win is if you manage to survive. You won't be winning, even if the rest of us
die." That was the Monroe plan, wasn't it?


It got a chuckle in return.


"Oh, big words. How are you going to do that? Use your
little explosive devices to stir up some dust?"


Kolb moved in next to him, standing, his face looking more
fierce than Timon had ever seen it.


"We have devices that are the equivalent of ten
thousand forty kiloton bombs per hour. All they can do is destroy the
world, but if it comes to it, that will be the last thing I do."


There was silence for a moment, and then a rather happy
sound came.


"Little brother! So good to hear from you. I noticed
that you aren't half as savvy as you think, amazingly enough. I've been right
there with you, in your own classes, for years now and you never even noticed.
Tsk. Very shoddy work on your part. I even have my own face. True, younger than
you might recall, since you weren't alive when I looked like this, but I did
keep wondering if you'd pick up on it."


Kolb clenched his jaw and looked enraged, but only for a
half second. Then he smiled. It was a thin lipped sneer really. The kind of
thing that Timon thought few really lived through having directed at them.


"Mitchell?" It was clear that it wasn't a guess
really. More a shocked realization.


"Very good! Now, no need to hurry back, I'm just
going to be moving along now anyway. I won't even take any prisoners. You don't
really think that Tor's explosive device is still any good, do you? He told me
about it. I visit him regularly you know, and have for years. He thinks
of me like a brother in fact." The boy, who was probably a man, if a young
one, given his being at the school for years, didn't bother to sound smarmy
about it. No his tone was just matter of fact.


Timon rolled his eyes.


"Well, Terek, I suggest you run. Tor's weapon may not
be around, but I can make more. Millions of them if I need to. The only choice
you all have is to surrender. Nothing else will save you."


The Cordes clone snorted.


"Perhaps, but giving up won't either. Are you really
going to destroy the whole world, just because you and some vermin can't live
on it? That's hardly sporting of you."


"I'm hardly sporting at all. To answer your question
though, yes. I'll destroy it all, rather than let you have it. I would have
thought that your people would have worked that out already. The Larval almost
had it, but they failed at the end. It was a flaw in their nature, tainted as
they were by madness. But you, you and granny Gray, you know who I am, don't
you? What I am?" Tim smiled, his lips moving, but his eyes staying dark
and cold.


Trice touched his shoulder, but didn't speak. There wasn't a
lot of use she could say after all.


Cordes seemed to suck air in between his teeth.


"No, sorry, I don't think I follow you. Who are you? The
Great Unknown factor?"


Timon laughed.


"And here you were starting to sound stupid. The
Larval almost got the idea, they just missed by a fraction, thinking it was Tor.
Remy Seventeen understood it, but you, one of the greatest Kings ever to have
lived and my own grandmother, you can't understand it at all. I'm the
thing you didn't account for. The end of all life. The end of the very world
itself. If you don't surrender now, or at least stop what you're doing, then
you all die, and nothing can save you." There was a bit of silence then,
but just as the boy on the other end was going to try for a no doubt witty
rejoinder, Tim cut him off.


"No. I am the death of the world. There is no
other option. Unless you back off. Is that understood? There will be no further
warnings."


Then he cut the connection with a slap.


Doris moved to him and gave him a hug, but didn't speak and
Kolb patted his shoulder with a large and callused hand. Even Trice didn't say
anything which just left Mags.


"Do you think that will stop them? Some words?"


Timon shook a bit, trance state or not. It had just been too
big of a day. The deaths of all the people he hadn't even tried to help
wouldn't hit until later. Probably in his sleep.


"No, I don't. I don't even think that the fact that
I'll do exactly what I just said will stop them. We need to be ready for a real
fight now."


After a bit, Kolb slapped the bulkhead, which only made a
light thump.


"It wouldn't hurt to catch that little pain in the ass
Mitchell too. I knew he had too much skill to be that much of a waste all the
time. He moved too well, when he wasn't acting like someone had stolen half his
brain."


It wasn't going to happen though. They had to find a place
for the people in the ship first. They had a lot. More than he'd figured on, by
about ten or twenty times. The thing there was that no one, not even the government
of Austra, their own homeland, knew what to do with them. They didn't have a
place, and...


Well, it surprised him, but when it came down to it, the
people of Austra opened their own homes to the dispossessed. They were normally
more selfish than that. Or he'd thought so. Clearly he owed them all an apology,
because when it came to this, every single one of them stepped up instantly. He
could do that later though, after they all lived.


The colony wasn't even close to ready yet, so that was out,
as far as extra housing went. It was a shame too, since they were going to need
to get as many people to safety as possible, so they didn't lose everyone. It
was a crushing thought. The kind of dismal thing that no one really had to
consider, or at least they shouldn't ever have to. At any moment they
could all die. Worse really, no matter what they did, most would, over the next
years, if they didn't figure something out fast.


The Others had seen to that.


Timon really wanted to curl up and sleep. There was no way
for him to run from it all, and he was really afraid that in the end, he might
well end up being something other than a businessman. At the rate he was going,
he might end up as the planet's executioner.


Sucking in a big breath, he called Denno and arranged a
place to drop his load of refugees. It took hours, but in the end he stood at
the bottom of the stairway that had been created and waved at people, until a
group of them gathered round. Then, bellowing, he made a speech. It probably
wasn't a very good one, but about ten thousand people held up their hand-helds
and took his words and image down. It was just habit for them, he realized. It
wasn't good or bad, they simply shared whatever happened, and didn't know what
else to do, even in a crisis.


"As you know, there was an attack off the West coast of
this land today. What you may not know is that the lands of Soam and Afrak were
hit first. A choice was made, to help you, since we could get word to you in
time. There is a cost for this, if you're willing to pay it. A cost that no
person has a right to ask of another, but that must be paid, if the world is to
survive.


Any man, woman or child, without regards to age, is asked to
join us in finding and punishing the men and women that did this to us. They
didn't just kill your friends, your family, or take your world from you in
spirit, but in truth. This attack was designed to rip at the very fabric
of the world and destroy it, slowly, over the next years. To make it difficult,
or perhaps impossible for humanity to continue to exist.


We can survive this, but only by pulling together. Only by
standing side by side and making it happen. If you come with me, I can't
promise you ease or comfort. You certainly won't have gold or riches from it.
All I can promise you is that spending your life with us in this task will
potentially buy the lives of hundreds, or thousands of others.


If you come with me this day, you may die. I won't lie to
you about that. But our very world lie in the balance. So choose well."


Then he stopped, not certain if anyone would even understand
him. The words had flowed from his lips, but it might all have been so much... noise.
Honestly he couldn't tell at all. It wasn't until about a minute later,
everyone just standing there, that a very old woman, who was probably close to
ninety, if she were a day, hobbled to the front of the crowd, and started to
climb back into the ship, right then.


It was probably the shame of being showed up, but almost
everyone under thirty started doing the same then, including a group of kids
that were handing off little babies to strangers that weren't going. Some of
them were barely babies themselves.


That was literal too, he saw, but Timon didn't send them
away. One of those tikes might be the one that saved them all, and he'd be
damned if he were going to throw them away for being too young or short.


They didn't get everyone, but he had a good ten thousand
fighters in his ship when he took off. It was Kolb that called him on it,
pointing out the obvious.


"What do you think they can do?"


"What we all can, of course. Die. Trice, get
King Richard on for me, if you can?" He made himself sound polite at
least. It was hard at the moment, but he didn't have a lot of choice as to
where to take them all. Not if they were going to be armed and given weapons.
Food too. They needed a whole lot of that.


After a while Trice murmured in his ear.


"I explained, but..."


"Good. King Richard? I have ten thousand warriors that
need training. I'll outfit them, but we need someone to do the work. To teach
them. Can I have the men and women from your Flight Training center?"


"Ah, I..." It wasn't really like that man to hedge
and hesitate, but after a moment, there was a harsh female voice. Queen
Constance. Timon got ready to be taken to task for what he was planning. A
thousand arguments came into his mind even as she spoke the first words.


"That sounds reasonable. These men and women have lost
everything. For us to not take them in now would be... Unconscionable. We'll do
whatever we can for them, even if that means putting weapons in their hands,
then we will."


So, for what was about the third time in their shared
history, his Aunt was actually on his side. More, this was about the first time
she actually seemed to really mean it.


From further back in the chamber a deep voice rumbled. Count
Peterson, Timon thought, given the words. He was the one in charge of the
Flight Training school for the Military after all.


"We stand ready to serve, Sire." The man was
simple, in a way. Not dumb, just direct and prone to thinking in black and
white. It made him easy to be around, compared to most of the nobles Timon had
met.


He was also the King's son-in-law. The simple words had
impact, coming from that source.


From the back Mags called out, tearing up a little.


"I'll help train them too, if Tim can get them
outfitted, like he said."


"I can. I have to attend to a few things first, but
after that, I'll have them set inside three weeks. Modern shield and weapons.
Magical." It was about the worst plan ever, but he'd do it.


The real problem didn't come until about four hours later,
when not only did Mags' ship set down to deliver up a prize of bodies, but ten
others did too. It wasn't just a hundred thousand people, but closer to a half
million, and they weren't all old or babies either. They all looked scared, or
in shock, but there were some that would make good warriors, he thought.


As soon as they landed in the Wildlands, which were
technically owned by Tor, for the next ninety-nine years or so at least, he
flew off, with Trice and Kolb hard on his heels. Or at least behind him. Kolb
had the old style flying rig still, so lagged, but Timon didn't need to go
inside the Palace or even the Capital at all. He was just getting his sister,
since he really wanted her to talk him out of confronting Tor.


That was all emotion though, on his part. After all was
done, Tor was going to have to be stopped. Probably that day, and honestly,
Timon didn't know if he could do it. Even with Kolb's help. Trice... It would
be best if she didn't go with them, he knew. She loved Tor so much that there
was probably no way she could separate Cordes from him. Or he thought so
anyway.


When they landed outside the gate, Tiera was already waiting
for them, a fast craft set up and glowing pink. It was a strange choice but it
didn't matter and at least would be easy to see. Her colors were green and sky
blue though. Then, this wasn't about that was it? They had to take Tor off
guard, at least a bit.


Patricia looked at them all and made a face.


"You know where some of these people are, don't you?
Our enemies. That's what this is about." Before Tim could explain at all,
she went on. "That Cordes on the device, the clone, he mentioned visiting
Tor. I know that he has one of those memory things in his head, a Rhetistical
version of Cordes. Is... Tor with them?"


Tiera looked puzzled, but Kolb nodded sharply.


"Mitchell. He's been playing with us the whole time. He
is Cordes, mind and body."


Then her lips firmed, even if her mind was still locked down
tight. "I see. Well, let's go and see about this then. Trice... yes. Tor
is one of them, and has been. We've hidden that from you, since you can't
protect your mind from him. It isn't him, our Tor, but the thing inside him
that's doing it."


Firming her stance, as if she were ready to fight it out
with them right then, even going so far as to start reaching for weapons, Trice
grimaced.


"So take it out. You can do that Timon. You have
magic."


It was part of the plan to, but the fact of the moment was
that no one had ever done it, and he really didn't know how at all. Honestly,
he hadn't planned that part out very well, he realized. He'd hoped that there
would be more time. Maybe a few hundred years to work on it?


"I can't. I want to, but there's no way to do it. Not
even old technology. We've all checked for months. I still... magic is the way,
I can feel it, but we can't let him fall into their hands. Not with King Cordes
in control of him. Trice... I-" Knew that she loved him. Maybe more than
anyone else in the world.


It was Kolb that spoke then, interrupting them.


"We have to deny that resource to them,
Ducharina Morgan. We may only get one shot at this. I know Tor, and how he
fights better than anyone else in the world, and I'll tell you this; when he's
the only one at risk, he'll run. I trained him to it. If Cordes takes
over, we may stand a chance. He can do incredible things with combat rage, but
he'll stand his ground, I think. It's sad to think, but the best hope we have
is facing my brother. I have rarely feared any man, but in the right moment I
would not want to be standing in front of Tor, if he decides fighting is the
only thing left to do."


Which was why, Tim was about to say, he should go
alone. Or more exactly without Trice. Instead of letting him say that, she let
herself shake and then...


Contacted Prince Alphonse.


Timon felt his stomach drop then. They really didn't need
the Prince calling in the Army just then, especially since it would probably be
to fight them, not his best friend. What his wife said next chilled him
though, in the coldness of her delivery.


"Alphonse... We have to do it now. Tor... He's with the
other side. It's as we feared."


"Oh." There was a lingering sense of time, but he
spoke almost instantly, in a very royal accent. "You have to stop him
then. I'm so sorry, Trice..." There were tears in his voice when he said
the words.


"Me too. If I fail..."


Timon wondered what the Prince was going to do then, if they
failed, but it was sort of clear a moment later.


"Then I won't, I promise."


"I know. Goodbye."


"Goodbye, cousin."


Then the connection broke and she climbed into the fast
carriage at a gallop. On the good side, Tim wasn't the only one that felt
baffled. He didn't ask what that was all about however, but Tiera did, some of
her normal spirit coming back into her words.


"You have a plan in place to kill my brother?"


No one spoke until they were in the air, but after a while
she looked at Tim and shrugged.


"It's been my job for years. Ever since he proved to be
as powerful as he is, back in school. Of course the plan has always been for me
to get him into bed and stab him while we were in the throes of passion, but
the orders are to use any means needed. I just never thought... Well, he was
always so good. I really figured that I'd turn evil way before he did."


There was that. He was nice and sweet and everyone that
didn't hate him, loved the man. Timon didn't ask if it was her job to kill him
if he went over the edge. It wouldn't be. They'd use someone else for that. It
didn't take a long time to work it out either.


"Sara Debri." It was spoken softly, but Trice
moved her head sharply to look over at him.


"It's scary when you do that, you do know that don't
you? Just freaky. She should have been the last one you ever suspected.
Literally. There are formulas for that kind of thing. It's why she kept putting
off your marriage proposals. Of course you were supposed to get married
to Collette, but I had to throw a rock into the works on that one. Sorry about
that. I know how you like blondes."


"On the good side I now know that when faced with
almost certain catastrophe, you don't lose your sense of humor." He said
it lightly, and Tiera nodded along.


"That's true. You seem almost chipper really. Pleasant
even. You know, for you." She said it with a straight face, but for once
Trice just sighed and looked out the side of the craft. They were nearly there
already. Ten minutes out, at the most.


"So, if we fail here, and all die, or whatever, then what?
No one can beat them if that happens, the rogue Ancients, can they? The world
is going to die and they'll have won."


Timon let that settle in for a moment, but then he reached
over and took her right hand. The real one. Holding it gently, he looked into
her eyes, her pretty blue meeting his rather standard brown.


"No. I... made a device. If we're all going to die, the
person holding it will release a group of self-replicating fields that will
kill all the Ancients left on the planet. No one else, if they can survive. But
the Ancients will all be gone. Anyone with the genes for it." He'd been
really complete, though a few might make it. Any remaining Remy's would be all
right for instance. None of the others, he didn't think.


"You aren't just saying that? You put a weapon into
someone's hands that could end this all, right now?" She sounded briefly
hopeful about the idea. It was a thought.


"Yes. All he'd have to do is sacrifice half my family,
Kolb, Doris and the rest of the Ancients that didn't do this. It... Might be
needed. Hopefully we can avoid that, since it's going to take a whole lot to
save everyone that's left." The weight of the deaths from that day nearly
crushed him, but he sat up a bit straighter and wouldn't let himself long for
death. Not yet.


There was still a little time, and some hope.


His wife looked slightly petulant.


"Who did you give it to? Smythe of Westend? No, you'd
be dead right now if he had it. Um... Alphonse? Karina? No, you said
him..." She was actually trying to work it out, as if there was more
than one obvious answer. "Who is it?"


Still looking out the window, Timon spoke gently.


"The only person in the whole world I could count on absolutely
to kill me at the right time if it came to it. The bravest and most courageous
man in the world."


Then she made the leap, being smart, after all.


"Gerent?"


"Yes."


That got a moment of shock from her at least, but Kolb took
a deep breath and then smiled, looking back at them.


"Good choice. I just feel sorry for you kids. Three
thousand years is enough for anyone, and the heart of the problem here. Maybe
they don't need us now? The people of this world? After the cataclysm we
thought it was our job to save them all, but now, after this, a second
cataclysm... "


Tim spoke, but his voice didn't carry far.


"It isn't one yet. We still can stop the worst of it. I
think. If we work together."


That got a chuckle at least, and Kolb seemed bemused, which
was out of place for the moment.


"Sorry, it's just the first time a lot of people said
that too. The rest ignored them until it was so bad we nearly lost
everything."


"Then I'll make them pay attention.
Somehow."


It sounded like a good way to start a tyranny, didn't it?
With high ideals, and a hope to save the world? It was a risk, no matter what
they did.


Tiera landed hot, right in front of Tor's bakery, which was
about two blocks or so from the school, on the side by the weapons practice
square. That meant they did some damage to the street, which had Tor running
out of his place not ten seconds later.


"What's wrong? Is everyone all right? I heard that
there was an accident or another attack? It wasn't clear really."


Timon nodded and then got out. They all did. It was a lot
harder to look Tor in the face right then than it should have been, but he did
it, hoping it just seemed slightly worried, instead of frightened out of his
skull, which was the truth of the matter.


"Half of Austra is gone. We saved... I don't know how
many. More died. Nuclear weapons were used to cause giant waves in the ocean.
Soam... I imagine they lost more, and so did Afrak. I haven't even checked to
see what's going on in Vagus yet. I... Tor, a good chunk of the world's
population is dead. Ten, maybe twenty percent of them." He waited,
wondering what would happen, but Tor just went wide eyed and looked at the
others.


"No! What do you need me to do? I can... Make more
healing amulets, or houses, people will need those, clean water too. I have
some things, you can take them for me. Tim, we need to get to work. I'll, let's
close down the shop, and just start. There-" No one else moved, so he
stopped halfway to the door and did too. 


He was so big now, but thin. In a way it was like he wasn't
really Tor at all anymore, wasn't it? Timon tried to tell himself that, but
just sank into a deep trance, trying to get himself ready. After a moment he
shook his head gently.


"We know where one of the Cordes clones was. Here at
the school. There might even be others, so we'll have to check. He said that he
kept coming to you and claiming to be our brother Terek? Have you seen him
around?"


That at least got his brother to raise both eyebrows at him.


"Um, sorry? Terek? I saw him a few days ago. But it's
him. No one could fool me that easily. It feels like him and everything. The
same as always. I checked, to make sure it wasn't that assassin that was after
you." The way he said the words expressed that he was almost certain the
problem was with Timon, but Tiera, who was back to being her calm and
controlled self shook her head.


"No, Tor... Do the numbers... There are eleven of us
kids, list them all off... Think about it."


Sticking his tongue out, Tor started on his left thumb.
"Fine then; Teral, Terlee, me, Todd, Terek, Tiera, Timon, Terry, Tess,
Tenent, Tara and Taman." Then after counting to twelve he smiled and
looked at the two fingers sticking up and tried it again. The same thing
happened.


Then he shrugged.


"That's nothing... I just counted myself as me and
Tor, stupid, but understandable. There are so many similar names."


Trice shook her head.


"Tor, you don't have a brother Terek. You never had.
I've been working on a list of your family members names for years and trust
me, if you had a spare fifteen year old brother around, every noble woman in
Noram would know about it. As it is every girl under the age of fourteen is
already trying to figure out how to trap Terry into marriage one day."


"That's... ridiculous. Of course we have a brother
Terek. The one that likes woodworking?"


Except that they didn't, not at all. It was like trying to
argue that objects didn't tend to fall down normally, however. Tor knew what was,
and in his mind Terek was real. Anyone saying otherwise was clearly delusional.
No matter how many of them said it.


Tiera tried a different path then, "Mitchell from the
fighting section at the school admitted that he was a Cordes clone and has been
tricking you. Probably with the help of the Cordes in your own head. You have
to try and fight against it Tor. Cordes, all of the copies, including the one
inside you, they're trying to kill us all. The whole world. You have to
fight!"


A brief flicker passed over Tor's face, but it didn't end
with him being Cordes, just an annoyed older brother who was suddenly wondering
if the earlier story was true at all. Timon could see that pass through his
mind as clearly as if he were reading his field. Of course, he was, on some
level, so that had to help.


"Wait, are you just trying to get free things from me
for your County Tiera? You could just ask. I mean, I know that I said
you should do your own copy work, but that's just because I don't want you to
get lazy, that's all. If you can't do it, or don't have the time, then I have
some things. Lying about the world being in danger isn't the way to do it. I
nearly had a heart attack!" He chuckled weakly though, and smoothed his
short black hair with a hand.


Timon finally checked his brother for weapons, and it was
about what he'd figured. He was shielded, with a very nice and new version of
what everyone had, but it wasn't as good as the ones that Tim had made. That
surprised him a little, actually. He also had two force lances on him, and an
explosive weapon.


The only thing that Timon could really do was hold all of
that off while they killed Tor. His own older brother. It was becoming clear
they couldn't argue him into sanity. Though if they could turn the things off
and take them from him, maybe they could move him to somewhere safe for a
while? So they could try and work on him? Get him to really resist? It was a
plan and probably wouldn't work at all, but it beat just killing him.


Except that it wasn't as certain.


Turn the shield off, and a single explosive blast would end
the threat. He didn't let his mind chant it, but it came across strong enough
that Tor seemed to feel it and suddenly became wary. That wasn't going to help
matters at all.


In the end it was Trice that acted first, using an explosive
device made by Tor himself from the feel of it. It just stopped where it
touched his shield, and then obviously did something to the weapon that was
attacking him, since Trice threw it down with a yelp of intense pain.


"Argh!" She stood back holding her right hand in
her left, gasping and looking pale from whatever had happened.


Tiera and Kolb were on him then, bending his arms back as
Tiera shut his shield off, causing an elbow to break with a nice crunchy sound.


For his part Tor ignored that and did something that Timon
wasn't even sure was physically possible. In fact, it was clear it wasn't
physical at all. He surged a bit, the world blurring around his body just a
bit, moving upward from the stone walkway, catching both the others under the
chin lifting them into the air, and pulled mightily, as he caused their
shields, both the new Timon model, to shut down with a soft popping noise. Their
heads cracked on the paving stones loud enough that had they been human, it was
clear they would have died.


That then, Timon realized, was that.


He couldn't beat Tor in a fight. Not hand to hand or
whatever they called it. Not even if he were armed and Tor wasn't. Not if he
could use direct effect like he just had, without even being in a combat rage.
With magical weapons they were roughly equal, but all he could do was turn his
brother's things off, which would last right up until the moment Tor knocked
him out. Since both of the two unconscious people were a whole lot better at
fighting than almost anyone else in the world, which was an actual fact for
Kolb, if a bit of an overstatement for his sister, Timon just didn't have a
chance.


Even trying to die fighting wasn't going to work. It would
just waste time and end with Tor being taken over by Cordes completely, after
what seemed like a huge betrayal.


Instead, Timon shrugged and kicked a still reeling Trice in
the side, awkwardly, pushing her into the large front window of the bakery,
which broke with a loud and splintered crashing sound. There was a whole lot of
blood, and Timon ran to her, yelling the whole time.


"Tor, they're under some kind of... It isn't
mind control, but don't hurt them anymore. I can explain, though it might not
make sense to you. We need to run. I have a craft on me." It wasn't his
normal one, but it would do, in a pinch. "Help me get that out and ready,
here, heal them. Like I said, they don't really know what they're doing, or,
well they do, but it isn't what you're thinking. Have you noticed how
weird Tiera has been lately?"


Tor took the tossed healing amulet and worked on the
bleeding woman first, but then the others, as Timon actually got the craft out
and left the bakery side totally open. He'd made it small, but it was enough
for the two of them. That was all they needed, after all.


Once healed, even just most of the way, the others started
to rally fast.


"Tor get in, we need the head start! I have a
plan."


His brother actually, for some strange and unknown reason,
trusted him and tossed himself bodily into the craft, just before Timon lifted
off, with Kolb and Tiera using force lances to try and hit them through the
door. It was a relief, but one that he didn't let show at all. They'd gotten
what he was doing, at least in part. If they hadn't at least one of them would
have used an explosive weapon, to try and kill them.


Timon let his breath sound shaky, which didn't take a lot of
acting skill at all, given everything. Tor made his way to the front passenger
seat as they flew to the West. Vagus was that way, but they had to go somewhere.
There was no talking for a long time, but finally his brother shook his head
forlornly.


"What the heck Tim? Are they all insane?"


There were two ways to play that one and Timon opted for the
riskier option. It just felt right, so he ran with it. What was the
point of being a wizard if you weren't going to trust in the magic? That being
the case, he turned South suddenly, and headed that way at full speed. It would
mean an hour's worth of travel, maybe an hour and a half, before they could see
anything.


"Yes and no. The complete answer is that I doubt anyone
is really thinking clearly right now, but they weren't wrong. Most of what they
told you is true. I know you can't believe it, but it really is. There's only
one flaw in what they're thinking right now. I was making the same mistake too."
He wasn't in a hurry, so he made a point of looking behind them, making the
back section invisible for a while. No one was following them, not that he
could lay eyes on, but his sudden turn would have thrown that off, for a while.


"What do you mean?" Tor was still a bit white and
seemed in shock as if he were just attacked by his best friends, and they'd
meant to kill him or something.


"Well, the attack earlier was real. It's huge. I'm
headed to the South to prove it to you, since that last bit was confusing to
you. Kolb and Doris figure it as being a second cataclysm. That isn't
the kind of word they bring out at parties, in case you haven't noticed?"


"No, it isn't."


They flew as fast as the craft would go and Timon waved at
the world in front of them.


"As for the rest, the stuff with Terek, again, I know
you don't believe it, but it's true. I need you to trust me now Tor. I
know things have been hard between us, because Cordes got you to change me like
he did. That's part of this. Can you do that Tor? Will you trust me, over what
you believe to be real? I understand that it will be hard, but if you can't do
that, then... Well the world is dead, isn't it? I can't stop you, and with your
power under his control, Cordes can't be stopped either."


There was silence for a long time, but finally Tor spoke and
still sounded like himself, which Tim hadn't counted on at all.


"Let's say, just for a bit, that I agree to do what you
want, which I can do, if I try hard enough. I still don't understand what that
is. Am I supposed to kill myself or-" There was nothing after that, just
breathing.


"No. I need you to really do what Trice said, and to
fight the Cordes inside you. Hard and constantly. You're Tor. The
freaking Builder. The greatest wizard that has ever lived, and probably
ever will. Except Taman, naturally."


Tor grinned, it was charming, but had hints of the Ancient
King in it. Tim knew he didn't have a lot of time left then. If his brother
wouldn't really try, then it was over. That was all.


"Naturally. The girl will be better than the rest of us
put together."


"Agreed, but for now, you're it and no one can match
you in the field of the mind. Cordes is old and powerful, and used to getting
his own way, but if you fight, and refuse to stop, I think you can do it.
Honestly, I doubt that anyone in the world can stop you, if you realize that
it's needed to save everyone else." Now he was just stalling, but
Tor had to be ready, or it wouldn't work at all, would it?


Tor didn't let that one slide for a minute just looking at
him from the other seat, his eyes slightly narrowed. Another Cordes expression?
It wasn't normal Tor at least, was it?


"I want you to go away, and beat Cordes. Hold him back
and master him. Then I need you to find the Others, the enemies and make them
believe that you're on their side. In the mean time, I'll try to figure out a
way to remove him from your head."


"No one has ever done that. It's probably not possible
really. The best you could do might be suppressing it. Holding the Rhetistics
static, or binding them. The trick would be in not taking too much of my thoughts
with it. There's some overlap now, between Cordes and me. Already, after just
about two years. What would happen with ten? Or more?"


He didn't blink, staring at Timon as the craft flew on.
Shaking his head, Tim thought about what he'd said and realized that Tor had
already been working on how to remove or control the Rhetistics himself, and
come up with more than he had. They were good ideas. It would take a huge
amount of skill to make it work, but Timon already thought he knew how to do
it. Sort of. At least once he heard that Tor had thought of it first.


"I... came up with a way to kill a Remy, that might
work to do that. Bind the Rhetistics. It will need a different mechanism, and
frankly, I'm not good enough yet to do it. It's going to be delicate. Give me
half a year, and I'll be ready. Can you do that? I know it's a lot to ask. You
have to fight. You have to beat Cordes and keep in control and do whatever you
have to in order to find the Others and win their trust. And... Tor, you have
to do this on faith. Leave your home and go do this, right now. Today. I can't even
convince you it's real, only ask you to believe me."


He was repeating himself, as if saying the same thing enough
times would do the trick. That could work, if they had those six months, a
locked room and enough wine to dull Tor's senses. They didn't have any of that
however. What they did have, coming up in front of them, was the broken and
soaked remnants of Soam. Timon pointed.


"Right there, where the waves hit? That's where Julie
White was supposed to have been hiding. If she was there, then she's probably
dead. Everyone that lived in the forest for hundreds of miles inland is dead.
Most of the animals are gone too. This was a radiation bomb, which means that
anything living here for the next, I don't know, several hundred years at
least, will get diseases and die. It isn't just here. Afrak and Austra were hit
like this too. This is a war to the death of everything, and it all hinges on
you trusting your little brother." Timon smiled, which he hoped looked as
scared as he felt. It might be the only thing that Tor would respond to. He
always protected people. It was an innate part of him. "So, that's not too
much to ask."


They hovered and finally his older brother looked away, his
face a mask of concentration. It seemed to take forever, but eventually he
spoke, his field so unified and whole that it didn't ripple at all. There was
no sense of him even being there, except for the light bouncing off of him. Not
even sound escaped.


Until he wanted it to.


"I'll do it. I'll listen to you and fight, even if I
don't believe you can be right. I'll try to do what you said. Tell Ali that I'm
sorry." He sounded so soft and flat that Tim nearly couldn't tell he was
talking. It all just sort of ran together. "Oh, and don't sleep with her.
That would be creepy."


Tim shrugged.


"Fine, as long as you keep fighting, I'll agree to
that. Until this is over. Oh, in case it comes up, later. If we start to lose,
and everyone is going to die, the Ancients all die too. We have thirty devices
set up that they can't beat. It's actually only seven, but don't tell
them I said that. Let it be a surprise." Then, for some reason Tor just
sat.


After a bit, Timon got it, he didn't have a flying-rig on,
having been at work in a bakery. No fast craft either. Sighing Timon made a
hole in the wall to his left, which let a warm wind in. His shield kicked on,
which was probably to protect him against the radiation. He would have warned
Tor, but the truth was, they were both immune to the stuff anyway, for the most
part.


"Six months Tor. Stall them, throw them off guard,
threaten them if you have to. Whatever it takes to buy that time. Then come
find me. I'll go to Lairdgren for that. Do you understand?"


"I do." It was simple and bland, but he seemed to
mean it. At least Tim hoped that was the case. It felt right, and he didn't
think that Cordes could hold himself like that. It was nearly perfect, and felt
totally like Tor.


Good.


"Don't ruin this vehicle, I want it back." Then
without any expression at all, Timon rolled out the hole, heading toward the
blue water beneath him.


Not that he kept falling. After a few seconds he turned his
shield on and used mental commands to fly away, headed North for a bit, toward
the Capital. He realized that his wife might not like the fact that he'd kicked
her into a window. Except of course that neither he or Tor were holding her
shield off for it. Meaning she had been. That was quick thinking and had
lent a lot of credibility to the moment, hadn't it? It was brilliant, really.
Faster than he would have managed in the same moment.


Timon smiled, realizing that he'd been feeling pretty clever
for having done it in the first place. Still, he didn't doubt she'd make him
pay for it all. He had work to do though, so maybe she'd cut him a little
slack? There would probably be cutting at any rate, if only with words.


It took the same amount of time to get back as to go, so he
called in as he flew working out that it would be about twice as long really,
since he wasn't moving half as fast through the air as he did in space. That
meant stopping too, he knew, if he wanted to hear anything. Being careful so he
wouldn't drop anything, he called Trice first, which had her breathing hard at
him, since she seemed to have been crying.


"Yes?" Her tone was so wary it was hard to listen
to.


"Hey honey, I'm alive."


"Is Tor?"


"Yes, but... I'll explain on the ground. He has my Fast
Craft, so this will take a while. Can Ali put us up there for a bit?"


That wasn't a known thing, since, as far as they all knew,
Tim had killed Tor and was simply lying about it. Ali might have a problem with
that, if it were the case. It didn't matter though. He could rent something if
he had to, or stay at the Space Training Center, which made at least as much
sense. He was going to be working in space anyway, he decided. It was safer by
far.


The flying wasn't going to do itself, so he got off the
communications device after reassuring his wife that things weren't all lost
and hurried home, so that he could arrange things in person. It wasn't a smooth
trip, since he got bored and had to stop to use the restroom twice, and another
time to talk to someone that was making his right shirt pocket flash blue. It
wasn't great timing at all. It could have been almost anyone in the world, at
least that had a device for it, or knew someone who did, but it turned out to
be Cordes.


"So, Timon Baker, you seem to have lost your prize. I
thought I'd tell you that your little Tor, or should I say my little
Tor, is here already, all safe and sound. Do you know what that means?"


Yes. It meant that Tor had known where to find the others
already, somewhere in his head. That meant he could access Cordes's memories,
which probably meant that...


That Tim was full of wishful thinking, naturally. It could also
be that Cordes had been waiting for him to leave to make Tor his slave. Timon
knew it might be naive of him, but he really didn't think it was the case. What
Tor had been doing, being only himself... It had been very powerful. So much so
that it pretty much had to be working.


"That your base is within two hundred miles of the Northwest
coast of Soam? Probably closer? My guess would be just past the northern edge of
where the water hit earlier, to try and throw us off the trail. No one would
think to look that close to the risk, would they? Am I close?"


The line clicked off.


"Oops, called that one a little well then? Me and my
big mouth, I should have taken a hit squad in."


There was nothing for it, except to swing that direction and
try to see if he could find any movement. This would be a great time to have
the gear that was on the Ranford. If they were able to get back to space, they
might be able to deploy things. It was almost all set up, so all they had to do
was dump the tiles, each made of focus stone and about the size of his hand, all
in white, into space. Then use the main control to watch what was going on. He
had ten of those units and five hundred satellites, so that several people
could use the system at once.


It meant stopping to connect with the ship, after he flew to
about where he thought the people would be snug in their base, but nothing
stirred. Well, him, but it seemed like a wild fox chase, even after he called
the instructions in and was informed that it would be at least a day or two
before they could get anything into place. It would be faster if he did it
himself, he was informed by a rather surly sounding Captain Peterson.


As if he'd made it hard? Everyone was exhausted though,
which he understood. It wasn't a thing he had time for personally, but the
knowledge was right there, in his own body.


It took seven hours to fly all the way back to Lairdgren and
that put him in late, but the others were still in Ali and Tor's front room,
sipping at alcoholic beverages and coffee, waiting for him.


"Hey, all." He sounded like he was going to fall
down, but Sherri helped him to the sofa and sat between him and the arm,
meaning Trice could move in on the other side.


Without explaining, he nodded at Ali.


"Tor's infiltrating the bad guys. He thinks we're mainly
all crazy, or at least did before he saw the damage in Soam, but he's fighting
Cordes, and seems to be winning for now." That would probably go away as
soon as he slept, but Tor knew that, and could go a long time without, if he
had to. "He also said he was sorry, but if you have to be mad at him for
this, you might as well take it out on me. It was my idea. I was pressed for
time though, and I don't do my best work on the fly."


Then, who did?


The girls and Kolb all looked at him like he was crazy, but
he smiled anyway.


"I need to get some rest. Things are about to get busy,
I think."
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The next day was probably the worst he'd ever had in his
entire twelve plus years. That wasn't even just him being dramatic, he decided,
as the reports came in from around the world. Even having been tortured wasn't
as awful, and at the time he'd thought he'd found the bottom of what that word
meant. Austra had been reshaped by the events of the day before and heroic
efforts or not, millions of people had died. It hit all at once, but got worse,
as the estimates from everywhere else came in.


You couldn't see anything from the town near the Lairdgren
school at all. The day was cloudy and warm, but when it should have been clear
and warm, but other than that, it just seemed normal. People knew what had happened,
and were afraid. Timon was just sick.


It was a dense hard feeling in his middle, one that made him
dread blue light suddenly, because every time the damned communications device
went off, he got worse news. The only bright point was that Orange and one of
her crews had found Julie White, who hadn't been in Soam at all, having
actually gone well North in her hiding. All the way to County Baker, in fact.


She'd gotten in touch with Alice in order to arrange for a
trip back to her own lands, when the news hit, early in the morning.


That was it though, the rest was just death, either the ones
that had happened, or what would be coming. The Ancients were the very worst
too. Green was in the Capital, but had connected with them early, trying to
work out if Timon had any kind of plan. Since otherwise people were going to
starve the next year. The tentative figure placed that at about half the world
going hungry, if he couldn't fix it. He'd nearly frozen, having even part of
that dumped on him. In a way it wasn't fair, since he wasn't old enough to have
to carry that kind of weight.


Except that reality didn't count your age, did it?


Instead of answering, he fell into a trance and tried to
escape that way, working on ways to save his brother. It didn't take long at
all.


That part actually shocked him, because when he thought
about it, he knew how to encapsulate the needed proteins already, doing that
would shut the Rhetistics down cold. The hard part was that the action had to
be made permanent, which meant that he had to influence time itself, on a very
tiny level, to make it last for the rest of Tor's life. He could do it, he
knew. It was similar, in a very sideways fashion, to how Tor had made the
communications devices, of all things. The hard part was going to be what he
feared the whole time. The amount of work it would take, and the fine level of
control he'd need.


It was painful, but as he opened his eyes, sitting in Ali's
front room still, with others around him talking to different places, he knew
he wasn't good enough. Tor probably wasn't, if he were going to be
honest. That meant he had six months to become better, so at least there was
that. It wasn't enough time, but it was all he had, and while he might have to
learn to manipulate time on the small scale, that wouldn't buy him anything in
the real world that way.


So he forced himself deeper, controlling each part of every
thought, and then called Green back, clearly interrupting some kind of meeting.
From the sound of it, that would be in the full council, and people were a lot
less than happy. He could get that. They also didn't stop shouting at one
another in the background while his grandfather spoke. For the first time since
he'd known that man, he sounded stressed. Pained even. That and old.


"Hello?" The one word carried with it things that
Timon knew no one should ever have to bear. They all did now anyway. Things
were just too close to the edge of the cliff for them not to worry.


"Timon here. You asked for a plan. I have one."


His own words surprised him, since his mouth was moving, but
he didn't know what he was going to say next at all. It was like he was
watching it unfold, being too far back from things to control them. It wasn't
true however. That was just that little part of his mind that wasn't under his
discipline as of yet, trying to make sense of things.


It was the bigger part that was speaking however.


Green grunted, which was a thing that was so odd he wanted
to freeze, but Tim felt the words come out anyway.


"I'll handle the food portion of things. I have a plan
in place for it. I need a month. In the mean time everyone needs to share with
each other. I'll make sure no one starves, so tell people not to worry. No hoarding.
Tell King Richard to share the shields and weapons with the new forces. I'll
have more of those coming too. I'll work from the Ranford, so that they can't
kill me too easily. I want you and Brown to work with all the other Ancients
that aren't trying to kill us all. Also, get with Gerent. He has a solution if
the rest of us fail. Can you do anything about the radiation?" It was a
big problem in certain areas, he thought.


Count Lairdgren sighed.


"No. We can isolate the contaminated areas, but they'll
be useless for a long time. I figure that the plan must be for the others to
hide and just out wait the problems. I've tried to explain that to everyone,
but they insist on focusing on war, instead of survival. You can handle food?
How?"


"Magic." It was the only answer he had that would
work, after all. Instead of asking what that meant, Green grunted again and cut
the line. It was either that the man thought he had a good and workable idea,
or he just didn't think anything would be enough at all. If so, he was wrong.


Timon stood and waved to the others, holding his right hand
out blankly to Trice.


"We need to arrange passage to the Ranford. The rest of
you should stay here. It isn't going to be interesting or fun at all. I have
some building projects to see to." The way it came out, so drab and soft
it sounded almost like he didn't expect to survive the work. He had to
however. They had so many problems that if he didn't, the whole world might
just end.


So no pressure or anything.


He waited for responses from the others in the room, but out
of all of them only Sherri seemed to get it, the rest being too busy with their
own tasks. She moved across the space and hugged him close.


"I'm scared, Tim. I don't know what to do." There
was a plea in the tone, with her asking him to fix it all, or at least make her
feel better about it.


She was just looking for him to hold her, and possibly tell
her it would be all right, which it wouldn't. Except that they could still
survive, if they tried hard enough.


"I'll handle some of it. I need you to get ready, and
work the new people, that irregular army of Austrans and whoever else comes for
it, into a force that can move things into place when I have them ready. We
have to feed a big part of the world. Get with..." It took a second for
him to work out that no one was really going to be in charge of that at all. So
he didn't say anything for a moment. "Alphonse. Get with Prince Alphonse
and tell him that in a month we need to have a distribution network for
millions of pounds of food. Millions of tons or more, set up and ready
to go. Use the Fast Transport system and co-opt what you need." He started
to turn away, only to find the sandy blonde girl that was dressed like a
warrior holding his arm. He couldn't feel it at all, as deep as he was.


"Tim... I can't just start ordering people around like
that. Or just tell the Prince what to do... I-"


Timon nodded and took her communications device from the
pocket she kept it in. The move was familiar, and should have at least had them
giggling at the closeness of it, but neither of them made a sound as the slick
leather touched his fingers. It was hard to get it out, but he did it and hit
the sigil for the Prince about ten seconds later. It took time to find it. The
list was long after all.


"Cordes here." The man sounded a lot stronger
today than when Trice had been discussing the death of their friend, which was
the last time he'd heard him. He was even using his last name, like a military
man, which had to mean something important. His voice was deeper and more like
a commander's than anything. Timon didn't bother copying it.


"Alphonse. Tim Baker here. I'll have food in a month.
For everyone, I hope. We need a distribution network. I already assigned Sherri
Bonner to run it. Get with Smythe, and make sure she has a military rank that
will make people listen to her. I'll be working."


The man was well within his rights to snap at Tim for taking
all those liberties, but instead he acted like it had been the plan the whole
time. Probably just relieved that someone sounded like they knew what they were
doing.


"Good. I'll make that happen. Food, shields, and
weapons, in that order Tim. We need enough... For everyone. We can't pay for
it." There was a sad tone to the words, which was explained a few seconds
later. "I... We would have gotten Tor to do it, before, if he could. Don't
die, doing this. Not if you don't have to. I can't believe that Tor is a
traitor."


That had to be stopped, since it wasn't the truth and trance
state or not, it was his brother being badmouthed.


"He isn't. Cordes isn't even. Remember that, since we
may get Tor back." He couldn't add more, in case they were being listened
to, somehow.


"Yes. Thank you, Lord Baker. I'll pass the word.
Sherri? Sherilyn Bonner, isn't it? Baronetta?"


"Right. I'll have her go to the Flight Base later. She
has her own Fast Craft."


"Oh? Good. Is she available? We should talk."


"Here." Then after shoving her communications
device back into her hands, Timon walked out of the room, pausing only to pull
his wife up. They needed to go and boring or not, he wasn't leaving her
vulnerable to attack. Green might be right, and the others might have all been
hiding, but he wasn't going to trust in the guess of someone else. Not now.


It took hours for them to get to the Ranford, and he started
working as soon as materials were brought to him. It took more focus than he'd
ever used before, for anything, but he had what he needed, to get things
started, done in the time he'd set.


When he opened his eyes finally, he was alone in total
darkness. For a moment he wondered if he'd gone blind, a thought that didn't
affect him at all. Then he looked under his shirt, and saw the glow of various
amulets. He had a shield on, as well as clothing and one of his older, non-glowing,
healing amulets. Tapping the etched sigil helped his strength return, after a
few hours. When he got to the hallway, the door vanishing with a touch on the
wall, it was bustling with activity.


He saw fifteen people walking around, seeming as if they had
places to go. Without waiting he reached out and touched a small, very dark,
woman on the shoulder. She was in black, and it seemed like a military uniform,
like what the others all wore. Except him. He was in brown.


Timon saw the kinky short hair and facial features common to
Afrak and spoke in that language, which made her eyes pop open. Probably
because it was unexpected, rather than his horrible accent.


"I have magical devices that need to be taken to the
planet. Can you help me find who's needed for that?"


She looked at him blankly for a while, and then tilted her
head, which was an Afrak nod, he thought, rather than her just trying to be
cute or looking perplexed.


"Yes, this is a thing that can be done. Which
planet?" She smiled, her teeth looking very white, which was a trait of
her people. It was the contrast with the dark of their skin, he knew.


"Both. Mainly to Earth however."


That had to be the second planet she meant, the moon, which
meant the colony would be almost ready, he hoped. That worked, since he was
prepared for that too.


She ran off, so he went to shower, which was warm, but cut
off after a minute, to save on resources. There was a count down on the wall,
so he managed not to be covered with soap when it happened. That was a very
advanced use of the ship, he knew, but guessed that some Austran genius had
figured out how to make it happen. It had that kind of feel to the display that
had appeared on the wall.


He didn't shave, though he needed to, the mirror let him
know, his face covered with black hair that was longer than he thought it would
be. It had, he was almost certain, only been a month. 


When he walked out of the bathroom, still nude, the
compartment was filled with people, all of them loading out pallets of crates,
taking things away. He wasn't the tallest person in the room, since there were
a few Noble giants, but he was close, he noticed. He was at least as tall as
most of the Austran men.


Timon didn't bother to feel embarrassed, even as a few
people stared at him. He just made some clothing appear, choosing a version of
court clothing, which made him stand out a bit. He had to resize the outfit,
since he was very thin now, but they worked. He had boots on and everything by
the time that Trice came in, along with Judith Kerry, who was back to her
orange cuffed black Captain's outfit.


"Timon! You came back to us. We were afraid... Well,
you know." Trice kissed him, and then laughed when Judy ducked in and did
the same, at least as well. Timon didn't really react to either one of them,
merely nodding as they stood back, their eyes looking slightly amused, rather
than hurt. They both had to know what a trance looked like.


"Food." He pointed lazily at the crates, and then
let the chattering women take him away to a large room with a ship in it. It
was another space vessel, and it had to be moved outside, joining with the
Ranford as it grew, so it would be large enough for everyone that was going. It
took about half an hour for that, and longer for the thing to be loaded, since
his quarters were on the other side of the ship. After that they were down on
the planet, near the large black and red city that his brother owned. Wildlands
Station.


The place was vast now. Easily the size of the Capital
itself. It also had activity, most of which was military, more or less. He
could see children, some of whom had to be younger than his brother Terry,
fighting with grown adult men, hand to hand. One of the adults, a giant that
looked familiar, backhanded a tiny form with a blow that took the child off his
feet. Instead of whimpering and holding his half crushed face, the boy rolled,
and came back at the man. This happened ten times while Timon watched, and
didn't end until a group of about twenty youngsters jumped in, and pulled the
giant down. It was like a swarm of insects, but the giant still had to
eventually yield. They were really hitting him too, not just playing.


"Good! That took you all too long to figure out. Terry,
healing amulet. We aren't done here."


That got Tim to focus on the now healing boy, who was,
indeed his brother. That explained why he'd been thinking about him, no doubt.
Good. He knew him.


"We have to be done for a bit. I think that's
Timon." His brother, who was still as tiny as ever, scampered over and
stuck his hand out to shake, like a man. He returned it and looked at him.


"Terry. I have devices. Set up the first class of
people that need to use them. Then I need Sherri Bonner here, as soon as
possible." It wasn't exactly a loving hello, but the boy didn't flinch or
bother to clean the blood, his own, from the front of his training tunic
either.


"On it! Everyone gather round. Emergency! At Emergency
stations. This isn't a drill. I repeat, this isn't a drill!" His shrill
voice was echoed by everyone that heard it, and people actually ran into place
as he grabbed the first crate of things and held up the tiny amulet, no bigger
than his thumb and pointed to the single green sigil there.


When everyone could see it, then moved back and pressed it
down. His intent turning it on, and that made the strange looking thing appear.
It looked like two travel trunks set side by side, with a taller one in the
middle. Touching the side he made it grow. When it was the size of a nice
cottage, he waited, and then made it shrink to a more manageable size. That was
just so everyone would get what it could do. Then, walking carefully to the
left side of the thing, which was closer to the size of a large cow now, he
tapped a single sigil and looked at the people with him.


"I need a shovel?"


He got an earth moving device, which would, he realized,
work even better. Then, again without saying anything, he started to fill one
side of the thing, the chest like portion being filled with a stream of red
dirt that filled it after a few minutes. When that happened he tapped the same
sigil again, which seemed to make the dirt vanish and reappear on the other
side.


As fine white powder.


"Wheat flour. It can make that, beef steaks, apples,
potatoes and sugar. It can also turn dirt or rock into water, or air. That
shouldn't be needed here. These sigils..." He pointed, his voice calm and
his words economical. Then Sherri ran out of the crowd, went over it all
herself, and had people doing that one by one. They made food, and it was
pulled away, but the cases were being taken as well. He could see the system to
it, and the girl was clearly in charge, like was planned.


She didn't stop to act impressed even, which was fine. Most
of the people around him were thinner than they should have been, so it was
clear he'd gotten this done just in time.


It would be enough, as long as they shared.


There were new shield units and weapons too, so he waved
Terry over, not bothering to wonder why he was there, and got some of the
bigger people to pull those cases to the side.


"Terry will handle this part. Get shields to everyone.
Weapons... well, use your best discretion, like always." He didn't know
who was in charge of the place, but it wasn't going to be the eight year old.
Or, well, he was nine by now, right? That was old enough, but Baron Havar
looked skeptical about the idea.


"Why exactly would a young orphan boy be given control
of those?"


That sent a line of fear through him, one that showed that
his control really wasn't what it needed to be yet, Timon realized, but Terry
waved that idea away.


"I lied. I'm not an orphan. I just ran away from home
to join the military. Ma wouldn't hear of me doing that, but I had to."


Ah. Tim nodded back.


To Havar, who was over seven feet tall, he shrugged.


"My younger brother. He also can fly and handle a fast
craft. I hear he can make copies of magics too. If you aren't having him teach
those subjects, you're wasting a resource." Then he walked away. His
brother was in charge of his own life after all.


Yes, he was a child, but a quarter of the people around him
were. Some of the people flying out with crates behind them couldn't be much
older than Terry was. It occurred to him that Terry would have to be nearly
ten, not nine. He'd lost a lot of time, sitting in the dark, over the last
months.


Trice was standing behind him, but stopped to give Terry a
hug and say something to him, before jogging to catch up.


"I told him to get in touch with his mother. She'll be
worried. We should probably send him home, but..."


Timon kept walking, but forced himself to speak.


"And what? He isn't any safer there than here. Not now.
What we should do is load them all up and take them to the colony, as soon as
it's ready. I didn't ask, is that coming along?"


His wife smiled and nodded.


"Deshi, Willa and Monroe are getting that around pretty
well. From what I hear, if you have food and water that will work there, then
we can start moving bodies in by the end of the month. We should visit people
while we're here, and get caught up with everything. There haven't been any new
attacks. Everyone seems to think the enemy is in hiding. Tiera is..."


She stopped talking and didn't start until no one else was
close to them. Then she whispered.


"Tiera told me that she's put together a hunting group,
with Alice and a few of the Ancients. They're trying to find the underground
bases. When they do, they plan to kill them all. I've asked to be in on the
attack squad for it." She looked like she was going to get defensive, or
as if she thought that he'd say no.


"I love you." She was his wife and that was the
right thing to say, though she stiffened, meaning he had to go on. "So of
course you can go and kill all the bad people, if you want. I'll go too. I have
a lot more to do. I... I'm not even half good enough to save Tor yet. There may
not be a way to make it work." He felt horrible even suggesting it, since
he'd promised, but it was the truth.


Trice hugged him and looked at the far wall of the city, her
arms around him protectively.


"Can anyone?"


Timon didn't really think so, but he did something that he
was actually normally good at, putting a little effort into it.


He lied, and took back his words almost instantly.


"Yes. I'm not good enough yet, but if I can improve
enough, it's possible. The technique itself will work. I just need to be able
to focus, while working on several different things at once. I'm going to
practice like I have been, but by doing more." It was all he had to try.
His voice sounded confident though, which was a good thing.


After all, in the end, it would work, or it wouldn't. If he
failed, well, at that level of involvement, given what he had to do, failure at
least didn't mean that Tor would be taken over by Cordes completely. He'd just
die. They both probably would.


That part didn't get said though. He had almost five months
left to improve after all. There were enough devices to get food and water to
the world now, and the colony, which meant they just needed weapons and the
ability to fight, if it came to it.


Then, as odd as it sounded, his sister was going to hunt
down the people that had endangered them all, and they would kill them.
Together, or alone.


That was the one thing he knew for certain in all of this.
One way or the other, Gray and Cordes would be gone. Even if they all had to
die to make that happen.


Because now that humanity had a chance to survive, the only
thing holding him back from killing every immortal on the planet was the slim
hope that he and his family might live through this thing. The problem there
was that, in trying to do that, he might very well get everyone else killed at
the same time.


It was a horrible feeling knowing that. The smart thing
would be to get Gerent to kill them all, or take back the device and do it
himself. But love made a coward of him. That and hope.


Taking his wife's hand, noticing that he was nearly the same
size she was now, he walked back to the ship. 


To go home. 


Off in the stars.
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