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The knock on the door was startling being unexpected, and made Tor feel stupid when he jumped up as if he'd been caught doing something wrong. It was an old habit, one that fit perfectly with the space he was in. His old school dorm room. 

Tor's wasn't sure, but it seemed like it had been left unoccupied in the year he'd taken off from school, almost two years now really, which made everything that had happened in his life seem just that much more unreal. Silly even. 

Someone had cleaned it, but the beds were the same, and no new scents added at all except a slight hint of stale dust and possibly a little mildew.

When the door opened he found himself facing an old man, upright of carriage and lean, but with a friendly smile on his face. Kyle Hardgrove, the Dean of Lairdgren School. It wasn't really a shock, once Tor thought about it for a second, since he'd asked to meet with the man about his living situation. It was just that he'd only left the note at his office a few hours before. In a situation like this, a student simply requesting a meeting, Tor had expected to be put off for days, maybe longer on the topic. Then summoned to the office, if the Dean had time for the issue at all. It wasn't like the man had to hop to some kids whims, right? 

“Dean Hardgrove!” Tor tried to make his voice sound happy to see him, which wasn't too far off; the man was always kind to him after all. Always a lot easier to like gentle people than not. “Come in, please.”

The Dean looked around the room, and Tor understood immediately what was going on, the old pale eyes searched for clues, noted that nothing had been unpacked yet and that Tor had simply been sitting on the edge of his old school bed, not doing anything. The imprint of his backside still rumpled the drab tan bedspread. They exchanged bows, his going lower than his visitors, because the school was his place and he was, in a very real way, the King here. Or at least the Captain, kind of like on a sea vessel. Either way he outranked Tor in just about every way imaginable. Tor offered the corner of his bed to sit on and sat himself down on the hardwood floor, making his head incredibly low by comparison.

“Tor. So, is there some problem? I notice you haven't settled yet...” The open handed gesture used took in the whole room, which obviously hadn't been touched. Still the man had bothered to observe the fact, which said a lot about him, didn't it?

Not everyone looked all the time. Tor knew he didn't see everything himself. He missed most things in fact.

“Um,” Tor said brilliantly, his face going red before a single sentence could be gotten out. Wonderful. Maybe he could impress the man into giving him what he wanted by stammering him into submission? 

“I'd kind of hoped to live off campus this year. I rented the lot next to the student store and put up a house already, but when we got here Ali and I, were told we had to live in the dorms? I... we're married... Is that right?” The words weren't very smooth, since Tor thought the idea of living away from his brand new wife was silly, but he didn't want to fight about it, just see if it could be fixed. 

If he'd learned anything in the last year it was that going around starting fights almost never actually helped anything. Normally it just caused you to end up having to apologize later, knocking your head against the floor and hoping no one hit you too much.

Hardgrove smiled gently, an old man’s smile that indicated that from his lofty station of years he could see things a youthful looking eighteen year old couldn't. Probably true, but not exactly the place Tor wanted to start from. 

“That's right. Students at Lairdgren have to live in the dorms, and before you ask, no, you and your wife can't share a room. This school has been here for a while, so the rules are pretty well set. If we start letting the wealthy, famous, or even the married, live on their own and do their own thing, then we end up with everyone else thinking they should be allowed to as well. It's happened before, and caused massive problems, so this isn't just some rule being enforced because “it's always been that way” or anything foolish like that.” The man shrugged and put both hands on the bed to push himself up, readying to stand.

“I don't want to be mean, but the tradition is that way for a reason. I hope you'll understand? Now, if you wish to use your own lodgings on your off days, or even after classes, you may, but you're required to sleep in your room on any regular school day. I know that I won't have a problem with you personally, but for those with you, please remind them that failure to do so means expulsion. It's a bit harsh, I know, but with noble children and young adults, we've found that fines just don't work for some reason. They eventually start to look at them as mere rent on poor behaviors.” The expression on the weathered face went wry then, telling him that to a lot of the students there, a few silver or gold coins just didn't mean that much all the time.

Tor looked down, feeling ridiculously young again suddenly. Not that he was old, but coming back as a fourth year student was harder than he'd thought it would be. Of course having taken a seat on the floor probably wasn't all that brilliant a move either. His behind hurt now and getting up would look awkward. Well, at least he wore regular school browns, heavy canvas that was both durable and about as un-stylish as you could get. By doing so it didn’t look like he was flaunting wealth or anything.  At least it looked that way on the surface. It was really just a magical device that he'd made that approximated clothing and let the wearer pick what they wanted to have on with an incredible range. 

This was school though and the students here wore brown.

Heaving a soft sight he stood, trying not to look half crippled, and shook his head a bit.

“Well, if its tradition there isn't a lot we can do about it. I don't want to make trouble, I was just hoping there might be a loophole for married couples or something like that. I could have missed it, since that's not really all that normal here.” 

The Dean gave him a hand up, useless since Tor was standing already by the time it came, and clapped him on the shoulder, not hard enough to make the shield Tor wore turn on and stop his gesture but enough that the movement seemed real. The man smiled at him as if he'd said something particularly intelligent.

“Ah, Mr. Baker... It's always so refreshing to talk to you, do you know that? I have this same conversation ten times a year, some Count’s child that thinks the rules shouldn't apply to them personally or someone that has any of a hundred good reasons that make perfect sense to them and believes they should be the exception to the rule. You know, almost every one of them gets angry and tries to pull rank rather than just simply asking if there's a way. There isn't, but it's always nice to get out of a room without being screamed at.”

That earned a soft chuckle from Tor. What was he going to do? Blast the man through the wall for not giving him what he wanted? If it was a rule, it was a rule. Tor said this, his voice innocent enough he thought. The Dean patted him on the back again.

“Well, everyone on campus probably expects you to get special privileges, being the only Master Builder we've ever had as a student here. Even the Instructors are a little nervous. Don't worry though, I told them to just pile on the extra work and make certain you really earn your grades. Obviously we'll give you a bit of slack because of the war, and your efforts towards that, but otherwise don't expect the same cushy treatment you got before. The expectations on a master of anything are automatically higher. Even when studying another field of endeavor.” A smile came with the words at least. It was hard to see behind the long gray beard that went halfway down the black and green velvet tunic, but it was there.

Swallowing a little nervously Tor nodded. He knew that the whole timid look didn't really fit him very well, since he only looked about fourteen still and being shorter than almost everyone at the school they tended to think of him as younger than that at times. He was eighteen though and should act his age, of course. He straightened and tried to look more confident, after all, he was a Knight now and had to at least not act like a coward when he could help it.

The Dean exchanged small talk for a bit, discussed the school term that would start in a few days and what classes he had scheduled. Some of them were totally new to him, like economics and music. He still had combat training in the afternoon, only now he was considered a full senior student, based more on life experience than actual skill, he figured. That meant that if he missed a class he'd really be in for it. The punishment before had been scolding and extra lessons. Now it was probably that plus a real beating or two. Sure, disguised as “practice” instead of a whipping, to let him save face, but that just meant you got hit with much heavier tools in the end. Some of the instructors could probably cripple a man with a practice sword. Not that he knew who was teaching here now.

In the morning there was meditation and advanced build theory. That class in particular sounded exciting, since it was actually in his main area of study. In the last year he'd done a lot of building, making magic and copying magical devices, but, while it was kind of the Dean to call him a master, that wasn't true. He had so much to learn still. So very much. Even if it was one of the investigative classes, meaning he had to figure things out for himself more or less, just having the time to do it and some suggestions as to what to look into was more than worth coming back to school for.

That and the fact that his wife was here.

Sure, Alissa was only fourteen, and hadn't had a lot of education in the last three years, unless you counted being a runaway and falling in with a gang of girls thieves that sometimes sold her to men on the street for a lark as a learning experience. It didn't help with reading and writing much, Tor had discovered, so they'd spent the last month trying to get her up to speed that way. Rolph, his school roommate, had helped them both brush up on math as well. It had been really nice of him, since as heir to the kingdom, he could have just gotten someone else to do it and called it good, instead of taking time each day with them himself.

But then, Rolph was a good friend.

Well, the room situation wasn't the greatest, but they'd manage. He'd just have to see her in the evenings and his off days. Of course he was already expected to spend most of his non-study time working, if only by himself, copy work for the kingdom, his retail business partners and any assignments he got from the King. That had been hinted at when he'd left the Capital for some reason, but Tor didn't really get why. What could he do that someone else couldn't do better? Still, that was his job being a Knight, and some of the things coming up were going to be downright freaky.

Like going to Austra, pretending to marry a completely insane girl so that her mentally unhinged father would let his guard down and he and his grandfather, Count Lairdgren, could rescue their brother from a cell under the man’s palace.

That “brother” part was tricky to explain, so Tor just summed it up for himself for the fiftieth time and hoped he didn't have to explain it too real people too often. Lairdgren was an Ancient, Denno Brown was his brother, made from the same basic materials, some three thousand years before, and Tor was a nearly exact copy of his grandfather, only eighteen, not thousands of years old.

Tor grinned and did some math, in two days he'd be nineteen. On the first day of term this year. Now all he had to do was subtly remind someone and maybe he'd get a cake out of it. Last year it had been totally forgotten until over a month later. Not that cake was that hard to come by, he could make one himself after all, but it was the thought that counted.

Shrugging he set up his trunks and decided what was staying in his room here and what could go over to the house that he and Alissa had set up earlier, a decently large three story affair that looked nice on the outside, but not out of keeping with the schools buildings in color or shape. It was fantastic inside, most of the rooms based on what the inside of the King’s palace looked like. They'd altered some of the colors and at times made changes to the decorations, but that was the neat part of having a magical dwelling, you were never really stuck with just one thing. Plus it was free, except the land rent, and he had that for two years, already paid in full. It had made sense at the time, but now it seemed a mistake, since they couldn't really use it. Well, oops? Tor chuckled to himself. He could always store visitors in there after all. Let's his friends use it for parties or something maybe?

At least Ali was only two floors down, on the ground level and six doors to the right of his. Her roommate wasn't there yet, which he knew made her a little nervous, but at least she'd know some of the people here. Tor remembered how scared he'd been when he was new, until Rolph started looking out for him. Ali had him and Rolph though, and probably a few other people if Tor guessed right. No one had flown in with them, but the Prince would be in later that night, unless a real emergency came up. Plus some of the Royal Guard and probably some of the spies they were used to seeing around as well. That part of being a noble was just plain odd to him. Spies were everywhere. Even watching him. That anyone would bother just boggled the mind. 

Well, always good to see a familiar face, right?

After he got unpacked, or more to the point, shifted his trunks around a little, Tor decided to go and see how Ali was faring, not knowing if he should expect tears, disappointment, or simply nerves. The answer was none of those. After he knocked politely on the door, he heard giggling and then, a moment later a male voice that sounded vaguely familiar called out.

“Just a moment please.”

It took closer to two moments before the door opened and both the people inside, his new wife and Ridley Dens, who was the oldest son of a Baron, and something of a friend of his, hadn't exactly gotten their clothing all the way back in place. Alissa sat on the bed still heaving a little and gave Tor a warm smile, waving him into the small space. Ridley step to the side to let him in.

“Tor! Um, not to be indiscreet, but we were just about to have sex.” The young man who was only about a year older than Tor, but actually looked it, said without being either defensive or scared about just blurting out something like that. 

That, Tor knew, was a royal thing, a noble thing he corrected, trying to drop his country habit of calling anyone over a certain size “royal”. It was a thing of their society that people had a lot of friends and lovers. Ridley was good looking, fit, and had black hair not too different in color than Tor's really. The eyes were blue, not brown, but so were Alissa's, so if he got her pregnant, that could be written off well enough. Not that Tor really wanted a child yet, but since he couldn't get her pregnant, Ridley wouldn't be a bad match if they ever did want one. 

Well, Tor wouldn't be able to for the first five hundred years of his life or so, which really meant the same thing when you got down to it. If Tor was going to have a child with Ali, it wouldn't be his. Tor shrugged and tried to grin a little, hoping it was kind looking. Understanding and didn't seem too jealous.

Ridley smiled at him warmly, it was a friendly thing. Inclusive.

“Would you like to join us?”

Tor blinked. 

This, he decided almost instantly, was one of those situations where his backwoods upbringing was going to fail him horribly if he wasn't careful. Half of him wanted to hit Ridley for even trying something with his wife, though by their cultural training what they were doing was normal. Inviting him was even incredibly polite and understanding on Ridley's part really, if Tor was finally getting the rules for this kind of thing. It meant the other boy was basically announcing them true friends.

The other half of him wanted to run away, possibly screaming and maybe, just maybe, defensively wetting himself. Deep inside his personal battle cry rang out. Run away! 

Instead, possibly showing how stupid he really was, Tor froze and blinked a little.

He was so not ready to have sex with a woman while another man participated. It was hard enough if someone else was just watching for goodness sake. But how did he say that without seeming rude or mean? Tor took a breath and decided to just start speaking.

“Um, well, that's a very kind offer. Thank you. Could I get with you on that later though? I really just came to check on Ali, then I have to get some work done before dinner. First almost real day back you know.” That, he hoped, would be nice enough. By the noble standards he'd been told that he came across as aloof or even stuck-up a lot, which was bad, but this was also pretty awkward.

Giving him a smile the other man nodded.

“OK. Let's get together in a couple of days for that then? If you're not too busy?” 

Smiling, Tor nodded and hoped that he could find a way out of it in time, “I'll try to clear some time.” 

With great effort and a little bit of meditative skill, Tor managed to leave the room without running or embarrassing himself overly. Of course now he needed to get some actual work done or else he'd look like a liar. Not that anyone would check, but he’d know. Chuckling to himself he went back to his room and sat on his bed, since it was more comfortable than the floor or his desk chair. The working supplies were no problem now that he'd started doing everything in stone, focus stone, a kind of compressed dirt that looked like glass most of the time, depending on the soil you used. What he needed to do now was pick a project that would test his ability to make copies, but wouldn't force him to damage himself while doing it.

At first, after he'd injured his own field, the information that made him... him, Tor had worried that it would cripple him for decades. But after only a few months his pattern was pretty much back to normal. He should be able to do anything he'd done before. Unfortunately that included a few stupid direct effect things that had done most of the damage to begin with. If he kept repeating that stuff, forcing his will too rapidly on reality, he'd end up falling apart in bloody little gobs of flesh. It was good incentive to not be a moron if ever there was one. 

So, what should he do?

He decided on some old tried and true fields. Flying rigs and shields. If he hurried he could have a hundred of each ready by dinner, provided his field was as healthy as it seemed. If not... well, that would suck, but he could always do less if need be. Small batches, or maybe just focus on meditation for a while, trying to strengthen his pattern? That should work in theory, he thought. It would be interesting to try sometime.

The work went quickly, even on such large batches. He used deep level focus, but not the deepest he could manage now. Doing that tended to shift his own pattern too much. This way he could nudge the magical imprint into place a bit more slowly and without influencing himself that deeply in response. The truth was, in a small way at least, to make a magical device, you had to make part of your own pattern become the field you need. It was why he was better at copying fields he knew well, he understood suddenly. Then you used your own information, what caused you to have real form and be unique, as leverage to pry what you were working on into a new shape.

Still, just a little over two hours later he had two small boxes floating next to him in the air with bundles of flying rigs and shields like he'd planned. When he checked his own field he found... that he was fine. It was easy to feel the fields he'd just made within himself still, but they were fading fast and his own was taking precedence again. Good. As long as he allowed full recovery between work sessions he should be all right. Getting up to stretch he jumped as the door latch, a magical lock that he'd made years ago, suddenly flipped open and the door pushed in without hesitation. 

Standing in the doorway was a giant filling the whole space, nearly totally. Red hair, still fairly short compared to Tor's own girlishly long locks, lean frame dressed in brown canvas, and standing nearly seven foot two now.

Rolph.

Tor didn't freak out or jump up and tackle the man, since they'd last hung out not two days before. Instead Tor tilted his head and considered the situation.

“You know Rolph, I don't think you're really going to be able to pull of the “Rolph Merchant” disguise much longer. Do merchants ever get to be over six-eight or so?”

Laughing his friend winked.

“Depends on who their dad is, doesn't it? I should be all right for now. Well, except that I'm rooming with the Wizard Tor. With all the freshmen girls beating down our door to get to you, I'll probably never get any sleep. Speaking of never getting any sleep, how’s Ali? I know you two planned on your own house...”

Tor explained his finding her with Ridley and tried to chuckle, though he actually felt a little jealous about the whole thing. Not to mention the invitation thing that happened because he was too stupid to find a cleaver way out of it. Rolph nodded and for once didn't laugh at his lack of noble knowledge. 

“Well, you can just both have sex with her, it doesn't have to even be at the same time, and it will still count. You don't have to really do anything with him even. Just mention it to him first, when you're alone sometime. Let him know that you're friends and all, and that you don't mind sharing, but that you aren't into men. He'll understand, Ridley's good that way.” It was said as if the whole thing was perfectly normal.

Gah.

The large man's luggage followed him in, cases that Tor had made himself, but decorated to be very plain, looking like polished wood, but with no real decorations. It was about what any rich Merchant kid would have, except the part where they floated through the air. Even that was explainable, since his roommate made them, and gave them to him for free. It was even the truth, so he could swear it honestly. As he was setting up, Rolph glanced at the two boxes floating by his smaller friend’s bedside.

“What’s that?” A long finger pointed at the boxes, but the expression was a little skeptical. Rolph knew Tor well enough to get that it wasn't a collection of socks for the wash or anything like that.

“Oh, trying my hand at some simple copy work,” Pulling one of the shields out he held it up for inspection. It was dark brown and slick looking, that being the color of focus stone made from dirt in the area, and had a glowing green sigil in the center, an “S” with two lines through it cross ways. 

“Flight rigs too. I figure that I can do up a few hundred and that way everyone can learn to fly here. I really want Ali to learn, and Ridley should too, if we’re going to let him be involved in our messes. Plus, everyone should have their own shield, right? I know Burks thinks everything should calm down for a while, but if he's wrong and someone tries to kill one of us I don't want some first year kid dying because I was too lazy or selfish to see to their well being.” Tor let his head come up. He'd done that before, not guarded the people around him like he should and nearly died trying to get everyone else to safety. He'd decided right then and there after the assassins were subdued and he'd finished crying, that no matter what, that wouldn't happen again. Not if it could be helped at all.

That got a low whistle from Rolph.

“Yep, I'm never getting to sleep again. “Oh Master Tor sir, I just love the devices you gave me... can I do anything for you? And I do mean anything.” Yep.” Voice going into a high falsetto the Prince shook his head and wondered if he could get one of those little noise canceling devices Tor made to silence the sex sounds coming from the other bed.

Tor threw his pillow at him, missing horribly, the soft thing landing all the way across the room and resting half against the back wall, half on the floor. The return volley from the tall red head was far more accurate and hit hard enough for his shield to activate and stop. Handy that, Tor thought, not being knocked to the floor for once. Getting up lightly he handed the pillow back on the way past with a soft sigh, retrieving his own before sitting down. 

The room was the same size it always had been, but it looked smaller to him now. The wooden walls were plainer, the small desk each of them had to do schoolwork on seemed dingy and poor suddenly. That wasn't right though, it was a perfectly good room. He was just acting spoiled because of all his trips to the palace and his new magical houses.

Grimacing Tor looked around and tried to put his mind in a better frame. It was a good room. This had been the nicest place he'd lived until a little over a year before, it would more than serve. He'd been thinking about putting in one of the new bed devices, but decided against it then. Too much luxury and you stopped appreciating it. This was a good lesson for him, and since school was about learning it would make sense for him to pay attention to it, right?

Rolph suggested that they gather their current people up and go get something to eat. The dining halls weren't open yet, but the town had three good restaurants. Tor half wondered who all their people were, but everyone needed to eat, and spending gold meant that the people working in town would have some to spend and so on. He placed about twenty gold in a small velvet bag made for the purpose and formed a little pocket in his browns to put it in. Rolph shook his head at the amount, but Tor hadn't ever really gone to any of the places in town before and didn't know how many people he’d be paying for. Better to bring a little too much than to not have enough.

They found Alissa in her room with a young girl, also a first year, by the look of her and the fear in her eyes. The girl was thin and plain looking, especially compared to his wife's cute and busty look, they had about the same color light brown hair, almost a dirty blond, but the new girl's was done in the new standard look, a short military style bob. She wore brand new student browns, but was tall enough she was clearly a royal, a noble, of some kind. Alissa met him at the door with a kiss and a musky scent that meant Ridley hadn't been kidding about what they had planned earlier. Rolph got a hug from her, since they were friends now. Not lovers, Tor didn't think, but asking that would be foolish if he didn't want to know. Technically they were to related to get married, but there were things allowed in their circles between distant family members that Tor didn’t think were right at all.

Moving back to Tor, Ali pressed her breasts against his chest and smiled sweetly at him, already nearly looking him in the eyes. In a year she'd be a few inches taller than him or more and in three years she'd probably be near six-six or so. A giant compared to his five-four. He'd keep growing though and by about three thousand years old he should be about five-nine. The idea was ridiculous, but there it was.

“Tor, Rolph, this is my new roommate, Sheri. Um, Sherilyn Bonner, she's a Ducherina second, youngest in her family. Sheri, this is Rolph Merchant, who studies accounting here, and my husband, Torrance Baker. He's a builder. Also Countier four Lairdgren, but he almost never bothers with titles himself.” Ali sounded proud when introducing him, which made him feel a bit better about the scene earlier. At least she hadn't decided that Tor wasn't worth spending any time with yet. That would make for an uncomfortable marriage to say the least.

Tor smiled at Ali and then the new girl, Sheri. He tried to remember the name. How rude would it be to forget something like that?

“We were just going to go to dinner, would you like to come Sheri? The dining halls are closed until tomorrow at lunch.” 

The girl went still and her breath caught. It could mean anything, but Tor had recently become aware of how many spies were around him all the time and decided to take action when he could. Focusing lightly, the girl’s pattern, and thoughts, came out clearly. Not in words or even emotions, but for a moment he knew what she was thinking and feeling. He just knew it. 

Uneasy, because this was all new, and a bit ashamed, because her parents hadn't sent her with money for fine dining, just school supplies and some toiletries. If she spent her money now she'd feel that lack later. If she didn't there wouldn't be food for a day. It was a quandary for her. One she couldn't get out of without losing face. Not in her world. She steeled herself though, trying to find the nerve to tell these people she was too poor to go with them, so they wouldn't mistake her reluctance for distaste.

Tor nearly misted up, the emotions were so strong. 

“I'm paying for everyone. We may even pick up a couple of others on the way, it'll be fun.” His voice was light and cheery, and out of all of them only Rolph got that something was going on. 
 Tor wasn't sure that he understood what exactly, but he grinned and looked down, as if feeling sheepish.

“Ah, that's true and I get to pick up the tip, because I kind of lost a bet with Tor... He bet me that he couldn't pick up my sisters. I mean, look at him, they should have been all over him, but no, all decorum and politeness. Go figure. Anyway, this meal is totally covered and for the bet we agreed at least six people had to come with to count.” He spread his hands and shrugged playfully.

Sheri stared and then laughed behind her hand delicately.

“Are you sure they weren't just discrete about it? I can't imagine a lot of women actually say no to him. Torrance? That's a nice name. I'd love to come, thank you.” Relief came out of her in waves and her stomached growled a bit already. 

It was a giant thing, they were always hungry and the growing ones were generally worse about it than the adults. Going a day without food for the skinny Ducherina would have been like him going without for two.

Maybe three.

They walked into town, since it wasn't far at all and zipping along using Not-flyers would have been showing off here. In the Capital a few hundred people had them, the devices that let them float about four inches off the ground and travel way faster than could be run. Much more than that if they were military grade ones, which was all he'd bothered giving his friends. Plus Sheri didn't have one yet, so it would have been rude.

On the way they passed Ridley, who was with another young man, both dressed in all black, the material looking soft and expensive. Petra, one of Tor's girlfriends, had told him what it was called, but he couldn't remember the name at the moment. They were invited too, which made Ridley smile and seem pretty happy all things considered. Well, things could have been tense between them, Tor guessed, but it was a simple fact that Ali was going to have sex with other men. And probably women. At least Ridley would make sure to treat her properly and with respect.

Then they managed to pick up a young man almost randomly, a second year, that also needed food but was too proud to ask, and ran through the whole diner bet thing with him, including him without question. He was a scholarship kid and rather humbly let them know that, but Tor just shrugged.

“So you got in by earning your place rather than having it handed to you? Good. I don't think anyone here has a problem with hard work, do they?” The other new kid in black surprised him a bit by stepping forward and putting out his hand to shake.

“I'm Gersh, pleased to meet you.”

The boy ducked his head shyly and shook hands, clearly expecting a game or to be mocked, but hunger drove him to at least try. 

“Henry.” He replied.

In all they had a round group of ten that was dressed in multiple dark shades, when the server in the restaurant, a fairly short woman only about three inches taller than Tor, wearing a pretty blue and red skirt and cream colored top, saw their plain clothing she balked a bit and didn't want to let them in. Tor cast his mind out again, just to see what the problem was. It was simple enough, she really doubted that they had enough to pay for the meal and didn't want to have her place of work ripped off. Ah. That kind of seemed sensible, if people didn't normally pay first.

Tor didn't know the protocol here, waving gold around was rude, but she certainly had a right to know that they weren't going to steal their dinners too. Rolph strode up and smiled charmingly at her.

“Perhaps a price estimate would be in order? What do you think ten meals with wine would likely come to?”

The woman took a half deep breath, her mouth forming lines around it from the pursing action that made her look older than her real years.

“About five coppers apiece for the lot, unless you get the most expensive items... So five silvers for the group, not counting desert or second helpings of wine. Harder spirits being extra.”

Smiling Rolf pulled several golds out of his pocket, the coins glittering in the late afternoon sun, since it was early still. They didn't want to miss the places working hours though. The woman smiled then and let them in. 

So, sometimes it was OK to show gold, but you hid it from your friends and just showed the merchant? All right, now he just needed to find out if there were other rules involved too. Country rules were a little easier for him still. In Two Bends, there wouldn't have been a restaurant, so this whole scene wouldn't have happened at all. Much easier.

This wasn't, Rolph assured them, the most expensive place in town by any means, but the food was good and filling and they made a wonderful cold pie of cherries and cream. It sounded lovely to Tor, but he'd probably skip it himself. Places like this tended to serve way too much food for him to begin with. Or he guessed that would be the case, if they were charging five pennies per meal. That or the food would be better than the King’s table itself.

The food was good enough, not as good as what was served at the palace, but then what was? Tor had made better, but what he made wasn't always as good, he had to admit. The server was polite enough and good at her job, after they got past the hurdle of the front door. The place was wide open, with no dividers or separate eating rooms. It seemed rude to look around at the other people overly. Instead he stared at the ivory colored linen table cloth and focused on the people closest to him, Rolph was talking to Sheri about what classes she was taking, Music, math and culture, so not too different than what Tor had himself, he thought. 

Ali was busily making eyes at the new boy, Henry, who wasn't that good looking, but seemed polite and intelligent once she got him talking. Ridley kept lightly kicking him under the table. At first Tor thought he was trying to be fresh with him, but it wasn't that, Tor got when the other man motioned with his head at a table across the room where a group of four rather loutish looking young nobles in the fine silk version of browns sat staring. Angrily.

They were a bit older, probably fifth or sixth year students and while it was hard to see who they were looking at, they certainty didn't seem happy about it. Probably him then. For some reason a lot of guys at school had always acted a little hostile. Well, Tor didn't want problems, especially with wealthy people that could afford good silk clothing...

He almost laughed when he remembered that he could afford nice clothing, he just didn't need it anymore. Feeling awkward wasn't going to help him so he sat and watched them covertly for a while. Whoever they were, the eye contact wasn't for him in particular, that much he could tell. It wasn't great magic or anything, they just barely noticed him. Nor was it directed towards Ali or even their new friend Sheri. Tor hoped those two would be friends at least. The girl seemed nice enough. They were either staring at Henry or Gersh, Tor decided. One of them, a man easily large and muscular enough to be a combat giant, rose and left, leaving the others to pay and rush after him.

It was a bit of an odd scene, but they'd left, so if they had a problem with his guests, they didn't seem inclined to do anything about it in the restaurant. That was good, because people that big would probably break stuff, especially if they got angry.

Tor decided to try some of the chilled pie after all, which was nearly as good as Rolph had told them, and settled the bill with the server when she told Rolph what it cost. She was standing over him so she saw the golds in the purse, but she just smiled when he gave her the two golds and returned with a handful of change a few minutes later. Rolph handed her the tip, which looked to be several silvers, not a bad bit of money considering it was less than two hours of work. Some people didn't make a half silver in a week. 

Ridley nudged him on the way by, his upper arm pushing him lightly, but not enough to trigger his shield. Ali was on his other side, holding his left hand, so it was definitely directed at him and not something for his wife that simply missed the mark. The contact held longer than Tor was comfortable with, but he got the idea, they needed to be watchful in case of attack. Sure enough just outside the establishments red painted door, the men had stopped to wait for them. 

Well. That was nice of them. Tor thought. Waiting on the street to cause problems instead of damaging the decor. The group he was with mainly had smaller people in it, even though most were a noble of some kind of another. Their collective plain clothing probably made them look a little poor or unimportant, but whatever the reason was, these men moved on Gersh as if they wanted to kill him on the spot. 

Tor shook his head and stepped into the path of the biggest and most aggressive seeming of the bunch and everyone with him. Tan silks and leather pants, which were stylish, and way too hot if you didn't have a temperature equalizing device on, which this man didn't seem to at all, given the sweat on his forehead and under his arms. The dark patches on silk would leave salt stains and by noble standards make the shirt unwearable there after. It was a waste of materials then. Tor considered the whole thing for a moment and wondered why the men hadn't opted for cooler clothing. Being trendy was all good and fine, but it didn't matter who you were, waste was waste.

“Gentlemen.” Tor smiled, trying to look friendly, these guys may be attackers or they could just be looking to ask Gersh out on a date and going about it all wrong. Until he really knew being impolite was a bad idea.

“Can we help you with something?”

The big one stopped and peered at him, eyes still angry, but taken aback for some reason to see someone suddenly in his way. That man didn't look bright, but smart wasn't the only criteria of worth or value in the world, so Tor let that thought go for now. 

“Um, I...” The man peered at Tor carefully and smiled. It wasn't an angry thing anymore, just baffled for some reason. A glance flickered to Gersh, then back, taking in the whole scene.

“I'm just going to talk to my brother, miss.”

Ouch.

Tor laughed and grabbed his hair, while everyone else stiffened a bit. At least Rolph and Ridley did. Getting something like that wrong could lead to a dual after all. The man didn't seem to mean anything by it though. Just a simple mistake, Tor being small, thin and having long black hair at the moment didn't help.

“So you're saying I really do need to get that haircut then? I've been worried about it, well, I'll do it first thing tomorrow.” Shaking his head he sighed a little. It really wasn't this guys fault, he knew. Not cutting his hair for over a year had left it running down his back, a look some of the noblemen could get away with, but then the ones that did were all huge and manly looking. 

Everyone else winced again, this time including the big and not overly bright man in front of him.

“I... Forgive me please. I erred out of-” The man seemed to flounder for a bit so Tor let him off the hook with a waved hand.

“Nah, don't bother yourself over it, it's my problem not yours. I'll get it fixed. Now, you seem a little upset with your brother, is everything all right?”

That started the shouting match. The big one, who now that Tor got a good look did appear to resemble his younger and smaller brother a bit, was named Johan. At least that was what Gersh kept saying trying to get his attention long enough to explain how he was able to afford eating at the nice restaurant if their father hadn't given him the lion’s share of the school funds. It seemed that this year the funds they'd gotten were only about a third of what they had the previous year and their father had cautioned them to be more frugal. 

Henry looked at the scene and spoke softly to the girls.

“It's the war with Austra. Even without huge battles yet a lot of the budget for the kingdom is going to pay for military buildup, so people that own businesses that don't deal with that area directly are losing money. It settles down so that the whole economy slows. The big merchants make more money for less work, and fewer people have jobs. Everyone is feeling the pinch now. If I didn't have this scholarship from the King, I'd be getting ready for a day’s labor at a mine somewhere to keep my belly full. That or trying to sneak into the army myself.” The boy pushed his light brown hair out of the way, it was slightly matted with sweat.

Rolph nodded after listening.

“That's not exactly correct, but the end result is about the like that. Even my parents sent me with half funds and told me to make do this year.” 

That got Tor’s attention fast. Since he was doing so well it hadn't occurred to him that other people wouldn't be. His breath nearly froze in his lungs then. The reason they weren't doing better was even largely to do with him and the devices he made. What could he do about it though? It was frustrating. He knew that just giving money out wouldn't work, everyone had told him what a bad plan that was, but these people here, they were students. No one had time to get a job on the side, not a real one. Some of the poorer kids would even find themselves lacking funds for school supplies, just so he could have golds building up hand over fist in vaults around the kingdom. Gold he wasn't even using for anything.

“Um, Johan is it?” Tor said, the big man going silent suddenly, blushing and biting his lip, nodding and remembering that he'd just called the man in front of him a girl. That could lead to a fight, dual or even assassination attempt if Tor wasn't just going to really take the blame and fix the issue like he'd said.

“I paid for everyone and Rolph got the tip, so this situation at least isn't indicative of your brother having any extra funds at the moment. I'm sorry for any mix up or distress this might have caused you.” Bowing low he waited, the other guy could do anything now, including telling him to get out of the way so that he and his brother could have a row in the street. They were brothers, it wasn't like Tor could beat Johan up if they did fight.

Instead the man bowed back, nodding.

“Sorry.” It was mumbled, but seemed genuine enough. Really the big guy just looked horribly embarrassed again.

Rolph, being used to command started ushering them all back towards the school, smiling and laughing the whole way. Everyone else felt relieved enough to join in, problem averted, except Tor of course, who had no clue about what to do now. Ali walked up beside him and took his hand gently.

“You're always so brave. When I saw those big men coming I almost ran away in fright!” She sounded very young just then, so he gave her hand a squeeze back.

“Exactly the right thing to do in case of a real attack, even if you have a shield on. Don't be shy about it, no one expects you to jump forth and do battle at a moment’s notice or anything like that.” Wrinkling his nose he grinned at her and bumped his shoulder against hers.

“Honestly I shouldn't have done it either. It's never a good idea to get in between family members squabbling. If one attacks you, then you kind of have to protect yourself, but the rest would have to jump in and help them, because they're family, right? It was silly of me.” The shrug he gave her was distracted and slightly abstract, but she cuddled up against his arm as they walked, either not noticing or getting that her husband was just odd like that sometimes.

They stayed as a group though, some fourteen people, most of whom Tor didn't know at all. Probably half spies. Actually, the ones in black were literally spies, but not necessarily targeted towards him personally. As they passed the Dean’s office Tor sighed and led everyone inside. Gersh and Johan both looked down guiltily for some reason, but bravely strode to the front of the group, standing right behind Ali and Tor.

Ready for their beating or whatever they expected. Tor didn't care about that though. It had just been an argument after all. People did that.

There was a small waiting area, brown wood that looked a little gray with age and neglect, with a high counter of the same material in front of them. Behind it sat a sour looking man, Proctor Campbell, who stared at everyone in the group closely, as if memorizing their faces for arrest later. When he got to Tor he snorted.

“Trouble already?” Was all he said, his voice actually sounding like the man was sucking lemons before they'd come in. Did he keep one in his pocket at all times, Tor wondered? It must take something special to keep that expression so dour like that.

“Yes, but I'd like to speak to the Dean if he's in sir, if that's all right sir. I know he's probably hugely busy right now, but I promise to only take a moment of his time.” 

The man harrumphed loudly and gave him a doubtful look, but didn't lecture him about how improper it was of him to come in demanding to be seen like some minor lord of the keep asking to see the head groomsman in the stables. A half minute later Campbell came back and said that they could enter. 

“Thank you sir.” Tor looked at the group for a few seconds. Who did they really need?

“Um, Rolph, Ali, Ridley and... Henry I think, would you all come in with me?” It was a request and only Henry looked worried about it. Ali did feel worried, but Tor could only tell because he was getting to know her signs about such things. Her face had stayed perfectly relaxed and gone almost blank. With her, blank meant scared. Nothing in her life had trained her to do otherwise, not her abusive monster of a father or living on the streets for years.

They moved in quickly, Tor hurrying a little because the Dean really would be busy this time of year. It was the beginning of term after all. 

“Mr. Baker? Is there a problem or is this about what we talked of earlier?” The tone was a little cool, clearly thinking that it might be another attempt to get his housing situation around. 

Tor shook his head.

“No sir, I understand the importance of rules and tradition, it isn't that... Um, this is a little awkward, but I guess that a lot of kids aren't going to be coming well funded this year and, I don't want to embarrass anyone, but people should have food and school supplies...”

Sighing Hardgrove nodded, “Indeed. Unfortunately the school doesn't have a lot of extra resources right now. About half the students are new and on scholarship from either the King or Countess Printer. Amazing good luck for us, since she's starting her own school as well. Knows the value of education and threw some youngsters our way as well, but there's only so much we can do. Most of our people have already agreed to work for half wages as it is, just so we can stay afloat. I've personally set all my own coin towards that end and won't be drawing anything at all until things settle.” His hands went wide and the face under the gray beard grimaced. His bald head shone a little on top too.

This next part was what Tor dreaded most. How did he arrange things so that it wouldn't look like he was playing the big man and throwing golds around to impress people? Taking a deep breath he jumped in with his idea.

“Um, that's very noble of you sir. I... don't want to be...” Suddenly stuck for words? Grimacing himself he stammered on. 

“Well, what I'm saying is that I'm footing the bill this year. I mean Lairdgren is. Um, the County Lairdgren Special Fund. It’s what we used to pay for the last King’s day celebration, in part. I have… some control over that.” Was that real enough? He was in line to be Count Lairdgren after all. The real point there was that Burks would back him on it. Tor hoped so at least. He might get a beating for overstepping himself though. “Um, School supplies and clothing, I'll provide devices to everyone for that, and right now I want to get permission to set this all up and kind of, um, keep it secret? Would that be all right? The funds aren’t the problem, but the Count can be a bit of a stickler when it comes to people doing things for themselves. I just disagree about that when it comes to students. We may have a fight about this later.

“ I was thinking that since Henry here seems to know economics, he could run the ledgers and handle payments for the supplies at the student store and Ridley could over see the rest and make sure everyone has what they need? He's personable and going to be a Baron some day, so it's good experience.”

They both looked flabbergasted, but the Dean smiled and gave a nod. It wasn't cold at all, but he did raise an eyebrow towards Tor and didn't actually smile.

“The Count mentioned the County Lairdgren special fund to me before as a matter of fact.” A small hint of a wry grin showing from under the thick beard.

“I seem to recall that being his pet name for your personal funds being held at the treasury.” The man didn’t seem to expect an answer at least, probably getting that Tor was trying not to make a big issue of the matter.

If he wasn't happy about it, Hardgrove didn't tell him to go away either, or seem upset overly. It made Tor feel very small, knowing that this very good man probably felt like he was belittling him. It wasn't his intent, but what could he do about it now?

 

 

Chapter two

 

 

Rolph gave him funny looks the next day as they sat in the student’s dining room eating bowls of oatmeal, dried fruit bits stirred in, and drank small cups of fruit juice. Hardgrove had let them use the facilities so that everyone would have something to eat before lunch, and came to eat with them himself. Tor and Rolph had actually made the food, humble as the offering was, and Ali helped out by serving it along with her roommate Sheri. It was a team effort all around and if no one mentioned it, they didn't complain about the quality of the food either. Since they were mainly nobles, that spoke about just how many of them had gone without the day before.

Most of the highborn loved to complain.

When Hardgrove asked, his voice quiet, what should be said about who was paying for everything, to throw Burks off, Tor actually had an answer ready. It had come to him in the middle of the night as he dozed and fretted over that very thing. Not that he could really hide it from Count Lairdgren, since it was being done in his name, but he could distance himself a bit and get some cover maybe, using someone else as a shield.

“Right. Well... Um... it's a special project of the Queen and the Princesses isn't it? Gathered up their allowances and some other coins from friends, and are spending them here on us, so that we can repay the kingdom later with knowledge and good works. Plus... it isn't free really. Everyone is expected to work on breaks or during emergencies if they have to. Not that people wouldn't anyway, but it will let people feel that what they're getting has value and that they aren't being humbled by it. I hope so at least. We really will put them to use if need be, right?”

That got an actual smile from the man.

“Very good. I must thank they're majesty's then. You may want to get with them first though. So they know of their good works and don't get taken by surprise. We wouldn't want the Count to feel confused as to who's doing what, would we?” 

Tor just smiled back and nodded himself, happily. It didn't shock him at all that Hardgrove had figured out his plan so easily. The man was basically the kingdoms “trainer of spies” or something like that. He could probably have a fairly accurate accounting done of how many pair of socks Tor owned.

The answer was zero, though he wore a good facsimile at the moment. Brown to match the heavy canvas clothing he affected.

The rest of the day for Tor was spent working, at least after he gave five thousand gold to Ridley and Henry for their part of things, which had required a run up from the Capital to deliver it. Collette, his friend, got his little sister Tiera to deliver it. It was nice to see her, even if she was a little pushy at times.

Rolph said it might be too much, but Tor didn't think they'd steal it from the other students. Besides, if you didn't trust people they couldn't prove worthy of it, could they?

It wasn't fair really, but Tor dumped a lot of the work on his friends, sticking to copy work for a few days as the term started, at least in the evenings. It wasn't good, he knew, not enough, but he did make an effort to spend time with Ali each day, making love when they could, of course, but also just talking about how things were going for her. She seemed happy enough so far, but Tor worried, because she would have said she was happy even if she felt miserable, just to keep his spirits up, wouldn't she? He could have checked directly, but she was his wife and leaving her that extra bit of internal privacy seemed important. Instead he just did his best and tried to balance out his school work with the rest of his life.

The new classes amazed him to no end, so at least he didn’t have to contend with boredom on that score.

Music especially, since he hadn't even known what went into it before. Reading sheet music was like learning a new language, if a simple one, and the instruments were varied and each had to be treated differently. In the beginners class he was in they got to try them all out, to see what they liked best. Tor ended up with the violin, because the guitars were all a bit too big for his hands and the woodwinds all sounded off to him. He wasn't very good yet, he knew, so tried to work in an extra hours worth of practice each night, using one of the sound canceling devices so that poor Rolph wouldn't have to listen as he screeched and scratched away. 

Economics was fascinating, even if it was taught by Wensa, the Royal Guard Captain in charge of protecting the Prince. She didn't advertise the fact and was simply “Instructor Wensa” at the school. She was probably the second hardest teacher Tor had ever worked with, Kolb being the first. He was a weapons and fighting Instructor, but since he left and took everyone else with him, that section of the afternoon was pretty much left empty. With a war on it was too hard to find anyone that could fight well that wasn't off getting ready for the Austrans.

It was on the second day that Tor had an idea. Again one of those stupid and probably overbearing ones that made him feel embarrassed for having thought about it in the first place, but a real enough one. When he got to the practice area to begin his personal run and stones work out, he took a deep breath and called everyone over. His face felt full of blood, but he made himself say the words and tried to sound confident.

“The weapons instructors are slightly delayed, due to the war, so we're going to break up into three groups and the senior students will act as instructors until the real ones get here. I'll let you decide who does what, but we want armed, unarmed and magical device sections. Everyone is going to be learning to fly, so that needs to be set up too. Can anyone fly yet?” He looked around but even the older students didn't raise their hands.

“OK, starting tomorrow I'll start teaching that part, after my own work out.” It was more to do, but he'd been flying as long as anyone. Longer than anyone, literally, if only by a few days. The beauty of having made the device for it, Tor was the first moron to go up. It was safe enough, but he hadn't really known it at the time.

The others fell into line as if he knew what he was doing, and set the younger students to working at pells and learning basic techniques. No one was as good at teaching as Kolb or even his top instructors, but then they hadn't had the time to learn yet. The younger kids were getting something at least, and if they weren't good, at least everyone was getting exercise out of it. It took even more work to set up the early section, and he had to get Rolph to teach flying for them, that being when he was supposed to train anyway.

Advanced build theory was his favorite class by far, a lot of little things he'd never thought of were introduced that made him want to kick himself for not figuring them out sooner, like letting fields grow to greater strength by mimicking biological processes. No one in the class could do it, not yet, but the theory was actually an old one. Worse, he'd had the idea before on his own, but hadn't pursued it, not even on paper. That class was taught by Instructor Fines, his old novel build teacher. If that class had been about coming up with new ideas on your own, this one was very different, it required a lot of reading and thinking, discussion and conjecture instead. 

Still, it gave him an idea to use, so Tor decided to try a build based on the magical carriage device. The idea would have normally taken a week to make strong enough to do what was needed, even if he stressed and pushed himself horribly. This time the work would be slower, but if he did it right the power level of the field should end up being incredible. If he messed up, well, that could happen doing new things. He didn't have a lot of time for mistakes though. Not with his upcoming trip to Austra.

During the third week everything changed suddenly. It came during the time when he was teaching a group of ten students how to fly. They were all brand new to it, this being the first day for the third group. He'd tried a larger bunch the first time, but that hadn't worked too well, because it was too hard to pay attention to what they were all doing. Ten was about his personal limit. Well, twelve worked too, but ten just felt right. Rather interestingly, they’d all dressed in what looked like plain school browns for it. Even a couple of kids he knew to be fairly high nobles. 

They all matched.

“Flying this way is easy, safe and fun!” He started with that each time, since making it a little exciting seemed to help some of the more reticent students.

“Remember to wear your shield though! Really, you should wear them all the time for now, and make certain that your friends have one and are wearing it too. Having a shield and not using it, especially while flying, is moronic, and all of you are way too smart for that.”

Inside fifteen minutes they we're all up and flying, it wasn't that hard to do after all. They flew standing upright, which was comfortable and made landing a breeze. For a while they just went up and hovered, about a hundred feet from the ground, then made a safe landing. It wasn't the most interesting part of things, but once you had the landing down the rest was almost just play. That's what he told them at least.

They made the traditional first flight, heading to the nearby town of Lenders, hovering over it for a while practicing turns and then flying back to the weapons square. It was when they came in for a landing that Tor first noticed the change. There were suddenly a lot more people than there should be, and of the new ones, most were clad in leathers. Combat leathers. Tan and black, dusty and worn looking. 

And they were watching the students practice like hawks ready to swoop on mice.

He came in carefully, smiling when he realized who it had to be. Kolb and his people. The man himself walked over, scar on the right side of his face from corner of the eye to just about even with the edge of his mouth, fairly large and filled with lean power, bald head shining in the sun.

“Tor! So are you responsible for this mess?” He said, his voice slightly dark.

“I'm afraid so. I know it's not much, but-” 

“Ha! Don't worry, you all did fine. Better than fine. We half expected to come in and find the students resting in the shade and eating sweets. The other half was that we'd come in and not find any students at all and have to beat them for skipping. They actually look decent for week three. The older students need more work, but that's not their fault.”

The look he gave Tor was serious then. He dropped his chin a bit, like a person getting ready to fight.

“No, the fault there is yours. You may not be the mightiest warrior in the kingdom, but you can see to it that their doing better than that. You have the skills, and are a Knight of the realm. I expect you to do that for the next week. Use the other instructors, but you're in charge of it. Also, I want to increase the flight training numbers. Dean Hardgrove tells me you've outfitted the whole school with shields and flight gear?” The question had an edge to it, like the weapons instructor wasn’t certain it was a good idea.

Tor nodded anyway, since it was simply the truth. That got a rough sound from Kolb that was a little more pleasant than he’d expected. Somewhat impressed. Possibly.

 “Then we need to make sure everyone has proper training fast. Kids will use those things you know, trained or not. They probably already have been.”

Hanging his head slightly Tor realized he should have been doing that all along, taking the better kids he taught and getting them to teach the others. How stupid could he be? It really would speed things up, he simply hadn’t even thought of it. Probably why Kolb was an expert instructor and Tor was just a student. This got him a pat on the back when he mumbled it.

“There you go, learning already. See to it. They're your students, so you should have a decent judge of capabilities already.”

It meant that he had to work twice as hard to get everything done and the work he was supposed to be doing in the evenings slipped badly, going down to two hundred units a day most of the time. He struggled to make up for it on his off days, but if he wanted to spend time with his wife, which was, he realized, a more important duty than schoolwork, something had to give. Slowly over the course of weeks that became sleep. His personal field stayed strong and the more organic build was growing well enough, he thought. It kept getting stronger each day at least. Tor was just exhausted though. Something he was kind of used to, but really, some extra sleep would be nice.

Sure, he could just sleep anyway, but people were counting on him. Really, he decided, he needed to just toughen the heck up. Other people went a long time on short sleep, didn’t they? Why some of the rich kids at the school hardly slept for days on end, so they could drink and party. It was exactly the same thing. 

Only without the hangover.

The days dragged on, but at least he had product for the shops that carried his goods, the one in Printer and the other in the Capital. He even made up a large box for Dorgal Sorvee, since they were supposed to be friends now, even though the boy had been a jerk to him while they'd attended school together. Tor still wasn't really sure it wasn't some elaborate trick, but if they were going to be friends, that meant Tor had to look out for him as he could, didn't it?

Being a half hearted friend didn’t make sense at all. That would just waste time and cheat everyone involved out of a chance at really building something worthwhile. 

Finally, on the fourth set of off days after Kolb and his people arrived, Tor managed to get to the barber and get his hair cut off. He went short, an elite military cut almost, a fighter’s cut, barely long enough to be brushed or combed, but it left his head feeling light and free when he stood up. The haircut was “free” but the service was one that the school had actually covered in prior years. Henry had arranged for Tor to do it now, which kept the older man in business at least. Tor gave him a gold as a tip and thanked him for freeing him from the prison of hair. The man was happy enough to have helped and pocketed the gold without really realizing it wasn't a copper. It was too much, but Tor also knew that even the rich kids had been tipping less this year, so it would help keep the man and his family afloat.

It was walking out of the small shop that opened directly into the stone commons for the school that they found him. Three of them, large, powerful, and bent on his capture.

“There he is!” One of them called to the others, which made him look around to see who they were talking about before he realized who was there.

A hug came in from up high, exuberant, but not so hard it triggered his shield into action. That was Petra, who didn't let him go, but shifted so that Sara and Trice could take a turn too.

They all looked good, healthy and strong. Sara had restyled her hair a bit, the blond military cut slightly longer now and brushed back from her face. Trice looked interesting, her hair bleached blond on the outside with nearly two inches of dark brown showing at the bottom. It was just her hair growing out, but it was an attractive pattern anyway. They all wore student’s clothing, Sara and Trice in black, Pet in brown, all of their outfits were made to look like high end clothing, silk and leather, but Tor knew it was all just the clothing devices. His still looked like canvas. Felt like it too.

“We've come back to school too, isn't it great? The war suddenly died down for a bit, so the King suggested we all come and learn what we can in the mean time. Plus he said he wanted these two to keep an eye on you.” Petra sounded happy and excited about the prospect and the other two nodded. Of course, friends of his or not, they were sent by the King to keep tabs on him. The black meant they were training to be spies after all. Probably good practice, though really, if the King wanted to know something, it would be quicker to just ask. They both also claimed to have feelings for him, which was generally true, but confusing. He was married now and even though he was allowed to sleep with other people by social convention, he hadn't yet. Not even one of his personal friends.

So, Tor thought, wonderingly, about half his people had managed to come back to the school as well? More if he counted the ones he knew that were in Kolb's group. Petra was one of those, and really, the idea of her coming back to school as a student was more than a little odd. She was a hard core combat giant and hadn't slacked off in the year and a half or so she'd been out of school, in fact she'd spent part of that time teaching him, so he didn't get too rusty or out of shape. When he asked about it she smiled and hugged him again.

“It's obvious, isn't it? If I were an Instructor here I couldn't sleep with you. This way I can. My course load is light and Marvin is paying for it, even giving me a full allowance, which is nice of him. Mom was covering it all from her funds for years. It's practically a vacation for me.” She really seemed happy about it, so Tor kissed her, and then, laughing had to kiss the other two as well, so that they wouldn't feel slighted.

They all ate in the big dining room, the one that Tor had used his whole time at school, except once. It was one of the changes at the school to save gold. The other kitchen for the special school kids cost nearly as much to run, and only fed about thirty of them. The food was simpler than in the smaller rich kids dining facility across campus, served on wooded plates that looked like square trays, and sometimes earthenware, with silverware made of steel instead of silver at all. The cups were heavy ceramic things in a dull and boring brown, most of them chipped and cracked. The special school students still looked a little awkward crammed into the room with the regular kids. A few sat in mixed groups though, Tor noticed.

Making new contacts. It was a good idea really. Anyone here could end up being useful or important after all. 

Henry and Gersh sat with Ridley and Ali for instance. Rolph was next to Sheri and another girl that looked a little older and cuter, who was obviously trying to get the Prince into bed. Tor didn't even have to hear the conversation to get it. She kept smiling and patting his arm openly, leaning towards him and smiling the whole time while trying to make eye contact. The tables were long and each had room at them, but only a few places were left. Trice looked around and raised her eyebrows.

“Well... cozy. I guess we mingle now and learn to get here earlier from now on?”

It was a plan at least. Tor moved to the nearest seat and tucked himself in, getting an odd look from the girl that sat next to him for some reason. Girls did that with him. For a long time he'd figured they just thought he wasn't good enough for them, but he'd been told that wasn't really the case, and most of them wanted to be friends. Actually, what was said was more pointed and suggested they wanted to be his girlfriends, but how likely was that? He wasn't anyone special or anything, right?

“Um, hello.” The girl’s voice was soft and shy. She wasn't pretty or anything, in fact, she was a little snubbed nosed and pinch faced. Her skin was about as dark as most people’s compared to his own very light tone, but she did smile at him, and friendliness always counted for more than looks.

It took him a second to place the face and then the name.

“Lyn? You made it! This is great! How are you liking your classes so far?”

The girl giggled and looked around the room.

“I love it here. The foods good and I get to work on learning to build every day. It's harder than I thought, but I think I'm doing alright. I'll tell you for certain when the marks come out.” 

For a second he wondered why she'd do that, but then he remembered that he was personally sponsoring her at school. It wasn't even a generic scholarship. He paid for her directly. As her patron. She was a fellow builder after all. One capable of making copies without a template at thirteen. Without any prior lessons in it at all. Looking at her he realized that she had on a clothing device, but that it wasn't one he'd made, she'd copied that too. Without a template. He knew that for a fact, but he’d never bothered to build one for that device. Excellent. The field was strong and healthy too.

“Oh!” Tor remembered something then, since he was sponsoring her he needed to see to all her expenses and maybe some spending money. It was part of a sponsor’s duty after all.

“Can you stop by my room later?” He asked, not saying why. After all, it might embarrass her if other people knew that she wasn't from a rich family. Some of the kids could make a huge deal out of things like that, as stupid as it was.

She nodded and ate quietly for the rest of the meal, if happily enough. 

She just followed him Rolph and Trice back to the room, walking behind them as if she weren't part of the group. Tor stuck his tongue out at her.

“Don't hang back there, people will think you're too good for us or something.” His smile and wide eyes got a laugh, if a slightly nervous one. Trice held out her right hand to the girl smiling and held hands with Lyn until they got to the door.

“Too right Lyn. If Tor’s adopting you, then that means you’re one of our people now. It’s probably a dubious benefit, but we clean up nice.” The words got a giggle from Lyn and a wink from Rolph. Tor just nodded seriously.

She was one of his people now, wasn’t she? It was a very real point and he’d kind of fallen down on his job with her. Tor didn’t apologize though. No, the only way to make this slight up now was work.

In the room he didn't make her wait though, he counted out the weeks they'd been at school, seven now, and handed her a gold for each, making her blink and the others go still. Was it too much? Princess Karina had told him that she got five golds a month allowance and he knew that some kids got more than that when at school. Finally though the Prince nodded to the girl.

“Try not to flash that around. If you want help managing it, let me know. I can arrange some investments for you, if you like.” The funny thing was how serious he sounded.

“Would you sir?” Lyn said sounding even younger than her years. She held all the golds out to him but one. “I’ve never had this kind of money before. It would be a relief.”

Tor wondered at the term, money, but he didn’t really recognize it. Except, really he did. He got that it meant coin from context at least. It was strange though. Normally when someone used a made up term like that, it was him. Tor smiled and nodded to her.

“Cool.”

That got a grin from the small girl and a pat on the back for her from Trice.

“Don’t worry, Rolph’s good with coin. Learning to be an accountant even.”

 Then Tor gave her a copy of each of the things he'd made, there were nearly thirty fields in all, so he set up a floating chest for her to carry everything in. She’d need one of those to work with anyway.

“Right, so a gold per week for supplies, investments and occasional treats, that kind of thing. Get with me if you need funds for working supplies and we’ll handle that separately. The devices are on loan to you, start making your own copies from them, I suggest doing it on metal, there’s a shop in town that has some for sale, I'd get the cheapest since someone else is paying for it, but it's up to you. When you get a copy of each of these I'll help you work out your plan for a novel build.”

She left hurriedly, seeming excited by the idea rather than put off. That was something Tor could understand at least. When he was new at school they'd dragged everything out for years before they let him do his own work. Even there he’d kind of just done it, without asking for permission. It wasn't that hard. If you could do copying, you could make your own stuff. It just took planning and getting a feel for how reality worked. 

Trice and Rolph both stared at him.

“Um, what?” He said hoping he hadn't just breached some major rules or social protocol. Was it really too much coin for her? It probably seemed like more, coming in all at once.

Rolph shook his head.

“There's what, fifty people in the kingdom that can make devices without a template, and you just sent a little girl off to make two dozen of them as if it were nothing. That's what.”

Tor shrugged.

“Fifty-one now. She can do it. If she doesn't end up being a lot better than me in the end, I'll be surprised. She’s here for a reason you know.”

Trice took his hand, using her right one, the left being real looking and feeling, but not having the ability to feel anything yet. That had to be his next project he knew. Actually, since he had some time he should do it right now. The hand had been hard to make, but he didn't have a clue how to make something to do the work of nerves yet. If he went off to Austra and died though, he didn't want to leave her with a sub-standard arm. That would just be unprofessional of him.

For that matter he needed to make a right hand for Smythe of Westend, who was currently his boss in a strange back room fashion. A good guy, when he wasn't being a prick and trying to kill him. Well, he didn't have time to waste really, did he? Taking Trice by the hand, Tor got her to sit on the bed, Rolph took that as his cue to leave, a small smile on his face, letting Tor actually work for a bit.

The nerve pattern was a simple enough thing, once he captured the sense of the field. He already knew how to place feelings in a person’s mind, even physical sensations, so all he had to do was combine the two things, test it, then if it worked, rebuild the hand entirely with that added in. Simple. Trice had just been sitting and looking at him while he examined her pattern and his own, trying to distill the essence of what it was to be a nerve, so when he looked up she kind of sighed at him.

“Tor, not to be pushy, but I kind of expect a little more from my dates than just sitting on a bed holding hands. If you don't want to talk, fine, but at least-”

Tor kissed her, focusing on how her nerves responded to the action. When she sat back after a full two minutes she practically purred at him.

“Better, now for the rest?” With a tap on the sigil around her neck, after digging it out, she made her clothing vanish.

It took about an hour to kiss most of the rest of her body and for her to return the favor, but the time was well spent. Not only did he get a good sense of how nerve information was gathered and processed, it was fun. It wasn't sex, exactly, but he felt like he knew her a lot better now. They managed to get dressed just before the rest of everyone came in all at once, led by Rolph, since he had to get them through the door.

Ali stared a little as they sat on the bed and then nodded to them, walking over and kissing Tor, then doing the same to Trice.

“Good. I was worried for a bit, at least now you can help me with him Patricia. I love him, but he's a bit prudish.” She softened the words by sitting next to him and giving him a hug.

Tor tried not to laugh. By her standards it was just true, wasn't it?

Rolph stared at her for a half second, it was a funny look, but Tor didn't get why at first.

“Emergency Tor. County Cannor has been hit by a lot of flooding and needs help, I got it from... sources, but we've been requested to help by Countess Cannor as well as the King. By we, I mean the whole Lairdgren School. Apparently the word about the “Queen’s gift” to the school has gone out already. Funny, but when you say things like that to the King, he tends to take you at your word.”

Ah. That had Burks written all over, didn't it? His idea of “revenge” for Tor overstepping? Make it real and put them all to work. It was fair. Besides, people needed help, didn't they? Of course he'd do what he could. Tor climbed up quickly and grabbed his emergency chest. It had everything he needed to head out with, as well as things that might aid people, healing devices and all that. Everyone else just stood, waiting for some reason.

“Um, guys? Emergency? Shouldn't people be packing and assembling to fly out? Get with the instructors and all that? I don't know how many will be allowed to come, but maybe someone with red-hair should go and check with the Dean if he hasn't already?” Tor stared at Rolph, who shrugged.

“Sure, send me to do the dirty work. Alright. I guess I'll be back in about twenty minutes or so, with news one way or the other. Sigh I say, big, put upon sigh. But if we can't go, don't blame me. This is weird and my natural charm can only do so much.” Walking out, the large man threw a look at Tor. Didn't he want to help? Tor wondered and figured it probably wasn't just that. Maybe Tor was supposed to go chat up the Dean himself, but...

He had things to get ready.

People scattered and Tor went outside to get ready to leave. That he only had a vague idea where County Cannor was wouldn't stop him from trying to go, of course, even if he had to do it alone. Mary Cannor had kind of adopted his mom when she was a girl, since as far as they both knew her real mother had died in childbirth or some such. Real blood link or not, it meant she was his grandmother. Mary Cannor was also a bit of a loon and sometimes seemed to be missing a few steps in the process of life, but that didn't mean she and her people didn't need whatever bit of aid he could come up with. Plus the King had requested their help, so that kind of made the whole thing more important, didn't it?

Nearly eighty people stood with him in the commons, the gray stone underfoot slightly damp from an earlier rain, and the sky starting to darken early. More people came as they waited, running, carrying bags with them mainly, packs, and a few people seemed to have made their own on the fly by wrapping their belongings in bed sheets and tying them over one shoulder across their middles. 

Clever! 

Tor would have never thought of doing that on his own. His case would follow him, flying through the air, but these people had efficiently used what they had to make do, and in minutes, not the hour or so it would have taken him to make a box himself. He filed the information away for later. Who knew what would be important over time?

The Dean actually ran out, as did a whole host of instructors. At first Tor figured they were going to tell everyone they weren't allowed to go, until he saw that all of them had packs and flying rigs on too, including Hardgrove. He'd changed into military black and had sturdy work boots on his feet. Apparently he was serious about coming too, because the second time his famously long beard got caught on something, he pulled a cutter from his front chest pocket and made it nearly a foot shorter in a single efficient move. It looked slightly funny now, all flat on the bottom starting about an inch under his chin, but it was a sign that everyone needed to take this seriously if they were going. Not everyone was, of course, going anywhere. About a third were, which made Tor's heart sing a little. There was a problem, so people stepped up to help, even if it might be dangerous. Even if it would definitely be hard and uncomfortable.

Not all of them were fighters either. Ali and her roommate were standing by less than five minutes after Tor went outside for instance. They were young, but his wife had carefully gone through his other things and built a box of potentially useful items of her own. Sure, he'd probably have to remake them for the shops later, since a lot of them would be “lost” during the mission, they always were somehow, but as long as most of them helped someone in need first, he could deal with it. 

They were only things, and he could remake them, it only took time and effort. He had effort in decent supply. Time less so, but that would work itself out. Tor reminded himself to focus on the important things first. Lives trumped objects and coin, every time.

Ali looked at him nervously when he walked over and gave her a hug, probably expecting him to tell her she couldn’t go. That would be foolish though. They needed the help and she’d already proved her worth, grabbing things he hadn’t even thought of and making up two floating cases.

 “Good. You and Sherri can be in charge of the healing area. As soon as we put down, slap up a house for it and set up a hospital. We have healing amulets, you know how to use them?” He included both girls, Ali nodding, having used them a couple times if for minor wounds and burns. Sherri had no clue, but that was fine, Alissa could show her.

Kolb came and thankfully had a map, one oiled and folded to show the first part of the route. The flying would be dangerous, since it would take all night and that meant not landing until morning, so he warned everyone to go to the restroom while they could. Blind night landings were possible, if you took it slow and settled to the ground over the course of ten minutes or so. Otherwise it would probably mean slamming into the ground. That was survivable with a shield, but wasn't fun. 

On a trip like this it would be fastest and safest to simply fly all night, staying spread out and going high as possible the whole time. It got hard to breath if you went too far up, but keeping on that edge of that zone would let them tell for sure that they weren't about to hit the earth.

The flight was hard, pretty much the hardest he'd ever had and Tor had gone across the kingdom before alone, more than once. People complained, calling out their problems as they flew, most of them going unheard. They may not be as fast as an Austran craft, but they were flying about half the speed that sound traveled through the air. It made talking nearly impossible, listening too. Of course that meant he didn't have to listen to people whining about things that no one could do anything about, but it also meant that if anyone had a real problem it might be missed. Tor made a point of checking the field of each person for serious issues as they all flew. It was hard while flying, but worth the attempt. In the main people just had to go to the restroom, were pretty hungry and felt a little lonely and isolated. That they were part of this large group didn't impact everyone as sharply as it did most of the people.

It took twelve hours for them to be able to see, and another half hour to fly back towards land, since they'd over-shot and found the east ocean. A mere three hours later they landed in Cannor, it being well up the coast. The flooding was visible from the air as they moved towards the county capital. Canton. 

They landed near a small building that had men and women running in and out constantly, that looking like a likely place to get started. From inside a shrill voice yelled, nearly screamed to be honest, a tense and angry sound. It was Mary, and what she was yelling... Made perfect sense.

“Get men over there now, we need boats, river rescue... And food, shelter. Tell everyone to open their homes. I know they don't want to! Do it anyway. This isn't a time for being selfish.” Exasperated and just edging towards panicked, she stopped as soon as Tor and Kolb stuck their heads in.

“Finally! Here's the situation.” Her words were quick and precise. Sane, and not just reasonable, but intelligent. Tor didn't let himself be taken aback by the idea. 

She was needed, so she showed up. He could accept that. Even if her mind was a little sloppy about where reality was kept most of the time, that didn't mean she wasn't going to try her best when the situation cried for it. Right now it was, loudly and with a passion. So Countess Cannor made a point of being in charge.

Kolb drew directly on one of his maps, “I'll take a team of twenty here and sweep down the coast. We'll send a second group here,” his pen tapped the page firmly, showing an area that was nearly a murky brown now from what they saw from the air. 

“Karen will handle that. Tor?” It was clear that he was supposed to say something useful and helpful now. Yay.

“Alright, Alissa and Sheri have the hospital already started out front. Magical healing, but if we have any real doctors around or people good with that kind of stuff, send them over please. I also think we should send teams down all the rivers. We have the people, and they can fly. Some of them are a little new to things like this, but if we can send some of the older kids along, maybe groups of four? Hopefully we won't lose too many that way.” Hesitating Tor took a deep breath and prepared to dive in, but Hardgrove walked through the door, obviously having been listening.

“We can send an instructor with each group of four. They may not be any better off, but at least they'll have someone to listen to in a pinch. If they can stay on task, this will work.”

He sounded confident, which made Tor feel better at least. It was a trick of course, because the man had to be near gibbering at the idea of sending young and largely untrained kids out like this. Tor was too, but decided that he needed to do his own bit of covering and nodded. He pointed at the map and went over the working groups again. The plan left him in one of the five man search groups, but that was fine. The really important work now would be done by the main groups and the girls with their hospital. Searching was more glamorous, but the housing and medical groups would be the big deal. Ali had grabbed all the houses meant for sale, the little cottage type, but they'd work, clean water, provide heat and be safe. They had a hundred of them and if need be, he could make more.

No... that wasn't right.

They could make more. He wasn't the only builder here.

Tor was tucked into a group with Wensa, Rolph, and two small boys that still had thick country accents, one clearly from the Printer area down south, the other from further north, near the center of the kingdom rather than the coast, but also on a Printer scholarship. Both were about fourteen and looked as exhausted as he felt. Still, one had the fortuitous name Guide and the other was Sam. Not Samuel. No last name. Just Sam. Both were builders, like him.

The search and rescue operation moved quickly, daylight being key, Wensa told them.

“We can barley fly at night and lights help but don't seem much good for searching large areas. Unless any of you can make something about fifty times brighter than a hand light that won't instantly blind the user?” 

It was a throw away comment, but not a bad idea. The woman took off, flying about three hundred feet above the water, and cautioned them not to make a sound at all.

For a second Tor didn't get it, then he realized that it was so they could possibly hear anyone calling for aid or attention. Another good idea. Wensa seemed full of them suddenly. It was her job, as a Royal Guard, to know things like that. Or to figure them out in a pinch.

As they flew, Tor started working on the field they'd need. A focused light that only went one direction. Heh. Just a minor variation on a simple light. Brighter, but that wasn't hard, the first light he'd ever made was many times brighter than sunlight. No the tricky part was trying to focus on the field being made while flying and placing it on the tiny brown stone in his pocket. A natural stone that he'd picked up from the ground. It wouldn't look as good, but that would have to be suffered through. It was an emergency.

They flew and stopped a few times to investigate odd sounds, but didn't find anything. No people. Just a single dog that Rolph moved to higher ground, plucking it from a log in the swollen and dirty river below. It was scared, but didn’t try to bite him, just running away once it was on dry ground. 

Nothing more happened, until about three in the afternoon when Guide noticed something floating along, waving at them.

“Help!” The voice was female and sounded stressed, though Tor couldn't imagine why that would be. Couldn't she just swim to the shore and climb out? It wasn't that he was uncaring, just that his focus was still on the light he was trying to make in his pocket. Everyone else was suddenly puzzled as to how to get her, but it wasn't that hard. Not difficult in any way. Really, half the people here had the equipment...

“Boat.” He said, his voice flat and dry, using his right hand to search down the front of his shirt for the right amulet. It got passed to Rolph, who'd seen and even driven one before, the smaller festival type he'd made for the last King’s week. It looked ridiculous in its bright purple and gold colors, but the woman didn't seem to mind when they powered up-stream towards her, gliding silently and then tracked her slow downstream progress. 

Sam was the one that made the grab, and though he was a little small to pull her in alone, Wensa wasn't. In less than a minute the lady from the water was with them. Tor got her a healing device, then a temperature equalizer. Handing off one of the dozen he'd stuffed in his inner pocket. She went from shivering and freezing to nicely cozy in moments, her body temperature returning to a nearly perfect level all the way through at once. She looked like a drowned rat still, her dark hair, brown probably, black with wet and missing a few pieces of clothing that probably made her feel uncomfortable. They didn't have anything out there for that, since Tor hadn't thought to bring extra clothing amulets or even blankets.

They found a clearing and made a house for her, since they needed to get back to work, no matter that everyone was half asleep already. That gave her warmth and shelter for the time being and clean water to drink. Wensa had made sure that everyone knew not to drink flood water, no matter what. It was all contaminated. Always and in any flood, she let them know.

When darkness started to fall they pushed the time limit, planning to just land and make camp above the highest water line. It was a good plan, but the cries from the six people trapped on the roof of a small cabin got their attention before they could do anything restful. Of course. 

It wasn't a kind thought, but Tor wanted to sigh at them. Instead of running to higher ground, they'd climbed up on their roof? Brilliant. Then again, they probably had a reason. It may not be a good one, but there had to be some thought that caused them to do something that stupid.

It was a full family, two parents, two grandparents, a boy and a girl, each of the kids holding an animal. The young man had a large dog, gray and black, that was growling, apparently having had about enough of this being wet and miserable stuff. 

Tor couldn't blame him. Not at all. 

The girl held what seemed to be a pig. Tor blinked, but that didn't change. It was still a pig. White and brown, about thirty pounds. 

Pig. 

Oink. 

Hopefully a pet, because if it was just dinner, Tor was going to have to scold the people for being silly. At least the small animal was being well behaved. No growling at all. It just cuddled in to the girl for warmth and safety. Smart.

The field in his pocket, the new light for searching, was done, he guessed. It had a field that should be strong enough and last a couple of years, worked into stone, even if on the fly. The glowing sigil on it was a whole word, that just said “light” in his own fairly bad handwriting, it glowed a cheery and bright yellow though, so it could be easily seen in the dark. He hadn’t had time for something more creative.

 That meant he could try clawing his way back to the surface reality with everyone else instead of having the personality of a doorstop and the empathy of a rock. Wensa was talking as they hovered trying to make a plan.

“And there goes the light. So, we need to find some way to get them off the roof, and do it without killing them all or getting ourselves killed. We can't take passengers flying this way, personal rigs, and a boat might work, but they'd have to be athletic and the older ones seems a little stiff. I don't think they're up to an eight foot drop right now.”

Tor literally had to shake himself.

“Ah... um... right so... we use a flying carriage and reconfigure it so the top is open, they can just walk in. I can drive it well enough for that I think. Probably. Someone will have to hold the light. Wensa? It was your idea.” Pulling the small brown river rounded stone from his pocket didn't cause a stir, everyone was too tired for that. 

He still wasn't up to speaking much, that was one of the first things to go in a deep trance state, for Tor and most of the other meditation and building students at the school too. Instead of worrying about the words he pulled out the craft from around his neck and fixed it to hold everyone, with two covered areas in the back, that had clear but secured fronts, in case the dog and pig weren't friends without their people holding them. He had to land to do it, but the whole thing only took about five minutes and then got everyone but Wensa inside, sitting on the large and comfortable seats. Smiling a little blankly, but trying to seem sociable, Tor even left a place for Wensa up front, so that she could hold the light for them while he drove back to headquarters. 

When Wensa activated the light, a brilliant beam shone from her right fist, spreading in a cone that was many times brighter than the sun when the sky was clear. The whole world below suddenly turned to day it seemed. It sent the light out so that it didn't go into the holders eyes, but Tor didn't know If that would be enough to leave her comfortable or not. It worked though. Still, Wensa wouldn't have complained if it left her blind, not when there was work to do. It looked about right sitting next to her. Hopefully good then. Tor nodded to her and got a soft nod back as the craft settled next to the sloped roof.

The people climbed on muttering thanks and looking like they might be in shock, cold and hungry. They didn't have food for them, but they could get warm easily enough. Once they had the dog and pig settled in their own cages, Wensa lowered herself into the front second seat, flying herself into place carefully, pointing the light in the right direction without being told to. Royal Guards practiced team work from early childhood and never really stopped, so her first thought was about what worked for him as driver, Tor figured, plus Wensa was a quick study. She pointed the light forward and down, so that he could tell where the ground was.

“Nice light. Just happened to have it in your pocket? Might have mentioned that earlier.” She said softly, her voice light and playful.

Rolph snorted from the back.

“On a stone I saw him pick up off the ground after you mentioned wanting exactly that kind of magic just before we took off this morning? Right.” The voice didn't sound amazed, just tired and a little proud.

Sam's voice was different, suddenly more awake than not.

“Um, sorry? You created a novel device, while flying through the air and searching for people in the water? In hours? That's... not possible, is it?” His voice had gotten soft.

Tor took a turn to snort and chuckled weakly. 

“Of course it's possible. Either of you could do it with practice, and will. There's nothing special about me that you can't match or beat. Don't try it now though, I may need one of you to drive.” Tor yawned and made himself smile, then realized no one could see his face.

“Getting a bit sleepy you know.”

He just drove then, watching the ground for signs of where they were, and distance above the ground, hoping he didn't crash. That would look pretty stupid and besides, he really wanted to get some sleep. Being dead may or may not be restful, but a nice bed had always worked for him in the past. Maybe with a cute girl in it for warmth. He was married to one, if she didn't already have company. Or given the situation, if she wasn't just too busy herself to sleep.

Rolph yawned loudly. It was no fair because now Tor wanted to yawn too. The control indicator in his hand got depressed lightly as he did, his head going back.

“Stop it!” He chuckled, trying not to sound panicked at the suddenly loss of altitude. It was horrible control of the vehicle and Tor didn't really want the already worried farm folk to panic. They all seemed a little uneasy so far. It wasn't like they'd been flying before, was it?

“We’ll be back in a few hours, don't make me yawn though! I don't know, somebody talk or sing, something like that?” They were flying at a crawling pace, light or not. Tor really couldn't risk going faster. It just wasn't safe.

The farmers they'd gotten from the roof of their barn told the story, which took about an hour. It amounted to; “a flood came and we lost nearly everything but a dog and a pig. It was scary.” 

Still, if they felt better talking about it, Tor could listen. He made encouraging sounds and fought to stay focused. He didn't want to mention it, but he nearly fell asleep several times before they got back, eyes closing without him being able to stop them briefly. Wensa watched him, but said nothing and didn't seem worried outwardly. 

Right.

In her world, Tor was the driver, and as such wouldn't fail to do his job as long as he lived. It was a level of confidence that made him uneasy, but he just nodded and fought harder to make sure he did it. Wensa wasn't his friend really, but she didn't make a lot of overt mistakes either. If she thought he could do this, she was right, and one little Torrance Baker had better just do it.

The whole trip took about three hours and from the gentle snoring coming from the back, it sounded like almost everyone was asleep when Tor saw the lights ahead of them. Wensa was awake, but she had to be, to hold the light for him. Without her doing that, the best he could do was set down as slowly as possible and hope he wasn't over the river or on top of a tree.

“Over there, can you set down in a space that small? It should be easy enough for you.” Her voice was teasing and wry, trying to hide her fear of crashing most likely. 

“Not a problem.” His voice was exhausted, but also held focus and determination. Confidence wasn't there, but it would have to do. A smile did come to his face at least, which had to count for something. Even if no one else could see it. 

Really, it was only hard because he couldn't see directly below himself. Other than that it was just a matter of going slow and settling instead of powering towards the ground full blast. The craft didn't even bump when they landed. A few more hundred hours of practice and he might even get good at this, he decided. 

Then he fell flat on his face when he tried to lightly step out of the craft. Tor had felt his foot catch on the small lip on the floor that made sure the door fastened securely when it had a top, which this one didn't. The fall was only from about a foot up, but he really wasn't ready for it and landed nearly flat on his face. The only thing that saved him from harm was his shield kicking in and sending the force of the impact into the ground. A low chuckle rose around him, a tired sound but not too mean. Tor stood up and even though he didn't get dirty, brushed himself off. Oh sigh. Tor grinned and realized that him looking a little bad just didn't matter in the grand scheme of things. The universe wouldn't notice that he'd tripped and wouldn't have cared if it did.

That was oddly comforting for some reason, knowing that ultimately he wasn’t being judged for the little things like that.

Then without acknowledging that he'd done it, Tor helped the family in the back out and handed them off to a local man in a light tan uniform that seemed to be making sure everyone had a place to sleep. That was a good plan, otherwise it would be tempting to just curl up on the ground. There were rows of new magical houses to the left, but Tor and the others were all staying in a decently large, very old, gray stone and wood dwelling off to the right. They managed to find beds and started sleeping almost immediately. Tor wanted to look for Ali, but after only a few minutes gave up and just grabbed a single bed, a device he'd made for sale, instead of one of the things from his emergency pack. 

Who would have thought about beds? 

Apparently Ali would, and that just showed that she was even smarter and more wonderful than he'd thought before. Tor yawned and then sank into it comfortably, letting it hug around him gently. The bed came with sheets and blankets, and, if you knew what you were doing you could make it grow or shrink. It was handy that way.

Tor wasn't too surprised when he woke up with a few other people sleeping next to him. Alissa was tucked into his front, held together like spoons. Behind him was a warm form curled around him that he feared might be Rolph or worse, Ridley, but was only Wensa. It was odd, but not as bad as he’d thought it would be. Rolph was flat on his back next to her and Trice was laying with her right arm drifting over the edge on the far side, looking like she was slowly slipping off the slick white sheet below.

Tor heard people moving around, but they were trying to be quiet, so it was probably safe to sleep a few more minutes. If they came in yelling then it would be a real problem. Drifting off he dreamed that he was flying, the air beneath his feet tingling for some reason, so he landed on a tomb, one made of pure and glossy marble. Ah, one of those kinds of dreams Tor understood, feeling a little reluctant about the whole idea. Well, he'd been warned by Burks they were coming, hadn't he? Because, even if it was all his imagination, the dead would haunt him, if he killed them at least. 

Well, dream time then, goody.

It couldn't be happening in his waking life, not really, but he knew who was there. Tor had only done one thing that would set this up, so far at least. Only killed one person. The dead Count Derring. Ah. Well, this had to come, didn't it? His pattern's makeup, his “genetics”, and innate “programming”, as Burks had said, made it so he'd have to pay for each person he killed, one way or another. Monster or not, Tor had directly paid for the Counts death. With enough gold that decent sized villages couldn't have afforded it, even if they collected up all they had. Most full towns would have been hard pressed.

So no denying it was his fault.

Nodding, he readied himself for what had to come. A hand from the ground or a door opening to the tomb, for him to fall into. Instead the man was just there, not looking dead or decayed even, just smarmy and like he thought he was better than everyone else.

Normal for a Count really.

“Mr. Baker! And how are you doing?” He said, far more politely than Tor would have expected, even in real life.

“Um, hi Count Derring...”

“Oh, do call me Robert. Not really Count any more, am I? Being dead kind of cancels that one out. So, not to rush you, but you're about to wake up to an emergency, thought I'd give a heads up.”

That didn't sound right to Tor at all. Count Derring wouldn't have warned him of anything, would he? It didn't seem likely. He asked why the man had come to the sound of cheery laughter.

“Just to find out why you killed me. That's all. I don't suppose you have a good reason, do you? I never did. “I felt like it” was about the best one I ever managed myself.”

Not wanting to just gloss over it, Tor took a minute to think, it was in dream time, so a lot faster than ordinary thinking.

“It was because you had to die. Really, if you lived, you'd have kept doing those awful things to people, hurting them, raping them, all those other things you did that are too evil to even talk about. I still can't let myself think about most of those things you know. You weren't going to stop, were you?” Was he? Had Tor had him killed the day before his reformation or something?

“Oh gods no. I would have kept going, until I died anyway. Really, from here, I can see you did the right thing. Bit inconvenient, being dead like this, but the worlds better for it. Well, no real time left, you need to wake up now and get to work. Remember, work smarter, not harder.” The man chuckled and waved, a strange and almost silly look on his face.

With that Tor woke and sat up. 

What the fudge kind of haunting was that? The man just basically agreed that he needed to be killed? It was true, but even Tor's own subconscious mind should have been harder on him than that. Making sure he knew killing was wrong and not to be taken lightly or something... Was he doing this dream thing wrong? Then again, maybe he just knew that the man had actually been unstoppable in any other way and what he'd done was just right?

By the time he'd scooted out of the bed and got dressed the men came in yelling, it still took a second to understand what they were saying, too many voices echoing in the stone hall they'd been given for sleeping.

“The dam is breaking!”

Right, that emergency that was mentioned. Handy that, in a way, since it meant he'd gotten a chance to wake up a little and get dressed first.

Tor grabbed his trunk of stuff and ran out into the cool morning air. After a second he didn't feel it anymore, but his breath made clouds in front of him as he ran. He needed to see the dam to know what to do, but didn't have a clue as to its location.

He needed a map. Fast too. A dam going on top of the existing flooding would be... bad.

Very bad.

 

 

 

 

Chapter three

 

 

The dam was only about ten miles away, half an hour by horse, the man in tan told him. Of course if what they said was true, they didn't have half an hour. They may not have ten minutes even. Tor got the man to point with a single finger and flew that direction as well as he could using a flying rig and hoping he didn't get too disoriented. After a minute the muddy water glinted enough to see pretty clearly, so Tor just followed it, hoping it was the right branch and he wasn't going to end up over the North Pole or something. It was tense flying, desperate and as fast as he could go.

When he found it, Tor understood why the men had come in clearly frightened. The thing was huge, almost two hundred feet high, set between two small mountains of well rounded stone and it's gray material was cracking as water poured over the top. 

Tor considered the situation and realized he just couldn't build a new one fast enough. Given a week, or better, a month, he should be able to do it. Right now, all he could do without dying would be watch it fall. The thing was huge and must have been the size of the King’s palace in the Capital. A little smaller than his own magical place had been during the King’s week festival.

That got Tor thinking. 

Could he use one of the new forms of magical house for this? Would it hold? Well, it was basically a shield, no matter what it looked like and if he layered walls closely together inside, it might do. Windows lined up from front to back so the water could spill out? Shrugging Tor pulled out the right amulet and hovered in front of the dam, not a foot over the water. Then he activated the glowing house sigil with a single thought, not having a spare hand to physically tap it. 

The house was small to start with, like always, so he focused his mind and filled the space completely. The building grew and shifted, altered in creative ways, so that it got bigger at the top and slowly formed a wedge that was smaller at the bottom. Focus and desperation made it solid, filling the interior with walls and removing any air gaps. It looked like the house was crying from its windows when he stopped. Keeping his mind clear, Tor tried to feel the structure with his eyes, tried to find out if it was holding or not. So far it seemed all right, but he needed to be sure it didn't get away from him any time soon. 

Having nothing better to do then, still waiting for it to hold or fail, he turned the hundred plus foot tall, three hundred foot wide house a lovely purple color. It looked bizarre, but it was backing the dam well enough for the moment. Tor moved to the bank and waited. If this was going to fail, he needed to be on hand to try and fix it. After half an hour, a bit of water leaked past stone on the left side, almost imperceptibly. Before anything bad could happen Tor expanded the whole thing until the feedback from the device actually hurt his head a little inside. It was a burning in the back of his mind, a low thing he almost didn't recognize, until it got worse.

Hoping it was a sign off a tight fit he waited again. For hours. 

As it neared noon, the sun directly over head, white and gold beating down, he got up, to just start back to the base. This wasn't a permanent solution, but hopefully it would get them through the worst of the flooding and a ways beyond. Possibly years. Once above the tree line, mainly evergreens like he grew up with, but smaller and a bit more twisted by the wind near the coast, Tor saw the nearly twenty people flying in, at what had to be top speed. It took a minute but everyone slowed eventually then dropped slowly, so he did the same. It wasn't like he had more pressing business, right?

Rolph had been the first one there, but wasn't the only one of his friends in the group. Most of them were. Including Sam and Guide. He nodded to everyone, smiling a little.

“Tor! Gods above. I thought you'd be dead by now, trying to hold back a river with your mind. It's exactly what you're not supposed to do... is that a house?” The voice went from worried and slightly scolding to incredulous in three words. Not a record, but the best he'd ever gotten from his friend.

Running over to him Sara jumped into a hug. She'd been crying for some reason, but seemed happy enough to see him at least. Hopefully it wasn't anything major.

“You blocked the river with a house? I... that's brilliant!” Trice tried to hug him too, but had to share with Sara, since she wasn't letting go.

The explanation didn't take long, but Kolb set a detail to watch it for leaks or anything else that might go wrong. Baron Havor got the job along with David Derring and Gersh's brother Johan. Apparently the snap judgment he'd made about the man, that he could be a combat giant, wasn't lost on Kolb either. Tor had worked with him when they were organizing the younger students training. He was decent with a blade, better overall than Tor, but nicer too, letting the smaller man win about half the time, so that Tor wouldn't feel bad about himself or look bad in front of the others. He'd made Tor work for it, but not so hard it was impossible. 

On the flight back they didn't push as fast, so Tor remembered a few things. Like the fact he hadn't bothered to eat or drink any fluids for nearly a day. Almost two days. That would start to show soon. Even if food was scarce, he needed something to drink. And a shower. But water, check on Ali and then food and bathing. He had to keep his priorities straight, didn't he? So far he kind of feared that he was sucking horribly as a husband. Tor had barley even told her he loved her in the last week. That should happen at least daily, shouldn't it? It was hard, because, well, it was a lie.

They'd married for a reason, and it was a good one, but that didn't make him love her. She was good and sweet, and doing her best to hold up her end of things, so it was up to him to do his part too. That was all. He did like her at any rate, which was a good enough start. A lot of married people just kind of tolerated each other.

The drinking water was easily enough arranged, and he got a shower at the same time. It was clean filtered water, cold and rushing out of a four inch pump line hard enough to nearly knock him down when he stepped under it, and outside where people could see, but no one seemed to mind when he started drinking from it and there was a pump to carry the waste water away from the drain below. Someone had been pretty cleaver about the arrangement really. Using soap from his gear he showered under it, his amulets all off, then shaved hunkered down next to the water. It was inconvenient, and cold, but it worked and he didn't have to borrow anyone’s house. When he fixed his clothing he felt clean and ready for the rest of the day, even if he did look like a first year school student.

Ali, thank goodness was fine, and smiled brightly when she saw him enter.

“Honey! This man,” she gestured to an older fellow sitting on the end of a bed in a nearly empty room, he wore gray clothing in three shades, a button up jacket with vest under it in a darker color and nice looking black shoes. It wasn't high born clothing, but it looked like the man made enough to live on. 

“Is Doctor Kincaid. Charles Kincaid I think it was? Anyway, he'd like to buy a healing device from us. I didn't know the price, but he decided it was worth waiting for.” She smiled up at him cutely, since she still sat on the next bed and hadn't gotten up.

Walking to the box that held the gear Tor sorted through and found that they had about forty or fifty of the things left. The man was a doctor, so it might actually be useful to him, right?

“Well...” Tor knew better than to give the thing away for free. Everyone from the King down to servants had warned him against doing that unless he was personal friends with someone. They like it at first, but over time it would wear on their spirits and invite people to take advantage of him.

“Alright, the cost. Half of what you make in the first year you have it.” That was about the same deal he offered everyone and so far most people found it worked well enough.

Smiling, but looking a bit troubled the doctor shook his head after a few seconds.

“I doubt that I make as much in a year as you might think. This is probably worth ten times that. Don't get me wrong, I'm more than willing to send you the gold, this is worth it, if only for my patient’s well being, I just don't want to mislead you.”

The man felt honest enough, mostly. It was a bit of a low thing to do, reading his field instead of trusting the man on his own merit, but Tor couldn't just trust everyone anymore, could he? Still, he seemed an all right guy in the end. Tor shrugged.

“I'm not asking you to send me gold. Instead treat half your patients for free. I don't even care if they're the poor ones that would ordinarily pay in chickens and goats. I'm also not going to loom over your shoulder checking your work. You're honest enough. Is it a deal?” Tor had to fight not to stick out his hand to shake and was mildly surprised when the doctor did.

“Deal. I give my word that I’ll treat half my patients for free for the next year.” He cleared his throat. “Of course I already treat half my patients for free...”

Laughing Tor told him that still counted, obviously, and pulled his wife away greedily. Kissing her gently once out of sight he held her for a while.

“Really I just came to tell you I love you. Now I can get out of your hair.” 

“I love you too! You're so good to me. When we got married I figured that you'd park me out in the country or with your parents and go live your own life, but instead you've actually taken time to be with me. I can see now why everyone loves you so much. Really at first I thought it was just your looks and the magic, but it isn't. It's your heart and soul.”

Tor blushed and kissed her again to cover it. Get close enough to a person and they can't see what you’re doing and really, if there was closer than kissing, at least that he could do in public like this, he couldn't think of it at the moment. After about twenty minutes of cuddling someone, a young boy that seemed to be alone, came in with a broken arm. No tears, but he was pale and in shock. Ali used a device to fix it, and the kid howled while it happened, but as soon as the bone clicked back together the yelling stopped. 

“Thank you.” He said and touched Alissa face gently, an odd move for someone so young, then he hopped of the table and ran out, his oversized leather half boots slapping against the floor. He'd been wearing dirty cloths, heavy canvas tan pants and a dun colored shirt that had seen better days as well. A lot of people were just making do, so Tor hadn't thought much of it really.

“He's one of the orphans I think. I...” Whatever she was going to say didn't come, Tor waited patiently, since a lot of things took time to work to the surface. Rushing them didn't help. It was better to wait and see what people had to say. Even if it did make him a little impatient.

Finally she blurted the words out all together, a long stream of them.

“I can't have children. Dad, he had us all sterilized. The girls. None of us can have kids. It was so... he wouldn't get us pregnant and have to explain it away.” She didn't start crying, she just looked down and waited.

“Oh, that's horrible! Well, that's not a problem for us, we can adopt. But we should wait until we're out of school at least.” Taking a breath Tor finished the whole thing, so that Ali wouldn't go around thinking it was all her fault they couldn't have kids.

“Besides, I probably won't be able to have children for a couple hundred years, if what Count Lairdgren said is true. Really I have no reason to doubt him yet. Well, other than that the whole story is clearly insane.”

Mouth going into and “o” shape she turned and smiled sadly.

“I'm going to get all old and die and you'll still be like this, won't you?”

Taking her into a hug he murmured the answer back to her softly.

“Well, in a couple of years I should be able to make myself look a little older, so at least it won't look like you robbed the cradled the whole time. Until then, yes. Just like this baring major hair disasters and disguises...” Which he could do, couldn't he? Make himself look older using magic? It was a complex field, at least as complex as the clothing one, but it would be doable. 

Another thing he needed to figure out fast, before trying to break Denno Brown out of the Austran palace. A good disguise could be helpful. There was suddenly so much to do again. Relaxing Tor held his wife for about five minutes and didn't let go until someone else came for healing. As she moved off to help the older woman and her daughter Tor ran through what was really needed. Water, food, shelter and then the things for Austra, while keeping up with his marriage duties and schoolwork. 

Chuckling softly under his breath he sighed and left to see to his own food, then figure out what to do for the rest of it. 

Following his nose led him to one of the houses he'd made, one of the new ones, that had been converted into nothing more inside than a dining facility with kitchen and restroom. Whoever did the work didn't bother with wasteful decorations or fancy designs. The inside looked like stone, the outside looked like the same kind of stone and the roof looked like slate. Probably because having a cobble stone roof on a peaked slant would just look wrong. Several men and women were running things inside, and doing it with a quiet efficiency that spoke of professionalism. That and a grim feeling that was understandable, but didn't seem like the best plan. Being grim led to giving up and that never worked well in the long run. So... better to fake being happy in the moment, Tor guessed. Or at least confidence. It wasn't one of his best things yet, pretending or even feeling, confident at all, but that could be learned. He hoped.

A sad and stern older woman, wearing a worn blue skirt and gray button front shirt, the style here it seemed, both with rips in them pointed a ladle at him.

“Grab a bowl boy. Fish stew is all we have, but we've plenty. That and water to drink and you best be thankful for that. Flood like this the water outside will kill you to drink it. Took magic to get this for us. Countess begged help from the Wizard Tor. Give him this though, he got her quick enough. At first I thought she might have just been saying that to keep spirits up. Here.” Without ceremony a black focus stone bowl was filled to near the brim, a metal spoon popped in it and a cup handed to him. Then he was moved over to a table to eat. No one said anything else to him, but a few of the women stared at him for some reason, their eyes watching, but faces blank and drawn.

He didn't shrug and tried to smile back at them a little when he caught them looking, they obviously didn't recognize him and were just being careful he decided. That made sense. People, men in particular, could try to take advantage of women if they weren't, so it was probably that. They'd relax once they got a chance to get to know him. 

Fish stew wasn't his favorite kind of food, but it was filling and didn't make him feel ill or anything, it wasn't poisoned or unclean, he knew that thanks to the testing he'd done via the device around his neck. No one seemed to realize what had been done there, since regular people generally didn’t need to worry about being poisoned, but the food was wholesome enough.

Listening to what other people were saying while he ate, Tor rapidly got what the major concerns were. The first was simple enough. No one knew how much of the collected vegetable harvest had been lost. Most of the food here was saved in jars of glass for the winter, so when they spoke of the food being lost, they actually meant lost, buried in the mud and scattered, not just spoiled. They weren't worried too much about not having food, that would come from the ocean if they did the work, no matter how cold it got. It was just nice and healthier to have fruit and vegetables put by as well.

The other concern was simply shelter. Nearly three thousand families had lost everything to the flood waters and wouldn't have time to rebuild, winter being right on top of them like it was for the region. Right. Well, that could be fixed, if people worked together. A combination of magical houses and focus stone construction. Those last would need temperature plates or at least fire places. Both? Yes. Tor sighed softly as he finished the gray broth in front of him, because there was only one group of people that could do that kind of focus stone work fast. The people that had kicked him out of his home.

Maybe he could request the ones that weren't jerks? Actually, in a way that would probably work, he needed the ones that made focus stone materials after all, not the guards or elite military stationed there. Then all he'd need was to grovel and apologize to a few hundred people for beating them up and it would all be good.

He returned the bowl to a table in front of a kitchen window, a pleasant looking girl inside took it and smiled at him.

“Want to help wash up? Everyone should take a turn...” She dimpled at him, her face a little round and warm enough looking, a light smattering of freckles over her nose and her hair holding soft curls and tied up in the back. A blond color that could easily be confused with brown or even light gray in the right light.

It was a good point, “I'll... not trying to dodge out, but maybe later if I get a chance? I have to see to some things first. In a few hours?”

The girl laughed and shook her head at him.

“Well, at least your bothering to make an excuse, most everyone else just says no and wonders off. Still, if you really can get free, come back? It isn't hard, but it's deadly dull in here alone.” The voice was half playful, half resigned.

“I'll do my best.” He promised.

Tor could make the emergency houses himself... but wasn't going to. The first thing he needed was the other builders from school. There turned out to be eight of them in all, including him, five first years, who could all do at least basic copy work, since you had to prove that just to get in the door, one third year boy named Mark and a sturdy looking sixth year girl called Sandra that had to have the darkest skin of anyone he'd ever met who wasn't from Afrak. She was tall enough he figured her for a noble of some kind, but she didn't stand on it, and had come when needed.

She was the one to find first, being in charge of the builders, based on her age and the fact that no instructors from their section had come along. That twice as many math and economics students came as builders was embarrassing, but there was nothing to be done for it now. As a group builders tended to be a little soft and selfish. Brilliant, but that didn't mean self-sacrificing at all. The ones that had come were all special in that way. Just having shown up kind of meant they were better than the rest, to Tor at least. He'd had to go, but they did it just because it was the right thing to do.

It took an hour but Tor found the whole group of them using shovels to dig a latrine. He nearly laughed, but instead shook his head. They had restrooms, magic ones that would do the work for them and could be set up in seconds. Quietly he asked Sandra why she didn't just use one of those. Or really, set up a few dozen. She could get them from Ali after all.

“They're not mine? Plus that mean looking weapons instructor with the bald head told us to dig a latrine and pointed to shovels. I don't want to make him angry.” She panted a bit. Building was hard, but not very physical.

Tor could see that one then. If he didn’t know the man himself, he’d probably have done the same thing. 

“Oh. Well, I can guarantee you that Kolb just wants sanitary facilities and would prefer to have the magic ones. We'll need more of them, I'll get some of those, and temperature plates, then we need to make copies. I'll be doing houses, with Sandra. I mean if you willing? It's just copy work, so no one should have a problem with it. No templates, but that won't be an issue, not for any of you, I can tell things like that now, it’s a magical skill I’m making up right now, the ability to know how good a builder is just by looking at them. Seriously though, just focus a little harder while working. Ten at a time at first and we should have this done in a few days.” Tor forced his voice to be confident and cheerful, because he knew that of the whole group, the only person other than him that had ever made a copy without a template was probably Lyn, the first year girl. 

No one said anything, they just stared, except for her, she grinned.

“Beats digging ditches. Don't worry I can show you how to do it. He's right, it takes a bit more focus, but it isn't that hard. I've only done one at a time before though…” 

Nodding Tor winked at her and grinned. A forced thing but real enough for an emergency situation. 

“Again, just a little more focus is needed. Some of you can probably already do fifty or a hundred at a time, you just don't know it yet, but we need to start slow, since this is an emergency and quality counts. People’s lives are at stake here. Sandra, you're in charge, obviously, but would you be willing to work with me on this? Unless, I mean, you have a novel build that needs to be done to help out? I can do the houses on my own if that's the case.” It was all kinds of presumptuous he realized assuming she wouldn't have her own ideas. 

She was a builder in truth and probably only months away from going out into the world on her own. The younger kids might have something too, he realized, so he quickly included them. Just because he hadn't been doing his own work at that age didn't mean they might not have an idea or two. Or fifty.

Sam the first year did, actually, an ambitious idea for a first build too. Probably too ambitious, but Tor smiled. It was definitely worth giving a try.

“I want to try and make a mill.” He said softly, nervous and shy about it. 

Tor envisioned a full scale operation, big enough to grind grain for a whole town, but the boy meant something that would set up on a table top, and use shields that would grind together to turn hard grains into flour. Tor smiled and nodded, it was a good idea. It used parts of things Tor had made, his own original work, pretty liberally, but a lot of builders did that, it made sense not to quibble about borrowing a trick here or there, didn't it? There were only a few hundred good builders in the kingdom after all.

 Nodding he had the boy draw up a working plan for it, a full template, so others could easily copy it and start producing them before they left, using a bit of charcoal from a fire, scraping sigils for it on a piece of damp tree bark. It would take the boy days to do it, and it might fail, but it was worth doing. Besides, if the guy couldn't get it right, Tor realized he could probably do it in a few hours. He had most of what he needed in his head already. It was better if Sam did it though. That he was willing to try was huge.

Tor made houses with Sandra who struggled to do batches of ten of them every four hours or so, and she wanted to stop when she got bored after the third set. Sticking his tongue out at her he pointed to what he had done by then, which was nearly twelve hundred of them, all glowing with their little red house sigils on them. 

“Sure, it's easier to make copies of your own work. Granted. But Sandra, you're a sixth year. You have to be an example for the younger kids. Besides, this is an emergency and you're a builder.” He said it like that meant something, chin coming up proudly. The girl misted up for a moment then let her head raise a bit, proudly, gave a single nod and went back to work. She got faster after that too. A good bit.

Heh.

He'd known she could do it.

The next morning, earlier than he felt comfortable with, Tor contacted the palace to make his requests. This kind of thing was so awkward and hard for him, asking for anything always was, but people needed help here and if he didn't get over his own fear and suggest it, then nothing would happen. It took ten minutes for the King to get to the communications device once the Royal Guard nearest it realized that it was glowing, a bright blue thing that was hard to miss, but someone still had to be in the room with it to see. When he spoke the King sounded tired, like they'd gotten him out of bed just to talk to him. 

Gods. Making the man hop to his commands now? How embarrassing.

“Tor?” Voice croaking and slightly raspy, a soft clearing sound came before the King continued.

“How are things in Cannor? Do you need anything?” Straight to the point and matter of fact.

“Hi Rich. Um, actually I need the men from Wildlands Station to build about two thousand homes as fast as possible. I could also use some fruits and vegetables for the people here. I think they can trade fish for it. Is that all doable?” It wasn't fair to dump it all on the King, who sighed mightily and didn't speak for a moment.

“I think so. I can get the military out to do the building. Hate to lose them from their regular work and a few leave days will be lost, so we need some kind of extra reward for them. I'll leave that to you though. Less work for me. As to the food stuffs... Can I get back to you later today? You're not having to do inhuman amounts of building on your own again are you? People can do for themselves...” 

This got a satisfied and slightly proud chuckle from Tor.

“I have help this time. Building students from school came with us and are working diligently to make sure everyone has what they need. My part is basically finished for now. Um, if you need to get in touch with them a... woman, a sixth year student, Sandra Morris, is in charge. She's working right now, magical housing, but I think she's on her last batch for the time being.”

Tor agreed to leave Sandra in charge of his communications plate as soon as she finished up, since she didn't have her own yet. No one really did. Maybe she could build her own system, copying the one already in use, or possibly improve his or make her own unique one? Tor took a minute after the King broke off communications to look in on Sam who was floundering a bit, his mind had drifted and the field he was building fading. It was also flawed. 

Shrugging Tor sat next to him, dropped into state and corrected the errors, then nudged Sam while holding the pattern. The boy came to with a jolt and a jump.

“Huh?”

“Sam. Feel the new pattern and hold it. You have this. You can do it.” Then he let go, making the boy scramble and fight to keep his hold, feeling all of this in the boys mind. He did it though. 

The others had their copy work well in hand and had managed to get faster, spurred on by seeing what Sandra had learned to do, making groups of ten temperature plates every two or three hours. Guide was the slowest, but his work was very good and solid. Lyn was faster but a little sloppy. He gently pointed that out to her and got her to feel the difference. She looked down as if ashamed for a minute, so Tor gave her a pat on the back.

“Don't let it worry you, you know what to do, just increase the clarity of the field as you're working. You can do it. Now go, people are going to need these.” It could be hard to find out you needed to fix something, but it was always better to just do it and go on, than dwell on hurt feelings or embarrassment. 

The idea made Tor want to laugh, but he held it in. For instance he was just so good at doing that wasn't he? Embarrassment had led half his life already practically. 

With that done and feeling a lot more proud of “his” fellow builders than he actually had a right too, Tor went back to the dining facility and started washing dishes. The water was hot and someone had provided strong dish soap for them to use and natural sea sponges to scrub with. 

The girl in charge was shocked when he came back and just started in with her, not asking what to do. He knew how to wash dishes after all and the set up was pretty standard. Take the bowls and dump any fish stew that was left, rinse under the warm running water, then scrub in the hot sink, rinse again and set to dry on the rack. After a second Tor set up a warm air blower, like what the magical houses used to dry you after a shower. It sped that part up a lot.

The young woman, Merilee, was amazed by it.

“How did you do that? You changed the building by touching the wall?” 

“Oh, right, um, just touch the part you want to change and imagine what you want, as clearly as possible. It will probably come out a little differently than you think, but it works well enough.” He kept working as he said it, not wanting to look lazy.

The girl, who was an adult woman actually, in her early twenties, chatted the whole time they worked, a pleasant sound, a little high pitched and falsely happy, but given the situation fake cheerful beat the heck out of morose. They worked side by side and she kept “accidentally” bumping into him, even though she was working halfway across the decent sized space for most of it. Everything in the room looked like stone, except them and the bowls, the fake stone gray and uniform, slightly rounded under foot, but not sticking up enough to make them trip. Well not him at least. She kept falling against him, sometimes using him to catch her weight altogether.

“Sorry,” she said after the tenth time. “Must be tired.”

When the dishes were caught up they both sat at the tables for a while, listening to the kitchen people talk. The old woman was angry, because people had been complaining about the lack of bread. 

“They think we have starter sitting in the back? Or even leavening left? We have flour and salt. I should take it and feed a bowl to the next person that asks!”

Tor thought for a second.

“Is there any oil? For cooking I mean? Lard or butter, anything really.” His head tilted in thought as the old women stopped in her angry diatribe and stared at him, but not too crossly, which was good. Tor didn’t want to make her angry. Angrier. She was pretty sore already about people pestering her about the food.

“Aye... what of it?”

“Oil crackers.” Tor nodded to himself as he thought about it.

It was about the simplest thing to make that came near being bread, crispy and filling because of the oil, and rich enough people wouldn't complain overly, he thought. He had to run and make a dozen trays from focus stone, a rich black here, darker than the plates, but then it was easy enough. After the first two batches the old women took over the making herself.

“Good thinking boy. I'll make sure to save you some for your supper.” She grinned at him and sent him back to washing dishes, being groped more openly now by the girl working there. Finally, after the first hour of continuing fake falls and laughter Tor just told her to do what she wanted to him, as long as they kept working. Even he could get that she was lonely and looking for attention.

 She was cute enough and really, the fake falling thing was getting a little thin as an excuse. For a while the falling stopped and she didn't touch him at all, though she did keep chattering about her life. Just before it was their turn to eat, she pushed him towards the back of the room, out of sight and felt between his legs boldly, which was a bit more direct than he'd expected.

“Oh!” She told him, rubbing enough that he responded instantly under her hand. “That's nice. Would you like too... you know? Later?”

The idea didn't thrill him even as her hand kept working the front of his trousers. It wasn't her, she seemed nice and was certainly friendly enough. It was just that he was busy. 

Really though, was that true? He'd spent the afternoon helping to wash dishes and bake crackers. Worthy work, but not something he couldn't take a short break from. Plus, really, she seemed to like the idea pretty well. It was a bit hard to think of why she’d feel that way, but Ali wouldn’t mind, he didn’t think.

“That sounds fun.” He said happily. Why not? Ali really wouldn't mind, in fact she'd probably encourage it. He did need to make sure that the girl realized he was married and lived all the way across the country first, since she was way too short to be a noble herself, most likely at least. Her rules might make it impossible. If it worked for her though, he could go with it. At least he wouldn't get her pregnant.

It turned out she was fine with all of it, especially once she found out that Ali followed the noble rules, meaning there wouldn't be any trouble for her later over it and it only took about half an hour, since she was eager, if not overly skilled. She wasn't married herself, and didn't plan on it, so felt free to do as she pleased. Normally she made her way doing odds and ends, making baskets mostly, but also taking in sewing work and doing the odd turn as a shop girl in town. It was an unusual life, but it made her happy.

“Plus it means that if I find a pretty thing like you to play with, I can and no ones to say otherwise but the frigid busy body squad. You know, the old ladies that don't have much use for sex, couldn't get wet in a rainstorm, and feel that if they don't like it no one should? Maybe we can do it again before you leave? You're very good at it.” She actually sighed happily and kissed him again.

Tor blushed. That whole being good looking thing was so hard to accept. It just didn't seem real to him at all. Burks had said that it probably never would really, but that he needed to except it or at least that others would treat him that way. 

That night he actually got to bed at a reasonable hour and woke up half buried in a group of people, arms and legs thrown over him haphazardly. Ali had climbed in next to him, and they were face to face when he woke. She was being cuddled from behind by Sara and of all people Ridley was at his back, petting his backside gently in a half sleep state. 

Pervert, Tor thought automatically, then quelled the noise in his head. That part of the noble society, what some of the men did together, was off putting and a little scary to him, but in their world it wasn't wrong. It just wasn’t what Tor really wanted to do personally. Still, he playfully elbowed the other boy in the sternum, hard enough that his shield turned on. So, maybe a little harder than was strictly playful? The guy didn't wake at all.

Tor was too tired to get up and just tried to relax. It wasn't like he was going to be screwed up the behind by the guy in his sleep. Not with his shield activated at least. That wouldn't work at all and he was pretty sure that his own shield would turn on if it was tried. His own deep mind would view it as an attack, no doubt.

A few hours later everyone else was getting up and Sandra, eyes wide and a little scared looking came over holding the communications device out in front of her at full arms length as if it would bite. She waved to him, shaking slightly and panicked, trying to get him to come over.

She hissed at him softly, “It's the King and Queen! They want to talk to you, here!” She nearly threw the device at him, and then tried to walk away, but he took her arm gently to stop her.

“Builders Tor and Sandra at your service, what can we do for you today?” It was nearly glib and got a laugh from both the monarchs.

The King didn't waste time after that however.

“First, the men you requested are incoming as we speak and should be there inside six hours. Three hundred with full gear. Second, Counts Ross and Ford both have food for you, grain and vegetables, dried, but healthy enough. I said they could sell them at going market rate? They wanted to give it to you free, of course, but that tends to hurt the economy. They've agreed to trade for fish if the locals agree. I'll get with Countess Cannor on that though, not your worry. Do you need anything?”

Did he?

“Well, if you could have someone package up a jar of yeast starter from the palace kitchens? We have flour here, but no bread without yeast, all that got lost in the flood.” More to the point it had died because it starved in the floods, no one being able to bother feeding their home portions for nearly a week. The King didn't care about that part though, so Tor just shorthanded it.

The Queen’s voice came over the device clearly and sounded warm and friendly. Tor melted a little to hear it, but tried not to let it show.

“I'll see to it at once Tor.” Her voice sounded warm, like velvet. Soft and like he could wrap himself in it.

“Oh, and some sugar? I'll pay going rate for it, as much as possible on short notice.”

That got a laugh.

Tor blushed when Sandra looked at him with a wicked grin. It had to be some kind of noble code for something. Probably to do with him and the Queen. He didn't know, but he might have just offered to pay her for sex. At least they'd all laughed, probably getting the idea that Tor didn't mean it that way.

Richard spoke again his voice very calm and royal suddenly.

“That's all we have for you at the moment Tor. There's a situation developing I'd like to have you look into with Smythe, that may be a while though, but try to stay ready for it and Count Lairdgren has requested you attend him in Grenwyn two weeks before the date, no matter what. See to that, will you? Other than that, the rest of this communication is for Sandra Morris...”

Handing the device back, Tor went off to find some way to be marginally useful while things got into place. What he ended up doing was just handing off houses to the Cannor military people, some of them women he noted, and arranging for them to give them out at need. Then he went and started baking crackers. Bread would have to come later.

Every few hours he checked on Sam and his novel build, helping him with some gentle corrections a few times. In all the boy was doing a lot better than he would have done at that age, Tor thought. Not that anyone had let him try. The kid got fed crackers and water, not having much else and one small bowl of fish soup, but he’d gone decently deep. He still chewed and swallowed, but didn't shift much when fed. It was a little eerie, worse because he knew on a very real level that he looked exactly the same when working himself.

A little past noon the boy's eyes opened as Tor sat watching him, the build had probably been done for two hours, but it took practice to learn that kind of thing. Better to work a little long and be certain of it. Grinning Tor took the template and set it on the bed, giving the sigil a little tap when Sam signaled for him to do it.

The device looked like worn wood for the casing, with a brass funnel and two large stone wheels that turned in opposite directions. The other builders and Rolph all came over and started clapping, making the Printer boy duck his head bashfully.

“Master Tor helped, a lot really.” He said, pleased anyway.

Sticking out his tongue Tor made a raspberry sound.

“A bit, but the next one you'll get on your own. You've got what’s needed now. Bring me the plans for it when you’re ready. Within the month. Same for the rest of you. First years at least.” He waved at the older two gently. “You two already know this stuff, but let's collaborate on some things? In the Novel Building theory book it says that people can work together, but I've never tried it. Supposed to be faster and stronger though, which with all of us should be impressive, don't you think?”

They all worked then, as hard as could be managed, wearing down as the week progressed, the water receding and the food and shelter situation being repaired rapidly. Tor didn't have that much to do really, so mainly baked, washed dishes and helped build some structures with the pro's from the military. It was good to keep his hand in after all. Plus there was a simple beauty to making something out of focus stone, knowing that the work would last and last, even after the magic houses had all faded and gone away. 

No one knew how long they'd last really. Tor had always figured a year or two for his fields, but even the earliest things he'd made were still around, so that was about four years now. Not bad. Some of the best built stuff lasted decades, but it took time to find that kind of thing out.

He made a point of apologizing to each of the men from the base he saw, but oddly no one made and issue of it or let him do more than bow about half way. They seemed pleased enough that he bothered to try though, at least they mainly smiled at him about it.

Slowly, over the course of a few days, people moved out of the safety of Canton and went home to rebuild themselves. They didn't have all their things, but the winter chill wouldn't kill them now and food was available. Tor made up a few extra fishing boats, a single batch of a hundred, and rented them out for half the catch. That way people could keep up a good level of trade with Ross and Ford. 

Getting home was a pain, but they all made it and most of them even got to their classes the next day, even if they were dragging horribly the whole time. Guide came to him at lunch and passed him a build plan. The idea was novel, but simpler than Sam’s mill and would probably even work.

It was for a fake fire. It took heat from the ground, a bit shamelessly copied from Tor’s temperature plates, which the boy had copied hundreds of times, and made an illusion of fire that the heat came out of, and even a few logs beneath it for decoration. It was Guide's though, no one could doubt that. Tor had never thought of anything like it. A portable fire? Brilliant really. Who didn't like a nice cozy fire?

Tor moved the kid into his room for the work, because it wasn't that simple a thing and Guide wasn't fast at working, not yet. Tor even had to go to all the younger man's teachers and beg time for him to make the attempt, but after six days, he'd done it. No corrections from Tor even and the template was strong and clear, easy to copy. It was a bit of a struggle to keep up with his own work copying and doing some new building himself, while holding his schoolwork and marriage together at the same time as helping to care for Guide, but somehow he managed, if just barely. 

Rolph hadn't complained or even questioned that a young boy was sitting cross legged on a small bed pad in their room for a week. The first day he'd looked at the boy strangely, but after that he did half the feeding and watering duties without even being asked. That was just the kind of guy Rolph was. 

Prince of the kingdom maybe, but he was a Prince among men first. Anyone doubting that didn't know Tor's friend half as well as they assumed. 

Tor worked through most of the night several times, pushing into a dangerously deep state to get things done in time, but by the time Guide opened his eyes, Tor had a few novel things ready himself and managed to send off packages to the store in Printer and to Debbie down in the Capital city. One went to Dorgal Sorvee and a smaller one got sent to Meredith Sorvee on a whim. She'd married into Debri house, so it wouldn't be hard to find her. It was mainly her wedding presents, but a few things to sell too, and some toys for her kids, Not-flyers that had impact shields build in.

The boy went to sleep in Tor’s bed immediately, so Tor worked through the night making copies of things, taking the now vacant working pad on the floor. Not Guide's fires, because they weren't Tor’s to mess with. He did test the field out carefully though and judged it to be nearly perfect. The blaze was a little off color, too red by several shades and the heat radiated in a perfect sphere except directly underneath, not matching the fire illusion perfectly, but in all it was better than his own first novel build. More interesting by far.

A wave of pride filled him for his young friend. Now they just needed to get the others going in a similar fashion and Tor could practically retire and do something else for a while. Slower more complex building, or maybe music? Out of all the new classes he was beginning to like that one the most. He had a lot to learn, but it was fun.

He hardly sounded like he was strangling his violin at all anymore.

As soon as Guide woke, cleaned up and ate, Tor had him make ten copies of his fire on copper plate, the word fire etched into the corner with a specialized cutter that Tor had already made just for the purpose. It was easier to work in metal than stone, and the design was what Guide had already drawn up, the word glimmered nicely in the corner of the metal.

Then he packed the boy off to Instructor Fines. He was the novel build Instructor for the school after all and this was that without a single doubt. Tor didn't speak when they found him in his office, the man bent over a paper, reading it closely. He looked up, surprised to see him. Tor winked and set the metal plate on the floor and hit the sigil, the fire coming to life about three feet away, so the plate would never get too hot.

The man looked at it and nodded.

“Not... bad. I like the heat. Good spread. Though you normally don't bring me your work anymore, am I supposed to be noticing something here?” He sounded pleased, but not too impressed.

“Only that it isn't my work. Builder Guide here did it. By himself. Totally novel build. It's solid too, and the template is clean and easy to copy. Just thought you might like to see it.” If Tor sounded smug, well, he was a little. His friend had done it, a novel build and at only fourteen! 

Fines clapped and looked amazed for a second.

“Wonderful! How's your copy work?” The instructor asked, settling his old frame back into the old wooden chair with scratches and lines scored into the wood, behind a very similar looking desk.

Guide moved his head side to side a little, “kind of slow sir.”

Tor nodded. It was true, but he clarified for the Instructor, knowing that he'd want specifics.

“Yeah, he does solid work, clean, but can only do about ten copies every three hours so far, without a template. I'm thinking that he should work on some speed drills for that, he can do faster work, it's just a matter of practice. We should have some novel builds coming from some of the other first years too, soon. I have to leave for a while, in about a month, but I'll try to move them along, so they can do their own work before that. Right now I think we need to push meditation skills and copy work, which is basically what they'd be doing anyway, if I remember correctly.” He suppressed a wince.

If anyone on the campus already knew all that it was this man. If Tor ever learned half of what he knew, it would be a miracle. Instead of chastising him or even giving Tor a funny look the old instructor just nodded, as if the whole thing was some plan he'd had the whole time.

“Very good. I'll get with you on that later?” He said. That was probably when the talking-to he deserved would come. Well, what could he do put take it and agree? He was way too young to be pushy like that and the man was being very gentle with him, not embarrassing him in front of the younger student. He bowed low.

“Sir, if it's all right, could I borrow some of your time to show you a few of my own projects? I'm afraid we'll have to send Builder Guide away for this part... sorry about that Guide, but it kind of has to stay secret for a bit. Relates to kingdom business. Um…” Tor didn’t know what to say, so he just shrugged at the boy.

“That’s actually true even. I know it sounds weird, but…”


  
Guide just bowed, looking a bit awkward about it, first to Tor, then Instructor Fines.

“I’ll be going then.” He hesitated for a bit though, as if waiting permission.

Fines nodded and stood, suggesting they go elsewhere for it, if it was to be a secret.

They didn't talk about it, but at the edge of town Tor pulled out an amulet around his neck, one on stone, and looked around carefully for watchers. It was the one that had been grown using an organic field. The man blinked when he touched it, even though it wasn't turned on.

“My! That's strong.” His hand touched Tor’s arm, a slight sense of contact brushed gently. “And you didn't rip yourself to shreds building it? So I take it you've been applying some of the ideas from my class? Wonderful. What does it do?”

It was a carriage Tor told him, the man seemed almost disappointed, since Tor had already made those before. It could fly, but he'd done that too. Trying not to smile, Tor asked if the man had a watch, which he did and then if he wanted to go for a ride.

“Well, certainly. Any specific destination in mind?”

“Oh, sure… I was thinking the Ocean?” Tor grinned suddenly. “The Eastern Ocean on the other side of the kingdom. I don’t think it will take too long.”

Set up to look sky blue and a bit flatter than a normal carriage, Tor took them straight up. Fines held his watch out, getting the idea and clicked a button on the top.

“Go!” 

They went. The feeling was slow and quiet. No roaring like the Austra fast craft used, and they traveled with the vehicle as one piece, the powerful field moving the whole thing along, organizing their movement through space carefully. The ground actually blurred below them, which was new to Tor. He held the control half way down and slowly moved it forward, the black hand control that normally floated in the air resting in his right palm comfortably. 

It wasn't instant, even at these speeds, but less than two hours later they saw water below. Fines looked excited and gave him the time.

“Well...” Tor had to shake his head a bit grimly. “That's not fast enough. It will have to do for now though. The Austran craft are said to be nearly three times faster and Burks, um, Count Lairdgren, said they have a few that are able to cover this distance in about fifteen minutes. Still, it's a start.”

They rode back in silence, the trip going faster, cutting nearly ten minutes off because the drive lever was thrown all the way forward the instant Fines said go the second time. Setting down directly over the place they left from, which was surrounded by pine trees. Tor couldn't bring himself to be happy about it, for all that the basic idea had worked all right. If they were going to flee Austra, they'd need some way of alluding their fastest craft. For some reason Tor doubted that just matching the sky's color would be enough to hide them. 

The other thing he wanted Fines to look at was right out of the textbook. It was hinted at there anyway. Tor demonstrated it on a tree, tapping the sigil firmly, giving the old man in his blue robe like outfit a playful look, then walking through the three foot thick trunk. It was dark inside, but didn't hurt. It did feel slow, like he had to fight his way through and he couldn't breathe inside, but it only took about ten seconds. Other than the slowness and lack of air, it didn’t really feel like much of anything in particular.

Fines sighed and nodded firmly.

“So you’re going to be gone for a while? I'd suggest you take your text books and whatever else you need with you then. Don't want to fall behind. What classes do you have right now?”

When he got to economics the man grunted loudly.

“Oh, definitely get with Wensa before going then. Unless you come back dead she'll want to see your class work. Indeed she will. Just as a heads up, never gamble with her at cards. Wicked player. I still owe her three silvers from our last game.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter four

 

 

 

 

Trice sat on his bed, looking at him with the small smile that Tor used to think was her being smug or smirking at him, but now got as just her being content and maybe even slightly happy. Knowing that made it easier for Tor to relate to her, to feel more connected and a lot less judged. She was wearing a soft version of special school blacks and stretched out a bit, pushing her medium sized chest at him in a move that might, or might not, have been by accident.

“So, what are we doing? I could use my mouth on you if you want? We haven't done hardly anything at all since you've gotten married. I've gotten more off Ali to tell the truth. Definitely time for some Tor quality attention.” Her voice was playful, but she kissed him firmly enough to get a reaction. She had a reasonable point. She was his girlfriend after all.

“Well, you know, busy. Very. But, if you don't mind, could you use your hand? On me I mean.” He grinned as she held up the left one teasingly. Without the ability to feel she'd probably injure him if she tried it.

“Alright, but won't Ali mind the bruising down there?”

Tor laughed and held up the new hand amulet, this time on a simple dark brown hemp string so that when it was turned off she could slide it over her hair with one hand. The silver chain of the other one had to be a pain for her, even if she never complained.

She recognized the sigil and shrugged, replacing her left arm quickly. The new one started ugly and wrong looking, but quickly melted to match her perfectly as she looked at it, her own intent subconsciously organizing the field into an exact replica of her original hand. Finally stopping when it looked right, down to the fine dark brown hair on the back. Tor reached over and stroked the soft fuzz softly, causing her to jump. 

“Hey, that tickles!” Then she touched the arm herself.

“Oh. Got that finally then. Hmmm. Not too bad.” Her face was serious and considering for a moment. 

“Only one problem with it.”

“What?” Tor asked, hoping it wasn't too major.

“Well, obviously I have to steal you from Ali and keep you in bed for the next fifty years to pay you back.” She grinned. “Thank you! I love you so much. You’re the best overly short wizard ever!”

Then she wanted to use her hand for things indeed. A few even involved Tor.

That got him mainly caught up and for two weeks after that Tor just helped other students with their novel builds, ran flight practice and attended his classes. That and had a stream of girls at his door nightly. It wouldn't have been a big deal if they were just the ones he knew, or even if he'd been able to feel comfortable enough with his marriage to have just sex with them, whoever they were. As it was though a lot of them were total strangers to him and clearly came wanting attention for some reason. From him.

Tor felt ready to pull his hair out, but it was too short for that now. Rolph pointed out a solution, which he was totally thankful for. 

“Post a schedule. Just hang it on the door. Then when you're busy, anyone coming to visit unannounced would be rude to knock. True, people will fill in your empty time slots for you, but that takes guts, don't you think? Anyone willing to do that without asking probably has a real reason. Just be sure to fill in when you plan on spending time with your wife.” His big friend sighed.

“I'd do the same, but Rolph Merchant doesn't get half the attention that Prince Alphonse Cordes would get here. Maybe I should anyway and see if anyone notices?”

Laughing they both tried it, if nothing else the knocking that first night tapered off greatly, letting him finish his violin practice in peace. 

Lyn was the third of the younger kids to get his help on a novel build, the idea she had was dangerous and fascinating at the same time. Probably the most potentially deadly first build Tor had ever heard of, and it wasn't even a weapon. Before they started Tor made her practice the steps needed on little builds, over and over again, until she got each one exactly right. Truly, those were novel builds too, but when she mentioned that he told her they didn't count.

“You see, I know you can do so much more, so only the big ones get counted right off the bat. Still, not bad...” He ruffled her hair a little and got a punch that landed right under his arm, an awkward thing that didn't touch, thanks to his shield. They laughed about it.

Tor also made a note mentally to get her in some kind of self-defense training. The blow wouldn't have done anything much even if it had landed and that wasn't half good enough.

Her build took two days, which was decent considering the work being done, again sitting on the little pad in his room, and being fed by Rolph and Tor when needed. Leading her to the restroom was awkward, but they both figured that if no one was complaining about them keeping a first year girl in their room, people probably weren't going to be worried about them taking advantage of her that way either. Or as Rolph pointed out, they probably were assuming that they were both taking turns with her anyway, so screw them.

“She's legal and here of her own volition, what we do or aren't doing isn't any of their business.” His big friend finished with a grin.

When she had it ready her eyes opened a bit blankly, and as instructed she immediately made ten copies. Hers were in stone, so took longer, the plates bigger and the sigil carved into the surface. The whole thing was solid looking and had a feeling of strength to it. They had to find untanned cow hides to test it, but it worked perfectly, the skins tanning in minutes when exposed, perfectly so in fact. This wasn't just a novelty, this device had retail value, which meant that Sara was at the door with Trice inside an hour of the testing.

“You mean I could make some gold on this?” The girl said innocently as Sara nodded and tried to make a deal on the spot for Debris house, offering ten percent of the final sale to the girl for the use of the template. Tor shook his head though.

“Resale only, not manufacturing. Your people suck at that and the kids here can use the money from the work. Fifty-fifty and Debri handles shipping. Same for any of my new devices that you want to carry for now. We'll make them here. Everyone needs the practice anyway.”

Sara stuck her tongue out at him but agreed. She didn't make money off of it anyway, unless she sold them herself. It did mean though that they needed to hire an accountant to keep the books, Sara pointed out, her hair brushed back from her eyes as she spoke. 

“Tor can't do it, and if you try to wing it or not keep records someone’s going to get shorted, which means hard feelings.”

Lyn looked up at Sara, being about the same size as Tor, he noticed. Then she wrinkled her brow a bit and screwed up her mouth. It was very nearly cute.

“What about your friend Rolph Merchant?” She asked seriously. “He’s good with coin and handling my personal investments already. Do you think he’d do it for us?”

Sara smiled, and Tor got it, the idea of hiring the heir to the realm to do your books... Then again, why not? He was an accounting student and had openly said that his parents had cut his budget for the year in half. 

“We can ask, worse he can do is say no after all.” 

Oddly enough Rolph loved the idea. Tor, he allowed, may be busy as all get out, but as a fourth year accounting student he was just about bored to tears. It just wasn't that hard of a subject really. Plus real world experience never hurt, did it? Even Wensa liked the idea, which given she was in charge of the Prince as far as education went, was saying something.

Then, the Royal Guard weren't afraid of hard work, were they? That meant they weren't overly worried about it for their charges either.

That set up, Tor just started following his schedule, the one posted on the door. The paper was a cream color and sturdy, so the weather hadn't degraded it too much yet. It really did keep people from bugging him overly too. Most people didn't want to set an “official” time for anything. For a while. When he came back from fighting practice two days later he noticed that people had started writing some things in. That evening he had an extra combat practice he noticed, just after violin, and the next day he was supposed to have lunch with someone named Judith Kerry. The name didn't ring a bell at all, but he had to eat anyway, so why not? Maybe she had building questions or something?

The dining room was packed when he got there the next day, and he looked around feeling awkward and shy. Ali had already settled next to a group of girls, so he ambled over and asked if any of them knew where he might find this Judith person. Giggling one of the girls pointed over to the farthest corner of the room, where a plain and lonely looking girl in brown sat alone, no one on either side of her. Wincing Tor got the idea. For some reason she'd been picked to be this year’s social pariah and someone had put her name on his schedule to try and humiliate her.

Jerks. 

Why would they do that though? Punishing her by making using him as an insult? What had she done he wondered? Well, one way to find out. He leaned over and kissed Ali on the cheek.

“I have a date with her for lunch, meet me later?” He asked gently.

Ali smiled and leaned into him, “Always have time for you love.” 

The girls giggled again. Damn that annoying giggling. He’d have to get with the King and see if they could outlaw it. Prohibit it in public at least. 

At the girls side he stopped, not sure what to say. Meeting new people was often hard. How to start? Right. Normally. Just like everyone else did it.

“Hello? Are you Judith Kerry?” 

Whatever people had been doing to her, the girl was ready to fight, whipping around with a fist clench and anger in her eyes. She froze when she saw him though and didn't move for a second, her face melting from harsh to blank.

“Yes.”

Not much of an answer, but it would have to do he decided.

“Oh, good! It was written on my schedule that we had a lunch date? Next time we should grab something in town though, it's a bit crowed in here this year.” He sat next to her before she could deny that the date was real. A clutch of girls, not the one with Ali, looked at them and giggled, but it sounded mean and harsh. 

Ah, her bullies. Well, at least they weren't much bigger than she was. Superior numbers though, since there seemed to be four of them to her one. That could be fixed.

The girl was about sixteen, maybe older, her clothing was new, first year new, that, or she was growing incredibly fast, some of the royal kids did that.

“Sorry, sar. I'aint norstanding yer fraid.” Her accent was strange and heavy, a little like an extra strong version of the Printer accent. Ah. One of the new scholarship kids. Tor tried to remember what he'd heard there and craft a reply she could get. He sounded a bit stilted, but her eyes lit when he spoke.

“Are you from Printer? The accent sounds familiar. I'm Tor. Someone wrote that we have a lunch date today, so here I am!” He waited to see what she'd say, but the girl ducked her head and mumbled, instead. Finally she glared at the girls, having figured out the likely culprits already, they stopped laughing though, when Tor managed to speak clearly to her.

“Sir... are you the Tor? Countess Printer said that you'd be here and that we all owed very much to you, even if we don't realize it yet. I came to learn history and geography as well as fighting. The Countess said that I should meet with you if I could, only I didn't ever write that we should meet yet. I didn't know you could speak regular or anything. Most people here talk too funny to hardly understand.”

It got easier to communicate with the girl after a bit and Tor found out that she was actually slated to be a combat giant. He hadn't noticed her in the practice square, because she was in the morning section with Rolph. He'd set up lessons for them early on, but hadn't gone to them himself, being busy that early in the day.

“I can't really talk to the instructor though, so I don't know how I'm doing or anything. I miss a lot because of that. He tells me things when I mess up, but I only get about half of it. Lots of hand waving and hitting then, trying to make it all clear. Kind of frustrating.” Her large shoulders shrugged as if to ask what she could do about it.

Tor waited for her to finish eating then asked her to come with him. When the girl stood she was nearly six foot six already and only fifteen she'd mentioned earlier as they ate. The royal girls troubling her were a lot smaller and probably always would be. Really, if they had half a brain they would have thought about that. A giant girl with a sword could be a problem for them. Yes, a common girl like her might be killed for doing it, but if they were dead or crippled, it wouldn't be fun for them either. Noble didn't mean invulnerable. Sometimes scary and tough, but Tor would have bet on Judith over the bullies if it came down to it.

Kolb looked at her and then Tor, when they walked over.

“Problem?” He asked succinctly, face calm, which on the lean and hard man looked a bit scary.

“Not really, I was just wondering if Judith could have her weapons practice with me for a week or two, while she gets up to speed language wise. She mentioned that she's not been understanding about half of what was said here, so...”

“Alright. I'll make it happen. She'd yours for the week, and longer, when you get back. Run and stones first, if she can keep up with you. If she can't you don't get to slack off, remember that.”

So, Tor got to spend the rest of the week helping Judith adapt to school. The language was the same, just with a heavy accent, so it wasn't too hard to learn to correct. She was smart enough and diligent, which was what got her the scholarship Tor figured. Holly or one of her people had seen that in her and they weren't wrong. Bit of a rough adjustment, but all the girl needed now was a bit of help and some good friends and she'd be fine.

To his surprise she seemed to be taking care of the friend’s situation pretty well as soon as the language situation had been sorted out a bit. On the day before he left, he walked into his room to find Judith and Rolph naked on his large and rather nice bed. For once when he walked in on Rolph doing something, his naked butt wasn't sticking up in the air pumping away. The girl sat on top, frozen in place and staring when he came in. She grabbed for her top in a panic but Tor just waved.

“Hey Judith. Hi Rolph, I need my violin then. Just a second... Be right out of the way.” A year before he would have been vastly embarrassed, but now it was almost normal to him. When had that changed, he wondered.

He didn't stop, just took the instrument in its case and his sheet music. He could just set up in the commons, kids did that sometimes and the weather wasn't bad for it, not too hot or cold, he didn't think, the air was just about right for the instrument humidity wise, if he'd learned enough to tell yet. Of course most the people playing in the open like that were actually decent already, but since he didn't want to embarrass his friends, it was that or skip practice and he wasn't good enough for that yet at all.

The practice stand was a thin metal piece that telescoped out and had clips for the paper, not that he needed the sheet music for this one, having practiced it several times already. Still, Instructor Binchly, the lady that taught the beginning music class insisted they all learn to sight read, and said that practice was the best way to gain the skill. She wasn't wrong there, at least as far as experience had taught him. Doing things right always helped.

Mainly.

Tor felt very aware of people watching him, so he focused as hard as he could on his hand and wrist position, his breathing and carriage, then worked to play as smoothly as he could.

It wasn't a simple piece, Binchly had given it to him to test his resolve she'd told him, one day after class. That comment didn't get explained, but Tor understood that she meant for him to practice it daily. Finally, on the third time through he lost himself in the music, the notes felt almost like they were a part of him, he wasn't using the paper anymore, so he could play through the whole thing in one go without the rustling of paper six times in order to keep up with the lines. He noticed the scratches and uneven parts as if they practically glowed in the air, but when he stopped playing a gentle applause came. It was just one boy, standing and watching carefully. 

It was him. 

Or rather Burks Lairdgren in his natural form, which being essentially the same person meant that he was him. Closer than twins he'd said. After a second his clothing changed to match the canvas browns Tor wore. 

“Very good. I won't point out the errors. I know you got them. Still, they'll smooth out rapidly enough. Thought I'd come get you myself. Are you ready?”

Tor tilted his head.

“I was planning on leaving tomorrow. After lunch. I suppose I can go earlier, but I want my things, since I'll need to keep up with my schooling on the trip and I want to let people know I'll be gone for a while. My wife for instance, I don't know that she'll miss me, but we have a regular meeting each night, so she might notice if I'm not there.”

His grandfather, three thousand years old and looking fourteen gave him a knowing look that Tor couldn't exactly place. The man was incredible looking, even like this, almost pretty, but in a way that didn't make him look that feminine. Of course, Tor realized, he might just be rationalizing that bit, since, after all, to most people they looked identical. Burks was taller, which Tor would be too, eventually. If the crazy Austrans didn't kill him first.

That. Ugh. Tor had been putting off thinking about it really and decided to keep doing so. He was going for a rescue mission, because in a strange and bizarre fashion, Denno Brown, the Ancient of Austra, was his brother. In a weird way his grandpa was too. It hurt his head to ponder, so he didn't. Finally Burks shrugged.

“Al right, I'll be over at your house with Bonita then. She came up to stay with Alissa while we're gone.” Burks look was appraising instead of angry when he started speaking, his voice even sounding a little amused.

“So, you've decided that she and I should marry? It would have been nice for you to have mentioned that to me first you know. Oh well, if we manage this next bit alive I said I'd make an honest woman of her.” He held up his right hand quickly.

“Old term, it means “to marry”. I haven't really been with anyone since Mary. I hear you were helping her out recently. Any problems there? I mean with her, you can tell me the rest later, or not. You know, when you explain how County Lairdgren is aiding the Queen and Princesses in supporting the school here?”

Tor thought about it, then decided to dodge the school issue all together if he could. Mary wasn't a problem at all, she was in fact, sharp. Almost every move she'd made worked and once she set someone a task she didn't bug them about it, just let them do their job. This made Burks grin widely.

“Good. I worry about her. She... has her moments. Both good and bad I'm afraid.”

Tor shrugged and got an identical one back.

“I'll meet you at my house in two hours then.” If the wait bothered the older man, well tough. Tor had obligations too, and his wife and friends came before travel plans.

He decided to meet with Ali first, and found her actually reading a school book instead of entertaining someone when he got there. He understood why she had sex with so many people, sort of at least, she was looking to reassure herself that she was loved, but it was always uncomfortable to come to the to find her and some young man or woman scrambling to dress and pretend they weren't doing anything. Even to Tor it was obvious. 

Today she looked normal enough, sitting on her bed, a thick book in her hands which turned out to be a complete cookbook. Tor had heard of such things, but he'd never seen one like it before. He sat next to her and they looked at it together for a while, finally she kissed him and worked her way down his body, loosening his clothes and servicing him gently on her bed. When she was done she looked up sadly.

“It's time for you to go and do that thing, isn't it?” She knew about the plan, was even in on it, and had been the whole time, but whatever had happened in life to make her that way, most of it very bad he was sure, his wife knew how to keep secrets. Even alone she wouldn't mention anything more specific than “that thing”.

“Yes, I leave in a few hours, less now. I just wanted to see you first, and Rolph. He was... entertaining Judith Kerry in our room when I last saw him. Hopefully they're done by now, I need to pack.” 

Ali smiled at him broadly, a happy thing.

“Good for her! Rolph's a nice boy and everyone likes him, that should get some of the third year harpies to lay off. They'd have taken after me I think except I have you, so they don't really dare. Plus Petra and Trice have been watching out for me. They don't think I get what they’re doing, but I do. Judith doesn't have anyone though.”

“Except us.” Tor said thoughtfully, getting a nod for it.

“Except us.” Ali gave him a strange, considering look and nodded. “Right. I'll see to that then.”

Judith was still in the room when he got there, but had clothes on and was looking a little embarrassed when he walked in. At least she refused to make eye contact and blushed prettily enough.

“Sorry sir. We thought we had more time.” The accent was still there, but just sounded charming now, she was clear and understandable, for the most part. 

“Tor, not sir. Really though, you two have as much right to the room as I do. For now though, Judith, could you give us a bit? I have to go away for a while and Rolph is my best friends, so... I hate to be rude.” His face showed the pain he felt at even suggesting it. He didn't want her to feel rejected or anything, as she walked past he gave her a hug and whispered into her ear.

“Thanks for being so understanding.”

Rolph didn't need to be told what was going on, just that Tor was going and that in two weeks the real mission started. What plan there was so far, he knew as well as Tor did. Maybe better, if any updates had come in from his parents. Normally Tor would have expected people to tell him things like that, but in this case it may just be better for him to not know. 

For instance, if the plan turned out to be him waiting to be castrated and set to being used by the crazy masses in Austra as Daria Serge had promised as her wedding “gift” to him, then really, it was better not to tell him. Of course she wasn't getting that chance. Tor was going in shielded and armed and if they had a problem with it, they could forget the whole thing. At least shielded, he reconsidered. A weapon might be too much to ask, but even insane people couldn't feel threatened by a shield, not if they were trying to give the illusion that they didn't just want to kill him outright. 

The Prince didn't say much, he just looked at him for a long time and then shook his head.

“I'd go with you if I could. Or take your place. Even if it meant dying.”

It was a true statement and for a second tears stung at Tor’s eyes. The idea wafted off of Rolph's field, it sang to Tor so loudly he couldn't ignore it. It was what lay under that sense of desperation and fear for his friend that made Tor draw back mentally. 

Rolph loved him.

Not, “hey buddy, let’s go pick up chicks” love, or “hey... don't get yourself killed” even, but the real, “I'd die for you” kind, mixed with “let's share a bed”. It was something that Tor had never noticed before from him. 

Or expected.

Tor just nodded, not able to find anything clever or witty to say. Not that he managed either of those all that often. Rolph was funnier and lighter most of the time. He had to say something though. You couldn't leave that kind of statement just resting in the air.

“I know. Never doubted it for a second. Unfortunately you won't fit in my clothing. The rest I think we could manage, but making you look smaller would be really hard.” He smiled, even though it wasn't funny... it was true. Both parts. 

Tor needed to be able to disguise himself and soon. The more tricks he had up his sleeve the better. Premier Glost Serge was a nut job from what he'd seen and Lilli, the name that Daria had used while roaming the streets of the Capital, stealing and killing people, personally disliked him for some reason.

That or she thought threats of castration and forcible and repeated sodomy to be foreplay. Tor was kind of hoping for the crazy threat, to tell the truth. Then he wouldn't feel as bad when he had to kill her. He'd never directly killed anyone. Paid for it to be done, once, but to just do it? Never. But he knew that getting Denno Brown free might mean he'd have to. He might have to murder a bunch of people.

He hugged Rolph goodbye. It was troubling and awkward for him, but his friend was still his friend, and if that meant Tor had to deal with complications and issues he really wasn't ready for, then so be it. The hug was long, but had that back pounding “guy hug” feel to it. Good enough. As he left Tor wondered how long his friend had that going on in his head, those kinds of feelings. Days? Weeks?

Years?

Well, something to deal with when he got back. After all, he really could die doing this. What were the odds that the Glost's plan for him involved lavish entertainments and candy? Not very likely. All he could do was ready himself and then go do his best. 

The walk to his little house on the edge of the school complex only took a few minutes. It was his, literally, but it felt strange to just walk in. He'd only been inside once, and it looked different now. The front room was tasteful, larger and had a lot more decoration. In fact Bonita Coltress, one of his very good friends, was showing off her ability to decorate it to Count Lairdgren. Her actions and words all but shouted, “I'd be a wonderful wife!” it was cute, but she really was trying too hard, the man had already said yes, and didn't seem inclined to change his mind. Which was good, since then Tor would have to tie him up and deliver him to the wedding that way. The only reason Tor was letting them get married at all was that he couldn't marry Bonita himself.

But the Count seemed to get the idea without needing to be told. A benefit of being thousands of years old probably. It was good. Tor wasn't sure exactly how to go about capturing an Ancient anyway.

He seemed entertained by the antics at least. Then he probably found it cute too, since Tor and Burks patterns were essentially the same.

Tor walked in and gave her a huge hug.

“Nita! So I hear you've talked the Count into settling down? I figured it would be you... who could resist?” Certainly not Tor. She was nice. Her face was close to a true oval, her eyes just a bit too far apart for pretty and her nose was large, straight down the middle and hooked down at the end, but on the wrong face for it to really work. Her smile showed too much gum and her laugh was shy and timid most of the time. She was also one of the sweetest and most caring people he'd ever met, and bright too. In short, nearly perfect.

At least if you had enough brains to see it.

Burks did. So did Tor. Seeing them so happy together made him a little sad, but joyful at the same time. They both deserved something wonderful in their lives. Nita smiled at him, large and innocent.

“I know, I didn't even have to bribe him or anything, go figure? It's good to see you Tor. Do you have time to chat?”

Did he? Sure, he had all the time in the world for her. Especially if it meant putting of thinking about his pending mission. Burks chuckled, obviously having a good idea of what he was thinking. He was older, wiser and probably better at everything imaginable, but he'd been Tor. The circumstances were different, but he'd lived all this more than once, probably. 

“We could spend forever here and be marvelously happy love, but every moment we waste could be the one that costs us everything. Obviously Denno can't save himself. Unless this is just a trap. It wouldn't be like him, but even those like me and Tor are people, and can make mistakes and do things that others simply don't understand. Which brings me to the first thing I wanted to talk to you about Tor...” Burks gently moved him towards the door. It wasn’t all that subtle even.

Laughing Tor quickly hugged Nita again and then kissed her, more warmly than he really should have in front of her prospective husband, but she returned it without pause. If Burks didn't like it, he shouldn't have made “the rules” like he had. The whole messed up system of the nobles was literally the old man's creation after all. Tor kissed Nita again and whispered that he'd see her soon into her ear. Then he got pulled out the door a little forcefully. Burks was chuckling a bit himself, so it wasn't meant to be a true chastisement.

They talked while they flew, taking one of the new carriages that Tor had made, the really fast ones. Tor made it gray to match the color of the clouds above. He didn’t want to scare anyone seeing it, who might think it an Austran craft come to bomb their little town or village.

 Burks had started with small talk and watched Tor carefully, trying to remember what it was like to be that young. Most likely realizing how stupid it meant too, Tor thought. Well, that wasn't wrong. 

He still did things because his feelings were hurt and reacted like a buffoon when a pretty girl paid attention to him sometimes. That was the hard part too, the “sometimes”. One day a woman would proposition him for sex and he coolly accept. The next day a nervous young lady would ask if he was free to chat and he'd stammer and feel like his face was on fire from blushing.

It was idiotic for him to go instead of Burks. If they could swing a good disguise device they should both go, of course, but him alone? That would be suicide. Still, if that was the plan, he had to try it. If someone called you brother and meant it, then you had to do what you could for them, didn't you?

Really he just wondered how he could bring Burks around to thinking that the idea was the right one? He was wiser, a way better fighter, maybe one of the best in the world, and had that calm under fire that Tor wondered if he'd really ever learn, same being or not. If he were the one held hostage, Burks would be the one to come get him, not some eighteen year old knock-off that could freak out at any moment.

Burks just sighed.

“I think I should go in as you Tor, I-”

“OK.” Tor cut him off, relief rushing through him.

“What?” The old man, Ancient and wise stared at him. “I'm pretty sure we're supposed to argue about this all the way to Grenwyn, then you grudgingly accept my superior skill and ability to handle the unknown and we go from there, we me carefully managing you the whole time. It's why I left two whole weeks to get ready.”

Tor chuckled.

“You're three thousand years old. If you aren't better than me at nearly everything, possibly even things I haven't imagined being real, then... no... really, You're just better. You can go in and I'll work back up, transportation and any building you think you need. I have some stuff ready and some ideas. Besides, I'd rather not have my nuts cut off. I've barely gotten to use them you know. I still haven't tried half the things Ursala, Countess Thorgood, told me about. So... is that Grenwyn down there? I've never been. It looks like Afrak... only greener.”

It did too. If Tor hadn't seen the way they lived, their domes earth houses and plants everywhere, almost turning their very spread out cities into giant gardens, he'd have missed this now. It was impressive, stunning from the air, in that it was nearly invisible. The only thing that gave it away were a few wood smoke plums rising from hills.

The Count nodded.

“There it is indeed, home sweet home. I did mention that gardening could be a satisfying hobby, didn't I? Land over there please.” He pointed to a clearing near a large hill, covered with shrubs and blackberry bushes and surrounded by trees. Evergreens at a distance, but there were fruit and nut trees throughout.

Burks looked at him from the side seat.

“That was a bit quicker than I expected. Obviously this isn't a regular carriage.” 

“Yeah, but not even close to what the Austrans have. Quieter, but they can outrun us. I really don't have time to figure out how to do more before we go, I don't think. We'll need to be gone before they know it. If we can, say, get an eight hour head start, it should work.”

Not commenting the other man popped the top and stepped out easily. Tor couldn't match the grace of the movement, but did get out without tripping at this time. A woman of about thirty came out the reddish brown door sunk back into the hill and stopped suddenly, staring first at Burks and then Tor. After a moment she tried to speak, but nothing came out.

“Um, hi, I'm Tor. You can tell because I'm shorter. And I think our haircuts are different. If you want I can change my clothes into something else, here...” His voice was happy sounding enough, nearly charming even as he focused and made his student browns turn a deep purple so that he didn't look as much like the other man. Finally the woman glared at Burks and then Tor.

“I see. So this is some kind of game your playing with me? Telling me my cousin the famous builder is coming and then showing up with two of yourself instead? Well I never!” She held the incensed act, with hands on the hips of her brown dress, a gray rag in hand and an equally drab kerchief on her head for about fifteen seconds. Then she grinned, a wide and playful thing that reminded Tor a little of his mother.

“Ah, don't mind me Torrance. I'm Brenda, and actually was warned about all this. I can't say I believed it, but I was given foreknowledge, so any shock I feel is my own failing. You'll be staying here. Notice that wasn't a question? If it's not grand enough for you, then I'll beat you with a wooden stirring spoon until it is.” The tone and words reminded him of someone.

“God Burks!” Head going forward and mouth open in feigned amazement. “You've already cloned my mother? How... Why?” 

Holding up his hands defensively he verbally back pedaled. 

“Not that my mother isn't a wonderful woman, but still, ones isenough, isn't it?” Tor was trying to be funny, but remembered that they needed to actually have that conversation for real. Lara Gray the leader of Afrak was his mother the same way the Burks was his grandfather and him. Worse, Tor really feared that his younger sister Tiera might be her too.

But for now they all chuckled.

“Even the same sense of humor. Well, Cousin Tor, come in. I guess you can leave your... thing? Right there. Probably kill the vegetation under it but we'll live.” The voice suddenly wasn't pleased. 

Then who would be, if their garden was about to be starved of light? At least it floated about a foot from the ground instead of actively crushing it.

Tor didn't respond, just took out the one trunk he'd brought, a small one, mainly with amulets, for gifts if anyone wanted them, and his toothbrush and cleaning supplies. Then he tapped the sigil on the carriage making it vanish and slipped the hemp string over his neck. The sheer number of amulets he wore daily was becoming a nuisance. He could consolidate them into one, if he over got a chance. He'd never heard of it being done, but it should work well enough. Really, it was just copy work. 

Actually, he realized, he'd already done it once. The new weapon he'd made that had eight different fields on it, for different situations. Ah, well, proof of concept right there if nothing else. Good.

Brenda had the same black hair he did, but her eyes were a light green, almost like the sea in sunlight. Her face was rounder than his, but it was all high and strong cheekbone and powerful jaw, not fat. She was taller than Tor was, taller than Burks, but not more than an inch or so. Her skin looked to be made of gold, lacking only the shine. Everything about her should have been stunningly beautiful, but somehow it combined into merely pretty, almost handsome. Then... he got compared to a girl at least once a week, so what did he know? She seemed nice, if a little forceful in character.

Once they got inside, without a word, she vanished. 

Tor could feel her, she'd simply gone a little further down a hallway, but what looked at first like a dead end of blue gray was actually slightly bent, enough so that the point where it went at a ninety degree angle wasn't visible from the door. Burks didn't show him to a room, if he even got one here, instead he took him to some steps that went down, below ground. A basement. He'd never been in a place that had one before, not a real house at least. The King’s palace did, but that was a dank little room for keeping secrets. This was big and dry. 

If the things in it weren't secret, Tor would have to change the definition of the word, at least when he used it. Most of the objects he didn't even have names for. He could name parts if, like glass windows on boxes of silver, and lenses on other, smaller black boxes, but if asked what they did he'd be lost. Other than the glass and some small bits of metal, he didn’t even know what they were made of. What he could recognize was that this was based on science. The strange and wasteful magic of Austra and possibly other places. Afrak claimed their magic as science too, and they only worked with the alteration of living things. Or at least that's all they'd told him about. It wasn't like he'd asked at the time.

“So, secret hoard of science? Is there a tiny dragon to guard it as well? If not I can get you one. I made one for the King last year. Birthday present.” Tor asked, not knowing for certain, but guessing it was illegal, or against the treaty of the Ancients, whatever that was. Probably some eight thousand page book written over the course of a century describing everything under the sun in great detail. Then forbidding it. That was basically what rules and laws were, right?

“Yes. Technically not allowed here, but I make a point of keeping up with what the others are doing. Not just science, technology or genetic research, but the spiritual and harmonic systems as well. I even try to get down to the Antarctic now and then for a visit. Now they have some technology that defies description. Magic too. They aren't much for making it, but they come in and buy it every now and then. If you want to make friends, you should send Blue a selection of your work. Something to remember... Denno Brown doesn't believe in magic. It's hardwired into him, much like we can't understand our true intelligence even when it's proved. This lack of belief has colored the whole of Austran culture for thousands of years. Great guy, Denno, but he can't see what's right in front of him at times. Glost Serge is more or less in that mold, but really kinds of hates us. Me personally that is, for thwarting his attempt to kill Laurie most likely.” He pulled out a chair in the middle of a decently sized table made of focus stone and wave for Tor to get comfortable himself. 

“It was moronic of course, he brought in a group of Larvals, they must have been about thirteen years old. Tough, but not more than I could handle alone. If he would have waited another ten years we'd all probably have died. The attack came without warning or hint. Well it worked out. Not a happy memory.” That Tor could see. 

Killing six little kids? Or seven, because that seemed the Larval way, groups that large being the norm. It had to be done, but... Yeah. It wouldn't be something to chat about if you didn't have to. That meant that Burks thought he needed to let Tor know. Why, he couldn't guess, so he waited without commenting.

“That, acting too soon, it's been a major part of the Serge character for generations. I really think it may be genetic, a part of the familial field pattern. Possibly Rhetistic, if one of the others meddled in the line… Which is a field we need to discuss at some point, because it effects both of us, but later, since it’s a bit hard to understand and we don’t have time now. I'm hoping it doesn't work against us. A sudden attack before we make land and the whole thing is moot. Of course in this case it wouldn't really be acting too soon, but they don't know that.” Burks smiled slightly.

Tor shuddered and looked into his own face, identical, but not him, not even like looking in a mirror, which showed the same image, but was plain and boring looking, to his mind. The whole thing was eerie, but not important at the moment, not really.

Tor shook his head, tying to clear it.

“Lilli is a problem here too. The plan has to be to kill me, or if they figured out that we'd possibly make a switch, to get you. But even if Glost is smart enough to not kill me instantly, I don't know how balanced Daria is. She could simply do it, even against orders. Then again, maybe the whole crazy thing is an act. I don't suppose you have a secret technique to let us know which it really is do you?”

Tor tapped the smooth reddish black table top under his fingers, the focus stone was from around Wildlands Station, by its color, the work was plain, but sturdy, no edging cut in or any of the other things that had been added over time, so it was from the first few months of production there most likely. Nothing in the room moved, except Tor for a moment. Burks had moved within himself, mind silent and eyes closed.

“No secret technique, but we can simply assume that they are stupid, insane, clever and setting a trap at the same time. Just like we have to assume Denno is in on it. I hope not, but if he is, then we best be prepared. The man can't see magic for what it is perhaps, but he's incredibly intelligent. Oh, he comes across as all charm and sweetness, but don't forget that he's literally twice as smart as almost anyone else you've ever dealt with. If he makes a mistake, it probably isn't one, but rather a trick to throw you off.”

“OK.” 

Really Tor felt a little disappointed. Three thousand years and the best this Ancient could come up with amounted to “prepare for the worst”? He could have said that. Before he could mention it though Burks stuck his tongue out playfully.

“Yeah, but the trick isn't in knowing it, everyone that bothers to think for a moment knows it. It's in following through and actually applying what you know. That's the step that takes people a long time to figure out. If there's a great secret to living a long time, some grand wisdom, it's that. Apply what you know and learn to recognize when you're about to make a stupid decision. Do that now and I'll have to admit your smarter than I am, identical or not. It took me nearly a thousand years to really learn that.”

Ah.

Well, if that was the wisdom of the ages, Tor would do his best. Really though, there had to be a little more to it than “don't be stupid”, didn't there? Maybe not. How many lifetimes would it take to really get that down? However long it would take, he kind of needed to survive first for it to count.

In life, being dead kind meant that you lost. 

The room went quiet while Tor thought, Burks just sitting patiently and waiting, which seemed odd. Tor wasn't in charge of this and didn't have the skills to be. He gave the other man a nod, hoping it would get him to speak. It was another two minutes before he did.

“We need to familiarize you with what Austra is like on the ground. Hopefully we can park you out in the ocean, under water, to wait for me to get Denno out or fail completely. But just in case you ever do have to go ashore there, it won't hurt to have some basic information. Besides, you really are adapting to the new plan a lot more smoothly than I thought you would, so we might as well spend some quality time, eh? As it is I'm kind of starting to think you really are smarter than I was at your age. Perhaps all the building and meditation helps? I didn't start even really trying that for hundreds of years... Well, let's start, shall we?”

The data started flowing in rapidly, as fast as Tor could learn it, pushing the boundaries a bit really. Finally he had to drop into a meditative state and just absorb what he could. The customs were very different. Little things, like how you addressed a lady, or a man in the street, when not to make eye contact and the use of pieces of paper to buy things in stores. There was no haggling either, you paid what the shop said or got nothing at all.

The science was different than in Afrak, but the basic idea was the same as getting magic in Noram really. You paid for a device that did work, eventually it would wear out and you either got another one or went without. The people there were the least likely of all the groups on the planet to hold to the treaty or promise too. Greed and materialism led there. Burks actually went on about that for a long time, Tor noticed. The idea of science didn't seem to be a problem, it was the greed and desire to have things that did it.

Finally Tor gave him a funny look, “Most people here want stuff too though, don't they?”

That got a snort, one that sounded exactly like Tor’s own.

“Sure, they want things. Devices to help them survive, occasional comforts and good food. Sometimes they even want to show their neighbors how successful they are by collecting objects that are far more wasteful than needed.” He sighed gustily.

“But Tor... The Austrans are all like that. A few aren't perhaps, to be fair, but the average man on the street strives to have the richest life possible and if they don't have at least what a Duke would here, they consider themselves poor. Even the bottom tier of their society has more in many ways than the rich do here. It's fine on the surface, but it takes more than their share of energy and resources from the planet. Denno has tried to reign that impulse in, but in a technological society it’s too easy to let those things slide.”

Nodding, Tor thought about it for a minute, the idea of everyone trying to live like a royal. The drain on the environment would be vast. And nearly invisible to someone inside the system. It kind of made sense, of course an Ancient should know better, right? Denno had vast knowledge and had probably see the signs a thousand times before. Why would he just let it go now?

“Because it gets boring Tor. We're forced to watch over people and protect them, but after a while you start to want to do something else. You seek entertainments or new projects to hold your interest and then the next thing you know, it's fifty years later and some mad man has seized power and threatens to undo everything we all fought so hard for. Glost Serge is far from the first. Really it happens about every forty to sixty years. Some person, normally a man, but women have done it too, pops up and think they should rule everything, that if we all did it his way, things would be better. It never is thought. The best humans have ever managed is not killing their neighbors and remembering to say please. We need to strive for more, but don't really expect it.”

A knock came from the Top of the stairs.

“Diner!” Brenda sounded annoyed, probably that she had to say anything at all, but scent tends to rise, not sink, so how were they to know it was time?

Well a clock, but Tor didn't have anything like that on him. Burks grinned, a charming and almost happy thing.

“We'd best go then. If we take too long she'll throw the food down the stairs and we'll have to eat it off the floor.” Burks looked... tired suddenly, exhausted and far older than he should.

“Tomorrow we start the real training. Try to get some sleep after we eat.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter five

 

 

 

 

They started the next morning with a run.

Tor had been running almost daily for the last few months, and irregularly before that, so at first he didn't think it would really be a problem. He changed his outfit to look like worn exercise browns, like an old and hard used school uniform and some running shoes, ones that had thin leather soles to approximate being bare footed, while giving him some actual protection in case of rocks or thorns. Burks took the lead, but it was his running path so it made sense, but soon the man was far ahead of him as Tor struggled to keep up, gasping for breath.

Burks didn't look back and didn't say anything, but the message from him was clear, Tor needed to toughen the heck up and do better fast. They were just running half of the normal distance today, about ten miles, but as each mile passed the Ancient got further and further ahead. Enough so that Tor realized after a bit that the guy wasn't just showing off, he was just running his regular pace for the distance...

Only he wasn't.

If he'd been really running, Tor would have easily been left far behind, lost in the twists and turns of the unfamiliar landscape. Sucking air harder than he had in a very long time from a practice run, he bore down, trying to keep up. Burks just sped up a little, hanging back just enough to keep the younger man from getting totally lost.

Crap.

Well, Tor considered as they finally stopped, in front of the light brown door of the hill-house, as Brenda called it, yet another reason to send in Burks instead of him. That and apparently he needed to do more running, and to it faster, even if it hurt.

The older man gave him a minute to recover before they started fighting practice, unarmed first. It was... humiliating to say the least. Not only couldn't Tor touch the man, but it was obvious he was moving in slow motion and letting Tor work full speed. After a bit Tor stood back, out of range and asked what he was missing.

Burks threw a punch, almost exactly like the first one Kolb had taught him.

“A full standard blow, it goes out, stops at the point of impact and gets retracted. About as strong as you can be with that motion, hitting in that direction.”

Then he punched again, doing it several times for Tor to see clearly. It was a little different.

“Partial retraction, the hands are held out, closer to the opponent. You have to be more aware of grabs, an arm dangling out is an invitation to take it. The blow is weaker, about eighty-six percent of the power, but the distance is cut in half, at the end you begin to retract at the point of contact, this weakens the blow about another five percent. But the time the action takes is only about forty percent of what a normal punch requires. If it's weaker you have to make a point of targeting sensitive areas.”

When the fist moved back a new blow began instantly.

“Note how I'm not leaving a waiting time before the next movement? That’s crucial. Almost everyone waits and pauses when a blow is withdrawn. It's an energy conservation technique and not a bad one, you find yourself waiting to see if what you did was enough, but it's so ingrained that almost no one ever thinks about it. The more adept the person the less they'll do it, but unless you consciously realize that it exists, it's very hard to get rid of in a personal fighting style, it's simply a part of our nature as humans. The same idea works for empty hand or weapons work, weapons are harder because of the larger inertia, but both take practice.”

Then he started striking at Tor playfully with two limbs at once, each blow skipping from where it would connect around in a partial circle to the next attack at a different place without hesitation. Sometimes a single kick filled a space, normally a very low one, aimed at the shin or knees.

Tor nodded.

“I see! Now I just need a thousand years to learn to coordinate like that and I'll be ready.” He let his voice go bright, but the movements were pure art and done by someone that had truly mastered them. Honestly it felt like a thousand years might be ambitious to tell the truth. 

Burks winked.

“You get three days. I suggest you practice. This is a high energy and high endurance way to fight. If I were you I'd go running again and then practice until lunch. In the afternoon I have something else planned. Lunch is at noon here, just like school.”

Clearly dismissed, Tor started running again, as fast as he could, without throwing up. His gut ached and he wanted to complain about over training, except he knew that his endurance and recovery time was a lot better than an average persons. Burks had mentioned that months before. It didn't make him like running any better, but it meant he could push himself and not be hurt by it. Whee, what grand fun. He intended to go Ten miles, like they had earlier, but ended up going further, because he got lost on the winding path. Twice. When he got back to the door he started working against an imaginary target, trying to remember everything he'd been told. It was harder than it looked. Functionally the style didn't have blocking even, which should have made it all easier, the constant attacks making it nearly impossible unless you just happened to have a limb near an incoming blow. Was the barrage supposed to keep the other person off guard or was he just missing something?

Well, he'd get it, or not. 

Three days wasn't a long time and he had work to do that evening if he could manage it. The disguise device. It may not make a difference in the end, but what if it was the exact thing they needed to be successful? Being Lazy could get them both killed.

The afternoon session nearly made him laugh at the coincidence at first. It was all about what he'd need to do to look and act Austran. From their plethora of body and face tattoos to piercings and dyed hair for the young. Everyone over ten had something different about them, which worked in his favor, since people tried to do original things to themselves and make a “statement”. No matter what Tor came up with, it would be correct, as long as he didn't go without. 

Then the use of makeup and materials was covered, how to change the shape of a face, the color or skin and hair and so on. It was almost exactly what he needed to know in order to make the device he had planned. 

It wasn't a coincidence though. Burks just had the same idea he did. Oh, using make-up and props, but the idea was the same. Once you accounted for the fact the Tor was a builder and tried to get almost everything done that way instead of using other means. After they were done Tor grabbed an early dinner of stale bread and sharp cheese, and started working. It would have to be in the old fashioned way, pushing his pattern too far, too fast, at least if he wanted it done before they left. 

If it was a problem for the Ancient that he disappeared Tor didn’t know about it, no one said anything. Not that Tor could have heard them if they did. He worked deep, and had the device ready by the next morning, though that meant skipping sleep.

It took time and the days repeated themselves, each a different crash course on Austra and every word shook his idea about what it meant to be human just a little. They were so different. Even the way they looked at other people was bizarre. Burks tried to explain fully, but it was just so hard for him to believe.

“Family means a lot less to them. Here, say with you, if a distant relative showed up and asked you for something, say to take them in, what would you do?” It wasn't a rhetorical question, but the answer was ridiculously obvious.

“Take them in. Obviously.”

“In Austra, if a close relative came and asked the same thing, they'd be taken in less than half the time. A lot less. People generally wouldn't even think of asking. It costs more to have another person after all, which could require cutting back on personal luxuries.” 

That didn't sit well with Tor at all, in fact he couldn't really imagine it as being true. At first it seemed an un-clever joke was being played on him, but Burks remained adamant.

“But,” Tor stammered, flabbergasted. “They're family. You have to help them. It's a rule!”

Burks nodded at the young version of himself slowly.

“Our rule, not theirs.”

That set Tor back for a few minutes. It was their place he was going to, so he had to adapt to them, not the other way around. Not that the plan was for him to run into the city there and do anything. His job was to provide devices and stay with the vehicle, so that they could escape when they needed to. There were tricky bits to it, like making a carriage work under water while leaving him air to breath, but it was doable. That or he'd suffocate and die. 

Smiling to himself he got that the idea wasn't impossible, he just had to move air into the craft he was using and make sure it got out at the same speed. If it was done carefully and he didn't go too deep under water it should be fine. Burks agreed and told him not to go below thirty feet, though he didn't mention why exactly. The man was frustrating that way sometimes. It wasn't that he was hiding anything, but rather he just kept assuming that Tor already knew what he was saying for some reason.

“Um, Burks?”

“Yes Tor?”

“What's a robot?”

“It's... never mind, not important to what we’re doing right now.”

That basic conversation became so common that Tor almost stopped asking questions, but that didn't work either, because some of the things were relevant to what they were doing. The morning of the fourth day after their run, in which Tor felt like his lungs were tearing apart and he tasted iron and copper with each breath, deep in the tissue, Burks started beating him up.

At first Tor was tempted to just run away. But that wouldn't work any better than fighting would, maybe less. Tor tried to respond like he'd been practicing at least, which didn't do him a lot of good, but at least let him touch the Ancient a few times.

“Target vital points.” Burks said conversationally while his hands and feet blurred. It wasn't the speed of the movement, but that Tor couldn't track it all, like with the jugglers he'd seen a few months prior. They'd seemed super humanly fast, but the actual movements weren't at all. Grab and release, about once per half second. It was just too much to see. That's what Burks was doing to him and really, what he had to try to do in return. 

For a while, nearly twenty seconds, he managed to do all right. True, he was moving at his best speed and Burks was still holding himself to less than half that, but it was something. Right up until he found himself suddenly laying on his back, a low and prickly weed under him, looking at the steel gray clouds above. Tor rolled, but not fast enough. When he hit the dirt, he'd paused. It was more than enough time for Burks to slowly move in and “kill” him.

Sigh. Well, he still had over a week to get better. It would take more work and attention. When he said this to his grandfather it just got a nod. Not happy or sad, not insulting his limited ability and definitely not praise. Just a slow and gentle movement of the head.

After that all they worked on was running and fighting, with weapons and without. Tor even had to learn several kinds of Austran devices just in case he was left unarmed in a pinch. All he'd have to do is disarm a guardsman and take what he had. Easy. 

They went on training until the day before they left for the docks in Warden. That was the pick-up location. Of course their entire plan fell apart less than two minutes after the Captain came ashore to pick “Torrance Baker” up.

The Captain was a medium sized man, almost exactly six foot, taller than Tor, but not intimidating to Burks by any means. Without preamble the man held up a black box with a shiny gray screen and pointed it at the older man as he stood waiting to leave.

“Ah! Hello Count Lairdgren. I'm here for your grandson I believe? Is he about by any chance?” The man wasn't being smarmy, but seemed genuine and professional, even having just obviously caught them out like that. It was clear he was military, but that their military was less prone to yelling than the Noram one was. One of their Captains would be hitting someone by now. After a bit of back and forth the Count gestured for him to come out, in order to leave.

It was less than satisfactory all things considered.

The device somehow knew the difference, it could be height, weight, the slight difference in their build or even the difference in their field pattern. Tor was eighteen, Burks three thousand and muckity. It made a difference, even under all the similarities. The Austran device wasn't buying their plan at all. 

Stupid Austran science device.

“Oh, here I am.” Tor said dismally, looking at the man with a rueful grin.

“I was hoping you'd take him instead. This whole things is... Well, I'm too young to marry, or be put to death, you know? Figured you might miss the difference.” Every man for himself, that was the Austran way, but had he gotten the idea right? Really, who would sell out their own grandfather like that?

The Captain chuckled.

“Well, that's not my part in this. I just need to get you from here to there. Ready to go then?” 

Tor shrugged and grabbed his little bag of toiletries. He could at least die with clean teeth. Burks smiled, then winked at him, as if it was the plan all along or at least what would most likely have happened regardless, which may have been the case. For all Tor knew the gadget the man dressed in the all white uniform complete with white funny hat, was used every day over there. What would have been the point though? Letting him worry less? 

Well, if that was the case, Tor appreciated it. At least he'd been able to sleep and keep food down. He gave Burks a nod.

“Well, off to die now Gramps. Tell everyone thanks for nothing. Remember to feed my pet fish for me. It likes ocean food best. If I don’t end up dead, I expect it to be there alive and well when I come looking for it.” The last bit was code, if mentioning the ocean like that could be taken as clever at all. Hopefully Burks got the idea. Take his place and wait in the ocean as Tor was supposed to have done.

He looked surly, or tried to, as he stomped up the slanted wooden board to the door in the side of the boat. It was funny looking and an ugly blue gray, but big. Nearly as big as the one he'd made for the Afrak trip. At the top of the, they weren't really steps he decided… ramp? At the top of that thing, another man came and passed a device over him carefully. Tor figured they'd take all his amulets, even his back-ups, but they didn't. The new man just turned to the other and spoke calmly.

“No weapons detected.” The voice held strong certainty. Tor wondered what to make of it, hoping the man might have been sent by Denno to facilitate things, his heart falling when the Captain redid the whole search.

“Agreed, clean.” The man held out his hand to shake, a country type thing, so Tor automatically returned it. As soon as he did Tor realized that he was probably about to be clapped in irons, but it was just a firm handshake instead, no twisting his arms back or grabbing him. 

“Welcome aboard sir. This isn't a luxury craft, but we do have an exercise facility and some light entertainments if you wish to use them. Let me show you to your room. This way please?” The tone and manner was courteous, but the man behind him openly held a weapon. It was one of the kinds he'd practiced with earlier in the week. It sent out jolt of electricity that was carried on a beam of light. It was more complicated than that, but that's how Burks explain it to him. He knew they worked though, having one used on him twice before. 

The shield he wore would stop it cold, but no need to give that away yet. For that matter, Tor ignored it as if he didn't know what it was. The less able they thought him the better.

The trip was decently boring, but at least it wasn't a cage. The room was tiny compared to the other big ships he'd been on, but then, Tor had made those personally, so it probably didn't count. His room was ten by ten, had a bed, a sink and a toilet, next to a writing surface that folded out of the wall. Most of the time he just sat on the deck. On day five he worked out what was going on with the apparent freedom. He wasn't trapped by the water, he was supposed to be held hostage by the murder of thousands of his people if he left.

Ah.

That or the Austrans just hadn't been paying attention. He could fly after all.

The bombs were bowel loosening in theory, huge nuclear devices that used magic to create a vast and poisonous explosion. At first Burks had tried to explain that it wasn't magic, because it didn't use the direct field of a person to created it, just physical action, but the end result was bad regardless and it kicked out magic level effects while it happened, reorganizing space on the fundamental level and ordering information away from the central point. That was really all magic was Tor had argued, reordering base information, with Burks agreeing after a few minutes. It was the first argument with the older man Tor had won. That wasn't saying much, since all the other arguments had been fake, and Tor had thrown them.

In reality the nuclear devices didn't scare Tor too much, because of one single fact. Glost didn't have them. He might think he did, but Denno Brown, the Austran Ancient said otherwise. True he might be lying and the whole thing was a convoluted Tor trap, but if that was the case, why set up a rescue? They could have really just told Tor and even Burks, that they had to come or else, and they wouldn't have had a choice. In the end his one life wasn't worth thousands. That kind of scenario didn't leave him a lot of options.

There were about fifteen really good ways it could be a trap, but Tor was hoping that it would be something simple, like Denno was really just a prisoner, and Tor could go in and get him out, then meet Burks out in the ocean. If that didn't work, if he wasn't stripped of his “trinkets” Tor could fly out on his own. Either way would be alright, he had amulets for nearly everything consolidated around his neck on three pieces, instead of the near twenty he had a week prior. He'd also worked devices into his toothbrush and the container that held his toothpaste. They didn't have sigils, but if stripped of everything he could shield himself and fly away in a fast carriage. Worse come to worse, he could rebuild anything he needed in a few hours.

The boat moved decently for something its size and only took ten days to get all the way to Austra, which Tor appreciated. The longer they took, the worse his anxiety would be. To cut down on it and pass the time, Tor meditated, being careful not to do anything that would show off any visible magic to the crew. Not that they’d recognize as such at least. His clothing was, but no one seemed to care that it changed periodically and stayed clean. 

He wore a shield all the time, but didn't let it activate. Most of the men on the ship, and they were all men, seemed to think that magic was a superstition that didn't do much of anything at all and that the military of Noram just used tricks to try and fool the people they fought into thinking that their scientific equipment was magical for some reason. Just a ploy to throw people off. A few seemed to think that “magic” was just what Tor’s people called science. 

Well, if that helped them sleep, who was he to say otherwise?

Really Tor didn't see why they thought that way. Wouldn't it be easier just to admit that there were other ways to do something? For instance, he knew that magic was real, but also that the Austrans did some similar things using different techniques. Their stuff worked from the physical down, instead of the mind out, at least originally, but it all worked. Afrak did a bit of both really, but with living creatures. His own magic aside, a lot of builders used some physical mechanisms to do work. Locks were often just a tiny device incorporated into a moving arm that was actually what stopped someone from getting in, but most people used keys for that, which worked just as well, prestige of owning something magical aside.

If he could see there was more than one way, why couldn't these men? Denno Brown might make sense, if he couldn't help it, but these were just regular people. Why believe something so clearly incorrect?

Everyone was polite to him, but most didn't speak much, he picked up the accent quickly enough, since it was closer to Noram standard than his own native tongue. Burks had started him working on it days before they got to the ship. Part of a contingency plan Tor had been told. A layered plan so that when it all fell apart they knew what to do instead. It made sense, but made everything far more complicated than he really felt comfortable with. Get too complicated and things always went wrong, at least as far as he could tell.

They fed him three meals a day, the food greasy, funny tasting and heavy in his stomach, but that really could have been nerves. Everything was canned or possibly frozen first, which effected the flavor, but Tor wouldn't complain. It was what everyone else was eating and they wouldn't have anything else on the ship most likely. 

When they reached the port Tor felt a chill. It was gray and joyless, the pier itself some kind of stone, which should have been interesting and durable, but it had a neglected feeling as if it was just there until the next one was put up. A similar focus stone structure would have lasted centuries, even in the water. This thing couldn't have been thirty years old, and needed massive repair already. In places he could see large metal bars buried in the rock itself, almost a part of it. That was odd, but he could see ways of doing that, if not why.

The ship came in slowly, so by the time the gangplank, what the sailors called the ramp, was in place, Tor stood with his little bag of toiletries, ready to go. Glancing below he expected to see the military waiting, or possibly a surgery set up so that Lilli could have him emasculated without pause. Instead there was just a familiar girl, wearing a strange one piece garment that had arms and legs, but attached in the middle, everyone wore something similar it seemed from what he could see. She smiled up at him, waving happily. 

Whee. The bride to be.

Tor strolled down, trying not to frown at her. If she thought he'd go down easy, she was sorely mistaken. He felt for the trap, the men laying in wait, but no one was around at all, except her.

“Tor!” She called out as if they were old friends and she hadn't hacked Yardley Principle to death with a cutter. Because the girl had wanted to keep Ali from being sold as a sex slave. More exactly because Yardley, a tall dun colored girl, had spoken out against what Lilli had wanted. Daria Serge. Glost Serge’s daughter. 

“Tor, over here!” She actually waved excitedly. 

Tor decided to steal the march. If they were going to be at each other’s throats, cowering from the insane girl wouldn't help, would it?

“Daria,” he made his voice polite and almost friendly. “I was thinking about your ideas for the wedding night and decided to skip that and go with my plan instead.” 

Tilting her head as if curious she spoke, a cautious tone instead of just crazy.

“What’s that?” 

“Well, instead of me being used by all those men, sodomizing me to death and all that, I was thinking we could tie you up and offer you to all comers on the street. We'll take you in during the day and ensure plenty of lube, so you should be able to go on for a long time. That would be way more fun, don't you think? And last longer too. It's important to pace the adventures you know. Fools rush in, and all that.” He made his voice chipper and light, but still felt a shock of surprise at what she did next.

She clapped her hands.

“Oh, goody! Someone that will actually play back. I was worried you'd be all boring after we got married. Your pretty, granted, but your reputation has you as almost virginal for a Noram elite. Dad says I have to keep you around, but won't say why. Leverage probably. Anyway, I'm staying at the complex, you know, government house? Our “palace” I guess. Dad’s place. We could get a room though, or if you don't want me around, you could rent a hotel. Dad will cover it. He's kind of looking forward to meeting you, if you’re willing.”

That... was not what he expected. He was being given options and not even ordered to go and meet with Serge? Very different indeed.

The sad part being that, while he didn't trust her current half sane behavior, he kind of needed to get in to that complex. From what Burks had guessed, Denno should be there, probably in the lower levels. But the place was huge. Finding him would be a chore and maybe take more than a casual meeting and a cup of tea. Maybe impossible. For the seventh time in the last ten minutes Tor wished that they'd bought the whole Burks substitution thing. That wasn't the plan anymore, so he needed to just deal. Right now he had to pick and the mission meant he had to pick going and staying with a mad man. 

How exciting. Fear counted as a kind of excitement, didn’t it?

“Oh, well, I don't really know my way around and if we have to marry, I might as well stay with you, right? Seriously though Lilli... don't try anything with me until it's time to fight to the death, and then, I kind of recommend running.” It was even true. That was his personally preferred method of dealing with problems that could lead to violence. She'd take it as a threat, but that was her problem, wasn't it? 

“What makes you think we brought you here for something bad? Worse things could happen than getting married you know. I once knew a girl that was hacked to bits by an invisible magic sword for instance...” 

It was a counter threat, hidden behind an innocent smile, her one green eye looking happy, the brown one looking sad. Of course that was his eye, looking back. Or more to the point, his friend Petra's eye, since he used her to develop the healing device template for women. Instead of acting all shocked or angry Tor just nodded.

“Yeah. But you don't have magic here do you? I'm surprise you haven't worked out how it's done honestly, it's not like the techniques are secret or anything. Just takes a bit of discipline. I can show you how even, if anyone wants to learn. Shall we go?”

He was tempted to whip out a carriage and float through the city above the streets but Lilli, Daria he corrected in his head, already had a vehicle with her. A two wheeled contraption that she sat astride and that rolled down the street with a soft whirring sound. He was supposed to sit behind her and grab around her middle. It sounded like a lark to him, a game to embarrass him, but he did it anyway. It suddenly felt important to hide as much magic in this place as possible. It probably wouldn't help, but teasing them about their lack wouldn't aid anyone and he had a job to finish.

The “palace” was a large house, but boxy and plain compared to the lavish houses and estates he was used to seeing. The outside was a soft gray stone looking material and the inside was white as chalk and had bright red flooring. They'd tried to decorate, but it seemed like they'd either failed or the taste of the Austrans was far different than what he was used to. Subdued and colorless except the red of the floor. A whole lot of beige.

He was taken to see the premier almost the second they got in the door, Daria running like a small girl, her voice happy.

“Daddy, daddy! Tor's here to marry me! Can you believe he actually came? He hasn't even tried to kill me yet. That means he likes me, doesn't it? He's so dreamy.” Giggling, she spun in her bland light tan suit, made of something light like cotton, it was baggy but had some give to it.

Just like her personality. Each time she turned around she affected a different “crazy” personality. After a while Tor simply sensed her field, looking for the signs of madness. What he found instead was a calm mind that had good focus. She wasn't insane at all, she was faking it to throw him off. Turning to face her slightly Tor waited and watched. So this was a trick? Well, the least he could do was act like he was going along with it.

“Hello! Sorry for just popping in like this, but the relatives kicked me out. I tried to send my grandpa instead, since this is all his fault, but your ship’s Captain was too clever for that. Nice to meet you in person.” Tor held out his hand country fashion an arm stretched back towards him. Surprisingly the man took it in a firm, but polite grasp and shook properly, without the hesitation Tor was used to from royals back home.

“Oh, so good to meet you too. Tell me Mr. Baker, do you like chickens? I have one. I call her bossy. Horrible nag. Oooh, I was going to offer to introduce her, but I forgot I had her killed last week, never listened to a word I said. Don't you hate that?” He grinned, his eyes nearly blank as he spoke.

This was an act too. 

Dressed in his military clown outfit, bright blue and red piping all around, with its bright gold buttons that, close up, were scratched, showing steel underneath and looking shabbier than in the pictures of him that had appeared from Burks’ special communication device in the palace meeting room nearly three months before. It was a put up to make Tor think he was insane.

What the man himself didn't really get was that it wasn't an act. 

Sure, he wasn't going to suddenly wet himself and caper like a jester, not for real, but his mind wasn't balanced at all. In his world everything revolved around him, his wants, his needs. When that didn't happen Glost got angry, and when he did, he removed his enemies with force. Always. But he thought that was sane and his current behavior was just a ruse for the Noram bumpkin. A man so stupid he didn't even know magic wasn't real, that all he'd done was technology and luck. Happenstance being fit into a shape his feeble mind could cope with.

Tor could work with that.

“Hey, I don't want to be rude, but you know, the magic has to be fed, would it be possible to get something to eat soon? If not I can wait, but I've only eaten ship food for a while... Oh! I know, why don't we have my brother join us!” Tor smiled happily and explained that he meant the Brown man. Glost didn't think much of the idea, but Daria liked it.

“He's pretty, get these two together and we could make such a delicious sandwich.” Tor didn't get the reference, but the woman jiggled from foot to foot, shifting as she explained. “You on the outside, me in the middle, him on the other side. Or, well, we could put you in the middle. All you Noram nobles like kinky stuff right? I could just eat you up. Possibly cut into steaks.” She acted like she was considering it, but really didn't care at all. Honestly, when he got what she was thinking and feeling, she wasn't even amused by what she was saying, it was just to help solidify her act. It felt almost dismal really. Everything she did was meant to keep her father happy. Even killing Yardley had been. Though he couldn’t pick up why the girl had to die at all.

The only thing he did get was that it wasn’t over Ali.

Tor nodded.

“I'd be too stringy and small for a good meal. Maybe if we had that chicken instead?” Tor had to pretend his goal wasn't Brown. If they thought he had a plan, they might not let him see the Ancient at all. Ideally he could eat dinner down in his cell or close by, even if they locked him up if they failed to take his amulets, he could to it, maybe without any of the devices he'd brought if they gave him enough time. A day or two? Rebuilding would be a pain, but Tor had come ready for it, if that's what was required. 

The Premier clapped and pretended to be giddy at the idea of eating the chicken, but couldn't think of an excuse to not have one on hand, that made him a little angry, but Tor derailed it with a shrug and a hint, letting Serge out of the whole thing without getting mad. It wouldn't help to have a homicidal freak losing his cool. Not yet at least.

“Unless she was breakfast of course. Totally understandable. In that case we should take Denno a pie. People like pie, right? Tell, me, is... Is he... scary in person?” The idea was ridiculous, but he was the pretend magic Noram bumpkin, wasn't he? Denno was one of the most beautiful people in the world, if he held true to what his image when shown in lifelike realism for Tor and the royal family. Scary just wasn't the word that Tor would have used for the man. Delicate might fit, but so far none of the old Ancients seemed weak at all, even if smaller than a lot of people. Efficient came to mind when he looked at them. Tidy and easy to keep fed.

Tor made himself seem worried though, not really certain why at first, but the fields felt right for it. After about five minutes of talking, it became apparent why, since Glost started insisting that he have dinner with Denno that very night. From the words Tor figured he was about to be locked in with the fellow, or maybe attacked, the edgy stress of the brightly clothed man growing as they talked. He didn't want Tor to meet with Brown, who was a prisoner, which made sense on so many levels, but on the other hand Tor’s discomfort at the idea acted like a goad, pushing the man into the idea.

Daria sneered and pushed him too, working in perfect time with her father. Tor got it now, or at least a small part of it. She wasn't insane, or even spoiled and self entitled, not really. She was a survivor. Daria Serge didn't want to die. In this case that meant not going against her father, no matter how foolish he was being.

Right. Lessons from those that had been there. Trying to play with this man would backfire if he tried to do it for too long. Especially if he said no to something. 

“All... right, sir...” Tor said, trying to sound reluctant now that both of them were pushing for it.

“You know best. Oh... Um, here... I have something for you.” It was a letter from Afrak he was supposed to hand over to Glost Serge. From Lara Gray herself. Tor didn't know why, but kind of figured it would be a problem, possibly an assassination attempt. The man took it, but didn't open it or even act interested. 

Before Tor could play it up or even try to think of doing something more, Glost called for a full meal, chicken, though not, he assured Tor “Bossy the chicken”, to be served in Browns cell. No hesitation about calling it a cell, but on the word both the others suddenly went on alert and stared at him as if expecting a violent outburst. 

Tor gave them outward boredom and a small wave of his left hand.

“Has he done something then? Or is he just always getting in the way like Burks does? I never thought to lock him in somewhere. Tell me how you managed it and I might just try and pull that off with him next time we meet.” Tor made his voice a little bored and sullen, not having anything better on short notice.

“Ha! I forgot for a moment that you knew one of the old timers yourself. Yes, rather busy group of people, aren't they? I won't lie, he got in the way of my plans, so I locked him up, but it wasn't anything illegal on his part. Kind of refreshing that you understand. I was worried that you'd be difficult on that score. I'd have had him killed, but Daria loves him so. Can't let him out or he'll ruin everything. They always do, don't they?” Mad eyes, the real insanity this time, shone from the leaders face. It was an earnest look, one that called for support.

It was also probably fair from the guy’s perspective, so Tor grinned and nodded.

“You have no idea sir. Why just a few weeks ago Burks was hitting me just for not learning something fast enough. I mean a real beating too, not just a few taps or slaps. He gets thousands of years to do it, but I can't figure it out in a few days and I'm suddenly stupid? They're all too far from being young to remember what it was like I think. It probably has to happen over that much time, but seriously how hard is it to remember that regular people aren't thousands of years old?” Tor sounded put out, but then he had been at the time, a little. He got the idea that he needed to hurry, but... yeah. It really was annoying being beaten like that.

Glost clapped happily, anger on his face, but not anger at him, so at least there was that. Daria followed suit, acting giddy, her eyes showed shrewdness though, watching Tor as if suspecting that he was pulling something. He was, so Tor couldn't fault her on picking it up. It was ham-handed and rough of him, but the best he could come up with in the moment. 

Ten minutes later they walked down five flights of stairs, white tiled and twisting hallways of them, cool and bright from the magic lights above. The light quality wasn't good, and when Tor touched it with his mind he was shocked to find it was a glowing gas, not his kind of magic at all. Lightning had been passed into it and that made it glow? Electrics.

Amazingly clever. 

Also wasteful, but he didn't mention it. He wasn't here to comment on their society or how they lived, was he? Their place, their ways. Still, it was a stupid way of doing things when they could have simply made lights that didn't use energy at all.

Denno stood at the far side of his room, the door thick metal and see through glass for observation, wire shot through to make it harder to break. The man wore identical clothing to the one time Tor had seen him, a light blue outfit that had a loose top, much like a tunic and baggy trousers that didn't seem to have pockets. The material was light, cotton or something similar, and his shoes were light slippers, also in matching blue material. The leather on the bottom looked different, like it was something else entirely not cow hide at all. It was white and flexible not hard at all.

Having seen his image before Tor was ready this time. Denno Brown was beautiful. Dark skin that reminded Tor slightly of what a walnut shell would have looked like if it was perfect and unbroken by shadow. The eyes were brown, simple and clear and the hair black, like Tor's own. Then again, even if they looked as different as they did, they were, in some strange fashion the Ancients had crafted, brothers. Tor bowed to the man, noting that he'd held to looking about twenty-five or so. Burks could make himself look older too, apparently something he'd personally be able to do as well, eventually.

“Little Brother! You've come at last to relieve my boredom then? So good to meet you in person, not that I doubted you would come, given everything. Well, patience is the trick to everything, isn't it? Please, come in, come in... I see that Glost and Daria have brought a feast for us! Excellent, I've grown a bit bored eating alone, though the food hasn't been stinted... I just sometimes don't get to see anyone for days at a time, two or three days, even. Except guards. Nice fellows, but not allowed to chat much. Come sit when you are ready!” He smiled, but didn't try to touch anyone. 

A single covert glance gave that away, six armed men had moved in behind them to prevent escape or trouble. They wore simple gray outfits, like Daria’s tan one, and held rounded silver and black tubes directly at Denno. Apparently Tor wasn't thought a threat at all. Good. He wasn't there to fight with them anyway, was he? Looking at Brown he smiled and gave a slow blink, showing he'd gotten the message the man had just sent him. It wasn't subtle really and Tor didn't want to give it all away so he acted pleased to meet the man, but a little bored.

“Two or three days? Why I could barely go two without going crazy, you must be strong to endure such. Well, I'm sure that the Premier will let me visit occasionally now that I'm here. Though you must promise not to be in the way all the time! He was just telling me how you are, always meddling. That's a bad habit you know. Burks does that too, and it's a pain. At the same time he keeps telling me that I need to let other people do things for themselves. It's hypocritical, don't you think?” Tor didn't sneer, that wasn't something he did well, so instead he put his hands on his hips.

The key to the Ancient’s secret message system was simple, you just twitched or tapped on the word you wanted to emphasize. The slow blink told the other that a message was being passed, that or hooded lids, the rest was just a matter of controlling what you did and when. It was awkward, but so far no one had seemed to catch on.

Denno had just told him that he'd be ready and wanted to know if it would be two or three days. The man had waited years and seemed a little impatient now. Tor had confirmed two days. He had the route down the stairs now. What he needed were just some items to help Denno out of the cell and weapons in case things fell apart. Or better, a shield for the man. That the guy might be setting him up was still possible. Handing him death weapons would be a mistake until he knew for certain.

A table was set up and the meal almost seemed cozy, except for the armed guards who acted as if the small dark man was going to kill them all suddenly, without warning. After a while he looked at the guards under hooded lashes and then winked at Tor.

“For some reason they keep thinking I'm going to jump up and do battle with them. They're like this all the time, even while I sleep. Really it's over done a bit. I mean, how dangerous can I be then? What am I going to do, snore at them?” His voice was a little pissy and cold.

No secret message there, the Ancient was simply watched all the time and had told him that flat out. Ah. So if Tor was coming in he'd have to do something about the guards? He had weapons that could kill them, and could make non-lethal ones, but all of those would leave them a chance to sound an alarm or call out an alert.

Daria interjected then, needling the man.

“Must make it awkward to masturbate, huh? Want me to come in and do it for you? Or... you only like guys, right? So maybe Tor could?” 

Denno laughed at her, a long and loud thing, meant to be derisive.

“Girl, don't try using that on me. I won't sleep with you because I don't like you. I like women just fine, I just prefer them sane. As for having Tor do things for me like that, well, I wouldn't say no. I always wanted Green too, but he never would. Kind of prude really, when you get down to it. How about you Tor, are you as big a prude?” 

Honestly he was. Worse really, at least as far as he could tell. But the idea was for Denno and him to meet to... Ugh. It was a good enough plan, but Tor couldn't... Glost smiled wickedly and watched with a cunning eyes as Tor squirmed uncomfortably.

“Why what a wonderful idea! Yes, we'll deliver him to you for the purpose Denno. Maybe you can show him the wonders of your flesh? The two of you will make such a lovely pair! In fact I think I'll televise the whole thing. Yes, I like the idea! Oh ho!”

Tor swallowed, but Denno grinned happily.

“Ah! Finally then. Yes, I can see it now...” The scene that was set was graphic and precise, even to the timing. From when Tor would walk in to when Denno would penetrate him from behind and what positions would be used. Tor shook a little, not having to fake it. The whole thing sounded really embarrassing and uncomfortable. But he didn't say anything, because all the others acted as if it were an actual plan, not just teasing. Two of the guards had shifted their weapons to him, as if expecting an attack, but the whole thing, crazy as it might be, as gross as it sounded to him, was when the escape would come. If he could get everything in place in time. Otherwise he'd probably end up doing all that stuff himself and really... He'd rather not.

Glost laughed and clapped at the idea, his inner self watching Tor and actually feeling happy that this was making him so uncomfortable. Daria was watchful too, but didn't really seem to care. Amused by the idea, but not invested in it. Denno felt internally... cunning. Still if he had a plan of his own, other than using Tor for sex against his will, it wasn't something that was readily seen. 

“Um, I don't suppose I get a say in all this?” Tor asked softly. They all ignored him.

Sigh.

It was set up for two days later, Denno crafting things carefully to guide Glost and Daria so easily that Tor really did wonder if the man couldn't have just walked out at any time? The others didn't even get that he was controlling them. If that was how it was, why hadn't he escaped on his own? Well, for his part Tor decided to sulk and act disgruntled. 

It wasn't hard to pull off.

Everyone laughed at him, but after the meal they left him alone in his room, to sulk probably. He took a small metal piece that sat on a table, disabled the device inside, meant to listen to him at a guess, and started working, using it as the housing for the device he wanted. Food came and he had to rouse to eat, but other than that he worked. For two days and nights, the guards coming for him on the morning of the third day, which wasn't exactly the set time, but would work well enough. Tor just hoped to all the gods that Denno always wore the same blue outfit, like a prisoner’s uniform. If he was wearing something else this wasn't going to work. If that was the case Tor had decided to simply try and fight their way out. Actually going along with the whole plan, magically put out to the homes of everyone in Austra for their titillation, was just too much for him to handle.

At the door of the cell he looked through to see Denno waiting for him, hands clasped in front of him and dressed in blue. 

Thank god.

Now for the hard part.

Tor was let in, a full twenty guards suggesting he comply fully by holding dangerous looking weapons at him of varying types. They apparently really didn't get that those wouldn't work at all. He’d have thought Daria would have clued them in. She knew what magic was and had used it, seen a lot of it even at Debbie’s device shop. Knew that he could make it too, even if she thought it was some kind of secret science.

Moving slowly, reluctantly, Tor walked across the room and embraced the man carefully, awkwardly, and kissed him on the lips using his best form.

“Ready lover?” Tor said, hoping the man wouldn't think he really meant for them to have sex. Because if that was the case, the foreplay was about to be really disappointing.

“Always.”

Then Tor activated the sigil on the small metal sphere and walked the other man backwards, pushing him a little roughly onto the low bed at the back of the room.

 

 

 

 

Chapter six

 

 

 

 

When they hit the bed Tor pushed Denno through the wall behind them, coming out on the other side with only a little struggle, when the good looking Ancient panicked a bit. Apparently just going through the wall hadn't seemed like the obvious plan? A guard room with screens that showed the inside of the room, where Tor and Denno were making out on the man’s bed. There was a guard wearing a gray one-piece watching the screen, chuckling as he did, but he didn't look down to see the two men under his desk.

Denno was wide eyed but stayed silent and crawled to the far end of the set up, leading to a corner, going left would take them back into the room they'd come from, so Tor was opting for straight, but Denno placed a slow and gentle hand on his back and shook his head when Tor turned around, pointing at the wall to the right. Tor nodded that he got the idea, his way wasn't going to work and the guy that knew where things were suggested going another direction entirely. But could they get there without the guard seeing them?

In the end all they could do was wait for a chance. The scene would last forty minutes, then the fake images of them would sit up and put their clothing back on and move to the table to talk. No sound would come out then though. There would be grunts and murmurs before then, hopefully when appropriate. Tor didn't really know. It wasn't like this was anything he'd done before. The whole scene was just made up after all.

The guard moved forward to watch the screen suddenly and Denno pushed Tor into action. Getting through the wall into a stairwell behind the stone material, smooth and bland, was no harder than a tree and took less time over all, since it was only about a foot thick. From there Denno led, running quickly, faster than Tor could go, but not so much so that he got lost. Finally, after climbing not five, but six flights of stairs, Denno pointed at another wall and grimaced. There would be a fall, Tor knew. When they left the building Denno rolled out of the fall, only about ten feet up, but Tor didn't have that skill, so landed with his legs nearly straight, the force of the whole thing going into the ground with a small pop. The other man looked worried for a bit, but Tor waved him on. Shields were nifty that way, taking the force of falls for you.

In the open Denno was faster than Tor by far. After about a minute of panting and struggling to keep up, being left far behind, Denno stopped, freezing by a fence made of metal, gray and oppressive. Inside hundreds, maybe thousands, of gray suited military men worked and trained. It took a minute for Tor to get what he was looking at. Inside the fence wasn't a military base, it was an assassin training facility. This was clear, because all the men inside were a single individual. All with eyes that had whites, but the rest was a pure black, eerie and off putting. 

Larval.

Clones designed to ruthlessly take out any target, anywhere in the world.

Tor got ready to panic, but held himself still for the moment, taking in the scene, trying to count how many there were and how big the facility was. Huge. When he got to three hundred men, Denno started running again, this time towards the sea. On the beach he stopped and looked at Tor meaningfully.

“I don't know the plan...” 

Of course not. Now they had to swim. Three miles out into the ocean and hope that Burks hadn't gone into town for a snack. Tor said this with a grin, as if he were joking and moved to the water, swimming as best he could

Denno might have been faster than he was, but after a few minutes the work was obviously getting hard for him to keep up. This wasn't a sprint after all. At fifteen minutes the man started to struggle, so Tor had to slow down and let him keep up. It took nearly two hours to get far enough out, and it was the place where he'd planned to wait, he guessed. It was really hard to tell. Looking down into the water Tor couldn't see anything, so they floated and treaded in place for a while.

He could make a craft for them, true. Tor could do it at any time, having one around his neck even, but that might show up to the Austran science and he didn't want to force them into action just yet.

It was a dilemma though, because they couldn't tread water forever. 

“Hello.” A voice came from behind them, about twenty feet off. “Would you two like a ride?”

The craft looked different than Tor would have made it, like a perfect tear drop, a small hatch coming out one side, with Burks standing there dressed in a strange skin tight outfit of black that was vaguely shiny. It had a bright green stripe about four inches wide down the sides. It looked good on him, but strange. No one in Austra, Afrak or Noram dressed like it at all. Tor couldn't even identify what the material was supposed to be. Since he'd been the one that added all the field templates on the clothing amulet Burks wore, that meant the man, or someone else, had altered a field he'd made. It was possible to do, but showed a lot more building skill than he'd suspected before from the man.

Swimming towards the craft Tor wanted to shake his head. He was a moron sometimes, a big one too. Burks wasn't that good at building? Not only was he basically the same person as Tor, who did OK at it, but the man had invented the kind of magic they used. All the techniques, all the tricks and templates, were based on what he originally discovered. Of course he could tap into a field Tor had made. Now that the idea occurred to him, it wouldn't even be hard to do himself. Just match the work, like copying and rebuild it with the additional or altered information. He'd even done a little of that with his own work. It was nearly what he did to make shield improvements. 

The first thing Tor did was touch Burks arm as he steadied himself on the craft then moved forward stepping inside to let Denno on. 

“Burks, can I get a copy of the field for that material? It seems waterproof but flexible.” That was a rare combination. As he nodded, smiling, Tor remembered the important bit and blushed.

“Oh... Also, giant Larval army back there. I couldn't get their ages or exact numbers, but I left off at about three hundred and fifty and that was only about half of what was visible. The complex could hold more than that I think.”

Burks sighed.

“Of course. It had to be something didn't it? So, Den, what have you to say for yourself?”

Denno even looked good wet, which made Tor feel a little jealous. He probably looked like a drowned rat, this guy looked ready to seduce the upper crust of royal society. Tor moved past him and closed the hatch, a complex thing that melded into the body smoothly once it shut. Functionally the door was one with the solid and smooth side. 

Cool.

Tor decided to take them down and get underway while the other two talked, or fought. Whatever was going to happen. He held them at about ten foot deep then hopped up to check the air flow in and out. It was a strong and healthy breeze on his hand coming in and the out port tried to grab him with suction. It was a little embarrassing, but he got his hand back before anyone laughed at him. Not that either of the others was paying attention to his antics, being a little busy. 

They'd both collapsed into the passenger chairs in the back, large and comfortable things in a sturdy looking blue material, attached to the floor in a space bigger than his school dorm room. The men stared at each other silently, neither moving or even breathing hard. Shrugging Tor headed due west, it was both away and not particularly going towards Noram, which would be where he'd search first, if looking for a fleeing Tor. Almost everyone would try to run straight home, so he didn't.

If anyone was following yet they were good, he decided, or using techniques and tricks he just didn't know. Either way amounted to the same thing, a dead him if they weren't careful. 

When Brown spoke his voice was mellow, relaxed and almost sounded like he was planning on trying to trick them into something. Believing him or what not. It wasn't a voice that Tor would trust, as much as he wanted to in the moment. It didn't sound phony, but it was clearly designed to manipulate. Incredibly sincere. Too much so.

“I have no clue what he's been up too Burks. He's held me prisoner for years, a decade I think. It's not any plan of mine. I admit that I was lax in my duty. Glost should have never gained power, but you know how I loathe killing and nothing else would have been half as effective.” It was a persuasive argument, but Tor snorted loudly, causing both men to look at him.

“You didn't want to kill him, which I get, killing is... hard. But you did nothing because you didn't want to kill him? Half as effective is better than not being effective at all, isn't it?” Tor made his voice stay relaxed and conversational, but felt like shouting at the man for having not done his job. It wouldn't help in the long run, so he made himself stay cool.

Denno sighed, his voice going back to normal.

“No doubt. Even telling him “no” a little more often might have helped, though I think... he may not be mentally well balanced. His daughter too. Daria has always been a problem.” 

Tor nodded, but added what he'd found out about them first hand, Glost being crazy and ruthless and Daria mainly doing what she did to survive with her father in the picture.

“She's just as evil, but it isn't a mental disorder with her, she learned to be like that. She might have been able to learn to move past it, but it's too late now. ” She'd killed Yardley and would die for it. He had to quickly explain it all to Denno, but it only took a few lines. Tor didn't want to surprise the man later with the idea, but Daria Serge was a convicted murderer in Noram, that had escaped due to the threat of annihilation, which they'd gone with in order to save Brown.

The woman was going to be put to death for her crimes. 

Burks didn't get side tracked as easily as Tor did and brought the topic back to the new problem, the one Brown's own lack of attention allowed to take place.

“What's your contingency with the Larvals, now that you know about them?”

Denno didn't have one. Not really. He tried to bluff his way through, but finally just fessed up.

“I have no clue. There were never meant to be more than twenty-one of them at a time. The interlocking nano systems for this many, they can't be controlled. Each individual is receiving raw data from all the others. If they aren't already mad, then they will be soon. But,” rubbing his face with both hands Denno paused for a full minute, then continued talking as if the thought was uninterrupted.

“Their being insane won't dampen their utility to Glost. If anything it will make them more ruthless, especially if all their training and actions follows a military model. About the worst case scenario.”

“Tor.” Burks spoke softly, as if trying not to spook him. 

“Set a course for Soam please.”

Working it out in his head Tor shrugged.

“Already headed that way.”

“Good. We'll have to fly in, but I want about a thousand miles between us and Austra before we go aloft. I packed food for three weeks and these chairs lean back to make serviceable beds. Tor, are you good for the first leg?” His voice sounded tired, as if he hadn't slept in days, which he may not have, if he didn't know the escape schedule. Staying awake would be the only way he could assure catching them when they swam out. If they swam out.

The trip was boring, except when it was finally his turn to sleep and the other two started bickering about what should be done with the Larval army.

“Oh, come now Burks! They're just boys, what, fifteen tops? They aren't a real threat at this point, it will be years-”

“Until they come to Noram and start slaughtering innocent people because Glost couldn't get my daughter to marry him? I told you about all that, but you didn't do anything. After he stole a squad of young Larval from you? Why is that exactly?” Lairdgren sounded both skeptical and pissed at the same time when he spoke.

“What would you have me do? Murder him for having some strong feelings? Don't you remember being that age at all? We were all little monsters back then, but we managed all right in the end, didn't we?” Denno sat forward in the soft chair and stared at the back of Burks head as he drove the craft under the water. It wasn't hard to do, Tor knew, but it would have been easier to sleep if the men would just shut up about things they couldn't currently control. 

“Seriously Den? He tried to kill my daughter, one of us. Using a weapon that's barely allowed under the treaty and then only because you've promised to keep their numbers down. Glost shouldn't even know what a nuclear bomb is, much less be trying to build one. Something isn't right here. Glost knows too much and is pushing too many boundaries to ignore. When we get to White, I'm going to recommend calling a summit. This is too big for just us to handle. God.”

Then they argued about summits for another hour, finally, eyes drifting shut on their own, and, being woken by stern arguments again, Tor moved to the hindmost chair and activated his quiet field. They could bicker like hens if that made them happy, but Tor was getting some sleep. The magical light was already too bright, that plus talking was just too much. The chair was comfortable enough and laid flat when he pushed a lever and straightened his body, once his eyes finally closed he decided not to open them for several long hours. 

Finally after four days of this Tor grew fed up and when the other two slept he rose above the waves by about a foot, using the low driving mode, and moved them along at about a hundred miles per hour. Going faster was an option, but it made a ripple in the water if he did. That could be seen from the air, he thought. They were at the thousand mile limit before Burks woke up and over Soam an two hours later. Tor hovered up high, not knowing where they were to go next. 

If Burks had a problem with it, he could climb out and walk, Tor decided. 

The constant fighting had worn him down and he was about to start hitting people. Since all the people on board could kick his behind, that wasn't a good thing to be feeling. Dangerous even. The only thing stopping him at the second was how much he cared about his own health. Once that level of frustration was breached, when he cared more about making it stop than his own safety, violence would ensue.

That would mean Tor needed to cheat, if he wanted to survive it. Oddly enough a plan formed. He couldn’t use it yet, but it should work…

True, they were nice and quiet while they rested, but Denno kept trying to get him to agree with him, even though Tor didn't know half enough to be involved in the decision making here. Burks had been careful not to agree with him on that when Tor finally said it out loud, but it was obviously what he'd been thinking too. Jerk. Assuming Tor was to uneducated to make a simple decision. 

It was true, but still...

When they woke Tor created a hatch on either side and opened them, hovering about five thousand feet above the ground, which he lowered quickly so they could keep breathing easily. The area they were over had mountains, so they were actually way higher than it looked. It got their attention, which was the point.

“Without arguing, which way do we go?” Tor said reasonably, ready to tip them out if they didn't get along at least passably well.

“North-east, I think.” Burks didn't grin, but Tor could still tell he wanted to.

“Point.” Tor said, trying to not sound half as gruff as he felt.

Burks did, quickly, Denno looking on with slightly wide eyes for some reason.

OK, Tor was being a bit moody about it, but it wasn't like he really planned to do anything, say dump them both out to fall to their deaths, they'd just bugged him enough that he wanted to, that was all. 

They found the city of stone easily enough, The only gray spot in a sea of green trees and foliage. The place was lovely, but much larger than he expected, at least ten times the size of the Capital in Noram. Tor slowly landed on a flat gray space that was both empty of people and reasonably close to where they were supposed to be. At least the others claimed that. Tor didn't care as long as there was a bath, or shower, even a bucket and a stiff brush, wherever they were. Even a container of clean sand would be good. The fact of the matter was, even though no one had mentioned it, they all stank badly from being closed in for so long without a way to clean up. They had a tiny restroom in the back, but no shower facilities. The carriages just didn’t. He hadn’t thought to build that in. 

He’d have to fix that.

The city they were in was amazing though, Tor noticed even through the surly haze that covered his mind. It was all stone, every visible bit of it, natural rock had been cut somehow, into massive bricks the size of small houses, then placed together to form structures. If they used anything but rock to do it, Tor couldn't tell. There were people about, short and brown, with dark hair and bright red and blue skirts on. That's all anyone wore, a skirt, including the women. 

As a group they had small breasts, the few well endowed women sagged dramatically even from a distance. They didn't seem to smile much, but when a strange craft lands in your front yard and weird looking smelly people climb out, that could put a person off their game. Tor and the Ancients just stood and waited by the craft, not trying to go anywhere or even sitting. Maybe it was rude to sit here? Tor wondered if he should put the vehicle away but Burks didn't say anything, so he left it, just in case they had to flee quickly for some reason.

Say a large group of people indicating they should leave?

No one looked hostile though, just curious. After half an hour a boy, one that looked about ten or so, ventured over with a basket of fruit and offered it around. It wasn't poisoned and seemed to be free, so Tor took a funny looking banana that was all red, large and very fat compared to the ones he’d seen before and ate it. It was wonderful. Anything edible not from a jar would have been of course. Austran food sucked, hard, and after day three in that little pot of a vehicle, everything had started tasting like sweat and body odor anyway. Gross. 

Burks quickly thanked the boy, who spoke to him for a while, in a language that Tor didn't understand at all. He listened as closely as he could, hoping to catch on. The language was pretty, and a few of the words were really close to Noram standard, so that gave him something to start from, the word endings were different, but there seemed to be a regular pattern to it all. More than what he was used to even.

The boy left them, still just standing, and other people came by to look, openly staring, which with their four days of beard growth, strange colors and bizarre, meaning more than a short skirt, clothing had to look out of place. They kept just standing and waiting though, and finally sitting and waiting, as dark fell. Tor wanted to sleep but didn't know if it was safe. He and his grandfather had shields, but Denno didn't, and if something happened it would be hard to protect the man if Tor was off dreaming of hand pies.

“Don't worry Tor, it's safe here. Violence is unheard of, like in Afrak, except that here it was a purposeful choice that everyone agreed too and a change of culture over thousands of years.” Burks sounded slightly bitter.

Probably over Afrak, where peoples fields had all been changed using “genetics” to make violence nearly impossible. Not bigotry or sexist behavior, just the ability to fight back against it. The idea still bothered Tor too. Of course that his own grandmother had been the one to do it made the whole thing even worse. For him at least. The people there probably wouldn’t care who did it. Honestly, he wasn’t sure they could.

She wasn't exactly a pleasant person, not if you were a man at least. Identical to his mother and possibly his little sister Tiera. But harsher somehow. It was a situation that could end up going horribly wrong. If Tor became Burks, well that wouldn't be too bad over all. He was an alright person as far as that went. But if his mom became Lara? God, that would be bad. The short answer being that he didn't think the world could survive two of her. 

Possibly in a literal sense.

They slept in the craft that night, but with a side made clear, so that they could see out if anyone came to visit or needed anything. The back was close enough to a large stone pyramid that no one would try coming that way, the other way faced a road. It was only about eight foot across, but all the traffic seemed to be on foot here. Again the whole thing was made of massive stone blocks.

They kept waiting and waiting. People brought more food, and water and finally some wash water too. Tor cleaned completely, scrubbing up self-consciously as people stared at him doing it. He didn't get naked, washing in a skirt like the natives wore, one in red, the most popular color on men. Tor hoped it didn't mean he was agreeing to be sacrificed or anything, or if he was, someone would tell him about it first. If he was going to be sacrificed he at least wanted to know why. Wouldn't do to say the wrong words and ruin it for everyone else or anything either, so maybe a class in it would be good first?

Thanks to those buckets of water and the fact he had a bath heater as one of the sigils around his neck meant they could all wash with warm water. Finally. Denno kept staring at him, but didn’t speak, just stripping and using the warm water himself. 

Not that it was cold out, but the extra bit of comfort was nice. The bucket wasn't really one at all, but a large fired clay pot instead. It worked to carry water, but a handle would have made it easier to deal with. 

Tor got to be clean again, shaved and even had nice smelling breath when White walked up. The other two straightened, subconscious behavior on their parts most likely, and smiled when the woman came into view. 

She was more than pretty, she was exotic. Even that word didn’t capture her beauty exactly. It went beyond what was normal at all.

Her skin wasn't just light colored like his, but a gentle pearl color. It glowed as the soft sunlight hit it through the lush green of the trees and tall bushes all around them, and her eyes were a crystalline blue, like chips of deep and old ice. She ran the last few steps to meet the others, her breasts small, but still firm, Tor could tell, because she wore no top and promptly pressed them against him in welcome. His arousal was instant and complete. That was pretty normal. At eighteen, no, nineteen now, he was pretty young, and in his world a half naked hug from a pretty girl was still notable. After all, she looked about his age, his real age of nineteen, not what he looked to be, which was younger.

That the others were responding the same way was the tricky part. No scent should have passed his shield, and her field wasn't putting out anything extra alluring, so it was probably just her looks, rather than magic. Had she been designed to be physically perfect that way? It seemed likely. It could be a mental effect though. One he just didn’t know how to block yet. It wouldn't hurt for him to be careful that way.

“You brought a new brother for a visit? And he's Green! Only no? May I meet him, do you think?” She said this softly, the sound gentle and lovely to the ear, but Tor didn't trust it or her. She was just a little too perfect and it would be too easy to rule him using her allure. Tor grimaced and put up his bumpkin mental barriers. 

“Julie, this is Torrance Baker, also just called Tor. He's my grandson and as you already guessed, me.” Burks looked almost eager to please the woman, it was strange and off putting in its aggressive nature. 

Tor smiled and bowed to her, but she hugged him again.

“Julie White.” She made no move to let him go at all, as if she was trying to imprint him with her body, her image, so that he'd like her.

“Please, call me sister.” She said melodically.

“Alright sis, if we’re going to be family, would you kindly back the hell off and stop trying to use whatever your trick is on me?” It was blunt and from the men’s reaction almost scandalous. Julie just laughed, a sound like bells and moved back suddenly.

“Oh, was I doing that again? Sorry about that, old habit. Get people early and make friends before they can decide to be your enemy, you get the idea, I'm sure.” She sounded a lot more matter of fact, but stood and watched him a bit nervously.

Was it because he'd broken her stride? Probably not. Again with the “so old that she'd probably already done everything” concept. Nothing he did would really fluster someone like her. Still, he was a Noram Ambassador, if not the one for Soam. He bowed and spoke quickly, trying to be a little more diplomatic.

“Don't worry, I'm friendly. I just need to keep a clear head with this crowd. I don't have vast experience to fall back on, you know?” 

Julie chuckled.

“That shows wisdom. So, to what do I own the pleasure? Did you just come to let me meet the new family member? That would be a wonder. We need to have reunions every ten years or so like we used to. I haven't seen anyone in over fifty, except you two now.”

They weren't invited in anywhere, and weren't offered more refreshments either, instead they all sat on the ground, Julie's short emerald green skirt flaring enough to show she didn't bother with anything underneath, meaning he had to lock onto a deeper meditative state not to look. 

Tor let the others talk unless asked a specific question, not getting everything spoken of anyway. Most of what they said was in short hand or foreign languages, that or the words had been lost over time. Julie didn't get angry over the Larval situation, but was concerned. At least she sounded that way, it was hard to tell, because she kept petting Burk and Denno in an extremely creepy fashion for a sister. 

Yes, Tor got that they weren't really directly related, their genetic “gifts” were vastly different, and probably their parents were too, if they even had them. 

Tor hadn't asked how that all worked yet. But still, they grew up thinking of each other as brother and sister, enough so that Burks had gone to rescue Denno thousands of years later because of those family ties. That meant that Julie was being inappropriate. Then again, given what he could piece together about her, she might not be able to help herself. She kept her hands off Tor however. Not because she wanted to, she kept reaching out to him, but he'd turned his shield on and left it. She giggled at that, but Denno largely ignored it like he did anything magic.

“Oh, I need one of those! Does it keep insects from biting?”

Tor nodded.

“As long as it's on it will. A regular insect biting you won't force it to turn on though. Are they a problem here, insects? I could make shields just for that, I think... It could take a bit. This Larval thing will probably come first. Then a simple bug shield would be easier to manage.” 

A specific insect shield was really more interesting too, because it was a complex problem, at least if he wanted to do it right. People would need to be able to touch things and each other, but bugs had to be filtered. It could be done, but... yeah, millions of kinds of insects in the world. Could he make it to discriminate against biological creatures under a certain size? That... could work. He'd have test it and see. After a few moments a hand was waved in his face. Denno.

“Are you well Tor?” His voice held actually concern, but Tor laughed.

“Just working on the idea of an insect shield. Sorry, I'll focus on the topic now.”

That, it turned out, was all about that summit Burks had mentioned, which just meant a meeting that everyone was required to go to. They argued about where it should be held, who should pay for it and how to arrange travel. Tor almost offered to just go and get people himself, then realized he had an actual life to get back to now. And a wife that, even if she didn't miss him really, would expect him to be around to take care of her. Thinking of that reminded him that he should see about getting some land from Rolph to build a real house on, and maybe set up the trees and large bushes for the garden he wanted. The idea was basically like Grenwyn, except that in his mind the houses would be better looking. 

They argued for hours, but the final end point was just that everyone would meet in Vagus, wherever that was, and that Burks would cover any costs. Denno should have had to do it, Tor gathered, since it was his screw-up, but his resources were cut off because of his sudden relocation. Due to the pressing nature of the problem they all agreed to meet in six months. Tor felted shocked that it would take that long, but Ancients seemed to have their own time schedules for things. 

In the mean time Denno would be shuffled off to stay with the royal family of Noram. That Burks intended to dump him there without asking first seemed a little rude to Tor, but unless he wanted to keep him at school, what else could he do?

Sighing he made the offer. 

The man, no matter how annoying at times, was family. Denno hadn't been arguing the whole time with him even, so it wasn't that strained between them. Denno clapped, slow and ponderously, while he thought.

“Do you have the room though? I wouldn't want to put you out.”

“Yeah. You can sleep at the foot of my bed, no problem.” He teased. Burks grinned too when Denno gave him a funny look, but explained.

“The school rules say that Tor and his wife, both students there, have to live in separate dorm rooms, but they also have a house on campus, a very nice one actually. Very low energy use, I think you'll enjoy it. No video or computer access, but that would be the same at the palace. We need to stop in there first, introductions and all that. They might want to keep you regardless. Put you to work scrubbing floors or something.”

Denno shrugged at that, a thing very like what Burks did.

“Well, wouldn't be the first time. Might even be better really. Something to do while I wait.”

Tor yawned, apologized for it, and suggested they get to it, if they weren't staying the night. It wasn't late, but it could take a few hours to get the traveling done, and he really didn't want to stay in Soam for another night. It was pretty, but he hadn't learned the language yet, and frankly Julie, while pretty herself, fantastically so, and undoubtedly one of the kinder people he'd ever met, was really starting to make him uncomfortable. 

He had an odd feeling that if he stayed the night that somehow, no matter how unlikely it seemed, he'd end up having sex with her. More, that doing that would erode his ability to withstand her future advances. She might be a good person, but a few hours of talking and being nice to one another didn't prove that, did it? Leaving made good sense, at least to him. 

Denno and Burks both wanted to stay. Brain washed little lap dogs that they were.

Julie hugged the others close and long, her body pressed against them tightly and tried it with him, but backed off when she couldn't make the initial contact. Smiling she nodded to him instead. 

“We need a color name for you little brother. I don't think the others realize how not Green you really are yet.” This was whispered to him softly enough that Tor doubted the other men could hear.

“What's your favorite color?” 

“Purple.” He didn't get the idea for a second but the woman smiled at him and bowed Noram fashion, delicate hands going to the front of her skirted thigh.

“ I guess I can work with that. Too bad you didn't pick Indigo, that's my second favorite color personally. Purple it is then. No one has that one.”

Julie White didn't add anything else but did bow to him through the clear side as he took off. Or at least it looked like it was directed towards him. It could have been to all of them or even to one of the others. After a second he realized that each man probably felt like it was for him alone and nearly laughed. His new “sister” was dangerous that way, wasn't she? The world tended to focus on her, or seem like it did.

Tor flew them back, since all he had to do was fly north until he hit the Kings river, then follow it over to the Capital. Slowly. If he came in too fast, he warned them, starting to slow a good ways off, Squire Gerald would come out and kill them all. That or his sister Gemma. Either way they'd be dead, he informed both the Ancients with a certainty that made Denno go still and Burks smile.

“Too right. We never really covered that did we Den? Two children that have control of a weapon that makes nuclear weapons look like toys. A single device that could turn the world into a snowball in hours. And Tor here has the ability to make more of them. A nearly infinite amount. Not covered in the treaty at all, either. Just something to keep in mind. An attack on Noram would be a poor plan all around right now I think.” Burks smiled, a sad looking thing, from the glimpse of it Tor caught when he looked over his shoulder.

“Tor... How long would it take you to put out another, let’s say thousand such devices as the one Gerald and Gemma guard?”

Careful to keep his focus on what he was doing, Tor thought for about ten seconds first.

“About... Ten hours.” Then he shrugged, not knowing if anyone would see it from the back and not caring overly.

“That would be insane though. One of those would be more than enough to take out an entire land in a few hours. Even just to make sure the job was done ten would be enough. A thousand would just invite someone to do something stupid. And really, I could make a different kind of weapon in a day or two that would just take out the needed targets and not hurt the innocent people. I actually already have the basic plan for that. It locates the targeted individuals and denies them air. They can't run from it either. Well, not within the field space.” Tor didn't want to undermine Burks plan or threat, but it really was a dumb idea. Who would really threaten all those people who probably didn't even know the Serges?

Burks chuckled, a slightly sinister sound.

“Indeed. I'd also point out that Tor isn't a signatory of the treaty. Oh, he's no threat to anyone that's peaceful, but remember, he risked his own life to save you in a foreign land away from all he's ever known, because you called him brother once. Think what he might do to protect the family and friends he's known for years?”

Denno sighed loudly.

“I get it already Burks, no need to beat that horse anymore, it's dead and buried already.”

With that in mind he landed, and reconfigured the craft to look like an official transport, like the one Smythe used when he didn't insist on riding around being pulled by horses. It was a nice cream color with gold scroll work on it across the doors. It looked like an elongated box, but that didn't make a difference to how it handled at all, just the size of the landing place needed.

Then he got them back in the air and crawled, coming in at no more than fifty miles per hour and hovered over the palace, descending so slowly Denno asked about it.

“That's so they know not to turn the shield on.” Tor said automatically, Burks didn't react, but his field did, and an idea surged from him that until they knew what Browns part in everything had been, they'd best not tell him everything. Tor wondered at that. They could threaten him openly with super death weapons and even mention who had them, but not about a simple shield? What else was off limits then? Bread recipes and how to make clotted cream? That last might be a real secret though. Tor still didn't know how the palace staff really did that. It was good and as far as he could see, Austra didn't have it at all.

After that Tor didn't speak, waiting for Burks to do it first, which he didn't, except to run over protocol briefly for Brown so that he'd feel comfortable in the new situation. They got out slowly, Tor changing into some nice looking, palace ready clothing that he'd used before, a black silk shirt, with velvet trousers and boots in the same color. Not finery really, more visiting clothes, but they'd serve. Burks picked Lairdgren green, a military style dress uniform and Denno pouted as he was left in his soiled blue prisoner outfit. Tor almost took pity on him and passed over his second clothing amulet, but that had weapons on it too, as well as a shield. Besides, maybe the King and Queen would take pity on Brown if he didn't look perfectly sharp?

Tor stood on the far right, Burks took the left and they slowly walked towards the palace, waiting for someone to greet them. It turned out to be a cute, and obviously pregnant Princess who floated above the ground a few inches. She stopped and stared for a second, then nodded and floated to Tor, giving him a warm hug. That she'd figured out which identical looking guys was him didn't throw Tor at all. Burks may look the same, but he was five inches taller and obviously dressed up like Lairdgren always did.

“Guests?” She didn't ask any more.

“Yes. You know Count Lairdgren, even if he does look a bit funny right now. This other man is... Denno Brown, the Ancient that the Austrans were holding? We helped him leave.” Tor hoped he didn't say it in a way that would trigger the Royal Guard. They could be hugely over-reactive at times. No one tackled them, evil Austran in their midst or not, so Varley took them to the audience chamber. Floating in the air the whole time. She looked darling.

This was a place Tor had never been before, a giant hall used only for the most important guests. That was his guess at least. It was certainly grand enough, in polished dark wood, all one color for the whole room except the two chairs up front, that were gold wood and bright red seat cushions. In this space it screamed “look at me!” without being so obvious as having a man calling them all to attention and respect. That would be tacky. This was much better, since you could count it as happenstance instead of years of careful planning.

The King and Queen walked out of a door behind the thrones that was nearly invisible, recessed into the wall as it was. They wore robes that looked splendid and colorful, along with the royal crowns, but Tor picked up his own work from fifty feet away. It was all just a clothing amulet. They probably memorized the patterns for emergencies and quick changes. It was a good idea really, all Tor had was this suit of clothes and his student browns, at least for fast work. A bigger repertoire wouldn't hurt at all. Tor decided to actually come up with a couple of things. It would give him a reason to spend time with Petra if nothing else. She was good with styles and colors.

Tor bowed first here, being the least important person in the room. It was an odd thing, since he normally didn't bow to Rich and Connie at all, because they were his friend’s parents, and he'd met them as such, not royalty, but they needed to put on a good show for the stranger, so he went low, his head dropping below the level of his waist.

After they all bowed, Richard smiled.

“Welcome Dennorian Brown, Ancient of Austra. I hope you are... I suppose doing well is too much to ask yet, but let us hope that soon you will be.” 

Connie stared at the men in front of her, not losing composure, but nearly so. To her it probably looked like two of him and the most gorgeous man she'd ever seen standing their chatting with her, Tor thought. Or had she seen Burks like this before, back when she was a school girl and thought of him as being another version of Count Lairdgren? It might explain why she kept acting like Tor was special. Was it the older one she really wanted? 

It made sense at least, but in this case just being a good point didn't make it true. 

After a few seconds Connie spoke, but it was to Tor directly.

“So, Torrance, in your capacity as Queen’s advisor, what's your take on this Ancient that comes from the land of those who would make war on us?” The tone was official and formal and didn't come with a smile for once. It took a second to understand she wasn't joking at all. She really wanted his opinion. Right.

Tor had to fight the shrug he felt and took a deep breath.

“On the surface he seems friendly and charming. His captivity felt real enough. However... I do have some questions that need to be answered before I fully accept him as a friend to us, the people of Noram.” She'd asked for his real opinion, so supposed brother or not, she was going to get it.

Richards’s eyes went wide, perhaps he expected a joke, but if so he was going to be disappointed.

Tor kept going, hoping no one would hit him.

“When we were escaping from captivity, the whole thing went smoothly, even though it was just being made up as I went along. I'd like to think I'm just that clever and intelligent, but everything worked for us. We started in a room with twenty armed guards and seemed to have been gone at least an hour or more before pursuit came. Maybe we got lucky, but there are some other things...

“For instance, I thought I was being clever in acting slightly afraid of Denno, forcing Glost and Daria to push me towards him, but insane or not, would you thrust me into a meeting with your highest level prisoner? Or anyone for that matter? At best they should have kept us apart just because he was a captive, don't you think? I would have.”

Both the monarchs sat forward and Denno had gone wide eyed as if to show his innocence.

“Then, later, Denno and I came across an army of young Larvals. At least six hundred, possibly many more. We didn't engage with them, just ran away from the fence line without issue, but they were at least fifteen years old if not older.”

Burks nodded. So that hadn't gone unnoticed by him either? The Ancient version of him spoke softly. “It takes a normal life span to grow a Larval assassin to maturity and high level training. But much of what makes them so effective is a semi-intelligent nano hive that infects them all. It literally makes them into one being, that had to be done early and it isn't a simple process.” 

Tor tried to store that information away, even though some of the terms weren't familiar to him. He knew what a nano was, kind of. A little machine. Like death dust. A hive... Like hornets or bees? Put together it seemed to mean something specific, which could be anything. Tor shrugged and tilted his head to the right before continuing.

“But if we stretch things to the outside and say that Denno was a prisoner for ten years, not just seven, that leaves five years of work being done that needs someone really skilled. I don't know if Austra has a lot of people that could make them, Larval's, but I'm willing to bet that in the list of their best few doctors that do that kind of thing, you'd find the name Denno Brown right near the top. Having the skill to do something doesn't imply guilt, but...”

All of that didn't mean it was a trick, maybe he really was just that good or unexpected, or maybe the guards knew what was going on and purposefully looked the other way? Yeah, they could be killed for it, but it could be pretty easy to love someone as charming as Denno if your other option involved a crazy man in a clown suit. Plus there was one other thing that bothered Tor a little.


“It was when Denno was arguing with Burks about what to do in regards to the Larval. I mean, there are only so many things that can be done there, and the only certain one is killing them all. Denno seems to regard them as his kids, so fair enough that he doesn't want them killed outright, but he drew Burks into calling for a summit of Ancients. Why? Right now, if Denno said he wanted to set aside a compound in Austra for them, everyone would agree, as long as Glost lost power and we knew they weren't going to invade Noram or one of the other lands and take over. If he said kill them, well we could to that too. I don't want to myself, so I get how he feels on the matter, at least a bit, but-”

Burks gave Tor a small bow.

“Thought you might have missed that bit. But as Tor was getting at, I believe, Denno has more power in this situation without the others being involved, so why goad me into getting them together?”

The King asked if they should question Brown using a truth device. It was a plan but it might not work, Tor told them.

“I don't know if it can be beaten, but if anyone can figure it out, a three thousand year old is the being for the job, don't you think? If we're going to question him using it, I think Burks should spend some time trying to defeat it for a while. He could at least tell us if it works on someone like him.” Then Tor shut up. The rest would take care of itself or not. Really that he was speaking at all here was half insane itself. What did he really know? 

Not enough to pretend to advise anyone, that was for sure.

The conversation went forward from there as if he hadn't spoken at all, except that everyone looked at him funny when they thought he wasn't paying attention. 

Yes, he'd been a little rough, but Denno was, at least supposedly, in charge of all the Larval and Austra to a good degree. Maybe what he'd mentioned was too obvious? That could be it. He started to feel embarrassed when Connie suggested that they set Brown up in a guest room and get him some clean clothing and a nice hot bath. That and a good meal, she added after a second. That the men and women assigned to care and guide him wore Royal Guard uniforms might have been lost on the man, but that they were clearly hardened fighters wasn't. He looked at them closely as they guided him away. 

Tor waited to be taken to task or mocked, but everyone just went quiet for a while. He was about to apologize when Burks spoke.

“Well done Tor. Very well done. If anyone else had spoken those questions, it could have been taken as an attack, but from you, his little brother, one that holds family so dear, he pretty much has to simply cooperate, doesn't he? Especially after you risked your own life for him.” Burks nodded and after a few seconds spread his hands.

“I've used your truth device before myself, but never tried to defeat it. My first move would be trying to tamper with the field itself, since you and I share basic field patterns, but I can guarantee that Denno can't do that. So... mechanical and electronic devices, nanos and mental discipline I think. Very few people on the planet have Denno's level of biophysical self-control. I can see what can be done though. If I can't rig the device or control it by any of those methods, well that doesn't mean he can't, just that it would be harder to do.”

That left Tor to go to dinner with the royal family and Denno Brown, the Ancient of Austra. Honestly Tor didn't figure much would happen. They'd eat, make small talk and go to bed. At least Tor got a real bath first, in the guest house out back. It was his normal room, so he knew the way, and he even had a toothbrush this time. Really, Tor didn't want to sleep here, but short of going all the way back to school, or at least Two Bends, he didn't have anywhere else to go. So here it was for the night. Whee.

The bath was delicious. It sounded strange to put it that way, even inside his own mind, but it was simply the truth. 

It felt so good to actually scrub his skin after all that, to wash away the stink of the escape and the four days mainly under water. He didn't feel tired for once, which was good. He almost always felt tired any more. It was like he was just running and never taking a break, but that was silly. He slept nearly every night, didn't he? 

Tor leaned back and must have dozed off for a time, because he felt someone straddle him and lock their mouth over his passionately. Gently, before he got his eyes open, a warmth eased over his manhood. Well, Tor thought as he struggled to the surface, at least it was a woman. It would have caused a scene if Denno had found his room and tried something, and on so many levels. 

So many. 

When he got his eyes open he was mildly surprised, having expected Karina, since she was pretty forward and aggressive sexually, but it was Varley, naked and pregnant, showing just a bit, riding him in the bath. 

“Hey.” Tor's voice was soft and a little baffled, but not too much. They were friends after all, and even been engaged to marry at one point, until her pregnancy by a different man had caused her to have to marry someone else pretty quickly. She was tall now, he noticed, nearly six-three, even sitting on him she had to work to reach his mouth with hers. That was all right, Tor paid attention to her breasts, which had grown a good bit, probably the first stages of what would happen as the pregnancy grew inside her. Not that he was an expert. He'd just seen enough pregnant women in Two Bends to know their breasts got bigger.

She gasped and kept moving faster and faster, making sounds that were half pleased and half sounded like pain. Tor reach out to her field to make certain she wasn't hurting herself just to please him, but it wasn't that, these were just the noises she made. That was fine then. After ten minutes or so she stood and turned, facing the other side of the bath and asked him to enter her from behind. Tor was gentle with her and went slowly. At first. She urged him on, faster, until she almost collapsed on the side of the tub. He hadn't finished, but she obviously wasn't going to be up for another round just then. Oh well, it was a bit frustrating, but he'd deal.

Chuckling, she splashed his groin with water and then washed him, clean, still hard, possibly more so than before. Kneeling she took him into her mouth, not being soft or gentle at all, working her lips and tongue hard, sucking and bobbing her head so furiously he worried for a moment that she might injure herself. 

Then it all hit him and he stopped worrying at all for a few minutes. 

When they'd both recovered and bathed she poked a finger into his chest, not a hard move, but not a tickle either.

“Alright you, why exactly did you miss my wedding?” Her tone was serious.

“Wedding? I... congratulations!” Tor hugged her warmly and then gave her a kiss for luck and then another one to hide his sudden panic. He'd slept with someone’s wife? A Count’s wife? He must have looked scared or something because she started laughing.

“Oh, Raul is a nice man, once you get used to the looks. Smarter than you'd think too. Not at all jealous either, in fact he suggested that I seek you out and make sure we have a solid friendship still. Of course he said I should “screw your brains out”, but I decided that would be too messy, besides, you might need them later.” Giggling, something rare for her, she kissed him again.

“Oh, also, wedding presents. Don't forget or people will think you're stingy, or, given who you are and what you've done for people, they'll probably think you're mad at me still for breaking the engagement. Not that I'd blame you for that, but... I kind of wish... well, never mind, done is done.”

“What?” Tor dreaded the answer, but knew that he had to ask anyway, she wanted him to. “What do you kind of wish?”

“Oh, it's nothing... just I would have liked to marry you regardless. Who cares if the baby looks wrong? We'd love her anyway and if anyone said anything we could un-invite them from all the best parties.”

Tor nodded. 

He really would have liked that too, but as she'd indicated, done was, when you came down to it, done.

 

 

 

 

Chapter seven

 

 

 

 

Tor felt his anxiety growing as he woke the next day. It was simple enough really, every second or third time he stayed at the palace, someone tried to kill him. Usually his new temporary boss, Smythe of Westend, but who knew what was coming this time? 

Tor decided, since he wasn't actually needed for any of the current things to run back to the school and see about catching up on his classes. He'd been working out, running and practicing his fighting skills as best he could without a partner, though part of that he had do to in his head, imagining the fights, because there hadn't been room on the submersed craft for any of them to be flailing around. They'd had to take turns even stretching. It seemed that the Austran method of seeing things in the ocean would see them if the craft got too big, or they could have had a lot more room.

He almost got out without anyone talking to him, but he ran into the King, leaning his eight foot plus frame against a ten foot high open door.

“Tor, fancy meeting you here!” He said brightly, his voice dry, rather than witty. 

Caught then.

“Hmmm. Well, I'm running out, at least for a while. I have school you know. I've worked on what I could, even got Denno to tutor me in math, but I need my violin if I don't want to fail music. Plus, wife and friends to connect with. I'll be back later.”

The King sighed and patted his back gently, reaching down to his own waist to do it.

“I understand Tor, I just wish it didn't take seven hours to fly back here if we need you.”

“Um, about an hour now.” 

The King looked impressed, “Really? New flying rig?”

Tor explained the new carriage system to him and that he could bring back a few copies of the device that day, or if he wanted a lot more of them. The devices could be made at Lairdgren School after all. They had an actual thing going on there, he confided. Not that he knew what to call it, but the Lairdgren group was doing a good sight better than the major manufacturers so far. If they kept improving, which Tor knew they would, the numbers for things would probably go up greatly. Sure it meant less money for him maybe, but he had enough, didn't he? What did he need really, some food? The occasional trinket for his wife?

Land?

Richard let him go on the condition that Tor came back before dinner later that night. The King wanted him there to make Denno feel comfortable. The man was, no matter the circumstances, a dignitary, and that meant doing whatever they could to make him feel welcome. It would make the trip more rushed, but he'd deal. Maybe he could bring back Ali and Rolph for the night?

“Is that all right? I'd rather my own bed, but if we wear shields all the time it should be safe enough.” He glanced at Richard warily, not wanting to be mean about it all, but not wanting to end up dead either. So far he'd been attacked less inside Austra than the King’s palace. It made a body leery.

“Tor... It saddens me greatly that not only do you fear staying in my home, but that it's a deserved fear. I hope to do better in the future by you.”

That was honest enough, no promise it would work or even that he'd really try, just that he hoped to do it. 

Grinning Tor laughed.

“And I hope to pass economics, but if I don't go and at least see to my schoolwork a bit, Wensa's going to kill me and then where will I be? Failing even more classes, that's where.” That Wensa would kill him for not attending classes was insane of course. Beat him in the commons... That was possible. It was even within the school rules, so Tor would have to take off his shield and let her, if she demanded it as penance for his having missed so much.

He hoped not though, because as a Royal Guard, she could kill him that way. Maybe even by mistake and that would suck.

The trip was smooth and faster than he'd thought by nearly twenty minutes. It took Tor a bit to understand, but the field on the fast carriage was based on organic principles, so it would keep trying to grow and get stronger over time, or should at least. Eventually the growth would stop, it would simply find a comfortable place and stay there, but for now it was exciting. Really, a forty minute trip was better than an hour by a lot. If they could get it down to half an hour, it would suddenly be a trip that could be made daily without hardship.

He went to check on Ali first, knowing that showing up unannounced would probably lead to finding her entertaining some boy, man, or even fellow schoolgirl, probably naked or hurriedly dressing. Maybe even a couple at once. She was allowed, so it wasn't like Tor could get mad about it. Not really. Well, he could, but if tradition said she could have all the lovers she wanted, should he blame her for being good at finding them? It was a bit of a skill, wasn't it? Really, Tor decided, he should be proud of her ability to make friends so easily. It wasn't something he did half as well or as comfortably.

So he made himself relax on the way, an act of will even knowing it wasn't a real problem, and knocked on her door firmly but without being the kind of pounding that some people used. The door flew open as if someone was expected, but it was Sheri who looked out and then grinned.

“Alissa! Look it's your husband! Tor’s here! See, he isn't dead at all!” She pulled him in roughly enough that his shield activated, throwing her hand away with a painful jolt. It really felt like a solid slap, and didn't hurt that much, but if it was unexpected people generally yelped. Sheri did, but then laughed a little, too relived to care about a bit of discomfort.

Inside the room sat a miserable looking girl, very light brown hair disarrayed, brown dress looking like it had been slept in and eyes dull and sullen. Had she been ill or... Or had one of her “friends” broken up with her? That could be hard on a person, Tor knew. He moved to her side quickly and wrapped her in a tight hug.

If anyone had hurt his wife by being cruel, they'd be getting a piece of his mind, if not more than that. After all a whole brain being thrown had to be off putting. That would show them. The image caught him for a second, but Ali needed him. Whatever it was he was there for her.

“Tor? Tor! You're alive? Oh gods! I've been so worried. Did they hurt you, do you-” She looked at his crotch less than subtly. Right Daria's threat to have him unmanned.

Tor chuckled, not able to help himself, “It was all talk, I'm fine, the Ancient was rescued, if it was a rescue at all and I've come to take you to the palace for the night. Special permission from the King, so I think Hardgrove will let it slide, we're taking Rolph along too.” Tor turned and looked at the lanky and wide eyed girl that stared at him in amazement.

“I'd take you too Sheri, but I have to ask first, so maybe next time? Or, well, Noram day is in a month, would you like to come down to the Capital for it? You don't live close enough to go home for that do you? Not that we couldn't get you home if you want. Really we should consider transport for everyone here. I'll have to see if anyone wants to work on that.”

She shook her head.

“No, I live about a thousand miles east of here, but I'd love to go, I mean if it's really all right. It's OK if you were just being polite, I'm sure the school celebration-” 

Tor nodded, “Is grand. But we have room and transportation, so baring emergencies? Really, you two should make up a list of who you want there, because I might not know all your friends yet. Different classes and that. Oh! Remember to invite the building kids too... Anyway, honey, we won't be leaving until about eight, so...”

They made plans, exchanged hugs and kisses and groped more than was polite in front of someone else. Tor wondered if the other girl and his wife were lovers, but if so, Sheri had always managed to be discrete as the conventions required, so Tor wasn't going to ask. It would just make things more uneasy in his life and really, he didn't need that right now at all.

The next stop was to get his class work. Really he needed to talk to Rolph first, but after what he'd picked up the last time... Tor hadn't thought about it much, because he didn't know what to think at all on the topic. Rolph loved him? As in, really loved? And wanted to have sex with him? It was too hard to deal with. He didn't want to hurt him, and really Rolph had never said anything and probably wouldn't, but could Tor manage to be the same now that he knew that existed?

Should he?

The plain truth was that the idea of having sex with a man... did nothing for him at all. Might as well be describing rocks and trees. But that didn't mean the Prince was in the wrong here, Tor wasn't even willing to really try. That was his failing not his friend's. 

Gah! 

Couldn't anything in his life just be simple anymore? So, he'd get his schoolwork first and then try to figure what the hell he was up to with his best friend. Maybe it had just been a passing thing? Worry because he'd been leaving? That might be it. Tor knew that he was lying to himself saying that, but screw it, if the lie got him through the day, he'd take it.

Wensa drilled him on economics, which mainly dealt with accounting in the phase they were in, which was pretty much the same everywhere, and what Tor read about before he had to leave, because the instructor had ordered him to. Raising a single eyebrow she said he had a grasp of the material, but she didn't praise him more than that. She wouldn't though, not with him. They got along OK now, but they weren't exactly friends or anything and she seemed to expect him to pull miracles out of various orifices while at the same time hiding in the woodwork. Not that he wasn't good with that plan, it was just hard to do sometimes.

The rest of his classes where pretty gentle about him having been gone, since the Dean had told them that Tor was away on a rescue mission. Not subtle at all, but true enough, he supposed. Instructor Fines handed him not one, but three new books to read on building theory.

“Now, don't run off and do all of it at once, some of the things in there probably shouldn't be done at all, even if they can be, but it might give you some ideas.” The man seemed pleased and said that Tor could easily catch up if he applied himself and the kingdom’s needs gave him half a chance. It was a load off his shoulders to hear that. 

Really being gone nearly three weeks in the middle of a term should mean he had to repeat the whole thing, which would be a pain, at the current rate he'd be eighty and still working on the end of his fifth year. Sure there was time, but school was a means to an end, learning. That's what this was all about and just like he had the last time he was in school other things kept getting in the way.

OK, so all the instructors were being really nice to him about it, which helped, but Tor felt bad about not doing his part as fully as possible. He decided that, just as soon as Denno was settled a bit there would be a serious academic push for a while. That planned out he went to find Rolph, who was actually in their room doing schoolwork like a good student, wearing plain canvas browns and brown boots. It made him look like one of the poor combat giants, instead of the Prince, but to Tor it was a wonderful sight. 

A hard working Prince not afraid to look humble, who didn't seek the best luxuries for himself even in private? Who didn't like that? The Two Bends kid in him wanted to bow and scrap a little at the sight. It was like something out of a legend.

Rolph looked over when the door opened, a slightly shocked look on his face. That was understandable, since no one knew when, or if, Tor would be back. He jumped up and hugged Tor tightly for a long time, his feelings warm and friendly, a bit of love mixed in that suddenly threatened to overwhelm the poor guy, Tor noticed. He had to know what was going on, so spying on his friend’s field was needed. At least he told himself so. But it was also unfair. 

To Rolph. The guy was great, fantastic even. His best friend and really, when it came down to it, Tor knew he loved him too. Not a huge love that overwhelmed him, but he'd die for him if need be and not even think about it. Or maybe even kill to protect him...

That was the important part.

There were a lot of people that Tor would die to protect, even some he didn't know. Any child or person that couldn't defend themselves for instance. He once went to his death, what should have been his death, for Maria Ward of all people, and he'd disliked and distrusted her more than anyone else on the planet at the time. But there were few he'd actually kill for. 

Connie. Yeah, Tor had kept his distance there and she hadn't pressed him for a long time on the matter, but she made the list. Rolph of course. What scared Tor a little there is that when he judged the feeling he was more willing to do it for his friend than anyone else. The implications really frightened him. A lot.

Changing the subject he realized that Trice also made the list. Sarcastic, judgmental and sometimes bitchy about things that didn't even make sense, but she was his. If anyone tried to harm her, they'd die. Tor nearly laughed, which must have showed on his face, because Rolph let him go, looking embarrassed.

“Sorry...” Rolph mumble, looking down, but smiling himself.

Tor hugged him again.

“It wasn't directed at you, I just realized something about the people that I'd protect no matter what, who I'd die and kill for, and the idea of me going all military commando and taking someone out just struck me as ridiculous, that's all. “Me mighty Tor, me crush you!” You have to admit, it's a bit silly.” Tor mugged a little and puffed himself up when pretending to be the big warrior, which got a smile.

“I don't know Tor, I think a lot more people than you might expect would just run away in fear if you started towards them with intent. I've seen the new military plan for handling you if you get out of control and it's...” He just shook his head seriously.

“There's a military plan for that? What is it? Or... or is it a secret so I can't plan for it, I'd guess that would make sense, maybe I shouldn't know.”

Rolph shook his head and sighed, Tor recognized that a joke was coming, so steeled himself for it. The Prince wasn't normally cruel, but his jokes could be ill timed now and then. 

“Tor... It's truly horrible. If you get out of control and are attacking them... their supposed to drop to their knees and grovel, the idea is that it would embarrass you so much you'd be rendered incapable of fighting anymore!” There was a chuckle in his voice, but Tor went still.

Totally still, thinking about different scenarios he'd experienced in the past. Rolph stopped smiling and gave him a look, one that asked silently if he was offended by what was said, Tor shook his head, not smiling at all.

“I... that would probably work. I mean as long as they weren't hurting anyone, what could I do? I might run away then, but I couldn't keep fighting, could I?” Tor threw his hands up playfully. It was just true after all.

It wasn't funny, but they both laughed and waves of affection came off his friend. Tor felt like a heel then. It wasn't something he could help, but now that he knew it, how Rolph felt, he had to stop being so mean to him. It... There was just nothing he could do. If he were a better person, or even just less backwoods in his thinking, he could just be Rolph's lover and that would fix it. His feelings were real enough for his big friend for that.

It just wasn't something he could manage, not for real. Even kissing Denno that one time was gross and he was as pretty as a girl. The whole situation sucked, and not in a way that anyone would like at all. Looking at his friend in front of him, hair red, but still short, a military cut, Tor decided to let go of the whole thing for now. Why worry overly about what he couldn't do anything productive about at the moment?

“Anyway Rolph, dinner at the palace tonight, we leave at eight, plan to stay over though. Burks and I got Denno, but I'll fill you and Ali in on the trip... I think she can know about it at least. It doesn't seem to be a secret or anything.” 

Until then they'd just do school work, Tor decided. He badly needed to practice his violin, you didn't get better without work after all, and he needed it there. As it was it felt like he'd fail that class for sure. His instructor was a wonderful woman, older and gray, but she had a keen ear and always called the kids on lack of practice. In front of everyone. Tor focused himself, started a noise canceller for Rolph's safety and peace of mind and practiced until he felt his friend shake his arm. Blinking Tor realized that he'd dropped into a working trance while playing, which was decidedly odd. Really he hadn't even known that would be a possibility. The activity of doing something active, with his eyes open should have prevented it. He’d been deep too.

They collected Ali, a small magical trunk floating behind her, filled with... nothing much, Tor guessed, some brushes and make-up maybe? That reminded him to provide his people with the disguise amulets soon, especially the girls. It could be made to color their skin in place of cosmetics and would be a lot faster, at least once preset. Less time spent doing that meant more time to work and help others, right? 

Right. Because that was exactly what the average person did with their free time.

They spent the trip with Tor explaining the whole situation, trying to leave out the part about him having to kiss Denno and then what the device had played while they escaped. It was just too embarrassing. That he was the only one in the whole world that would find it so didn't matter, his face and neck got hot just thinking about the shame. It had worked, but still...

“Gods! Tor, is that the King’s river already?” Rolph goggles, as Tor nodded.

“Yep. This new carriage is a little faster than the old kind.” That was an understatement of course, and came with a matter of fact and dry tone.

The trip in took just as long as usual, of course. It was silly and really wouldn't help anything at all, that ten minutes of slow decent into the palace grounds, but it was traditional now, so it had to be done. Well, at least the Royal Guard wasn't requiring that everyone be stripped to bare skin and all their secret parts be checked for devices and amulets. It had been suggested at one time, but the King put his foot down. It would simply take too long. 

That was the actual rationale for not doing it too. Not preserving dignity or anything like that. Just that it would take too long to be worth the effort.

As it was they had to all be checked with truth devices to prove who they were and that they intended no harm. When it got to Ali the cream and yellow stripped aura of light that surrounded her turned black when she gave her name, causing the guards to draw weapons. Ali shrieked and looked scared, but Rolph just put his hand on her arm gently.

“It's all right. You have to give your real name, that's all. I know you don't use it, but I think that's what’s triggering the device right now.”

“Oh, right. Um, I'm Gretchen Alison Derring Baker. I go by Alissa or Ali now. I intend no harm to anyone.” That got a pure reading and the Royal Guards put the weapons away so smoothly it hardly felt like they moved at all. 

In a way it was how both Burks and Denno did things too, that smooth and economical way of moving that didn't waste motion and gave them a still feeling most of the time. It was more pronounced in the Ancients, but now that he noticed it, it made sense. Watching the others he suddenly realized how much energy and time people wasted doing most things. Did it make you faster by cutting out wasted motion? It was something to think on. 

Like he needed another thing to ponder. What he needed was to start making a list of things, so he didn't forget good ideas later.

Sighing, they all walked to the dining room, Rolph had changed into a splendid purple velvet outfit with gold highlights and what looked like thick cotton underneath, a winter time dress outfit for a Prince? It looked sharp and was mainly purple, which Tor liked, that being his favorite color and one of the Cordes house colors. Ali was wearing a big dress that looked fluffy and huge, cream and white satin and piles of lace. Rolph had commented on how pretty it was when he saw it and again as they walked down the hallway.

“Thank you Prince Alphonse,” Ali said, making the change of title and name come to her lips far more easily than Tor ever managed. She had a small, alluring smile on her face, flirtatious and a little coy. “So kind of you to notice. Petra Ward designed it for me. She's one of the best in the kingdom you know.”

Not for the first time Tor wondered if they were sleeping together. It made sense, maybe he should suggest it if they weren't? Rolph was great, Ali was splendid and given their shared culture making love would have been pretty normal for them, even if they hardly liked each other, since they both knew him so closely. It was hard to think like that, but Tor shrugged, no one noticing that he did.

The stupid royal rules made little to no sense to him at the best of times. 

They didn't sit at the table at first, small meal or not. The dining room wasn't one of the big ones, but Denno was basically as important a visitor as they could have at the palace, so they'd pulled out the stops. All of them. Even common sense.

 The room was filled with more kinds of magic than Tor had ever seen working in one place at one time, some of them his, but a lot of them were other peoples as well. It was almost like a museum display, as if to overwhelm Denno with what they could do. The room clicked and buzzed, lights flickered and blasted at times, different, all pleasant, emotions tickled across his skin, and music, ethereal and soft, chimed from the back of the room. 

It was too much and looked silly to Tor, not very tasteful at all, but Denno kept walking from one device to the next looking amazed and baffled, finally he turned to Tor and threw his hands up.

“I can see it works, but how? It's against the laws of physics and thermodynamics!”

Blinking Tor stopped for a second and tried to remember what he'd worked out about that, from the bits of science Burks had told him about as they trained and prepped for the mission a few weeks before.

“No it's not. That's the flaw in your thinking on it, you're missing one key part, so you think that it's impossible, even when you see it working. Magic is simply a complex organizational process on the quantum level, using a biological interface. What you're missing, I think, is that every object exists down to the smallest parts of reality.” It made sense to Tor, but the Brown man grimaced.

“I know that.” He said, as if Tor had just insulted him.

“Good, but remember, the human brain exists on that level too, and we can control our thoughts, which means that we can build partial structures of information on that level...”

Denno looked shaken for a second.

“But...” Then he stopped talking and walked away.

The man stopped asking him how magic worked at least. 

Connie walked over and placed her hand on his arm gently to get Tor’s attention. It was a soft and gently thing, and she looked radiant, as always. Her hair had grown out a little, near collar length, and was still her normal red-brown color, it was hard to describe really, being as lovely as it was. On impulse Tor gave her a warm, but small hug. It wasn't enough to insult his wife, and the King wasn't in the room yet, being busy elsewhere for the time being, so it wasn't rubbing anything in his face. She looked at him in surprise, but took the opportunity to kiss him gently on the lips. Nothing to overt, but it got a grin from Ali who stood at his arm. 

The Queen looked around the room and sighed.

“Burks suggested it. I'm mortified myself, but Mr. Brown does seem impressed. We'll shut it all off for dinner.” She looked at both of them and suddenly swooped in to give Ali a hug.

“Now, Tor dear, go away so I can chat with Alissa about you in private.” 

Laughing Tor walked over to Rolph, wondering what they were really going to be talking about. He wasn't interesting enough for a conversation, he knew. His huge friend stood and watched Denno walking around with an amused expression. It was a little funny, even as the good looking man fought for control over his face. Someone had given him a clothing amulet Tor noticed, and let him set the style, a plain jumpsuit like everyone wore in Austra. The color was a simple brown and looked bland for the room, but Denno still didn't. The guy always looked good.

Rolph shook his head.

“A year ago I thought the Ancients were just a fairy tale told to children, immortal little men and women that helped guide us all in secret, like gnomes or something. Now I not only know they're real, but have met six of them.” 

“Six?” Tor only counted three himself.

“You, your mother and sister Tiera, Lairdgren, Brown and Lara Gray. Six.”

“Ah. Well, I don't count. I'm still just Tor after all.” He tried to sound normal, but it came out humble and a little embarrassed. He wasn't Ancient at all, two months younger than Rolph even.

“Court Jester!” Came a familiar voice from his right, near the door, Ambassador Mutta from Afrak. His great niece and cousin. Tor stopped himself from wincing but it took work. His family tree was so convoluted it hurt his brain to think about.

Tor and Rolph both spun, smiling. The vision that walked smoothly towards them was incredible. Dark skin that was so brown she nearly looked blue, ice blue eyes and brilliant bird like red hair that stuck up several inches and fanned out just a bit all over. She was wearing a proper court dress, a deep almost purple red, which was both lovely and a subtle blending of her hairs color and the royal purple of Cordes. There was lace on it and she looked stunning enough that everyone had turned to stare, even Denno. 

Mutta may have called his name, but her eyes were only for one person, Rolph, who stepped forward and bowed low to her, while she fumbled at a curtsy laughing. 

“My lord,” she said through the chuckles. 

“Princess Abbie.” The Prince returned.

Mutta was trying to wrangle a marriage with Rolph, which, as big a surprise as it seemed to Tor, was working. She really was approximately a Princess, though they didn't really have those in Afrak, as it had been explained to him, but she was the third person in line to rule. The first one was an Ancient, Tor's grandmother it turned out, so Abbie would never gain any more power there. Here she could be a Queen, but really, she just seemed to actually like the Prince. As a reason to get married, there were worse ones.

Tor gave her a familial hug.

“Great niece, how are things going?” She knew what he meant, even without his very direct and obvious look at Rolph, a gesture that made her smile.

“Very well. I'm here tonight for a reason.” 

“A reason?” Tor said, smiling. “Sounds important.”

She just nodded and kept looking at Rolph.

Nothing was said except for small talk at dinner, a rule at the royal table, Tor looked for Karina, but she didn't attend at all, which was a little strange, since the rest of the royal family was there. After the meal was over she walked in, wearing a plain black outfit that didn't highlight her athletic figure at all, her hair straight, short and black now, instead of the near red he'd last seen and had look on her face that seemed dark and sullen. Tor stared, but she didn't look back, and didn't even wave to Ali, who was one of her best friends. Tor reached out to her, trying to find out what was wrong, but she just moped and sat looking at the table, barely noticing the room. Waves of depression came off of her. Crap.

It was Tor’s fault.

Not that she was depressed, that was the situation, her friend Yardley had been murdered and the murder had gone free, back to a life of luxury and fun. That was beyond his control. But he'd left her. He was her friend and Tor had gone off to school and just left her to sit and stew in her own salty tears, not even bothering to visit, just because he was too “busy”. He hadn’t even contacted her on the communications device, which, he realized, wanting to kick himself, he could have done daily. All her friends had left at the same time too, Ali, Sara Debri and even Trice. That had happened because they all had to follow Tor for one reason or another. Double crap.

No one talked about it or looked at her overly, as if ignoring her obvious pain would make it better. Even Ali paid attention to the King as he announced something. 

Prince Alphonse was to wed Princess Abumanintali Mutta. That was good, but not the most important thing at all. Tor made himself smile and so did Karina, so at least there was enough left inside her to try and fake being polite. The wedding was to take place in a year, which was quick for a royal... anything really. If there was no reason to hurry, they just didn't. 

The King smiled and welcomed Abbie to the family, and she smiled back, gave a humble seated bow and thanked him. For her that was huge, given how little the Afrak thought of men in general. She was definitely trying her best. Then if she didn't, Tor would have to take her to Two Bends so that his mother could yell at her. The rest of the evening was subdued, going into more small talk. Denno stayed with the King most of the time, but flirted with Connie too when the chance came. Finally, working up his courage, Tor approached them all seriously.

“Your majesties? If I may have a word with you, in private?” Tor said so seriously and quietly they stiffed and stared at Denno Brown as if he was suddenly a threat. Denno just looked at him as if interested.

The King didn't smile at all, not even a polite grin, “Of course Tor, at once.”

They all went to a room through a hidden door in the back of the dining hall, the heavy thing nearly sound proof, Tor figured. Looking around he reached out to touch first Connie, then Rich on the arm to stop them a little over ten feet into the space, it wasn't a huge place, but had chairs. Tor didn't need a chair though, he wanted to not be heard instead. He openly hit a noise canceling sigil on one of his consolidated amulets and explained what he was doing to grim nods.

The King spoke first once it was done.

“Is there a threat?” He said, ready to spring into action.

Tor nodded, but held the hug mans arm to keep him from running off.

“Yes. It's Karina. She's... not in a good way. I want to take her back to school with me. We can add guards and put her in with the special school kids, but...” He readied for the fight to come, the arguments, all good ones, about the school not being safe enough, about their desire to protect Karina and hold her back in case something happened to Rolph. That logically meant keeping her in a different location.

The King sighed, stopped for a moment and then gave Connie a look. 

“Alright. It's clear that she isn't getting any better here, it hurts to watch her suffer and I can't do anything to help. Maybe you, and her friends, can? It's cowardly of me to send her away, I just don't know what to do any more.”

Connie nodded, tears in her eyes, make-up running slightly.

“I've tried and tried, but nothing works. She's so angry about Daria Serge walking away like that. If this goes on I fear she'll run away to Austra to try and find her on her own.”

And kill her, Tor filled in mentally. No one doubted it, not for a second. It would be a bad plan for the kingdom at the moment, but who could blame her? Tor may not be able to bring himself to seek the girl’s death personally, but he wouldn't cry at her funeral either.

The whole conversation took about four minutes, then another two for Connie to fix her make-up with the help of a man that ran out of the wall, a panel that opened quietly, holding a brown lacquered case, who's hands moved to reapply things so fast that Tor nearly reacted as if he was trying to hit the Queen. Tor actually found a weapon in his hand and nearly tapped the activation sigil before the whole picture made sense to him. Connie had her eye closed and the man with the makeup was too busy to notice, but Richard saw and after Tor put the white piece of stone that looked almost like glass, eight sigils shining on it, back in the pocket on his right side, nodded somberly.

“That, in part, is why I'm willing to entrust both my son and daughter to you Tor.” The words were soft, almost too deep to be heard. It was a giant thing, all the men had those deep and booming voices, but when they spoke softly it was hard to really hear them, you felt it more than anything.

They returned to the party as soon as that was done and Tor walked straight to Karina. He'd done this before with her, so decided to skip the seventeen steps of him fumbling around and simple moved into her with a kiss, she smelled, obviously having gone without a bath for a while. That must have taken some real work, since bathing was practically a sport at the palace and it was suggested to you often, even if you'd already bathed that day.

“Alright you, you're coming with me and we're ditching this get together. Ali!” Tor called waving her over gently.

“We're going to our room with Karina.”

The Princess shrugged.

“Whatever.” It was dark and moody. Worse than before. By far.

The walk was in silence, but he touched her the whole time and she didn't throw him off and walked with them without being pulled. They got to the room and Tor, without asking or waiting led her to the bath and tapped her clothing sigil, turning it off. She didn't start, or say anything, just stood, still looking down. Ali ran a bath, the tub a large ceramic thing, tan and long, but not as big as the ones at his house. When the tub was full he asked her to climb in, but she didn't move. Instead of fighting over it, he picked her up and stepped in himself, still clothed, then sat with her on his lap. His hands were tied up so he focused intently on his own clothing device and turned it off too, then started scrubbing the girl clean. His body reacted to the contact, his manhood stiffening, but he ignored it. This wasn't about him, it was about Karina. 

It took time to get her clean, this being about as awkward a way of going about things as possible, if close and cozy, but over the course of about forty minutes they managed it well enough. They drained the tub and let it empty without moving. Karina grew chill, not wearing a temperature equalizer or anything else and didn't bother trying to dress herself for warmth. Great, Tor thought. She was clearly suicidal. 

Oh, it wasn't “give me the cutter so I can end it now”, but for her to go without a shield was still courting death and was something that for her had to be on purpose. She knew better than that. A subtle thing, but serious. Using towels they dried her off and took her to bed, tucking her in naked. 

“Alright silly, Stop this now. Pull yourself out of it and don't make me do something more drastic.” Tor looked at Ali, signaling for her to get her clothes off too. The girls had told him flat out that they'd been lovers, and had since Ali was twelve. Illegal, but then, not really. A Princess could do whatever she wanted and Ali had always looked older, even now at fourteen she looked closer to Karina's seventeen. Plus, back then she'd lied about her age and no one questioned her claim of fifteen. No one blinked at her being married to Tor even, not that nobles would. Naked she actually looked like the older and more developed girl, between the two of them, if shorter still. His wife was shooting up, and would end up nearly as tall as the Princess most likely. Her mom was tall at least. Tor didn't know for certain if Count Derring had been her biological father, but if so, he was pretty tall too. Or had been, before his mysterious death.

Karina glared.

“What drastic action? A bath? Some sex? You're just going to leave me again. Everyone always does.”

Tor kissed her, but she turned her face away, growing surly. He let her do it and kissed her cheek instead then took her chin gently so she'd look him in the eyes.

“What kind of thing is that to say when I just had a horrendous battle with your parents to get them to allow me to whisk you off to school with us? They were winning too, lots of hammer blows and logical reasons you couldn't go, until my begging and crying won them over. It was a close thing though. I think I won them over when I hammered my head against the floor begging on hands and knees.” Toe shook his head, eyes innocent and face blank, Karina glared at him for a bit, then tilted her head.

“Really?”

“Well the part about you coming back with us. I didn't cry though, I was quite manly and no one hit me. They really do want you to be happy you know. Now, you don't have to come if you don't want to, but if you don't, I'll have to come down here every day and tickle you from now on, which will absolutely destroy my grades. Barely passing as it is.” Tor grinned a little and hoped she'd come, since that really would just about end his schooling all together.

They didn't make love, just held each other all night and talked about things, mainly how lonely she'd been feeling.

Ali poked her, several times.

“You were supposed to come visit us! We have a house and everything, so you don't even have to share my little dorm room bed. No excuse. No excuse! If you feel lonely you should have done something about it. If nothing else you could have gone and visited with Box and Debbie, they'd have loved to see you and Box could probably use a little extra attention about now. I know he likes you too.”

Karina agreed, a mumbled thing that sounded more contented if still sad. Tor nudged her a little.

“I don't know for sure, but her own dorm bed will probably be just as little and uncomfortable. I suppose we should come up with a nickname for you too, so everyone at school doesn't instantly know who you are. Keep the hair like this, black and short.” It was a real point, Tor knew, especially if he didn't want to wake up one night with the Royal Guard beating him for making their job impossible.

“What? I'm going to school there?” 

“Right. I said we were keeping you, didn't I? What did you think I meant, a two week stay? Nope, we're stealing you properly. Special school though, with Trice and Sara and their friend Ridley? I don't know what they learn, but even your dad thinks it will be useful for you. I'll try to get Kolb to take you on as fighting instructor. He can help teach you not to suck so bad at it.” Tor was teasing her, not that working with Kolb wouldn't help, but the Princess didn't suck at fighting. Not at all. 

It was dark in the room, so she couldn't see his smile, but she inhaled suddenly, a real sounding thing.

“Do you think he'll be as hard on me as Rolph says he is on you?” It was half whining, and sounded a little worried.

Tor snorted.

“Of course not. He'll probably be two or three times tougher on you, since you have all that natural talent for it. Me, I have to practice running away all the time, more now even. Burks recently showed me how much I suck at it. And at fighting. But yeah, if you want someone to coddle your feelings and pat your fanny when you fall down, we could import someone maybe... but you won't find them at Lairdgren, Princess or not.”

It wasn't Karina that answered, but Ali who said something shocking.

“Can I try too, I mean, is it all right? If I learn to fight?”

Tor nearly said no, since she was his wife and he was supposed to be the one to protect her. Always. But that wasn't real, was it? He went places and left her alone for instance, and what if she ran in trouble when he was just in class or working, and she wasn't? The same was true of everyone else too, wasn't it? All the new kids at school, the builders. He was turning them into a real threat to Austra, making them valuable in their own right, including to some bad people and had left them defenseless, except for their building skills. 

“Yes. In fact I'll see to it as soon as we go back tomorrow. It's mid-term, but it's a good idea, even if it's not a graded class. School isn't about grades, it's about learning. The grades are just there to make sure you keep trying.”

It rankled that he couldn't be there for her all the time, but it was the truth, wasn't it? Him trying to act the big tough man would leave her vulnerable to attack. That couldn't be allowed. Not at all.

He half crawled over Karina and kissed Ali deeply.

“I love you little wife.”

She told him she loved him too and seemed genuinely happy to hear it. Before Karina could sulk about it he kissed her too.

“I love you too, rather tall Princess.” It wasn't true, but like with Ali, it made her feel better to hear and he could live it, even if it wasn't his true feeling on the matter. It was better to lie and make them happy and secure than telling them the truth, that he really just liked them as friends and lovers, but didn't feel much more for them than that. It hurt to think about. He should love them after all. They were good people and worthy of it, but his feelings were what they were. Tor wouldn't let them down or hurt them, not if he had anything to say about the matter at all.

Tor nestled into Karina contentedly. A liar he may be, but that didn't mean he couldn't be a good one. A lie lived well enough was the truth, he'd once heard someone say. His mother come to think about it. Back then he didn't realize that she'd been living a lie herself, hiding away in a small village as a poor baker’s wife for decades. It kind of proved the point though, didn't it? Live it well enough and it was made real.

For his friends he would do that. No matter the cost.

Even if it meant his life or sanity. The sanity was the big threat right now, since Tor didn't know how much more of all this he could take. Everything falling in on him constantly, making him struggle to get past it just to glimpse something normal. 

Most days anymore he wasn't even getting close enough to normal to wave hello it seemed.

 

 

 

 

Chapter eight

 

 

 

 

“Baker!” The voice was angry, really angry, and not one that he recognized at all. A male voice accompanied by pounding feet and a flash of purple and black Royal Guard livery. 

Thankfully that man wasn't attacking him in the palace hallway, not yet, but it was a close thing. The guy, who looked to be in his mid-thirties, about six foot ten and had to weigh nearly three hundred pounds, all of it lean and hard looking, took a partial fighting stance in front of him. The fellow wasn't someone Tor recognized, but that didn't mean much, not with the guard here, they came out of the walls and sometime, when you least expected it, could go crazy like this.

“Um... hello?” Tor said, keeping his voice soft. He had a shield and was armed, but short of using a lot of force, he really doubted that he could take this guy. More to the point, he didn't know why he should have too. Had he done something... or insulted the man?

The man explained as he sidled closer to him. Moving deliberately so that he could attack.

“Are you trying to get her killed? Is that your plan you little useless pace of shit? Take her off to that school and let the Austrans just have her? Fuck! If you want to do that so bad, why don't you just put her on a ship? Did they turn you somehow over there? Is Austran pussy that good? Or is it your new lover Brown? I should kill you right here and make the world a safer place.” The man didn't clench his fist, and had yet to produce a weapon, so Tor guessed that this wasn't an actual death threat, but just this man’s way of letting off steam.

His scary, frightening way of letting go of things.

Tor hoped so anyway and hoped that it didn't really involve too big of a beating for himself in addition, just to help with the venting.

“Ah, well, I didn't have sex in Austra or the way over or the way back, so rest assured it wasn't their sexual wiles or me being turned somehow. I just... you've seen Karina, right? I mean you know what's been happening with her?” It was a good question, since the guy may be... Tor looked for some way the man could have missed what was going on and none of them fit.

The huge man stared at him hard for nearly twenty seconds, just when Tor thought he was going to move in for the kill, he spoke, sounding no calmer, but not actually raising his voice. 

“So? Girls get moody! Her friend was killed and she's sad. She's tough, she'll snap out of it on her own in a bit.”

Ah. Well, Tor didn't think that was the case, but didn't really want to fight about it. Then again, did he have a choice?

“OK. So... your wrong. She isn’t snapping out of it and she needs her friends, all of which I took off to school with me, or, well you know the rest. So, I don't know, how do we do this? Are we supposed to wrestle for her now or something? Go outside and fight until I'm a puddle of mush? Debate in front of a judge to see who's right?” Tor was trying to be playful and shake the man's anger a bit, but that, obviously, wasn't going to work. Great. 

“Fine,” The huge angry man said through his teeth, short blond hair making his head look nearly bald from Tor’s perspective.

“We'll meet out back over it.” It felt to Tor like that meant something other than sitting in the shade and having some juice, calmly discussing things. Too bad, he really thought he had a good argument or two on this one. 

Was it a duel? What did he do now? Tor nearly panicked as the man stormed off, wondering if running away would be a valid option. The stone floor was shiny here, well polished and dark. Tor noticed that when he heard the footsteps behind him, there were six of them. All Royal Guards, all looking at him blankly. Great. So the idea was that he fought one of them, or six? Well, that was a fun option. None of these were as big, but the day Tor could beat six men and women, all bigger and stronger than he was, in a fair fight, he'd...

Tor didn't have anything that he'd do then, it had just never come up as an idea. It would be something though. He just wasn't that good. They took him out back, half leading, half following, probably to prevent escape. There was a hedged area that Tor had barely noticed before and never been into, near the wall around the palace. It stood ten foot high and was paved inside, about a hundred foot square. The Royal Guards practice area? It made sense, they had to have something, right? One of the guards, and older man, came and stood in front of him.

“The tradition is that no shields, armor or weapons of any kind are used.” George told him softly. 

Darn. They had an actual tradition that basically said he had to have his butt beaten by this giant? That was hardly fair. Why couldn't they have a traditional bake off instead, like at a country fair? That would be better for him personally. Pie making contest? Or a foot race, he was tempted to make the counter offer, but the second that he took his shield off, still looking for a way out, the larger man danced across the room and hit him with a back fist. 

After that, for nearly four minutes, Tor just fought, trying to remember what he'd learned over the years, what Burks had him practice. That he was making contact with the man was apparent, his hands and feet stung from the blows, but they didn't seem to do much. Tor finally found himself picked up by the face and slammed into the stone below him. Thankfully it was smooth. He lost consciousness for a bit, but managed to poke the large man in the eye it his right index finger somehow, going out or not. When he cleared enough to see again he was running around in a circle, keeping just out of the giants grasp. Almost at least. 

Tor rolled and kicked out at a knee, which made something shift, the feeling of it ran down his leg, but that was all, the giant didn't do more than shift his weight back. 

Tor finally got enough of his sense of self back to try and go after the man smoothly and actually try to target the weak points as more than an afterthought. Then he did better. Not well, but the harshness of the beating he was taking damped down a bit. And it was a beating. For all the he was hitting the guard twice for every once he was hit himself, he could barely stand and the other man still looked fresh and ready to continue. Even after two good solid strikes to the groin the man stood relaxed and poised, moving on him again.

Finally Tor had to just do what he could to survive, biting, kicking and scratching, advanced techniques and dirty tricks. At about ten minutes something happened, a blow to the back of the head, and everything went dark. 

Tor woke looking at the sky, no one touching him at all. Well, at least the guy hadn't kept beating him while he was out. Standing on shaking legs, wondering if defensive wetting was still a good option, Tor faced the man again and raised his hands to continue. The man sneered at him. At least Tor thought it was a sneer. It might have been something else, based on what the guy did next, which didn't involve killing Tor at all.

“Alright, I'll cede the issue to you, but if you get her killed, I will come for you. Oath or not. Bet on it.”

Then without pause he stomped off again. Limped off. Tor decided not to follow him this time. Standing up straight he rubbed his jaw. Three teeth had been knocked out in the front, which hurt, and his right eye was swollen closed. With his left he angled slowly, hoping he didn't have to fight anyone else under their really painful tradition. George the Royal Guard handed him back the amulet with his shield on it. 

Oh, right. He had amulets for stuff. 

Yay.

He hit the healing one and most of his body stung for about half a minute, his mouth stung for almost five as the teeth regrew. The device couldn't regrow a hand, but it regrew teeth just fine. Tor had no clue why that was, but it worked for everyone that way. Even teeth that had been missing for years. When he felt better, he looked down at his shirt, and changed it so the bright blood and scrapes weren't there anymore.

“So...” He said to the remaining six guards. “Um, I don't exactly have the book on this particular tradition. Why exactly am I alive again?”

There was a low chuckle from the group as if he'd said something funny instead of pointing out an obvious truth. The other guy could have simply killed him.

“Heh, yeah. Well, it's like this Tor,” one of the younger guards, a guy of about twenty told him a small smile on his face. “When two of us get in a fight, or have a disagreement, we can't really just go at it like normal people. Then one or both of us would end up dead each time. We're people too though and things come up.

“So Veren and you fought, but you didn't give up even when beaten, showing you were willing to die to back up whatever your part in this was. He wasn't willing to kill you over it, so he ceded the match to you. We kind of have to do it that way, I mean otherwise the best fighters would always win and they're not always right. It was a battle of wills, not fists, and you won.”

Oh. 

That made sense then. Hopefully no one else felt as strongly about the whole thing as Veren did though. Healing device or not, too much more of that and Tor would just die. It was clear he needed a lot more work on his fighting skills. Painfully so, or it had been, but Tor’s memory was good enough in that regard.

Then everyone just left. That was it. No big thing, no hard feelings. Fight, resolve the issue and leave. It was efficient, but kind of strange feeling. He kept expecting his mother to pop out and chastise him for being a common ruffian or something. Instead he went inside and everyone acted like nothing had happened at all. 

Heh.

Really they were waiting for Burks to come back and say that the truth device could be beaten or couldn't be, but that didn't come until after dinner that night. It was another grand affair, each guest with two servers, all wearing their sharp green clothing, which matched the table cloth and napkins and about twenty courses were served, each tiny, at least on his plate. Rolph, who sat directly across from him, had more, but Denno, two places over had about the same. It was a favor really. Tor knew that he couldn't handle all the food if the plate was loaded each time himself and doubted that Brown would do that much better. 

Really it was ridiculous, the meal finishing off with four different deserts, then cheese and drinks. Tor was so full he had to stick to taking small sips of water at the end, but hadn't wanted to embarrass anyone by not eating it all. Then, as they sat and talked, Count Lairdgren made his way in.

Now, he, Tor thought as he regarded the man, looked exhausted. Tired enough that he didn't bother with a preamble at all. It was bizarre really, given the situation, but Tor couldn't find it in himself to blame him. Not looking like he did.

“It will work. I couldn't find a way around it, not at all. I'm sure there is one, but I doubt my brother here will have had time to experiment and figure it out.” Grinning he pulled out an amulet, the sigil glowing green.

Tor blinked. All of the amulets should have a pink sigil on them. It was in the shape of a “T” with lines through it on a diagonal. “T” for truth. Reaching out to the bit of focus stone, the wrong color too, being too brown for the soil around the Capital, Tor got what the field did. It glowed and turned black on command. It was a trick? That seemed likely, but what was the point? 

Burks set things up quickly, Denno in a chair towards the side of the room along the outside wall, and the amulet activated. The glow was mainly white with hazy yellow strips, not the cream and golden yellow it was supposed to be at all. Denno wouldn't know that, but everyone else seemed to just take it in stride as well. Interesting. 

Couldn't they see the obvious differences or was it that everyone else was just better at hiding their shock than he was? It didn't matter really, so Tor hid his own realization as best he could. If it was about fooling Denno, then he'd go along with it for now. But not without some kind of back-up information. Tor dropped into a deep state, cleared his mind and focused intently on Burks, who was doing the same thing, he found. He was reading Denno instead of just using the Truth device. Why? Tor didn't know for sure, but kind of suspected that the Count had actually found a way around it, one Denno could have used, so was going to try this instead. A pure reading would be harder and potentially more accurate, though why he hadn't done a better job faking the way it looked Tor didn't get at all. Was it a sign to him or... Tor had to fight shaking his head, it really didn't make sense at all.

“Alright Denno, would you please state your name for us all?” Burks said it like asking his own brother his name made sense, but Brown didn't blink.

“Dennorian Algiers Brown.” 

A full and slow second after the lie the field turned an off black, almost dark smoke color. Instead of lancing through the field, it grew slowly like a cloud. It looked totally wrong, his units put out a stark black and shot across the field suddenly, looking like a rift had opened in space. This effect was cruddy by comparison. It made him want to roll his eyes, but he decided to go with the ruse for a bit, to see where it led.

So Tor didn't hesitate, leaning towards the man.

“Um, Lie? Denno, what was your given name, not what you picked for yourself.” 

“Six.” The man said, smiling a little.

“But we all thought that we deserved actual names, so we each picked our favorite color. The rest came later, when we decided that most people would respect us more, think us more like them, if we each had two names. I was married about a century or two after that and took my wife’s name for a while, hence the Algiers.” 

This time the field stayed clear and shone brightly.

Burks nodded, but it may not have been in agreement, but rather a way of letting Tor know that he felt his focus on the subject. 

Burks kept asking questions then, without pausing.

“Denno, can you tell me how long you were held captive by Glost Serge?”

“Not really, between seven and ten years?”

Another lie.

“Not true, try again please.” 

Denno took a deep breath and did something, relaxed his body, but also dropped into a deep memory of an earlier time, Tor didn't get it all, but the idea was clear, the man would tell the truth, but about the wrong event. Clever. Dead smart really. Most people wouldn't have that ability. After all, who had several long periods of incarceration to fall back on? 

Oh, an Ancient.

It made sense.

“Twelve years?” It was a question, but this time the field didn't flicker, Burks hadn't triggered it at all. 

Tor focused harder then as the Count asked questions carefully, letting most of the lies slip through, but trying to read what the man was hiding, directly from his thoughts. It was pretty clear to Tor really. Denno was held prisoner by Serge and Daria, for refusing to order hit teams in on all their enemies. For nearly a whole year. 

One. Single. Year.

When it came to the larval, it had been him alone that built the army of them, not Glost Serge, not anyone else. Because he planned his own... purge? One that would remove every obstacle to his own... rule. For the entire world? It was hard to tell exactly, there were too many parts, too many undertones and shifting ideas, but that was a big part of it and he'd definitely grown the clones himself. For his own purposes. He felt threatened by someone and was responding, that was clear at least.

It was a bit of a different story to be sure.

To Tor’s amusement, the break out had been real, though half the guards actually worked directly for Denno himself, not the Premier and definitely not his daughter. A slightly smug feeling crept into the man’s thoughts as he gained skill in “fooling” the device. It was a waste of brain power and led him into thinking about even more than he would have normally. The main bit Tor grabbed was that he wasn't alone in his plan and that someone else, another of the Ancients, was in on it with him. Tor couldn't tell who, but the underlying point was solid and clear.

Well freaking heck.

By the time they finished, everyone in the room seemed far more relieved than not, even Burks who immediately clapped his brother on the back. Moving behind Denno he gave Tor a look, it wasn't mean or anything, but he got the picture. Sell the game. Make their brother believe he'd beaten the device.

Wonderful. He wanted to sigh and possibly slap the man for not being honest with them, but just in case, he had to back Burks play, didn't he?

Tor stood, walked in front of the man and knelt on the floor, bowing until his head touched the cold black stone.

“I have wronged you with my questions. I let my own paranoia and fear cause me to persecute one innocent of such. I know that I do not deserve forgiveness, but please know that I am truly sorry for having said the words or having the thoughts.” Tor stayed in place, letting just a faint sheen of tears come into his eyes. 

“Oh! I... Well.” Denno suddenly stammered both pleased and a bit baffled about what to do.

“Well, of course you had questions! Who wouldn't? Please don't feel bad about it, no harm done and you have a good test that allowed me to show my friendliness. Please, if it's allowable under your ways without harm, get up little brother.” He stood and took Tor’s shoulder to help him rise. As that happen a single tear crept down his face.

It was real enough. Tor felt the betrayal sting him, prick his very heart. It was foolish, but Tor had let himself buy in to the whole “little brother” act and now it hurt to have the lie given to the daylight. 

“I'm sorry.” Tor said again, giving the man a hug so that his face wouldn't give the whole thing away, he didn't let go until he had control of it, mostly at least, about a half minute later.

No one else in the room said anything, but they all bowed, showing how sorry they were for their own part in the events, though no one feeling as bad about it as Tor, at least to their eyes. Well, that was fine, Tor decided, his self-respect and honor had been sacrificed long ago anyway. If he looked the fool here, then it wasn't a big deal. Everyone had seen it before anyway, hadn't they? He felt a little bad for Ali, since as her husband, his shame or embarrassment was hers too, but she just smiled at him and moved in to hug Denno as well. It became the popular activity in the room for the next few minutes, each of the girl taking a turn except Mutta, who just gave Tor a knowing look, as if saying she understood his weak male mind had forced him to act like that. He was tempted to stick out his tongue at her but refrained, just in case he wasn't mentally damaged and what he'd done was actually near what Burks had planned.

They broke up shortly after, the King taking Denno aside for his own apology and Connie coming to hug him and say how pleased she was that everything was all right between Denno and himself.

“Such questions have to be asked. I don't want you to ever stop, but it's also important to admit errors when they happen. To see you do that so quickly, without concern for your own ego or appearance... It's humbling Tor. Even without being told, you once again have shown the best in noble society, what others only aspire to.” This was heartfelt and the tears in her eyes were real enough, proud of him, not just a show.

“Thank you. Can we... meet later?” His voice went quiet and a little shaky, probably because he was very afraid in that moment. 

Not with the obvious, that the Queen would think he was propositioning her. That was exactly what she was supposed to think. God he wished it were really that instead. No, the fear was that his grandfather might want to keep what he'd found out a secret from the King and Queen. But if that was the case, his plan was about to go awry. Tor wasn't an Ancient, he was a Knight of Noram and that meant defending his land and its people, all of them, to the best of his abilities. Right this moment it meant telling the King and Queen about what had happened. 

It wasn't without risks though. Burks could call him a liar or even have him killed for it, and all he had was the truth. Not that his grandfather had ever been less than open and honest with him that he'd known about, but then until mere moments before he'd really thought the same was true of Denno Brown. Deep down at least. He'd had questions, but had really wanted there to be good answers that someone like him just wouldn't know. 

Worse, Denno would want to turn the world into Austra. Wasteful, ugly and oppressed, led by a madman. That right there, that the Ancient was trying to do this at the same time that his own land was being led by an insane killer, should have told him that his way wasn't the best. If nothing else you wanted your rulers to not be crazy, and hopefully to actually care about the people. Or at least be willing to fake it really well.

But which of the other Ancients would be in it with him? Burks? That... didn't seem likely at all. That an older version of himself with that much more experience might fool him, even as he read his field, well... it was possible. It didn't prove that he had and Tor didn't want to believe it, but it could have happened.

Lara Gray? 

She hated men and couldn't admit it to herself, which could make her hard to deal with for Brown, who had that inconvenient manliness between his legs, but it was just possible. Especially if she thought she could turn the tables and win the world over to her way. She'd said as much to Tor once.

White?

She'd seemed so nice. More, it was clear that both the older men on their trip had been at least a little in love with her for some reason. More than was reasonable with a sister. Even an adopted one.

The rest he didn't know at all.

Black was the Tellerand Ancient, and Tor thought he was a man. 

As for the rest he knew nothing. Not even which color lived where. That would really have to be learned fast. Though, honestly, it wasn't Tor’s problem, was it? If Denno wanted to rule the world, Noram would have to fight, probably against hoards of Larval. Goody. That would be a bloodbath. The Noram military couldn't be beaten by the clones, not in combat, so the assassins would simply refuse to meet them there and stick to just slaughtering people at random until everyone else gave up. If they moved in secret and just took out little villages the people wouldn't be able to resist at all, until the common person just gave up.

The idea was horrifying.

But Tor didn't have to deal with that yet. Really, even if he did, taking an explosive weapon and pointing it at Denno's head would stop his personal plans well enough. Unless he'd made copies of himself too. Tor took a deep breath, which only helped a little and waited on the Queen, who looked shocked. But only for a few seconds. She leaned into him and whispered softly that they could meet in the water garden later for a “walk”, at one in the morning.

That would do. It was just past eleven thirty then, and Tor had to get everything ready first. Talk to Burks and make ready for whatever plan was offered, just in case it actually required something from him. 

On the way out his grandfather raised a hand and waved him into a side room, then stood facing him, that way it would be nearly impossible to read his lips from anywhere else in the room. Tor silenced the conversation for them and shook his head before speaking.

“Really, that was the best you could do? I'm surprised everyone in the room wasn't laughing at it. A green sigil? I know it's your color... but still, it’s a bit obvious isn’t it? Also, it's cream and golden yellow, it matches Smythe's favorite robes, not white and pure stark yellow. More of a golden rod. Don't tell me that you just scrambled it up last night either, it was the wrong color of focus stone to be from here. That was something you've had. Probably faked up to pass any tests you had to take using one. Not trying to act all superior, but you can do a better job than that. Little kids can do better than that. If you don't believe me, let's quick make a wager and send the idea to the school. If we don't get three that are better, I'll make one for you myself.” Tor didn't smile, it was serious enough. It was one thing to make a copy of his work, or even change it to make it better. That had to be welcomed no matter who did it.

But making something so bad... and just so you could keep lying? 

Who did that?

A liar did, that's who. 

“All of that and what you take away that I made a poor duplicate of one of your pieces? Please tell me you picked up some of the rest...”

Tor didn't roll his eyes, but he did snort and started reciting what he'd gotten.

“Then when he let slip the bit about another Ancient being in on it with him, well, I didn't know what to think, but I figured that was why you wanted me to pretend to apologize, that or you just want to keep the peace. Hard to do if someone wants you dead though, or at least out of the way. Did you get who it is?” Is it you? 

Tor really wanted to ask, but couldn't. What if it was the truth? Then they'd have to fight and really, Tor couldn't win. He'd do it, but it would just end with his own death if it ever came to that.

Burks was still dressed in green, except for his black shoes, the jacket was heavy and so were the trousers, which spoke of strength, but the buttons were wood, polished black and no belt was visible. He froze for an instant, almost too short to notice and swallowed.

“I didn't catch that much even. I feared it. That, however, isn't the same as knowing. Not at all. People sometimes confuse the two things. Its common even. That's why accusation must never be assumed to be fact. But you aren't accusing, just saying what you perceived.” He looked at Tor seriously. 

“I'd prefer you not tell anyone about this yet.” The tone was serious, but it was a simple statement, not a request.

Tilting his head to the right, Tor replied.

“I'd prefer to not have to deal with stupid shit all the time. Crazy Austrans killing people. Crazy Ancients that can't even run a single land properly trying to take over the globe, or whatever the hell his plan is... I know that he thinks someone is threatening him, that’s why he’s doing it, whatever the heck he’s up too. I'm a simple school boy. Or I should be at least. At most I should be plotting some complicated device right now for my next build. You know what I'd prefer? That when I go to tell Connie about what happened, you'd come along and make sure she and Rich know you aren't working with Denno, aren't betraying anyone at all.” Even if you are. The thought when unsaid, but it must have passed across his face.

Sighing Burks did nothing for a long while and Tor just stared at him, until finally he nodded. 

“Alright. When and where.” It came out blankly, calmly and sounded so reasonable that Tor just told him about the meeting, glad that Burks was going to be reasonable about the whole thing. After all, if they both went and told what they'd found, the King would probably back the Ancient’s plan, whatever that was. Rich really respected the man after all.

He didn't even think about it being a bad idea until the jolt ran through him, Burks holding a small object in his hand that didn't seem to do anything but make things go dark. At first he thought it was stealing his energy somehow, but in the end he just fell, not getting up again for a long while.

The prison was small when he woke, feeling around he found the wall almost in reach and the others after barley moving. He felt a ledge as he sat on the ground, the black space too dark to see in at all. Patting his chest he kind of expected his amulets to all be gone, but they were there, so using the glow of the various little sigils, he found the hand light and tapped it, which brightened the space considerably. It was just a supply closet not a real cell at all. Unfinished wooden shelves held clothes and rags for cleaning, soaps of various kinds and brushes, as well as rack for broom and mops, even a shovel, though Tor didn't know why that would be needed indoors. He found the sigil that would let him walk through a solid object, it glowed deep red and just has a line with a single arrow passing through it. Starting to hit it Tor stopped and tried the brass knob instead on a whim first. It was unlocked. So... not a prisoner at all?

It was also morning, meaning he'd been out for a good while. Ten hours or so at a guess.

The light through the large window gave it away. It was even the same room that Burks had pulled him into. God... Connie! He'd told Burks about the meeting... Tor ran, not knowing at all where he was going or who to talk to at all. 

“Um, help? Help? Someone? Royal Guards? Emergency... It's... It's urgent!” That last word had four liveried people running into the room with weapons drawn. Embarrassed and not knowing what could be happening Tor explained everything. Before he'd finished the part about waking up in a broom closet, one of the guards yelled.

“Secure the building! Secure the building! Arrest Count Lairdgren and Master Tor! Secure the family!”

Arrest him? Well, that wasn't going to end well if they tried. He'd had bad experiences with going peacefully before, so no one was taking his weapons or shield now and if they thought they were...

The man in purple and black just shrugged.

“Sorry Tor, but he can look like you...”

Oh, right. That. Well, if they had to arrest the other him, that was fine then. 

He did point out he was the short one, just in case it came up, which made the guard in front of him nod. They knew that already, but still, it could be hard to tell without both there for comparison. 

It was tense for a while, Connie came rushing in with the rest of the royal family, all sputtering and sleepy, asking why he was being arrested and if he was why hadn't someone tried yet? Karina hugged him and had Ali on her arm, so no one had been harmed at least. Starting from the beginning he covered everything, Denno, Burks wanting him to be silent on the matter, the whole bit. Even the meeting with the Queen that he didn't show up at, where he planned to tell her all this.

“Oh? I'd hoped for more, silly of me I guess... At least you had a good reason for standing me up. I was about to be cross with you over it.” She pouted a little, which got her a slightly annoyed glance from Tor.

“Alright.” Tor walked forward and kissed her hard. She blinked at him still puffy and face lined with marks from her pillow.

“There. Now focus please, my grandfather is... I don't know what he's doing, to be honest. Is Denno gone?”

They both were, and so was one of Tor’s fast magical carriages. With a ten hour head start they could be anywhere by now. Almost anywhere on the planet, literally. 

“Why?” Tor said far more calmly than he felt.

Everyone looked at him, but Rolph shrugged and spoke quickly, “Well, my guess is that he had a plan and you were about to ruin it. Now that plan could have been anything, but I'm guessing it wasn't about world conquest or Count Lairdgren would have just told us about it and presented his reasons. If they were good enough to make it worth doing, we'd probably back him. He's the Green man after all. If they weren't good enough, he probably wouldn't bother with it himself.”

Richard nodded, and Karina snorted loudly, giving them all a morose look.

“It can't be too bad, he ran away, but he didn't kill Tor, or even hurt him, just put him to sleep for a while. Best guess is he isn't even working against us, he just isn't ready for our input or help. It's his family, so maybe he just doesn't want outsiders involved?”

They could speculate all day, fret and worry, but until they had a real plan, Tor decided to go back to being a regular school student. Burks could find him there if he wanted him. It should even be safe enough, after all, Burks hadn't hurt anyone, not really. Tor was going to have a real discussion with the man, but no one else needed to worry, most likely.

“Absolutely not.” The voices came as one from both Rich and Connie, both seeming suddenly united in their decision.

It was understandable. Something odd had happened and they'd been lied to, so now they didn't want to risk their children. Tor could even get behind it, he told them, but then he mentioned that he, at least, would have to go back. His classes...

The King crossed his arms firmly over the soft looking sleeping shift he wore.

“Don't matter at all. Tor, it's very kind of you to attend school to be close to your new wife and we all understand that, but Lairdgren owns the school. Now I doubt that being here would be any safer, but we certainly can't risk putting you all back there either. Perhaps,” He looked at all of them and nodded firmly.

“Yes, a vacation. For the rest of the term. We'll send you all... Hmmm, well, somewhere that no one would think to look for you, not even Burks. I don't have a clue where that would be, but we'll figure out something.”

Tor shook his head sadly.

“Seriously, I'm never finishing school, am I?” For some reason it came out sounding sad and soft and no one laughed, which had been the intent. 

They were ordered, an actual royal decree, if not one written down, to go get something to eat and leave the planning to them. The guards stayed with them and escorted them all to the dining room, where bowls of oatmeal, toast and boiled eggs were quickly delivered. It was all fine, but the situation seemed wrong. They were being sent on a sudden vacation? He got that meant going into hiding, but where and why? Burks wouldn't harm them, would he? 

How would you know? Tor asked himself, considering some hard facts. Think about it, he'd planned to lie, that's why he made a trick truth device. What did he have to lie about? Whatever it was, it wasn't meant to fool Tor, not with the piece of crap he used the night before. So who? The King and Queen? Was it just an amusement or precaution for the future? Was it for the Count at all, or had he made it for someone else? That he made it was fact. Tor had felt him all over it. It hadn't even been borrowed from his original field, but was a novel build. That meant time had been involved and planning.

Sloppy, careless, planning.

Eating the oatmeal without seasoning Tor noticed that everyone else seemed excited, not scared. Not annoyed, which was closer to what Tor really felt himself. Except Karina who watched him closely the whole time. Finally, waving a piece of toast at him she asked if he was feeling all right.

“What? Fine, considering I woke up in a closet. I just... We just found out that someone is trying to take over the world and he's escaped with the help of the top advisor to the kingdom. Why am I the only one worried here?”

Rolph took a drink of tea and considered the whole thing for a second.

“Probably because someone is always trying to take over the world. Sure, Brown's got more experience than most by far, but... well, as a group, the Ancients kind of already have control of the world. If they back him, then he has it, and nothing we do would make a difference. If they don't, then they'll take care of it and he'll lose.” 

It sounded calm and confident, but was it really that simple, what if Denno and his side won? What would happen then?

Varley munched her own toast and swallowed politely before speaking. 

“Then honestly? We'll probably all be dead. Can't leave spare royalty lying around, it gives people ideas. That's really what happened with the first Cordes, wasn't it? He reigned for nearly a thousand years, but finally someone overthrew him. It wasn't twenty years until his grandson sat the throne. Though, if I have it right, the Green man had a hand in making that happen.” 

“Nearly a thousand years?”

Varley looked at Karina who agreed and told the tale, history being one of her fields of particular study.

“Yes. He was an Ancient too, but not like the others we've met, a different kind, big like we are and with combat rage, though he controlled it pretty well. Like you Tor, if the legends are right. Decent enough leader, though it started to get to him I think, he started passing nonsense laws about sex, making it illegal except in marriage and that kind of thing. Really crazy. That's what did him in, all his nobles rose against him and took him out of power. Killed him too. Kind of gruesome, they weren't really sure what could really end him, so they did everything, hung, stabbed, poisoned, cut his head off, burned the body and then put the ashes over four different moving bodies of water. Really goes to show that you need to be careful of what laws you pass, doesn't it?”

They chuckled and so did Tor, not wanting to bring everyone else down. The real fact of the matter was that he kind of felt like there was no purpose to all this. Go on a vacation? Why? To rest up for the inevitable Larval army? Suddenly he felt like just going to sleep and waiting for it all to be over. It would be too lazy to actually try, but it would be worth doing if even one more thing went wrong in his life. As it was he had work to do and no idea when he had to be ready by, or what exactly he had to be ready for.

Would he have to fight Burks? It seemed like a painful idea for him. The man was family, more demonstrably than anyone else in the world, they were close. How could he do that? He couldn't even catch the guy if he ran away, not on foot. That would have to be worked on. What if he had to face the other Ancients? It was impossible of course. All he could think of to do was cheat and have so many back-up plans that eventually something worked on them. He also had to take out the Larval before they became a real threat. 

The idea sent a chill down his spine. Tor wasn't afraid of them, no more than was healthy at least. No, the problem was that stopping them really meant killing them. They'd had to chop off the arms and legs of the seven that he'd defeated in a dual just to keep them from killing everyone. After they'd lost. That was only seven. What would he do about seven hundred? 

Worse, he'd probably have to face the Austran fast craft too and he didn't know how much more speed he could get out of a carriage. Maybe double? That still left them with about six craft faster than what he had by far and about ten or so that would be about thirty percent faster. He could have good shields for it, so at least there was that. It might make a difference in a fight. It really wasn't fair at all.

Because some Ancient was possibly working with Denno, Tor couldn't trust any of them. Well, not without reading them clearly. From what Burks had said, if anything he'd told Tor had been true, it seemed that the other Ancients didn't have the same blocks regarding magic as Brown. That meant, probably, that they'd be aware of it as a real threat. They could even have ways to thwart him in place, things he didn't even understand. How could he beat that?

Really, he couldn't.

But he could try to get things ready for everything he could think of. Whatever the others could come up with too. Tor started realizing the white china dishes were being taken away suddenly and everyone else had kept talking, even as he drifted off somewhere. Kind of rude of him, he knew. Oops.

A fresh cup of brown and bitter sludge had been placed in front of him, so he checked it for poison with a detector on one of the consolidated amulets and then drank it quickly. It was used for hangovers and battle rage side effects, but Tor didn't think he'd qualify for either right now. Maybe it was just in case? A preventative or because no one knew how the sleep device worked and they wanted to be safe? 

Varley kept staring at him, her desire to ask what he was thinking so loud that he nearly heard it with his ears. What was he going to do? 

“I don't know.” Everyone else looked at him then, but Varley nodded getting that it was really an answer to her question. He elaborated for the others, since Rolph and Ali looked concerned. Karina looked slightly amused, which meant she was feeling a little better. At least all the current mess was helping someone. 

“I feel... I feel like I have to fix all this. That Denno and Burks are my family and that if they're messing up, it's up to me to make it right. At the same time, I barely know either of them and, you know, Burks is basically who I'll become in a lot of ways... So if he’d doing something bad, does that mean I will sometime too?” Tor shrugged, a sullen thing that got concerned looks from everyone and a kick under the table from Karina, one hard enough to make his shield trigger. Right, she was the gloomy one her, no good stealing her position.

“So, if I feel like I need to fix all this and make it right, barely knowing them... what is he feeling? I mean, really, what would I do if one of my own brothers was trying to take over the world or one of you? I just can't imagine it though. I guess I'd try to make sure you just couldn't and talk you out of it. I don't think I could kill you or anything. So, uh, please don't go crazy and try to destroy us all or anything?” 

Karina was still effecting all black, and her black hair was still lanky and flat, which made a passable disguise, but wasn't that good overall. Tor stared for a bit, until she stared back at him grinning.

“Hey! Why look at me? You think at this table I'm the one most likely to go side slip and try to make a massive power grab? Hardly fair at all. I mean, if you want to see who the most likely person to do that here is, I suggest you look at the guy with the super weapons and all that.” Then she made a little humming noise under her breath, a playful little sound meant to distract from her implied insult.

Tor shrugged.

“A point, but I was thinking about disguises, not anything else. I... Well, I have a device for that, but I've never gotten to use it.”

Everyone else reacted, though in different ways. Ali sat up and looked baffled. She was charming and very friendly, to everyone, but her intelligence wasn't the highest ever. She largely made up for it by keeping silent though. It worked for her and she tried hard, which really should be enough. Tor was in charge of the rest, at least until she got up to speed.

Rolph however acted like he already knew that such a device existed. Maybe he did, or suspected it at least. In all the world, he was probably the single person that really knew him best. Karina shook her head at him and... laughed.

“Only you Tor! No one else I know would have brand new and powerful magics sitting around and not take them out to play with them. You know what your problem is? You're spoiled.” A spread of hands, each larger than Tor’s by forty percent at least was used to deflect from the responsibility for his current rotten state.

“I'm spoiled? I...” It was his turn to sound baffled and concerned. 

Had he been running around taking liberties and being demanding and not even realized it? Or grown so soft and used to luxury that everyone saw him as weak and useless? Before he could go on to long she continued.

“Yeah. It's the magic. You're so good at it and so much faster than everyone else that you don't even value it. Not really. You make stuff and treat it like it was some costume jewelry a little kid made for mother or as if it was just a hobby. I'm not saying you should be greedy, give it away by all means, I couldn't afford your stuff otherwise, but don't treat it so casually.” Then she took a deep breath and actually looked slightly scared for a second.

“Also... and please don't get mad at me for saying this Tor, but... You, personally, are not responsible for Noram. At this table, almost everyone else is more responsible for that than you are, I could even argue Alissa as being your equal there and not have to stretch much! In the chain of who needs to be working hardest to fix this, you’re like... way down the line. Like two or three hundred people down really... You come into play first as a Knight, and there are thousands of those really.” 

Rolph sat straighter and nodded, looking at Tor hard.

“Damn straight. I'll grant you going off to save some distant relative, that was noble and a good example for the rest of us, but this latest stuff? No. Now it's time for you to step back a bit and support us in doing our jobs, which right now is supporting the King and Queen. Maybe even Count Lairdgren if he hasn't gone all evil on us. I doubt he has, but if not, getting in his way will probably just mess things up. Half of this going off is just because dad and mom don't know what's required right now.” He threw a glance to Karina that looked grateful, as if he hadn't wanted to be the one to bring it up.

So, he was a jerk?

He'd been taking on too much and acting above his station? Tor kind of wanted to get mad about it, tell them that what he'd been doing was important, and that of course he was the one responsible for everything, but it wasn't true. Not at all. 

Really, what was he in all this? Some school boy that made some things? A friend of a few important people? The tiniest and worst noble ever? None of that really said, “hey, let's put him in charge” did it? It was true then, wasn't it? He was over bearing, pushy and self important. 

He buried his head in his hands and put his elbows on the table, the black velvet of the tunic pulling across his shoulders a bit. 

“Your right. Gah. I'm a moron. Sorry, I've been overstepping for a long time, acting like I was important when I'm not. Can you all forgive me? I've been insufferable... I-” Tor jumped as a small hand found his back. Ali.

“That's not what they said. No one said you weren't important, they said that you weren't responsible for Noram. The world too. No more than anyone else. You keep doing a lot of good things, stuff that really helps people, but you aren't getting to enjoy your own life at all. I know part of that's my fault. I shouldn't have made you stay married to me. I should have let you go once... he was dead and couldn't hurt me anymore.” Alissa's voice had gone quiet, soft and a little sad at the end so he reached out and took her hand gently.

“Made me stay married? I seem to recall fighting for the privilege rather hard at the time sweet. Don't think for a second I regret that. Besides, this is my life. It's confusing and terrifying and most of the time I feel overwhelmed, but that's just what I get. I'll make do.” 

Varley threw her hands up in frustration, her voice a little sharp when she spoke.

“But that's what we’re talking about! This isn't your life! It's Burks Lairdgren's life! It's my father’s life! Tor Baker is just a talented, kind and good looking boy that should be busy having sex with as many women as possible and trying to figure out what he actually wants to be. You keep acting like you're more than that and someone’s going to end up killing you Tor.” She took a breath to continue.

“So, build your magics, help us out, please, but stop taking the weight of the world on your shoulders or it's going to crush you!”

It all sounded like great advise, past the yelling, it had the ring of conviction and truth too. Tor just didn't know if he could actually understand what the meant. Could he even go back to just being normal? 

Was that even a thing?
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Just because his life had been turned upside down, that was no reason for Tor to be gloomy. Especially since that could set Karina off. Still, the King and his advisors decided that the safest way to “hide” them all was to send half the palace Royal Guard and a train of wagons and carriages off to some undisclosed location thousands of miles away. He didn't want to be a pain, but it was about the worst thing that they could have done as far as Tor was concerned.

“Why? I really don't like carriages, I can put up with it, but we could be wherever this is in hours if we flew, instead were all going to be sitting in the back of a bouncing box for months instead. That's not much of a vacation, it's more like a punishment.” Tor tried, and largely failed, not to sound like a petulant, and spoiled, little Prince. To make it worse the real Prince was the one coddling him out of his dark mood.

“If we flew we'd be there fast, true, but we'd miss all the things in between. There are people to meet and new things to get to know! It's an adventure Tor. Besides, we have orders, so, you know, start enjoying it, because it's what we’re doing anyway. Complaining the whole time won't help anything.” 

It was a point. A good one really. What would being a jerk gain him? A much less pleasant trip. That was the only thing and no matter how he twisted it, not a benefit at all. Fine, Tor sighed and made himself smile, then nodded and asked what they should do. 

“Oh, well it's the first day, so normally people read or tell stories. I suppose you could work if you wanted, but try not to disappear on us into your head for days at a time? We're supposed to be having fun, and really, carrying for “corps Tor” isn't as thrilling as you might think.”

Tor smiled and stuck his tongue out playfully. 

“OK. I think I'll go running, want to come?” It was a genuine offer, but Rolph just begged off and gave him a wave.

“No, but take a guard with you, or two. I'll join you later for some fight practice. I know I should run, but it's a pain. Literally, I'm getting too large for it to be comfortable at all anymore.”

Tor didn't wait, climbing out while the slow vehicle still moved along slowly. It was hard for him to approach the guards and ask a favor, but Rolph had set the conditions, so he made himself find Wensa. He knew her best after all. When he asked, she just nodded at him and gestured to two people on horseback. One was Veren the guy that had kicked his butt a few days before over wanting to take Karina off to school. The other was a familiar looking woman with medium dark skin, raven hair and a hawk like nose.

“Veren, Kara, job for you.” Wensa didn't wave or do anything else to signal them over, but seconds later they were both there, not looking eager, but not really seeming like anything.

“Master Tor here needs to get the first part of his daily exercise done, running. I want to use it as a forwards scouting mission too, so push him at best speed about fourteen out and meet us as quickly as possible on the return.”

Veren didn't make a move that showed any interest in what was being said at all, but his words were questioning.

“That's going to be close to twenty miles. Best pace?” The implied question to Tor was clear, could he do it? Tor wasn't sure. He couldn't outrun a horse, so could only hope Wensa meant his best pace, not the animals.

Wensa gave a single nod.

“Yes. When you return we'll move directly into practice for the day.”

“Alright. Ready then Tor?” The huge man said casually.

Tor blew out a breath.

“Probably not, but I know it's what I need to be practicing, so... yes?” 

Veren didn't wait, just spun the horse and kicked Tor in the back with his right boot. Nothing happened, because his shield was on, making them all laugh out loud, except Tor.

Kara took off at a trot.

“Run!” She called back.

So he did. It was fast, faster than he'd ever tried to go for more than a mile or two before and he gasped in pain through the whole thing. He had to drop into a meditative state, focusing on the world around him so he wouldn't fall down, and how his body moved, in order to bear the discomfort. He could still feel his insides trying to turn to water and the cramps along the side of his stomach wall on the left side as he traveled. The road curved and had hills, but instead of slowing as they went up, the Royal Guards helpfully spurred their horses to go faster. On the downhill they slowed a bit, but it was never enough to actually catch his breath.

The trip back was faster, since the whole group had been moving along the whole time and basically caught up. When Tor saw the dust he nearly fell down in relief, but it was just an illusion, the actual wagon and carriage train was miles off yet. He wanted water badly, and they found the whole group sitting under some trees by a decent little stream, without waiting Tor ran to it, checked it for quality and started drinking straight from it. 

“Not too much Tor, space it out. You can only absorb a few cups of water per hour anyway. About three, maybe less for you, being so small.” This came from Kara, who joined him, laying on the bank, sipping the water from cupped palms. 

Tearing himself away was hard, but getting sick wasn't going to help him, and she sounded like her information was real enough. It wasn't something he'd ever thought of before, but it wasn't like he had an actual water tank inside that needed to be refilled, was it? He went slow, as hard as it was and felt embarrassed that he was still gasping a little three minutes later.

Then he got five minutes to try and focus himself and rest before the weapons practice and unarmed fighting drills took place. It was way different than in school. The guards pushed him, but everyone worked at the same time, Rolph and Karina joined, and, rather cutely, so did Ali, though she didn't have a clue what she was doing. 

The big difference was that it was a group effort. If you made a mistake, it would be capitalized on in the moment, but your opponent would instantly tell you what you'd done wrong. It didn't matter who you were, from the Major in charge, who turned out to be George, to the girl taking her first lesson. Everyone was treated the same way. It was a little scary at first, as every move was looked at through a lens, and a lot of what he was doing was found wanting. He knew he needed to get better, but was he that bad? Apparently so.

It was about half an hour in when Tor decided to try and work in the new ideas he had, based on what Burks had mentioned and a few other things besides. Shorter movements, combined striking and getting rid of the gaps, merged with trying to read his opponents field. It sort of worked, enough that George, who he was going up against grinned at him.

“Better! A little man needs to be precise, you’re missing half the blows and it seems like you keep getting stuck every seven seconds or so, your flow of attack hitches. Is that on purpose?”

Tor shook his head and tried to focus more, since George was going to attack as he answered, he could feel it. 

“No, I just suck that much. Working on it though.” Rather than try to block the attack Tor moved in and attacked as fast as he could, managing to keep his flow going for nearly twelve seconds this time. 

Then George skipped in lightly and took him to the ground easily.

When finished, an hour later, they all bathed in the stream and got back in the carriages and wagons, since Tor didn't think he could manage doing much else at the moment. Everyone else had books with them, even Ali, which seemed a great idea, only Tor hadn't thought to bring any. Well, he had the ones instructor Fines had lent him still. He took out one that was simply entitled “Theory”. 

The book was fascinating once started. A lot of it he already knew or had worked out for himself, but some of the things he'd never even heard of. For instance, on the tiniest level space and time didn't seem to run the same way. Even before the book pointed it out, Tor understood some of what that might mean. Actions could be done at a much greater distance than he'd ever thought. Maybe even further away from himself than he could imagine? The idea was hard to put into a device, of course, since most of them didn't have direct mental feedback mechanisms and when the book was written, a long time ago it seemed, no one had managed it.

But Tor had. Trice’s arm. 

More, it should be possible to make a field device that let people move through space. Just going from one place to another instantly. Quantum particles, the little pieces of reality, apparently did it all the time. A group just had to be organized properly to make it happen. All of them moving at once...

Ah!

It was riveting and he read until dinner, when they stopped at an actual inn, a place that had a slightly doubtful appearance on the outside and didn't get a lot better once in. It wasn't that bad, a lot like the unpainted house that he'd grown up in, some gaps in the walls that let the breeze in from the outside in the front room, and tiny rooms that actually were just... tiny. About enough room for a small bed and a chamber pot. It had an outhouse, something Tor had grown up with but that made the Prince and Princesses a little unhappy. Tor offered to set up a small house for them off in the woods, but George put his foot down.

“No. We don't need to advertise that the great Wizard Tor is traveling with this lot. Put up magic houses all over the place and people will talk. Just tough it out and we'll leave early in the morning.” His voice wasn't stern, but the feeling behind it was clear even without reading his field. Stop being whining little brats. 

Tor chuckled and agreed with a head nod. It made sense after all. They were supposed to be hiding not on a real pleasure trip. That it probably didn't need doing wouldn't change the Royal Guard’s orders, would it?

He and Rolph shared a bed, which worried him a little, not wanting to wake up with Rolph trying to mount him in his sleep, but that part went fine. He got an arm thrown over him, since the bed was tiny and ended up waking with Rolph hugging him closely, but he just chuckled and jabbed his friend in the ribs with an elbow that didn't connect. Waking up Rolph stiffened, his body going rigid.

“Oh, god Tor... Sorry. I wasn't...” The yawn that interrupted him was huge.

“No huge thing.” Tor stretched and got up trying to act casual. 

At least Rolph wore pajamas to bed. Otherwise Tor’s virtue may have been violated, at least in spirit. It was awkward, since his friend was clearly hiding the fact that he'd been aroused, even if in his sleep. That happened though. Half the time Tor woke that way himself. Not today, thank god, that would have been embarrassing. As it was his giant friend was holding the covers up, pretending to just want more sleep. 

Not a problem. 

Getting up, he grabbed his toiletries and went to clean up, finding that the basic washing at the inn took place outdoors if you wanted it, with a cold bucket and whatever soap you'd brought from home. Goody. Tor just grabbed one of the leaky wooden containers, it's handle nearly coming off on the right hand side, the small wooden peg having broken nearly off. He had to pick the whole thing up from the bottom to carry it to the gravel wash station. Heating the water would have taken moments, if he wanted to admit he was in possession of massive amounts of magical devices. Things that would cost enough to get attention.

Of course they were traveling in carriages, which were just plain wooden ones, but only the wealthiest people did that. Less rare than flying, sure, but would they be wealthy enough in their wooden carriages to have water heaters just sitting in their luggage? Sighing Tor admitted that didn't seem likely. At least it wasn't freezing yet. Just nearly.

He kept his temperature equalizer on, but each splash of fresh cold water came as a giant shock to his system. It had to be done, the carriages were too close inside, too small, for him to skip it. No one could afford to reek on a trip like this. No one else came out to join him at first, but as he finished the Royal Guard came out and followed his lead. Rolph stood in the door and shivered, a mock thing that pretended at being cold, coming out to join them making yelps the first few times water hit his temperature equalized body.

Voice low the Prince looked at George with a stern face, one that Tor wasn't used to seeing at all from his friend. “Fine, we'll freeze out here for the sake of appearance, but the girls are going to the baths before we leave. Varley is pregnant and I-”

“Seconded.” Tor said, splashing the cold water over his head to finish rinsing off as he stood naked in back of the inn.

Kara the guard looked over at him and grinned.

“You couldn't have told us that earlier? I would have waited for the warm water if I knew you were paying for all the girls to go to the baths in town...” It was a joke but Tor shrugged. He had the money for it and really, he wanted them to have guards the whole time, didn't he? Before he could say anything Rolph shrugged too.

“And have you get all soft on us? Besides, you and Wensa are the only cute girls I can sleep with on this trip...” It got a laugh and Wensa cocked a hip, which was actually sexier than Tor had thought it would be, her hair wasn't gray any more, outside of school. That and her age suddenly went away. Out of class it seemed she was in her mid forties Tor thought, not late fifties at all. Some kind of makeup to make her look older? That was both an interesting idea and a good one. Who pretended to have gray hair when they didn’t?

The Royal Guard Captain grinned, and actual happy looking thing. Playful. 

“Hmmm. Well, OK, but do you think you can take both of us at once? I think we might just be a little too much for someone so... young.” 

Another laugh from the group made Rolph looked pained. Shaking his huge red head he sighed.

“Tor, see how they treat me? Doubting my abilities already and they haven't even tried me out. Of course they’re right. Guys think they can serve two women at once, but truth is that more than one is just extra effort. Not that it's not fun to try every now and then, but it just doesn't work in practice very well.”

Kara walked over, brown nipples perky and tight from the cold water, bending slightly and crossing her arms under them to push them forward, winked.

“Right, but two men and one women can work... You two are both of age, right?” Her gaze took in Tor too. Well, he was, regardless of looks.

Rolph chuckled, but didn't say no. Tor on the other hand just tilted his head. Kara seemed nice enough and was firm and fit, tall, but not taller than Petra, so about six-five or so. She had dark hair, real, since her pubic hair was as dark as her head. Tor didn't stare. It would be rude.

Finally she chuckled and moved off, going back towards the other guards. They whispered amongst themselves, which Rolph ignored, but it bugged Tor, since it seemed like it would be about them. Well, he should have said something, except what would he say? She was more than cute enough to sleep with and there was nothing wrong with Rolph, the idea was just scary to him. What if his friend used it as an excuse to touch him?

So Tor smiled at her later as everyone finished up, getting a grin back. It wasn't exactly being polite inside “the rules” but it was better than ignoring her, wasn't it? She didn't seem put off at least. Breakfast had to wait for the girls to get their bath, and was eaten in the carriage, everyone having decided that they didn't want to risk staying in the place two nights in a row. Half the guards had fleas, even after washing, since they'd infested their clothing when they slept. The royals had gotten the “good” rooms.

That got Tor thinking about what it would take to ward off insects like that. He had sort of promise Julie White something like that for her people, hadn’t he? It would be hard, except that now that he considered it, it really only had to cover animals under a certain size. Bigger than that and a person would handle it on their own. About the size of a mouse, should cover it, right? It didn't really have to be that large, but Tor wasn't wild about mice in general, so he could add that in without harm.

Tor figured he could manage it before the exercise portion of the day if he hurried and went deep to work, which would let him avoid a little boredom to, which given how little else there was to do, made it a fine idea. 

After breakfast, sitting uncomfortably in the carriage, he did just that. Before going on his run three hours later he handed one out to everyone. Modified shields that would throw tiny bugs off if they were on you, or block as they approached, so that the fields would free a person of bugs too. The guards didn't comment, except after the exercise for the day, where a few told him it worked. It was a Royal Guard thing, Tor thought. If you presented something to them, they judged it and if it wasn't good enough, you'd hear all about it. Get it right and they just went on with their day, incorporating the new thing seamlessly.

Not high on praise maybe, but it worked for him, because compliments always made him feel uneasy anyway. Embarrassed, like he couldn’t possibly have earned them. Really, given what Burks had told him before, he wondered if that was in his personal pattern too? He was starting to get that something else was involved in that part of things, and it wasn’t all just simple “genetics” but what exactly it was, he didn’t know yet. Magic probably, but if so, he hadn’t been able to isolate the field for it yet.

The next several days went about the same way, except that more of the evening was spent with the girls. Tor made a point of practicing his violin each night too, behind his field of silence. It wasn't that he really believed he'd ever be going back to school, Tor just didn't want to lose what little he'd gained there. It was kind of frustrating, but what could be done except keep trying to learn?

The trip wasn't exactly exciting over all, but at least he had some friends to spend time with, even though the sights that they were promised didn't seem to come up for some reason. They saw trees, which were very nice, but not new. He’d grown up in a forest after all. By the fifth day it was getting hard for Tor to hold his temper with everyone, which wasn't fair, since not a single person had been anything other than nice to him. Ali would sit by him and talk about what kind of house she wanted, which he could provide in days, if he found a good location for it and procured the land. It was nice and even cute, but after a while he felt annoyed and had to fight to keep his mouth shut, and not ask her to shut up. 

At least he managed to keep it off his face. Barely.

Varley mentioned historical facts, which were actually fascinating, but not a topic he could add to, so he just sat and tried to memorize what was talked about. Rolph kept looking at him funny, which had nothing to do with some hidden puppy crush and everything to do with realizing how close Tor was to losing his temper over stupid things. Of everyone, only his old friend got it. Karina was mainly quiet. When she finally spoke it was expected, and foolish at the same time. If understandable.

“I should go and get her myself.” The tall and red hair Princess said suddenly in a lull in conversation.

Tor didn't have to ask who she meant. Daria Serge.

What surprised everyone was that Tor agreed with her. After a fashion.

“You're a Princess. She's basically one. You can't go and kill her yourself without starting a war. A real, tens of thousands dying thing, not what we have now. What you need to do is have her killed. While you have a good alibi and look as innocent as possible. Possibly some kind of religious service or something, with one of the pacifist organizations? Feed the hungry or something… Which isn’t a bad idea. We should look into that anyway. But, really, we all should have good alibis. I mean, it wouldn't do to let any of us look guilty. Maybe rescuing babies at the time or something as a distraction?” There had to be something like that they could be doing, right?

Everyone stared at him as if he'd grown a second head and was slapping it or something. Like he’d slap Timmy? He nearly chuckled remembering that that’s what he decided to name his second head if he ever grew one. If his brother wasn’t still using the name.

 Sure, he personally didn't go around killing people, but Daria Serge was evil and had killed Yardley Principle. In Noram. She was found guilty of it, and only got away because her dad threatened to destroy most of their major cities. Burks and him had used the threat as an excuse to free Denno, which obviously wasn't a great idea as it turned out. It definitely wasn't worth letting a murderer go. As it was she wasn't even a person that Denno could stand when it came down to it. 

If someone that was a creepy would-be-tyrant or world conqueror or whatever Denno was, didn't like you, that was saying something, wasn't it? Tor thought so. Yes, in this case he could get behind killing her. But not at the expense of getting Karina killed, which was the likely outcome of her just running over to get the job done herself. They had guards and stuff after all.

The argument that came wasn't the one he expected.

“Wait,” Ali said softly. “You can hire people to kill others, I know that, everyone does. How would you find the right people? The guild is basically just a legend and even if you could find them someone how would you pay for it? Killing a Count must cost twenty thousand gold and that's here in Noram, I can't imagine what they'd want to get someone in Austra, especially Lilli, I mean Daria.” She tilted her head and was staring at Karina, who was her best friend after all.

Without thinking Tor corrected her, which was rude, you weren't supposed to correct anyone in public. Especially a woman. He’d read about that.

“Nine to ten thousand gold for a Count. I don't know what it would cost for her. Probably about ten times that. Maybe more. I don't even know if it could be done.” When Tor saw everyone’s face he realized his mistake. First, his rudeness, which he gently apologized for, giving Ali a small seated bow. Second, Tor, of all of them shouldn't know anything about hiring killers of that sort, should he? Not innocent Tor from Two Bends. Right. Especially not how much it would cost to kill a Count. 

Kind of an “oops” moment for sure.

The conversation, thankfully, stopped then, as it was time to go to that night's run down inn. Not that Tor was picky, but they could have done as well with regular tents and minimal used of magic and probably called no more attention to themselves over all. This was vacation, so he played along. 

It wasn't until later that things started to change. At dinner Alissa didn't say much, looking at him over her food instead of eating, when he wasn't obviously looking. Karina was no better, but was more obvious about it. It was the first night that he could share a room with Ali, since they actually had enough rooms for everyone here, this place being larger and slightly better kept, paint on the walls, white to give it a clean and fresh feel, and fresh sheets on the bed. 

Rolph stopped him to chat for a bit when the girls went up, just making conversation about the weather, which meant that Ali and Karina were already in the room, pouncing on him the second he got through the door. 

Well, Tor reflected as he was gently guided to the bed, one larger by nearly half over the one person things that most inns seem to favor. Karina, black hair hanging around her ears had a hold of his right arm, firmly, but not painfully. Ali activated an amulet around her neck, Tor could feel the field wash over them, a silence device. 

That would be a good idea if they were planning anything that might get loud and disturb any of the other patrons, since other people actively having sex if you weren't, was annoying. Neither girl had removed her clothing, and in fact had changed into plain black outfits that didn't flatter or serve to be alluring at all. When Karina slipped the glowing truth device over his head, the hemp string brushing his ear on the right and causing him to glow fairly brightly in the small dark room with its white walls, Tor got it. This wasn't going to be about sex at all. It was an interrogation. Well... darn.

“Alright Tor, how do you know what it costs to have a Count killed by the guild?” Karina's voice was forceful, not bothering to be quiet, since no one outside of a ten foot circle would be able to hear then anyway.

Sighing Tor knew that he just couldn't speak at all. If he tried to dodge the question, it would show up as a lie and the truth could get other people in trouble. Instead he just looked at the Princess and shook his head slightly. She was savvy enough to get the idea, wasn't she?

Apparently not.

The questions kept coming, hammering him from all side, accusations of things he'd never even heard of, had Tor killed Helmholtz? That nearly got a response, because he didn't even know who that was, but he realized the trap and kept his mouth shut. She was just trying to get him to talk. Once he spoke, she'd catch him in a lie and then he'd have to speak the truth to clear himself.

“Are you plotting to kill Raul Peterson?” Karina asked, her voice low and menacing now, after twenty minutes of questioning or more.

“Are you plotting to kill my father?” She asked, knowing that Tor would have to say something to that. Only he didn't. Her eyes went narrow.

Alissa looked scared in the white and yellow glow coming off of him, but she touched his arm gently and looked into his eyes directly. 

“Did you have my father killed?”

Tor flinched. Damn. Karina saw it and her eyes went wide.

“Seriously? Fuck Tor that's...” She backed up a little. “That's why you aren't talking. I see. OK. Well... Then we didn't ask. Right Ali?”

His wife smiled gently at him and gave him a soft kiss, tears in her eyes. 

“Thank you! I'd wondered but... Everyone said that it wasn't possible, that it was just an accident. But how do we kill Lilli? We have to!” 

Tor turned off the amulet around his neck, plunging the room into darkness. Couldn't anything ever just be easy? Now two more people knew what he'd done and one of them was required by law to report it to the King. It wasn't that Tor wouldn't have offered his life to take out Count Derring, the man was a true monster, as bad as any in a fairy tale or play, worse. Far worse. As a sitting Count even the King couldn't stop him from abusing his own people, his own family, in ways that nearly forced Tor to challenge the man to a duel directly. That would have led to war though.

So Tor cheated and hired it done.

After that he didn't speak, not wanting to give them more to work on. Even if he had to go to the gallows for it, Trice wouldn't. She'd actually set it up, but Tor had paid for it, making it his kill. That couldn't be dodged out of. He wouldn't talk.

The next days were tense, Karina kept trying to get him to disclose who'd set up the act for him, and Ali kept hinting that they could simply have Daria Serge killed and it would be good enough. Tor didn't answer her. His wife wasn't a murderer. He might be, but Tor would protect her from that with his last breath if need be. He'd do the same for any of his friends. Eventually they both got mad and stopped talking to him about it, then about anything. That got noticed, of course, Rolph and Varley tried to bring him out about why the other two had stopped talking to him, but he couldn't say, could he?

Rolph sighed.

“Look Tor, you don't have to tell me, I think I know what this is about.” They were riding in one of the carriages, Karina and Ali having opted for the other one alone.

Varley just nodded, looking slightly odd, speaking while looking compassionately into his eyes. Lovingly.

“Mom and dad told us before we left. It's... not a big deal. Lots of people do things like that, and it had to be done. It wasn't like you really did it even...” A bump in the dirt road make her jump and settle a little uncomfortably. The seats were padded, but they weren't what they could be if Tor had made them out of shield material for extra comfort. Then it would absorb the force evenly and feel soft all the time. 

Tor nearly hit himself in the head. Duh! She sat there uncomfortable and suffering in silence, pregnant and riding in one of the gods awful carriages, and he hadn't even thought about what he could do to help her be a little more comfortable. Would it be overstepping his place to see to that? He decided not. If he was just a builder, a humble craftsman, then currying favor with a Princess, or even just a wealthy girl, just made good sense. And if he was just her friend, then of course he'd do what he could to make her trip better.

It hit Tor what they were saying then. They knew? The King and Queen had told them and more, they knew? For some reason that didn't seem right. If the King knew...

Tor didn't think the ruler would tell anyone at all. If the word got out it would require Tor be killed. Even if the words had been said, it wasn't proof, taking a deep breath that puffed out the front of his cream colored velvet travel outfit, Tor looked at them levelly, face going hard, trying to convey that he meant his next words totally.

“Don't speak of it again. Ever.” It sounded harsh enough that both the royals looked taken aback. It was rude, you didn't tell royalty no, and you didn't confront them directly, but it was for their own protection. If they knew that a Count was murdered, no matter how good the reason was, and did nothing, then it would be the same as the crown sanctioning it. Every other Count would have to go to war then, just to insure that they weren't next.

“Ever. Not to anyone. Promise me.” If his eyes were a little wild, well, that would be the panic he felt wouldn't it? This could all go so bad, so quickly. If he had to die Tor sure as heck wouldn't be taking his friends with him, not even if it made them hate him now.

“We promise Tor! I... didn't know you'd feel that strongly on the matter though. It's you know, nothing I haven't done.” Rolph spoke grimly, sadly.

“Gods! Rolph, I don't want to know about that either! Don't you get the implications of all this?” 

The Prince looked ready to cry, which didn't fit his normal demeanor, real tears of agony filled his eyes and he was swallowing them back hard. That he'd been the cause of them made Tor feel awful, a true heel, lower than he'd remembered ever being. It was no way to treat a friend, but he had to, didn't he?

Varley stared at him, her face blank, then, after a minute her eyes went wide.

“All holy, fucking pig shit...” She said, which got the attention of both men. It wasn't her normal manner of speaking at all. Karina in a tense moment? Sure. The proper and brilliant Princess Veronica? Hardly. 

“Alphonse, this isn't about Tor having sex with Denno Brown to help him escape, either real or magical seaming. It's... Count Derring.” Her voice was low and conspiratorial.

Rolph hit an amulet instantly, not even waiting a full three seconds. A silence field.

“What? What do you mean?” 

“Tor... Doesn't want us to speak about Derring's death. His suspicious death while flying, his shield failing during a crash... Shields, that otherwise, have never failed at all.”

Tor blinked. This was about sex? Him and Denno? Tor started laughing and couldn't stop. He might be a hick, but he wasn't that worked up about people in Austra thinking he was a lover of men. It wasn’t real, but a lot of them had seen it happen themselves as far as they knew, so it was just a fact there, wasn’t it? Why would anyone care about that though? Even there it had just been about humiliating him because he was reticent, not because anyone would really care. Well, other than him, and his family back in Two Bends, all their friends and neighbors... He tried to make it seem like he was really worried, about that. They weren't buying it.

Not at all.

He might as well, run through the streets screaming the whole thing out at this rate. At least his friends went silent then, both with wide, frightened looking eyes. Tor couldn't even reassure them or anything, or explain what he'd been thinking at the time. Anything he said would make him look guilty. Mainly because he was. Amazing how that worked.

That led to his friends hardly speaking to him at all for the next week, preferring to ride in silence. None of the girls found his bed at all, and he just stopped asking. They didn't want a murderer, and who could blame them? Tor didn't regret what he'd done, not for a half instant even when he lay alone at night wondering if anyone could have ever really loved a thing like him? Probably not. They'd all just been being polite and that was before they knew what he really was.

Slowly Tor withdrew as well, not wanting to bother anyone, he started just building device after device, reading and practicing violin. He pushed too hard on building he knew. Burks had cautioned him to keep to one or two novel builds per month. Tor was doing that each day. His field held well though. Weeks passed that way, and by the time they reached the mountain villa he'd pretty much stopped talking at all. There was no reason to any more. Karina and Ali just glared at him and Varley gave him baffled and silent looks that seemed to probe his very soul, her blue eyes searching his brown for... something. Maybe to see if he was really a person at all?

Rolph tried to talk to him, and would spend time with him, just sitting and reading himself, not bothering to say anything after a while, but not leaving Tor alone either. 

He kept to his exercises and tried to actually come up with ways to improve, reading his opponents fields while he fought, learning what subtle sense of things meant what, how to use the early warning to get out of the way or even block, how to counter with attacks instantly. It was harder with a weapon than hands and feet, until he learned to accept the practice wand, what looked like a big wooden kitchen knife, as a part of his own information. Then it went better. He still wasn't good, far from it, but he started to not be beaten as badly each day by the Royal Guards, and while they made suggestions they came slightly less often.

The place they were to stay looked like a huge stone keep, three stories high and a little worn on the outside, the roof sloped sharply and the stone looking like moss had grown on it during the relatively warmer summer. It was a nice enough looking thing, not rich, except for its size, but that could be forgiven. Especially since it was all fake. 

It was one of the newer type of magical houses he'd made himself. The field screamed at him as they rode up, calling to him and saying “remember me?” which of course, he did. It was a part of him after all. All his devices were really, especially the complex ones like this. No one else seemed impressed with it, but that was probably the idea, a place that looked nice enough for these carriages to be out front, but not so nice that all the royal children would be stored there for safe keeping. It was a good plan.

Tor climbed out, with Ali next to him. She held his hand, but that was probably just a perfunctory thing, to make it look like she still loved him, even though she was mad that he wouldn't help make her a murderer too. Karina and Rolph just shrugged when they saw the place, as if it was what they expected, more or less and Varley grinned.

“There will be snow here, won't there? I've never really seen snow except in the ice garden you made mother Tor. Do you think it will get deep?” She seemed pleased with the idea.

He nodded.

“Yeah. This is up a bit in the mountains, I don't know the seasons here, but it's cold, even if we don't feel it. Look at our breath in the air, it looks like it's freezing already. Little crystals in the air, falling gently to the frozen ground below…” His voice sounded sad to his ears, not meaning to, he forced a smile, hoping it would look genuine.

“We can build snow people and forts if you want, once it falls.” 

Ali clapped her hands and the others all smiled warmly at her action, even some of the guards. They seemed to like her and had kind of adopted her as a mascot. For that matter they even seemed to like Tor well enough, even Veren, now that he didn't have to kick Tor's butt for whatever reason he'd had. Apparently it was enough to simply beat him, and the man could let the disagreement about where Karina was going slip away. Then, this wasn't the Lairdgren School and there didn't seem to be a lot of people around either. 

Only one it looked like. 

A familiar black haired man, face cleaned of the stupid facial hair that Tor had always associated with him, hair short and for the first time ever, not covered with oil or grease. The clothing was nice, warm and plain looking, a thick padded brown jacket over brown trousers. The hands had thick gloves as well and on his feet were warm looking boots of unpolished tan leather. 


Dorgal Sorvee.

Whee. Tor couldn't help the thought. They might be business partners now, and had even agreed to be friends, but in his current state all Tor could remember was how often the boy had hassled him in school. Bullied really. He was about six foot-two and lean, and annoyingly had a warm and friendly smile on his face when he saw them all.

“Welcome!” He cried out.

Happily too.

The bastard.

Tor seriously just considered leaving. The King and Queen had set him up to spend his “vacation” first in the back of a carriage, something he hated and everyone knew he despised, now he was being dumped on Dorgal freaking Sorvee? What had he done to the royals to deserve this anyway?

Tor nodded, trying to make himself smile. It was hard and seemed false, which Dorgal didn't miss, but didn't mention either. Rolph gave the boy, a man now, a warm hug and so did the others. Tor didn't move forward for one, and even though he seemed concerned Dorgal kept his distance.

“I, um, was asked by the King to provide a place for you to stay that would be pleasant but not too obvious, I hope this will serve? Let me show you all to your rooms, then I'll give you a tour of the place?” His voice was chipper, pleasant and even kind, which all served to piss Tor off a little. 

It wasn't fair of him he knew. Dorgal hadn't made him into what he was. Life and his birth had. Lara Gray and Burks Green had. But not this guy. Taking his anger and sadness out on him would be cruel. Tor just nodded and waited for whatever else would come.

The inside was nice, much nicer than the outside, done to looked like a rustic cabin, but one that the King might use while pretending to be a rough and ready huntsman. There was a lot of exposed wood and soft furniture covered in leather, glowing lights on the ceilings and fires lit in their place. “Guide-fires, not real wood.” Dorgal said cheerfully.

“A good seller. The colors a little too red, but for a novice work it shows great promise, don't you think?” The question was directed at Tor directly, but seemed friendly enough so Tor nodded. 

It really was true after all.

Rolph chuckled.

“Dorg, Guide is one of Tor's protégées. He has about six of them. Most of the good new work coming out of Lairdgren is from one of them right now, I'd wager. Brilliant lot of kids.”

“Oh? Even Lyn Cooper? Her tanning device is huge. It would explain why she let me have ten to sell when she found out we're friends then. Great girl. I was thinking of sending a go-between actually. Little young yet, but even if she said no, it wouldn't hurt to build a bridge there, don't you think? She could end up the next Tor in time...” The grin he gave Tor was sly and a little needling. 

That was his way though, so Tor just stuck his tongue out.

“Better, Sorvee. She'll end up better than me. They all will be. You'd be lucky to snag her this young, before everyone else learns what she's really worth.” Not that it would be hard to be better than him. 

Everyone laughed, but Tor didn't see the joke. He wasn't kidding.

Rolph patted his back gently.

“Kind of a high bar, don't you think? Having to be better than Tor?”

“Not higher than they can jump. They're good. All they needed was a chance. Don't underestimate what a poor kid will do for a chance. They'll do it, because they have to. Their lives depend on it. Possibly in a literal sense. Their whole futures are riding on what they do now. It isn't a kindness, pushing them out of their childhoods like we have, like I've been doing, but they won't fail. Not easily at least.”

Of course if they did, it would destroy them, most likely. Tor didn't mention that, he was already a big enough monster in the eyes of his friends. Adding to it wouldn't make him seem any better. 

Still, the kids had a chance. In the end it was all he could really give them. They had to do the rest or it wouldn’t count.

The place had no servants, so Dorgal was cooking a roast deer for dinner. One he’d caught himself. The place was fully stocked with food, but like anyone with money, Dorgal had limited culinary skills, and most of his involved cooking meat, which he'd learned on hunting trips as a child, he told them. Well, Tor could cook, and it would give him an excuse to not mope as much, or hide in his reading and work.

He already had about thirty new devices, most in need of testing still. Hundreds of copies just sitting in his trunk too. Luckily they weren’t very big and he didn’t need any clothing.

The rooms were elegant, if simple, and they could redecorate if they wanted. Ali surprised him by putting her things in the same room with him, then shutting the door behind them.

“I'm Sorry.” Her voice came from behind him, when he turned she was on the floor, bowing over her knees, forehead making solid contact.

“I shouldn't have pushed you in regards to Lilli. It's not your concern, it's mine and Karina's and we've been acting badly. Varley explained why you can't say anything, and I won't ask again. But please, forgive me? I-” She started crying.

“I- can't ask...”

Tor picked her up off the floor and kissed her, the tears having not touched her lips yet.

“You don't have to ask forgiveness from me. We're married and even if we weren't, there are no debts between friends. That means hurt feelings too, not just gold. I'm sorry I'm not a better person, a better husband. I kind of suck at life, don't I?”

He chuckled, and tried not to let it sound dark. It just managed, he hoped at least.

“I'll try to do better.”

The easy part about life with Ali was that she readily accepted sex as an apology and didn't require a lot of explanation from him. It was what they were doing when Karina walked in, shut the door and sighed, looking at them.

“Of course, trust Ali to let a little cock make it all better. Well, shove over then, I might as well get some too if the whole silent treatment and withholding sex thing isn't going to work. Didn't think it would on Tor, but had to try, didn't I?” She turned her clothes off and climbed on the bed, her soft lips kissing a trail down Tor’s back, when she got there she bit his buttocks gently.

“I'd do it harder, but it stings when a shield suddenly activates and your touching it, I really don't want to know what it would do to teeth.” 

Tor was inside Ali already and hadn't stopped when she'd walked in, so she reached between his legs and fondled what she could reach of him gently. She tried to work her mouth into place, but the angles were all wrong for it. Tor didn't help her by shifting around until after Ali was well pleased, but then he rolled over to service the Princess too. No debts between friends, even if one of them had been kind of a jerk.

So, at that, as if something had been decided, everyone started acting like nothing had happened at all. The next day it snowed, which made everyone happy at first. The girls and Rolph ran out to look at it and play, even though Rolph had seen plenty at Lairdgren. The guards didn't, until the Prince declared a snow war, then suddenly large and complex battlement went up, the order of the day seemed to be the Royal Guards against royals. Tor cooked and made hot chocolate, which he could only do because of some canned milk and a recipe someone had kindly added to a package of brown cocoa powder from the south. 

As expected the guards won that day’s event handily, outnumbering and frankly outmatching the royals, who came in soaked and steaming. They didn't get cold, but apparently the tradition was for chocolate. At home it had always been warm cider, but no one wanted that here. Their loss.

George came in a smile on his face.

“Well, the winner gets to pick the next victim, I mean “opponent” by tradition. So, I think that Tor and Dorgal here will serve well enough, don't you?” The other guards all agreed with happy and somewhat vicious sounding chuckles.

Wonderful, Tor thought, but what could they do? It was tradition. They'd start after breakfast the next day. 

Yay.

Vacation.

 

 

 

Chapter ten

The snow war never happened, since over night the drifts had risen, burying first the steps under piles of rounded white and then the bottom three feet of door itself. It wasn't a catastrophe, since the structure could be changed to keep the door high enough to come and go without too much trouble. People were a little uneasy at first, except for Tor, who'd figured out what to do while he was making sweet rolls for breakfast to go with the fried ham slices that Dorgal had planned. Instead everyone stayed in except to tend to the horses, which the guards did for them, not wanting anyone under their care to wonder out into the deep snow, just in case they got lost.

“Especially Tor.” Veren said with a straight face. 

“Agreed.” Captain Wensa said, nodding seriously.

Then after a few seconds everyone laughed. Tor got it, he was short and could disappear under the snow. It was funny, in a kind of abusive and slightly annoying way. Three days later he had to help clear and build a tunnel to the barn though, because they really were afraid of losing people. It was just a simple variation of the houses, far more basic though. Heated, but it just made a tunnel that could be bent around as needed and set to any length. It was new, not one of the things he'd been building on the trip, still, he was so bored it had been a relief to have something else to do.

Rolph was spending more and more time with Dorgal, since they used to be friends it seemed, before Dorg had decided to simply hate Tor for some reason, about the time that Maria had been spreading rumors about him. It was probably related, but it just didn't seem important any more. Who cared right? The past was the past.

It wasn't until the night of the attack that Tor realized the two men weren't just chatting in Rolph's room.

The pounding on the door was unexpected, but very clearly a person, no voice came through the door, being a shield even the pounding was basically just a built in signally device, so the guard that sat in the main room opened it and let the two strangers in. One was of normal height, about six foot plus a bit, and wore very warm looking clothes. The other was more lightly dressed and looked like Tor. Enough so that the guard just assumed that he'd been outside. Natural enough idea really, who looked that much like someone you knew pretty well and saw daily?

Tor felt them in his sleep, having been working on the trip to isolate the whole immortal field pattern for a project. It called to him now, familiar and loud, if a noiseless field, a subtle thing at best, could ever be said to have a real presence. Waking with a start he ran to the stairs, stone steps that were neutral under his feet as far as temperature went. As he ran he switched warm and comfortable purple and red sleeping clothes into fighting leathers, something he'd been wearing a lot for practice lately, so he knew the pattern well. Time seemed to crawl as he darted down the stairs, the double of him raising a hand, an empty hand, as he moved.

“Tor, wait, let me explain.” Burks called out loudly.

Digging in his pocket Tor realized that he didn't have his weapon on him. Well, that was brilliant of him, wasn't it? Go to sleep and not stay ready? He had a shield on, including his new “shield”. The one he'd designed just for this. It looked like testing time then. He kept running, hard.

The other man suddenly darted towards him, moving faster than Tor could track at all. The speed dazzled, the man nearly blurring he moved so fast. Way faster than Burks or Denno had ever shown. Faster than the Larval even, about three times faster and those guys were way faster than human.

“Black! Don't...” 

It was too late. Tor’s shield countered the force and started pounding the man, obviously an Ancient too. Lights flared and force lances hit invisibly from different directions, tracking perfectly, instantly. The man was fast and strong enough that he still managed to hit Tor’s field twice more before going unconscious. Tor kicked the man out of the way as he moved on Burks. The shield worked based on proximity. If he was attacked by an Ancient, it would keep fighting for him, targeting that individual until they no longer remained conscious at all. It would work even if Tor was dead. If that happened the field wouldn't stop until the one that killed him died to. Burks didn't seem to get that yet and took a step towards Tor with something in his hand. A mistake. If he'd walked over empty handed and didn't attack, nothing would have happened at all. Oops.

The pummeling was faster than Tor could have tracked if it was coming towards him, but the shield Burks wore buffered him from the worst of it, Tor pointed his right hand and slapped one of his new amulets with intent. For a second nothing seemed to happen and Burks just stood, waiting. Tor smiled.

“You lose.” Then ran to the other man and started applying a beating.

Yes, even after all his practice Burks was so much better that it wouldn't have been a contest at all, except that right now, Tor had a shield and Burks didn't. That was what the new field did. It focused intent, making it a thousand times stronger, to turn off any sigil, even one under a shield. It should work on ones he hadn't made even, as long as the triggering mechanism was standard.

As Burks launched his first attack, probably automatically, without even realizing what he was doing, Tor’s new shield pounded him down. The whole thing lasted about four seconds.

“What the…” Veren ran into the room holding a force lance and had a wild look in his eyes.

A minute later everyone else ran out, including Rolph and Dorgal, both naked and erm, enthused? At least Rolph was holding a weapon in his hand, one like Tor's, a white glassy looking device with eight colored sigils. Dorgal held a knife. It gleamed wickedly, and was nearly as long as a short sword, but in the hands of a naked man with an erection it just looked wrong. 

Tor didn't have to be a genius to get the idea. 

It was almost as big of a shock as two Ancients coming and trying to, well, whatever they were doing. They didn't have weapons out, so killing him might not have been their plan. Coming to visit then? A bit obnoxious if so, coming at night, unannounced and then rushing Tor like that.

A person could take that wrong, couldn’t they?

“Let's tie them up before they come to. I doubt they'll be long about it. Tie them carefully and let's have three guards on each, just in case.” George, the head Royal Guard got who Lairdgren was, having seen his Tor look alike trick before. He gave the orders smoothly though, like it was preplanned. Then, given who he was, it might be.

The other man looked about forty, but was clearly an Ancient, a tall Ancient, but still, his pattern screamed it's similarities to Burks, obvious differences aside. Plus, the speed the man moved at was incredible. Way faster than anything Tor had seen before. If it had been a fair fight, the other man probably would have taken him, and the Royal Guard in a few seconds. 

Good thing Tor was learning to cheat better. He pointed at them, politely though, using a closed hand. It was almost funny that he remembered to do that now, but he didn’t smile.

“Right, both Ancients, so let's not take chances, they both have a thousand times more information and experience than any of us and have probably been held like this before, and have plans ready, so stay alert. When in doubt, knock them unconscious. We can heal them if we have too, as long as they don't escape first.” Tor doubted it would be enough, but with that and the shields, it might buy his side some time. Not everyone had the new defensive systems yet. It worked pretty well though. 

Tor might even make them to work against regular people, now that he knew they worked at all. He’d feel better knowing that his friends that didn’t fight very well had something like that to back them up, wouldn’t he?

While that was taken care of and both men were stripped of everything and tied tightly enough that Tor’s arms ached in sympathy, Rolph and Dorgal vanished back into the room, coming out a few minutes later dressed in pure black combat leathers. The girls had barricaded themselves in Varley's room, which was smart. Running from sleep into a fight was moronic and would probably mean death. From a safe place in this house, they could have set up a fast carriage and flown out just by making the wall open for them. That had been the plan at least, Varley told them the moment they came out. 

It was brilliant of course. Tor decided to steal it for his own escape plan if needed.

The men took about ten minutes to regain consciousness, which meant that Tor's shield had beaten them both a lot harder than he'd intended. Probably enough to do brain damage. He decided not to feel bad about it. After all, very rarely does anyone with good intent hunt you down in the middle of a snow storm and then come for you in the middle of the night. Who did that? 

The bad guys did, that's who.

Still, it felt mean to leave them naked and tied up in chairs. Needed, as the larger man he didn't know proved before being even fully regaining his senses, the ropes straining at his wrists. They actually made a creaking sound, then popping noises. Tor sighed and spoke quickly.

“If you break the ropes, we'll kill you. We won't have a choice as fast as you are. I suggest you stop now. Please.” No need to be rude about it, a death threat was bad enough, right?

That the man was tied up with stout rope, by people that had practice in doing such things and was surrounded by weapons didn't seem to intimidate the guy at all. In fact he acted like the Royal Guard wasn't even in the room and addressed Tor directly.

“Oh? The Green baby is going to kill me? I think not. Green doesn't kill easily and you're too young. Come back in a thousand years and maybe I'll believe your threats then.” The accent was thick and clipped but understandable. Tor noticed that this man had emerald green eyes. Pretty.

Tor sighed.

“There seems to be a mistake that all you Ancients keep making about me, you keep acting like I'm Green, but I'm not, I'm Tor. There's more different about me than you'll ever live to see.” Tor punched the man in the jaw, his shield making his hand hard, like steel, and that made the other man's head swing around after a sickening crack. 

Tor nearly threw up, but kept the fact off his face and out of his voice. He could cry about how evil he was later, right now these men needed to respect him as being in charge. Lacking the thousand years it would probably take to do it properly, fear would have to suffice. The taller Ancient spit out a tooth.

Tor forced a grin and reminded himself he could regrow a tooth. It was the only thing that kept him from sobbing.

“Now, gentlemen, I'm going to ask you some questions, if you don't answer honestly, I'll kill you. I don't want to, since your both family of mine and all, or so you keep claiming, but I will. Or more to the point, I'll have the Royal Guard do it. If I give the order, you die, even as I stand here crying about it. Now, are you ready to answer?” He waited since Burks still seemed groggy.

“What the hell?” The Green man said softly. “Tor? Wha' Why're we tied up?” 

The other man spoke then, his words mush, his mouth already swelling up and from the way his jaw set it was probably dislocated now. 

“Seems the Green boy isn't as soft as we all figured. Hah! And I always took you for a bit of a wuss Burks. Sorry about that.” 

Tor nodded and then hit the man on the other side of the mouth, not as hard this time, because he honestly couldn't bring himself to. As it was he winced when he did it, but hit hard enough to make the man’s head twist the other way.

“Tor. Not Green, not boy and not Burks. Say it again and I'll end you right here. My patience is long gone and I have no reason not to kill you and bury you out in a snow bank to wait for spring.” 

“Tor...” Burks said, his voice sounding annoyed. “Let us go, we didn't come to fight, just check on you all. I understand that you may be angry with me at the moment, but Black didn't have anything to do with that, and I didn't hurt you. I know you're a good person and don't want to hurt anyone, so if you could remove the ropes and possibly let us have something to wear?” His voice had gone reasonable fast, as if it were just an ordinary conversation, just a little mix-up.

Dorgal moved forward and looked at the scene.

“Excuse me... why are their two Tor’s? I think I might have missed something here.”

Rolph walked over and set a hand on Dorg's shoulder gently.

“The tied up one is Count Lairdgren, he's an Ancient and Tor is too, except that Tor’s only nineteen. This other man is one too it seems, but I don't know from what land.”

Tor did, “Tellerand. Probably why he keeps trying to act superior to everyone else and is ignoring the real danger around him. Tellerand is built in his image and none of the Ancients seem able to see their own flaws. I know I can't see mine, so it may be a pattern thing. He's blind to any reality but his own most likely.” It was just said to mess with the man a bit, mainly for continuing to call him boy each time he spoke. It was true enough, but annoying. He had a name after all.

Burks cleared his throat, “Correct, Black is from Tellerand and I'm the Ancient of Noram, so if you could be a good man and just loosen these bonds a little?” 

Sighing Tor looked at the guards.

“They have two minutes to start talking and telling us the truth or we need to kill them. I'll try to do it myself, but if I fail, they still can't be allowed to go free.” He looked at Wensa, since he knew her best, and more, she knew him.

Nodding she pulled one of the multi sigil weapons, Tor hadn't realized that any of the Royal Guards had them, which made sense, because the one in her hand had a small nick in it near the base. It was Tor's personal weapon from his room. She held it up. 

“What's this fifth one do again?” She pointed at the sigil casually.

It was an imploder. Basically it was the opposite of an explosive weapon, but would kill a flesh being instantly. Without even making a mess of the room. Tor explained it carefully so that the men would understand what they faced.

“About a minute left for you to start talking please.” He said, his voice unhurried.

The thing about using a Royal Guard as a threat like this was that sitting Count and Ancient or not, Wensa wouldn't bluff, there'd be no blinking or hesitation either. Black didn't seem impressed.

“You’re going to set a whore on us? Funny how intimidated I am.” 

Wensa didn't move, her eyes cold the whole time. Well, it was up to them. All they had to do was talk after all, and tell the truth.

Burks cleared his throat again.

“Well, what do you want to know?” His voice was still calm and reasonable.

That was a good sign, but it didn't get them off the hook totally. Walking around the chair that held his grandfather Tor looked directly into his face.

“Let's start why you betrayed me and Noram and then what you and your Ancient cronies have planned?” Sure, it was a little selfish to ask about his own issues first, but no one bothered to call him on it. 

Burks tilted his head.

“Betrayed? I put you to sleep and hid you in a closet. OK, not nice, but it wasn't some huge betrayal either. That's just being over sensitive. Seriously Tor, what kind of betrayal is that?”

“How about treason to start with? You prevented me from telling the King about a threat to the kingdom so that you could help that threat escape. It sounds like a good place to begin. Do you deny that you did it?” Tor didn't sound angry, even to his own ears. No one moved at all though for about half a minute, then the count spoke softly.

“I don't deny it, but it wasn't like that-” He stopped suddenly. 

Tor just waited patiently. After half a minute Burks blinked groggily.

“Oh. Sorry, normally when I try to explain things like this I get cut off after the initial admission that I did it, before I get to the reason why. I had to let Denno go, because without him we can't take out the Larval without killing a large amount of innocent Austrans. That and I really want to get to the bottom of who's behind this. Den's not a world conquest kind of person, truth be told. I tried reading him, but I think he caught on and stopped thinking about anything involved in the matter at all. It isn't mind reading… Which you know.” Burks looked back at Tor with that face that was supposed to be the same, but was too pretty by far. Inside his own mind he was ugly though. Tor wondered if the other man still felt the same way, even after thousands of years. It was supposed to be built in after all. Well, the guy had said that was the case, but Tor didn't really trust him right now. It was a problem with lying. Once people found out, everything else you ever said had to be taken with a grain of salt, measured and examined for trickery.

As far as Tor could tell he was telling the truth right now however. If it was a lie, it was more subtle and intricate than he could determine. Of course if he had three thousand years to work on things like that Tor could pull that off too, couldn't he? Maybe with less time than that.

Instead of pushing all that out into the open, he walked around to the other man, who really was looking swollen and uncomfortable. Tor pulled off his healing amulet and activated it, resting it on the man’s forehead. 

He screamed. The wounds healed, but so did the ravages of time, which meant each cell repaired itself, and the man's appearance shifted down until he looked about like himself, but in his mid twenties. So his version of extreme longevity was different? That or something had happened to Black along the way that hadn't to Burks or Lara Gray. Tor waited for the knocked out tooth to grow back in and then took the amulet away.

“Alright, what's your place in this then? Why come here and try to attack me? More to the point, why try to do it without weapons? It doesn't make sense. You’re fast, but if it’s just an assassination, it makes sense to come prepared anyway, doesn’t it?” His voice was innocent sounding and the tied man grimaced.

“Screw you.” It wasn't exactly what Tor expected from the head of the most spiritual, and annoying, land on the planet. Maybe praying or sanctions, being told he'd rot in hell for ever when he died, or something from one of the other, more obscure faiths of that place. Instead he growled.

“I didn't attack you, you came at us! All I did was respond to the threat you bastard. We came for a polite visit to check on my friend’s grandson and end up with our asses kicked and tied naked to chairs to humiliate us! I'm not telling you anything you little American cocksucker! Go ahead and kill me, then you'll never know the secret, will you?” Tor had been reading the man the whole time and easily picked up that the secret was a lie. All religion was. Black might secretly lead Tellerand, but this man was no believer, and he'd personally created their belief systems, stealing liberally from things that had existed before the change.

It made Tor laugh. Everyone else looked at him funny, but he just smiled.

“Oh, well, I apologize for rushing at you like that, please understand, I had reason to think it might be an attack. I guess things like that can get out of hand. Again. Forgive me for that.” 

Tor stepped back and spoke to everyone else about what he'd picked up, including the vague attempt to mislead them and that there was no secret and the gods of Tellerand were all false. It was really just too bad the guy had added in that whole thing where they insisted everyone else had to believe as they did. At least they were relatively peaceful people over all. It was pretty much their only saving grace, from what Tor had heard.

Not that Warren Black had much of that it seemed, grace. He spoke like a dock worker. An angry, constipated dock worker. Tor let that go, because it was just his accent, and for all he knew everyone in Tellerand sounded like that when they spoke Noram standard. It would be wrong to think things like that about an entire people, just for being a little different. 

“So, what do you suggest we do now?” George the Royal Guard major said, hand ruffling his hair, short and nearly all white. It had been darker before, but whatever he used to color it had run out on the trip. 

Rolph smiled lightly and walked towards the men.

“Throw them out naked? They might survive, but it should teach them not to go around stealing people that should be locked up, out of the palace.” 

Tor shivered involuntarily. That would be cold. Even if they only did it for a joke. Instead he shook his head.

“No. We keep watch on them and take them back to the Capital in the morning. Like it or not, their my family, so I can’t just kill them if there’s a chance I don’t need to. If either of them tries to escape, break their arms and legs. I suggest smashing them with something heavy. Shatter the joints at knees and elbows?”

“No.” Wensa said coolly, her voice as wintry as the drifts outside the door.

At first Tor thought she didn't want to take them to the Capital, which could be fair if they were a large threat. Then he realized she had something else in mind.

“Break the joints first, it's faster and takes less work, but then the long bones in the arms and legs as well. A person can walk or even fight with a destroyed joint. They may only do it the once, but taking the long bones makes it impossible to suppose weight on the limb. As pointed out, as Ancients, we can’t know what their capable of.”

It was a good point, so he endorsed it, hoping neither man would bother trying to escape. He could heal them in the morning, but the screaming would probably wake him back up. He intended to get some sleep if he could and recommended to everyone not on the first watch that they do the same.

Before he went to sleep though Tor gave everyone one of the new anti-Ancient shield and defense devices. If they did get free, they wouldn't have an easy time hurting anyone here. He made sure they realized that. 

It got Black to curse him again for a while, but Tor just laughed at him.

“Come on, it's just a free trip to the Capital. I assure you everyone else involved in this, is more on your side than I am right now. You want the King and Queen in on this instead of it just being left to me. I promise you that. To them you're just a foreign dignitary come to visit. Probably won't even hit you.” Tor didn't figure Burks would be concerned overly, but Black wouldn't really know that Tor was just talking big. Even if Lairdgren told him so. 

That guy lied after all.

With insane people tied up downstairs, Tor wasn't really going to sleep and Ali tossed and turned next to him, even if the bed was comfortable. Shifting on the cream and red satin sheets Tor cuddled her a little. She was warm and soft and it was better than just lying there doing nothing. By far. There were no windows in the room, but the lights were set to come on when the sun rose, a low thing at first, a rose color that was almost invisible, but it grew brighter over about twenty minutes and Tor got up. 

The two Ancients were awake and four guards stood pointing weapons at them without moving, two more stood further back with force lances. Their weapons wouldn't kill, so if need be they could hit the whole room, their fellow guards and all. It was hard to take Royal Guards hostage, because their fellows would just kill them to get the attacker. The force lances were just a kindness because they'd had time to plan. No need to kill your buddy if you could help it, or Tor guessed that was the way it was at least.

“Making breakfast, anyone have a request?” Tor liked to ask if anyone was around. Even if no one did, it made everyone feel more like their opinion mattered.

“How about some pancakes? With bits of dried fruit, some maple syrup and eggs. Maybe sausages?” This came from Black, his voice more polite than before at least. The guards all stiffened slightly, but not one killed him.

Tor nodded, looking at the man, and spoke politely, as if the other fellow wasn’t tied to a chair naked.

“Um, I can do the pancakes and fruit, we have some eggs left, canned, but good enough if you don't mind scrambled. Sausage is out, but we have some thin cut beef steak, is that all right? We have maple syrup, but why anyone would want to have it on pancakes instead of honey I don't know.” Tor waited politely for an answer. 

“Oh? Steak is fine. Didn't know it was an option. Thank you.” The man sounded oddly playful for some reason. It was as if he was joking or something.

Shrugging Tor went to make the food and worked for better than an hour on it, there were twenty-two for breakfast and it would take some time to do sixty to eighty pancakes like that. At least he could resize the griddle for it, since it wasn't real anyway. The black expanse was nearly seven foot long and two foot wide when he finished reshaping it, and made the batter, then got out the steaks. It was all griddle work, and the eggs were all going to be scrambled. If anyone didn't like them that way they were welcome to come and make their own. He was too busy and moving too quickly to even try and do over easy and just forget poached, not with the canned things they had. He used two pots set to the side to warm the honey, and maple syrup that he took from large jars in the pantry.

Fifteen minutes later the first plates could be loaded and everyone was making their way through to get a plate, real china that had been brought in by Dorgal. The silver was real too. It was a fast process, but as long as he didn't stop moving it worked well enough. 

Finally everyone had food and was eating merrily enough as he loaded his own plate and took it to the table. Someone had brought Black and Green to the table, and let them have their hands free, but they only got forks to eat with. Rolph had given them clothing amulets for modesty's sake, but Black couldn't work it. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't even turn it on at all. The device was strong and the field was still there, it wasn't suppressed or anything even. Tor tapped it on and put the man in what was basically plain student browns, though he shifted the color to black for him, since it was his favorite if Tor had been told correctly. 

It worked on him, so the inability to work the device wasn't some kind of magic canceling field at least. Good to know. Tor didn't buy it as a true inability though. It could just as easily be a ruse, so that they'd get careless and leave things unguarded around him.

They all ate quietly for a while, Burks looking at him a bit angrily, but Tor didn't acknowledge it, the treason wasn't his after all, the Ancient was responsible for his own actions, no one could argue he wasn't old enough to have learned that yet, could they? If his grandfather wanted to blame him for it, he could just go ahead and do it.

Black ate delicately, but finished the plate.

“Well, I've certainly eaten worse, even when not a prisoner. Thank you Tor.” Again the voice was warm and polite, he didn't even use a bunch of colorful curse words. Or call him boy.

So maybe the man was a bit better when he hadn’t just been beaten? Well, who wasn’t? Tor decided to try and give him the benefit of the doubt and not let their first meeting color everything too much. He probably hadn’t seemed at his best either, had he?

After the meal was over, both men where trussed up again, this time not to chairs though, since those wouldn't exist outside the house, being a part of it. That was the simple part, the hard part was deciding who all was going. Everyone wanted to, if just to get outside for a while, and everyone agreed that Tor should, but after that no one was in agreement. They could all go, they had the transports for it, but the Royal Guard actually didn't want to have a potential threat near all the royal family at once. Rolph thought that he should go and so did Ali, based on the idea that if her husband was going his wife should too. Tor was fine with that, but Karina thought she should be involved too, since Burks had stolen Denno, who was her best bet of getting at Daria. 

Varley wanted to go, but knew she didn't have a real reason to at all. 

The only one that didn't say anything, other than the prisoners, was Dorgal. He just sat back and waited. Finally Tor looked at him and asked if he had any thoughts on the matter.

“Are you coming back? If you think it's not likely, then we should all go. If you're just going for a day or two, well then take the smallest group possible to get the job done.”

It was sound thinking. Tor thought out load, talking it through.

“Well... we're all here hiding so that Burks and the Ancients couldn't find us, and we can see how well that worked. I think we should all go and...” Tor looked at the guards who all looked angry for a second.

“The people without the prisoners should go somewhere else. Maybe where they can hide without using a magical building? My bet is that the Ancients used something to see the new building showing up instantly somehow. When we escaped from Austra, we couldn’t have too large a craft, because it might be noticed. This place is pretty big. I don’t know how they do it, but that would be my guess.” 

Burks wasn't talking, and Black clearly didn't know exactly, the only thing he knew was that the information had come out of Austra. That tidbit of information set Tor on edge. He didn't mention it out loud, having picked it up by sensing the man’s field. Burks was fighting to hide his thoughts, and doing a good job of it too. He did react to the idea of them tracking the new building, that was clear.

Tor shrugged.

“Fine, so after we split up, pick one of the guards at random to pick three destinations and then pick someone else to choose one of those. Then contact the palace from a remote location. I can't say more in case one of these two gets away again. They probably will eventually if we don't kill them. Or, you know, if they aren't just let go.” It was just the truth, but everyone in the room stiffened when Tor mentioned it. 

The Ancients made sense, what with the implied death threat there. OK, Tor knew that it wasn't real, his friends probably got it and really, that Burks wasn't rolling his eyes was just a sign of politeness most likely. The man knew Tor well enough to get that. Black looked to be preparing to fight again and all the Royal Guards... That was something that he didn't get at all. Why would they react to it?

One of the younger men humphed.

“Like they'd escape from us.” He muttered softly. Wensa shook her head at the younger man and after a second so did George. It was the older man that spoke then.

“They're thousands of years old. You don't get that old by being inept. Don't underestimate them at all. These are probably two of the most dangerous people on the planet right now. If they even look like they're escaping, kill them. Don't wait for them to succeed.”

Tor walked over and placed a hand on Black’s shoulder gently.

“Still, for all that, don't really worry. Just be nice and polite and you'll probably be sleeping in a warm bed tonight after a good meal with freedom of the kingdom. Burks may be in trouble, but the King likes him, you personally should be fine though, so don't bother turning this into some major thing, you know?” 

The man nodded a bit stiffly, “I guess I should mention that I have an inborn trait that forces me to fight if I perceive a threat? No real control over it. It’s why I came at you last night like I did.”

Burks took a deep breath and slowly let it out, as if relaxing on purpose, readying himself for something, it took a second but all the Royal Guards started bristling then, starting to pull their weapons. Ah, OK. Tor got it, if a little slowly. As far as they were concerned Black had just challenged them, claiming that if attacked he'd fight, set something off with them in their training or natures. Burks knew it would happen, because he was the one that had come up with the training protocols. Something had to be done before the whole thing went sideways and upside down on them then.

Tor laughed.

“Ah, well, that's no worry then!” He said calmly, once everyone was paying attention to him.

“No one here will attack you unless attacked and the Royal Guard are many things, but they don't mistreat prisoners or guests.” Not unless told to at least. They were all versed in torture too, just in case it came up. At least Tor assumed so from some of the things he'd been threatened with himself over the last few years. They hadn't tried it yet though, so at least there was that. 

It took a minute and a few more comments to get everyone to back down a bit, but they were able to set things up in one of the upstairs bedrooms, just clearing the space out and rearranging things, moving the walls and setting up a fast carriage inside, then Varley stood by to make the outside wall vanish as soon as everything was set, Tor moved out carefully, amazed at how easily the whole thing shifted sideways, since it couldn't move in any other direction.

The transport was a cloud gray today, to match the sky, matte colored so it wouldn't reflect easily in case the Austrans were watching from above somehow. The inside had rows of seats, six of them, but only ten people were there in all. Tor drove, and had set it up so that Ali could sit next to him. In the very back, away from the Ancients were Rolph and Karina, both armed and shielded. Warren and Burks tied up still, sat in the middle of a circle of guards, all facing inward. It was tight because of the strange seating arrangement, but no one complained. After all, if something happened at all on the trip, at the speeds they were going, odds were everyone would just die.

The whole thing had to go towards the south west, Tor guessed, to reach the Capital. Wensa just nodded when he asked and pointed which way to go with an exacting gaze and a sharp nod. Everyone managed to behave themselves the whole way and the only ones that talked were Karina and Ali.

Ali sighed and looked back at everyone.

“So, vacations over then? Well, I guess it had to end sometime. What are we doing next? Back to school? Or...” She looked back and finally turned around to stare at Lairdgren. “Or not. I guess holding the owner of the school hostage and demanding he help us capture and kill what amounts to the Princess of Austra won't help our grades, will it?”

The tone was sweet, gentle and soft, but Tor could feel the intent coming off of his wife, young as she was, she meant the words, it wasn't playful banter at all. Karina snorted.

“I don't think you have to worry about grades now. We have more important things to do. First we need to make plan though. Everyone will excuse us if we don't discuss the particulars in public? I don't want anyone to feel obligated to stop us.”

Now Burks did roll his eyes, but didn't speak, Tor could feel it, because the man was trying to pass him a message using his field. The meaning was clear enough, it just asked for him to remain calm and help them, that there was a plan. Tor shrugged openly and sent back a single thought that was stronger than what Burks had put out by far.

Why should I trust you?

If there was a bit of anger mixed in, well, Tor still felt more than a little betrayed, didn't he? Sure, eventually he'd let it go, but who lied to a person that was essentially themselves? Not that Tor didn't understand... But, well, he didn't, did he? His nature pushed for him to forgive and forget, but the Count had betrayed the crown and worse, annoyed his grandson. 

They took their time getting into the palace complex, moving so slowly over the city that even the Royal Guard was happy with it. When they got on the ground they didn't all boil out like angry hornets, choosing to move slowly and carefully first, letting George and Wensa get out and summon support, then build a wall of death outside the hatch, letting the royal kids and Ali off first, then half the guards, with Tor coming out last, weapon at the ready.

Sure, it wasn't needed, but it made for a good show, didn't it? Neither of the Ancients was going to take him as a real threat, they probably couldn't. Tor nodded softly at the realization; after all, he wasn't one. Not to the likes of either of them. So he'd have to cheat, and bring weapons they couldn't beat yet and try to stay ready. It wouldn't be enough if the men moved on them for real, Tor guessed, but all they could do was try.

So far, out of all the palace visits, this one was, surprisingly, both the most tense and the easiest for Tor. For once no one seemed to blame him for anything and the reports mainly came from George. He summed the whole thing up pretty quickly and then fell silent, the King not having any questions yet. Instead Richard raised his eyebrows and stared at Burks a little.

“Well?” The monarch asked pointedly. Nothing else, just that one word.

Burks sighed and shook his head gently.

“It's just a misunderstanding. Yes, I took Denno, but that was needed. Once Tor decided to act and inform you both, I had to act myself and didn't have a lot of time to think up a plan. The sleep device was all I had. If Tor had his current shield weapon I'd probably be locked up in prison right now. As it was, I managed to set up Denno with Cynthia Blue down in the Antarctic, so that he'll have enough resources to retake Austra before Serge can bring the new Larval army to bear.”

Tor got a few bits and pieces, but in the main his mind was left no more informed as to the original question than before. The King seemed to accept it though.

“Wait.” Tor shook his head again and replayed the words in his mind. Lots of information, some sounded useful, but it didn't answer one question, which was kind of the important one.

“If Brown is planning to take over the world, why release him to do it? We don't need him to take out the Larvals. I can do it, or better, one of the Royal Guard or elite military could do it, since they're less likely to flinch at the end than I would be. Point being, we could do it in about twenty hours. Or if you don't want anyone else harmed, less than a week. Why did you really release him?” That Tor sounded baffled and young didn't matter as much as the question did. Burks sighed and stared at him, as if blaming him for having asked at all.

“Tor... Some things are kind of private. Maybe if we discussed this later, without so many ears around?” The Ancient tried to send him another thought, basically just telling him “not now” or something so close that it came across that way. 

Tor shook his head.

“Sorry, but I don't think we can afford the time. Out with it and don't lie. What's going on and who's in on it. First, we need to know where Denno is. I don't know that I can read you perfectly all the time, but I definitely got that he isn't with anyone named Cynthia Blue. Where did you really hide him?”

Now of course, Tor was truly bluffing. Burks had locked himself down so well during that part of his speech that nothing had leaked out at all. Tor stared as if it had and glanced at his own face above the green military uniform. A reminder that he was a sitting Count for the royals? It didn't have a lot of effect on him personally. Not right now. Maybe later it would, if his grandfather ever got free to yell at him for a while.

Burks sent out a tendril of annoyance.

“Alright Tor, I hid him in the last place anyone would think to look for him. Obviously. I need to buy time in order to clear him and find out who's been using him for their own plan. Is that enough for you?” The voice was more than a little peeved now and the eyes glared and searched his as if in warning. Tor got that he wasn't supposed to ask more, but then, he didn't need to, did he?

Richard and Connie both looked baffled.

“You think that one of the Ancients was manipulated into trying to take over the world? That's... Isn't that a little advanced? Who could do that? Another Ancient of course, but which one?” The King tilted his big head to one side and frowned, then he continued, clearly thinking out loud.

“More to the point, why? Do any of the Ancients truly covet power so much? They all have their own continent to play with, isn't that enough? We live in balance for the most part and wars are rare, the main aggressor in the world being Austra. I guess I could see them being used as the weapon of conquest, but again, who and why?”

That, it turned out was the big question. The Ancients didn't seem to know at all. After a bit the Count shrugged.

“Honestly? It could be any of us. There are a few who truly excel at manipulation, but Denno is one of them, which makes him a harder target, but we're all still people. One thing I know for certain, Denno Brown has an even harder time killing than I do. He could build a larval army, but deploying it would be hard for him. Someone else has to be pulling the strings. That or he's gone insane.”

Black chuckled, “Right, but the Green baby here certainly isn't following the rules is he? He's you, but for some reason he's able to work around that. Do you doubt that Brown couldn't figure it out too?” 

Tor took a step forward and hit Black in the back of the head as hard as he could. The man dodged easily and grinned, pointing with his index finger directly at Tor, but not attacking. He apparently didn’t see Tor as a real threat at the moment, for some reason.

“See? You'd have never done that. Not in three thousand years, not just over words. He may be you Green, but young Tor here is also his own being. My point stands though. Denno could find a way around what he is if he needed to. Maybe use a computer to set the orders or something. I think we need to not only look for who, but to see if there might be a reason behind it as well.”

Stepping back Tor glared at Black and waited to see if an attack would come. It had been a clear goad aim directly at him, but that didn't mean the fellow wasn't waiting to get a bit of payback for the knocked out teeth and being tied up naked thing. No one would blame him, but Tor didn't want to take the brunt of that either. Instead he just hoped that everyone could manage being friends, rocky start or not.

Everyone agreed and the rustling from the walls didn't get any louder, so whatever was waiting there hadn't decided to act at least. Not yet. If a real fight broke out Tor expected that both the Ancients would die, even now. 

The King sighed and called Burks forward. What was said Tor didn't hear and no one explained, but both Black and Lairdgren were untied and invited into the back room to talk with the King and Queen. Tor wasn't invited, nor was Prince Alphonse. That got a raised eyebrow from his large friend, but he didn't question it out loud. Tor looked at him and sighed hugely. It got a nod, because they both knew what this would mean. 

The count would say something in secret, some bit of a plan or part of an old song or whatever he thought would work, Rich would then roll over and show his belly, if in a dignified and royal fashion, and let Lairdgren tickle it for a bit. Connie would Oooohh and ahh like it was a fireworks display and in a bit they'd all come out and order something that, even if it was actually brilliant, would seem stupid and probably nonsensical to the rest of them. Karina walked over smoothly and pulled Ali with her, waving her brother over in a fairly commanding gesture, but the Prince didn't balk.

“Plan anyone? I think we all get what this means...” The heir said calmly, if a little dryly.

Karina shook with rage, badly enough that Tor wondered for a second if she was going to be lost to combat rage, but of course Trice wasn't around, was she? 

He'd meant it as a joke, but then did a quick review mentally. Every time he'd gone into that state, his girlfriend had been around. The same for almost all the other people he'd ever witnessed. Tor went still and his mouth made an “o” shape that in a different situation probably would have earned him a sex joke made at his expense.

Karina stopped clenching her fist.

“Tor?”

“Oh! Sorry, um, just figured something out is all. Not on topic. As to the rest, it doesn't much matter what the King and Queen want us to do, unless we're just ordered not to capture Denno Brown. We don't need Burks to do that anyway. Not now.” It was already clear to Tor where the man was. Casting his mind out briefly he could even feel him there. It was brilliant of course. 

No one got to ask about what he meant, because the Ancients and the monarchs walked out of the nice door hidden in the paneling of the back wall and strode forward. The King and Queen took their thrones again, which probably meant they had what they figured was bad, or at least hard, news.

Richard took a deep breath.

“Children... Tor, Alissa. I know this might be difficult, but we've decided the best course of action right now is to let these gentlemen go to follow their plan. I know this may not be what you want to hear, having your own concerns, but we believe that it's for the best and that it will all be made clear to you in time-” The King stopped and stared his face looking slightly annoyed at first, but panic grew behind his stony mask after a bit.

When Tor looked around he saw why. It was, he decided, shocking enough.

Karina and Ali both stood, nearly back to back, shields already turned on, advanced weapons held in either hand. Both pointing one at the Ancients, the other scanning the room. No one spoke for a second, but finally Burks did, his voice gentle.

“I see. Well, looks like the best laid plans and all that, doesn't it Warren?” He commented softly to Black, a code of some kind perhaps, at least Tor couldn't make sense of it. What Tor could tell was that the men were about to move on his girls. Tor simply ran forward as fast as he could. That didn't work by half though. Black moved so fast that he was on Ali, hitting her shield a half dozen times, before Tor had covered a third of the distance, Burks was nearly to Karina already and Tor didn't have a weapon out at all. He didn't need to bother though, because faster than anyone could track the shields the girls wore triggered and both Ancients soon found themselves lying flat on the floor, beaten down by nearly invisible forces for the second time in two days.

Tor stopped.

The room flooded with Royal Guard then, but they didn't know what to do, what they did, almost bafflingly, was aim their weapons at him and Ali. Tor chuckled.

When in doubt blame Tor? 

It seemed to be a rule now.

 

 

 

 

Chapter eleven

 

 

Tor yawned. It wasn't that he was tired really, all the drawn weapons kind of got him to perk right up. No, it was just that he wanted to show the room that he wasn't all worked up, even if everyone else was a bit. As long as people weren't attacking his friends, they weren't going to have a problem with him. If they did, well, then no matter what he'd see things through. For now though, nothing truly unforgivable had happened, which Tor promptly pointed out.

“Which means that we can all just put the weapons away and relax. The Royal Guard can't start firing on the Princess for trying to hold a prisoner I don't think, and attacking Ali means fighting Karina too, in this at least. I really doubt Rolph is going to stand by and watch someone trying to hurt one of his sisters and... you can see where I'm going here? So, how about this. Everyone, and I mean all of you, put the weapons away and lets actually talk about things first for once? If you agree with me, let's see a show of empty hands?” Tor grinned and raised his right hand to head height. 

The Queen went next, a funny look that was half smile, half terror on her face. The King nodded to the guards and raised his own hand, which got most of the room to follow suit. It was just Ali and Karina left after that, at least openly. The people in the walls probably had weapons honed in, but nothing they had would probably touch the girls, which everyone in the room already knew. 

“What should we do Kari?” Alissa asked innocently, sounding very young suddenly.

Karina sighed and unloaded her hands into her side pockets. Ali followed suit, her eyes still wide and afraid. Tor got that, without a weapon in hand, no regular people could take on the Royal Guard like this. But if all went well, they wouldn't have to.

Rolph strode forward and bent a little to look at the two on the floor.

“They’re breathing. So, um, sis, what the heck? I missed the part of the plan where we start a war with Lairdgren, possibly Tellerand too. Maybe you should fill us all in before he wakes up?”

Tor snorted.

“That's obvious, she wanted Green and Black to tell on Brown, but that's not needed. We need to wake these fellows up, apologize politely and send them on their way now. Just a mix up, you know. Tell them that you just... Gods and the universe, what can we tell them? Don't mention Brown though, got it? Trust me on that one.” Would anyone listen to him? He tried to be trustworthy, but that didn't mean anyone else saw it that way. 

Karina was crying, silent tears running down her face, oblivion behind her eyes. Tor could feel it coming off of her. Holding up a single hand he shook his head.

“Don't worry. Things are closer to what you want than you think, but we need to let these nice men go. It's urgent that we do.” There, he dropped in the palace command code word, urgent. If Tor had the meaning right that meant basically “do what I say, this is more important than I can explain right now.” Karina's eyes went wide, but after a few seconds she nodded to him. 

Rolph and Tor got chairs for the two Ancients and rounded up some cold compresses to place on their faces. If that didn't cause them to wake up feeling loved, Tor was out of ideas. Of course it didn't work at all. Black woke up first and promptly hit Tor a dozen times, all of them stopped by his shield, but the man was beaten unconscious again too. It was the auto-defense thing. Tor winced and stepped back, got everyone to move away and just waited then. It took another seven minutes for him to come to again, with Burks having already done so, but just sitting quietly, as if afraid anything he did would invite another attack.

Now all Tor had to do was figure out a way to let the two men get out of the palace without this all happening six more times. To his surprise Karina did it for him. 

She knelt on the floor, not bowing, but a humble enough thing for a Princess. Alissa followed suit without having to be told and bowed low when Karina spoke, her voice soft and contrite.

“Forgive us, please. We acted a bit rashly, wanting to make you apologize to Tor for what you did earlier Count Lairdgren. You haven't yet. We should have used words, not weapons. Your response was, well, it should have been expected. No one in a tense situation wants to be made to feel powerless or trapped. Again, we both apologize from the bottoms of our hearts. Things got out of control way too fast.” She went quiet and bowed low.

Ali spoke then, her voice nearly silent and full of real tears, “I'm sorry. I...” She sobbed a little, a single tear fell from her cheek and hit the ground, leaving a single blotch on the dark stone.

“I erred. I... please don't punish anyone else for what I did.” She said her voice a little desperate suddenly, as if she expected a beating for what she'd done. 

Or for death to descend on her and those she loved. A Count could do that, after all. Not to a Princess, but that really only left her. Given her life, just being married to his grandson offered no protection at all as far as she knew. Burks could order anything. It did, in reality mean the man would never hurt her, but even if told she wouldn't have trusted it. Not really. Her life had taught her to fear men with power over her and Burks, to her mind, had that. She honestly expected to be tortured or worse.

If the man had been any other Count that might even have happened.

Burks had a single hand on his head and a bit of blood coming out of his nose, but he waved the girls up. After a second Black caught on and started chuckling.

“Ah, this place is full of surprises isn't it? Well, no lasting harm done, I could do without the constant beatings though.” He turned to his brother and spoke with decent humor, considering how his head must have felt.

“You know Green, next time I think we should send some notes around first. That and maybe you could visit my home instead? I have a feeling that Tellerand would be many times more pleasant, at least for our heads sake.” He waved the girls up, not differentiating as to who should go first, rank possibly not meaning too much to him at the moment.

If someone had asked him, Tor would have guessed the men would practically run, trying to get free of the place after that, but instead they moved at an almost glacial pace. Tor kept his mind calm and worked on his schedule for the next week, since all this stuff was going away, for the time being. Really, given everything, he needed to get some land and start on that house Ali wanted. Rolph had offered him a large second of the Wildlands, which was basically desert, except that they could easily bring in water now. That would work, if his friend was still willing. He'd see to it as soon as the meeting was over.

Ali looked worried but Tor wasn't, not overly. Burks wouldn't hold a grudge over something an automatic defense shield did. It was his own fault for running into it like that, he knew they existed after all. Black would probably feel the same. Kind of hard on the man, since he couldn't always control when he attacked or fought though.

Thinking about it Tor realized that the Ancients as a group probably had to be pretty good at letting little things go, didn't they? After all, if they held long term grudges they'd all be dead by now. Picking fights and insisting that violence is the way had to be a bad plan long term and they were the ones that would know that best. So this probably wouldn't be a huge issue. The girls just wanted him not to have to be humbled by the others, regardless of his age. That was really sweet of them, even if they were a bit over the top, what with the pulling of weapons, but Burks would understand that, wouldn't he?

Of course he would. They were family.

That last bit was true of course, and Tor remembered to have that fight with his grandfather about the family line. He was his own grandfather, and his mother and little sister were his grandmother? That was wrong on about sixteen different levels, wasn't it? Just crazy.

They made small talk and Burks read him half a dozen times, as if trying to catch him thinking something other than what he was. It baffled Tor a bit, but he tried not to let it show, after all, he didn't want to be the stupid one all the time. After a few minutes Count Lairdgren actually got to his own knees and apologized, seeming to actually mean it.

“Tor. The girls are right and I deserved to be reminded that you aren't just a game piece or counter to be pushed around at my whim, I apologize for my behavior and hope that in time you'll see that I mean well, if nothing else. I can't promise results, but I really did ,and do, have a plan.” 

As apologies went Tor had heard better, but then he'd heard worse too, instead of a negative attitude, which everyone else seemed to expect for some reason, based on the looks he was getting, Tor just shrugged and helped the man up. 

“Thank you. I really wasn't even thinking about it, but you have to admit, I have pretty good champions to my cause, don't I?” Tor walked the men to the door and let both of them use his healing amulet before climbing into the fast carriage that Burks had. It was one of Tor’s, not even a copy made by someone else, not even Burks. Tor kind of wondered if he had one missing from his luggage, but if so, no big thing. He even told that man that flat out.

“After all, better you get it from me than smack into the ground full force when the inferior one you made fails, right?” He shook his head as if the idea saddened him. It would of course, but that wasn't his point at the moment.

Lairdgren, still looking like Tor, grinned and stuck out his tongue.

“Still on that? OK, so your lie detector build was better than my fake, it's harder to do than you might think, matching someone else's work like that you know. Also, notice that everyone else bought it. I think you're just being a bit picky, don't you?”

Tor covered his mouth so that the laughter wouldn't be too embarrassing. 

“Uh-huh. Sure, except I’m still willing to bet I can find at least three fourteen year old first year students at your own school that can do better. Speaking of which, I need to go and check on them, if I'm still allowed near the school at all?”

This got a snort.

“Of course you are, since you're footing the bill for half of it. But don't bother trying to make up what you've missed this last term. Not even you can do that. Do work with the kids though and see if you can find a place for Sandra Morris. She needs a bit of pushing, but she has potential if someone gives her a reason to try.”

With that the man climbed into the fast-craft and left carefully, and slowly, not speeding up until he was well away from the palace, outside the city wall even. Then they were gone. Tor shook his head black hair still short enough to barely move, if over his ears a bit. It had been months since the last cut. He waved to Karina and Rolph, then as an afterthought to Wensa and George. Ali just followed along, since she wasn't told to do otherwise. Her face said she thought this was clever and that sneaking along was some kind of game. It wasn't, but she had a shield and Denno Brown wasn't going to hurt any of them. 

Not if he wanted to keep living.

Tor walked with a purpose to the guest house, a splendid and large mansion that the palace kept out back for some reason. It was where Tor had stayed about half the times he was there, a wonderful cream and gold on the outside and more varied but exquisite on the inside. Everyone followed along until they found a rather average looking fellow, a bit short for the Capital, dusting a low wooden side table in the long hallway. The man bowed and tried to leave when he saw them, a normal enough thing to do. The people here tried to get their work done without ever being seen.

“Denno! I see your using one of my disguise amulets, it's working well for you so far then? I haven’t really gotten to work with them myself yet.” Tor spoke happily enough, and didn't pull a weapon or anything. The man spun, eyes going wide. 

The face wasn't homely, not really, but was just on the average side. Nothing was overtly wrong with it, the proportions were just a little off, the ears too big by a bit, the jaw jutting just a fraction of an inch more than could be called pleasant. Still, if someone were born with that face, it shouldn't have caused them worry either. It was solid enough.

Denno bowed again, “I'm sorry sir?” 

Tapping a sigil on his chest and pointing made all of the amulets Brown was wearing turn off, including both his disguise and the clothing he had on. That would have been a sign right there as well, because by and large the lower level servants didn't have magical clothing yet. It was a good idea, but Tor had been busy. 

Everyone behind Tor suddenly went for weapons, but Tor just walked forward and tapped the Ancients clothing amulet for him, turning it back on. After that, with a look over his shoulder Tor waved to everyone.

“Weapons away please, I think we already did this one today. Anyway Denno, um, please don't take over the world? Austra isn't that great you know, not trying to say it's all bad, but really, I think the world is doing pretty well right now in the main, don't you?” Trying to look supportive and helpful just got the other man to sigh.

“It's more complicated than that. I... Well if you have a few years, maybe I can explain it all. I suppose I'm under arrest then?” He waved to the Royal Guards who certainly looked ready to do that.

“Um... maybe. It depends on whether you’re willing to deal or not?” 

“Deal? I thought you Noram types were all about honor and superstition, what kind of deal would you want to make?” The old man that suddenly looked better than anyone else in the kingdom smiled at everyone, a winning thing, but one that wasn't working too well yet.

Except on Ali who looked ready to have sex with the man on the floor of the guest house if she could. Tor didn't sigh, but really wanted to. That girl would have to at least learn to fake not being interested during emergencies. That didn't matter right now though, since Brown was staring at him, not the others, as if he controlled things here. 

“It's a bit complicated, but the long and short of it hinges on this; how personally attached to Daria Serge are you?” 

Denno Brown just shrugged, his answer feeling honest and unforced, “Can't stand the crazy bitch. She killed my dog when she was twelve because I wouldn't sleep with her. I haven't had a pet since. Why do you ask?” 

“She's wanted for murder here in Noram. More to the point, she's already confessed to the crime and been convicted of it, she doesn't even try to deny it. Daria hacked a sixteen year old girl, Yardley Principle to death. Then she escaped back to Austra, as you know, but now we want her back. If you help us, and agree to not start senseless wars for a few hundred years, I think we can get you out of a lot of the hot water your currently about to be in. What do you say? Do you love Daria Serge more than your own freedom? If so, then please come with us to a cell, we'll get you a pack of playing cards and some dice...” Tor made his tone teasing and light. No need to escalate things after all.

Denno laughed.

“Ah, so betray the only woman I love or languish forever in a dank cell?” Dramatically he put the back of his right hand to his forehead. “Whatever shall I do? Alright, I'm in, what do you need to know? Her likely whereabouts when at home? Which room is hers in the mansion? Where her private apartment is? I know it all. Of course I can't do anything until just before dinner. I'm on shift.” Denno picked up his dust rag meaningfully waving it in the air and went back to work.

Everyone else laughed for some reason, but it made sense to Tor. He'd taken the job after all, and it was a real enough thing. Someone had to do it.

“Alright, well, come to dinner then? A real one. Obviously if you run off... well, you know what? I trust you not to. Meet up with me at the side entrance of the palace at nine?” It was a risk, but the man didn't have a reason to run. This was a good hiding place for now and enemies didn't tend to look at the hired help too much. Tor did have to remind Denno to turn his disguise back on while he worked, but then he just turned and left. Looking skeptical, everyone else did too.

Wensa stopped him about ten feet out the door with a hand on the front of his chest.

“Sure about this? I'll back your play, just make sure you don't lose the prey at this stage of things.” 

Tor shrugged and raised his hands, “How would I know? I just don't think we can work with him as a prisoner, so we might as well take the chance. If he doesn't show, we can try and track him down, but he stayed here for a reason. They could have gone anywhere, but they didn't. Aren't you wondering why about now? I know I am.”

That led to a rather long and drawn out discussion about how Tor was probably too naive and should learn that people other people won't be as trusting or trustworthy as he was. Karina in particular was nearly livid with anger at him. If she didn't hit him, it was only because her fist kept being repelled by his shield. Rolph kept shaking his head, but he smiled at least and finally asked his sister to save the destruction of Tor, at least until Denno didn't show up for dinner. It was clear no one thought he would and by nine, when dinner was normally served, Tor was kind of convinced of that himself. 

The only person waiting for him was Tor, everyone else having decided that it wasn't worth the headache. At ten past Tor turned to go back in, only to hear a now familiar voice call out.

“Ah! Sorry about that, I thought the other side of the building was the side entrance, things are a little turned around for me here.” The man looked... well, good of course, but his clothing was still the same as what he'd worn to work in. 

Giving him an appraising look, Tor reached over towards him slowly and focused for about ten seconds. The appearance of the clothing shifted and warped, leaving the man in a fine sit of loose silk and soft sued boots. Brown of course. A light and shimmering brown, lighter than the Ancients skin, just a few shades for the sake of contrast. Once that was done a single gesture got Denno to walk in ahead of him. It was a bit of a slow and cautious walk, but no one waited inside. 

The Ancient looked back at him and smiled, “Well, that's refreshing. I kind of half expected a trap. I know you can't be well pleased with me right now...”

That was... not actually true. The fact was that Tor didn't care too much about most of the things that had been done and really only wanted things to be fixed. It was a lot to ask for, but he hoped it would be possible in time. Maybe even before a vast war ripped the world apart? As they walked down the black stone floor, polished to gleaming, Tor could only hope. The alternative was useless killing. No one liked that. No one sane.

When they walked in to dinner, a bit late, everyone else was still standing. Karina looked close to tears, but froze completely when Rolph smiled and gestured lightly towards the door. Shortly after that everyone turned to stare at Brown for a bit, after a few seconds the man just gave a small, mostly ironic, bow.

“I've found over the years that it's best not to anger my fellows. I might be able to outrun the kingdom of Noram for a few generations, but I don't think I'd like to try my odds against Tor.” Smiling he winked at Karina.

“Besides, I really can't stand Daria Serge. I should have taken care of her long ago, but I really don't have the stomach for it. But helping you do it, that I can manage. Shall we eat first or...”

The Queen gave the man a cold look, but gestured towards the far end of the table. The very last position. If Denno got that this was the poison seat he didn't respond to it at all. He simply sat quietly, and waited. Diner came, it was good, but not much would have pulled attention from the Austran Ancient, all eyes rested on that last chair, staring and examining in a way that would have made any Noram noble simply refuse to eat, even if it would give offense. As it was the man simply smiled and ate slowly. Tor didn't get it at first, yet in the end it made sense in a strange way. 

If he was poisoned and ate slowly, he'd be able to realize it and stop before getting too much into his system. Tor couldn't confirm it, and really couldn't ask, ordinarily you didn't talk about such things at the table after all. Did Denno's pattern, genetics or whatever it was that made him immortal, help him fight off the effects of such things?

It kind of made sense.

When Tor had been poisoned it had sucked and he was worn down for a long time, but he'd also had a lot of cyanide. A whole lot. Enough to kill several people at least. Was it the same for this other man? 

A moot point anyway, because no one here planned to kill him. Really it was the other way around, as long as he wanted to help out. Karina was watching the man closely, but her damp eyes had dried and a look that spoke of craftiness had taken the place of defeat. Ali sat next to him, her leg pressed to his for comfort, so Tor made a point of touching the white puffy sleeve of the gown she'd changed into, a soft fabric that reminded one of clouds. It was the look to clothes that she seemed to prefer. Light colored and fluffy. 

For their parts, without letting it show too much, both Richard and Connie seemed shocked to learn that the Brown man had been working in their guest house. More, the report from Quavel, the Queen’s personal butler Tor thought, if such a position actually existed, was that the new man, Greg, was actually doing a superb job of it too. Diligent and hard working, as well as learning the ropes faster than normal.

Tor just shrugged.

“Well, for now, I guess he should just stick with that then.” Tor addressed the royals directly, but then turned to Denno and smiled.

“Though after you get together with the girls here, I think you and I should start on those years of needed discussion? Maybe you can short hand it so that I can get mainly up to speed a little faster than that?” 

There was a small look of shock from the older man, which baffled Tor, but he stood and bowed, which wasn't the custom in Austra, so was done for some other reason. When he sat he ate again, still slowly and frustratingly didn't explain. Probably a trick then, to make Tor wonder what it was all about. Of course he just didn't care really. 

It made him harder than usual to fluster.

Honestly, while Tor didn't want his friends hurt or killed, it didn't matter much to him who ruled the world. That was the kind of thing that almost had to change eventually. The current system was old and stable. That didn't make it perfect. Of course if the Austran Ancient tried to hurt his kingdom, Tor would try and stop it, just a given really. If the man had a thousand year plan to take over, then that wasn't really a problem was it? Not anything to fight over. They could get together and just chat about it, draw maps and make plans so that no one got hurt and in the end things ran more smoothly.

Really he just assumed that that was what the treaty the Ancients went on about was.

The big issue for Tor was the Larval assassins. If he had that situation right, there was an army of insane super beings ready to be turned loose soon. On them. Given everything so far, possibly on him, personally. They really seemed to dislike Tor for some reason.

The thought stuck in his head for a moment. Was that really the case? Austra had declared war, a full out, hard core battle of wills and armies, but all they'd done is send in about fifteen assassins and a few fast flying craft. They had some boats off the coast, but really, they honestly just pulled up along fishermen and called them names. They had a full military, Tor had seen some of them, so it wasn’t like that was honestly the best they could do. It had been nearly two years now even...

Who declared war and didn't fight?

Someone that was using it as a distraction for their real goal, that's who. 

Ah. So, at the very least, someone was pulling strings behind the scenes. That was probably an Ancient then. Denno? Lara? Tor reflected on it for a moment, and then had to let it go. He didn’t have enough information to guess, did he?

Tor took a deep breath and let it out so slowly he couldn't help but fall into a trance state. No one noticed except Rolph, who was a lot more attuned to such things than anyone else for some reason. It really wouldn't shock him at all to learn that the Prince had more than a little bit of natural building talent. Something to think on later. For now Tor gave a slow nod and a smile.

“Rolph, would it be all right if you and I talked after the meal? Some things, land and a few other bits.” The words had that slow cadence and almost drugged slurring to them that meant he'd gone deep. It was the kind of thing he did to prevent panic. In the whole kingdom only one person really knew that, everyone else just thought he was a little air-headed sometimes, or at least drifty and not connected. Rolph, his friend, the heir to the kingdom, got it instantly.

“Alright, I've been meaning to set some things up with you anyway. Besides, I think the ladies are going to want to keep their own meeting from us...” The smile he gave his sister and then turned on Ali could have made them squirm, but Karina just chuckled. It was a little scary, because it didn't sound like her. Really, it didn't even seem exactly sane. It sounded like Lillith Degray, to tell the truth. 

“Oh, don't worry. We won't do anything illegal or even immoral. Remember, Daria Serge has already been sentenced to death legally and escaped custody using coercion on a grand scale. All we're going to do is fix that.” She had a wicked smile on her face as she looked at her father.

“Can't fault that, can you? I mean, you could, but this is real justice here, I'm not even talking simple revenge or using the principle of placement. This is all legal and everything. Granted, we have to be careful, but I promise we will be.”

Rich looked down at the table for a long time before clearing his throat.

“I won't forbid it, but run the plan past me and your brother before you take action? Whatever you do, it can't come back on us later.” 

That was reasonable and while Karina clearly saw it as a trap to stop her and Ali from doing what they had to, Tor didn't. At least ten ways to execute the girl flashed through his head instantly. Of course most of them would endanger a lot of innocent Austrans, so should be taken off the table. Killing was to be avoided when possible. Even if the people being saved would never thank you for it.

There was no lengthy talk after the desserts came, people just left for their own work or scheduled activities. Rolph said that he had something to take care of but would be back in about half an hour, leaving Tor just sitting as everyone else left. 

Except the Queen who was already sitting right next to him. For the first time in a while she made a point of touching him, her hand going to his arm and just resting on it gently. After a few seconds she stood and pulled him along behind her. Bemused and maybe a little baffled Tor walked along. Today she wore a deep green velvet dress, but as with most of what she wore lately, it wasn't real, but the amulet around her neck. Perversely Tor wondered what would happen if he turned it off. Probably a beating from the Queen, he decided, wondering if it would be worth it anyway. 

They “retired” to a small room that held only a low sofa and a couple of wooden chairs. Nice ones but this was almost a closet for the palace, maybe six by ten, if Tor had to guess. There were no lights on inside and Connie didn't bother arranging for one. A secret meeting? Well, the nobles did love their intrigue, didn't they. Settling on the soft cushions the attractive woman patted the seat next to her.

“I was thinking, since we have time, maybe we should-” She stopped when Tor moved in and kissed her hard.

Where that came from he didn't know, but it was all he could do to keep from ripping her clothes off suddenly, he was hard already though he hadn't been a moment before. At least she kissed him back, it would have been embarrassing if she didn't. 

It was wrong, but Tor suddenly didn't care anymore. Using a bit of intent, he turned off her clothing and then his own and kissed her again, moving to her breasts faster than he normally liked to, but then, they had a time limit, didn't they? She gasped slightly as his lips touched the soft nipples, licking and stroking gently.

“Tor...” It was a murmur, a gentle thing that sounded a lot more like “do more” than “please stop” 

He pushed her back gently and did things to her that she seemed to enjoy, then did a few more that they both did. It was fast and intense and really, regardless of the fact that he'd been the one doing it, felt off-putting and wrong now that they were done. After all, she was married. It was pretty normal for the royals and she probably did things like this half a dozen times a week, which didn't help Tor feel better about the whole thing at all. Sure, he loved her. That didn't mean he had a right to use her like this. It was fun, and felt... great, if he was to be honest with himself, still a cold and dark sense came over him too. Sigh. Stupid prudish bumpkin. Can’t even have fun when it was freely offered. That was hardly sane, was it?

Connie seemed pleased though, cuddling him to her even as they both got their clothing back on. 

“Well! And here I was going to ask you to stop playing games with my affections. I was a little bit put out when you didn't show for our walk in the garden you know, but this, well, we need to make plans to make it a regular thing I think. I didn't know you'd be so manly about the whole thing. Bonita described you as being gentle and attentive. Not that I have any complaints! That was almost exactly what I needed right now.” She held him close until Rolph stuck his head through the door, no more than three minutes later. 

“There you are! Well, if you're ready?” It was all that was said, but the look on his face… Tor knew that the Prince got what had happened. Mortifying.

Tor stood and kissed the Queen on the cheek.

“I enjoyed our talk, we really should do it more often.” There, that wasn't too indiscreet and still told her that he planned to do it again. Really, as wrong as it was, he kind of felt like giving it a try as soon as possible. Maybe with a little more foreplay and some other things thrown in?

Yeah, that would be nice.

Laughing Rolph took his hand and led him away at a fast walk, leading him down a familiar set of gray stone steps that went down into the deep basement, a damp and cool place at the best of time. The little room at the bottom was empty, which meant that Rolph really had gotten the whole thing at dinner. The guy was mentally quick for sure.

Tor pushed the heavy iron door shut and turned, letting his face go serious.

“Austra isn't at war with us.” It was a statement and he didn't stop there, lining out all the evidence, starting with the lack of attacks and the Larval army being built. 

“So... I think their planning something else, an attack on another land maybe? Because honestly, if they tried for us, well, the Larvals wouldn't last that long against our military, not fully armed. It's one thing to attack a few parties or get in a fight with some unarmed little builder, but take on the King’s army with a few thousand lightly armed and unshielded people? I think not. But...” This part was the most difficult really, Tor just didn't know enough.

Rolph nodded.

“But if they’re not coming after us, and I agree, it would be foolish, assassin force or not, then who are they going for and why use a long term distraction like this? As far as I know Austra isn't even being aggressive towards anyone else right now. They’ve even left Tellerand alone for years.”

What if, Tor asked, pensive and focused, this wasn't about war at all? Or not a war like any that two Noram boys would think of. What if this was about something deeper, older? A war between the Ancients? Something a lot bigger than any of the rest of them had thought of, because they all worked on normal mortal time scales.

“Except you.” His friend chimed in, not seeming put out by the idea.

“Nah, I do too. I'm only nineteen, it's not exactly like I have a few thousand years behind me to become jaded or bored or whatever their rationale is.” Tor spread his hands and grimaced.

“Not that we know any of that for sure. I think we should pin a few Ancients down and... No. I should pin a few of them down and find out. This isn't really your concern, as long as Noram isn't directly involved yet. A family thing. A messed up, moronic, and probably incestuous, family thing.” He shuddered as he said it, but Rolph laughed.

“A bit that, huh? Well, I've heard of a lot worse. Recently even. At least the Ancients have convoluted plans and reasons involved. Half the noble houses are related to each other, which means nearly half the dates I've ever been on were a bit too close for more than hand holding, you know?”

Right. Well, Tor just shrugged.

“You’re not too closely related to Dorgal though, so at least there’s that. I... Well, we're supposed to be friends now, he and I, so I guess I should just be happy about the whole thing, still, it's a little rough for me. I mean Dorgal Sorvee? Well, I'll adapt. We didn't even fight over all those weeks trapped in the mountains like we were. He was polite the whole time, I can’t fault him there at all.” It was just an offhand comment, but Rolph winced.

That kind of took Tor by surprise. After all, He'd walked in on his friend doing Ridley from behind once, nearly a year before. Or, well, time was just a blur to him anymore, wasn’t it. A while ago, Tor figured, at least. That was a nice specific way to look at things. He really needed to get a calendar. The idea that his friend did guys too wasn't exactly a new one to him though, so that didn't seem to be the issue.

“Ah... So, yeah. Well, clearly you got that one. OK. Um where to start?” Rubbing his big red head he sat on the table behind them, an old and rough wood piece that would probably give him splinters if he scooted around too much.

“I... Well, Dorg and I were kind of seeing each other a bit, you know, just as friends, before the whole thing with Maria Ward. When she went around telling everyone that you and I, you know, that we were lovers? Well, Dorgal heard it and kind of... Really from what he told me a few weeks ago, he kind of flipped.” Rolph held up his hands.

“I swear, I wasn't even putting him off or anything and, you know, we were just friends, close and we did some things, but it was mainly just hanging out and stuff. Anyway, he kind of figured that, well, if I had you that he couldn't compete at all, so he sort of took off after you then, trying to break us up…”

Ah. That made some sense then. Well, good to know Dorgal had a reason all that time, wasn’t it? He didn’t hate poor scholarship kids at all then, it had just been Tor. Well…

Good.

“So the bully that plagued my time at school and the most embarrassing moment of my life to date are linked?”

“Kind of. Worse, they’re both linked to me too. I'm responsible for most of the bad things that have happened to you in the last few years. Even the attacks from the Wards. Everything really.” He looked miserable about it, but Tor just shrugged.

“No debts between friends. Besides, while you should have fixed a few things, like the stuff with Maria, earlier, how could you have known about Dorgal? I mean he didn't come to you at the time and chat about it or anything, did he?”

Rolph blushed.

“Well...”

“Ahem? Well?” Tor stared and didn't hardly even blink at the man. “Well, what?”

The Prince hopped up and started pacing back and forth, it wasn't a comfortable thing, or even something that seemed playful or just to relive tension. Finally after about four minutes of this, which was spent in silence he sighed loudly and turned.

“Back then he asked me if I liked you, you know really liked, not just as friends? I didn't think much of it at the time, I mean, Dorg and I were buddies, and you're hot, so I figured he just wanted to know if he could take a shot at you, right? But I told him that I kind of did, so that, you know, he wouldn't bug you. I think maybe that was a mistake.” Rolph blushed a brilliant crimson color. 

Tor nodded anyway. It was a lie. He didn't even have to read his friend to get that. He shook his head and groaned softly. Gods, well, this was coming out then, wasn't it? Less than fun. Well nothing for it then.

“You mean you told him that you really liked me, and were trying to move things along, because thought you loved me? Only you didn't make a move after that, because of the whole Maria thing, and then later because I was such a prude about anything sex related, especially with guys?” 

Rolph turned white. It wasn't the combat rage white, just the kind that happened before you passed out, Tor thought. 

“Um. Yes. Pretty much that one.” Looking down he nodded, going tense. “That’s about what happened.”

“Oh. Well, that makes sense then. I...” Gods what to say? The truth, but would it be too hard to hear? Well, Rolph was tough and... really what else could he do?

“Look, I'm still the same way, about men, and really, I think I'm just kind of made that way. Denno talked about how hard he'd worked to get Burks into bed, but couldn't. If a man looking like him can't do that in three thousand years, then it's a pretty strong thing, right? I know I feel the same way about that. Sex with men just isn't... me. I don't think it ever will be. I... know it won't.” 

Rolph looked ready to cry, damn it, which made Tor feel like a heel. He couldn't just close his eyes and pretend his friend was a girl? What kind of monster was he? Tor couldn't though, it really wasn't something he could do at all.

“Look, Rolph, it's just the sex part though, you get that right? I mean, you make my short list of people that I love and everything, so it's not that I don't have feelings for you, it's just that I can't, you know, do anything about it.”

No more words came out for a while.

“It's OK Tor. I... get it, you are who you are and part of that isn't really something you have control over. I'll deal. We can still be friends though, right? I mean... I haven't said anything because I just figured that if you knew you'd hate me, or be afraid or something. I...”

“Are my best and truest friend. Always. Don't ever doubt that.”

Silently, without speaking again, they climbed the stairs together. It was tense and uncomfortable. Dismal really. Tor did love his friend, but... just not the way he wanted him to. The failing was his, and always would be. The whole situation left a void in his middle, like maybe he'd lost his friend now. 

Why couldn't anything ever be simple? For a second a flash of anger came over Tor and he wanted to punch a wall, he didn't, because that would have been wasted effort. It hurt that he'd caused his friend pain. So much that Tor felt it himself and probably would for a long time.

As they walked Rolph reached out and touched his arm gently, just to get him to stop.

“Well, awkward and all now, but here.” A rolled piece of paper with a red ribbon on it was produced with a small flourish from the inside of the Prince’s purple and black jacket.

“Your wedding gift. Late, I know...”

It was a land grant. For the Wildlands. All of them, nearly four thousand square miles. Tor blinked when he read the document and on the fifth time through he smiled.

“Thank you, but isn't that an awful lot?”

“Abbie told me to give it to you. She expects you to turn it into a forest you know. So why not? Right now it's just going to waste. Besides, this way you won't move off to Afrak on me or something. I... I know you don't want to hear it, but I kind of need you, even if we are just friends.”

Tor hugged him and hoped it wasn't cruel. Who handed out thousands of miles of land like that? 

His friend. Obviously.

Everything stayed strained and Tor didn't see Ali or Karina for the next three days. Actually, after the second day everyone was gone suddenly, or busy. The only person around that didn't have anything to do was one Torrance Baker. Well, he did have a few things to do. Sitting on the bed in the room he and Ali shared, Tor made a new hand for Smythe of Westend. After all, he could now and he had cut off the last one. It seemed right to fix what he'd broken, even if it wasn't a perfect thing at all. It was very like a real hand, but it wasn’t one, after all.

It didn't take long to make, about six hours, since it was nearly just copy work. Then he made a hundred copies of that, and did a hundred left hands too, then did copies of Trice’s arm field and flipped it as well. That way if people needed a hand or arm, he could just give them one. Tor knew he needed to do legs, but decided he should really get with Smythe and give over the hand first, just to make sure it worked well for him.

Amazingly, he managed to find his way through the maze of the palace corridors, not being in any hurry, trying to stall just a little really, Tor looked for secret passages and doors in the walls. He knew they were there, some paintings swung out, for instance, and a few recessed wooden panels slid to the side to let people through. Nothing really jumped out at him in particular, not in the older looking section he found himself wondering, trying to find his sometimes boss. 

The correct corridor would have escape his notice without a guide, being rather more narrow than the rest of them and hidden behind several twists of hallway and a large decorative screen that totally escaped his notice the last time Tor had come to visit led by the King. It was a nice thing, mint green and cream silk on a focus stone frame, so a new piece, obviously. Such materials hadn't been around more than a year or two so far. Still, without the yelling coming from behind it, Tor wouldn't have even thought to look at all.

“I'll fucking kill you Smythe!” The deep male voice cried, a loud thump coming not three seconds later, followed by some clattering.

Then the sounds got louder, until finally two struggling figures knocked the nice screen down and ended up laying on it. Smythe was indeed there, Tor noticed, happy to have found the man so easily. The large man on top of him was big. Huge really, and had a knife out that he was using both hands to try and drive into the older and smaller counselors throat. 

Smythe was using both arms, his left hand and the stump of his right, to try and hold it back, but that wasn't working too well. The other man half roared, his look more than a bit vicious.

“Now I'll teach you to mind your manners you fucking spy!” The bigger fellow screamed.
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Tempted as he was to let the scene just play out, Tor knew that letting his boss die probably wouldn't look good when he applied for the next one. Instead he walked over carefully, trying not to slip on the silk and stone frame under his feet and simply slapped the knife out of the Counts hand. Or Duke or whatever the hell the giant was. Being that big and well dressed, he had to be someone, didn't he? 

As his palm hit the side of the man's hands, Tor's shield kicked in, making the blow hit with a more solid presentation than his soft little hand would have normally allowed for. The first blow didn't work, nor the second, but on the third the knife left the bigger mans hands. The guy was livid, but not in a combat rage, so Tor just pushed him off the man in cream and goldenrod yellow with his left foot and stood waiting, ready to fight if need be, hoping it wouldn't turn out that way.

The man climbed to his feet fairly slowly and tried to hit Tor, just to have the blow stopped in the air. The man stuck again getting a look and crossed arms in return. It should have been obvious that the current technique wasn't working, which normally got royals to pull a magical weapon of some kind, but this one just stopped after a while and stood with his chest heaving. Smythe stood a lot more smoothly than a fifty odd year old normally managed and seemed almost unperturbed by the fact that this fellow had just tried to kill him not thirty seconds prior.

“Oh, There you are Tor. Did the King send you already? I'd thought to give you what time I could before we went to work, but things are rather more delicate and pressing than I'd anticipated.” The man didn't take his eyes off the large attacker, but didn't seem worried either. Kind of smug actually. Tor knew the look well. Checking the older man's field for injury, it was plain that the guy was freaked. So it wasn't smugness but fear? Abject and pure terror? Oh. Well. Tor nearly felt a little better about Smythe then. At least he wasn't just taunting the man on purpose, simply covering his own perceived weakness.

“Not from the King, no. Just bringing a present actually, here.” Tor carefully slipped the amulet onto the man’s neck and mimicked tapping the sigil, the instant that happened the other man stopped puffing in anger nearly as much and stared, either fascinated or terrified, Tor couldn't tell.

The right hand that wasn't there appeared and morphed rapidly as the old man looked at it himself. After a minute the hand that sat on the end of his arm looked as much like the original as Smythe's subconscious mind would allow. It was nearly perfect. The older man moved it carefully, then felt it with his other hand. 

“Very good. Thank you.” He said, as if Tor had brought him a glass of cool water and not a new hand. 

It nearly made Tor do a little happy dance like the combat giants from school sometimes did when things went well for them, because he'd half been afraid that the Counselor might get all emotional or try to hug him. Instead it was a simple thanks and back to work? That was manageable. The other man's mouth gaped.

“You grew his hand back?”

“Oh, no, not really, it's not real, just a magic hand. It works and feels though.” Tor looked at the screen under their feet, it was a bit scuffed, but looked salvageable.

“Here, let's get these things set back as well as we can and then deal with what caused it. Smythe wasn't trying to kill you was he? I hate it when he does that to me. Really annoying.”

The man stopped for a second.

“Uh, no? He was accusing me of killing and raping young girls. Said if I couldn't prove it under some lie telling thing, or wouldn't, that it meant I was guilty. I told him to shove his magic trick up his ass. I'm a Baron, not some stupid kid from the hills. You think I don't know how easy it is to get a fancy magic light these days? I own a dozen myself.” 

It was kind of a fair point so Tor nodded.

“Well, that kind of makes sense, still, the truth devices are solid. I made them myself, like Smythe’s new hand? The real point though is about those girls, you didn't kill them you say?” Tor focused and cleared his mind, trying to sense the pattern of the man. Baffled but not lying, not totally.

“Of course not. I already told him that!” A large fist closed again and looked ready to swing. 

Tor turned to Smythe again.

“He's not lying. We should get him to agree to the full interview, just for the sake of records and all that, for the King, but he's not the killer.” 

The Counselor smoothed his robes. 

“Obviously. But we have to clear everyone. Still, I apologize for trying to force your hand Baron Rochester. It was a bit underhanded of me. I was going for expediency rather than diplomacy and I can see now that was a mistake. I'm sorry about that.” 

Tor spun and smiled at the big Baron, “See? Just a misunderstanding all around, no need for hard feelings, well, shall we go and get the interview finished? Obviously we know you're innocent, I just read the truth of that in your field, so I’m not just saying that either. That's not the issue here. What we need from you now is any information that you may have that can help us find who is. The thing there is that you may not know that you have any information like that. Anything could be the piece we need. Are we set up in there?” Tor pointed and walked in as if he knew what he was doing, just hoping the others would follow. 

The set up was familiar at least, several devices that took in sound and would repeat it later were sitting on the table, along with a couple of the truth amulets and a glass of water. Tor gestured to the chairs in turn.

“Alright if I do this one Counselor Smythe? I need the practice.” With the giant still worked up, it made sense to get the object of his rage a little out of the way, didn’t it?

The Counselor chuckled, looking straight into Tor's eyes, his face... kindly.

“By all means. I seem to have made a hash of it already, you can fix it for us.”

The Baron let Tor explain the truth device, which he did in much greater detail than normally would be the case, since the man seemed so uncertain about it actually working. Then once the man was set up Tor tried to keep things conversational and friendly.

“So, Barron Rochester, you just said you were innocent of the killings in question, but we have to get things for the record, would you repeat that for us?”

Without much pause he did, the field staying solid cream and yellow the whole time.

Then Tor walked him through everything the man knew about the killings, which he did as a personal narrative. It wasn't until they got to the seventh girl that the field went black. 

“You said you didn't know her? But that's not exactly true is it? Who was she to you?” Tor didn't attack the man with it, not wanting to set him off, but the guy clearly looked agitated.

“I... knew her. Some years ago, we had... a dalliance. It wasn't a large thing, but she was a little under aged at the time, so I felt I shouldn't mention it.” That was all true, but Tor didn't let it go at that. A lot of nobles had sex with girls and boys that weren't strictly legal, fourteen being the age at which a person could consent to such things by kingdom law. That this man was trying to hide it meant that he felt ashamed of it. People would snicker if he had a relationship with a thirteen year old or even a twelve year old...

“How old was she then? That information doesn't have to leave this room.” Smythe put in casually.

The man hemmed and hawed, but finally told them.

“Ten.” He said, looking down at the table top, embarrassed.

As well he should be. The man was clearly in his mid thirties and the girl that had just died was only sixteen. That meant the man was way too old for her at the time too. Tor felt his face go cold as the blood rushed from it. A slight trembling that he really wasn't used to came into his arms and shoulders. After a few seconds he thought he got it.

Rage.

Ah.

“Well, we won't report that, except to the King, of course.” Tor said softly. “Have you done it again, taken a girl that young for a lover?”

“No.” The man said, his light staying pure.

Good. Tor didn't know if he couldn't have hidden the body well enough to just make the man vanish. Or, well, he could, of course. Just drop the body into the sea halfway to Soam. It was something to keep in mind. Or use an explosive weapon on him. That could work with one of the new type.

“Alright. Well, you and I are going to have a personal problem over that in a few minutes, but for now it's clear you don't have anything to do with these murders.” 

Smythe gave him a horribly strange look, probably because Tor was being so unprofessional that it was unheard of. Luckily that didn't faze him at the moment, Tor decided. Standing he gestured for the man to follow him and started towards the back of the palace complex, hoping that using it for this kind of thing wouldn't bother the Royal Guards much. Maybe he could buy them off with hand pies later? Once in their practice square, Tor turned and looked at the man.

“We agreed not to mention what was said outside the confines of that room, and without saying why, I can't challenge you properly to a duel. So instead it looks like a good old fashion fight.” Dark clad figures moved in quickly, closing off the entrance with their bodies, weapons to hand. Wensa and George were both there, along with ten others, but none of them spoke. In fact, Tor doubted that the Baron even realized he was surrounded like he was. 

The man laughed.

“Oh? A little boy is going to fight me? Hardly a fair fight is it?” 

Tor tilted his head. That was true. He had a shield on, and was very well armed after a second he turned off all his amulets and handed them to Wensa, except for his clothing amulet. Now it was fair.

Only it still wasn't. Seven foot tall and muscularly lean, trained to fight and recently even trying to kill a man, Baron Rochester wasn't really ready for what was coming. The first three moves from Tor ripped the cartilage in the bigger mans right knee with a pop that nearly made Tor vomit. The other leg went a half minute later, as the man knelt gasping in pain. Then over the next half hour the pain got worse and worse. It was a punishment, not a fight. The man had defiled a child. 

Some things couldn’t be left to stand.

 The guards got that, and none of them even twitched a muscle to help the larger man, noble or not. There were limits after all and the guy had crossed them for certain.

When the man lay on his side gasping and crying, Tor relented and moved closer to him, speaking softly.

“If it happens again, I will find you and kill you. Remember this. These aren't idle words. Oh and just in case you want to challenge me to a duel or “make war” over this, my names Torrance Baker. I don't want you to go after the wrong man after all.”

Then they all left, leaving the man there alone. No need to humiliate him further. 

No one said anything to him as they all walked away, not even to mention how stupid it was to beat up a royal and not kill them like that. Trouble would come of it, of course, it pretty much had to, didn't it? It wasn't until they got to the palace door that Smythe turned.

“Major, if you would log that as “unspecified corporal punishment”? I believe that should cover things nicely, at least the paperwork side.” The man looked at Tor askance again, but kept walking and didn't say anything until they were behind closed doors.

“I'd heard of course, about your control of combat rage, but that was... impressive. I really thought you were going to kill him, but you actually measured your blows the whole time. Bit of a fool, baiting a person casting aura like that.” 

Tor nearly asked what the hell he was talking about when he noticed that Wensa stood behind him, still carrying his devices. Oops, nearly forgot those.

“Thanks Wensa. I'm sorry I used the guards practice yard without permission, please let George know that?” He raised his eyebrows, which got her to chuckle.

“I'll pass that along, though I doubt anyone minds overly. We all heard after all. Besides, just getting to walk after attacking the Counselor wouldn't do at all. This way saves troubles all around. No need for military intervention now.” She left at that, which made sense, as she actually had work to do. Unlike a certain fairly useless builder he could have named.

Smythe didn't hover over him or anything, and didn't suggest he apologize to the Baron either, which was a first given everything. It was the noble’s protocol after going all rage monster on someone and beating them. Then again, Tor had kind of meant to do what he did. Really, he hadn't felt like he was in a combat rage at all. Everyone else had backed off, sure, but that had just made sense at the time. 

“So, what are the facts on these murders?” Tor asked, admitting that he'd faked his way through the whole interview.

The facts were frightening. A lot worse than the Baron had mentioned. The girls weren't just raped and killed, they were... brutalized first. Just to make it even scarier, all of the killings had taken place in the Capital and all in the last six months. So far it had been one girl per month, all found floating in the King's river. At first people had just thought they were drownings. Most of the girls weren't from the area and while people born in the Capital could all swim, some of the country folk couldn't. 

One of the girls, the last one, was the daughter of a Baron though, and that meant that the King was able to unleash them on it. More than able, he kind of had too. 

“I just got my marching orders last night, this was only the fourth interview I had on the matter. Not much real information so far. I'm planning on looking at the people in the girl’s lives starting tomorrow. It's a shame about them all, but this last one really hits home, the girl was popular in the Capital, very comely I hear? Ginger Coltress.”

“What?” Tor said too loudly by far.

Smythe nodded.

“Yes, there's no mistake, the body was found by her own sister, among others. Did you know her?” The voice was suddenly concerned, worried.

“No, I know two, well three of her sisters and have met her father. I... need to go and see to them. We're close.”

Tor didn't say more and started frantically running down the hallway, not even having a clue where he was headed. To Collette’s by the ice manufactory? Her father’s house? Wanting to hit himself in the head a few dozen times he realized the first person to ask would be the King. Now all he had to do was find the man. That wouldn't be easy, since this kind of thing probably meant closed meetings and scrambling to try and prevent war.

Of course, if this turned out to be some stupid political thing, Tor might be tempted to throw his own meager weight in behind the Baron. Finally he had to stop running and just stand, because he didn't know what else to do. He was in the front room, the foyer of the palace, by the front entrance when a hustle of people came in, crying and looking alternately scared and bloodthirsty. Tor understood that, because it was the Coltress family, and the Wards. Come for justice no doubt. He didn't wait walking up to them all directly.

“Smythe of Westend and I are on this personally. Whoever did it will be brought down.” Before the words were all the way out Tor was jumped and hugged by four different people.

Collette, got to him first, and held him tight enough that he was afraid his shield was about to activate. Nita and Petra tucked around the sides all crying, as, to his bafflement, did Maria Ward.

“Oh, Tor!” The Countess Ward wailed loudly.

“He killed her! That... that monster!”

Well, Tor got that anyone killing women like that had to be a monster, a real one even, no matter their reason or rationalizations, but this sounded a little more specific. He killed her. He who? Before the question could be asked Baron Coltress growled the answer.

“Fucking Baron Brian Rochester. I should have killed him when he did it, challenged him or gone to war, but no, I let Richard Fucking Cordes talk me down and now my daughters dead at his hands! I'll have his blood this time! I won't let this stand!”

The name Ginger didn't mean much to Tor, just some things the others had mentioned casually over time. Mainly Nita. They'd left that out during the interview. She was just victim seven. Not a name, so Tor hadn't know for certain that it was her. That seemed sad suddenly, but in the moment Tor didn't know what to do. He stepped back a bit from the group, hoping they'd listen for a second. That didn't happen though.

The Baron roared instead.

“You! This is all your fault! Just one of those things, you said, not something to war over you said. Let's not have blood... Well we have blood now don't we your Majesty!” The Baron closed on the King fast enough that there were suddenly a half dozen Royal Guards in the way. Weapons drawn too. That got a reaction from the Coltress family, half of whom had better than decent shields and weapons. Tor knew that because he'd given them to them. 

“Wait!” A strong voice called out, female, and familiar. Patricia Morgan. Trice.

“Baron diddles isn't the killer, he's already been cleared. Smythe of Westend just told me about it. Tor did the questioning himself.” She looked at him as if to remind him that talking was a good thing.

“That's true. He didn't kill any of the girls.” Tor decided to leave out that he had tried to kill Westend, since that probably wouldn't help anything at the moment.

The Baron spun on Tor then, moving to scream in his face now, which at least made the Royal Guard relax a bit. Actually the man couldn't reach Tor's face, being too tall. Instead the good looking golden blond man glared downward as hard as he could.

“Fine! So he just gets to waltz out of the palace and everything is just fine because that rapist didn't kill anyone? Am I really supposed to feel better because some little boy is on the task?” The man kept going but Tor tuned him out. Of course the guy shouldn't feel better just because he was looking into this, that would be silly. While it wasn't fun to stand and take abuse over it, what else could he do really? The man had just lost his daughter in about the worst way imaginable. If it made him feel better to yell, then Tor could take it.

After the Baron wound down a little, still fuming, Richard shook his head.

“Baron Brian Rochester did not waltz out of the palace Stephen. He didn't even walk under his own power. Tor took him out back and beat him nearly to death. Without extreme intervention he'll likely be crippled for life. Both legs and both arms were nearly destroyed.” The voice was matter of fact, but not cold.

Trice walked forward, seeming a little scared but not timid, however that worked, “It's true, I watched the whole thing myself. Baron Diddles couldn't even roll out of the puddle of his own blood when Tor left. I had to kick him over so he wouldn't drown. Didn't know about the rest of this or I would have left him.” 

Baron Coltress looked down again at Tor.

“Oh. I...” He faltered and stopped speaking.

Tor just nodded. 

“We'll find who did this. Even if I have to question every person in the kingdom. Smythe has a search plan and...” OK, Tor had nothing else after that. Instead of continuing to let him run off at the mouth, the King invited everyone into a sitting room so that they could talk, plan and vent. Smythe was requested and food brought in. Everyone kind of sat uncomfortably, except Trice who mainly comforted Maria. 

Blessedly a cup of that brown and bitter sludge used for the after effects of combat rage came then too. Whoever thought to order it was a saint. Short of healing himself with the amulet around his neck, nothing else would get rid of the headache, fatigue and headache that was starting to rip through his skull. The rage left you slow witted and made it hard to think of anything clever too. Oh. The healing device. Right. Tor hit the sigil and felt a brief pain run through his head and body as things corrected faster than the body really liked. Half a minute later he was fine. Having the ability to think again made a huge difference when it hit suddenly like that.

The situation wasn't good and of course, Smythe didn't know anything more than he'd told Tor, basically he wanted to start interviewing everyone that knew the girls in order to find out if there was anyone that might have known all of them, or if they all frequented the same places or had similar patterns. It made sense. A solid plan. Not comforting to the family at all.

Tor just hugged people and held their hands if they wanted. Maria Ward kept clinging to him every time Trice moved away for half a second, which wasn't comfortable to him at all. He tried to use Nita and Petra as a shield, but short of stiff arming the woman, he couldn't really keep her away. Tor didn't want her to touch him. 

They weren't friends and hadn't agreed to try to be, like he had with Dorgal. He could forgive her for being mean to him years before and even trying to have him attacked, which honestly, he realized, she'd succeeded in. That didn't mean he wanted her on his lap crying. Then, it would be rude to just dump her on the floor too. 

Just because he didn't like or trust her, that didn't mean her pain wasn't real.

Everyone was staying at the palace that night, because the King wanted them close and to make sure that the attack on Ginger hadn't been politically motivated. The words weren't said, but it was really about protecting them all, just in case. A lot of people still had some hard feelings about Marvin and Maria, since they'd inadvertently helped the Austran Larval assassins and then declared war in a panic. Sure it was a bonehead move, but no one denied that. Not even Count Ward and it had been his idea.

Tor had dinner in his room and tried to prepare for the next day, kind of wishing that Ali wasn't so busy herself. Even if she was too tired for sex, and who could blame her working non-stop like she and Karina were, it would have been comforting just to have her close for the night. Well, it wouldn't be either the first or last night he'd spend alone, so Tor got in bed early and willed himself to sleep. It wasn't like he couldn't use the rest.

It was a few hours later when he felt it, a now familiar and intimate stirring at his groin. Ali had come back? 

“Hey.” 

The voice came from next to him ear, soft and husky, familiar. Trice. That was all right then, he liked her and she was even kind of his girlfriend, right? She and Ali did things together, probably even did other people together like this, so this was natural for them. Tor carefully rolled a little so that he could give her a hug and then kissed her as the work below his waist increased in pace. Tor started to reach that point were his body would simply act no matter what he did when the action stopped and a strange voice came from below the sheets.

“Patricia, do you want a turn?”

Tor's sleep addled brain didn't get it at first. Not until Trice spoke.

“Sure Maria, we can take turns.” Her voice was casual and soft still. Pleasant.

That contrasted nicely with the scream Tor let out then, he realized.

“Ahhh!” Panicked and not really able to think yet, Tor woke up half way across the room, his back to the wall, night clothes half off and shield on. 

“What?” Tor screamed at Trice, not able to see her in the dark.

“Why the freaking hell would you let her in?” Tor fixed his clothing and left the room fast. That was... insane. Trice knew better too. They'd talked about how he felt about Maria. He hadn't been complimentary, if he remembered correctly. The nicest he'd been was to say he was trying to not blame her forever for what she'd done as a fourteen year old.

Worse she'd been touching him. There. Uninvited. OK, he'd put up with things like that from his friends, but that woman was the nearest thing he had in the world to an enemy and she'd been... Using her mouth on him. 

Tor wanted to just leave the building, the Capital, maybe the kingdom. Instead he stopped outside the door and spinning place. No, he wasn't running this time. Heading back in Tor hit the light panel. At least both girls had dressed.

“Get out. This is my room for the night and I didn't invite you. I don't know what you two have cooked up, some form of humiliation for me no doubt? Abuse me in my sleep then go and tell everyone how horrible I am in bed? Well, let me save you the trouble. Get out now and...” Tor was about to tell Trice never to talk to him again, which seemed fair at the moment. In a while he'd probably forgive her though, so he just pointed at the door instead. 

“Both of you. Out. Don't come back without permission. From me. No sneaking in on the butlers say so or anything.” 

Neither girl moved. Woman really, they weren't girls any more. Fine, that just mean they should have known better. Stupid royal rules. It didn't matter if he was being rude now even.

“Out.” His voice sounded firm. If that didn't do the trick what was he going to do, use violence?

That didn't happen, apparently the combat aura was enough. The girls scrambled then. Finally.

Great, now he had to fix that too. Stupid combat rage.

It took over an hour of meditation and left him waking up grumpy, even after fixing the after effects with the healing amulet. Too much of that and he'd damage his own field again. After climbing out of the bed with its shining gold colored silky looking sheets and spread on the top, bathing in the tan ceramic tub and shaving carefully, he headed out to look for people and maybe food. Healing twice like that had left him starving. Normally not feeling need for food directly on waking, today it felt like he could eat, and might not stop. 

Ever.

Normally breakfast would be served in the small dining room off the second hallway, but today it was in the slightly larger one on the other side. It took a while to find, and some hints from the guards in the walls, but he finally made it. Today was egg toast and bacon, with preserves. Eggs too. He ate a full plate of food and still wanted more, but made himself stop, knowing that it was just a feeling now, not something truly required. Eating more than needed was a waste. Right now Tor didn't have the energy to bother with it.

Rolph was across the table, looking at Tor covertly, Trice sat next to him, looking guilty and barely eating. Karina sat down the table a ways with Ali, heads buried and papers in front of them, the whole thing looking rather official really, both wore black military uniforms even. Ali looked out of place but cute as hell in hers. On Karina it just looked right. Real. Tor snagged a fifth half of buttered toast and chewed on it, still feeling half starved for some reason. Some combination of two combat rage episodes in a single day followed by the rapid healing field he used? Probably. Nothing he could do about it but be more careful in the future.

When Connie came in she looked exhausted. Puffy eyed and a little bedraggled, which was nearly unheard of for her. She slumped into her chair at the head of the table and yawned, which got Tor going. After a bit they both laughed about it. She waved her right and at him to stop and spoke seriously enough that everyone paid attention, even the girls at the far end of the table.

“Richard and I managed to convince the Wards that Tor wasn't likely to declare war on them or hunt them both down. It took most of the night.” The look she gave Tor was dry and not nearly as humorous as the bit with the yawning.

“Tor, I admit that it was... unfortunate that the events of last night took place, especially right now, and I can't say that I really understand what they were thinking, myself. Perhaps Patricia could enlighten us as to why she led Maria Ward to your bed for a mid-night ambush, even knowing the history there as she does? What were you thinking dear?” The Queen didn't sound angry, just tired. Well, Tor thought, understandable. All his fault too, for making a scene. If not for that she'd have come to the table well rested and happy. It made him feel pretty bad for a moment.

Then Trice started talking.

“Well...”

Then she stopped.

Tor wasn't looking at her and didn't really care what she said overly. It would all work out to “Maria wanted to and Tor doesn't really count as a person, so why not?” Something like that. He shrugged and said it out loud just to fill the silence, which got everyone to stare at him. Really you'd think he'd know better by now, but no, stupid troll Tor has to keep opening his mouth. At least Trice didn't say anything after that. Good enough, whatever game they had going on they can try playing with someone else now. 

Karina spoke softly enough that it surprised him a bit.

“That's... probably not it, is it? I mean, Tor does count. To me at least. I... really Tor they were probably just trying to be friendly, I mean, most guys like being woken up like that for extra sex.” She looked away and then stopped speaking too.

Trice tried again.

“It's... kind of complicated. Yes, Maria wanted to, because she wants to be your friend Tor. In her world what she was doing for you is, well a good thing. Most people like it well enough at least. I get that it wasn't the best plan ever, now, but it seemed all right at the time. It wasn't a trick or meant to hurt you in any way. I...” She blushed, which Tor knew was fake, because the girl wasn't capable of it without pushing blood into her face on purpose.

Blushing took a sense of shame, and she didn't have that.

“I guess I just wanted the two people I love most to get along too.” 

It was probably true, Tor realized, but really, Maria? They'd never been friends and while Tor had tried to be gentle and kind towards her, that didn't mean he wanted her in his bed. Or even wanted her around at all. Why on earth would she assume he would? Because he saved her life a time or two? He'd saved a lot of people’s lives and really, if most of them showed up in his bed doing what she'd been, Tor would have to kill himself, or at least run away screaming.

Though come to think of it, that was his first reaction to her too. 

“Run away!” He said out loud suddenly, his old battle cry, a joke of sorts, to remind him not to get into a fight if he could help it. The weapons instructor had been right to teach him that. 

Rolph chuckled.

“Well, no one would blame you. Still, why should you be the one running? Maria took a chance and it backfired on her. That isn't your problem, if she wants you, she needs to do it properly and not just climb in your bed and claim ownership. Maybe send flowers?” The face was dead panned, but the joke as ill timed as always. 

Ali smiled, “I like flowers. They're pretty.”


That...

Tor realized that he'd never gotten his wife flowers. Not at all. Magic junk, but nothing as simple as a bunch of wild flowers from a field. Was he the worst husband ever or what? No wonder she slept with everyone else in the world, he sucked so hard at his duties that she probably had to, just to get a little romance. Argh.

Tor shook his head, there was just too much, wasn't there? Rolph and Connie and Trice and Karina and Ali and...

Gods and bunnies.

Well, nothing for it now, all he could do was fix what he could.

What could he really do though? He couldn't just accept Maria as a friend. He'd tried and failed already, more than once. She'd hurt him for no reason and the fallout from that was still in play, hitting him all the time. Why wouldn't she just go away and leave him alone? He'd never done anything to her, had he?

Trice looked down at the table and started crying, as if that was going to help anything. Worse it was that thing she did where she half sobbed and tried to talk at the same time.

“But... you...oo... forgave... ave her. If you didn't then...n how could you forgive me...ee?” 

Ahg. But that was at least a little different. Trice didn't try to have him hurt or killed, even if that last had been by mistake that Maria hadn't really meant. Besides, the King had ordered Trice to say mean things about him, Maria had just done it because she thought it was true. To her he'd been every bad thing in the world and it seemed true enough that it still influenced him, the way he thought and how he looked at other people.

It wasn't fair to ask him to put up with all this was it? Torrance Baker was a builder not anything else, not a plaything for little royal girls and boys and not someone that was going to put up with this crap any more. In short, Tor had had enough and more than enough.

Standing he noticed that everyone else had gone still, then suddenly scurried away. Well, great, more crap? Stupid combat rage. 

“Trice, cut it out!” This got yelled. Screamed really, she looked scared for a second and the rage inside him doubled and then tripled.

“Damn it you fucking bitch, your fear response causes combat rage! Can't you see it or are you really just that stupid? Stop it! Control your fear you twit!” Tor started toward her, but she backed away rapidly. Not that it mattered, everyone else already lay on the ground, unable to move. Trice went down then too. Stupid freak. 

Yeah, combat rage incidents had gone up a thousand percent in the last years? But only around her. It explained so much. 

Tor walked out and sat in the hallway, just taking a seat on the hard stone floor. He had to gain control of himself before he started breaking things or making a bigger nuisance of himself. More to the point he had to do something about Trice before she managed to get people killed without even realizing it was her doing.

She was probably in denial about it, because normally she was smart enough to put two and two together. 

Tor went within, and over the course of an hour and a half managed to get himself to calm the heck down, but he knew that wasn't enough. Focusing as hard as he could without losing himself totally, seeking the memories of having been effected by his curly haired friend, each time it had happened. When he had the basic feeling of the pattern she'd used to trigger others, he began to build a shield for it.

It was bizarre, the feeling of what happened. Tor thought, on some level at least, that he moved. He must have had water and food and someone had kept him, if not clean and tidy then at least from openly soiling himself as he sat on the cold marble floor in front of the dining room. It was a blink of an eye to him, just a small step from the start of the new build to the finish. Except it wasn't.

Tor came to himself sitting on a cushion in a closet off the main hallway. Another supply closet. Really, he reflected as he looked around, the palace had a lot of them, didn't it? When he tried to stand nothing happened. His legs moved, so did his arms. They didn't support his weight enough to stand however. Not at all. Oops.

Rubbing his face he found a full beard. He used to wear one for a while, so he could tell a few things from it now. The first was that this wasn't a few days or even weeks worth of growth. It was... long. Months worth at least. Gah. Well, that explained why he hadn't just gotten up and walked away. 

The next thing he got was that the device in his hand was the most complicated thing he'd ever created by far. It was supposed to be a simple filtering device, just a shield to stop Trice from effecting everyone around her and triggering combat rage. That, in the end, was all it really was too. It was just that doing that wasn't as simple as it sounded apparently. At least it was pretty.

The sigil was a green and purple dragon that glowed in the air, inside a clear disk made of pure thought. The effect was stunning. The dragon moved and looked at you when you stared at it, purple eyes flashing and uselessly small wings flapping gently at nearly random times. There was no chain or string to hang it by, since it wasn't real. It felt real, like a smooth hard disk of stone, but it would simply stay where it was placed. On Trice at least. 

Tor didn't have any amulets left on at all, which meant, he realized abstractly, that he was sitting naked. That got a blink. Who put a person in a closet naked? 

Princess Karina came to mind, but maybe that was unkind. Chuckling he saw that there was a real glass, a pitcher of water made of clay with pretty designs pained in rust red on the outside and an old style poison detector sitting next to it. The first thing he did was check the water and then drank it all. It was fresh, so hopefully that meant that someone was checking on him regularly? That would be good, because when he tried to call out only a very soft croak came forth. It would come back, once he started moving around and using it. Everything would. At least that had been what had happened in the past.

The biggest problem, other than the whole not being able to move thing, was the weeping sores all over his backside and legs. Eek. He'd heard of that, wounds from not moving for way to long, but the people that got them were almost always near death. That, Tor knew, wasn't the case here. The wait felt like it was long, but his sense of time was gone, so it may have been minutes or could have been days when Rolph opened the door and saw his open eyes. His friend didn't react much.

“Oh, opened your eyes again? I don't suppose your finished with that... whatever it is this time are you? I brought food again, think you can eat?”

“Yeah.” Tor croaked softly, then cleared his throat and tried for more. It was still just a croak, but neared a level that would be nearly conversational speech.

“Water would be good too, and clothes. How long was I out?”

Rolph started, literally jumping back with a small scream, then he rushed forward.

“Tor! God, gods and little fish! I thought you were dead! We've all been waiting for you to die... Gods!”

Agreement not to get to physical or not, Rolph hugged him and then smothered him with kisses, which was a bit off-putting. Plus it felt funny with the beard. The crying out from his giant friend got other people to come running, all of them looking grim at first, until they realized that the small naked Tor was actually awake. Not dead. He smiled, mainly hidden behind the thick black beard on his face. 

“Hey everyone... Um, could I maybe have some clothes and my amulets? If they haven't been sold to pay my rent for this space I mean.” Tor glanced around the closet. 

It made sense, not the rent part, but the closet. He was out of the way and if not comfortable, at least he had a little pad to sit on, which was actually made of shield material, so one that he'd made. Really, it should have kept him from having sores, being as soft as it was, so Tor must have been there for a while. 

Even the King came in and promptly shut the door, leaving only Rolph and Tor inside the suddenly tiny space with him 

“Alright there Tor?” The man said gently, as if speaking to a mad man.

“A little sore and tired. Hungry and thirsty. Other than that I'm fine, I think. Sorry about “leaving” like that. I needed to get something to help Trice. Where is she? I should take her this...” He tried to get up again and nearly made it on his own, actually standing when Rolph took most of his weight for him. 

His friend held him steady and gasped when he saw what Tor held in his hand. The tiny dragon looked at him and fluttered, almost as if in recognition. It tilted it's head cutely.

“Gods... that's... is it responding to me?” Rolph touched the field, which caused the little fake creature to dodge first, then “attack” the big finger with its claws. It boxed at them though, like a human would, not scratching or trying to bite like an animal.

The King’s eyes went wide as well.

“Well, I'm sure that will help. She's been a little upset since the events of two months ago Tor. Locked herself in a room and won't come out actually. We've been watching her to make certain she doesn't harm herself, but other than that, well, she won't talk to anyone even. Something about her causing all the combat rage.” The man seemed questioning, his gaze didn't waiver.

Tor nodded back.

“Yeah. I think it's her battle aura honestly. When she gets scared or too mad it triggers other people into a rage. I figured it out when I finally noticed that she was always there when I went into one myself. Always. And each time she was focused on me and worried, scared or angry. That last time kind of confirmed it.”

The King grimaced and sighed, “we've, kind of feared that was the case. It happens occasionally, It's a Morgan family trait, but we weren't positive. Or well, probably trying to hope it wasn’t the case more than anything else.” Richard looked at his son and frowned.

“We'll have to sequester her then, for everyone’s safety. It's the only thing we can do now.”

Rolph looked shaken suddenly.

“For the rest of her life?” He spoke so quietly Tor almost couldn't hear him. The King could.

“Yes. I'm afraid so.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter thirteen

 

 

Tor tried to snort in derision, but it came out sounding more like he was choking on his own saliva. Then he actually did, which got Rolph to pound him on the back for a minute while he recovered. Smooth. 

“Sorry, where was I? Oh, yeah, that was supposed to be a sign of derision. As in to say, “don't be stupid.” Stopping that is what the device here is for. Obviously. What did you people think I was doing? Get me clothes and a Not-flyer? My new one I think? We'll go get her out of her room and then get to work on those murders, if Smythe hasn't already handled that? Two months, so...” 

No one answered, which couldn't be good. They did both run to get his amulets, which were just sitting outside the door. Rolph explained that originally Tor's shield had been on and no one could get near him for days, since he was spraying combat aura so hard that half the palace had to be cleared. When that finally ended the Prince had managed to turn the shield off, after a day’s worth of trying, focusing from a distance, so they took all the amulets to keep that from happening again. 

“Really, we had too, we just didn't know what all you had on, three amulets, but all of them had at least ten sigils and...” The red haired giant shrugged.

Hence the nakedness. Right. Tor grinned.

“Yeah, a bit of a flaw there. Anyway...” Triggering the Not-flyer Tor lifted gently, until he hung upright in the air, four inches above the ground, toes pointed down slightly. On this latest version of it, he didn't need a hand control at all, which was useful. It took focus to make it work, but not that much. He'd made it on vacation, kind of on a whim. Really, he could use the same field for flying rigs now too. The needed controls were almost the same. As an added benefit, this one would let him move up higher or float closer to the ground if he wanted.

“Not to be high handed, but if one of you could lead me to Trice please? I know, asking the King or Prince to take me around like errand boys... Still, it will speed things up a bit, yes?”

They walked quickly the other two stretching their long legs through the twists and turns of stone and wood corridors, coming to a small door that looked about six foot high. Tor would have thought it was the wood room for the fireplaces or something, not a place to keep a Ducherina. That turned out to be the case actually, which made him blink. Some kind of self-punishment?

Rolph knocked on the door loudly.

“Trice? Tor is awake! He's here, come out or we're breaking the door down finally and pulling you out. That means a repair bill and you know, my allowance has been cut what with the war build-up and all, so what do you say? Come out?” His voice sounded, happy enough at least.

From behind the small brown door the responding voice was petulant.

“Go away! It's not safe. I'll end up hurting someone. I'm a monster! Go away!” A single hard thump came from behind the door, wood on wood if Tor didn't miss it.

Rolph made a rude sound with his tongue.

“Oh stop being a stupid bitch Trice! Tor just spent nearly two months making a special device so that you won't send people into combat rage and his butts covered with bed-sores. He can't walk and hasn't even eaten, the first thing he did was insist on coming here. The least you can do is open the door enough to get your present. It's actually really cool. I'd ask for one just as a decoration. Seriously though, stop being stupid now please? I don't think Tor has the energy to hang around here all day waiting for you to decide you don't hate him or whatever.”

Nothing happened for a second, then a sound of fumbling, a lock or bar on the inside, which made no sense to Tor. Was that so the firewood could have privacy? When the door opened, a fearsome sight peeked out, hair longer than Tor remembered, all brown frizz and curls, just a hint of blond at the tips. The blue eyes were feral and looked half insane.

“I don't hate him, he hates me. Because of you!” A finger pointed at the King, who didn't deny the accusation at all. It was true to an extent, except Tor didn't hate her. Far from it, obviously. 

The small and exhausted builder rolled his eyes.

“Like he said, stupid. Not true. Now take the device and let's go get cleaned up. Bed time soon. Food.” The croak was harsh and Tor realized that if they didn't hurry he was just going to fall asleep on the floor. 

Rolph practically had to wrestle with Trice to get her to put the thing on and she didn't comment on the little dragon at all, hardly even seeing it. She started to close herself back in the little storage room, but Rich put a hand out.

“No. Enough of that. The danger has been dealt with and all has returned to normal, more or less. We require both of you now. I'll give you both a day to fix yourselves, but no more. It's time to stop goofing off and get back to work now.” The voice was stern and all royal suddenly. 

Tor shrugged. Yeah, well building was his job, and Trice was his friend. If the King thought he had anything to do more important than helping her, he was mistaken. The girl came out though, which was a start. Tor managed to reach out and take her hand, the right one, with his left.

“Help me find Ali?” Was all he said. She was his wife and the fact that he hadn't shown concern for her first was telling. Too much so. 

Worst husband ever, Tor thought a little sullenly. She probably hated him now, his freaking out and scaring everyone like that. Spewing combat aura for days. Who did that? No one. It wasn't survivable. 

Dying would explain how awful he felt at least. Tor tried for a grin, but it didn't come to his face. Instead he just turned and started to float away slowly, Trice shambling along behind him, Rolph and the King next to her talking softly. It was the Prince that suggested they check the guest house for Alissa, since Karina and Tor's wife had set up shop there, so that they could pick Denno's brain for ideas.

“They want to hire the work done, but don't know who to go to for it. The Guild is harder to find than you might think. Not that I blame them, after all, it's a good idea, even if it does take a hundred thousand golds to get it done.”

A soft grunt came from the King.

“I keep wondering when Karina will figure out to ask our... friends about it.”

Tor got it. Their friends were the special army that Kolb ran. Armed with nearly the best magical devices in the world, trained hardened fighters put together to take on the hardest of special projects. This had to count.

Karina was even in the chain of command. If she told them she wanted Daria Glost killed, it would happen. 

Tor just nodded.

“Alright. I'll... I need to make some stuff first, so they can do it safely. Get her to stall for a bit?” Tor chuckled at the silence behind him. “Don't worry, it won't take months of work, but darn it, I'm building up a bit first. Working from school for a while, so get people ready.” Unless it wasn't there or something.

Rolph took a deep breath. “Um, Tor...” 

“Uh, yeah?” It sounded like he didn't know who he was for a second. That was silly though. It nearly made him want to laugh.

The giant red-head continued, his voice sounding worried, “I don't think you can pass this year. Neither of us can, we missed too much.”

Trice whimpered, like him not getting good grades would be some big deal.

“So? There's the building group to get with there and our friends. I have a house. Plus I want to get with all of them and Instructor Fines on some group work. I... May not personally be up to getting everything ready in time. We have people for that though now. I think. Maybe.”

They didn't talk about it after that, not for a while. Finally Richard put a large hand on his shoulder. It kind of hurt, even though it was nothing more than a reassuring weight. So, yeah, Tor got that he wasn't ready to do anything too heroic for a bit. He'd stressed his pattern.

Nearly to death. 

He didn't mention it though. Because while he intended to claim it was the work he’d done, and that had certainly been part of it, the days of combat rage had probably done most of the damage. Honestly, if he’d been doing anything but sitting at first, probably for weeks, he would have likely died. Trice would freak if she realized how close this had really come. Tor figured that if he tried to make even a simple cutter right then the effort would kill him. He'd just fall apart, for real.

Really, just reading someone too closely for too long might do it.

It had to be done though. Thank god, he'd gotten the work for Trice done and delivered first. Even if he died now, she'd be OK. When they got to the outside door Rolph skipped forward to open it for everyone. The King spoke gently to Tor, as if fearing he might be a bit mentally unstable, which wasn't fair. OK, sure, he'd nearly worked himself to death, but there had been a reason for it.

“So, you're going to live at the school?” 

“Um... no.” Tor didn't show anything externally and couldn't really. It was a side effect of the work he'd done, being so deep for so long. Finally he remembered to speak. It took effort.

“Checking in there, then getting with Smythe. I... don't think... I... Well, I promised I'd help.” Saying that he didn't think he'd be able to work building for a while might not go over so well, he realized. As it was Trice was still quietly sobbing.

After a while he spun to look at her. After all, she didn't cry softly, did she? It was odd...

Like something in her had broken.

“Trice is coming with me. Ali and Karina too. Traveling for a bit. Get Trice assigned to the investigation.” It came out as an order. 

To the King. 

Tor was actually trying to beg, but it just didn't sound like it at all, did it? Gods. Well, hopefully he'd survive the beating to come for insolence.

Rich patted his back again. It hurt, even if not the thrashing he deserved.

“Done. Hear that Patricia? You are, for the duration of this investigation, attached to Smythe of Westend. Both of you need to report to him first thing in the morning. Arrange the rest of your schedule around that.”

They continued walking slowly, floating that way in his case.

Ali was easy to find, she and Karina were sitting in the main dining room of the guest house, maps and papers laid out all over the table, calling things out to Denno, who worked scrubbing the floor with a brush. He actually noticed them first, and looked up with a grin. It was “Greg”, but Tor got it, without checking his field even.

“Little brother! So good to see you. Finished your project then?” He stood up and dropped the brow bristled brush in the sudsy wooden bucket. 

“Yep. Sorry it took so long everyone. I blame laziness and intractable slowness in my working skills.”

“Tor!” Ali said it first and ran to him, she stopped in front of him and looked to be about to hug him, but stopped.

“Oh... What... do you need? Food? Water? I...” She didn't wait, turning to Denno.

“Run to the kitchen and get food for him please? Water...” They had a pitcher on the table, and a nice glass with ice in it was handed to him moments later. She brought the whole thing though, cool enough for beads of condensation to start forming on the outside of the glass as he finished the water. She gave him two more, one right after the other. It tasted incredible.

Sweet, even if it was just pure water.

Then he realized that he hadn't checked it for poison. It was a slow realization and he didn't worry about it overly, since it had already probably been checked six times before it got set on the Princesses work table and twice more by the people sitting there. Tor automatically started his own check, just reaching out to the water with his mind.

And passed out.

Ah.

It was the only thing he could think when he came back, being shaken ever so gently by a tense looking wife as everyone else stood around with fear in their eyes. Except Trice who sobbed gently in the back. At first Tor didn't get it, but then looked down to see that his shirt front was covered with blood. 

Nose bleed? He touched his face to make sure.

Yep. 

Oops.

He blinked and accepted the cloth that Richard handed to him, one that was white and probably wouldn't be used for anything else now, no matter how well they cleaned it. It led him to start into an idea about how to clean fabrics without water. It was basically just like the earth moving equipment, only it would have to include oils and bits of biological material too... He'd even had the idea before, so...

Tor sighed and forced himself to smile, even if he didn't really have the energy. 

“I... Hey, could someone takes notes for me?” Tor started speaking about the idea to the room, and without pause, Rich sat down, grabbed a pen and paper and started writing.

It was embarrassing, but he did have nice penmanship, a far nicer hand than Tor really.

When he finished the bleeding had stopped, letting him take the fabric from his face.

“Ah, well... Um.” He didn't know what to say to anyone. They all just watched him, not being useful at all. No one even tried to cover the silence, waiting for him to speak.

Jerks.

He was obviously in distress. The least they could do was help him out with some kind of face saving cover story, right? Tor smiled at that, a genuine if tired thing and winked at Ali, since she, out of the whole room, deserved the truth. But he didn't think Trice could handle it...

That was a lie.

She was strong, even after having been locked in a room by her own hand for months. It was more that Tor didn't want to risk her having an emotional reaction to what he had to say. That was cowardly though. 

Darn this being a grown-up anyway, he thought, looking around.

“OK. Well, I...” How did he explain it? He wanted to shake his head and let them all guess, but soldiered on. It had to be done, it was kind of important. 

Even he could see that.

Rolph stepped in, looking half freaked and ready to cry himself.

“Tor?”

“Oh... Yeah, so um, I pushed a little harder making that device for Trice than was wise, so I need to back off and act like a real person for a while, instead of a building machine. This,” he gestured at his face, indicating the bleeding that had pretty much stopped, at least for now. 

“This was due to me trying to check the water for poison directly, so, you know, that's kind of telling...”

At first everyone just looked at him blankly, not speaking or even shifting too much. Except Trice who started sobbing harder.

“Oh, hush Trice. It isn't that big of a deal, I just need to not doing any building for a while again.” Because, if he did, he'd die. That was all. 

They got it.

Well, Ali didn't, but Karina explained it to her pretty well.

“He pushed himself nearly to death. If he does even one more thing right now, anything... I think he'll just die. Can,” She took a breath so long and slow that for a minute it didn't seem like she'd say anything more.

“Will... you survive this? Can you recover?” Her voice sounded dark, gloomier than he'd heard it in months even. 

Tor snorted, a far more credible one this time, no nearly choking to death or anything, so an improvement already.

“Yeah. It's like... just pretend I'm sick or something for a bit. No vigorous building or field work for a while and, you know, kind of keep the Tor beatings down for a time. I'll be fine. I just totally mismanaged this build, that was all. I needed to sit my butt down and plan, working slowly on it over a longer time, let it grow organically, not plunge in and play hero.” He shrugged, a motion that seemed weak and pathetic even to him. 

“What can I say, I want Trice to like me.” He grinned.

Trice started to punch him. 

It was a thing she did.

Bully. 

Tor smiled at her sweetly.

“Um, seriously though love, do that and I may actually die right now. Even with a shield on.” That probably wasn't true. Not covered like he was, but...

Yeah, it was a real point. Everyone acted scared for a bit, that or gloomy. Except Ali, who started barking orders like a general.

“Let's get you cleaned and into bed then. Here. Um, Alphonse? Get us a room please. Kari, get one for Trice. King Richard, if you'd help me get them settled? We need them cleaned and in bed. Now.”

Everyone just did what she said. 

It was cute.

Tor was led to his regular room there, which no one was staying in anyway, and Trice was just a few down the hall. The tub in the bathing chamber of his room was mostly filled and the water heated to warm. Richard had to help him in, which was embarrassing, but needed. He really couldn't manage it on his own.

The water stung the sores on his backside and legs horribly, but Tor didn't let it show as Ali and the King slowly washed the non-broken parts of his skin. They didn't use soap at first, but Ali finally did, making the wounds in the water burn. It wasn't even real lye soap either, just the lavender goop they used at the palace. 

Finally they took him out and patted him dry, letting him float in the air using his Not-flyer, until the water all evaporated.

There was a bustle from the other room, so when Ali decided he was good for it, he got to put on loose and flowing “invalid” clothes, made by the magical amulet around his neck, which looked like silk. All in white. Tor changed the color to deep red as he floated, one half brown almost. It was cheery and would hide any blood that leaked from the wounds. 

Ali just smiled, thinking he was being playful and taking it as a good sign. Richard grunted softly, but didn't mention his real thoughts on it openly.

“Steward, bring me my brown trousers.” He muttered instead. An old joke, about facing a battle and hiding the results.

Tor nodded.

“I can't use a healing device right now. So, for the time being, that's pretty much the size of it. On the good side, I don't think I can get an infection of any kind, so no huge thing.” It really wasn't. Sometimes it paid to be a freakish semi-Ancient or whatever the heck he was.

The noise had been Rolph and Denno coming in with food. Trice sat at the table, looking at the plate in front of her, loaded with goodies. It looked and smelled good, but Tor noticed his place had a small bowl of oatmeal. Plain. He sighed, but that really was about the right speed for now. Throwing up would be...

Bad at the moment.

He hovered next to the table instead of sitting. The sores hurt less that way. Plus the table was high enough for it. He could work the spoon on his own, thank goodness, even though Ali looked like she wanted to do it for him. He winked at her and ate, suddenly not feeling hungry at all. He got the food down though.

Denno looked at him floating and shook his head.

“So, that doesn't take energy from you? Not at all?” He waved in a general way at the air under Tor’s feet.

“No... Why?”

“Oh, well, it might be more comfortable for you to sleep using that for a few days then. We used to do that, when we went into space. Just float weightless to sleep. Most relaxing to tell the truth. You don't want to do it forever, because you need to move and get your health back, but for a few days it will let you get real rest.” The look on his face was baffled though, almost like he was humoring Tor.

“Oh, right. You aren't mocking me, you just don't think that this is really magic. Um, seriously, can't you just think of it as a different kind of science? If I have it right it really is, or maybe a technology, but the basic rules really are the same.,,”

Denno sighed and shook his head slowly.

“No. I know it's strange, but... I just can't. I've never been able to. Green and I have had this conversation a thousand times, literally, and it's just something I have to accept, I can't see it. I mean, I see you floating there, but I keep secretly looking for wires or a trick. I was programmed not to believe in such things. I never really knew why even. Most of us have something like that though. Personally I think the scientists where just trying to act cool at the time. Show off what they could do.”

Rolph snagged a piece of fruit from Trice's plate, strawberry it looked like and munched for a second.

“Cool? Tor says that sometimes. What does it mean? I always figured it was a Two Bends thing...” 

The Ancient shook his head a little.

“No, not at all, I don't believe. It's an old, old word, it translates both into “cold” or possibly chilly, and was used to signify “good” or “pleasant” I'm surprised he knows it...” The man shrugged.

“Or maybe not. Even clones and twins share thoughts and memories at times. Another thing I didn't believe in for a long time, but Burks is Tor. I suppose it almost has to happen, especially if they spend any time together at all.”

The Prince nodded as if that actually made sense, and Tor was about to ask more, but he noticed the Trice wasn't eating. His little bowl was nearly empty, but the only food gone from her plate was what Rolph had taken.

“Trice...” He waved gently at her plate. “Eat something.”

He sounded bored, bland and sleepy. That was pretty accurate so he smiled.

“Because I'm going to sleep soon, whether I want to or not and we need to plan things out tomorrow. So... Do it or I'll...” He really couldn't do anything could he. Even pouting wouldn't work, since he was about to fall asleep at the table, lights on in the room or not.

So he waved at her instead.

“Or I'll make sure you get assigned all the really cruddy jobs from Smythe.”

It was lame, but she forced a smile and took a bite of some kind of green melon. It looked good, but he really couldn't eat any more just then. Instead he floated over to a corner and closed his eyes. It really was comfortable, just floating like that. Hours later, maybe longer, the sun hit him in the eye as it came through the window. He was still tired, exhausted and sore, but felt all right otherwise. 

Until he tried to land on his feet. That did not work at all. He stopped the fall by triggering the Not-flyer again though and decided to just try and do what he could for a while, instead of forcing himself into manic levels of work. It was lazy, but...

Yeah.

He really did want to live.

Smiling he went to the bathroom and shaved, which took an hour, and a lot of work. He looked thin in the mirror, haggard and young. Like a slightly funny looking little boy that someone had forgotten to feed for a while. His stomach made a noise that felt far away, sounded like that too. He grinned, at least his body knew what it wanted. Food. He made himself finish cleaning up first and dressed in more loose silk clothing. It didn't look very professional, or adult, but it also didn't rub in any inconvenient places. 

Ali wasn't in the bed, but it had clearly been slept in, so Tor floated to the door, hoping to score some food, if possible. Really, it should be, but he knew he might have to go get it himself. It wasn't like there would be servants standing around to wait on him. Really, there simply shouldn't be. He wasn't that important.

It took a second for him to work the door and he heard the urgent, but low, voices coming from in front of his door before he got it open all the way. The scene was funny, in a way. Trice stood behind Marvin Ward, on his countess’s arm, and the giant man whispered to a girl with short hair, a real fighters cut, leaving soft brown fuzz only, who had her hands on her hips and seemed to be about ready to throw down with the man.

“Go away. I heard what you did to him, and if you try it again, I'll... well, I may be your Squire Sir Patricia, but if you think I won't-” 

Trice didn't move or say anything, but Maria's eyes went wide when he floated out and the girl stopped talking and looked back at him. She looked familiar, but taller than when they'd last met.

“Tor!” Gemma spun and started to grab him up in a hug, but didn't, turning back to the “threat” at hand. 

She was a good Squire after all. Better at it apparently than he'd ever been. Or maybe not, since she was openly defying her Knight to protect him. Oops. Tor patted her on the back, getting her to look at him. She spoke quickly her voice low. Deadly.

Very cute. She was only thirteen. Tor blinked then and nearly shook his head. No, that was wrong, she had to be fourteen now. An adult.

“Run Tor, I'll hold them here.” It wasn't said seriously though, a hint of playfulness coming into her voice. 

Good. 

Maria sank to her knees and started to go all the way down to the floor, Marvin started to follow, but Tor held his hand out, the left one. The move was weak, but the Count stopped.

“Lets... not. I can't do the whole bowing and scraping thing today, maybe not for a while, and I no doubt owe the larger portion of the apologies all around. Can we just call it good and pretend the whole incident just didn't happen, and you know, um, not wake me up like that anymore please, Maria?”

She stood up, looking lovely, but a little tear streaked and nodded somberly.

“Yes, my lord.” Her voice was incredibly humble, which made Tor raise his eyebrows. He could do that at least. Good to know.

“Stop that. You're a Countess, and I'm not the “lord” of anything.” He gestured to the Count with a smile.

“By the way, um, it would be good if you didn't wake me up that way either Marv. Same goes for you Gemma. I knew you when you were shorter than me after all. It would be too weird.” 

The girl grinned and nodded.

“Alright. You didn't mention Sir Patricia though...” The tone was naughty. 

Tor mock glared at the side of Gemma's head. Trice just stood in the back and looked at the floor, not even bothering to try and cry, just looked hopeless.

Tor shrugged, “Yeah, well, she's my girlfriend, so the rules are different for her, aren't they?”

For some reason that got a pleased gasp, from Maria. The Count straightened and then bowed his head just a little, a smile on his face at the words. Trice didn't move. Not for a while.

“What? I...” She stopped.

That really was an annoying thing. Tor hated it, people just stopping like that. She what? Didn't like him that way? Wanted to have a duel in the hallway? Thought he smelled like rhubarb? It could be anything, and he wouldn't know, because he couldn't check her field to get at the information. 

Finally Maria hugged her, “I knew he was too good a man to let my indiscretion cast to you on the wind love. I can take his scorn, it's no less than I deserve. But I'm so happy for you!”

Tor was confused. He was scorning people? How exactly? OK, he'd kind of flipped like a goon, going all combat rage on a good looking woman for doing things that most men would gladly pay a lot of gold for. There were circumstances though, not the least of which was that he'd been asleep when it happened. If people wanted clear thinking they needed to at least let him wake up before having to make decisions. 

Plus, really, by the noble rules, well, he'd been in the wrong...

It hit him then.

He'd been the Doretta, acting like he had. God these stupid rules sucked. Back in Two Bends when you messed up you just had to say “Hey, sorry about that, I was wrong, we all good now?” or something similar. Here it was a big speech, with groveling and abasements. Tor steeled himself and closed his eyes, then slowly sank to the floor. It kind of hurt, his body not ready for it, and everyone took a step back, as if fearing he was passing out or something.

“I... Forgive me Maria. I acted rashly, and without grace. It was not my desire to make you feel scorned or lessened, I just didn't think, caring only for my own concerns at the moment. I cannot expect forgiveness, but please know that I did not wish you harm. If-” 

For some reason she started crying when he spoke then. Tor didn't get it, not until she collected herself almost a minute later. Marvin had tears in his eyes too. Trice looked...

Pissed.

“Oh, get up Tor.” She snapped, nearly the way she used to when he was doing something particularly stupid. Like working himself nearly to death.

“We get it, you're perfect and the rest of us aren't. No need to rub it in.”

Tor rose, just by turning the Not-flyer back on and looked at everyone, the Wards had their heads down and Trice looked half ready to hit him... Gemma however just... laughed. Hard. Oh, she buried it behind a fist, face turning red, but it was real enough. After a second, when she didn't stop, he turned to her and shrugged.

“OK, what? Did I mess something up again? I just meant, you know, that I was sorry for hurting her feelings, that's all. I... Gods and little puppies, I don't know the rules yet at all, do I? I really thought getting married would make all this social stuff easier, but so far no joy on that score.” He turned to the Wards and Trice and sighed.

“If I gave offense... you know, if I did, screw it, will you? I know that you're all good people and like to think I am too. I didn't ever want bad feelings between us and we're friends, right? So, you know, “there are no debts between friends”. If I need to do more... Write it out for me or something?” 

He was still too tired and weak for all this crud. Marvin stared for a minute, while Trice glared at him, still looking ready to kick his behind, possibly for real and Maria cried, if more softly. She had a knack for loud sobbing, but was keeping things pretty subdued.

Tor sighed.

“Alright, you can all explain what an evil and retarded bumpkin I am while I get something to eat. If I can find anything. I don't know when the closest meal is...”

Gemma did and told them that it was nearly breakfast time, or near enough no one in the kitchen would complain, being about nine already. She led them all to the dining room, the nice green and wood one that Tor liked and ran off to see to having it delivered for everyone. Tor sat across from Trice, the giant Count next to him, but cozily, not the ten feet apart that was supposed to be the tradition. No one ever did that though. Not at the palace. Not even people that might suddenly start killing each other.

The head of the table was left empty, which Tor figured was just due to the fact that none of them was really in charge there, it being the King’s place. That was shown to be wrong though, when both the King and Queen walked into the room shortly after, with his own wife, two Princesses, one who looked ready to give birth right then, a tall and wild looking bearded Count Peterson and Smythe of Westend. 

At least Tor was just floating in place, so he didn't have to get up and move his chair. Oddly he got to stay, while everyone else stood and played royal musical chairs, trying to figure out who sat where based on rank and current favor. Really, he figured, he should have been near the far end of the table, in the poison seat, having neglected his duties for as long as he had. Being infirmed seemed to be getting him out of the worst of the trouble though. No one even suggested a beating. Not yet at least. Trice still glared at him and Maria still had moist eyes. Count Ward had recovered though and smiled at him, from his new place, most of the way down the table. 

Maria was at the very end, signifying her as the most out of favor personally. Connie had told her to sit there herself, glaring a bit when she did it. 

At least he had Ali sitting next to him now. That was a relief. She could explain what had happened maybe? Only, not, of course, during the meal. She smiled a lot though and covertly held his hand under the edge of the table. It was obvious what she did, but no one seemed bothered by it. Connie just looked at him, fear in her eyes, or possibly worry, and smiled a little weakly. Then, he looked horrible didn't he?

The food was good but he couldn't eat a lot yet. He just got full too fast. That would probably take a week or two to regulate back to normal. He felt better already though. People made small talk around him, which he just listened too. 

Count Peterson looked at him suddenly and took a deep breath as soon as the last dish was taken off the table and drinks, brown combat rage sludge and for him a tumbler of clean water. It was chill, but not really cold. Good though, when he sipped it.

“So, um, Lord Baker, about the disposition of the Flight School, I was wondering if we could forgo rents on the place? It's for the war after all and it would be a hardship to work out who exactly had to pay for it at this late date.” The man didn't seem humble about it really, but he also didn't seem like he was kidding, it took a few blinks for Tor’s mind to catch up.

Right, he had the use of the Wildlands, didn't he. The flight school was there, as well as his old house. Still, Lord Baker? Tor smiled and shook his head, making the man scowl a little.

“Um, sure, there's obviously no rent on the land, as long as improvements are made I mean. I have some growing projects coming up, so if some of the men could help with that? Planting some seeds and arranging water flows. They could combine it with flight practice maybe? I don't want to take up all their time or anything, but if anyone is willing to help, that would be good. Kind of part of why I get the land.”

The wild looking man let his eyes go wide for a second, and smiled. 

“That's more than fair. Honestly the men have been getting a little lazy to tell the truth. We have a few sections deployed, but most of the time they’re just practicing now. This is the most boring war I ever heard of. Get with me on what is required and we'll make it happen.” As an afterthought the man bowed his head a little and smiled. “Lord Baker.”

Tor shook his head again, which got Varley to giggle behind her hand.

“Oh! No one mentioned that to you?” She looked at the King, who gave her a look, one that clearly said “shut up” but then he smiled.

“No dear, I haven't brought it up yet. Things aren't settled and it seemed unwise to dump anything more on his shoulders at the moment.”

Tor tilted his head.

“Um, what? You know that just saying that and then not telling me is mean right? What's the joke? Did you name me “Lord of Children's Entertainers” or something like that? If so, I'm totally out of my depth. I guess I can get up to speed. Do they even have a guild?” He mugged a little, getting a soft titter from the group as a whole. For a second Tor wondered if they really had. Well, as long as he didn't have to rip his field apart, or do more than suggest that the capering and merry making looked good that day, he'd deal.

The King smiled.

“Counselor of Magics. It's a new position, but one that seems needed with all the new devices coming on the market.” For some reason he didn't seem to be kidding. 

The room murmured at him then, “Lord Baker.”

Ah. So not a joke? Goody, more work. Well, as long as it was mainly him nodding his head and telling people good job...

The King continued then looking not at him, but Smythe.

“For now however, both Baker and Morgan are assigned to you Counselor Smythe. For the current investigation. Other than those duties, both are to rest. You have the resources of the kingdom to assure that.” 

Smythe didn't smile, “Yes, Sire.” 

Then he turned to the others and nodded. “After this discussion we meet.” 

A simple enough command. Tor answered, amiably enough. Trice grunted softly, still glaring at Tor as if he'd beaten her puppy. Had he somehow? Maria was her girlfriend and if she thought he was trying to be mean to her, that would do it. Still, how would that work given what he'd said? Had he really gotten something that wrong? Maria still looked miserable. Hugely so. How had an apology caused that? 

Blinking Tor realized that that Ali, sitting next to him, was shaking his arm gently. He glanced at her as she spoke, her gaze going across the table.

Karina looked at him expectantly, as if she'd just asked a question. Tor shook his head, making her face fall. Gah. This was all so hard.

“Sorry, what? I was thinking and didn't hear that.” 

“I asked if I can go with you back to Lairdgren, just to visit?”

“Oh... Well, yeah, I don't know when that will be, and it has to be OK'd by Veren and George, as well as your parents of course, but they already kind of said yes, but, I mean, I have the room and can get you back at need. Should work. Better, I'll just give you a fast carriage and you can take care of that yourself.” It wasn't a perfect plan, because she might try and use it to go after Daria, but as long as she agreed not to and go with using the professionals for that instead, it was a good idea. Really, they should all have them. Tor sighed. Well, he wasn't making them, was he?

No.

The Lairdgren group was. He nodded.

“So, I'll get those down for all of you as soon as possible.” 

No one said anything about it, probably thinking, rightfully so, that “as soon as possible” meant months, or years. He let them. It would be a good project for the kids at school, wouldn't it?

After everyone largely left, he floated along with Trice and the older white haired Counselor to his plain, nearly austere, chambers. When they got there he sat Trice down and indicated a good place for Tor to hover. 

“The case has stalled. Right now we're in the portion where we desperately grasp at straws and admit to ourselves that without another attack, we simply have nothing to go on. I have the interview playbacks, which both of you should go over. Maybe one of you will find something I missed? Other than that, I simply don't have use for you yet. Until then, I think that it would serve well enough for you both to go to Lairdgren and take care of matters there.” He spread both hands, a thing which got Trice's attention, and some raised eyebrows, but no comment.

“If you could make certain you're both reachable within, say, a days notice? I know that would normally be impossible, but given everything...” 

“We can do that. I'll see to it.” Tor said more firmly than he thought he could really manage. Good, but odd. 

Smythe rose and ushered them out with a fatherly wave.

“Good. I'm not truly certain why I've been, honored, with having both of you as assistants, but right now I'd take a diseased donkey if it would help. I truly dislike this kind of investigation. Every day I fail to find the killer, it's a chance another innocent dies.” He seemed really sad about it, but Tor understood. He held his right hand out to the man, which he took, if awkwardly.

“Each day we fail. We will find them and stop them. Whatever the cost.” He sounded bold when he said it. Stupidly so.

“Whatever the cost.” Trice added softly, almost crying again.

Smythe just bowed, a little, towards them both.

 

 

 

 

Chapter fourteen

 

“OK, Trice, spill already, I clearly did something wrong and you clearly want to scream at me over it, so, let it out and we can move past it or I can try and fix it or at least feel bad about what an awful person I am.” They were both in the front of the carriage, a fast one, sitting side by side. She was driving, being better at it than he was and nearly back to normal, physically at least. A little thin, but nothing a few good meals and some exercise wouldn't fix. Everyone else was in the back.

That included the Wards for some reason, which he was almost fine with. It wasn't his idea of a fun good time, but, well, he'd said they were all friends now, hadn't he? It meant that he had to let the past with them go.

Except for them getting a bunch of girls pregnant to punish Rolph. He'd forgive his part in it, but Ward had better step the heck up and make sure his child, even if claimed by Count Peterson, didn't suffer for it. Ever. That was part of being a good friend too though, wasn't it? Making sure your buddies didn't mess up too much?

Next to him, Trice went a bit stiff through the face, lips turning white. Then she growled at him.

“You know what you did.” It sounded angry. 

Tor just grinned and shook his head.

“No, not this time love. You know that I'm not from here, and that a lot of the rules I know are totally different than the ones you know. If I messed up, either fill me in or let it go, because I really don't have the energy to play three weeks of “you know what you did” followed by two of “It's nothing” and you should get that. Just sitting here is killing my behind you know. Granted, that's my fault, but, you know, it means I'm not up to taking a lot of extra emotional trauma right now. Poor weak little me... So, seriously, what is it?” It could be anything, from giving her the little dragon amulet to, he just didn't know, what she said, voice low and hissing, was unexpected though.

“What did you do? Oh, let's see... That's right, Maria went to bow to you, to humble herself for raping you and you didn't let her. Then, even being sick, nearly to death, you laid on the floor and begged her forgiveness for... I heard it and I still don't know what you were thinking.” She growled again.

“You humbled them Tor. You flat out told them that you were so much better than they are that their apologies don't matter, that no matter what they did to you, you were always the one in control, the “Lord of the Mighty”. People have gone to war over so much less... It would have been better if you just pissed in their faces! At least then they could dodge or take it as a punishment. That's what you did.”

Well. That explained it. Gah. No wonder Trice was angry with him. Tor looked down. His butt hurt. The backs of his legs too, where they touched the seat.

“Alright. I screwed up there then. I really... Well first, rape? I mean I guess it was a violation, but, can a man be raped? I suppose a large man could do it, but... And anyway, I said we were friends, right? So even if she did violate me against my will, I have to let that go. It's a rule.” Tor leaned into her, almost to her right ear.

“How do I fix it though? I... Gods. Do I... No, I just have no clue here. Help!” He whispered it, but the desperation in his voice was real enough, if a little playful. 

Trice glared at him. Then, turning to face front she nodded.

“Alright, if you really mean all that, I'll help you fix it. You won't like it though, I can tell you that right now. Though I suppose that if it has to be done, now’s the time for it. Seriously though Tor... Learn to let other people apologize when they wrong you. It's about the worst thing you could have done at all.”

She didn't speak after that, landing in front of Alissa's house. Their house really, but everyone called the one outside the Capital his, so why not? It seemed fair. One good thing about being sick, or whatever they decided to call his current state, perhaps “terminally stupid” worked better, Tor wasn't expected to help with the luggage. Not that hitting a sigil was all that hard to manage. Still, Rolph did that for him without asking if he should. The Wards had a case each and everyone else had either a tiny chest, like Ali and Tor did, or a soft bag.

There were twelve people in all, about the carrying capacity of the old style carriage that Trice had, a lot of them in Royal Guard uniforms. It was kind of obvious Tor realized when they got inside.

Oops. Yeah, they probably didn't want to advertise overly. Karina was a Princess, and someone Tor knew, of course, but “Rolph Merchant” probably wouldn't. It was confusing, but no one else seemed to care about that. The royals all shrugged and Veren just glared at Tor. 

“It’s your fault, you fix it.” The giant man rumbled at him, making the Wards both stiffen. Maria's face went sharp.

“How dare you!” She was actually shaking when she said it and approached Veren like she wanted to take him out back and teach him some manners herself. It was almost cute, except for the fact that Veren looked so baffled by it.

“Pardon Countess Ward?” He said, his voice going soft and servile without hesitation. “I'm not certain what you mean?”

“You can't treat him like that! He's... A Knight and a Countier! He's been named the Magical Counselor for the entire kingdom and... You can't speak to him that way!” Then she punched him. In the middle. Flesh hit shield and her hand just stopped as George moved between then casually. Veren just took a step back and bowed. Very low.

“Sorry ma'am...” He sounded so confused it was nearly charming. Oddly enough Karina walked up and stood in front of Countess Ward and bowed a bit too.

“Don't worry, Veren just meant that he thinks Tor screwed up and should fix it. That's all.” It didn't seem to help until Trice laughed and put her right arm over Maria's shoulder.

“Yeah. Don't worry, it’s a thing people like to do to Tor every now and then. Let's see what he comes up with, since he can't just build his way out of it this time.”

Tor sighed.

“Right. So Royal Guards and cute Princesses with me. Everyone else...” He was going to say they should make themselves at home, but Bonita came out then and stared at the decently large group, looking worried, until she saw Tor, then she looked pale suddenly.

“Um... welcome?” The words were soft and suddenly so shy that Tor floated over to her and gently kissed her on the cheek.

“Hey love. Brought guests for a bit. Is that all right? We should have gotten in touch with you first...” It was a good point he realized. She'd been living there the whole time after all. Sp it was her house too and here he was, high handedly bringing in a trove of strangers.

Though not all of them were.

“Nita?” Maria ran to her with a squeal of happiness. 

They were half sisters after all and actually liked each other. Maria started chattering in a rapid, high pitched tone that Tor still couldn't quite make sense of, though Bonita and Trice both could. A girl thing maybe?

Tor smiled, “Count Ward, why don't you come with us too?” He had an idea after all. 

Half an hour later he walked them all out of the back parlor, dressed to look like towns folk for the most part, and using the disguise amulets, finally, he got to play around with making them all look totally different than they did before. As a lark they did one up for the count too, making him a long haired, red headed man, with skin that almost matched Rolph's in tone, added lines to the package, aging him up a lot and reshaped the nose to match too.

Then he got dressed in a nice velvet black and green outfit with black leather boots. It was all magic, but other than the height, he fit the part. 

“William Merchant.” Tor introduced him with a grin. “Rolph's da.”

Everyone laughed, except the Royal Guard who stared. Finally George, who looked younger and more golden skinned, like a southerner, nodded.

“Very good. I see it. Yes.”

Kari Merchant looked way different too. Heavier by about fifty pounds, a lot of that breast, and hips, which made her look pretty good, if Tor did say so himself. She had long red hair, which was close to her normal color, but a rather unfortunate port wine stain birthmark on her face. Her rounded and slightly mannish looking face. It was easier to add layers of light than not. Even the flesh felt right though, if someone touched it. Or the hair. It was all shield, but it moved right. Tor reached out and made her butt just a bit bigger. 

Trice laughed, but not for long.

“No, really, I have to admit, that's about perfect. This even makes sense, William Merchant is a successful trader and has guards, brought his daughter to visit... and while they could stay in town, it only makes sense that Rolph's buddy Tor would open his home... Now we just have to make Maria match. So... Rolph's sister or... no... mom. That would work. Here,” she sat Maria down and started in on her with a vengeance.

In five minutes she looked twenty years older, sixty pounds heavier and like smiling was simply not her hobby at all. The eyes all got changed too, Kari getting plain brown, like her “mom” and Will, as Tor decided to call the man, getting the same blue that Rolph had. After all, they were family. That made everyone look different.

Veren walked over to Tor and nodded.

“Alright. I have to admit that's better than I thought you'd do. Think of it first next time. We were seen landing. It would have worked better if we'd gotten out looking like this.”

After a moment Tor understood. Veren was doing what they always did at weapons and fight practice. He saw a flaw, so he immediately pointed it out. Maria, who didn't have a new name yet, stiffened, looking far fiercer now than a few moments before, but Tor nodded back.

“Good point. I'll try to keep that in mind.”

Then, since it was nearing lunch time, Tor decided to collect up some people and see about getting something to eat in town. After all, he couldn't take Rolph's parents to the school dining hall, could he? That would look shabby. It meant going to get Rolph though, who'd come back the day before to set things up. He was a good friend that way.

They found him in the room he shared with Tor, and smiled when he walked in.

“They haven't even kicked us out yet, can you believe it? I'm not sure why though. We can't complete the term, but everyone is letting us back into classes anyway. I checked for everyone, because, you know, why should I be the only one to suffer?” He stopped and smiled at the people that crowded in. 

Kari ran up to her brother and squealed a little, a lower sound than would have normally been. Something she was faking personally, but Tor could make that work with a device too... Which he decided to just write down, later.

“Rolph! So good to see you!” She all but tackled him in a hug.

Wide eyed he patted her back and looked nervous, obviously not recognizing her at all. A half beat later Maria moved in to do the same and finally Count Ward, who raised the normal pitch of his voice nearly to a deep tenor, did the same.

“Son! How's school life been treating you?” The accent was, nearly perfectly, standard merchant class. 

“Um... Fine sir.” It was strange, no doubt, but Rolph got that something was going on and until someone either came to help him escape, or at least explained, would just play along. Tor got it. He pointed to each of the players as soon as the door shut.

“Rolph, This gentleman is William Merchant. Next to him is his wife, your mother, Mary, and your sister, Kari Merchant. They came to visit and are staying at my house for a few days. They brought some guards, which is a little bit of putting on airs, don't you think? Still, they all seem nice. I was just going to take them to lunch.” Tor stopped and furrowed his forehead a bit, still floating in place. It was still too hard to really walk any distance, though he could stand now, which he needed to make himself do whenever possible he decided, so set down.

“We, so you know where the working group is? I want to take them too. Lyn needs her allowance if nothing else and I should check the others too, make sure they have what they need.”

“Uh, yeah, I made contact yesterday. Um, I can run get them, or those not too busy at least. I fear you've infected them all Tor. Driving themselves like, well, you always do. I suggest you also point out the potential down sides to that.” He left then, leaving everyone standing, which was a little rude.

Of course, he came back with Wensa in tow, as well as Backus, who was both a Royal Guard and a music instructor. One of the best at the school. Tor held a hand out to him and shook, then gave Wensa a small hug, like he would his own sister if she'd been there. 

Rolph smiled and wrinkled his nose at both those things, but didn't smirk about it.

“I got Sam to run and fetch everyone else. Would it be all right if Instructors Wensa and Backus join us?”

That got a low chuckle from Trice, but everyone else played it straight. Tor mock glared at her.

“Yes, always. I may need Instructor Backus' help getting back into violin lessons, once I can hold it again. Instructor Binchly would of course be within her rights to beat me in the commons for missing so much, but, honestly, I can't survive that right now.” He was sending a message, but it was a real enough one and not in code. Wensa got it and tilted her head.

“That rough?” Was all she said.

“Yes. But you know, sit around like I have and... Well it adds up.” Tor smiled, because she really did know all of that and really trying to talk to her in code about it was stupid.

He looked around the room and then winked at Rolph.

“Everyone is in disguise. Two hundred gold if you figure out who your family is by the end of the meal. Don't say it all out loud there though. I want to see which of the kids figures it out first. I guess... Hmm, this is a hard one. Lyn or... Mark I think. He's a third year, which is when he should be starting to get really curious about things.”

They walked to the restaurant, of course, except Tor, who floated. Not being able to do it any other way, except maybe flying outright. He hadn't built the controls for that without using his hands yet, but it was coming. Later though. Really, he didn't think any of the kids would be able to do it yet, since it was really complex. Then again, underestimating these people would be a mistake.

Lyn walked beside him and got him to drop back a bit, not two minutes into the walk. Just a gentle motion of her head and some eye contact.

“Tor? These people... They, I think they're making themselves look different than they really do, is it, I mean, do we need to fight? I... have a cutter.” She sounded scared, so he put his hand on her back as they moved along. It was firm for a girl, but not more than it should be with regular work outs. Apparently she'd kept up with her new fighting classes. 

“We're good. They're all friends. Good catch though. Don't mention it to the others. I want to see if they get it too.”

“Oh. Alright.” She smiled then, happy and walked a little faster so she was next to Guide. They linked arms, which was something new, Tor thought. Then, how would he know? He hadn't exactly been around had he? Plus it also may not mean anything. If he did that with Mrs. Merchant, no one would think anything of it, right? 

Except Maria.

The meal went well and he covered it all, since he invited everyone. Rolph started to get the tip, but his dad just chuckled and took care of it with a wink. Ward was amazingly good in his role and Maria managed to keep her mouth shut enough that it was hard to pick up on who she was. Kari, for her part, just kept staring at Sam, a meaningful enough interplay that it left the boy blushing. He did glance back though. So, as long as Kari wasn't just teasing the boy, Tor had no problem with it. After all, she wasn't his sister.

After the meal, the kids all had to get back to work, mainly classes or copying. He pulled Sandra aside before she could run off, and set up a meeting.

“New work stuff. Can we meet tonight?”

“Sure. I was going to do some work, but I can wait a day...” She grinned at him for a second. “Your room or mine?” She was decent looking, so it was a natural enough thing for her to add, and even assume that sex was the real plan. If he wasn't so worn down he'd have switched up to it, or been tempted to at least, but instead he held his hand out.

“Read my field. Carefully though.” He waited.

After a few seconds she gasped. Then she took her hand away, slowly enough everyone else noticed.

“What did you do?” Her words were half accusation, half awe.

Tor pointed at the little dragon on the left side of Trice’s shoulder.

“That.”

Sandra walked to it and started to put a hand out, then froze and made eye contact with Patricia.

“Would it be all right? I won't turn it off or anything, just...”

“Go ahead.” She stood still while a single finger came towards it.

Sandra didn't say anything for a while. A long while. Finally she stepped back and made a face.

“I see. You need to show that to Instructor Fines. I'm not even half good enough to tell you it's good. Of course, you're nearly dead, so I hope the build was worth it? I don't know how you're even managing to be out of bed. I've seen dead people with more field cohesion.” She looked at Trice and then Rolph, who was standing back, by his “mother”. 

“I don't mean that as a joke either, I've literally seen it... Don't let him do, anything in regards to building. For... I don't know how long. Just don't.”

Tor sighed, “yeah, worth it. But point taken, hence the need to get you all up to speed. For a while you and the rest of the group have to make sure we keep up with what the kingdom needs for the war. So tonight? No sex this time?”

The girl laughed at him. Or at least the words he used.

“Ten? Or, do you need to be asleep by then?” It was a real question, not just a joke at his expense.

“I think I can make it that long. Bring the others, if they're available. If not, well, then make them understand as soon as they are, if I'm not around.” 

Her face fell a bit, but she nodded. 

Of course she got how close he really was to being dead, didn't she? In her mind that probably meant that he thought he wouldn't make it. It was one option, but so far he'd gotten stronger, so he liked his odds well enough. For now at least. Until someone attacked him or poisoned him or maybe just got him to accidentally push himself too hard.

They, everyone but the building group, went back to “Ali's House” which he informed everyone was the name of the place, getting his wife to clap a bit and jump on Kari's arm happily.

“I have an official house and everything! This is so wonderful.”

Kari giggled and hugged her back a bit, which gave that part away to Rolph instantly. 

“Ha! Karina. So that's one... Two more to go...” He stared at the Count, but then shook his head.

“Tall enough to be dad, but... something’s wrong. The voice doesn't fit...”

Finally after five minutes of head turning and looking around he put it together and put a single to his lips.

“Well, by size and being so near Trice... Count Ward? Making “mom” there Maria?” He sounded uncertain but Ali clapped again happily.

“That's right! You win. We'll have the gold delivered directly. That was really good. I wouldn't have gotten it at all.” She seemed genuine happy, and oddly, so did Wensa.

“Solid disguises then. The voices need to change more. Also, when you get a chance without killing yourself, you should change the scents too Baker. Nobles all have similar scents, fine foods and spices that lower classes don't eat at all, fine perfumes and liqueurs can all be a giveaway.” 

Not waiting Tor went to find some paper and started taking notes. They were good points. It didn't take a lot to convince a person at a distance, but if you wanted to hide someone long term amongst people that should know them... Yeah. Scents, voice...

“What else?” He looked around the room and then waited.

“Make people taller? Or seem shorter somehow? That or just turn invisible. That would work too.” George added this with an almost bored sound to his voice, that or dry. 

It could be done though, couldn't it? He made a note of it, just in case.

Then a half dozen ideas came, mainly from the guard and mainly about things that they'd like for Noram day. He'd missed the last one, again, traveling with everyone, but there was always next year. Finally Alissa looked down and didn't make eye contact with him.

“Um, what about a device that made you feel pleasure? You know...” She didn't finish.

Tor nodded to her though, managing to not blush at all.

“Um... what kind? I mean sexual, but just, pleasure or, specific feelings, vibrations or like your being touched or other sensuous feelings or... maybe all of them at once?” It was doable. He'd even done a “naughty tingle” field before, for a firework display. It wasn't that hard.

“I can do all that, not a problem. Would anyone want something like that though?”

Everyone in the room grinned and looked away from him, like he was being stupid. Instead of insisting on an answer he just wrote it all down. 

Why not? If there was a market for it, then it was worth doing, right? Well, as long as it didn't hurt anyone.

After that everyone broke up into little groups, none of which actually included him for some reason. That... OK, Tor knew why that was. He couldn't do anything. Not really. Go shopping in town? Maybe, but asking him to float around looking at things was a little much at the moment, at least as far as his friends were concerned. Weapons practice was right out, same with running. He did spend half an hour standing and then, using a low side table for support, doing knee bends. That didn't last long. About eleven of them. Still, it was an improvement over the none that he’d been able to do the day before. 

Finally he just decided to go out on his own and see if there was anything for him to do. He wasn't tired yet. Not too tired anyway. Not for floating around like a ghost. 

It wasn't until he found the three girls surrounding Judith that he remembered her. They'd kind of packed up and left her all alone. The bullies hadn't forgotten her though and it seemed, that in about twelve seconds, that state would become permanent, because the giant girl was about to lay waste to them all. Hard. 

“Freak!” The smaller royal girl in the center of the clutch called out, holding her right arm already. “I'm telling, have fun in prison bitch!” 

The other girls made sympathetic noises, but the larger girl just shook her head. 

“I'm not going to prison. I'm swinging on the gallows. For your death.” She smiled grimly and pulled something from the pouch on her right hip. It was probably a cutter or force lance. 

“Bitch.” Then she hit a sigil and moved in.

Tor chuckled softly, getting everyone’s attention. When they turned around Judith looked at him, not seeming to see him at all at first. The other girls all looked away after a second, except the one on the right hand side, a kind of round faced girl that was tall, and kind of cute, with hair that was black and curly, like what Trice really looked like, but with a tiny nose and funny eyes. He'd seen the look before... In Austra.

“Go away. This is a private matter.” She sounded Austran too. A clipped sound to the voice. Hidden but still there. So, a spy most likely. Hard to tell. If so she wasn't very good, but then how hard would it be to blend in at Lairdgren? People had a lot of different accents there.

Tor just shrugged.

“Is it? Seems an oddly public place for it then. Why don't you all just come with me to the Dean’s office and we'll let you settle it there.” Tor stared at the girl that had spoken, holding her gaze for a second. She finally looked down and away. 

“Screw you. We don't have to answer to some little peasant boy. I'm a... Baronetta… and above people like you.” She actually paused before saying it even. It was nearly cute or would have been if Judith wasn't about to cut her and her friends down where they stood. 

Of course they'd be fine if they had shields on, and they should all have them. Tor didn't check, that wasn't something that was doable at the moment after all. Instead he just shrugged.

“Oh? A Baronetta? What's your name then?” Tor took a breath, having a sudden, very deep urge to run away. He couldn't though, not really. Instead he moved to Judith's side and tapped the sigil on his chest and made sure all the devices the other girls had were turned off. Then, slowly, casually, he pulled the glossy white weapon in his own right hand pouch and got ready to trigger it.

The first girl answered for the Austran after about fifteen seconds of silence, baffled by her friend’s lack of speaking. Royals were most often very proud of their titles and families after all.

“She's Baronetta Coltress. Ginger Coltress if you must know. Who are you?” The tone was snotty. But then, an entitled noble, who knew, yeah? Tor smiled.

Judith spoke before he could, “He's Master Tor, Y'all never heard of him?” Her accent was thick again, probably due to nerves. The Austran's hand tried to pull something from her left front pocket, so Tor hit the first sigil, a force lance, that picked her up off the ground and slammed her into the soil. The other girls...

Screamed and started trying to run away.

“Judith, subdue them. We need them alive.” Was all he had time for, because the girl on the ground instead of laying very still, a normal reaction to being hit that hard, rolled to the side and sprang to her feet. He took her down again, even as she fought for whatever was in her pocket. Tor was too busy trying to stop the potential spy, who looked about sixteen, from doing anything else to really look at what was happening around him. He did hear the sounds of a fight though. After about a half minute that stopped and someone ran up to him, yelling.

“Stop that right this instant young man!” The voice was dark and filled with lemons still. 

Proctor Campbell. 

Good.

“Campbell, get this girls hands, don't let her touch her pockets. I can't prove it yet, but she may be an Austran agent.” Tor smiled then. “Or she may just be a girl faking her way into a good school using the name of a dead girl. If it's the later we don't want her hurt, but if it's the first...”

“What?” The man balked for a few seconds.

“Just do it! I don't have time to explain! Hands. Keep them out of her pockets.” The whole time Tor had to keep her pinned down, which stopped the second the black clad bald man stepped in the way. Freaking hell.

Whatever the girl had in her pocket, it wasn't a weapon. At least she seemed to be trying to swallow it. Grand. There was an obvious biting down and about ten seconds later as Campbell stood looking shocked the girl’s mouth started to foam, white first, then pink. Some kind of poison? That or Nanos. That last was confirmed a second later when his shield started sparking with small purple lights, then it turned into a storm of them. 

Then the man just fell down, face to the stones of the commons.

“Shields on, get your shields on!” Tor yelled. Judith's already was, but one of the girls on the ground the one that wasn't the ring leader, started to shake and foam too. The hurt girl screamed and tried to run, but had enough presence of mind to turn the shield on herself. The nanos didn't trigger it? Not good. They must have slipped under the girls idea of what was a threat. They'd never encountered them before, so their deep minds didn't know to get the shield in place. A gap in it he'd never even though about. 

The people standing around to watch caught on, except a few, who hadn't bothered to wear theirs apparently. The rest lived. Those others died and the healing amulet didn't save them. It just made them nearly die over and over again, until, after several healings, they just died anyway, bodies unable to heal fast enough, even with help. Crap.

Tor didn't know what to do. Not at all. For a few seconds he just sat, but then he shook himself a bit. Right. They had to warn... everyone. Plus there could be another attack.

“Shields on! Spread the word. If you don't have a shield, lock yourself in a room and don't come out until you have the all clear. Go! Tell everyone! There's an Austran attack, shields on!” Damn, his voice was too soft. Judith tried to call it out, and she got volume, but her accent was too heavy for most of the people listening to understand at all. 

Except Guide. His accent was much, much clearer, luckily he came running up and after one repetition from Tor started yelling.

“Shields on! Go, tell everyone! Austran attack! Shields on!” He didn't stop screaming it either, bless him. Tor just hoped it worked. After nearly a minute, someone else started repeating it. Then dozens of voices rang out. Thank god.

Tor reached into his pouch and hit the sigil for the palace on his communications device, just floating where he was. Really, he just couldn't think of anything else to do.

“Hello? Tor?” Connie's voice was warm and sounded gentle. Kind even. Happy. 

“There's been a nano attack on Lairdgren. Three, no four dead here. I'm standing at the point of attack. I believe it was an Austran agent, but I don't have that confirmed yet. She had the accent and she gave her name as one of the dead girls in the murder investigation going on there. Ginger Coltress. We need to get all the... cargo, pulled from here now. Can you get that done?” 

A gasp came from the device, “Is it-”

“None of ours so far. Shields stop it. It was like death dust I think, but different. I don't know how far it will spread, but if they hurry...” He just hoped she got who he meant by “they”. He didn't want to spell it out in case there was more than one agent in place.

“Oh, thank goodness. Yes. It will be done immediately. Take care of yourself too.” The device went silent.

“Right, Judith, Guide? With me. We need to get with the school officials, especially Kolb and his people. Jude, got your flying gear?”

She held up her left hand and showed him the winged glowing design on focus stone.

“Sleep with it.”

“Good, get with Kolb and let him know exactly what happened. We may have more spies or whatever the hell she was. We need to make sure that all the new people are interviewed. Can you do that?”

She didn't wait to say yes, just tapping her hand and flying off without hesitation. Guide watched her for a second.

“Fuck.” He said, his accent coming back for a second, making it nearly into a two syllable word.

Indeed.

“Guide, get with the working group. We need shields now. God, I... Focus and do batches of fifty. One per hour. When you can do that, try a hundred, got it? We don’t have time to play around anymore.”

The boy hesitated. It was a lot to ask after all. So far the only person any of them knew about that could do more than ten at a time was Tor and, well, he couldn't just then. That just meant that some of the others needed to step the heck up then, didn't it? 

“Alright Sir. We'll do that directly.”

Tor knew they might not get it done at all. That was fine, it was mainly that people needed to be busy and also to know they were protected. Someone making more devices than the next best manufacturing concern in the kingdom could manage in a month in the course of hours would be reassuring. Even if it didn't work, he could pretend it was. After all, he was the new Counselor of things like that. People had to believe him in regards to magic. Even if he was lying.

A few minutes later his communications device started to glow and the palace sigil lit up. He tapped it, hoping it was, at least not bad news. Good was a bit much to ask, he guessed, given everything.

“This is Tor.” 

“This is Smythe. The Queen asked me to inform you that we have several hundred military incoming and that the “cargo” has been removed, including yours.... Is that clear to you?” He sounded as if he though Tor might not get it. He did. 

“Clear. Um, not to be a pain, but... um... I'm taking control of this situation until you get here. We need the military, but also investigators and really, any time the military gets involved in anything with me in it, some big and stupid fight erupts. I'll back your plan on the ground here for now, until we know it's all secure, but you know, I can't really fight with anyone for the time being. So if you could mention that to whoever is coming?” It was pushy and heavy handed and Tor figured he was about to be told off. Well, as long as they didn't kill him, but if they tried to arrest him for some stupid reason, he was just fighting. 

He wouldn't last long with a bunch of abuse.

“They're already in the air... I don't think I can reach them until they land. Can you secure the area?”

“Yes. It will take about half an hour. Faster if possible.”

That was the best they could do, so Smythe just asked him to try. After a few fumbled seconds Tor got it. He didn't know what they should do either. Yay. Grand.

“OK. Well. For now, I'm taking anyone I don't recognize personally into custody. Just in case. It's harsh, but...” Tor didn't want to finish it, and Smythe didn't make him.

“Do it. Try not to use force beyond what's needed.”

“Understood.”

Kolb and Judith flew towards him just as he shut the communications line down to try and do... something. They landed “hot” slowing just about fifty feet from the ground and settling faster than Tor ever did. It made deep popping sounds from the ground as the force of impact buried itself to protect the fragile people inside the shields.

“Kolb. We're locking down the town. All your people are needed. Best students too. Anyone not recognized needs to be brought here. That includes any new students. First years too...” Tor glanced at Judith and shrugged, he had a truth amulet at least and more in his room.

He slipped his over her head and cleared her in about fifteen seconds. Then he took the field back and showed her the sigil, so she could get his out the trunk under his bed, if it was still there. If not they'd have to improvise.

Tor looked around and found the scared noble girl that still clutched her arm and looked to have taken a pretty hard beating already. He pointed at the girl.

“Her first. She was with the agent that did this. That doesn't mean guilt, but...” Tor just kept pointing as Kolb went for her. She tried to run first, which got her knocked down, shield or not, when the weapons instructor used an imploding weapon to hit the ground to her right, taking the stone out from under her. It wasn't anything he'd made at all. He didn't think, except, when he looked at it, he realized it was. It just wasn't a weapon. It was a stone concentrator, for turning rock and sand into a single piece. It was just a totally unexpected use for it. 

Tor smiled as the girl fell to the ground and floated over, turning her shield off. It wasn't a good sign, running away, but when they questioned her, the light stayed steady the whole time, glowing away merrily. 

“Then why,” Kolb asked her, suspicious still. “Did you try and run.”

“Because you're scary.” This came out in a tiny voice, slightly high pitched and very youthful. It wasn't a lie.

Kolb just chuckled. 

It took a bit to secure the town, but they had about fifty people in the commons, waiting to be questioned when the military showed up. Half flew, half came in transports, but none of them were people Tor recognized. All tall, so special elites of some kind, most likely. He expected problems. The man in charge was older, over fifty, but thin and with a lot of black left to his hair still. He was also a bit of a jerk, yelling at Kolb's people to drop their weapons, which presented a problem. They really weren’t going to do that at all.

Tor waved the man over, hoping it wouldn't come to a fight. They really didn't have time for it.

“I'm Torrance Baker, Magics Counselor for the kingdom, yes it's new, and yes, you and your men are military. I'm working directly for Smythe of Westend however and will contact him right now, so we can settle this. But for the time being, could you deploy your men and work with the people who already have control of the situation please? You have my word that their solid.”

The man stopped talking for about fifteen seconds and just glared at Tor as if he was suggesting they eat a live cow together. Finally, going narrowed eyed he spoke, his voice suspicious.

“I haven't heard anything about any of that. I was just told to take control here.”

Tor shrugged, “things changed after you were in the air, because I was already here and had assumed control. Odds are you'll be in control anyway, but I have a communications device and it will take just a few minutes, trust me it will take a lot longer to try and fight these guys, since there already spread out all over town.”

The man glared and then just... Harrumphed.

“Good point. Alright.” He called out for his people to work with Kolb's, who were all in dark fighting leathers that matched, using their amulets just for that. It worked in this case for sure. As good as an official uniform.

The men deployed rapidly, as if they had a plan for something like this. If they did, Tor would gladly give over control. As long as the plan didn't involve smacking him in the back of the head for an hour or anything. 

That was the nice way of explaining what had happened the last time he'd been taken in by anyone. That time was for “questioning” and was just the Capital city guard. Tor hated to think what the elite forces would do if they had a chance.

Connie answered almost immediately, sounding less tense this time, which Tor took to mean that everyone else was probably safe. She didn't mention that specifically, but, to his great relief, Tor could make out everyone talking in the background. Ali called out hello even, which was happy making. 

“Good, it seems like that part is going well. Not to be annoying and have you playing servant, but is Smythe of Westend around? I have his...” Tor had no clue what to call the man in front of him and went quiet for a second. Well, the rule was to promote up, when in doubt, right?

He hoped so.

“I have his elite forces general here, his best man, but we need to get the orders straight. We've secured the town already, as best we can.”

Connie murmured “one moment” and there was a rustling from the device in front of him after less than a handful of seconds Smythe's voice came from in front of him, sounding very professional.

“General Teller is on hand?” 

Tor nodded, then had to fight blushing, because that couldn't be heard. Duh.

“Yes Sir. He's right here.” That got the guy waved over, to stand next to him so that they could both speak. The guy was so much taller than Tor that the device had to be held up a little for comfort. 

For some reason the man seemed really uneasy suddenly.

“Lord Smythe. This is Teller. As reported the situation is secure and we were about to consolidate that with military forces. The school personnel and students... Actually seem to have the situation in hand remarkably well, to tell the truth, right now the... Magics Minister is in charge of the situation. Is that correct?” Small beads of sweat broke out on his forehead then, tense and like he really didn't want to be talking over a magical device to his boss or something.

There was a pause, finally Smythe came back, sounding genial.

“Well, one minister can't over rule another directly. By preference I'd feel more comfortable if the military was in charge of security at the moment, but I can only suggest that...”

Tor shrugged, bobbing a little, his mind having started to integrate the Not-flyer controls to a much finer level of control.

“Alright, Um, Instructor Kolb, if you'd call your people in? I'd like to do the first round of questioning? We probably shouldn't bring anyone else in until we know for certain that there aren't more attacks coming.”

It didn't take long for Smythe to agree. A deep voice came over the device, sounding calm and commanding, but Tor thought he caught a fine tone of worry too. The King.

“Tor... Be thorough and keep us in the line of communications, will you please?”

“Got it... Rich. Oh, just in case it comes up...” Tor explained the shield building project, and the expected numbers. There was a gasp from the people on the other end of the device and one from Teller who openly stared at him.

The King chuckled though, “Very good. Outfit the forces there first please?”

“Of course.”

They'd have to, if nanos were involved. The elite forces had no more than class four shields and sometimes less than that. Class two was still the military standard, but some had managed to get their own. The first ones that stopped death dust were six's. Tor was wearing an eight himself. Most of the kids had sevens, the only difference was that his would resist being turned off remotely. That was why it had taken Rolph half a day to get it done even at close range.

The effort for that must have been nearly superhuman. Rolph wasn't even a builder. Frankly, if he could do that though, the man could build too. At least copy. Tor decided to bring it up with him if he got a chance. It was a handy skill to have if nothing else.

When they got off the line Teller sighed.

“I'm... not a General you know. Just a Major. I just happened to be on duty when the call came in.” He sounded guilty.

Tor smiled as he walked over to where the people to be questioned stood waiting, “Well... I don't know if the promotion will stick or not, but until told otherwise, you're a General. I don't want the Queen to think the military isn't taking this seriously. Notice, Smythe backed it with the royal family in the room. What that means for your weekly pay remains to be seen. Can't hurt though.” 

Kolb had gone to get his forces back which took runners, or in this case, two of the military flyers along with Judith, who was sent to actually get the people and pass the code phrase along. It was a slower way of doing things than they should be using, but no one had made them a communications device yet. Since he was the only one that knew how so far, that oversight was all on him. No one mentioned it, thankfully.

Tor took a handful of amulets and started questioning people.

It was going to be a long day. 

Longer. 

A longer day.

 

 

 

 

Chapter fifteen

 

 

 

The kids from the school were mainly what they seemed. A few had been sent to spy on people, but it sounded almost like an afterthought for all but three of them. Those had specific missions, and one, a good looking girl that was older than most first years by a bit, was targeted directly at Rolph. Tor remembered having seen her trying to flirt with him a time or two.

Ah.

Tor got her to admit that she was working for Countess Thorgood and that she was just there to get close and collect information. 

“Hmmm...” Tor said, looking at her, shaking his head. “I suggest you back off for the time being, and make sure you don't disclose anything about your target.” 

She agreed readily enough, but Tor would still be following up on it. Teller didn't seem all that pleased with him, leaving a spy in place, but Tor just had to throw his hands up the second time the man mentioned it.

“What can we really do? Half of the upper class people are probably spying for someone or another. With an economic crunch on, they kind of have to be, don't they? For that matter most of these kids would probably feel obligated to answer to me, if I asked them to, or Countess Printer. Right now we need to just make sure no one is trying anything dangerous or planning an attack. Especially the Austrans. If we find any of those, don't let them get a hand in a pocket, eh? Try to take them alive though... easier to question that way.” 

After that was finished Tor did something no one expected and started questioning everyone. The people that were cleared were sent back to their rooms, and each dorm got a set of questioners coming to every door. It was invasive and a prickish thing to do, but Tor had orders to be thorough, which meant everyone got questioned. Including him, Kolb and all the military men.

That part pissed of Teller to no end. For a second, when Tor held out the truth amulet to him, it seemed like the man might hit him, feeling offended. He did it though, and passed easily, which kind of meant all his own men had to take a turn too. Tellers’ elite forces had some spies... a lot of them really. Nearly half the men worked for someone else on the side, which was pretty bad.

Tor just took note of whom they worked for, or rather got Kolb to do it for him, since the man had much better hand writing and that meant there was a real reason for the Knight to be standing there next to him. None were working for Austra however. It took all night, and people were scared and grumpy by the end, but the whole town, down to the waitresses in the restaurants and even there little children, were cleared. Mainly by him. His eyes kept closing as he worked.

He was falling asleep on the job, and couldn't help it. Kolb played it off as him going into a trance. For some reason almost everyone bought it. Apparently his penchant for doing things like that was well known. How they justified the snoring Tor didn't know.

“OK, I think that's everyone. I need to report in to the King, then get some sleep. Teller, Um, not to tell you your job, but I know I'd sleep much better if there was some kind of guard still. We know that none of our people are going to be doing anything wrong, but... Well, outside attack is still possible.” Tor yawned and held up a hand.

“Admittedly, not very likely. I think I just caught the poor girl out and she panicked to tell the truth. If not, she would have deployed her weapon more carefully and survived it.”

Teller didn't comment on his theory, but didn't seem to think much of it as far as Tor could tell. He went back to his dorm room to sleep. He could have stayed at the house, but that would require extra guards to be set. It was a waste of resources. In his room, barely conscious, he contacted the King again. Or tried to. Instead he got a nervous sounding young voice.

“Um, this is the palace. How may I help you sir or ma'am?” The voice was still young and tentative, but not half as nervous as the last time he'd heard it.

“Kenner? This is Tor. I have a report for the King, but it isn't urgent. Can you take notes for me here?” 

Kenner had helped him out in the past, but only for a bribe. Tor kind of expected to be shaken down by the kid, but it seemed that his job now, instead of washing the floors, was to answer the communications device like he had and alert the right people. He admitted that taking notes, at least good ones, was beyond him yet, though he was studying for it.

He could get a Royal Guard for that though.

“Hey Tor, This is Chet. I've got the gear ready, go on your report.” The voice sounded a little sleepy, but not too bad. It held good enough humor and the man explained that the rest of the people had, wisely, taken to their beds.

It didn't take long for the initial report, though the list of who was spying for who had to be sent to several people, which meant copying first. Tor decided to grab one for himself. Not that he loved intrigue, but just knowing who was bothering to try and collect information was interesting. Some of them were people he'd actually met for instance, like the Coltress'. That they hadn't found the girl using Ginger's identity was a little odd, but then, the girl had just started, about two months prior. Still, that was very nearly when the girl had been murdered. Close enough to be really suspicious.

There was something there, but Tor couldn't think of it, too tired for anything but lying down. In the morning, as he forced himself to walk, slowly, down the hall to the bathroom, it hit him. They needed to check to see if anyone was using the other murdered girls identities. Also, they needed to check for men doing the same thing. Dying and then showing up somewhere else. It would be hard, since the Capital killer had a signature, taking the heads and... violating the women first. It meant that one was a man at least. How the guard had figured that floating headless corpses were drowning victims Tor didn’t’ really know, but he highly suspected it had to do with the fact that the first six girls just weren’t that important, so no one really cared.

Except the King. He’d mentioned it months before hadn’t he? That issue he wanted Tor to work on with Smythe? 

But there could be murders for the purpose in other places. It was a bit of a waste in the main, unless, of course, someone was faking royal connections. That didn't seem likely though. The nobles were a small and tight community. What, three thousand people in all? Four? Out of the sixty or seventy million in Noram... It would be easier to just make up a name and go to a new place.

Still, it had to be looked into.

After he shaved, Tor worked his way to the student’s dining room and grabbed a bowl of wheat cereal and an apple. An exhausted looking group of builders sat at a table already, so he walked towards them, on his own feet, but still shuffling like an ancient or desperately ill person, which got Lyn to hop up and push another chair in for him.

There were more people around, worked in to the group, than he figured there would be and they didn't all look happy. After a few seconds Sandra reported, which told him why that was.

“Half of us can't do it. The best I managed in a group was twenty. I did get it in an hour and a half, but, um, Guide can't do more than ten in two hours and Farlo there can still only manage one at a time. Sam is on groups of fifty and so is Mark. Lyn... She managed two groups of a hundred. All solid work though. Except the wasted batches...”

Tor smiled at all of them.

“Don't worry, it's mainly a focus issue. Um, Farlo?” The girl looked scared, but was tall and clearly royal tall and had short hair, a slightly grown out military cut that had a nice copper sheen to it, that was clearly fake. “What year are you in?”

“Four, Master Tor Sir. I mean Lord Tor...” She seemed flustered.

“Just Tor, since your part of the group. OK, today your doing batches of ten. No problem. I can't monitor you, so... Guide, after you do a batch of twenty, I want you to watch Farlo and keep her on task. Don't do the work for her though, Just get her to feel what she needs to do and let her do it.”

They both looked shocked, but Tor shrugged.

“Look, everyone has always told you how hard building and copying is, but you have the skills already, the talent, so forget that. We need to outfit all the military here by the end of the day with class seven shields and you only have half that right now. No one else can do this and frankly, I can't spare you to playing around with it for too long. We have half a dozen other projects needed for the kingdom, and need more of everything. Plus, when that's done, I want to see at least a novel build a month from all of you. Or more. Sandra is with me today, but all of you need to stand ready. We may have to move to other locations at any time. Some of you may have to go alone too. So be ready for that. Keep a bag packed.” Tor finished eating, and felt guilty about pushing them like that, but other than the deep and gloomy silence, no one else seemed to mind.

Yay. Tor grinned at everyone before they left.

“Oh, also haircuts and a few nice outfit designs. Um, get with Petra Ward for help there if you need it. Combat giant, but the best person I've ever seen on clothing design. Also, you'll be getting some projects from Instructors Fines and Weapons Instructor Kolb. If you don't do them well, I'll get yelled at, so you know, your efforts are appreciated.” Tor winked and grinned at the group that just looked at him, not even groaning at the idea.

Tor started walking out after putting his bowl through the little window near the back of the room. A scared looking first year boy took it without saying anything. Tor got that at least, it was frightening, the whole situation.

“Thanks.” It wasn't much by way of reassurance, but the kid bowed back a bit and kept working. It never hurt to be polite after all, right? 

Tor was outside, walking slowly and very carefully down the stone steps to the commons when he noticed that Sandra was following him. He looked over at her and smiled gently, knowing that it had to be a pain walking along like that, being so tall and healthy like she was. He had to build up though and that meant walking when he could.

At the bottom he pointed to where “General” Teller had set up and started over. That made the girl seem very uncomfortable, but she didn't hesitate, so it worked well enough for a start. When he got to the man Tor stopped and gestured to the girl, a woman really, who had probably already graduated and just sticking around because she was at loose ends.

“General Teller? This is Sandra Morris, head of the Lairdgren group. She's going to be delivering the shields for your men today. The first half are ready to go. They'll stop death dust and other nano particulates. You have to turn them on manually for that, so caution the users of that please. It will turn on automatically once they encounter the threat a single time, but not before that most likely, so...” The look on the man’s face and the twitch of his thick mustache told him that he needed to explain the subconscious and deep mind link that turned the shield on in case of emergency.

None of the military's gear did that yet. The guy was impressed and promised to make sure everyone understood. Sandra didn't say much, just running to get the first half of the order. That delivered, they both were at loose ends for a bit.

For about ten seconds.

“Right, now we need to get in touch with the King and then check on the builds for the day. After that, you should get a nap. Really, I can check on the kids, where are they working?”

“Building seven... But... I don't really need to talk with the King, do I?” She sounded nervous, but Tor just shrugged.

“Well, yeah. Him and the Queen both. I don't see why it should be a problem, aren't you all related or something?” It was a teasing stab in the dark, the girl was tall and named Morris, so it made sense but she shook her head.

“Not too closely. I was... Nearly engaged to Prince Alphonse when I was little. Ursala Thorgood got it instead. I'm... supposed to inherit. Um, you know, Counserina first and all that. Dad's not wild about me trying to learn building, he thinks I should just marry and set up house, maybe learn to do accounts. We, don't get along too well.” She didn't seem happy about the admission at all.

“Oh, well, I'm sure that your father’s reputation won't affect yours with the King. He thinks you have a lot of potential. So does Count Lairdgren, who ask for you specifically to be in charge of this.” The King was probably looking forward to her taking over for her stick in the mud da, Tor guessed but didn't mention out loud.


“He knows who I am? I mean the King. We talked once on your communications device... I didn't think... Well, that anyone would really remember me.”

Tor shrugged, “He suggested you, personally, by name, be given this job too. I wasn't kidding when I said you were in charge of the group here. It's all official and everything. You don't get paid for it though, not much, two gold a week.” Tor pulled the figure because it was what the secret army members got paid. Why not, he could spare it, right? 

“So don't let it go to your head. Plus, you can only manage twenty copies at once?” Tor shook his head sadly. “You have great potential Sandra, but little kids can do better than that. You even know several of them. You'll have to fix that. Today in fact, if we get time. We need to get to the Capital first though.”

“Uh... OK. I'll do my best. Why do we need to go to the Capital? Can't we just talk to them from here?”

Tor sighed and shook his head.

“We just had an Austran attack Sandra. For the first time it was on regular people, not just nobles or clearly targeted towards a single individual. This is huge as far as the commoners go. We have to show that we have a plan in place to prevent it from happening again. More...” He gave her a steely look.

“I can't be that plan this time, and some people might point out that this could have been targeting me. I don't think it really was, but we need to show the kingdom that taking out one person won't cripple us. Today that means showing the royal family. Later it means showing everyone else. Plus, I may need you to help me beat up an Ancient later. He's too good a friend with everyone else at the palace to take them seriously, I think. I could probably do it normally, but right now...” He waved at his body, which got the tall, dark skinned girl to nod. She knew what a mess he really was after all.

“Alright.” She stopped, going still suddenly. “Wait, the Ancients are real?”

Tor nodded.

“Yeah, the one I'm talking about is Dennorian Brown, the Austran Ancient. I don't know where the others have gotten to, but they may or may not be around. Don't let them impress you too much. Not that they aren't impressive, we just don't want them to get swelled heads.” Tor grinned at her, which was a mistake, because she clearly thought he was kidding now.

Oh well.

The conversation with the King didn't happen, but Connie was there and invited them both to dinner, which was late for Tor, but manageable if he got a nap himself. He got Sandra to go and get some sleep by ten in the morning and looked in at everyone else, briefly, realizing that him looking at them working right now did very little indeed. He did find that Lyn had two more sets of shields ready already, and that they worked. Two hundred in less than three hours. 

Tor smiled, a wash of pride coming over him as he looked at the small girl in front of him. She opened her eyes and stared blankly for a bit. She had brown eyes and brown hair now, though they used to be blond and murky blue. Tor realized that she'd changed them with one of his disguise devices. Or, well, given who she was, it may be a recreation or even novel work. 

Good.

“Oh... Hey, Tor... just finishing the second batch, planned two more, is that all right? I can do more...” Her voice was dreamy and soft, still detached from the deep state. 

“Actually, I'd like you to help me check on the others. We should have enough for everyone soon, but I can't do it myself right now. Other than by physically checking their work. It's just field reading, which I know you can do already.”

“I can?” She sounded slightly confused.

Tor chuckled as he explained that it just had to do with sensing fields and that she did it all the time, it was how she knew that the people were disguised the day before after all. 

“Oh, that. OK. I can do that. I didn't know it had a name.”

The others were doing well, except for Farlo, who was really struggling to get a batch of ten done. Even without sensing the field Tor understood the problem, speaking softly to Lyn he got her to show the needed correction easily enough though. It meant he had to leave the younger girl sitting there, so she could help. Guide was still working on his own batch of twenty, but Lyn said he seemed to have it, no problem.

Tor floated back to his room and slept for a few hours. It was decadent, sleeping during the day, but his body would need the rest, probably for a long time. At four he went and grabbed Sandra from her room and helped her collect up the rest of the shields that had been made. Farlo had managed an honest, all on her own, batch of ten. Twice. Everyone seemed pleased by that too, at least as happy for her as they were for their own accomplishments. They were a real team. Tor felt a little envious, but let that go. He had a team too, didn't he? His was just made up of a bunch of royals.

As soon as that was done Tor sat Sandra down and handed her a pile of fifty copper plates with shield sigils.

“Here you go. An hour and twenty minutes. Go.” He made no move to give her a shield to copy from either. She'd done it before after all.

He smiled at her confidently.

It took her closer to two hours, but the fields worked. They packed the extra up and took off from the commons, using his personal fast carriage, because Sandra hadn't done a copy of the field for herself yet. It was silly, but she hadn't wanted to do it without paying for it. Tor shook his head.

“Fine... I'll trade you, copy for copy. One novel field from my stuff for each one of yours you give me. Deal?” He didn't put a hand out to shake, but smiled at her.

“Sure. My stuff kind of sucks though... My only novel build so far is just a toy that lights up for kids.” She sounded embarrassed.

It sounded fun though, it required the child to balance a stick on one finger, and when they got it right, the whole thing lit up, glowing blue. The longer they did it, the brighter the whole thing got. It wasn't anything earth shattering maybe, but it had a basic feedback device in it and those were tricky, so it wasn't a lack of skill on her part. Tor nodded when she explained it.

“Right, get with Kolb for your new assignments.” 

“The scary bald one?”

“Yep, that's the one. I wish I could tell you he wasn't that scary once you got to know him, but... nope, he's really just that freaky. Just do what he says though. If you can't do it personally, get the others to work on it.”

He was being more than a little pushy with her, possibly abusively so, he felt, but she just acted like it was normal. As if Tor had a right to tell her what to do or something. Still, for now it worked and as long as everyone was reaching the goals he set them, it was fine. He hoped. Thirty odd minutes later they landed, very slowly, on the palace lawn. It was dark out, but the city was ringed with a glowing purple river. It was just regular water that ran around the top wall, with light fields sitting underneath, but with that and the outside lights at the palace, it made it pretty easy to find, even at night. 

Of course that would mean that anyone could find it. Including the Austrans. Still, Tor doubted that they'd have problems doing that anyway. The craft they'd sent before didn't even have human drivers, and for all he knew the devices that did the flying didn't have eyes. He'd have to see if he could get the information from Denno, if he was still around.

If it was him, Tor would have run off already, because an attack that killed a bunch of school kids and an official was not going to make him popular at the moment. They couldn't even use a truth device on him. Not for certain.

Thumb screws would have to do then. 

Not that Tor really wanted to torture the guy and it was clear that it probably wouldn't work on him anyway. He'd have to think of something else. Nothing came to mind at all though.

When the Carriage got put away both he and Sandra shifted their outfits. Tor into a military style black outfit and Sandra into a very nice like blue dress. Probably more impressive for a dinner party, but this was his “uniform” he decided. As Magics Counselor. Sure, he could have gone with robes, but that would look a little funny. He did switch the fabric to silk and velvet, which made it look a little nicer. 

Then they waited. About five minutes later Karina came out, wearing a nice green dress that Tor thought he recognized, from near the first time they met, only it couldn't be, since the girl was nearly a foot taller now. Her hair looked long and red though, which he knew to be fake. She gave him a hug, taking pains to be gentle with him.

“Are you all right?”

“Tired, no matter how much I sleep, but yeah, not too bad. You?” It wasn't a throw away question, they'd all had to flee in a hurry, which could be frightening.

“Of course. We all are.” She looked at the darker girl in front of her and just nodded.

“Sandra. Didn't know you were coming. Good to see you.” The words were a little flat and somber. Like she really didn't like the girl or something.

“Princess.” She bowed formally. Her face was in a fixed and slightly nervous position.

Tor didn't get it, he would have thought the two would be fast friends or at least amiable strangers. It really felt like they didn't like each other at all for some reason. Tor felt a slight headache starting to form, right between his eyes. Luckily they got to go in then. Honestly, Tor decided, they'd just better not have a problem. He couldn't handle another one right then, whatever it was, they just needed to let it go and work together. Or he'd...

Whine at them. Possibly cry. 

His repertoire wasn't that wide in range right now. Tor smiled at both girls, getting shocked looks back for some reason.

“Right, well, I don't know what the old baggage is here, but stop it. Now.”

Karina shrugged and glared at the other girl.

“We used to... um, have fun, together. Then she decided to run off to school and not visit me anymore.”

Tor raised an eyebrow.

“By fun you mean sex?” He said, more coolly than he meant to. These nobles and there rampant escapades...

“Oh, no. Um, we were friends as kids. But she went away...”

Tor sighed.

“Karina, I get the whole thing, but seriously, get over it, will you? Of course she went off to school. Plus she's what, four years older than you? You can't have expected her to stay here forever with you...”

Only, from the look on her face, she had. Of course she'd been ten then, so who could blame her? Tor could, if she didn't get her act together now. He mentioned that.

“Now, I won't order you two to be friends again. No, what I'll do is promise to invite you both to every event of note I ever hold for the rest of your lives and cry at you if you don't show up. Yep, that's what I'll do.”

Karina took his hand and then, with only a little grudging to it, did the same with Sandra. After a second they both smiled and it seemed real enough, kind of relieved actually. 

Yay.

Even if they were faking, as long as it got him through the night. Yay.

They went directly to a huge dining room. Not the one for the super massive parties, but one big enough for at least a hundred people. Tor had actually been in it before, but for the life of him he couldn't remember why. Until he saw the cracks in the floor. That reminded him. It was where they'd met when Ursala Thorgood had gotten pregnant by Count Ward, before she'd been poisoned and lost the child.

There were a lot more people in the room this time. Nearly a hundred at a guess. All of them looked important too. Counts and Countesses, their spouses and in a few cases kids. All the ministers of... anything that Tor had met were there, all two of them, and a few generals were added in to the mix as well. People were dressed nicely too, but not in ball room finery. Thank goodness for that. He'd have stuck out like the only red apple in a basket of green if that were the case. As it was he just about blended. 

“This way. Mom and Dad want to see you first. Then you can mingle.” The Princess led them both, not letting go of either hand, which was a little awkward in the room, but she walked at his pace. He should have floated around, but that would raise even more questions than his looking a little ill. Not that the questions should really be a big deal. Tor nearly laughed at himself for being worried about it at all and kept walking. 

The stone floor needed to be fixed, which he had gear for, possibly somewhere around the palace itself. If not then at his capital house. It would be a good place to stay the night if nothing else. Plus he could find Collette, he hadn't seen her in months. Ursala too for that matter. That one would be changing soon though, he realized, because she stood in front of the King and Queen talking as they walked up, with a group of sitting Counts and Countesses. 

Tor wanted to hang back, but the King saw him and smiled, waving them all forward.

“Here we go. Councilor Baker was on the scene, as has been mentioned... perhaps any questions should be directed towards him?”

It made sense. Tor had been there after all and really did know the situation better than almost anyone else in the room. Of course, most of the questions had nothing to do with the Lairdgren incident directly. 

Count Ford, a normally reasonable fellow and one even more vast than most, nodded to Tor and started in without pause.

“I have a niece there, so far her parents haven't been allowed contact with her. It would be good if she could get in touch, or even if I could just reassure them all is well. My brother’s daughter.”

Tor focused and tried to call up the names. 

“Habitha Ford?” He said quietly, the trance having taken him as he worked to remember the face that went with the name.

“Yes...” The Count sounded tentative then.

“She's well. Not at the event at all, having been in classes at the time. Home making I believe... I interviewed her last night. Fifth year student.” 

“Oh, excellent. Is it possible to make contact yet?” Ford loomed. He couldn't help it, most of the crowd around him did, being so big. 

“I'm afraid not, though by tomorrow or the next day it should be. It's... well, the military is in charge of that and they want to make sure that nothing has slipped through the cracks. It's a good plan, if kind of inconvenient, so if we can back it for now, I think we should.”

That set up a list of names from several others. Thankfully none of their relatives or friends children were among the dead. Those names were known at least, so no one would have to be told bad news by him personally. Ursala stared at him for a bit, but smiled, if a bit sadly. She didn't say anything though. Not until all the questions were answered about what had been done. The town and school both being secured and the military being given updated shields.

Then the large blond spoke, her voice more than a little sad.

“Did you do all that yourself then? All those shields?” She sounded like she knew the answer already. 

She was wrong of course, so Tor got to smile about it. Proudly.

“Not a single one. The Lairdgren group did it all.” Then he got to tell them all about it, gushing more than a little. He got Sandra to present the King with the fifty that she'd made earlier.

“For the military?” He said smoothly, his voice pleased.

“No Sire, these are for you and Queen Constance to give as you see fit. A gift from me personally.” She bowed and tried to take a step back, but Karina held on to her hand.

The Queen stepped forward with tears in her eyes.

“That's wonderful dear. How long did it take you to do all this? It must have been weeks.”

Tor winked at her.

“Less than two hours. Not to take away from Sandra at all, but she isn't even the fastest in the group. Not yet. We have several people that can make batches of a hundred in less time than that even.” Wanting to back away from being the center of attention or not, the dark girl nodded and bowed again before speaking.

“It's true. We have two that are doing particularly well. Mark Wilson, a third year and Lyn Cooper, a first year. It wouldn't surprise me if Sam, another of our new students, isn't doing batches like that by tomorrow, next week at the latest. They're all builders too, not just copiers. They've done their first novel builds already.” She sounded just as proud as he did.

Then, she probably had more reason to be, they were all her personal friends. It was exciting though, and their energy conveyed that to the group, who, on the whole, seemed pretty pleased. 

Especially the Queen.

“Oh, that's so wonderful! Then we can have you and Alissa back here for Posttern? I know that the city would love for you to throw another party, like the one you had for the last King’s week.” Then she went quiet and actually blushed.

Richard grimaced but didn't add anything. Probably because, even though they'd personally invited him to come, two years straight, somehow his invitation had gotten lost both times. Tor didn't get why, but it wasn't a coincidence at all. What was strange was that he got in to everything else. He half thought that Richard was doing it on purpose for some reason. Except for the fact that just didn't make sense.

He was the King and if he didn't want Tor at his party, he could just say so. For that matter, he could just have the word passed that he didn't want Tor to show up, send an invitation and smile glibly as Tor scrambled to make up a good reason why he couldn't show. That was kind of what “King” meant after all. Plus, the first time it had happened Tor hadn't even slept with his wife. Not that Richard cared. He'd probably sleep with Tor’s mom without even thinking about it.

That thought was creepy though. Oh, Tor knew that Laurali had sex, but only with his father right? Except, that wasn't likely at all. Not growing up royal like she had. 

Eek. She'd even gone to school with Rich. And Connie. Who she'd said that she'd always liked. He'd assumed it was just a friendship thing but...

Tor decided to never think about that again. It wasn't his business after all. Plus, he really didn't want to know. 

Ever.

Just as everyone else was starting to get the feeling of unease, Johanson the older, not so overly tall finance minister walked up and laid a gentle hand on Tor’s back.

“Ah, just the man and the perfect topic. I was thinking that we could have you pay for that celebration, as well as a few others... you don't mind do you? After all, your funds in the treasury just keep growing and the interest is frankly killing us.” The man smiled when he said it though.

So it was supposed to be a joke.

Tor did some quick math though. He wasn't really working, but he had funds coming in all the time, he actually owned a lot of things that had businesses attached, so rents and stuff. He didn't know where that gold was, but it would be enough for him to live on, comfortably even, right? He just needed to make certain Ali never had to scrape or lacked for anything... Which he could still do on about ten gold per year.

Maybe less once the Wildlands got turned into food producing lands.

“Um… yes. Let’s do that. I'd like to keep part of it for a my constant draw, but the rest should be fine to use. Let's leave that to the King’s discretion? I mean, use it, but the amount that, I need my financial man over here for this... Where is Prince Alphonse anyway?”

Count Ford twisted to look and started waving. It wasn't the most dignified thing ever, but it worked, which it just wouldn't have in this room if Tor had tried it. He'd need to yell which wouldn't play at all. After a few moments Rolph walked up, a lovely very dark skinned short woman on his arm, bright red hair, like the feathers of a bird and wonderfully blue eyes, that reminded him more of ice now than before. She'd changed them, only with her it was a real change, though how she did it was beyond him. He'd learned a tiny bit about genetics and biological science, from Abbie herself, but it didn't include doing that.

“Great Uncle Court Jester! So good to see you. I'd heard of the damage done. I wish to see you later, for treatment.” She hugged him, a light thing, but one complete with a happy smile.

The Queen quickly introduced Sandra and Johanson, making it clear that Abbie was supposed to already know everyone else. Johanson kissed her hand, which got a chuckle from everyone, because no one did that hardly at all, but Abbie just batted her eyes at him, which was cute. Tor thought so at least. 

Ursala glared. 

But only until she caught Tor watching her do it. Then she sighed and looked away. They really needed to find her a replacement fiancée soon. Then, she'd lost her chance to grab him up, which had worked out, but still, he'd made the offer when she needed it. That aside, he did have a bunch of brothers just as eligible as he'd been. He'd have to mention the situation to some of them.

Johanson stood gracefully and winked at the Prince.

“Counselor Baker was just saying that we could raid his treasury funds for Postern and some other festivities, but that we needed to arrange it through you and King Richard? Would that be right?”

Rolph blinked for a second then nodded, “yes. We could look into that after the meal perhaps? I'll need a word with Tor first, but I think that will work just fine.”

Taking Tor by the arm he grinned at the crowd, “back in a few minutes. I just have to find out what this is all about, you understand?”

For some reason the whole crowd chuckled, so Tor sighed mightily and tried to do it too. 

That caused more laughter, which was what he was going for. With a thought, without moving his arms, he raised four inches from the floor so that he could float away with his tall friend. Rolf was tall enough that walking with Tor meant either crawling or a run for the smaller man. He couldn't do that right now. Rolph got it, but several of the people stared as if they'd never seen a Not-flyer before. That or it was considered tacky to use it at a function like this. Oh well, he had a reason for it, and they'd live.

Rolph, it turned out, didn't need to know much about the funds, “I was looking at your accounts the other day. I know you want to keep the funds moving, but almost half the treasury is just your coin, sitting there, not working at all. So, yeah, festivals, projects, all that. I get the idea. Should we just give Johanson the keys to it? I can protect enough to keep your draw safe for years.” 

Tor didn't get that money at all. It was what he used to pay for Kolb's special army of insane combat giants. Tor just smiled and nodded for a bit.

“Yeah, lets. Also, hold the same portion aside for the Lairdgren group? I told Sandra she was getting paid and the kids should to, for Kingdom work at least, students or not. I can't think of a better person to dump all that gold on than the finance minister though. Practically his job description even.”

That out of the way, the Prince wanted his own update about the school. Ah. Right. He had people there too, even ones that Tor didn't know about. He was actually popular, even as “Rolph Merchant” and everyone liked him. 

Swallowing Tor started with the list of the dead. 

“Oh... Yeah, I knew all of them. Tracy's gone? She was only sixteen. I... sorry. I'll be all right. Sad about Campbell too. He wasn't my favorite person all the time, but I never wished him ill.”

Tor just stood, silent for about half a minute, remembering how they all died.

How he should have saved them. He'd done it before, frozen death dust in the air. Of course if he'd tried that this time, it wouldn't have worked and he'd have died too. It wasn't like there was nothing to be done though. If their shields would have worked, or if he had a wider field of effect on his own shield... 

Perhaps a very large field? One the size of the palace or larger? Then the units could be put in strategic locations, at the different schools, the palace and so on. He...

Couldn't do it. 

Tears came to his eyes, but he didn't say anything and Rolph just smoothly moved between him and the room, so that no one would see his weakness. He fought the emotion for a minute and gained control of himself with a lot more work that he thought it would take. Finally it occurred to him that he wasn't the only builder in the world. 

Not even the best. Not by half.

“Rolf, I mean Prince Alphonse. Would it be possible to meet with some builders, I mean... I don't know many, Instructor Fines and the ones at the school, but some of the big names, Maris and Nox? Larter and Gamble? We need things built. The Lairdgren group, they're good, and going to be better, but right now we need a way to stop nanos. So far it's been about the most effective thing Austra has used. I may not even need to meet with them, just a note or something, but they have no reason to even look at anything coming from me...” He sighed.

The Prince shook his head, making his still short red-hair move just a tiny bit.

“Tor, you're too nice, you know that? You're the Magics Counselor for the whole kingdom. They're the wizards. They don't work for you, so it's not like the army, but if you send a note, they'll read it. Wouldn't you? Think about it and forget that you're the one in charge for a second. A messenger comes, hands you a letter with the kingdoms official seal on it...”

It was a point.

“Ah, right, I just, well, that obviously isn't real, is it? Your parents put it together when they figured I was going to die, a kind of promotion that didn't mean anything, which was really nice of them, but, you know, I don't expect it to last. It isn't a traditional position or anything.”

His friend stared at him a little and finally hugged him warmly, arms barely touching him. People looked but the words where still just whispered into his ear gently, so just for him.

“Tor, it’s as real as you make it. Just like anything else. Do the job well enough and no one will doubt your worth. This way they just don't have to hold a party or parade every time you do something good for the kingdom.” He moved back, a strange look on his face, one that spoke of more pain than should be there. “Of course it also means you really are responsible for the kingdom now. Kind of takes that whole argument away, doesn't it?”

That didn't seem to make him happy. Not at all.

Dinner was called then and as often happened, for no apparent reason, he got sat next to the Queen. Of course, now it almost made sense, having had sex with her, he was kind of her lover, right? If she wanted him to be. Not that he could do anything about it at the moment, which sucked. A lot. As soon as he settled she touched his right arm and looked past him.

“I hope this is all right? Trice suggested it... If it's a problem we can fix it, but it would take some doing to save face.” 

He followed her gaze to the seat next to him, making him suspect the worst.

It was just Maria Ward though, with her Count on the other side. A little louder than he intended he spoke to the Queen.

“Oh, good. Maria, Marvin and I are good friends now.” The words came out quickly and half the table looked at him. He just meant that they were friends, forgetting that “good friends” meant more in the Capital than in Two Bends. There it told people that you'd back up someone totally. Here it had a different flavor. It kind of said they were lovers. 

Eep!

Worse he couldn't explain or take it back, not without humbling them again. The Queen smiled at him and seemed happy about what he'd said though.

“Oh, wonderful! So good to set all that behind us then. Are you staying with Tor and Alissa then for Postern?”

It was the Count that answered, smiling openly, teeth shining a bright white against his dark skin.

“We were thinking of asking Tor down to our celebration actually. Alissa too of course. In fact, everyone is invited.” He glanced around the table, still smiling. Very few smiled back. 

That could happen when you had recently declared war on a whole country, even if they had taken it back within a month. Inside two weeks actually. It was a mistake.

From across the table Rolph smiled and shook his head.

“Sorry Marvin, we can't ask anyone to miss the biggest Postern celebration in history. I suggest we get Tor to set up a few more houses and invite your people up here. With the availability of civilian transport now, we should probably set up more than a few places for all our friends that will want to visit. Lets actually register for this though, instead of the traditional procession of Kings week. Noram day was awful this last time.” He sounded so happy a pleasant buzz went up around the table. 

Tor turned to Maria and smiled a bit, trying to look cheery instead of just exhausted. Her eyes looked worried for some reason. It was so frustrating not reading people on the field level. How was he supposed to know what the problem was. He couldn't ask, not here.

“Not to... be a pain Maria, but would you help us with this? The planning for it and all? I can't do it alone at all and really, it's important. Now more than ever. Please?” He wheedled a little, which got her to blush and duck her head. 

“Honored. Who else is working on it?” Her voice was meek. Almost subservient. 

Gods and monkeys it was hard to tell what she was thinking at all. He didn't let himself shrug, turning to look at Connie instead. She generally knew this stuff better than he did.

“Um, your majesty?” It was his turn to sound meek.

“Well, alright, since you're asking...” She winked, a playful thing that got a laugh from the whole table, the room having gone silent to listen.

“I'll be helping you Maria, and will volunteer my family, if they aren't otherwise occupied. Anyone else want to lend a hand? It's quite rewarding really...”

For a long moment the room went silent, finally a single voice from the far side of the table, the very end, spoke with a familiar tone.

“I think I might be available to lend a hand.” Burks Lairdgren said, sounding pleased enough about the whole thing.

 

 

 

 

Chapter sixteen

 

 

 

 

That actually got about five more responses from around the length of the table. After all, if the royal family and that weirdo Lairdgren were going to be working with the Ward bitch, then why not? It would be interesting if nothing else, right? They collected Countess Ross, Ursala and to Tor’s amusement, Abbie, who smiled brightly about it. 

Countess Thorgood had enough control not to grind her teeth at the table. It was clearly taking effort though.

Tor bowed his head and committed all the names to memory. Then he spoke to the Queen quietly. “Sorry, I ended up accidentally turning this towards business. Do you have plans for the water garden this year?” 

That, as quiet as it was, got everyone to move back to polite dinner conversation as if he'd scolded them instead of whispering the words. The food was incredible, as always, though he just couldn't eat it all. Not more than a few bites of each thing. He tried, it was just too much still. After desert, a lovely dish that had flaming berries with brandy, which he didn't touch at all. He was a bit surprised when Sandra, down the table, looked at him and quickly followed suit. Builders didn't drink alcohol, but that wasn't why he wasn't having his, he was just too full.

Count Morris and a beautiful looking woman of about forty, tall and lithe, sat near her, the resemblance was more than passing of course, her parents after all. Sandra sat straight and made small talk with the people around her, not looking overly unhappy even. Of course, she'd said that her father didn't get along with her, but that didn't mean they'd fight at a dinner at the King’s table.

When the meal broke up Tor floated over, getting even more strange looks from the room. He knew he looked odd, but really, he couldn't sit any more, the sores just wouldn't allow it. It was this or stand and he really didn't think that would work for more than a few minutes, so Not-flyer it was. 

He tried to start things on a positive at least, “Count Morris, so nice to see you again. I haven't forgotten-”

“Master Tor! Wonderful to see you, I wanted to thank you for the timely delivery of devices. I hope that sending the payment to your residence here was sufficient? Countess Printer wasn't certain when she made the delivery...”

Tor put it together, so didn't feel too silly at least. The Countess had “borrowed” a few million gold worth of his property, the King said she could keep it, but had to pay for it. It was a lot and since it turned out that she didn't have to destroy Count Ward after all, for the death of her husband at least, it seemed she'd decided to spread the pain of that judgment out a little. 

Good. Tor had completely forgotten about it until he saw the Count.

“Oh, that sounds fine, thank you. I haven't been to my own house for a while though. I was planning on staying there tonight. Do you have rooms?” He addressed this to the Count, who nodded.

“Yes, the Queen saw to that for us. Sandra...” The man looked slightly worried at least, which Tor took as a good sign.

Tor nodded to the girl.

“Is part of my working group, so stays with me. In fact, we're using my residence as headquarters when not up at Lairdgren, on breaks and so on. She'll be needed there a lot, since the students are, well, students, but on holidays and breaks we should all be around here, if not needed on other tasks around the kingdom.” It was all kinds of pushy, but she really was needed for duties with the crown.

Shrugging Tor said that out loud too, including that he knew he was being bossy. Her parents should be proud. He was after all. 

The Count wasn't though. He just frowned and shook his head.

“I do appreciate your humoring her, but really her efforts at building haven't amounted to much have they? Her single building project so far is a children's toy. Barely an amusement even. I suppose it's as good a hobby as stitchery or perhaps horsemanship, but she should be out looking for a husband of good birth, don't you think?” 

Right, Tor had forgotten what an over bearing jerk the man could be. After a few second Tor just shrugged and turned to his colleague’s mother.

“Countess, have you spoken to my mother? I have five brothers, four of whom are unmarried, all Countiers. Some far too young, and there is some competition for them, but it may be something to think about. Sandra is a catch and I know that I'd be honored to call her sister.” He turned to the Count and winked, getting a small smirk from the man back.

“Now, not to be rude, but as to your daughters building career, you couldn't be more wrong. She's good. As it stands at this moment, she could go and make a living anywhere in the kingdom starting with nothing more than a few rocks. That little toy of hers has a full feedback mechanism, that senses both balance and the passage of time. OK, the toy is a little misplaced, since few children could afford such, but the work isn't just a toy. She didn't get named the leader of the Lairdgren group because she's a noble. She earned it.”

Mainly be being the oldest person in a group of volunteers, but hey, that counted right? Tor grinned at her parents.

“My point here is that you need to live a nice long time now Count Morris, and love your job, because we need her. The kingdom needs Sandra now.” His voice wasn't nearly as strong as he'd have liked, but a voice came from behind him then.

“Simple truth. Do you know that she ran out a batch of fifty shields earlier? In two hours, by herself. I tested the fields on them, very high quality work. There are less than six people in the kingdom that can do that.” 

Tor turned and tried to smile. Lairdgren again. It was true enough though, and really, other than the guy not being exactly forthcoming with him, there was no real reason to be mad at him. Not yet. 

Sandra looked horribly shy suddenly. Burks was pretty good looking, so maybe that was it? He was back to looking older, about thirty. It was a handy trick. Half the problems Tor had were because people didn't take him seriously. It wasn't that bad yet, because well, he was still under twenty, so no one would have anyway. Not for a few years. When that happened though, looking a bit older would be nice. Spending forever locked in what looked like a child's body would be hard to manage. Doable, but a pain.

Lairdgren did a much better job bolstering Sandra than he had though, making her seem like the best thing since cream was discovered, which was kind of what he'd been trying for, but missed. He just stood and nodded with a smile, backing the Ancients play. By the end of ten minutes even the sour and entitled Count Morris had to admit that there may be some value to his little girl becoming one of the better builders in the kingdom. 

Tor grinned, “Also and don't take this lightly, think how much you can save on devices, what with the family discount... You could save ten, twenty percent even.”

The funny thing was that the Count and Countess actually seemed pleased by that, as if their own daughter wouldn't just give them what they wanted? 

Tor yawned and shook his head a bit.

“Sorry, I need to make the rounds and get to bed. Um, Burks, do you know if Denno is around?”

“Guest house. Are you staying here?” 

“Nope, my place. We have room, if you want?” Of course, Tor was also planning to kidnap Denno Brown, so his brother might not want to be seen as helping with that.

He agreed to come though, and they collected a few other people as Tor and Sandra said their goodbyes. Including the Wards, who'd been planning on getting a room at an Inn, not feeling overly welcome at the palace yet, and Ursala, who glared at the Wards, but not Tor. That... Well, they hadn't poisoned her, but they had set her up to get pregnant and just to lash out at Rolph, so it was kind of fair. It had really ruined her chance to be Queen one day, hadn’t it? Well, maybe he could get her into make-up sex with them, so none of them ended up in his bed? Not that he'd be using a bed for a while still. The nap he'd taken laying flat had kind of hurt. It got him up quickly enough but that night he was just going to float again. That was really comfortable.

At the guest house they found Denno easily enough, looking like the servant he pretended to be. Greg. Tor just pointed to him with his left hand and raised his right, like the royal family did, not knowing if it would work at all. He had some Royal Guard friends, so hopefully they'd help out.

“I'm stealing Greg. Get someone to cover his shift please. Actual kingdom business, not just to scrub my floors or anything. Come on, Greg.” Tor didn't wait for the man to make a decision, just walking out. For some unknown reason he followed. It was foolish of him, but then, the guy had to know that. He probably also knew that Tor wouldn't be beating him.

He still didn't have a real plan as to what he was really going to do.

The flight back to his house was short, about three minutes and that long mainly to make sure the Royal Guard saw them all leave. No one spoke on the way back. He landed smoothly in front of the house and tried to be quiet walking in. Really, he didn't know who, if anyone would be there and what they might be up to. As long as it wasn't group sex in the front room, it should be all right. Instead he was greeted by Collette, who ran to him, a graceful shuffle so her dress wouldn't trip her up, soft slippers a whisper on the stone floor. It looked like marble now, but in a different color than he'd last seen it, gray shot with white, polished to gleaming. 

She's come from the dining room off to the right, except, from what he could see, it was a sitting room now, with several people in it. Not all of them people he recognized instantly. Several men...

Which would have been jealous making, except one of them was her father and the rest looked like merchants of some kind. At least they had the height for it. After a second he got that one of them was Kris Debri, a friend of his, after a fashion, and his mother Heather sat near him. That was all he could see from where he stood.

“Tor!” He was gently hugged and given a soft, slow kiss on the mouth that didn't get a reaction from his body at all. It was still nice. 

“Collette. I brought people with me. Is that all right? I notice we have guests?” It was the best he could do, short hand wise. She stood a little straighter and then bowed to... Everyone. Oh, right, all nobles, except “Greg”.

“Honored. Will you be staying?” She noted that the Wards had luggage. And probably that the rest of them didn't.

“Well, Maria and Marvin are your family, so of course they're staying. Burks and Denno are mine, so that gets us stuck with them for the night, though Brown needs to be back to work as soon as he can walk again...” It was a pointed statement and the man tapped the sigil around his neck, making his disguise vanish. It got a gasp from the doorway to the sitting room, since Bonita had come to look, when she heard his voice. 

Denno bowed to her, “Ma'am. Don't be alarmed, I always look like this. Well, not so much lately, but my little brother is to blame for that.” 

He said it like that made any sense at all. Nita closed in for more hugging, hitting up Burks first and then him, but circling around to cover Maria and Marvin too.

Tor stood looking into the other room, wondering what the protocols where here. Did he just go in, or should he ignore that people were there, in case it was secret or something? Finally he just leaned in to Collette and asked.

“Oh, well, yes, it's a little secret. Trying to share information about what happened at Lairdgren and find out if anyone knows more, if we can put the puzzle together at all.”

Tor tilted his head and thought for a second.

“OK. Well, if you warn them that a bunch of noble types that might have to report any information they hear back to the King are coming in, we should go say hello, then get out of their hair, so that proper planning and all that can be done. Is that... acceptable? I don't want to be rude, I just don't know what to do in a case like this.”

Collette hugged him again, “I think that will work wonderfully, one moment then?” 

After two minutes she waved them all in, setting off a bunch more bowing. Then people started hugging each other, since a lot of them were close friends and relatives.

He got one too, from Kris' wife of all people. She was a bit plain looking but had a kind smile, which she turned on him full force. It was a little warm, considering they'd only met once before and hadn't spoken more than a few words. Nice of her to remember him though. Kris didn't look overly pleased about it, but not upset either. His wife, Meredith caught the look and smiled at him lovingly. Kris was a nice looking fellow and a good catch all around for a widow like her.

“Dear, you asked who arranged all that gold for me?” She sounded happy and sweet about it. Enough so that Tor felt a little bad about not having accepted her marriage proposal once. She'd had the wrong last name then or he would have. 

Tor shrugged.

“Well, I provided part of it, Dorgal did the rest. Definitely a combined effort. Though I have to say, his leaving a mysterious chest like that makes a much better story than what I intended, which would have just been passing it along to you. All's well on that front? With Dorgal I mean?” Tor hadn't seen the man in months after all. 

Some friend he was.

“Oh, yes! Business is good and his mother is planning to send a go-between for him. Lyn Cooper? I don't know if you know the name?” She smiled when she said it, but it was hard to read. 

Tor winked.

“Yes. Her mother lives here in the city, the cooper by the south wall. Collette knows more I believe.” He looked back at her.

“Oh, yes, I can take you there if you want, so you know where to send his mother. How exciting! I do love a good wedding.” Collette smiled at him with a twinkle in her eye.

“So if she says yes, I take it your paying for it, as her sponsor?”

“Seems reasonable. We'll have to set some gold aside for it. Speaking of marriages, anyone know where my wife’s gotten too? I want to check in with her. I should have already.” It was a good excuse to get out of the room at least, so that people could plot in private. As long as it wasn't against him or the crown, it wasn't really his business. Hopefully it wasn't about him. That was possible, since Collette's father, the Baron, might not be happy with how poorly he'd been doing finding his daughters murderer. 

Tor took a deep breath. Crud. 

He moved in front of the man, who'd stood to hug Maria, and oddly Sandra too, and bowed low. Not going to his knees, because he couldn't and float like he was, could he? Hopefully the man would understand.

“I apologize for not doing a better job on the case sir. I allowed myself to become sidetracked, it felt needed at the time, but that's no excuse. Please know that the full might of the kingdom is on it however, and that the failing was with me alone. I promise to do better in the future.”

The man bowed back.

“Thank you Lord Baker. It's good to know that it isn't forgotten. It's frustrating not knowing what's going on, but I can't exactly tell Smythe of Westend to just send over a report bi-weekly, can I? I don't suppose you know if anything has broken on the case or not, do you?” The man didn't seem hopeful. 

Ah, well, no one had told him anything had they. Tor straightened.

“Excuse me for a few moments, please? Collette, is there a private room near?” She showed him to a door, hidden well in the fake wood work at the back of the room. It took a bit to get in touch with Smythe, and a while longer to run everything by him. Finally, some forty minutes later, really feeling drained, Tor walked out and bowed to the Baron again.

“Alright, both Smythe and the King have cleared me telling you what we know so far, which isn't much. I have to extract oaths from you first and kick Meredith from the room. Sorry. If I had more energy right now I'd clear you with a truth amulet. I just don't. It's incredibly rude of me, but-”

She waved a hand at him and smiled again, “don't let it worry you. You can tell me some other time.” She glanced around, “Um, Collette, where should I retire too?”

They, it turned out, had a second sitting room. Tor was impressed. The idea of rooms just to sit in wasn't totally new to him, but having not just one, but two of them was a real step up for someone like him.

After that he ran down the whole thing, ending with the attack on Lairdgren, which they knew about and that the Austran agent had been using Ginger's name and station to work her way into the school. Which of course, they didn’t know at all, being privileged information. 

“Why, we don't know. That's why I brought this man. Here. Denno?” He gestured and the small dark man who looked a lot like a younger, smaller version of Count Ward, but even more perfect, moved forward.

“Yes, little brother?” He said softly, voice calm.

Tor didn't have a plan at all, so just shrugged.

“Well, you’re the Ancient of Austra, so, what can you tell us about all this? Who likely ordered it, what else should be expected and anything else you can come up with that might be right. We can't force you to help us, but, well, if your plan doesn't involve an army taking out Austra next week, I suggest you at least trying to help us out here. I get that you have some secret... whatever it is, going on. If that involves killing girls, well, it better not. But be honest about it, please. You're best chance is to engage me in a fight right now, if you have to. I'd love to avoid that, but I can't stop you. Not at the moment.” His voice was flat, tired and so worn even Denno winced, implied threat or not.

“Ah, I... OK. I have no plans that involve anyone from this kingdom at all, except you, Purple and Green. Possibly Laurali Gray as well. Laurali Baker? Also Mr. Dan Green. At any rate, my best guess given the nature of the attack and the kind of agent used is that this was the work of the protection agency. Kind of like... I'd guess the closest thing you have here is the Royal Guard. They guard the Premier and his family, which means Daria, who, most likely, is behind this in some fashion. It reeks of her cruelty and ham fisted ideas about how to run an operation.” Denno looked at each person in the room in turn.

“As too what will come next? That's too hard to accurately forecast. Given her unstable personality type, I'd expect more attacks. Probably towards young women, though not, of course, coming from her personally. The Serge line, no matter how unstable, is marvelous at keeping themselves safe. Truly gifted at it, in point of fact. That means agents brought in for the task. That or ones recruited on site. She was here in the city, I believe? For several years? It wouldn't be impossible at all for her to have co-opted a few people. Austra has a few methods that could allow for that to happen very quickly, if the correct type of person can be found. In this case, my guess would be a killer that has been co-opted, turned if you will, rather than a spy turned killer.”

He was smooth and just a little warm, considering the subject matter, which could have been due to thousands of years of practice, but felt more like an attempts to placate them all than anything else. Tor watched what he was doing carefully, no obviously coded messages to Burks, which didn't preclude very hidden ones at all. But, if Tor had to make a raw guess himself, it would be that the man in front of him was trying to buy his good will. That didn't really make a lot of sense though. Not based on what Tor knew. 

Why would he need Tor for anything? He could barely walk at the moment and Denno didn't even believe in magic at all, so his building skills were kind of moot there too. Other than those things though, what use was he to the man?

He was helpful anyway. His words, even if Brown just didn't care about them, added reams of possible data to the mix, and it was probably a lot more correct than the nothing they had before. Even if he was hiding facts or even lying, it probably had mainly truth to it. Good lies did. Tor started probing about the time that Denno wound down a little.

“How likely is it really, that Daria Serge is behind this and not her father?” He kept his voice quiet, soft and tried to sound manly instead of like he was about to collapse. It wasn't nearly as easy as it should have been.

Instead of being intimidating or even coming across as strong, Tor was afraid that Denno was starting to respond to him because he just looked and sounded so pitiful. The man winced and started speaking more softly as they went on. The kind of voice you used with an invalid or dying person. Tor raised his eyebrows.

“Stop that. Acting like I'm about to fall down. Just answer the questions. I know that you've probably seen all this a hundred times before, but finding the... killer and making them pay, stopping these attacks, it actually means something to these people. It means something to me. Don't let age make you forget your humanity Brown.” Tor grimaced, hard and floated closer to the man. “I don't know what all you have going on inside that Ancient skull of yours, probably more than I'll ever understand, but I know this, no matter what this really is, Austra is your responsibility. If you don't stop this, help us stop this, some of these people are probably going to fly over there and end your entire continent.”

Lairdgren looked down, but didn't speak for a time. A long time. Finally he looked at his brother and nodded.

“And some of them can actually do it Den. I wasn't joking about that when we spoke on it. I don't want there to be threats between us and these people don't mean harm to innocents, but in their grief...”

The Ancient of Austra looked at his brothers and finally the room, “I... may be able to get in touch with some people back home and see if I can trace the roots of this for you. It will take some time and I may not come up with anything useful. I don't exactly have the needed gear to hand and while powerful, your technology isn't compatible with Austra's, so-”

Tor stared at Burks and shrugged. The elder man winced and looked away. He had the needed gear, but wasn't supposed to? Tor grinned.

“You can use mine. I keep it in Burks’ basement.” It was a lie, but Green shrugged and gave Tor a solid look, then Denno.

“We can leave in the morning.” If it was said in anger at Tor it was hidden well. It sounded bland. Almost amused.

Denno wasn't fooled at all though.

“You're secret hoard? Against the treaty, isn't it Green? But then, I guess, as you've mentioned more than once, Purple here isn't a signatory, is he. Good plan... I suppose it beats my people being destroyed over one stupid bitch that thinks the world should revolve around her crazy whims.”

Tor yawned.

“Sorry, I'm about to go to sleep. I really can't help it. Um, Burks, if you and Brown would please look into those things for us, I'd take it as a personal favor and um, everyone else, if you'd remember to keep this quiet for now? Please? We don’t want to alert the wrong people, especially since we have no clue who they are.”

Everyone murmured agreement and no one seemed too upset. Baron Coltress didn't seem exactly happy, but he gave Tor a bow before he could float from the room.

“Thank you. You're efforts mean a lot to us all.” He murmured gently. 

Tor Bowed back, but found himself waking with a start, head coming up in that over tired fashion that people got when they forgot to rest properly for days on end. He just chuckled about it though, and made his way up to what he assumed would still be his bedroom. It probably was, he figured, since his wife and girlfriend Trice were on the bed when he opened the door, naked, doing something complicated and fun looking. He froze for a second, then closed the door. It was a little awkward, wasn't it? He'd known that they were “friends” that way. Trice had flat out told him several times after all. A stab of jealousy ripped through him, but after a few seconds he just had to shrug.

After all, his marriage to Ali was real enough, but hadn't been for love at all. He did love Trice, but hadn't exactly been around for her lately, and she was fresh from her own traumas and darkness. If she was doing this, wasn't it a good sign? He floated into the room, nearly falling asleep. Awkward situation or not.

“Hey loves.” He said gently, earning a squeak from both women on the bed. They started to scramble to correct their “indiscretion” but he waved them back. “Nah, finish up. If I was in better health I'd join you, but I'm going to pass out in about a minute anyway. Just, you know, I love you both. Talk in the morning?” 

It wasn't an inspired speech, but he managed to get to the side of the room, on the far side of the bed, near the wall, before his eye closed. They said things to him, but he wasn't really sure what it was. It had the tone of “I love you” rather than, “get the hell out” which was good, because he fell asleep then. 

When he woke up they were both still there, light coming from the window lighting them up, casting golden sheets over them both, as they lay entwined. It was lovely, he decided. Both were naked and wearing several amulets, so heat wasn't an issue for them, after the covers were kicked off. Tor would have been, should have been, aroused, he knew. His pattern just couldn't handle that right now. Smiling he got into the bathroom and managed a full shower and shave, all on his own feet, checked the bed sores on the back of his legs which had healed a lot, once the constant pressure was gone and walked out slowly. 

Trice opened her eyes and stared at him as he approached.

“You look better. Um, about all this...” Her tone was a whisper and her gaze moved over Ali gently. Slowly she ran her left hand over the still sleeping girls shoulder.

“I know that it must have been a shock to you.” Her tone was wry and playful.

“A bit, but nothing too bad. I mean, you are our girlfriend, right? I'll adjust. It's just, well, I need to get better and that's going to take time, so I do feel a little down about that part of things. You're both so cute. Anyway, I need to find breakfast soon, if I can. Want to try and get sleepy head there up and around while I get that going? Oh, by the way, we have guests, so you know, whatever that means... Guest rules?”

Surprisingly, even though it was later than he'd thought, nearly ten in the morning, no one else had come down to the table yet. They only had one dining room now, the table made smaller by Collette, not needing more at the moment. Tor could have resized it, but it looked big enough for the number of people they had. Well, the ones that he knew about. It was possible that they had other guests.

The kitchen was in about the same place, So Tor figured that he'd start trying to work something up, only to find the room filled with the scents and activity of cooking already. He sort of recognized several of the people even, from Kings week, when they'd hired a bunch to cook for the hundreds of nobles that had shown up. Apparently they'd never left. Well, that was good. It meant that they’d all had jobs the whole time. Had to like that.

Collette sat on the far side of the room, going over a list, a cup of tea in front of her.

“Looks like we should be starting soon then everyone. Tor, do you have any particular request for the meal?”

“Um, food would be good. Other than that, you know, we have guests, so whatever they like is fine. Maybe something done in Warden fashion, so that they'll feel comfortable? If that isn't too much work? I know it's a bit short notice.” He sounded tentative and weak again, so covered with a grin. If they wanted a commanding high lord, they needed to go somewhere else, didn't they?

“I think we can do that sir, something like the style of breakfasts from before? Very good.” The woman that spoke wasn't that old, mid-thirties at most, about six foot tall, which could have marked her as either merchant or noble, though the way she swung into action argued for the later pretty strongly. Even merchants weren't normally that bossy. Tor just hoped she was actually in charge of the kitchen...

Collette noticed him looking at her and nodded towards the bustling woman.

“Oh, Tor... I know you two didn't get a chance to meet last time, though she was actually here a lot. This is my mother, Glaran. Um, I kind of hired her. She and father aren't together. It's complicated, they were married, but a different situation had to be arranged for father, in order to protect the barony, so they divorced. I hope that's all right, her being here?”

Tor blinked and nodded.

“I don't understand the situation at all, but family is always welcome. Are you Bonita's mother too?”

“Oh, yes dear. She mentions you often. Thank you both for seeing to my care like this. I should have mentioned it sooner, but I had the impression that we were rather hiding me away in the kitchen in shame.” Her eyes twinkled when she said the words though, as if she hadn't thought that at all.

Tor was just confused. Why would they hide her? Especially from him?

“No ma'am. Never. Um, speaking of which, would you be free later in the day? We're going to have to add to the house staff, for several dwellings during Postern, if you'd aid us in that, it would be wonderful.” He turned to Collette.

“We're paying for the Capitals amusements this year. Out of the golds the kingdom is holding for us. So... Rolph invited every member of every Count and Countesses extended family to stay with us. I figure that we should grab as much land along the river as possible and set up houses for them. I'd like the people from Warden to be put up, if possible, since there personal friends. Also, um, we should invite the Ross' and the Brettermeres. Plus anyone else you can think of. Kind of stack this place with our pal's. The Lairdgren group too, plus the... Um... well, everyone from school.”

Tor held his hands out and laughed a bit.

“Yeah, that will keep the curmudgeons away, turn this into the kid’s house.”

Collette walked over and hugged him, as if he might be deranged, but Glaran, who was also blond and still very cute waved them out of her kitchen. She had a wooden spoon in her hand when she did it, making it look like an implied threat, but her face showed a real enough looking smile.

“Breakfast will be out in a few minutes. Now, you two out, let us work. To answer your request Lord Baker, I'd be most please to aid in your plans. Just let me know where and when.”

Tor bowed to her. It wasn't a deep bow, which everyone accepted as being correct, but his words weren't, he knew.

“Just Tor. Which goes for everyone here. Um, I hope to get to know you all. If you need anything, please let me know? After breakfast I mean.” He chuckled a little, but the staff stopped and looked at him silently, until Glaran waved them back into action. 

Well, Tor figured that he'd obviously just opened a can of worms there, hadn't he? Oh well.

The dining room had enough room, but got reconfigured into the needed shape, the long table remaining, so dark brown it looked black, with a light blue table cloth on it, but a new, narrow side table got set up to match it, for the food to be placed when it came out. Then Collette winked at him and suggested they go get everyone else.

The meal was good. Nearly as good as what the palace served even. After the meal he gave almost everyone hugs and grabbed Sandra. Bonita had already gone off with Burks and Denno, to see about finding out that secret information of his, and Ursala looked at him meaningfully, a bit sad. 

“Right, so, we need to get back to the school for a bit and get the kids there set up. Um, Ursala, a word?” He hated the way he sounded, like he was about to take her to task for something, which wasn't the case at all. 

She kind of glared at him too, but she walked over, if a bit stiffly.

“Sending me away?” The words were an accusation, and not happy at all.

“Um, why would I do that? I kind of need you. Right now for work, true, but seriously, stop moping, will you? Anyway... I was wondering if I could get you to do some things for me? I know, who am I to send you on errands, right? But I can't get it all done and no one else would really work for some of it.”

Like checking on the girls at Wildlands Station. Tor had ignored that situation for nearly a year, but they were still his responsibility. Her eyebrows shot up, but she nodded.

“OK. Anything else?” She sounded bored, but not as angry at least.

“Yep. We need to expand the civilian transport fleet, and I'd like you to come with me to Two Bends, because I'd like to get some of the people from there involved.”

“Oh? Well, that sounds more interesting that sitting around feeling alone and bitter at least.” She sighed. “Why not?”

Trice flew them in, being a better hand on the controls of even the fast carriage than he was, and they managed to get on the ground and have the carriage put away before anyone came out at all. There was at least a foot of snow on the ground which took Tor by surprise. It snowed in Two Bends, sure, but normally not near Postern. It was just a thing, particular to the area. It should have been cold, but not snowy. After the second time he slipped he just rose into the air and floated over to the bakery. There was activity down the way and a whole host of new buildings, which made everything seem strange. The old shop he'd grown up with was different too. The front was closer to the street, having been built up, more, it was painted and had a sign with actual words on it. Two Bends Bakery.

My.

Tor blinked and just walked in, floated in, the others following without pause. Behind the counter a familiar form worked, efficiently enough it seemed. Tor's little brother Todd. If by little he meant younger, which the kid was, by a year, rather than shorter. Somehow he'd managed to stretch up to nearly five-ten or so. Otherwise he looked like all the kids. Pale, black haired and light framed.

“S'rih wit'o ifn pleasure.” He said before making a full turn, a tray of bread rolls needing to go into the rack.

When he finally turned, wiping his hands on a clean cloth, he stared, first at everyone else in the room, then back to Ursala, who was almost a foot taller than he was.

“Um, Welcome Lords, to this humble establishment, how may I be of use or service today?” He bowed and held it, not looking at anyone in particular, but from behind the counter. 

“Hey Todd, ma set up a marriage for you yet?”

“S'Tor! Um,” he stood up and glanced at the others, “Sorry, I meant to say, no, not yet. Why?”

Tor shrugged and very purposefully didn't look around.

“Just keeping up with things. I heard a rumor that Countiers are far more popular than regular Two Bends guys, but so far I'm not seeing it myself.”

He made the introductions, or started too. Todd already knew Ali and remembered Trice. He even nodded to Ursala.

“Um, Countess... Thorgood?” He said, making it sound like a guess. “We met, briefly, at the King’s birthday celebration?”

“Oh, of course! You were there with your parents, brothers and sisters?” She spoke warmly, at least getting that being nice to Tor's relatives was a nice thing to do.

They made small talk for a while, Ursala moving closer to the counter and Todd getting each of them a sweet roll, orange apple. It was unique, but Tor liked it.

“You make these Todd?”

“Yeah, da said I needed to come up with some signature food items, maybe run them by you and see if you'd front me the capital to start my own bakery. I do deliveries too, which pays well enough, but I always liked baking.” He let his head hang a bit, looking embarrassed, probably because it was considered a low level merchant position and they were all royals.

Taking another bite Tor nodded.

“Alright. Pick a location when you’re ready and I'll do that.” 

Ali walked forward, pulling something from her purse, from the sigil it was one of the new, more advanced houses. It took a second, but she started to explain quickly enough.

“This will make a good bakery and you can live in it too, so you won't have to spend a bunch of money at first building a real structure.”

It was a good idea. 

A great one actually. He could have a baking castle with that if he wanted, which actually sounded kind of cool. All he needed was to buy or rent some space, which was doable. 

“Good. So just send a note or come find me and it will get done, gold wise. Should have thought of it sooner. Oh, hey, want a job for Postern? Everyone else will probably be off playing, but there will be a lot of nobles around, so if you can impress any of them with your products, they might want you to set up in their areas. It never hurts to have friends. I'll rent you a space next to my place outside the Capital and you can give away what you make. I'll pay you for it. Get some of the others to help too. If you want.”

He grinned, a charming, if shy thing.

“That sounds like fun. We don't get to do much for Postern here. Just eat a big meal and talk about how important family is.” Looking at the others he bowed again, a small thing though, rather than the proper one he threw out earlier. “Which it is, of course, but it doesn't really make for stunningly fun times for some reason.”

Next to him, Alissa nodded, “we'd love to have you. All of you, Kari and I can help with the baking maybe?” She looked at Tor a little slyly, but didn't smile about it.

Well, as long as she didn't sleep with his brother, that worked for him. Karina could go too if she wanted. 

“Hmmm, well, she does need a suitable match, Todd here is within the three steps even. I'll suggest it too her.” Trice giggled as she said it though. Probably because Ursala was turning a bit red. It wasn't blushing, Tor knew that because her eyes narrowed.

“I think not.” She looked at Tor and tilted her head, which looked regal on her. “Where is your mother, do you think?”

He had no clue, but Todd did. She was working at the central warehouse, setting up the schedule for the next day’s deliveries. The pointing finger suggested they go down the street to the new buildings, to the right. 

“Thanks Todd. Hey, I mean it about Postern. You in?” He used the home tongue, which got his brother to grin.

“Hey, yay! Just to see the Capital would be nice. I always get the deliveries to the eastern coast. Never been down that way save the once. Think ma and da will be all right with it?” The cadence was rapid fire and without much pause. It was nice to hear someone speaking properly again.

“Should be all right. I'll clear it with them now if you want. Oh, um, what do you think of Ursala here? She's single and needs to get married and is really nice. I can suggest to ma that setting up a go between might be a good idea.” It took work not to make his tone teasing, but he managed it. Mainly due to pure lack of energy, but Todd just blinked and stood still for a second.

“Alright. She's very pretty and if you say she's a good sort, that's enough for me. I don't know that she'd have me, but what the heck? Ever since Vera married Lind Samson, there hasn't been even one eligible girl in town. I know, you'd think that glamorous flying men would get some attention other places, but people tend to leave us all alone. I think they don't want to risk slowing a delivery.”

With a wave Tor got them all going in the right direction. 

The new complex was just a large empty wooden structure, at least it had no interior walls to speak of, just the outer shell of a building. It had stuff in it, mainly cases with float plates on them. At a square wooden table he found his mother, sitting alongside Tiera, who had grown to look very similar to, but not exactly like, a younger version of their mother. 

Thank god. Now if it just meant she had a shot at being her own person and not another copy of Lara Gray, Tor would have to start believing in some god or another so he could thank them properly. 

“Hi everyone!” Tor tried for happy sounding, which got attention at least. His little sister ran to him and gave a large familial hug, then turned one on Alissa, sized up Ursala and bowed, then saw Trice through the door.

Small hands clenched into fists as she did that and she stepped forward moving between Tor and the other girl.

“What, do you think you're doing here?” The girl said, her voice almost copying the royal accent perfectly.

“Bitch.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter seventeen

 

 

 

 

Trice didn't respond at first, just hanging her head a little.

“Yeah, I know.” She whispered.

“That’s not an explanation.” The much smaller girl said, walking forward, looking ready to hit someone. More to the point, like Trice was about to get a beating. 

That couldn't happen of course, because of all the shields involved, but it was kind of a poor way to start a conversation, before anyone could say anything at all, Ali shrugged and looked down herself. It was just enough to get Tiera to look at her.

“I'm sorry.”

That got Tiera to stop in her tracks. Her problem was with Trice, though Tor didn't know why exactly, but Ali apologizing seemed out of place. The smaller girl asked why she was sorry.

“After all, you didn't lay into Tor in public and then break up with him. You married him as was proper. Didn’t invite me to the wedding, but I understand there were circumstances involved that precluded that.” She seemed confused by the whole thing and it showed on her face.

“Oh... that. Well, I don't know what that was about. I was just saying that Trice is here because I asked her to come with us. I didn't know that you'd have a problem with her. She's really nice though. I know that she and Tor didn't get married, which really worked out for me, so I'm not going to complain about it. They seem to have gotten over it though, so, shouldn't we?” It was sensible and said so innocently that even a bossy fourteen year old, near that age at least, wouldn't fight about it.

He hoped. Tiera kept glaring though.

Which made sense after a fashion. She didn't know the whole story at all. Tor told her. The whole thing, how the King ordered Trice to do it in order to find who tried to kill him. Since her own parents had been the likely suspects she did it, which, when Tor heard what she'd said, made him break up with her.

“So, you know, no debts between friends. It's past and all.”

Tor noticed that his mother looked a little shocked at what he'd said too, his little sister taking it a lot better, just throwing her long black hair over her right shoulder and... bowing.

“The error was mine then. I apologize.” It was grudging and a little tense in tone, but Trice just nodded.

“I get it. Thanks. I hope we can be friends too.”

That was... nearly perfect for the situation. In the city those words didn't seem to mean that much at all. Here, in Two Bends it was like she'd just sworn to protect the girl with her life. Tiera nodded then.

“Alright.”

That was all. Just an acceptance that they were friends now. 

Laurali stood and walked to her son, who floated in place, hands by his side, trying to smile gently. 

“So, what have you done now?” She waved at the air under his feet, nearly making him want to sigh. 

“Pushed myself foolishly, building to the very edge of what I can manage. I'm a little surprised no one told you. I was working for about two months straight.”

“I... see. No one mentioned it at all. Well, you lived, which is good. I suppose it's going to take a few weeks for you to regain your health?” Her voice held and edge, so he shrugged.

“Most likely longer. I don't know how long. Half a year? Maybe more.”

His mother sighed and shook her head with crossed arms, “Was it at least worth it?”

“Remains to be seen. So far it seems to be.” He waved to the little dragon on Trice’s chest, which moved to look at Tiera when she got close enough. She tilted her head at it and it did that too. 

“It's alive?” There was awe in her voice, since it looked like it lived in a circle of glass.

“No, it's just a field that responds to motion and Trice’s thoughts. The real field, well, that isn't my story, but it was needed at the time.” Then he shut up.

His mother wasn't happy with that, but after a minute she just shook her head again. 

“So to what do we owe this visit? You didn't come to borrow gold.” It was a statement, not a question.

He explained quickly, a long range plan, that involved a lot of work, golds being spent by him and a centralized package delivery service. Added to the people moving transport system. 

“There would have to be more delivery people ready to fly, and kind of spread out, but the transports would get the packages closer to their individual bases, so they could be home each night and only work most of the day, instead of all.” He gestured with his head to Ursala, who looked interested.

“She's in charge of the transport part of things. I can get the flight plates made, and other equipment. Or I can get the Lairdgren group to do it at least... What do you think?”

It was asked to the whole room, not just his mother. Tiera nodded as if considering something.

“That would make sense, we could cut the trips in half that way. Lots of fields though. Do we get them for free?” 

“Nope. You have to repay the kingdom in good works. Taking emergency messages for people that don't have money, transporting goods in emergencies. That kind of thing. Though you, of course, will be off at school for most of this.”

The girl grinned, “I keep saying that, but Mother and Father don't wish me to go. They think it's too dangerous.”

That got Sandra to clear her throat. She'd been so quiet that Tor had forgotten to even mention her being there. He quickly made the introduction and let his head hang a bit.

“The school is secured now. Every person there has proved themselves honest and loyal. It's probably safer than almost anywhere else in the area. Even here.” Which got the girl to look down, since Tor's mother was staring hard and looked ready to snap at her.

“Um, so I was thinking, maybe we should get you all updated shields? I think the ones you currently have are class two? Tor’s-class two if I get the feeling right. You should all have sevens. I can do that, I think. If that's alright?”

First Tor blinked, then he nodded smiling again. Sandra was a good friend to have.

“And new flying rigs. I'd love to see what improvements you can make on both too, not just raw copies. Say a week? Shields first though.”

The girl just nodded but Laurali seemed offended.

“Why are you giving this girl orders Tor? She looks to be your senior by several years.” Her tone was so dry Tor thought he felt the water leaving his system.

For once no one said anything, leaving him to do it. Fair enough, his job after all.

“I'm the Magics Counselor for the kingdom now. Still, Sandra,” He turned to look at her, excluding everyone else. “Those aren't orders, just what I'd like to see. If you have your own stuff to do, well, I can't say much. It's worth doing though, if you get the time.”

His mother just gave him a look at that, as if being the Counselor of magic might as well be Counselor of annoying sons. She was good at doing things like that. 

“Well. That's something then.” 

Sigh.

He was just going to leave after that, but was a little surprised when Sandra stepped forward towards his mother and bobbed her head a bit.

“I'd like to start negotiations for marriage, if possible. I'll send a go between...” Looking around she glanced at Tor. “I'll send Tor as my go between. I've heard that works. He got Princess Abbie engaged to the Prince. For your son Todd? Countier five Lairdgren?”

Ursala folded her arms and made a disgruntled noise.

“Hey, I was the one talking to him in there just now. Hmmm. No fair at all. How about, Tiera, would you be willing to act as my go between in this? Otherwise I'm short an agent on the ground.”

The girl looked excited for some reason.

“Sure, but I want to see a write up on what you have to offer. I mean, if I need to make a full pitch.” She looked at her mother who just nodded.

It was the tradition, so they kind of had to.

“Right, Sandra, one for me too. We'll have to race that into place, Ursala is a shrewd and canny adversary.” He smiled though. After all, Todd had already suggested that she'd do, so that would kind of set his mind in that direction.

It was Ali who confirmed the Postern plans though and made sure that everyone was invited. 

“The whole family dear?” Laurali said, her voice soft and kind when speaking to her. It always was though.

“Oh, I meant all of Two Bends.” She dimpled at everyone. 

Tor just nodded. Why not, they were, by and large, his friends too, weren't they? They could send transports for everyone that wanted to go, even arranging day trips if anyone wanted to sleep in their own bed at night. It was only for three days.

His ma nodded firmly, but suggested they let Tom the Mayor know as well. If it were a serious offer. That took another half hour, but was worth the effort. The man laughed at first, but had to keep bowing to Ursala and Trice, as well as Sandra. He skipped Ali for some reason, even though she was tall enough to be royal in his eyes. Probably because she was simply family now. 

That was how things worked there.

Then Tor just had to get with half a dozen people at the school to arrange things and it would all be set. He hit the group first, and made sure to slip all of them some gold. Lyn got more, but he was her sponsor. Not that she needed it from him, having been making her own for months now. The coins in hand reminded him to check in with Ridley and Henry, since they were handling the schools funds for the students.

Henry pulled out a ledger and held it up so Tor could see it.

“The expenses out are a little higher than I thought they would be... We do have funds through the end of the month though. I... spent three gold a week on improving the food here. I know that isn't essential... The fine students, they complained a lot though. Is that OK?” The real question was did he have the right to do that, of course. Otherwise it could be considered theft of funds.

He did, of course. He was the man in charge of that and had really been rather frugal, considering the whining he’d probably had to put up with.

“That's good, nice call, I'll bring or at least have delivered another payment.”

Ridley didn't have much to add, since Henry did all the real work with the coins, he informed Tor with a wink. “I just get to yell at some entitles noble dinks every now and again. Keep them from acting like Master Tor owes them full upkeep and whores in town. I told them they could handle that for themselves. That ticked a few people off. I really just meant they could use their own coin, but things have been a little tight for some.” He chuckled, but didn't seem to be trying to make every other word into some sly sex thing. It just happened with him most of the time.

“Wait, we have whore in town? I don’t remember questioning any of them…” Was there a gap in his net? Did they need to rush the military back into place?

Ridley didn’t laugh for once.

“No, you did. A lot of the shop girls and waitresses make extra coin that way, especially on the holidays. It’s nothing official, but it helps keep their families fed, so no one minds much.”

“Oh.” That made sense then. Good. He was worried for a second.

Hardgrove was interested when Tor asked if Instructor Fines could join them, and pretty pleased when he realized the whole school was invited to the Capital. 
 The students, faculty and others that wanted to join them did have to declare they were coming first though, so they'd have enough space and food for them. Transports too.

Then he got Fines alone for an hour and covered everything. The man blanched, winced and even shook, as if cold, during one part, but in the end he agreed to see what he could do. After all, Tor represented the kingdom, and they were on war footing...

“Builders tend to be a little selfish though, you understand? Not you and not your working group, amazing what you've done with those children, by the way, but the other students, they might not respond as well.” He didn't seem pleased by the idea of trying to get some of the others to put more effort in.

That made Tor nod in return. He could see that. Most builders were a bit selfish, weren’t they?

“Well, you know, they should jump at the chance. These are some of the most interesting projects going right now and anyone getting them done stands to make a lot, if that's the goal. The communications network for the army alone is worth millions of golds and that's practically giving it away. If anyone wants to try, I can get them in to the palace to look at the one I have set up already. I can do it, or I could, but well...” He held out his hand, and the old man took it, looked abstract for a half minute then patted the back of it.

“For all intents and purposes you aren't alive, you know that don't you? I don't understand how you manage to move about at all. Healing and repairing the field damage, yes, but... This is bad. You live, so you must get it and it makes sense as to why you aren't just doing everything yourself... Don't. Dying now would be a waste of all you can do in the future.”

Tor laughed. It sounded pretty thin and a little breathy, but it was heartfelt.

“Not my plan at all. Hence letting everyone else do it all. So, if you could ask for me? Please Sir?” He tried to look hopeful, as if that would help. It kind of did, since the instructor told him he'd put the word around and see if anyone was interested at all.

“If not, I may just take a crack at it myself. After all, it is only copy work and if young children can do hundreds of units a day, I should be able to.” He ruffled his white beard, closer cropped now and tidy looking.

“If nothing else I can sneak it into your groups work.” His eyes sparkled. 

“Yeah, I had that thought too. I think Lyn Cooper can do it, copy the central devices I mean. The hand-held’s aren't hard to do at all. I'm not sure about the others yet, but they need to be given a chance to see what they can do. All of them have it in them.”

Then almost everyone did, if they wanted it bad enough. Tor didn't add that though. 

After he finished everything they all went back to the Capital, since there was all that party planning and nonsense to do. It was nearing dark already, so about six-thirty, maybe later. Trice got them back in good time. Casually she asked how old the next oldest brother in his family was. After Todd

“Terek is fifteen. Then Weasel, who turns twelve in a month. He likes blonds though, I think. Sara in particular.”

That got a smile from Ali and a baffled look from Ursala. Tor sat and just listened when his wife spoke.

“I have, from sources, meaning Countess Thomson, heard that Timon has actually put forth a letter of interest there. Very proper too. Just saying that the invitation is open for his fourteenth birthday, if she's interested and available then. It might be worth it for her to wait. He's younger than her, but has a lot of high powered connections, plus, he's going to be good looking when he's grown, which can't hurt. Tamerlane says that he's wicked smart too. He actually won a place at the Printer academy you know. As in took on over a thousand others in tests to see who got the spot. Otherwise he'd be going off to Lairdgren.”

A surge of pride ran through him for the boy. It was impressive, him winning his own place. Tor would have to make sure that the Countess knew not to let him have a scholarship though. Tor could pay, and more to the point, his brother could, most likely. He didn't want some poor kids spot taken up after all. 

Once on the ground it turned out they had to head straight to the palace, with the Wards, since the Queen had decided on a dinner meeting about Postern. Tor wanted a nap, so let the others know they were in charge, in case he just nodded off.

“Not the plan, but I make no promises at all. So, Um, Maria, Ali... You've got this?” They looked at him and smiled, happy enough to be in charge of something. 

Count Ward just sat, looking affronted and Ursala grumbled outright.

“What about me? I'm not good enough to be of use?”

Tor wanted to grab his forehead. Eek. 

“Um, you're busy with the transportation network. That's going to take everything you've got, and probably a full team as well. The new lift plates and controls should be coming in a few days. Out of Lairdgren.” 

“Oh, right.” 

Tor stuck his tongue out and laughed a bit, “Now the rest of you, please stop acting like you need me to constantly pat you on the back and show how much I love you, OK. I do, we're all friends, but I'm about done here. I really need to rest and I can't keep running each day if I'm going to get better. So, um, I was wondering, Marvin, Trice, would you two cover for me? Just for a bit? That way I can concentrate on the case with Smythe and make sure Brown and Burks aren't just stringing us along. Plus, I need some other things done... No, you two can do that too. But it has to be done in secret. I mean, if you'd do that? I get that you both have other things to do and I know it's lazy of me-” But he really didn't want to die of exhaustion and while he felt better, not getting rest was taking a toll on how fast he could get back to normal.

“Certainly. I'll need a list of what you'd be doing though.” The giant Count behind him sounded pleasant about it at least. 

Trice just landed the craft slowly and gave a lopsided grin that Tor could only see half of.

“OK... we need to be careful though as to what we agree to though Marvin. Tor might just put us to baking for hundreds if we aren't careful. He does that himself every now and again. Gotten me to help too, so, you know, that’s a real thing that might be on the schedule.” She sounded happier though. As if him admitting he needed help touched her, made her feel better?

“No, not this time, but I need Marvin to go to my mother and act as a go between for Sandra. It's a bit of a hard road right now, as great as she is, Ursala is her main competition for it and Todd already put forth that it would be a good idea to send a go between to her. I don't know if that's going to happen now or not, since you kind of declared intent openly already like that, but it still might.”

The tall blond Countess smiled and took a deep breath, “really now? And here I thought I wouldn't stand a chance. Sandra is fascinating. A future Countess and looking to be one of the best builders of her generation already? That's hard to match on paper. Worse, she's sweet. A bit quiet, but notice how that didn't stop her from just speaking up earlier when she wanted something? All is fair though. I think I'll point out the need for a nice bakery in Thorgood. I can even provide land in Valhalla. Right on the main strip too.” She got quiet, thinking then.

Marvin went quiet.

“If that's the task, I'll do my best for the girl. I feel a bit at cross purposes here. I don't want to give affront to Ursala. On the other hand, Tor asked me to work against her cause.” 

Oh, well, he had, hadn't he. Ah...

“Sorry. That's true. Hmm... OK, so I'll send in someone else. No problem, though still a lot of other things to do that won't put you on the spot like that. I didn't think. My apologies there.”

Tor made himself walk in, but it was a real chore still. Instead of a long bit of mingling, there was an almost instant arrangement at a table, a square one, so that no one would know where the top was easily. He sat next to Count and Countess Ross, with Ali and Maria on either side of the Queen. That made sense, they were the power group here. 

Johanson the finance minister kept smiling like all the gold was going to him and Rolph kept making notes, and double checking figures. The whole plan came together quickly, with no real arguments. The only point that could have been was that the Queen wanted a maskers procession through the town, handing out candies and singing, and wanted a massive indoor eating area with giant bonfires and free food for the masses. 

The cost for all of this was so high that both women winced and started making smaller plans. Rolph tapped the paper in front of him, looked at Tor and then Ali. Tor waved at his wife. She was in charge of it, not him. What was the point of having her do it if he was going to second guess her? More to the point, if they had the money in the treasury, he wanted to spend it. It sounded insane, but it would do a lot more in people’s pockets than in a giant vault or whatever.

After a second the Prince nodded. “Alissa, that's well within budget for this festival. Given the requirements, I'd suggest we find at least two more similar events. Maybe something that will take in other cities? Or pick a small town somewhere at random and gift them with a celebration spectacular too?”

She nodded and said that they'd do that, carefully not looking at Tor. Quietly she suggested that they set aside some of the funds for those children that lived in orphanages. They didn't often get fine foods or parties. They weren't abused, but that didn't mean life was simple or easy for them.

It made sense to him at least, but he didn't say anything. It was her idea.

A very kind one too.

At the end of two hours they stopped and ate dinner, which was done in high palace fashion. There he was between Collette and her mother, again pretty far down the table. He managed to sit without too much discomfort and smiled at the ladies, listening more than speaking. They had a lot of ideas about things too. A whole lot. After dinner he mentioned that, and coaxed them to speak even in the company they were keeping. Then he shut up and let the real powers in the room take over again. He didn't nod off, but he so truly wanted to.

Finally he got to leave, Johanson only half happy.

“I was kind of hoping that we could spend a bit more, to tell the truth.”

“Get with the, I don't know what to call them... The top of the table there? I once heard from the King that you were the best person he'd ever seen when it came to spending golds. It wasn't an insult or a joke either. So you know, counsel away.” He smiled which got the older man to simply snort back.

“Oh, I do like you Counselor Baker. I do indeed.” The bow he gave had no irony at all and he walked off to bug the Queen immediately.

Half an hour later, Tor was in his room, actually getting to sleep in his bed, the sores mainly healed. It felt nice, but he still had to sleep on his side mainly. He woke up, snuggled between two bodies. Large and warm, but both female, and no one was doing anything to him at all, so he just went back to sleep. In the morning it was a bit of a shock to find that it was Maria that held him from behind, smelling of jasmine and lavender and Collette in front, his right arm gently over her. Just past that on the huge bed that had gotten bigger while he slept in it, he thought, was Count Ward holding Trice, Ali was between them all and slept alone, looking young and cute, eyes closed tight to block out the bit of sun coming through the window. 

It took a minute to get free and Maria woke up, murmured something at him and then went back to sleep. Well, they were friends and they'd followed his rules, so he had to be all right with it. He also needed, rather badly, to first go to the bathroom and then get to everything he needed done. It was looking to be a long day again...

Except that he had help, didn't he? Smiling, he got himself cleaned up and showered, then shook first Trice and then the count awake.

“Work time!” He whispered, but tried to sound happy about it. He felt that way. For the first time in his life, having help didn't feel like cheating.

Not overly.

Just a little.

Tor found the little room behind the dining area and decided to use that for his office and got a couple of soft lounging chairs to appear by thinking about it for a few moments while touching the wall on the left, which Collette had decorated to look like wood and leather for some reason. It had a real “work” atmosphere at least. The chairs matched the color of the wall, but had a surface like satin, which he liked the feel of better personally. They were very fine looking, but Tor made himself stand. He needed the exercise.

When the others were comfy he went over what needed to be done for the day. Trice had some paper and took notes. It was darling of her, because he'd forgotten to do anything like that. It was nerve racking talking to two nobles like they were supposed to be listening to him, but they’d agreed. Still, it was hard. He kept expecting Count Ward to order his death or something. After all, he'd been touching his wife all night. It didn't matter that “The Rules” didn't allow for that level of jealousy at all. Tor still half expected it. 

“If you'd go up to Lairdgren today and check on the working group there Count Ward? We really need to make sure they're resting at least part of the time, oh, and eating. Make sure there are people seeing that they don't go hungry if they’re in a working trance for too long. That can be fatal. They should be looking out for each other, but they all have loads of work right now. I don’t want anyone being missed.” Tor thought for a few seconds, going silent.

“Oh, um, also, be encouraging? They can all do more than they have been for instance. Pat them on the back and make sure they know I have complete faith and confidence in them? I do, so it shouldn't be hard to manage.” 

The Count chuckled a low rumble deep in his chest.

“I can do that directly. Just get with the headmaster to find them all?” He said as if going to the man in charge just made sense to him. After all, he'd be able to walk him over to everyone’s rooms, wouldn't he?

Tor froze for a second. It was noble like in how high handed it was, but the Dean deserved far more respect than being used for errands. At least ones for Tor. He blinked...

“Um... Yes, but I need to send a letter with you for that, I think. Or, I don't know, I mean you have a Counts right, but I'm just some former school student of his, what should I do here?” A fine social panic tore through him then but Trice just looked at him appraisingly, fortunately getting it all without explanation. 

She was incredible like that.

“If it's just Tor asking, then you need to find someone else to take your messages around. Sending a Count, even one that's a friend of yours, is too much. If it's the Counselor of magics doing it, then Kyle will just have to jump and pretend to like it. He's high merchant class, and important himself, as you know, but as headmaster...” She spread her hands.

“Now if you were going, or just some regular errand boy, it wouldn't matter. Just grab some kid in the commons to show them around...” She glanced at the Count and smiled.

“I know, why not pull out your William Merchant disguise? Then you can do either without seeming high handed. Sure, Rolph's dad coming to check on everyone won't have the same impact, but everyone likes him there and really, that seems far more likely than a Count being sent anyway. Tor knows the man too, so it works all around. I can fly you in, using Tor’s fast carriage and be back inside an hour and a half, then pick you up later? Or, I don't know Tor, do you have an extra of those floating around?”

He did and ran to get one, just sitting in a box near the front door. It was more of a pained shuffle than a real run, but it wasn't floating and faster than a walk. 

Yay improvement!

The Count and Trice had followed him out, because he hadn't said anything about coming back. That was really rude of him, but neither seemed overly concerned.

“Here. Oh, and a better shield... Or, no you already have a class six. Does Maria?” It was a good question. Having been used by the Larval assassins already and personally threatened, she might be subject to a death dust attack or just a knife when she wasn't ready. 

“No. I've offered her mine, but she refused, since it was given directly from your hand. She doesn't wish to stress your good will.”

Tor couldn't help it, his head tilted and eyebrows went up slowly, it felt like his face was melting. Maria was forgoing protection, fearing he might be concerned about where a shield went? He shook his head.

“I'll... fix that then. Um here. Just you know, don't go to war with the kingdom using these, right? It's part of the deal all the Counts have to agree to when they get weapons.” It was too. Even Ursala had to agree to it.

Trice sucked in air like she was drowning. It made Tor jump a little.

“Oh, Gods, I... that's not some weird insult is it? Giving him weapons? It's just a an air choke and an explosive weapon, one of the smaller ones, not a copy of the planet killer.” 

After a few second his girlfriend, tears in her eyes shook her head.

“Nothing like that. Just, you know, you called him friend and we all shared a bed, which as far as anyone else in the world is concerned means we all had sex, but giving someone a weapon is a sign of trust beyond... Well, especially something like this.” Her hand flew out.

“Plus, you have them sitting in a little box by your front door? That will be fixed before hundreds of school kids come in, right?”

It was a good point.

“Yeah. OK.” Tor had to laugh, even though he didn't know why. It was a hard thing at first, but just didn't stop for a while. The others joined in after a bit, if much more softly. Being polite likely.

“OK, Trice, um, could you help me with the next bit? I have an idea who to get to act as a go between for Sandra, but it will take some begging most likely. Then I need to contact each Count and Countess and invite them for Postern. I'll get with Collette on that, she's good at those kinds of things.”

Trice went stiff, but Count Ward left without hesitation, which was heartening. Before he stepped out the door the man touched his chest and transformed completely. If Tor hadn't seen it before he would have goggled a bit. There was no way, without using magic, to tell it wasn't him. Except possibly scent. 

That magic could be used was a real point too. The height thing as well. He could make him look taller, but shorter... It didn't seem possible. That probably meant it was a brilliant idea if he could work something out. Tuck one of these giants into a commoner body and no one would ever find them.

As they walked back into the work room Tor remembered that they hadn't fed the Count yet, which had to be all kinds of rude, when you had a royal guest. Tor held his breath after mentioning it to Trice, who just shrugged, a sullen and unhappy thing. Tor winced.

“That bad?”

“No, well, normally yes, if you refused him food it would be a big deal, especially if you had it and I can smell the kitchen working already. But he left on his own, probably to avoid seeing me humbled.” She walked to the door of the room and stopped.

“I know that, things between us have been a bit... less than perfect. I accept that you may require me to do things to win your trust. I...” Her voice caught, like it did when she was starting to cry, “I'll do what you ask. Who do I have to beg?” Her face looked so forlorn it nearly caused him to start chuckling, but he knew better than to let that happen.

“Oh! I'm... That was just a turn of phrase Trice! I want to see if we can get Countess Cannor in as go between for Sandra. It may be hard, since she hasn't seen my mom since, well you know all that. But she should, and really, if we can get her around for it, it should be done even if we can't get her to act in that capacity.” He shrugged. “In that case I was thinking of Countess Printer. Really, she should start a working group at her academy too. I should bring that up.”

Tor moved in and gave Trice a hug. It wasn't all he wanted to do to reassure her of her place, but really, sex was just out. He wasn't even sure he could function at the moment. Nothing happened from pressing his body against hers and that normally did the trick all on its own.

“Don't worry, I love you. It's, well, I'm not holding any grudges. Honestly, I… don't think I can.” It was really almost an alien concept. He knew it happened, people getting mad and even staying that way for years, or even the rest of their lives. 

How they did it just didn't work mentally for him at all.

Mary Cannor answered her communications device herself, sounding excited and happy. She even offered to start that day cross country by carriage to perform her task.

“No time for that Grandmother Cannor.” Tor said, using the words for the first time. Step-grandmother was too big a mouthful. A happy sound came from the device at least when he said it.

“So, what I'd like to do is send in Patricia Morgan in with a fast carriage. Those fly, but are really safe, far safer than a regular ones with those unpredictable horses and all those divots and bounces along the road.” He was leading the conversation, having a feeling that the Countess had never flown before.

“Oh, I can handle it. I want some of that flying gear though, if you’re looking for a birthday present for me.”

Tor tilted his head and shrugged.

“I... have a few to catch up on. I'll send some things, if that's all right?” She was family after all.

When the connection was broken, only ten minutes later, Tor started writing.

“I need the dam there checked on too, if you can? Also check to make sure no one is struggling that much? After the flood... I’ll get you some gold just in case…” He didn't want to meddle, but if they needed something, the kids would need some time to get everything around.

Trice surprised him then by giving him a big hug, standing over his chair, warm breasts pressed against his face. It was still fun, half broken or not.

“I love you. I guess I never realized how much you really did for other people before.” It was followed by a kiss, which was warm and very well done. He responded as best he could.

From the door a throat was cleared. 

“Breakfast is ready. Unless you two are planning to skip it?” Collette didn't sound displeased by the idea, but Tor knew he needed to eat.

“Tempting, but I need to grab a quick bite and get to county Cannor and back to Two Bends, so kind of a hurry today.” The little dragon stared at Tor and nodded firmly. What that meant he didn't know, but it was cute. It had turned a reddish purple color. The eyes were ice blue though.

He knew that because her right breast was still looming over his face.

“Um, Collette? Not to be bossy, but can the ice manufactory keep working if you spend the day with me?” She was a business woman too, after all. He had to remember that.

“Oh sure! It's the slow season. People hardly buy ice at all this time of year, even here. It will probably pick up a bit for Postern. Not much though. The hot festivals, now those are good for business. So, yes, the workers don't need me most days at all. I just check in once a week or so.”

Tor nodded and stood, which forced Trice to step back, smoothly though, with more grace than not. Her grin was infectious and Tor caught it.

They all ate together, but as promised Trice hurried, leaving half way through. Ali and Maria had plans to go to the palace for the day, so they'd be taken care of too. Reminded Tor jumped up from the table. 

“Um, excuse me for a moment, I'll be right back.” He paused but they all smiled gently and murmured that it was fine.

When he got back he set a small pile of amulets next to Maria.

“New shield, flying gear, old style military not flyer, force lance and an air choke.” He pointed to each in turn. “Those are for you. To see to your safety.”

Now all they needed was to get the names of everyone else that didn't have the new shields and get those off. Hopefully the King and Queen would be passing out the gifts from Sandra already too. He was going to run out of things way before he could get back to work himself. He had a bunch of stuff made up, but the desire to do things was eating at him already.

Maria held the little amulets, all on focus stone, with glowing sigils as if they were more than trinkets. 

“I...” She started crying then. Tor scrambled for something to short circuit her on that. Eep. Too many tears by far in his world. 

“Oh... We should see if Glaran will go with you. I don't know how well you cook or bake Maria, but Ali needs a bit of practice for large crowds and the Queen, while a wonderful organizer, might push her staff too hard, trying to save coins that we're trying to spend, instead of hiring people. Is that all right?”

It was, since in one of those odd turns that Maria often had, she liked the woman better than her own mother. Tor had never met her at all. Given everything the woman was probably a delight. Maria had fought with both Collette and Petra for years after all, but loved Bonita, which made little to no sense. Not that Nita shouldn't be loved, that was clear, just that the others were wonderful too. 

That taken care of and a nice kiss from Ali, they managed to be gone shortly after the meal. That meant all Tor had to do was use the communications device he had to talk to about fifty people. It had to be done though. If he left anyone out they might feel slighted.

That would be bad.

Collette wasn't too worried though, reminding him that, as long as he had room for people, and they were going to, and as long as he basically let anyone stay with them, his part was taken care of. 

“People will just show up when they hear though, that were putting up everyone, so we probably need housing and food for twice the number of people it seems like... We have enough houses. The only thing is... Well, we need to rent the length of the south wall to the river. Then we can let people set up shops and stand rent free, between the temporary structures.”

She shrugged.

“That's going to cost. About three hundred gold for the week. It's a huge space.” 

“Do we have that to hand? I know that Count Morris mentioned sending some golds, but I don't know what we have available at all.”

The golden blond beamed at him and looked down at the table.

“Oh, yes, it hasn't just been him. Everyone has sent funds, we have nearly a quarter million gold locked up in the safe room. I told everyone to invest it locally for you, instead of sending more. That of course means that people are starting more businesses, I think you actually own several hundred concerns outright now, managed by the people on site. You also own a lot of property. Martya has been buying up a lot in Warden and most of the other capital cities too. She and I... If it's all right, we're planning ice manufactories in all of the major cities. We don't have the devices for more than six right now, but, I was wondering, what would the Lairdgren group charge us for their efforts? I know that they're busy right now, but if we bought them ten at a time, for say, five thousand gold? Do you think that's fair? The price is low, but it's not original work. We could pay you, but we figured that if we left you part ownership...”

Tor laughed. It was a fine idea after all. 

“I know they're busy, they have school work to do too, but we'll ask during Postern, I've invited them to stay here. Actually I invited all of them, the whole school, and Two Bends. If we could put those next to each other and maybe the place for the Counts and their families on the other side...” Tor looked down.

“But all of that is up to you, of course. Me trying to do it would be silly.”

They started calling then. It was a lot harder than Tor thought it would be.

By far.
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At first it all went fine. Really well, Tor thought. People were pleased enough to hear from him, and either said yes, or in a few cases, made polite excuses, generally having their own plans for events. In those cases Collette gave them contact information for the rest of the Postern committee, so that they could get in on whatever mobile events that were planned. There were some magical fireworks and transport rides available for instance, as well as some of the Kings week events that, while they were needed back for that, were being lent out, so others could enjoy them. 

The Waterfall mountain might be a little cold, but by just using some water heaters at the right points it should be able to be kept toasty enough. Then it would need to be cooled on the way out, but a careful hand could do it. 

No the trouble came when they got to Countess York.

Tor didn't know her at all, but she, apparently, knew a whole lot about him. It wasn't that she was rude, or even cold, just a bit stiff. At first. Finally she got to her issue, which wasn't really hers at all.

“I... received some troubling information a few days ago. I don't know how to proceed on the matter. One of my Barons, Rochester, has set writ, declaring his intent to seek a duel with you for cause? I had to sign the papers, you understand? It's traditional if there is any cause at all and he claims that you beat him quiet soundly? No reason was given...” She tried to lead the question, but didn't ask outright.

“Oh, yes. Well, I can't say, promises were made to that end, to protect his name. To him. So telling you now would be cause all on its own. Well, that's unfortunate.” Tor felt a lot worse than that about it, but held his voice steady.

It was never a good day when someone wanted you dead.

“At least he registered it as a duel without encumbrance, so it shouldn't be too the death.” The woman’s voice was concerned and after a minute Tor got it. She was worried that Tor would kill the guy. Ah.

“I take it that he's been restored to health then?” He asked with a smile, letting it carry into his voice.

“Oh my yes, we have a wonderful traveling doctor in the area with one of your healing devices. He did charge Brian through the nose however, I believe it was something like five hundred gold? Worth it though. Perfectly fine now. I told him he should count himself lucky and let it go, but he didn't listen. He often doesn't. A bit of a hot head, not that you heard it from me.”

Tor sighed and made sure she knew that she was invited to stay in one of his houses for the event and that they could send a transport around if desired. She accepted with a bit of excitement. More than the others had even. She'd always wanted to fly after all. Even before it was something actually possible. 

The instant the connection was broken Collette jumped to her feet, looking ready to fight the Baron herself right then.

“That... monster! He must have heard about your current state and wants to capitalize on it. What are we going to do?” She sounded really worried.

“Um, tell him no?”

“But then you'll lose face and people will look down on you...” Her words were flat though, as if she thought it was a good idea, but really didn't want to be seen as coaching him to that end.

Thinking for a while he finally stood himself, a laborious thing that took the better part of fifteen seconds.

“Well, or he can wait half a year for me to just heal up. Either way works for me. I mean, I get that he might have some hard feelings. That isn't really my issue though is it? Plus, maybe we shouldn't jump to conclusions. He may just be looking to pay me back, not knowing that anything is going on with me at all. When he's told he might just withdraw his claim, or at least wait. If not, then, well. Tough. It's too stupid to worry over and if people want to think I'm not fighting because I'm scared, well, that's the truth, isn't it? I really don't want to be beaten to death if I can help it. It's my least favorite way of dying after all. Other than burning, or being buried alive I mean.”

That actually got her to calm down and they managed the rest of the day’s work pretty smoothly. Count Rodriguez was a little cool to him at first, but warmed up when he got his invitation. 

“I'd heard from sources you were having everyone in, but I didn't think I'd make the list. When we last met it wasn't under the best circumstances.”

It hadn't been. It was the only other duel he'd been in. Well, except for the fight with the seven Larval assassins. He'd gotten the guy to withdraw, mainly by torturing him into it. As a seated Count he couldn't really just be killed, not in a duel. That would cause his county to cry foul and go to war. He'd challenged David Derring to a fight to the death, to try and punish his father it seemed. Tor had kind of recklessly gotten him to fight him instead. It probably saved the Counts life. David had orders from his dad to “accidentally” kill the man if he didn't withdraw in shame first.

“But we left as friends. You don't leave your friends off the list if you can help it, right?” His words sounded innocent, even to him.

The Count went silent.

“Um, you can't see it, but I'm bowing to the little speaking plate. That's... rather more than I expected. I would be honored to attend. Thank you.”

“Wonderful! See you then.”

The next few days were similar, but got a little easier, thanks to him getting his health back. The only hard part, for Tor, was that nothing new was coming in from Denno. He'd said it might take a while and that seemed to be playing out. He did have some information, for instance there were fifteen agents in the kingdom, spread out some, but most in and around the Capital. Only half were women. That couldn’t account for anyone that had been enlisted by Daria as she acted as an agent though. Only the ones actually from Austra.

No one could explain the murders directly however. It certainly wasn't procedure. Daria Serge was definitely still in Austra however, working with her father regularly enough that it would be hard, but not impossible to get to her. The information about how to do that was heartening. 

Because it meant that it could actually be done.

That meant another trip for Tor himself, first to the palace to get Karina and then Lairdgren to pick up Kolb. He'd taken notes and drew out maps by hand, based on a book he borrowed from Rolph, showing the best routes in and explaining what was known about her daily habits.

Tor didn't mention what his plan was and didn't let the others talk past saying hello. Karina seemed down and dark again, but Kolb just looked hard and like he could take on small armies by himself. Since he literally could, armed as he was and with his skills, that worked.

They hovered then, in a carriage that could get them anywhere in the world in less than a day, hanging over Lairdgren school about six thousand feet up. This craft was purple, and shaped like a teardrop, just because that's the shape it had been in when it was taken to Austra. Tor had made it bigger, and changed the color from blue, but that was it. Holding the thing steady, Tor passed the stack of papers back to Sir Kolbrin and waited for him to look through them. Karina didn't say anything, or even shift overly. 

It was a royal thing, he knew, the King’s family in particular, learned to wait for people to get up to speed and accepted that sometimes they didn't get to know what was really going on. It had to happen and they were there too often for it to be left out of their early training. When he'd been learning his letters and helping out in the bakery for half days, this girl had been learning to fight off multiple opponents, lead a battle charge... and to wait. She was good at it.

The large bald man, smiled.

“How good is this information?” He spoke conversationally, it was friendly sounding even.

“Gotten from someone that claims to have a personal reason for it to be done, that I don't think wants to have my ill will. Who he got that from I don't know. My guess is from the Austran spy network or military, maybe both, so you know if it's possibly avoid killing that sort, since they might be our friends, even if they don't realize it.” Tor shut up and let the man think for a bit, which he did for nearly half an hour, then he passed the papers to the Princess.

“If it's good, we can go on it. Assassination of a leader is a dangerous practice, but the Austrans took that restraint off the table when they bombed the palace last year and sent assassins to attack the Queen’s day celebration.” He let the girl read then.

Finally she sat up and nodded.

“I... see it as valid. Why though? I mean I don't love Glost Serge and think he needs to be killed, but it isn't common practice. We normally act with greater honor, as a kingdom.”

They did. That was part of the reason for floating up in the air away from spies like they were. This action had nothing to do with courage or honor, not with anything good at all.

“Because Daria Serge is living with the man right now, during the last week of each month. That's unusually close for Austra by the way. I don't think it's incestuous, but he watches her like a hawk. Probably because she'd do him in if she could. If we strike at the right time it will look like simple retaliation. They don't think we can do it.” Tor waved a hand over his shoulder, not at them, but his craft, which had kept growing stronger for months. Faster.

Not the equal of the best Austran craft, but a solid two thirds of their best craft speed. Also about a million times better than the not flying at all that Austra still probably expected out of Noram. Things had changed pretty quickly on that score.

“If we do this right, we end the war inside a month. If we do it wrong, we also end it in a month, just with actual fighting and dying, which I personally would like to avoid. For either side, as much as possible.”

The Princess nodded, excitement coming off her like she was five and getting a puppy. It wasn't cute at all though, because it meant the death of at least two people. Tor couldn't judge there, it was his idea. He just wished she didn't seem so very pleased by it. It was off-putting. Scary.

“ I...” She looked at Kolb and shook her head. “I want Lilli dead Kolb, but I can't order this. Not alone. Let me get with my parents and, the others too I guess, and run it by them. If you could have your forces prepared and ready though? Say in five days?”

The man bowed while sitting.

“Yes Princess Karina. It will be done.”

She nodded, satisfied, “you know, I though Tor was going to ask us to kill Baron Diddles for him. Have you caught wind of that one Sir Kolbrin? Rochester got himself healed up from the beating Tor gave him and is coming back for more, unencumbered dual it seems. Dad got the paperwork last night from Countess York. What's your plan Tor, I... you aren't well enough to fight like that, are you? I pinned Sandra down on it the other day and she told me that you probably wouldn't survive a beating right now. Well, she said a solid sneeze, but I think she meant it. Is that accurate?” Her tone conveyed information gathering, not play.

“Yeah, I mean a sneeze wouldn't do it, not really, but being beaten solidly... I'd say it probably would, but that would be lying. I just couldn’t survive it. Without a shield right now, a solid fall might take me out. I mean off a chair, not a mountain. Notice how I haven't risked flying or used my Not-flyer past a strolling walk speed? It's for a reason.”

Karina went white hearing that, but Kolb chuckled a deep kind of thing that he'd never heard before.

“So our plan?” He said, voice rasping just slightly.

“Run away?” Tor was half playing himself, but shrugged. “Really, I'll have to send the challenge back, won't I? Eat sour over it and humble myself if needed. Otherwise I might as well walk out on the field and douse myself with lamp oil and set myself alight, because I'm dead anyway.”

The man nodded, “good. I didn't train you to be a moron. Heal up and then go kick his ass in a year when you're strong.”

“Fuck.” It was a hard word for a Princess. Her accent made it sound royal though. Like something you'd definitely want to try if you could, at least with her.

“Tor... He's specifically posted it with the King’s court. And he named you as Sir Torrance Green Baker, Knight of the realm...” 

“Fuck.” Kolb seconded.

“Um, I... don't really get it, what's the issue here?”

No one spoke for a while, but finally the older man, who was actually forty-two, but appeared a strong thirty, once you looked under the scars on his face explained it.

“By citing you as a Knight specifically, and addressing it to the King’s view, he's functionally locked you into doing it. For you to avoid it, would be the kingdom saying it was wrong, or too weak to answer the man. It would create a crises of confidence. Not immediately, but over time the King’s enemies would use it against him. As if they'd do better as rulers.” There was a deep sound, which became a growl.

“So. We'll think of something. Tor can't fight and Rochester can always withdraw the challenge.”

Tor went cold though. He had to fight?

Sure, he was a Knight, and if it came to it, fighting to save lives, and protect the land was his duty, even if it meant he had to die to do it. He could accept that, but just to make this rather stupid man feel a little better about himself? It was insane. For one thing, if he did fight, he'd do it with the best weapons he could find.

Since he had access to those, even on his person, that would be better wouldn't it? Rochester might have a hidden card, that kind of made sense even, some trick or magic to kill him if they fought, but using magical weapons made more sense to him. He might survive that.

“Could I... Challenge him to a duel to the death instead?”

Kolb shrugged, “You could, but this one comes first. If he doesn't withdraw it, then you have to fight him anyway, and if you die, the second challenge won't have a lot of meaning.”

Right.

Well, that sucked. Tor was just kind of doomed wasn't he?

Crap.

“Well… then I'll just see what I can come up with and try to get him to set the date as far off as possible...”

There was a soft groan from the Princess, “Postern. He set it for here, on Postern morning. No one really got all of it last night. Tor...” She sounded like there were tears in her eyes. He was looking out the clear shield that made up the front of the vehicle. 

“OK. Well, I've beaten him before. I'll just have to be smarter about it this time. I doubt I could survive a full combat rage either. I... Have an idea. Don't tell anyone though.” Then without waiting Tor took them back to their spots, the school then the Capital. He didn't get out and go in when he set Karina down, letting her walk in while smiling at her confidently.

On the way back to his house he hyperventilated. 

He was going to die.

Worse, he was going to do it ignobly, if front of everyone in the world that he knew. Whee. When he walked into his house there was a well dressed and liveried man standing inside. Not the King’s livery, some other royal. It turned out to be Countess York's messenger, who had the duty of handing over and witnessing receipt of the challenge. He looked grim enough at least, instead of smiling and laughing. So Tor did it for him.

“Hmmm, angry that I had to administer a bit of a beating, and now he thinks to come for more of the same? Probably heard I was under the weather and thinks to capitalize on that. Brilliant of him.” Tor chuckled, making it sound as happy as he could. “Tell me, will he be leaving a widow? I have several brothers that are looking for nice wives. It wouldn't do to leave her or any children uncared for.” It was a serious question, said earnestly enough that the man actually answered.

“Yes Lord Baker. The Lady Priscilla Clark Rochester recently married him, not a year past. His first wife died tragically, falling down some steps. Four of them I believe.”

Meaning it was suspicious as could be imagined and the jerk had probably killed her. Tor nodded, eyes half closing as he did.

“Oh? I recognize that name...” He really did. Lady Priscilla... It came back to him in a rush. “Oh! Right, I remember, she was being attacked by a man in full combat rage. He and I fought then, when I came to her aid. We managed to do that without anyone being harmed. Just one of those things. Duke Winchester. He was a good man, that incident aside. He later died saving my life from a Larval assassin, while I stopped a death dust attack.” Tor realized he was rambling.

“Ah, sorry, say, would you like something to eat, or a ride back to your county?”

He actually said yes to both and didn't seem displeased that Trice was going to be taking him at all. Since they were cousins and all.

Tor hadn't realized that the messenger was the Countesses’ third son. Nice of her to send someone so high ranking for the task. He was nearly his own father’s age, Tor guessed, but seemed polite and well spoken.

“I shall relay your words to the proper places.” He bowed on the way out, walking backwards to do it. 

Really nice seeming guy. Tor called up his mother, Countess York, and made sure she knew they had space for him, and the rest of her family too. Why not? Even if Tor was dead, the holiday would continue. No need to leave anyone out just over that.

Then, locking himself in his bedroom alone, Tor pushed himself into a deep and focused trance state. As hard as he could, focusing on what essentially made up his own being. If he did it enough, it should help him build up faster. Maybe. He didn't know if it would be even half enough. Or even a big enough percentage to count. But it was what he had, so he did it. He drove deep into himself, focusing not on building anything, but fostering a sense of growth. Of strength and power, weaving it into his own being. Making it a part of himself.

From then on, he tried to spend six hours a day rebuilding his own pattern, and two in exercise. Which was kind of pitiful, just being walking and working with tiny weights, never over thirty pounds, usually not even that. Less than half of his best for some of the exercises. The rest of the day he worked on the festival and helping get things ready. No one talked to him about what was going to happen, not at first. Three days away from the event itself, he was summoned to the palace. 

By the Queen.

She was... not pleased with the current plan at all. She said that so clearly Tor kind of winced.

“Which makes two of us, but so far I haven't found a loop hole or way out. If it was just my honor at stake, or even if it wouldn't effect things to make the King look bad, I'd walk away from this, laughing. It's worse than stupid. Instead I'm getting myself ready. On the good side I shouldn't just die if I take a blow or two now.” It had a carefree tone when he said it, but it was about the honest truth. A sharp fall wouldn't kill him now, but repeated blows just might. Even ten or twelve. He wouldn't survive a fight with Veren the Royal Guard for instance. Then, that had never really been the case, not if the man wanted him dead, so it wasn't that big of an issue really. Not for his ego at least.

And he was far too slow to get himself out of the way easily. Then, if he did hit, his tired and exhausted frame just couldn't deliver the needed power. Hitting the man over and over again with a pillow would be about as effective. More maybe, since at least that would be a weapon. To survive he needed to discover something, some kind of trick or something to make it all work.

There was silence in the room for a while, almost a coldness coming from the Queen, who looked a little worn down for some reason. Hopefully not him, Tor thought, since that shouldn't be something to bother with. After several minutes of silence she stood and walked to him, wrapping him gently in her arms.

“I won't let him hurt you. We'll declare you under the Queen’s protection and that will be that. Either he takes back his challenge or I'll have him executed.” Low and deadly she seemed about to go on, when a voice behind her interrupted.

“And cause every count and Duke in the kingdom to doubt our ability to defend ourselves. There's a very real reason why no Knight challenged as such backs down dear. We pick the best only, those willing to die for the people of this land, able to stand no matter what. If we protect Tor from a man he's easily handled before it will show a lack of faith in our own people and our own trust in him.” The King didn't boom, being normal speaking tone. It wasn't hidden though, spies in the walls or not.

Meaning he wanted people to hear him.

“That said dear, a hard challenge right now or not, I don't think it would do to undersell Tor. We've seen him take on things no one else could have survived and frankly, Baron Rochester isn't in his league at all as a fighter, which the man knows. That he tries to strike at a time of infirmity confirms that. The man fears Tor, it's clear. Even now I'd hazard. It has to have occurred to him that Tor both crippled him and created the device that healed him as well. Even a moron would have to understand the kind of power that represents.”

That was heartening, the speech the King gave for his wife and the listeners benefit. A bit of a shame though, Tor decided, the Queen’s protection would have been nice about then. 

Stupid honor.

“Right, well, as I was just about to say, this isn't a real problem. I've been working to recover my strength, field pattern solidity, and have made great strides, I just have to get a bit more done and I'm sure it will be fine. I mean, I may lose the fight, I won't lie there, I really am pretty weak right now, but I shouldn't die.” It was a lie of course, at east possibly. Right now it would be a bit like a five year old trying to fight the man, maybe a nine year old. There was still real enough danger. He made his voice go smooth and confident, shrugging as he said it.

“Not fun, but I'd hazard it won't be the last beating I ever take. Who knows, maybe I'll figure something out in the next few days? I know that I'm not making funeral plans for this.”

He wasn't. That task, by tradition, was for the living, if anyone cared to do it at all. Otherwise they could just drop him in a hole. That would work well enough.

Laughing, as if much reassured himself, Rich slapped him on the back, gently, gave his wife a hug and left them alone, probably thinking they'd have sex. Tor hadn't noticed him doing things like that before, but it was kind of obvious right now to him for some reason. Well, he'd give her some cuddles, but doing much more was pretty much out. 

They moved to a back room and shut the door. Tor moved with her gently, kissing her at first, as soon as she sat on the low leather sofa. They just held each other, nibbling and stroking for a while, then he playfully turned off her clothing amulet and looked at her. Creamy soft skin, dark hair at the juncture of her legs with just a bit of a red hint and dark nipples that puckered just slightly at his touch.

“I love you, you know.” Tor whispered it, as he sank in front of her, letting his mouth find the mound of her womanhood. He might not be up to a twenty mile run, but he managed with her all right, though it left his tongue sore and lips feeling a little chapped. 

She sighed after tensing and spasming under him and pushed him away a bit, so that he could be pulled up to her lips.

“I love you too. Don't die.” The last was a command. Solid and forceful. “I don't care what you have to do. Flee, or cheat. Have the man killed or poisoned before hand to make the fight more even. Whatever it takes, live my love.” 

Then she spent a while kissing him, moving finally to repay his efforts with her own, trying to get his clothing off. Tor stopped her with a wink.

“Sorry, none of that, I need to keep my strength for a bit. I know it's a silly superstition, not being with a woman before a battle, but just in case, I don't want to push it.” Plus, he hadn't responded at all, even while working on her. She was as lovely as a woman could be, but... nothing. 

It was embarrassing.

At least she let him off the hook easily, either understanding the real problem or accepting that he had some reason for not doing it at that moment. She dressed, a simple flip of her hand near the chest, turning the amulet for her soft blue velvet gown back on with a thought. It was clean, of course, with no signs of what they'd done, no wrinkles or stains. Then it wasn't really the same garment was it?

It just looked like it.

Tor stood and smiled, nodding to her and giving her a hug before standing back. She was taller than he was, and always would be. Even for common men he wasn't over tall, right in line for average. That made a difference in a fight.

So, if he would do it, Burks would have to slouch. 

After all, wasn't he essentially the same person? It would look right at least. Tor would need to coach him in fighting though, he realized as he flew back to his house. Otherwise Burks would win too easily. Provided the man didn't insist he fight anyway. He could be too busy or just not want to be bothered after all. In that case Tor would fight and do the best he could. It wasn't exactly a good plan, but what else could he do?

Cheat.

Tor smiled. Yeah, he could do that. 

It was time, he figured, for another trip to Grenwyn. If nothing else, maybe Burks would have an idea or two for him? It would probably require him to give up his life and run away or something though. Or possibly just doing something he hadn't thought of. Publicly humble himself in front of the man, begging for forgiveness? He wasn't sorry though, so it would probably seem false. The man had relations with a little girl. The only reason Tor had left him alive had been the fact that he hadn't done it again after that one time. 

There were ways. Getting Burks in was a handy idea, of course, if possible.

Or he could build a device that would make him faster and stronger? Wrap him in a shield that would work on mental feedback, and help his body move...

Which would totally work. It would be cheating, but he was so willing to do that. Had orders from the Queen to do it if he could even. The only downside being that it was an incredibly complex field and would take him a month to make, carefully, if he was well. He doubted that anyone else could make it. Yet. Lyn would be able to in a year or two, he didn't doubt, but until then, no. He made a point of writing the idea down and mapping it out though. I could still come in handy later.

He had a lot of ideas, but all of them ran to about that level of difficulty. He could do them, if he was healthy, or someone else could, if they had time and a reason too. He could even just have the man killed, except Baron Rochester dying two days out from any kind of dual would look suspicious. Enough to make people talk and doubt the King.

Shaking his head, Tor decided to go to visit his grandfather the next day just in case he could come up with anything.

It would mean a scolding no doubt. Tor got that he'd messed up of course. He acted when he shouldn't have, beating the man when the matter wasn't his business to deal with. If he'd held his hand, this wouldn't be happening. For that matter it wouldn't have if he'd killed the guy either. The only thing that could have caused this was what he did. 

Yay. 

Well, at least he knew it was all him this time and wouldn't have to look around for who to blame. That saved time. Still, selfishly enough, he didn't want to die just to make the man feel better. 

Was there some way he could fight without using a lot of energy or movement? Where speed and strength wouldn't matter? One that didn't require magic or a weapon? Well, if he could know what the man was going to do and he didn't change his plan when Tor slowly reacted to it, that would work. He'd even practiced that before. Unfortunately that just didn't seem likely at all. Anyone sane would try and adapt using best speed in a fight, wouldn't they?

But...

What if he used his mental abilities anyway? It would be risky as all hell, but he could make himself not feel pain, that was even easy. He did it all the time and it barely affected his field at all, it was just a trick, distracting himself from what was happening. He did it every time he meditated or worked deeply even.

Also, if he focused in the right way, he could view time as if everything moved slowly, like going through water or something. He hadn't done it on purpose before, but it had happened a few times in life, usually when he was about to get beaten anyway. So if he could learn to do it on purpose and trained for it, that could help. Maybe.

Then all he had to do was fight perfectly, without any errors at all. 

Against a giant that he had to assume would already be willing to do anything to win, including possibly cheat himself. Tor decided to be careful of poisons and attacks coming in himself. It kind of made sense, what the King had said. Rochester, for some reason Tor didn't really get, feared him. Even now. He could use that.

If the man was afraid enough, he might just pull out. If he didn’t the fear would still help steal his fine motor coordination and cause him to burn up energy faster than he would otherwise. Worth fanning the flames on for certain.

It was a good plan. Not a great one sure, but doable with what he had. Maybe. 

In a dream at least.

Tor shook his head, and started working, it was all he had for the moment. 

The next day Tor tried to get in touch with Burks at Grenwyn, but no one there knew where he was. He talked to Barbara who was pleased enough to hear from him at least.

“So, what's this I hear about a dual? That sounds bone headed. Fail to bow at the right time or something? Maybe refused to marry the man's son or whatever nobles go on about these days?” She sounded slightly annoyed by the idea. Dour.

Disproving.

Tor snorted and tried to force a chuckle.

“Ah, well, I can't go into the reason why, but I beat him hard enough to leave him crippled for life, except, oops, someone used a healing amulet I made to fix him. So, feel free to laugh. It's all on me.” Tor held a sigh, but felt it keenly.

Not it was his older cousin’s turn to make a derisive noise, “did he at least deserve it?” 

“Yeah. He really did. It wasn't personal and no one else could have done it without starting a war. So... In that way this is better. Anyway, are you and the people from Grenwyn all coming down for Postern?” They were relatives and all, some of them at least, so he had to ask them. Even if he hadn't met most of them.

“Certainly, just magic us down there in one of your carriages and there should be twenty of us descending on you.” Her voice held a laugh. “If not a few hundred.”

“Oh, good then, Um, we'll have people around to collect you then. It would be good if you could tell us how many will be coming though, if we need to send a bunch of transports, then that will have to be scheduled.”

“Wait... you're serious?”

Tor blinked for a second, eyes batting at the device in his hand with its multi-colored glowing sigils on stark white glass-like stone. Why wouldn't he be serious?

“Yes... that's why I said it. So, get back to us here? I'm leaving the communications device out so someone around here should be able to pick up, but don't be shocked if it's not me.”

They spoke about what the festivities would entail, which did sound fun. Plus, he assured her, there would be that spectacle involving him and the angry disgruntled Baron on Postern morning. Then he had a large luncheon planned for the afternoon. 

“That confident then? Sure you'll have your teeth left and all that?”

Tor smiled, really feeling it. Not because it was sane, just at the stupidity of it all.

“Nope. Not at all. I could very possibly die as... infirm as I am right now. But in that case, people will still need to keep their strength up, so a big meal won't hurt anyway.”

“Oh. As long as you have it planned out then. Well I won't miss it. I could get Hobert to make a coffin for you? The work is always better when it's not a rush job...” Her voice was playful, but a little dark. 

“Sure. Let me know the price when you call back, I'll make sure to send some gold along for it.” 

That ended the call pretty quickly, since Barb would be needing to go tell her friend about the task and wrangle a good price for him. He called her back after just a few seconds though.

“Um, not be a pain here, but would it be possible for him to make it seven and a half foot long and really sturdy? Strong enough to hold hundreds of pounds at least? I have an idea.”

It may not help, but hey, what the hell? If Rochester feared him at all for real, pushing him there wouldn't hurt anything at this point. The man already planned to kill him after all. The man really couldn’t complain if Tor didn’t just oblige him. 

Then Tor practiced again, focusing his mind as hard as he could on being whole and well, alternating with finding the most basic and simple to use unarmed fighting techniques that could possibly work on a large man and viewing things in a slowed down framework. That part was being a problem. He thought he had it, a bit, but it wasn't nearly enough. Not even a tiny bit. He needed to push to make it work.

It was a little dangerous, but in the end, the deadline looming, he forced himself into a deeper and deeper state, trying to get ready, knowing he just wasn't, and wouldn't be for months. Unless he gave himself over to the deepest part of himself. That part was far more powerful than his day to day conscious being. Everyone knew that. But… If Tor did that, he wouldn’t really be in control of himself. Would he? 

The day before Postern, early in the morning, everyone started showing up, flowing in by the hundreds, large groups of people suddenly underfoot. It was magical.

Wonderful.

All his people were here. Everyone. His whole family, all his friends from Two Bends, Barbara and Uncle Dan from Grenwyn came in with nearly a hundred people he'd never seen before, some of whom were relatives in truth. Everyone from Lairdgren came too. Even the barber and his family.

“Oh! So good to see you all!” Tor called to them when they wondered into his personal residence, since that was where the Lairdgren school people were staying. He clasped the man’s hand, since he was a far more earthy guy than most and did the same with his missus, since her hand had come out too, if tentatively.

The school kids had already taken over, flowing in and out, going into the city to spend coins if they were wealthy or, for the scholarship kids, just walking around the house, playing with it. Making chairs appear and asking him if he had anything for them to do. They meant work, he knew, not anything fun. Tor smiled.

“Um, Henry?” He called out to the boy wearing a humble looking brown set of clothing. It was what a lot of the poorer kids still wore, even though they had clothing amulets on. It was a matter of pride, apparently. A uniform of sorts.

“Tor! Hey, I, um, heard some bully was going to beat you up. Do you want... I mean, me and some of the others, we could, you know, get him to change his mind.” He looked at his feet when he said it, which probably had to do with the fact that if he and a bunch of school kids, especially common ones, or even merchant kids, did that, they'd all be hung.

“I had something else in mind, could you get the scholarship kids around and, if it can be done without shaming them, the others having a shortage of coin? Just meet me in the dining room in half an hour?”

The boy didn't ask why, he just nodded, as if it were a military mission. Given the time frame and how hard it would be to find anyone it might just be. Then, he might have supposed that Tor was really planning something, a strike against a certain Baron perhaps? If so he'd be disappointed. One life wasn’t worth many. 

That was just math so basic even Tor could do it.

But alive at the end of the next day, they all would be. Maybe not him, but the others. So why shouldn't they have some fun too?

Henry didn't get everyone, but Tor was waiting with a large chest of gold when the twenty-seven kids he did find wondered in. Most wore brown, which he did at the moment too. Tor just winked at them and raised his right hand, getting everyone to go eerily silent. A lot of the faces were new to him, but a few, like Judith and Sam stuck out. Lyn stood at the back of the room, looking down at the floor for some reason. Nervously. She fidgeted, weigh shifting more than anyone else in the room did at all.

“Alright! Get with Henry and get your payments if you want to sign up for the holiday. A gold per day, to go out and find information for me.” He made his voice smooth. 

It was just a way to give them coins without people feeling too bad, he hoped. It wouldn't do to let them be shamed after all. The room was already silent but Sam walked up and... bowed.

“Yes sir. Henry and I will see to it, if that's all right?” He spoke clearly, all trace of accent suddenly gone from his voice, as if it had never been there at all. 

“Um, very good. Carry on then.” Tor wondered if Sam had an actual plan or if the young man just realized what the real situation was? Fake spying to let the kids feel all right about taking the gold? It was a lot, even for that kind of work, but why not? They'd spend it and that would help the economy, wouldn't it?

Tor nodded to the boys and started out of the room, only to have Lyn touch his arm on the way past.

“Master Tor, sir... A word with you? In private?” She sounded almost scared, tentative and shaky. Tor noticed she looked better though, her face was shaped a little differently now, it still looked like her, but better. Face less pinched and lips a little more red than before.

Of course, with a good disguise device on, she could look like anything, couldn’t she?

He winked and walked, almost at a normal pace, to a little room of to the side. It was actually there just for meetings like this, Collette had told him.

It was all ego, but Tor half expected her to try and kiss him when he turned around, but she didn't. Instead she took his hand and used the other to tap her own chest.

“Look at me.” She said, her voice commanding suddenly.

It wasn't an instant change, but after a minute or so, she shifted, altered and her form grew, almost like a candle melting in reverse, flesh being added, until she look very familiar indeed.

Like a short Burks Lairdgren.

Or, Tor supposed, as good looking as she really seemed, exactly like him.

The girl smiled with his face.
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“Now we just lock you in here and I'll go and fight in your place. It's brilliant, don't you think?” She didn't stop smiling, clearly relived.

It really was.

“This device, can you copy anyone like that? Does it remember the field if you turn it off and back on?” It was clearly a novel build, a good one too...

“Um, no, I haven't figured out how to do that part yet, I mean I can find the field in some of your stuff, but it's really complex and subtle. I have to stay like this until after the fight, but this will work. Even if he kills me... Well, as long as you make a substitution after the fight quickly enough, no one will be the wiser! Just slip in and pretend that you were hurt, but not killed. That will work.”

Tor raised his eyebrows. Then he nodded.

“Except that part where you'd be dead. Not to be a pain here Lyn, but I won't let a friend go and fight my battles for me at the cost of their own life. Better if I die than you after all.” Tor shrugged. 

“After all, this is my mess.”

The image of him looked sour and shook his head.

“No, this is some bully trying to kill you when you're weak, because he's a coward. He's even announced publicly that he won't be accepting any other challenges or let anyone bait him into fighting them instead. Said it was due to “cause” but I think it's just that he knows he wouldn't make it if he didn't hide behind the rules like he is.” The face was his, and a really good likeness of young looking Burks, but the voice was all young girl.

Tor patted his own shoulder, across from him, and turned the field the girl was using off. Lyn snapped back into existence, which was a relief. Looking at her with his image had been freaky.

“It's a good build Lyn, but it shows why you can't take my place. You're good. Better than I was at your age, and I won't risk what you'll become for my own comfort now. Don't worry though. I have this in hand.” Tor winked at her, which got crossed arms and a snort in return.

“Do you now? A child with a feather could take you out, much less some crazy giant with a mad -on for you. I'm even afraid to look at your field pattern right now, because I could accidentally damage it and kill you!” 

Tor held out his hand and smiled gently.

“Go ahead, be careful though.” 

She touched his arm with a single finger, tilted her head... and smiled.

“Oh! I... That's a lot better than I thought. How did you do that? I accidentally brushed your field about a few weeks ago and I swear I thought it was going to kill you...”

Tor explained the meditation, which made her eyes go wide.

After he finished, she bowed.

“Well, in that case, I was wondering, do you think you could come to dinner with my family tomorrow? I've had an... offer of marriage and I know that my mother would feel better if she didn't have to face a fine go between alone. If you're not too busy? I know it's Postern and a big celebration this year.” She looked shy suddenly, as if he'd say no?

“Would it be alright to have them here do you think? We can set up a separate dining room. I'll check with Collette.” 

That got another bow, a solemn thing that faded into a grin after a few seconds.

“Would that be all right? I owe you so much already...” She looked odd for a second but didn't cast her eyes downward this time.

He nodded and smiled back at her.

“More than just alright. May have a few others there too though, I have family in town that you should meet for instance.”

That got a blush in response and a conversation that tapered off into silence after a few minutes. She finally turned to leave then, but turned back at the door. 

“Um, Master Tor, sir?” She said softly.

“Just Tor, Lyn. You know that.” 

“Um, yeah, would it be a OK, if... Well, if I called you brother?” She didn't look at him at all.

It was an incredibly weird thing to say, but Tor shrugged and nodded. Why not? 

“I'd be pleased. Sister Lyn.”

The girl took a deep breath and bowed to him again.

“Good then, my brother...” Her voice sounded older then, darker somehow.

“This Baron Rochester? Don't play with him, don't hold back. Kill him. Someone is trying to assassinate you using him. I can't say who yet, I don’t know, but it's so clear the situation practically screams it.”

Then she turned and left. 

Tor followed, but by the time he made it to the door, she was nowhere in sight. 

What a strange thing for her to say.

It also made a lot of sense. It did seem a bit sophisticated for the Baron to come up with on his own, didn’t it? The man seemed impulsive, a hot head, like the kind of person that led his life by what he wanted at any given moment, not someone that would plan a trap carefully over weeks, leaving another person with only two ways out. Tor didn’t know who’d bother setting something like that up though. Had he really angered anyone that much? Ever? 

He didn’t think so. 

He went and got a snack, then sat in meditation for hours, practicing what he'd do the next day mentally. He didn't practice the dying parts, figuring that would take care of itself. Right? Instead he found what he needed to let go of in himself for everything to work and hoped it would be enough, when the time came. He made himself stretch and walk for a while, saying hi to everyone that he met, waving and smiling the whole time. A lot more people greeted him this time than at previous celebrations for some reason.

OK, it made sense; he’d invited most of them. That would probably do it. Also the Warden people were being a good influence, saying hello to everyone they met, everyone else was starting to follow suit as well. They were really good that way from what he’d seen.

Then, after night fell, Tor went to bed, actually laying in the dark alone for a while. Finally a form came and laid next to him, a soft voice in his ear.

“Don't die husband.” She whispered to him. So softly it was clear that Ali thought he was asleep. “I love you.”

Tor didn't reply, because he didn't want to lie to her. Not about the love part, but promising he wouldn't die may not be something he could back up. Instead he drove himself into a very deep state and tried for extra field strength. Shut off all fear and pain. Let go of his humanity and anything that might slow him down. He held his mind quiet then, waiting. Ready to do whatever it took to live.

He'd need it all.

The next morning he rose and shaved carefully, bathed and dressed in real clothing, a pair of fighting leathers in black, like what Kolb and his people wore. That way he could go “unencumbered” into the fight without being naked. It was slightly chilly for that. He didn't bother to eat anything, seeking the deepest state of mind he could instead. He had notes to hand out, so he wouldn't have to speak. Collette got one and handled the rest.

“See to these please?” He said darkly, with no expression at all. He thought the woman gasped, but couldn't pay attention to that yet. He had something to do first, didn't he? First he had to let go of his outer self. Become the true Tor. The one that waited. The bottom of the universe.

At eight he walked out in front of his own house and down the street to the left, a dirt path of packed earth between large magical dwellings, there were twelve of them in all. At the end of the row there was a stone square. It wasn't real he knew, not even focus stone. His mind found the pattern without stress or trying, feeling the magic behind it.

Ah. 

This was Sam's. It was a good idea, an artificial stone space for events. The pattern was a little simple, but the illusion was solid. Tor just stood and waited at the appointed place. Not moving at all. A few people came after a minute. Though Tor didn't know who they were. Rather, He probably did, but he couldn't tell at the moment. At least he wasn't nervous.

Then why would he be? He was weakened. That was still true, but he could see it now, not perfectly, but there, inside him, was everything he needed to win. It would start with the Baron’s own fear. Tor forced a calm smile to his face, knowing it would look out of place and happy. Otherwise he didn’t even move. 

Finally two men walked to the center of the space, one in red, the other all green. The red one turned and looked away from the center, to where a line of men with weapons, three deep, stood along one side. The Baron’s military forces? His guard? They all wore blue. The man himself walked out of their midst, looking huge even from across the square. Over seven foot tall and decently broad across the shoulders.

It would work against him, Tor knew.

There were people all around. More than Tor could be bothered to guess at. The man in green waved him forward gently when the man in red and the Baron walked to the center, before even calling anything out. The last time he'd seen that kind of thing, there had been more yelling.

When he stepped up to the center, ready to fight, ready to dive into his own mind, to truly lose himself to the deep, there was speaking. Tor could barely understand most of it at first, the Baron leaning over to hiss at him finally. The voice was deep and low, hidden from everyone, except perhaps the brightly clad people next to them. The man in red stiffened when he heard what was said.

“See that little boy over there? The black haired one that looks a bit like you? When I'm done killing you, I'm going to have my way with him. You think you're so smart? You and Smythe didn't even ask about boys, did you?” There was laughter then.

Tor glanced at the boy, who stood by two women, both of whom looked horribly drawn and tense. One he recognized a bit. She wasn't blue this time, but Lady Priscilla was the one on the left. She had a black eye, covered by a lot of make-up, but visible even from a hundred feet away. Tor waved, which got her to raise her hand tentatively.

It wasn't a greeting though. A few seconds later a large man in black velvet ran out into the square, a large casket following him, float plate on it, a true cargo plate, done in copper. He moved into place in from of the woman opened the lid, which got a gasp from the audience on that side.

Tor looked at the man in green next to him and gave a single nod.

“Note two please.” Tor spoke, his voice devoid of life. He said the words, but barely knew he spoke. It was the right call though, he could tell already. The fields around him were lining up.

The man nodded and took out the paper quickly.

“Sir Torrance Baker, Knight of the realm, the Wizard Tor, Counselor of magics, Troll of Galasia, offers this gold and funerary gear to the Lady Priscilla along with his condolences on the death of her husband.” The words from the man wearing green were powerfully loud, resonating enough that it would have been scary if Tor wasn't moving even deeper into his own mind, slowing everything around him.

The man backpedaled fast then and waved the fellow in red back too.

“Clear the field!” The man screamed. It sounded slightly scared for some reason. After a few seconds, running, the man in red yelled the same thing.

Then Tor attacked.

Or rather tried too. The giant Baron who'd just been taunting him, saying he was going to rape a little child that looked like Tor and liked to do that to young boys, actually ran backwards then, scrambling a hand under his nice black velvet clothing. He pulled a knife, which got a hiss from the crowd. People were calling something out, but it didn't matter. Tor watched the man move in slow motion.

It wasn't scary at all.

Tor was, he thought, running towards the man, who was at least trying to lunge at him, eighteen inch blade, thin and sharp looking, moving towards his head. Taking half a moment, Tor smiled. He felt like he was moving under water or something, his movements, heavy against the air, it pulled at him, slowing him greatly, but Rochester moved slower still.

This wouldn't, Tor knew, last long. He needed to end this fast or the man would simply kill him as promised. He rolled on the ground and focused all his attention on the other mans front leg, foot lashing out hard, snapping against the side of it, forcing it back faster than the man could adapt. It made a very deep popping sound.

Tor wasn't really sure, but he thought the other guy may have screamed about then. Well, what had he expected? Even if Tor had originally come for a happy little fist fight, the second the Baron pulled a weapon the game changed, didn't it? Tor scooted forward, very low to the ground, and kicked at the other knee. It wasn't as cool looking as what he'd done the time they met before, but it worked, making another snapping sound on the third kick, the blows not strong, but dead on target.

“Fuck you bastard!” The giant roared, trying to stab him again as he fell. 

Tor just rolled to the left side, getting out of the way of the falling man. He was on the ground, but still fought, trying to sweep his long right arm out and slash Tor to ribbons. It was a good plan, except that Tor just rolled away and stood, gasping for breath. Walking carefully in a circle around the man, who tried to scramble in a circle and made the mistake of standing himself, Tor grinned.

“No, thank you.” The answer sounded flat to his own ears, soft and relaxed. 

Tor jumped in and kicked, a high stomp for him, hitting the man in the tailbone, knocking him back to the ground. Sending the knife flying. He walked to the blade and looked around. Behind him stood the royal family, and a cohort of Royal Guards. 

“Wensa, get this off the field will you?” He used a foot to slide the blade towards the woman in her purple and black uniform. Nodding, not even stepping on the stone of the court, she picked it up.

The rest of the fight was harder. 

Not more dangerous. It was hard because the man started crying. It was pitiful. Tor almost wanted to quit, to let the man go and just tell him to fix his ways. But really, it was too late for that wasn't it? He'd just get a healing device and fix the damage. Then he'd be back. Or he'd abuse that boy. Going deeper, having roused from those depth by the action a bit, he made his decision. 

Grimly, Tor moved in and kicked the man in the back of the head, over and over again, until he didn't move any more. Then he rolled him over and sighed.

“Goodbye Baron Diddles.” Tor said, not bothering to be quiet about it. 

Then he started stomping on the man’s throat. It took... forever. Ten minutes or more, for the man to finally die. It was hideous. More horrible than he could bare, nearly. He already heard the man, standing behind him, laughing.

“Think you won? You just set off a chain of events you can't even imagine fool!” The voice chortled at him. 

Tor just stood, mind ready, chest heaving, gasping for breath. 

Waiting.

This probably didn't make sense to anyone else, but it did to him. If the man still had life in him, a healing device might just save him. By waiting like this, standing over him, not leaving the field, Tor was ensuring that option was off the table. The beating he'd somehow managed to deliver to the monster in front of him was severe, but it was this, just standing like he was, that was the actual murder. The seconds stretched out, turning to minutes.

The stench of death filled him then, worse than he'd ever encountered before, he ignored it. It would be around for a while after all.

About ten minutes later, maybe less, Rolph walked out onto the stone and slowly put a hand on his shoulder.

“Tor? Are you all right?” The words were ponderous, slow and almost unrecognizable as words at all.

Taking a deep breath, he relaxed his thoughts and let himself start to come towards the surface. He nodded but didn't explain why he stood, just waiting. This was something that he could talk about later, if need be. Maybe. No one would be able to understand though, would they? It wasn't just about protecting himself. If that had been the case, then he would have healed the man minutes ago himself and left already. Even if it meant being challenged again later by the guy. 

But he hurt children. Tor nodded slightly then, knowing that he had to actually say something to his friend. Even if it didn't seem kind or good.

“We need to stay here for a few minutes and not let anyone else get to the body. Healing device...” He whispered the words, and his friend, looking scared, relaxed.

“Right.” Rolph turned and raised his right hand, there was no smile on his face, but his posture shifted, straightened and looked commanding suddenly.

“Royal physician, attend please?” He said loudly enough that everyone could hear.

Oddly enough the tiny dark woman that ran out in a white tunic and trousers, carrying a bag by her side, was Abbie, his great niece. She literally was a doctor, probably one of the best around even. Tor could see a trap there then. What if she insisted, as was her right and calling, on helping the man?

She did, of course.

For nearly an hour. Then she sighed and stood back, head bowed.

“He has passed and cannot be helped. I'm sorry.” She bowed, to Rolph first, then to Tor, who she took a step back from. 

Tor got it. 

He'd not only killed someone in front of her, but meant it. They didn't have violence in Afrak and before that point, she didn't really believe that her “Great-Uncle the Court Jester” could take a life. Then, he hadn't believed it himself. Not really. Not like this.

A minute later the King came forward and stood by him, the crowd had largely wondered off, except for the Baron’s military squad, who still stood nervously, as if waiting to attack. Finally Lady Priscilla walked over, the black haired boy, who looked about seven, and a twenty-something woman holding his hand, in tow.

“See Connor? He won't ever hurt you again, not ever.” Priscilla shook, but her words were firm. Tears moved down her face, the other woman’s too. The boy nudged the count with his foot.

Then he kicked the corps hard. It didn’t move. 

Tor didn't have a problem with it, but the King looked at the boy, disproving.

“We should perhaps, not bait the Baron’s forces.” He said softly, looking at the three lines of blue clad men, who stiffened at the blow. 

They didn't move though, a stirring coming from the far side of the square. Tor's side. He looked back to see what it was, his mind not quite making sense of it at first.

It was around two hundred people dressed in green and brown, holding force lances on the barons men. Tor had to look again though, because it wasn't just one side of the square, it was everyone, all around. It wasn't a few hundred, it was closer to a thousand, two thousand. The crowd had been a lot larger than he'd realized then, because most of them really had already just left.

Sighing Tor bowed in each direction, low and humble.

“It's fine. No need for violence. Give these men safe passage home please?” He said it loudly, but no one could hear him, not really, not until the King repeated it. Then it worked just fine.

Good.

No need to get anyone else killed that day. The Baron's forces probably didn't know why their old leader had to die that day. They'd come to see a dust-up, a giant fighting a little man, who they'd been told probably deserved the beating. Instead they'd witnessed this...

It left them at loose ends, no doubt.

Tor didn't know what to do next, not at all, but luckily for him, Rolph did. It involved whisking him away to the palace in a fast carriage. Tor didn't understand it all yet, his mind too deep still. Everything had started to move faster at least. Well, to him. It was still deadly slow, half speed it seemed, even as he crawled his way back up, fought to return to himself. For a few minutes he really wondered if he should. Life might just be easier if he stayed at the bottom of himself. No feelings, no desire to do anything…

But that couldn’t be. Tor had things to do. Like find who was trying to kill him so very hard, and why.

Finally, just as they landed in back of the palace itself, Tor came back to himself. The world reeked, but that was all right. He sighed. Rolph nodded at him, but didn't make him speak yet.

“I... Tor, what was that?” He said softly, after they settled to the ground, still sitting inside the carriage. “It wasn't... I don't know, it wasn't you. I didn't know you could move like that. Are you... Count Lairdgren?” 

Tor blinked and shook his head.

“Nope, all me, unfortunately.” He took a huge shuddering breath. It tasted foul, of course. The scent of rot had infected his taste buds already.

Yummy.

“I have no clue where Burks is or I would have sent him instead, trust me... Did I... look strange?” It wasn't anything he'd thought of before. Still, he hadn't spoken or anything at first, had he? 

“You know, Lyn offered to make herself look like me and fight him instead. She made a device to copy me. It's a solid work.” He was rambling but Rolph didn't stop him. 

“He was going to... He said that Smythe and I forgot to ask if he liked little boys. He said he was going to rape that kid, when he was done killing me. I...” He shook his head. 

“I couldn't risk it. He had to die.”

“The man was dead regardless Tor. Don't get me wrong, but if you'd lost, he wouldn't have walked out of that square alive. Did you see the look on his forces faces when everyone turned on them? Those people weren't armed like that to keep the peace. We may have to scramble to explain that many civilians with military weapons and shields though. I wonder how it happened?” His friend chuckled.

“Still, I doubt anyone will be challenging you to a fist fight any time soon. I nearly wet myself you know. Try not to scare me like that in the future will you?”

“Got it. Of course, if he let me pull out, or even run away, this wouldn't have happened.” 

Then again, Tor knew, if he'd killed the man the first time, or even asked the right questions, Connor wouldn't have had months of abuse. It might have already been going on, or not, before then, but from the first time Tor met the Baron on, everything the man did wrong was on him too. Tor's fault.

Misery poured through him. Because in a very real way, every time the evil man had touched that child, it was like Tor had sanctioned it himself. That sent a shudder through him and finally caused tears to come to his eyes. He stammered an explanation to his friend, but Rolph got it. He didn't try to deny it either. Or say it wasn't his responsibility. 

This time it just was.

It was the responsibility of any adult to stop such things, if they could.

And Tor had failed.

Finally he was walked in to a room in the palace proper that had a half dozen sofas and even more chairs set up. There was a nice red carpet with deep blue patterns along the edges. Flowers he thought. It was hard to pay attention to it. At least the tears dried before everyone started to come in. 

“Hey everyone.” Tor said, almost no energy left in his voice at all. No big mystery there, he’d been burning all he had during the little event and pushing like an insane person.

Literally.

It wasn't absolutely everyone, just the royal family, his brother Weasel and his mother. Tor looked at her, as she scowled, and got ready for whatever harangue was no doubt coming. She took a breath and then... 

Said nothing.

After a half minute or so she let her breath out, a shaking, almost shuddering sound and started crying. Silently, but with large fat tears that ran down her face, leaving bold glistening tracks.

“Here I was just afraid you were going to die. I'm so sorry Torrance.” Her words were dark and sad.

Then, she knew, at least a little, what he was going through and would face over this, didn't she?

Suddenly she was hugging him, the others holding back at first, letting his mother have a moment with him alone. 

“Yeah, you and me both. It had to be done this time. I...” He waved his hands at Rolph, hoping he would explain, but it was a voice from the door that spoke, one he didn't recognize at all.

“He was... raping young Connor ma'am. I couldn't stop him. None could in the barony. The new missus, Lady Priscilla, she tried and was beaten horribly for it, over and again. She didn't stop though. Even when I thought he'd kill her at times. He used that to taunt Lord Baker, knowing as how he wouldn't abide by it. He told us all he would. Planned to use the Lord's current health to kill him.” The voice came from the twenty-something woman he'd seen earlier. He didn't recognize her from anywhere else, but she was tall, noble height easily and stood next to Priscilla and the boy, who looked at the floor, tears in his eyes as they spoke of it. 

It wasn't his shame though. That belonged to the evil man that had done it... and Tor.

He stood and walked over to the boy, who was darker than he was, but lighter than most. Tor knelt first, then lowered himself all the way to the floor. Right cheek pressing the carpet and his own tears started again.

“I failed you by not finding out about him sooner. I had the chance and the right to question him and didn’t do it correctly. If I had, I would have killed him earlier. I cannot ask forgiveness, for it has not been earned. I ask only that if payment be required for my failure, that you assess the cost from me alone, not those I serve.” Then Tor went silent. So did the rest of the room.

The boy stared at him like he had a second head. That was fine, everyone else was too.

“How did you fail me?” Connor sounded baffled.

That got Tor to explain the whole thing, after he finished the boy held out a hand to him, to help him up. He had to pull hard for it to work, and Tor appreciated it, because he was starting to stiffen up a lot more than it seemed like he would. He could barely manage, and had to move to sit as soon as he could. 

“Thank you sir. But I cannot accept your apology.” The boy sounded scared, and a gasp went up around the room. 

Tor got that, those words were almost always followed by a declaration of war or a challenge to a duel. Obviously Tor couldn't fight a child, so, depending on what was done, it could be a death sentence for him. Possibly even if the kid just wanted to punch it out. Tor really didn't have a lot left. Still, if he demanded his life for the failure, well, Tor could understand that. He tried to ready himself, just in case.

“Connor?” Priscilla sounded scandalized and totally confused.

After a few seconds the boy nodded, “I can't accept an apology for something that wasn't his fault. That's wrong too. It wasn't his fault and letting him take blame for it would be wronging him. I won't let that happen.” The voice was regal then. Not bold, not powerful at all, but there was a quiet dignity to it. 

Stronger than Tor would have been in the same position by far.

Tor nodded to him. He was being released from blame in this, by the only person that could do it. That didn't leave him feeling any better, and the room still smelled of corruption and death, but it would have to serve. Tor stood and bowed. 

Then suddenly sat again, nearly falling. Ouch. Everything was sore. It was just muscle pain at least, from pushing too hard like that. He'd live.

No one said anything for a long time and finally the boy moved to the woman next to him and hugged her like a small child. Which he was.

“Nanny, can we go and see the parade?” He spoke softly, as if he might not be allowed.

The Queen smiled then.

“That's not until this afternoon, but if you like you can watch with us from our box? It should have a fine view.”

The boy froze, then after a minute and a covert push to his left shoulder from Nanny, he bowed.

“Thank you ma'am, that offer is most welcome and kind.”

It was a bit of a relief for Tor when they left, to get a snack and rest after the trials of the morning, leaving him only with his family and friends.

Weasel shook his head and made a face.

“Remind me not to get in a shoving match with you, huh?” He grinned and gave Tor a small hug with a bit of back pounding.

“Can I have one of your fast carriages? If yes, is it all right if I make copies of it? I have an idea for a special transport service I can run out of school in Printer, if I can get a hold of one.” It was a blunt statement, and everyone in the room stared at the boy, not yet Twelve.

Tor shrugged.

“You can make copies without a template?”

The boy grinned and pulled a force lance from his pocket and handed it to Tor without pause.

It was still a bit of a risk, but Tor let his field brush it.

“Oh ho!” Tor would have jumped to his feet, but didn't. That would have hurt too much.

Everyone else looked at him, but Rolph was the one that asked.

“He copied it?”

“No, Rolph, it's not a copy. It's not a force lance even, it's... What is it Weasel? An air river?”

“Something like that.” The boy smiled but didn't break eye contact at all.

Tor sighed.

“It's a novel build. It's his too. He built it. Alone as far as I can tell. He hasn't even gone to school for it...” If there was awe in his voice, well, there should have been. That and pride, tears came to his eyes again.

Stupid tears, always making him look like a little girl.

“Builder Weasel.” Tor intoned seriously, tilting his head in a nod.

“Builder Baker” The King gave a half bow to the boy. 

Then everyone else followed suit.

Tor shrugged again, which actually hurt a bit now and stretched a little, hands going up towards the ceiling, back arching for a bit. It didn't really help anything, but he still had things to do that day and wasn't really strong enough to risk a healing yet, so he'd need to just deal and that meant keeping in motion if he didn't want to freeze up.

“OK... Mom, I'm keeping Timon with me for the time being, so we can drill on building skills until he goes off to school. If that's all right? I'll have to attach him to the Lairdgren group for now, so that Lyn Cooper can watch out for him. She's solid, which reminds me...”

He shared the fact that a go between was coming to visit, for Lyn and that he could use a little help, being a bit out of his depth. Sure, Lyn had her own mother, but Tor had never met the woman and had a sneaking suspicion that she might not be a secret noble or high merchant, ready to deal with such things easily. 

That got his own mother to volunteer her services. Kind of as Tor had hoped. She was bossy and overbearing, sure, but she'd protect a young girl that needed help. Or boy for that matter. Tor didn't doubt that at all.

He got up and started pacing, which got funny looks after a second, mainly from Connie and Karina.

“Oh, I'm getting stiff, I kind of pushed things earlier, I don't know if I can explain it...” He shrugged and then spread his hands.

Karina stood too and started walking with him.

“No doubt. I figured you'd just come up with some new kind of magic, to tell the truth. Fair after he pulled a knife though, so no one is going to cry foul. You didn't though did you? What did you do? Some kind of combat trance? I know that you freaked out the seconds, I've never seen any of them run from a field before, not even when someone has gone into a rage.”

Had he looked frightening? Tor doubted it. He smiled and shrugged.

“I paid them to do that.” He said simply. It was the truth after all. A simple bribe. 

Well, a really expensive one, but it kind of worked. 

Everyone laughed, except Rolph, “seriously?”

No one else was taking it as real, but Tor nodded and told them he really had. Just to freak out the Baron. After all, if the man got more scared, or even angry, it wouldn't make him a better fighter. What did he have to lose? 

“Same reason for the casket and all the gold for Lady Priscilla. I wasn't planning on killing him originally. Just scaring him into either giving up or making a mistake. He did, but before that. If he would have just bowed and kicked my behind I'd probably be dead or in bed right now, thanking the universe for letting me survive.”

It was just the truth, but no one else seemed to get it. Oh well. Tor just asked if anyone wanted to go and make the rounds of events with him. After all, he had to keep moving and was, what, tenth down on the list of who was responsible for the day?

That got a laugh and a collection of people to go around with him, including a host of disguised Royal Guards, Rolph and Karina. They hit up his house and earned a few more people, and had a group of twenty going around before noon. Tor smiled and waved to people, and got a lot of hugs from women on the street for some reason. He stopped in to Debbie's bakery, which was hugely busy even before everyone tried to cram in.

“Tor!” Box called out from the back happily. “Come to rescue me from all this finally? I have to make another two hundred loaves of Postern bread, I could use the help...” He chuckled though, looking a lot like a tall version of Tor's own brothers. Actually Todd was nearly as tall, come to think of it, however that worked.

“Can't, I'm afraid, I have commitments, Hmmm...” He looked around the room and shrugged. Kari couldn't do it, since she was “working” later too. She was watching Box a little warily, though as far as Tor knew the man, a notorious woman hunter, had never more than casually asked her if she wanted to do something.

Still, if she was uneasy, it wouldn't do to force her.

“Weasel, care to lend a hand?” Tor half expected his brother to either politely beg off, or whine, but instead he smiled and gave Box a nod.

“Yeah, I got it. Smells like sugar cranberry?” He said, his clothing transforming into what looked like homespun bakers clothing, a slightly poorer version of what Box himself wore. Just about perfect for a kid working in a bakery like this.

“Right you are, with dried cherries in too, a specialty of mine...” 

They kept talking as they headed towards the back.

“Weasel, someone will be back to get you before dinner. I want you in with us, since Lyn's your new best friend.” 

Then without waiting for an answer, Tor ran into the other room, if a slow, old man looking shuffle counted as running, and found Debbie. He didn't say anything, just gave her a hug.

“Hey, come by later? We never get to visit. Tomorrow maybe? I mean if you don't want to visit with us for dinner tonight. You should though. Box too. At nine? I won't be there though, so it doesn't count for a real visit mind, but it should be a grand celebration. Oh, do you know which house is mine? Otherwise you'll end up sitting with a bunch of strangers, instead of all my people...” Which were, of course, largely strangers to her...

Tor laughed, “Duh, just follow Tim there, my little brother? He's helping out in the bakery for the day.”

Debbie gave him a look, one that spoke of being busy and a little stressed, but finally let that break and hugged him.

“OK, you forced my hand. We'll come. This is the busiest Postern ever though. I blame you for that. Kari?” She walked over and gave the girl a hug, which got Rolph to spread his arms too, laughing.

“Debbie!” He called, sweeping her into his arms. 

She chuckled, and gave him a hug too, but clearly didn't recognize him. Well, they had only met the once and he'd had a different haircut then.

From there, leaving his little brother they headed out, watching the events as they walked around the city, making a slow circuit that took hours, not even hitting half of it. Their trip ended up going out the south gate, near his house, since a lot of things had been set up out that way. There were people singing, Postern bread being handed out for free from stands set up along the way and plays that showed the spirit of the holiday. 

That part was different from place to place. In Two Bends and that whole part of the kingdom, Postern was a day to celebrate family, with quiet contemplation and discussion being as common as not, or a host of sedate games, ending in a nice meal. Apparently in Ward it was done differently, since everyone from there, and the south in general, had set up in a huge empty building, one of the magical ones, that had a giant bonfire inside. Tor didn't even have to test it with his mind to get the idea. 

It was a Guide-fire. Only huge. So a new build. It felt like the boy when Tor walked a little closer. Brilliant. It kept the space warm no doubt, provided light and ambiance, without the danger of setting anything on fire or troublesome smoke to get in eyes or lungs. Tor clapped when he saw it, but no one else really got why. After all, a magical fire didn't seem all that special in a magical house, but it really was. The boy couldn't have spent more than a few days doing the work after all. 

Most builders couldn't have done it.

Musicians played already and people were doing odd group dances, the girls separated off from the men for some reason. It must be specific to the event, he decided, since the Warden people certainly didn't break off into groups like that for dancing at home that he'd ever seen. 

Maria squealed and took all the girls off, coordinated their clothes to match, light blue dresses and bare feet, then led them all in a dance around a pole. It was cute, but Tor didn't get it. Still, the other men clapped in time, so he joined in. Things were always more fun if you took part. Rolph followed along, led by Count Ward of all people. 

When they finished the giant man with his dark skin and annoyingly good looks shifted his clothing to only a pair of short pants and hollered to the room.

“There is no ocean, so to the river!” 

Then they had to run. Not fast at least, or Tor would have been in real trouble. As it was he kind of had to limp along. Tor gasped a bit, but didn't have to float along, so decided to feel pretty proud of what he’d managed. The meditation on his own field really made a huge difference. He decided to try and keep that up as a regular practice, if he could. 

At the river, they were supposed to jump in. Sighing, Tor did it. The water was cool at first, for a half second, then it was fine. Apparently they had to sing too, even though most of the men, about three hundred of them, that jumped into the water, didn't know the words. It was kind of fun anyway. After a while almost everyone was laughing and coming out of the water, then running back into the warm building. Tor didn't feel the cold, neither did the others with him.

Rolph slapped Tor on the back as he walked back in.

“So what next?”

“Maskers. I think. About that time.” 

“Oh? Well that sounds fun!” The Prince looked at everyone around him and laughed, since all the men were soaking wet still. 

It really did look funny. Like a herd of drowned rats or something. A pack of rats? Honestly Tor didn't know. 

Tor cycled his clothing a few times, causing most of the water to fall off. It absorbed a bunch of water and then let it go each time the field shifted. It made the ground wet, but no one cared. A few people did the same thing and that got some attention from the others. At first Tor wondered if people thought he was showing off, but then he overheard someone say his name and everyone in the crowd stared for a bit.

“Darn tough. I'd be hiding in my house shaking after that. Bit cold though.” A man said, from the back of the crowd. 

They were always at the back of the group, those people that muttered things like that, Tor had seen it before. Heard it. He waved towards them.

“Not tough, and you might find yourself stronger than you think, when it comes down to it. But I have responsibilities today. Can't let that go just so I can shake and shiver. I plan to do that later though. It’s all just a matter of timing.” He smiled when he said it, but no one else said anything about him being there at least.

They climbed into carriages, the old style ones, drawn by horse, to get back to the palace in time for the parade of Maskers to come by, all wore different looking face masks, some decorated heavily, a few in all white, some with smiles others frowns and one was simply a blank white piece with eye holes.

They did a play that stopped and ran around the whole of the city, each group moving on as their scene was done, all the scenes the same short snippet of time. About thirty seconds, then they walked for a minute and did it again. But if you stayed in place, you saw the whole thing. It was the story of the first Postern day.

How a man all in green saved the land of Noram from the great cataclysm for his friend, a giant in purple and gold. Then the giant ruled, and ruled, the years passing by. Other stories were worked throughout. Even the tale of Doretta and Count Wylde. There were a couple that Tor didn't know at all, stories that made the royals smile or nod to each other, but Tor just had to smile and laugh when everyone else did, because it didn't make sense to him.

Then over six sections, the Maskers from Galasia did their version of “the saving of the city” apparently adapted from the children's play. The one in which the mean little troll Tor had to be bribed, cajoled, begged, and in this one, berated and mildly beaten by Sara Debri to impart the magical devices which cleaned the city's water supply and in this new version, conned into fixing the city’s sewer system by Ferdinand Gala. It involved a pretty clever trick and the substitution of a straw filled dummy for his own daughter, Meryl. The little masked troll seemed happy enough with her.

By the time the sixth and final second moved on everyone in the royal box was staring at him. He wasn't in that section, choosing to sit with his mother and the Wards, who seemed to have hit it off for some reason. Possibly plotting to get him. 

At least Maria was championing him.

“I can't believe they did that. It's...” She shook her head, and for once instead of claiming someone should go to war or anything like that, she just sighed and shook her head.

“If nothing else they should pay attention to who's paying them, don't you think?”

The Count looked over his shoulder and shrugged.

“I think they are, actually. Think about it, how many plays are there that have Tor as the main character? They probably picked up that this was all being paid for by him and just went with the only one they knew of, to honor him.” 

Tor's mother laughed though.

“Ah, ah... You'll give him a big head. I'm sure they just thought it was funny, which to anyone that knows my son, it truly is. After all, a troll? And needing to be begged to help people? None of my children would be that cold and Torrance is always generous to a fault.” She didn't sound displeased by any of that, even if she was talking about him as if he wasn't sitting right there.

It always bothered him when people did that. Which she knew. 

Tor didn't say anything though, because everyone else was having a good time, why spoil it? Tor just forced a grin and shrugged.

“What? I have the dummy in my house. I call her “Missy Gala”.” 

Everyone that could hear him chuckled politely at least. Maria sighed and touched his arm gently.

“Best troll ever.” She whispered, not unkindly.

After the parade a carriage flew over the city, followed by seven more. Slowly, like they were landing at the palace itself, instead of in the street in front of it, behind the Maskers procession. They were all done in purple and gold, the royal colors. After the first one settled the others did too, in a line, a single file of crafts in the street, then Kolb and his people all climbed out, a single, much smaller, figure with them.

Denno Brown.

He was dressed in brown, but the clothing was fine, incredibly so. After a second Tor got that, understanding magic or not, the man was dressed in clothing from a device. Well, that could only be good for him, couldn't it. Branching out like that?

“Attend all!” Kolb bellowed loudly. 

Tor did at least. The guy looked ready to give a speech or something, dressed in more finery himself than the man had in the whole time they'd known each other.

“Attend all to the news! Glost Serge, the leader of Austra is dead. Daria Serge, his likely successor is also dead! Austra has declared peace. The war is over!” It was loud at least and took a few seconds to sink in.

The war was over?

Tor stood, stiff and uncomfortable from the hour and a half of sitting already, and cheered. It was a hoarse and weak thing, but heartfelt.

“The war is over!” He screamed as best he could, several times.

Then everyone else did too.

 

 

 

 

Chapter twenty

 

 

 

After the first eight rounds of cheering, with people running after the Masker parade to spread the news, Tor managed to get a little closer to the royal box, by actually standing in front of it, just off to the side. After all he knew everyone and no one blinked at the idea. Plus if it was a trick or anything, he could tell. Denno might lie to them, but no one else there would.

Really though it was really pushy of him to interject himself, so he didn't say anything. He was a Knight though, so he pretended to be a guard and no one sent him away. Go figure.

“Situation report?” King Richard said calmly, fighting a smile until he knew what was actually going on it seemed.

Kolb nodded.

“The mission to Austra was successful as planned Sire, afterwards we opened a...dialog with the remaining rulers of the country, the parliament, and suggested that we would be pleased with a simple ceasing of hostilities, rather than surrender or enslavement of their people. They took a vote, and decided it was a good idea. We could not return with either of the heads however.” Kolb looked at Karina and bowed.

“But I assure you that they were verified personally. They are also being held in Austra for further authentication, as we may demand. They took a vote on that too. They seem to enjoy it, voting.” The large combat master smiled.

“Their votes became rather more friendly as soon as the Serges were out of the picture Sire. Indeed after a few tense moments early on, there was hardly any problem at all. Especially when they realized we weren't demanding reparations or calling for criminal action against anyone still living.”

People applauded. It was a loud thing that led to cheering and more people leaving to spread the news. 

Along the street, directly in front of the palace, all of Kolb's people were lined up, Petra was three carriages back, with Karen and Davie Derring. It occurred to Tor that if they wanted to keep the secret group any kind of secret at all, they needed to get them off the street fast. Not that they weren't already seen. It was a bit of a challenge though. How could they get rid of them without being insulting? Especially since they'd just ended a war by themselves? 

They were the hero's of the day, but they couldn't be. It wasn't fair.

Tor took a deep breath and caught Kolb's eye.

“Um, Instructor Kolb, sir?” He said softly, humbly and as if he was trying to avoid real attention.

The King and Queen both looked at him then, and that meant everyone else would too. Grand.

“Yes Tor?” Kolb said in a more gentle voice than he normally used with him. 

“Um, well sir, did you bring these instructors and students from the school to act as messengers to other cities? Most of the Counts are here, but I can see that people would want to know about this. It's an excellent plan.” But it would help if someone would catch the hint and help. Tor couldn't say that though. 

Richard, bless him nodded.

“A wonderful service to our nation Sir Martin. Thank you all. I won't hold you, since you seem eager to spread the news. I would like to have a private audience with Dennorian Brown, Kolb would you attend as the Knight of record here? Karen Derring as well please?” He waved his right hand regally.

“Everyone else, spread the good news and celebrate!”

That got a cheer too. Even Tor cheered along.

“Except you Tor. If you'd see to getting the word to other parts of the kingdom as soon as possible?” The man smiled at least. As if it would be a treat or something.

“At once Sire.” Tor did too, pulling his little hand unit, he started getting in touch with each capital. Most of the time he got either no answer or a servant, but funnily, the second he told people that the war was over and Rolph got on with him saying it was true, the people on the other end did most of the rest.

The streets were packed, so once that was done, an hour later or so, just as it was starting to get dark, Tor set up a carriage to get everyone going back with him to his house. The combat giants didn't get sent off on errands yet, because they all needed to sleep and rest first. The public transport people did it instead. Not all of them were even ladies of industry any more, Tor noted, as the word spread and the drivers came running to fly off and get the word out. From there word spread pretty well.

Tor just had to get to dinner then and make sure Lyn was provided for and all that. 

Everything else was done. 

Ali sat next to him, beaming happily as they flew back to their house along the river.

“Does this mean you can just work on what you want now and not do shields and weapons all the time? We could go back to school maybe or rehabilitate the Wildlands?” She sounded so excited he couldn't help but grin himself. She'd spent most of the day just sitting quietly and hardly doing more than looking his way every now and again. This was much nicer. 

It was the violence earlier of course. Her whole life told her that violent people would hurt her. He wasn't like that, but she had no way to know that yet, did she? He'd killed a man. That idea was one that would be with him for a long time, of course, but he hadn't realized when he'd done it that it would be with her too. After he landed he heard more voices, in his head, not just Count Derring and Baron Rochester either. Daria and Glost were in his head too.

Seriously?

He sighed. Yeah, that made sense, didn't it? He'd set up the deaths himself, hadn't he? It had even been his idea in a very real way and he intended for them to die when he did it. Well, that wasn't good. Was he becoming some kind of evil murderer? He'd have to watch that.

No one liked the bad guys. Too much more of this and people would think the whole troll thing was real.

On the good side the Serges were just rambling as far as he could tell and the words barely made sense at all. Kind of soft and mumbled.

If he had to make up his own ghosts, that was the way to do it. Much better than the dreams would be no doubt. It was a little odd, to tell the truth. Actually, it was incredibly strange, that every time he killed anyone his brain would provide ghosts for him to deal with as a punishment, but that wasn't what caught his interest. No, it was that, as far as he knew, Afrak style genetics shouldn't be able to do something that specific. 

Make him more prone to simple guilt? Yeah, that made sense, but this very high level, specific kind of thing almost had to be magically based. Only, from what little Burks had said about it all, the old Ancients didn't have magic hardly at all. Some field reading, but even that was looked down on. It had taken hundreds of years for Burks to come up with the first workable magical techniques that anyone could learn. Before that Noram was mainly just mud huts and decaying old style “technology” like what they used in Austra.

In the moment though, his little wife was probably more than a little scared of him. Tor put his hand out to her, which she took easily enough, and led her inside. The place was... a mad house, of course. 

“Woooo!” A large form, Johan the combat giant, Gersh's brother, ran up to them and hugged Tor, spinning him around, then he did the same with Ali.

“We won!” He ran off, a little drunk already.

Collette was the only one not looking happy, standing in the center of the room, hands at her side. She was crying. For half a second Tor wanted to just ignore it and pretend he hadn't seen, but that made him feel too low, so stiffly, taking Ali's hand again, he walked to the pretty blond and hugged her too.

“Alright love?” He whispered into her ear, Ali joined in, and kissed her cheek gently.

The woman nodded, “I... just, if the Austrans killed Ginger and now we have peace, she'll never be avenged, will she? I know it's selfish of me, but...” Tears fell hard enough to hit the floor.

He straightened. Right. He hadn't thought about that at all, had he? Distracted by being happy. To buy time he hugged her again, then took a deep breath.

“I need a room. Something quiet?” He tried to look confident and smiled at her a bit grimly.

“I... know that it isn't fair to you right now Collette, but we need you to manage this mess, Lyn's people are coming at nine, and I invited Debbie and her brother Box to dinner, just the one for everyone else. I know holding two meals like this is a lot of work, I just...” Hadn't been thinking about anyone else? Was that true? Tor kind of feared it had been. Well, that wasn't really true, he’d thought about a lot of people.

Just not her.

He drew another breath, but didn't bow to apologize. He hadn't failed her yet. He didn’t intend to either.

She dried her eyes and took her own big breath, and gave him a hard look. Not stern, but confident, like a person readying for a battle, but knowing they could possibly win.

“I'm on it. Quite right. I shouldn't have let my emotions get the better of me.” She sounded a little sad, but did point the way to the same quiet room he'd used with Lyn a few days earlier. 

He made a chair, a soft and comfy thing that was sized to him and covered in soft fabric that would have been impractical if it had been real. It would tear and stain far too easily and wear poorly over time. But it wasn’t real, so it worked. For a second he was tempted to make it purple, but opted for black instead. Deaths color. This was serious business, not something for his enjoyment.

Then he pulled his communications device and signaled the Palace. Not a second later a voice came into the room, almost startling him.

“Tor?” It was Richard. “I was just hitting the plate to get with you.”

“Oh? Good. Um, I... Would it be possible to talk with you? It won't take long.”

“I can have the room cleared at once... If...” From the background he heard a lot of voices, most sounding pretty happy. Tor felt like a heel, having to bring everyone down. He sighed though, which obviously carried into the room because the King made a noise in return.

“Is everything all right?” This came over at barely above a whisper. Tor doubted that the room there heard it even, unless they were trying too.

“I was just talking to Collette Coltress and she expressed concerns that the investigation into her sister, and the other murdered ladies deaths, would stop, and that if the perpetrator is an Austran agent they will escape punishment.” It was high handed of him to even question it, he knew, but the room on the other side of the device went silent.

“I... don't know honestly, Tor. I can I get back to you on that? The peace is new and fragile; we may have to eat the deaths as part of it. I don't...” It was rare for Rich to actually sound like he was both upset and uncertain, but in that moment both things were clear in his voice.

“If I may your Highness?” A voice spoke softly and no reply was heard from the King.

“Tor, Denno here. I can assure you that no Austran agent did this under any kind of official orders. They might kill, or even do the other things that were done for a specific reason, I'm not claiming that they're saints, but they didn't in this case.” He stopped for a second as people rustled in the background.

“What that means in this case is that, if the person or persons involved is an Austran, agent or not, they face full punishment for it. If desired I can have all of the agents here turn themselves in for questioning on the case, before going home?”

It was the voice of Smythe that came then, sounding far away and a little bemused. Gentle almost.

“You'd send in your spies for questioning? Honorable, given everything, but aren't you afraid we might harm them or abuse the privilege?”

There was another long pause and finally the King murmured something, which sounded like “honored” probably meaning that the Ancient of Austra had bowed or something.

“I'll make it happen, though if I can assure that their safety, if not responsible for personal crimes, is seen too? I'd not want anyone beaten or harmed for merely following orders. They don't really get a choice you understand? So, to that end, if my brother, Torrance Purple could see to their protection?”

Torrance Purple? 

Gods that was awful.

No one laughed though, or even asked who the heck that was. 

“Thank you Dennorian Brown. Do you need anything to expedite this?”

That was a very polite way of suggesting that whatever Brown was going to do, he not dawdle on it. Even Tor got the idea, tired as he was.

“I have gear with me this time, so I can see to it directly, would it be all right if I were to visit with Purple and Green later? At your place Tor? We have... family matters to discuss as well I think.”

Tor almost wanted to tell him that the morning would be better for it, since he was exhausted, but didn't. If it was as important to Brown as digging out a murderer was to the rest of them, it probably wouldn't pay to put him off.

“OK. Try not to leave it too long though, I've... had a bit of a day.” He thought he sounded all right, but a low chuckle started on the other side of the unit in front of him.

Then he was able to say goodbye, managing it with a decently polite “royal” accent for once and with a word from Smythe coming just before he hit the plate on his end.

“Baker?” The man’s voice was firmer talking to him. Then it wouldn't surprise Tor to find out the man kind of hated him. 

He had tried to kill him after all. 

“Would you and Miss Morgan be available in the morning?” He didn't say why, but he was the boss, so Tor shrugged, knowing it wouldn't be seen.

“I am. I'll see if I can find Trice and meet you, at your chambers? When would be good?” It was the polite thing to do, after all, go to the older man when asked not make him come around calling on them.

“Ten in the morning? Use a transport I think, at the east side entrance? I doubt we'll be passing on the streets easily even then.” There was a pleased chuckle to his voice.

Then Tor got away from the device and sighed. Now all he had to do was let Collette, and her family, know that vengeance wasn't to be denied them. They still had to make it happen, but it wasn't forbidden at least. If the monster happened to be from Austra, that wouldn't protect him at all. Even the Austrans agreed. Or they would.

If Tor had to go and ram it down their collective throats himself.

So far it didn't seem like that was needed at all. Really, who liked raping murders that hurt young women? No one, that's who. They probably didn't even like themselves. 

Now all he needed to do was get bathed again, dressed for a dinner meeting, and talk to all of the Coltress family. In no particular order. Tor was shaking his head as he limped to the door of the room, wondering how to make all that happen. His head didn't hurt, but he felt like it should. This was all just verging on too much. Still, at least the news wasn't horrible. 

He bumped shields with Sam as he walked out the door. Laughing, then both stepped back, the boy had been reading while walking, which wasn't exactly safe given the amount of people in the room. It was just a sheath of papers, hand written.

“Lord Baker.” He said politely.

Tor gave him a half grin and sighed, “Lord Sam.”

The boy paused for a second and then grinned himself. “Yay, a promotion. Can I get anything for you? You look half done in.” He waved at the fact that it seemed Tor was holding himself up with the door frame of the room for some reason.

He nearly said no, but then shrugged, Sam was his friend right? He did need the help, and not asking was rude with a friend.

“Um, actually, could you get some people for me? I... Check with Collette, you know her?” It wasn't a small point with everyone around.

“Incredible looking vision of loveliness? I think I could pick her out of a crowd at need, yes. We haven't really spoken yet though. Kind of different social circles and all that.” His accent was there but a lot softer than it had been when they'd worked the flood, months ago.

That... 

Tor shook his head.

“Not really, you actually know a lot of people in common. Me and Rolph and his sister Kari? Rolph's parents too. Well, the ones disguised to look like them at least. You did pick up on that, didn't you?” 

The boy huffed and made a sour face.

“No. Kind of embarrassing too. Lyn had to tell me about it later. There I thought Kari might really like me too. Should have known, high merchant girl like that wouldn't be looking my way.”

Tor had been there, so he got the idea, a poor scholarship boy didn't get a lot of attention from the girls at Lairdgren. 


“I don't know, I'll ask if she remembers you though. She's actually better looking out of her disguise. Still, got a pencil?” 

The kid did and took the names down, then ran to get them. It took the better part of an hour, so Tor managed a quick shower, dressed in his “official” military style outfit in all black, with a purple trim at the cuffs and was actually waiting in the quiet room for everyone when they were led into place by Sam, who'd shifted his own clothing. He looked like an overgrown version of a page from the King’s palace. That move had Collette written all over it.

After all, if he was doing page work and summoning Barons and Countesses, looking “official” couldn't hurt. Tor gave him a bow when he came in, not even thinking about it. A simple half bow between equals. He bowed back the same way, which got the attention of everyone in the room fast.

Well, not the Count and Countess Ward, who just accepted it. Or Trice. She hadn't been asked to come, but apparently had followed along anyway. 

No one else even seemed to notice. It was like a super-power of hers. 

“Trice, we need to get Smythe from the palace in the morning for the investigation. It's going ahead. I can fill you in later, but for now... Um, not to be high handed or anything, but could you do me a huge favor? I need to have Weasel picked up from Debbie's bakery? Debbie and Box too...” It was a lot to ask, after all Trice was a noble, not an errand girl.

He'd have sent Sam, but the boy didn't know where it was. Tor didn't even know if he had his own carriage yet. He should. The whole Lairdgren group should. 

Blinking for a second Tor just nodded to no one, deciding something on the fly. Why not he was the Counselor of magic and the guy was a builder, wasn't he? 

“If you could take Attaché Sam here with you? I'd like him to get to know Weasel if nothing else. I mean, Builder Timon Baker.” He said the last bit proudly, but Trice didn't seem shocked.

“Yeah, those “air lances” are pretty good for an eleven year old. Not too powerful and not a real combat weapon maybe, but they sure made Rochester's forces stand down, didn't they? Your little friend, um, I mean Attaché Lyn Cooper? She did most the copy work herself. Last night. At this rate you can stop building all together soon and go into farming or maybe being a boy whore on the side Tor.” 

Everyone looked shocked, and Sam turned four colors of red, but before anyone could say anything Tor nodded.

“I'll skip the whoring part I think, but farming really could be fun. Who doesn't like growing things? At any rate, would you? I'd go myself, but...” He shrugged. “This. These people need to be updated.”

“Later then, tell Ali I'm sleeping with you two tonight? It's that or back to the house for me and I have a feeling that's going to be a pain.” She shrugged.

“Sounds wonderful. Could be a long night though. Just a warning.”

She just purred at him, as if that “long night” could possibly mean something other than work. Tor kind of wondered. He was, well, still really weak, pattern wise and sore as all get out, but other than that he felt both a lot better and a lot worse. He wasn't looking forward to meal time for a while. He had to eat, but everything smelled of rot. It got worse when it came to mind too. 

Trice laughed and pulled Sam out with her, closing the door firmly.

Everyone in the space stared at him darkly for a bit, looking grim, so he stood and bowed, trying to make sure no one felt slighted. He'd bowed to his “assistant” but not anyone else. Oddly that could mean almost anything, from this being a trick to arrest or kill them all for the King, to what it did, which was Tor just being a little out of sorts. 
 “Apologies for taking so long. I...” the Baron looked down and shook his head, and Nita made a face that wasn't pretty at all. There was a woman that Tor had accidentally ignored too, a stunning older woman that had to be Ginger's mother. 

“The Austrans have stated that if the killer is one of theirs, they support our investigation and punishments fully. The war being over does not, in any way protect them, if it is indeed one of their people. To facilitate our investigation they're allowing each of their spies to be questioned.” Tor held up a hand quickly.

“I don't know if we'll get them all, but I was told this by Dennorian Brown, the Ancient of Austra, himself. He's setting it up as we speak.” Tor stopped speaking, so heard the soft snort from the new woman.

“Oh? So you can't do more than fill us with fairy stories? The Ancient of Austra? I suppose the Green man will be coming later to rub my feet before bed?” It was derisive and got several outraged sounds from around the room, mainly from Maria.

“Mother! I can't believe... Argh.” She sank to her knees and started to bow low, looking at Tor.

“I apologize for her, Lord Baker, her lack of knowledge is my fault, I should have informed her-”

Tor stood and rather painfully helped her up.

“Gah, none of that today Maria. Wow I'm stiffening up.” He grinned and gave the Countess a small hug.

“Sorry anyway, um, Baroness Coltress?” Tor checked with Nita, who nodded, “I won't ruin anyone else's surprise here, but the short version is that the Ancients are very real, and have incredible influence in their own lands. Denno Brown will be by later, I think, Burks Lairdgren too. He's the Green man. As to foot rubs...” Tor smiled and shrugged. “Well, maybe if you ask nicely? I doubt it will be tonight though. Kind of busy, with several different matters. Plus, you'd have to argue with Bonita over that.”

The woman didn't seem convinced at all, but Maria spoke up nearly instantly.

“Mother... What Lord Baker said is not only true, his word is unimpeachable. I'd suggest you simply accept that what he says is true for now, and we can provide further evidence later if it's needed?” She didn't look at her mother when she spoke.

Tor got a sense that Maria and the Baroness really didn't get along at all. Mainly from the ten minute fight that broke out between them then. It was embarrassing, since after about three minutes the argument turned into a shouting match with Carol, the Baroness, suggesting that Tor wasn't a real investigator at all, but just a pretty boy that had gotten everything he had by licking the Queen’s ass. It was a bit vulgar really, and wasn't the only suggestion like that the woman made. With him having possibly licked things on the whole of the royal family and possibly some barn animals as well. Maria finally went dead silent, which seemed to indicate to her mother she was scoring a few real points.

“Remember, you wouldn't even be a Countess now if I hadn't sucked Marvin's cock for three years first dear. Just because you can use your position to angle towards the Queen’s toy, that doesn't mean he'll actually get justice for your sister. This is a farce. Maybe I should go and see to the King? Then we’ll get real action on this!” She spun on her Baron then, who'd done nothing more than wince a few times and tried to look apologetic towards whoever was currently catching the woman’s wrath. 

OK, Tor could cut her some slack, after all, she was clearly upset about Ginger's murder. She should be. Tor was and he'd never even met the girl. The woman looked positively vicious then though. Nearly insane.

Which she turned on her own husband for some reason, even though, as far as Tor could tell, he hadn’t even twitched wrong.

“You! First you let that... Beast, get away with raping her, and now you won't even say a word to the King? Maybe we should have you see to him then? Since you like sucking his cock so much anyway! What I want to know is why have you done nothing? Baron Rochester is off screwing some little boy right now and you just sit here, not caring at all. You're weak and pitiful!”

She tried to hit him, but his shield kicked in. That meant it was a newer version. It made sense, Collette having had a box full of stuff to give away for months. Or... Looking again he realized it was more likely to be from Bonita, who suddenly seemed ready to apply a beating to the woman herself.

“Baron Rochester is dead Carol.” Count Ward spoke, his deep voice low and soft. “He challenged the Troll of Galasia to a duel without encumbrance, then made the mistake of letting him know that he'd harm a child as you suggested after he won. He was beaten to death.” The man stood and bowed towards Tor then sat again.

“I know that you just came in this evening from your estate, so may not have heard, given the other news. The man that raped your daughter is dead and will never harm another child. If I have the story right, the duel was in attempted retaliation for another beating that was delivered because of that specific event.” Then he went silent.

No one spoke for a minute. Finally the woman took a deep breath looked down.

“Good.” She hissed. “We'll get this Troll to find who killed her and let him deliver justice for it then!” She actually made a “humph” noise then, as if proving some kind of point.

Everyone just went silent again. Finally Maria took a deep breath and raised her eyebrows at Tor.

“Mothers a bit out of the flow of information. Funny that she got you were the Queen’s lover though, but missed the rest of it. Really, with the sudden field of palaces that grew up here you'd think she'd get the Wizard part at least?” Rolling her eyes she turned to her mother and spoke in a tone that was more than a little snotty.

“Mother, this man is Tor. The Wizard? The Counselor of Magic for Noram? The Troll of Galasia? Also a Knight of the realm and, as you mentioned, the Queen’s boy toy. I know, why don't you suggest you suck his cock for a while, you old bitch!”

Tor turned to the Countess and shook his head.

“Maria. No. It's Postern and I can't let you two keep going on like this. It's... unseemly to speak to your mother in such a fashion. I won't command you apologize, it's not my place, but as your friend, I have to recommend it.” He looked at her steadily, half expecting a physical attack or at least a wall of screams and tears. Instead she just stood and bowed.

“I... I am sorry. This is a tense situation mother, I let myself become too worked up and spoke in anger.” She didn't wait for her mother to release her though, and simply stood. The words hadn't sounded fake at least, or sarcastic.

Her mother... growled. 

“Bitch. All of you are a bunch of evil... someone could have told me all of this before we came, couldn't they? How am I supposed to know how to behave if I don't know who's important or not?” Her voice was angry. Tor got that. He really did.

It was easy to be angry when you spent your life tearing everyone around you to pieces. It meant you were a bad person and while not everyone was equally good, even those that were nearly evil wanted to be. Didn't they? Finding out you weren't, realizing it, would be hard. Tor just nodded to her, a single head bob.

“I generally try to do it by treating everyone as important. Sometimes you end up treating a stable boy as a Prince, but so far I haven't gotten any complaints. Not from that side of things at least. Still, I think that it's not unfair to suggest this was due to... stress and concern about seeing justice done, rather than anything else. Now, I... Well, honestly, I need to have the room, The Baron, Baroness and Nita please?” He looked around the room, not smiling, since things were still tense. He really didn’t want to set anyone off.

The others looked confused and in Maria's case triumphant, and the Baron sighed as soon as the door closed and stood, bowing.

“Should I go for a full abasement? I can only ask that you blame only me for what has transpired and not those under my charge. Please. I beg of you. Those of Coltress do not deserve destruction for my wife’s words. If you must take a life for this, I offer you my own.” He didn't sound scared, and only half humble about it. Looking up a little, he winked then.

“And hers, let's not forget that part. Though do be a good man and leave the kids alive?”

Tor stood up and gave a quick, very truncated bow. It wasn't meant to be rude, he just couldn't make himself bend any farther now. Oops. He just admitted to it and stood. No one seemed to take offense at least.

Tor smiled then.

“I know this isn't the best time, but I don't know when we'll all be together again.” He looked at Bonita, his heart aching a little at what he was about to do and sighed. 

“I'm bringing the official request of betrothal from Count Burks Lairdgren for the hand of Baronetta first Bonita Galley Coltress. As mentioned earlier, he's the Green man, so this is a life time position for your daughter. He's wealthy, powerful, and more importantly a good man. Kind and not uncouth or base at all. I even hear he's a fairly attractive. I can personally vouch that he's of humble temperament and hard working, as well as sober.” Tor was ready to keep going, but Two things happened then. 

First Nita smiled and made a happy noise, then Carol... sneered.

“Her? What is the man, some wizened husk that can't do any better even as a Count? You'd think he'd make a play for Collette at least instead.”

The Baron blinked.

“Ah, Dear? Burks Lairdgren? You met him once? At our wedding? The one you said you wanted to pack up and take with us on Honeymoon?” 

“Him?” She glared and finally shook her head, like she needed to clear it. 

She did of course. Tor was beginning to think she might just be evil. What kind of person would be mean to Nita? That didn't even make sense. Was she stupid or something?

The woman stared at Bonita and shook her head slowly.

“What did you use as the bribe? As a Count he's more money than we do, so it's not that. Can't have offered up your sisters or me, after all, he'd just be able to get any of us into bed by asking... So, kill someone for him or something?” Her tone wasn't kind. It was really catty and man in fact.

Tor sighed and shook his head though.

“That's ridiculous of course. Originally I was going to ask for her hand, since she's my girlfriend, but the Count won out in the end. He's older and better looking after all. I can't really compete there, can I?” 

The woman looked at him and shook her head again.

“No, I think not. This smacks of one of those set-ups again Bonita dear. I can't let you walk into it and be hurt. I must refuse. Send the man my regards but the answer is no.” She glared at the Baron when she said it. 

Tor touched her field, wondering what the actual deal was. Hoping it wouldn’t hurt him too much, but having to know. Was her motherly concern just so strong she truly feared Burks would play with Nita's heart? Or that he would?

It wasn't that at all. She was doing it just to be spiteful. She knew it wasn't one of those elaborate set-ups after all, didn't she? Since she was behind the rest of them. 

All of them.

Ah.

It was all he could do not to yell at her over it. The bitch had made most of Nita's adult life a living hell, thinking she was too ugly and unwanted to ever be loved, and now she wasn't going to let it happen just to spite... The Baron? That seemed right, though Tor didn't get it really. Her goal seemed to be making things really hard for her own husband for some strange reason. Nita was just a pathway to do that with.

Shrugging Tor pulled out his communications device and hit the palace marker. After less than a few seconds Rich answered.

“Hey Rich, I need Connie please. In an official capacity. If you have a moment too?”

“Um, One bit.” There was a rustling sound. “Tor's on for you, official?”

The Baron looked at Tor, and Nita just smiled, getting what was about to happen? She was close to the Queen after all. It didn't seem Carol knew that.

“Tor! Is there an emergency?” Connie sounded a little breathless, apparently having run to the room to talk to them.

“Yes.” He filled them in with three quick lines, not mentioning the why of things, leaving that for later. Mother or not, that kind of abuse would not go unanswered for by the woman. 

She'd hired people just to insult and play with Nita's heart, not just once, but dozens of times and not just for a while, but for years. If the women were a man Tor would probably be fighting with her about now. Probably even knowing he'd lose. As it was he’d have to be cleverer about the retribution.

“So, what I'd like is for you, acting as Queen, to overrule that please. I have a sense that in this case, you being aware of Burks and what kind of man he is, you might have a clearer head?” 

There was silence then, for about five or ten seconds.

“Bonita dear? Is that what you'd like? Marriage to the Count? I know you two have been close for a while now.”

“Oh, yes! I mean, yes ma'am.” Her voice was shy and small then, but then she was a quiet person. Tor always kind of liked that in her.

“Very well then. Lord Baker, see to it.” Then she turned the device off on her end. 

It was a trick, Tor saw. She'd ordered him to see to it, but hadn't acted as Nita's mother at all. She wasn't overstepping bounds, just giving him a chance to use her words to help his friend. Brilliant.

Tor didn't say anything for a few seconds, merely smiling at them all, as if happy things were resolved.

“There we go. I suppose I'll send my own mother to discuss this with you Baron Coltress, and Connie? If that's all right?” He grinned. “Or, if you want, perhaps Maria or Collette would serve as well? I think Collette would do wonderfully, come to think of it, regardless of who else is involved. She has a superb sense of style. Should be good for a wedding.”

He turned to Nita and winked.

“Ohhh, and Petra would be perfect to do the gowns up for you. Oh! Um, I didn't think of that, do you still have that fireworks display from Warden? We should set that off tonight I think. Celebrations and all. The others went out already.”

“No... I think Marvin has it, shall I check on that?”

Tor jumped up and kissed her on the cheek. He'd have done more, but her parents were watching and pain stabbed through his back, which he chuckled about.

“Please love? I have to see to another of these now. Kind of a day for it I guess, marriages and betrothals. Burks really should be here later I hear...” Tor would have to talk to him first, because he didn't know he was getting married for certain yet.

He was though. 

Soonish too. None of that waiting a year stuff that normally got done in noble society. After all, they didn't want to let Nita get away, did they?

He bowed himself out of the room, which got everyone else to get up, but it was really time to see to Lyn and that mess. 

Tor laughed a little. 

It wasn't a mess. It was a good thing, and probably wouldn't be half as trying as this was. Even if she didn't want to get married to Dorgal, that wouldn't be a big deal. The man was mainly doing it just to curry favor with her after all. They'd only met a few times. Tor found her standing in the front hallway, dressed in a cloud it looked like, her face still a little snubbed nosed and square, but only a bit. She'd used her disguise amulet to alter her features? It was still her and even looked like it. Only not. 

He walked to her slowly and gave her a hug.

“Hey sis.” Tor winked. 

“Brother. I... would you stand for me in this tonight please? Mother couldn't make it. I'm a little out of my depth here...” She looked down at the nice marble floor, which showed she wore comfortable shoes on her feet, nice white and red ones that look unusual and highly crafted. Magical constructs of her own devising? Amazing. Tor wondered at it and decided to get with her and see if she'd show him how to do his own like that.

Later. Right now it was dinner time.

It was rude really, for him to have a separate meal set up like he did, but with hundreds of guests, it would be needed. The table in the new dining room that Collette had formed out of the back of the kitchen space for ease of service for the over taxed staff, was small. Not tiny, but just big enough for about ten people.

His mother sat in the seat of the hostess, playing the part because Ali, brave as she was, had the job for the main table in the other room. Tor just wore his work uniform, hoping it wasn't tacky. Laurali looked really nice, younger than normal Tor thought. Almost like his sister Terlee. Tiera was off to the left and Timon was to the right. 

He'd wonder where his dad was, but he sat at the main table for him as place holder. All these rules were strange to him, but it did seem to be working out. No one could feel that his own father being sent in was less than proper, could they? If they did, Tor decided not to care. 

No one else was really there yet, though Collette followed them in. Tor stopped until everyone looked up. Lyn smiled widely, Tor watched her closely, not wanting her to feel uneasy, so he noticed her freeze suddenly as she looked at the table. At first Tor though it was about Weasel, who did cut a fine figure in his suit, even though it wasn't exactly a normal fashion for the Capital or anything. But then the girl took a step forward.

“Lara?” She said loud enough that everyone looked at her. Her voice was young sounding, timid, but different. Not as shy, but slightly… scared.

His mother just gave a small partial bow, seated. After all, Lyn was just a girl and not noble at all.

“I'm Laurali, are you Lyn?” 

The girl froze then looked around half panicked, only to find Tor staring at her hard.

“This is Lara Gray's daughter. My mother Laurali Green Baker. Burks Green is her father, my grandfather, as I think you know? You probably have, haven’t you? We look just alike, I here.” Tor lightly touched her pattern and wanted to shake his head. He was such a moron sometime.

“Mother, this is Lyn Cooper. For lack of a better way of putting it, our sister.” 

An Ancient.

Like they were. Tor took a deep breath and let it out when his field slipped over Tim, his little brother. Him too? God, was it everyone?

Now it was Tor's turn to panic. The world couldn't take too many people that just wouldn't die. He reviewed in his mind and nodded. He couldn't tell with his littlest brothers and sisters, but the rest were normal. Thank the universe. He looked at Lyn and smiled.

“I don't know which color though. Red or Blue? I think I've met the rest, mainly.”

The voice that came from behind him was his own, just a bit deeper, Tor turned, which was hard to do at the moment and saw that not only were Burks and Denno there, but his uncle Dan.

Denno stepped forward and grinned slightly.

“Red. This is your sister Lyn Red. The Ancient of Vagus.”

Of course she was.

 

 

 

Chapter twenty-one

 

 

“Well.” Tor didn't let it bug him. After all, he had absolutely no context for this at all did he? She'd lied... 

Nope.

He'd never asked. Or checked. It wasn’t a normal question to ask when meeting someone, was it? 

She'd even asked if she could call him brother, hadn't she? It made sense now at least. 

“Let's all have a seat then. So, just to shorthand this, um, Lyn, looking to get married? Dorgal's a good sort, after a fashion. You've met, good enough looking an all that. So, what do you think?” Collette was wide eyed, standing in the door alone still. He waved her in and motioned she should shut the door.

So it was a mess with Lyn after all. 

Good to know.

She looked around, like she wanted to run. It was a little skittish if it was just about Dorgal's proposal. Her eyes went still after a minute though and she blew a bit breath out at him and shook her head.

“No... I don't want to be rude, but I'm probably going to be fighting with my family for the next two hundred years over this as it is. Not fair to drag some innocent into this. I would have liked to at least finish learning to be a builder though. It's not covered in the treaty.” She spun and looked at the men behind her, Green Brown and Uncle Dan.

“It's not. I checked. For about a hundred years. I checked. I can do this. Vagus can.” Then she suddenly looked ready to fight her way out of the room.

Even clutching a force lance in her left hand. Tor hadn't noticed it before at all. It had to have come there when he was distracted by her being... Her.

“Calm Lyn. No one’s going to mention anything to anyone outside this room. Right Denno? Burks?” His voice had gone, cheery, Tor noticed. Happy. 

That or insane. Either worked.

“For now, let's get a seat and see to dinner. As for the marriage proposal, um Collette, could you send word to the Sorvee's that Lyn has to decline, because...” Tor looked around the room. Nothing came to mind at all. 

Gah.

It was Tiera who came up with something.

“Why not tell them she's the Ancient of Austra, and might have to have a fight with her family for a few hundred years? Given this crowd, everyone will believe it and it's not like it's a secret or anything. Most people just don't care here, do they? Though catching an Ancient like that would be a good deal for this man, Dougal?” She looked at Collette.

“Dorgal.” She corrected gently.

“Then he can accept or not, based on that, if you want. Um, Lyn. If you don't want to say no, then just dump the real reasons on him. They’re so crazy he'd have to accept it. Probably without hurt feelings.”

Collette chuckled and put her hands on her hips, something Tor had never seen her do before.

“We haven't gotten a real answer from Lyn Cooper yet. If you want to get married, I need to present things differently than if you don't. Even if you can't for the reasons you said, wanting too is a real point. If you aren't willing, I can just lie and save face for him somehow. Say you have someone else or something.” There was no toe tapping, the pretty blond was too cultured for that, but it was implied. Strongly.

Lyn looked down, then sat when Tor pulled a chair for her. It had a nice dark brown shiny wood look to it, with a soft red cushion. It hadn't a few seconds before, but he changed it when he touched the chair. It got her to laugh.

“Oh... Alright then. Please tell him that I'd love to marry, but as the leader of the largest land on the planet, we may need to relocate back there, at least part time. If he still wants to. I'll understand if he doesn't of course. I know it's a bit of a sudden change.”

Collette's eyes went wide.

“Wonderful! I'll go do that right now then, shall I?” She didn't wait to be excused, just turning and leaving without a pause, strained smile on her lips. 

Oh, right, room full of Ancients. That would do it.

“Sit, please, everyone. I think we have enough room. I don't know how we're supposed to get food, but we'll figure something out.” He strode to the top of the table and sat next to his mother.

“Does everyone know everyone else?” He looked around and saw Dan shake his head no, still smiling.

It was his house, so his job.

“OK, Burks Green, who's the Green man of legend,” looking at Weasel and Tiera he shrugged.

“Grandpa to you two and me. Um, he's also me, as you might be able to see. We'll go into that later. Over there we have Dan Green, our Uncle and ma’s brother.”

Tor nodded to Denno, gesturing with a closed hand and giving a seated bow as the man found a seat for himself, near the end of the table. The poison seat again. Poor guy probably thought it was his place or something.

“Denno Brown, the Ancient of Austra, roughly your Uncle. Your Aunt Lyn here you should both know. Tim, I want you to work with her for the next few months on building. She's good. But then you know that don't you. Met already and all that?” He sighed.

“Next to me, is Laurali Green Baker. My mother. Also Gray as you see, but her own person too, I hope. Oh, um Ma?” Tor dropped into home speech.

“Grand-da didn't tell you, but your natural mother is the leader of Afrak, and still alive. Also an insane man-hating old bat that is, essentially you, like I'm Green, only you two are closer I think. Watch the whole crazy thing will you? I'm not really kidding there or I wouldn't be this blunt. Nearly started a war with weapons master Kolb when we were there.” 

Oops, he hadn't meant to do that, talk in ways that others couldn't understand. No one said anything though.

“The charming and intelligent young lady to my right is Tiera Green Baker. Also like we are Ancient genes and all that and this man is Builder Timon Green Baker, know as Weasel. Also as we all are. Only by feel I'd guess he's a son of the gray line. The first I think, if Lara was honest in what she told me. That will have to be checked though. Seems right.”

“What!” Laurali had been a little quiet until then but suddenly she roused, a bit angry seeming.

“Yeah, your mothers alive and really hates all men, beyond reason too. Not kind and considerate like you are at all.” Tor said quickly, knowing that wasn't the topic at all.

“As to the other part, about Tim, well, Burks, Lyn, if you'd check his field? You too Tiera. We'll wait for you to do that.” 

The Ancients both walked over to him and touched him, one at a time, then checked each other and then Tim again. Tiera sighed and walked around the table. 

“I don't know how to do this...”

Blinking Tor explained it to her. It was probably a little subtle for her if she hadn't been practicing, but he didn't mention that. She tried and then sat back down. 

“I think I can tell it's him, but that's about all. He has about five other fields on I think?” She shrugged. Tor checked and nodded.

“That's right. Well we can practice a bit if you want. I know you want to take maths at school, but having an extra skill never hurts. I need to get back to that too. Math I mean. Oddly it keeps kind of coming up as something needed.” 

“Now, before we go on, why don't we see about getting some food?”

Without going anywhere it started coming, almost immediately. There literally couldn't be any way for people to listen in the walls, could there? Unless Collette had build in listening holes or something? She was a spy after all. 

He'd forgotten that part of things. Oh well. 

It did get them good service, no matter how it worked. 

They checked for poison but it was a lot more cozy than the palace, everyone just pulling a poison detector and using it openly when the food came. It was a family meal after all. They just didn't know who had access to the food, so they checked.

He let everyone finish before talking about anything. Not even asking Lyn what she was doing in Noram. That was obvious to him, at least in part. She was going to school and learning to be a builder. A freaking great one at that. As far as he was concerned, she was going to keep doing that too. At least until she finished. If Burks had a problem with it, Tor would just build his own school and hire all the Lairdgren personnel away. That or go to Vagus and help her learn himself.

It was Denno that spoke first looking around the table for a while to get everyone’s attention.

“The summit is in a week and we all have to go. All of us. It's very important. I guess we should get you all up to speed first, but we can start that in a day or two. Right now every Austran spy in Noram is on the way here and should begin reporting tomorrow. Tor and his people will check them out and if they aren't insane murderers, send them home. I don't really expect you'll find anything. The most telling thing will be how many don't show up.” He spread his hands, then touched his face, thinking.

“If they don't, that doesn't mean guilt of course, they could be dead, missed their flight or simply hiding, since they fell in love and don't want to go back. Noram... has its charms, after all.”

Like trees, but Tor didn't mention that. Austra was nice.

Except the parts he'd seen of course. But that still left hope for the rest of it.

“Sorry Denno. I can do the part with the Austrans, but I won't let my family go off to some summit of Ancients without knowing what it is and why we should be there.” Tor held up his right hand as the man started to speak.

“OK, I get that I can't stop them either, if they choose to go, but I won't go myself without more information. You've been dodgy about all this to the extreme. First you tried to force this summit and now you want us, some of us literally kids, and the rest, like Mother and Uncle Dan must just about seem like that to someone like you, to go to this thing?” Tor tilted his head and looked around the room, and did a mental count, feeling slow and tired suddenly.

“Heh, you're trying to control a vote, aren't you? Like how they do things in Austra? Do the Ancients vote on stuff Burks? Lyn?” He glanced at them both and got a nod from Lyn at least.

“That's right Tor. I don't know if that's the plan, but we do vote on everything. If you might be able to back up what you want in a few thousand years, you get a vote, so that's everyone at the table. This would be about half the Ancients in the world right now, unless the Blues all come. I... Cindy Blue and I don't get along.” 

Denno spread his hands and smiled towards the girl. 

“Let by-gones be by-gones? She's bringing her kids too and that will give us a solid voting bloc. This is important...” He leaned in and whispered.

“Three groups are coming Lyn. Three. One is clearly Four-ten. The others aren't... anything I've seen before. Blue either. We need to work together and we... We need to put the treaty in abeyance. Austra can't stop them, not alone. Cynthia promised to do everything she could, but...” The good looking man shook his head, making his now short hair shake a little.

“Fuck Brown... I'll need to see the specs of course. I... Vagus can't help. We don't have anything, thanks to Blue, unless you want to fight them on horseback. If we have to fight.”

Lairdgren shrugged, “you know the math as well as I do. Most groups willing to travel across the void are going to be hostile if they find a resource rich planet on the other side and have to have planned for it. We know for a fact that the Four-ten were designed to do just that. They shouldn't be here.”

Tor had to tilt his head and then raised his right hand again.

“Um, three what? From which void? The one at the bottom of the universe? What is the Forten?” He waited then, Denno sighing, as if Tor was stupid but telling him that would be bad. That was true of course, especially if the man wanted his vote on something.

“Space fleets. We don't know if they're coming to invade or not, um, from the sky?” He glanced around the table as if they wouldn't get it until both Tiera and Laurali snorted derisively.

“We know what space is, continue.” Laurie showed pretty good restraint for her, not yelling at the man at all. Not that she yelled a lot, but Lara Gray probably would have. It was a real point. Something was different there, but they were the same person? Maybe…

Tor just didn’t know, the instructions, the built in ones, must be different somehow. Not totally? 

Denno explained. 

“The Four-ten were the fleet we sent out to colonize other worlds, just in case we didn't make it here. That seemed... More possible than not back then to tell the truth. We don't know who the others are. It could be anything. Aliens even. That... Might even be likely. The technologies used are all different at least. We don't even have a real space program any more. Blue has a tiny one, just enough to service the moon base and Austra launches satellites, but that's about it.”

Goody.

Tor raised an eyebrow. A single one. Something he’d never managed before.

“Well, at least that's more interesting than just wanting to take over the world, but why not tell us this before? Why a Larval army? What the heck is with that?”

Denno looked down and blushed. Tor doubted it was real.

“Would you believe me if I said we needed the troops just in case we have to fight? The Larval aren't perfect, but they're the best we have. One Larval is, or at least was, about equal to one of the Four-ten. Except they may be coming back with centuries of changes to their system. They were an adaptive group. Huge, violent and able to survive almost anything.”

Ah.

“I see, and we have how long before they get here?” Tor couldn't build anything yet. Lyn could, and the Lairdgren group. He glanced at his brother and sister. Come to that, there were others that could be called in. His mind raced so fast he nearly missed what Denno said.

“Inside nineteen years. We need to hurry.” He sounded scared.

Right. Ancients lived for ever. Nineteen years was probably like a few weeks to him practically. It was the length of his whole life so far though. Tor nodded anyway. At least they had a little time to try and figure things out. If nothing else, they could just fly out to meet them and do battle there. When he said that out loud Denno had to smother a laugh. Burks just looked sad and Lyn...

Agreed with him.

“We can do that. It's a bigger project than it sounds like Tor, but given time, I think we can. We need space capable vehicles and the speeds have to be improved a lot. Tens of thousands of times minimum. The speed of light or better. Using an organic model, like the fast craft you made, will that work?” She asked this as if he'd know. 

Silly.

“Possibly. We can try, that's for certain. I need to learn more though.” He wanted to shrug. 

More to the point he wanted to go climb into bed and sleep for a week. This was all crazy talk, wasn't it? Who had aliens coming to chat and possibly take their stuff? Some of them weren't even aliens though were they. Maybe none of them. For all he knew Denno was just lying about the whole thing. Burks could be too, but if it was just a trick, getting the whole group together for a summit seemed a little spotty.

Sigh. Well, Tor could only do what he could. That's why they had all those Ancients around anyway, to make sure things got done correctly, right? It worked for Tor at least, though the others all seemed more than a little scared. Except Weasel. He just grinned like a fool. Then he was an eleven year old boy. It probably seemed like a grand adventure to him.

Brilliant. Tor stuck his tongue out at the boy and shook his head.

“Right then. I'll go myself, but Denno...” Tor went silent and just looked at the man who was suddenly smiling as if he'd just been given a present. “Thousands of years old or not. Might of a whole land behind you or not, if this is a trick to harm us, know that I won't be... pleased.” 

As threats went is wasn't much of one, but the man just nodded.

“It's just a meeting. The worst that will probably happen is a heated discussion or two. Unless Black and Orange get into it. Those two almost always get into a fight. It's conflicting mind sets and biology’s. They almost can't help it.” 

Ah. Doesn't everyone get into fights with Black though? Tor didn't say it, just feeling too tired for some reason. Then everyone wanted to ask questions and chat about what all this meant for hours, but Tor had to beg off after a bit and just go to bed. It was rude, he knew, but his eyes just weren't going to stay open any longer, were they? Finally he mentioned it and smothered a yawn.

“Sorry everyone. I'm just...” He did it again and smiled. “Exhausted for some reason. Plus, you know, the whole world reeks right now. I'm off to go have nightmares about Baron Rochester now.” He waved his hand a little and stood slowly, his body stiff and aching to a point that he almost didn't make it all the way up.

Burks let his eyes go wide.

“I... didn't hear about this. What happened?” His words were dark and slightly angry suddenly.

Probably because it was bad to go around killing people. 

No duh. Tor felt the same way, but just waved a hand again and didn't explain. Lyn spoke softly and in a foreign language, which got not just Burks, but Denno to go wide eyed. Whatever was said it let him get out of the room and up to bed, so Tor took it. He could be scolded later for his failings. He deserved it no doubt. 

No one was in bed when he settled, but after a few hours two warm figures settled around him. It was Ali and Trice, he knew. He could feel the patterns he realized. 

Then he dreamed.

None of them were good, but it was mainly Daria Serge mocking him, teasing him for about being so slow and stupid.

“Seriously Tor, you can't see it? Austrans here in your capital, people dying and the names going to my agents? Who do you know that knew me? Wouldn't it make sense to check there first? Moron.” She giggled when she said it, which was maddening. 

Worse, she kept trying to get him to have sex with her, one blue eye and one brown staring at him, trying to be seductive. Petra's brown eye. 

Ah. Right, he'd healed her in Debbie's shop. That was back before Box had come to work for her there.

And started dating Daria. Lilli.

No. That couldn't be right could it? The facts were there, but Box was a good guy. Always hard working and friendly. He was a friend.

One that lived very close to the Coltress family home. 

Tor didn't like the thought and decided to go and clear the man as soon as he and Trice picked up Smythe in the morning. It was a heinous thought and he'd probably hate Tor from then on, just for asking. Still, he had dated Lilli, which meant someone should ask about that, right? Maybe Smythe already had? That would be better. Tor decided to just ask him and hope that was the case. 

By morning he was pretty well convinced that he was wrong and that internal Daria Serge was just as bitchy and unhelpful and the real one had been. Trying to make him go around acting all mean and stuff. That made sense. The stupid, evil, dead girl was just screwing with him.

It was a fight to get out of bed, Tor had to wake up both girls to help him up, his body had nearly frozen in pain, locking up completely. It wouldn't have been so bad, but he'd left his Not-flyer off. Ali looked worried, almost scared, but Trice just shook her head, brown and light blond fuzz flying a little, still looking sleepy headed like a little kid. Sober though. Neither girl had gone to their cups the night before, even in celebration of the war ending. That was a good thing. Especially since Trice had to work.

She gave him a long suffering look and shook her head at him.

“You know, you could call in sick. If you can't move out of bed alone, no one expects you to go and save the kingdom. It's a rule.” 

He shook his head, which ached at the base of his skull.

“What and have Smythe think I'm easy prey? No thanks. I'll just soak in a hot tub for a while and stretch for a bit. I'll be fine.” He grinned himself and winked at Ali.

“Just, you know, could you hand me that amulet there on the night stand?”

It was three whole feet away after all. Three long and pain filled feet. Trice climbed over him and got it for him, even putting in place. But only after turning her own arm on. She mainly slept with it off for some reason.

The whole morning took a lot longer than Tor had thought it would, first near two hours to warm up and get ready for the day himself, then, after flying his nice purple carriage into the palace complex, nearly two hours to find Smythe. He was sober of course, the man didn't drink at all, but he was in a side room, questioning Austrans already. Tor hobbled in, then decided to float, hoping it would look more impressive to the foreign agents. He half expected to find the older man torturing someone, but instead they were just eating a late breakfast and sitting at a table, in the guest house.

“Lord Baker! Baronetta Morgan. Sorry to have missed our meeting place, but these individuals came to me early this morning. Apparently they're our first batch of Austran agents? In this case the ones that worked here in the palace, so they came to me instead of going to your dwelling as ordered. It seems they didn't think they'd survive that for some reason?” He sounded amused by that at least.

Tor settled in next to the table and looked at who all was there, nodding. Yeah, he could see them being a little scared. For instance, though he didn't know the name, one of the men was a familiar servant from the kitchens, a baker to be exact. The man wasn't huge by noble standards, but was of a look to fit there, about six foot tall, with short cut brown hair and just enough extra weight that he didn't look like a warrior or soldier. Nearly perfect for the role he was playing.

Next to him sat a boy so young that Tor nearly didn't recognize him at all. Kenner Thorgood? The boy winced when Tor stared at him for a minute but didn't speak. 

The last man was the one that would have caused problems though. Tor nearly killed him on the spot without even thinking about it.

Quavel. 

The Queen’s butler. Trice didn't recognize him at first, but Tor did. 

“Seriously?” Was all he said, his voice nearly silent. 

The man had served for decades in the palace. He'd touched almost every plate of food that the Queen had eaten for years himself. He'd stood behind her at every function in the palace the whole time and... 

He touched her.

Not just once or twice but thousands, millions, of times. Possibly more than the King himself. It was his job. That an agent of anyone had gotten that close was... Impossible. Or it should have been at least.

The man had gray hair, shot with isolated bits of black, and was old. Not elderly, but in his fifties at least, and not the young looking fifty of a noble, but the hard lived one of a servant. He wore his normal uniform, black and green in a light material that looked comfortable enough. Tor nodded slowly at all of them.

“I... see. Well.” He turned to Smythe. “Have they been cleared of the murders?”

“Indeed, first thing I did. I also checked to make certain no other Austran agents were within the walls here. If there are, these three don't know about it. Really, I was just debating smuggling them out of the kingdom to tell you the truth. I suppose we could forgive the boy, he's older than he looks but still only fifteen. The others are a bit close however. I'm not certain how the King will react. We did promise their safety, but who knew...” The man shrugged and Trice fingered her pocket menacingly.

“No freaking doubt. Still, it's not our call, is it?” She glanced at the men hard, like they might die at any moment.

Tor tilted his head.

“Wait, Ken, you're fifteen? You look maybe ten. Some kind of treatment? Medical?”

“Nano injection sir. Permanently stunts the growth though, I was probably a year or two from being recalled anyway. It becomes kind of obvious without specific medical procedures to hold the bone structure in place. It pays well though and that's the important thing.” He grinned charmingly, his accent going to a thick Austran one instead of the fake thing he'd used every other time they'd spoken.

Tor shook his head, and figured he'd be doing that a lot for a while. Maybe forever.

Finally he turned to Trice and Smythe and sighed.

“Trice arrange transport for them? To my house first. Counselor Smythe... not to be heavy handed, but their safety is mine to see too. I promised Brown. That said, we need to see the King and Queen. Hopefully this won't require us to go back to war.” He spun on Quavel and nearly punched the man, who luckily was out of arms reach, so he just growled instead.

“You may have done your job too well.”

Stupid spies.

It took a while to get things set up but an hour later the royals, all of them, were sitting in throne like chairs in the King’s main meeting hall, with the spies standing in front of them. Kenner waved at Varley, who was holding a small child in her arms.

“You had the baby?” Tor jogged over to her, painfully, forgetting decorum for a minute. “Boy or girl?” He said sweetly, then made little cooing noises which got everyone else to chuckle after a moment. 

“Girl. We named her Alison Anne. I was going to name her after you, but “Torrentia” was just too much of a mouthful. Hope you don't mind?” She grinned tiredly when she said it, no doubt at his antics and little noises made at the baby.

“Good plan. That's a horrible name.”

Stepping back Tor forced a bow, which hurt, towards each of the seated people. Then he gestured at the spies and sighed.

“We can't kill them. It's part of the deal. But I think Quavel here at least wants to say something.” It was a mean thing to do, but if the man couldn't get himself out of this, he deserved to be locked up, or beaten, whatever Connie could come up with.

The man just smiled and bowed smoothly, as if the whole thing were planned.

“I just wanted to say that, spy or not, it has been my honor to serve mum. You are a truly worthy person and a good soul.” 

Connie at least didn't look too angry, instead she just looked, slightly sad. 

“Ah. It saddens me to see you leave.” Her tone was even polite. 

Tor blinked.

Well, that was more gentle than he'd expected, wasn't it? It was the others turn then and each of them surprised him a bit too. Karina got a wink from the baker, who said nothing and Kenner bowed slowly and walked over to Varley, making the Royal guard arrayed through the room go stiff.

He smiled at the baby.

“She's beautiful. Thank you for being so kind to me. It was all an act, on my part, but it wasn't lost on me how often you took time for a little orphan all alone in the world. No one back home would have bothered.” He bowed too.

“Keep that goodness, for as long as you can.”

Varley shook her head but didn't say anything, just looking sad.

Rolph looked around the room and grinned happily enough, apparently not concerned at all with the fact that so many people that lived with him were Austran agents.

“Let it be noted, none of them are women that I slept with.” He said softly, getting a nod from everyone else.

Tor shrugged at him.

“Not yet. We need to see all of them first though, don't we. I really hate all this stuff. Well, if no one wants to kick Quavel's butt, I need to make sure they get home safe now. They'll be at my house as... guests.” He turned to the King and Queen and bowed.

“I mean that too. Though I suggest they get their rooms and stay there until they leave, I won't lock them in. If they were going to make more problems they just wouldn't have come forward, right? No need to punish them now.” Unless there was, which was his point, but no one said anything.

The King released them with a word and a regal nod, and without asking if it was all right, Rolph and Karina both hopped up and followed them out of the room. Well, these men probably weren't a threat, were they? If they were, all the royal family would probably already be dead.

It wasn't until they all piled in to the Tor's Carriage that Rolph asked the question.

“So... which of you stole Tor's King’s day invitations?” The words were calm and even, but certain, as if he already knew.

Quavel chuckled darkly.

“I did. The little midget would have thrown off the seating arrangements at the table. It wouldn't have been so bad if Connie would have set him a ways down, but no, Tor had to be right at her side all the time. That's fine at normal functions, it just looks like a child sitting by her, but at the King’s celebration we sit grand procession style, so it would have looked horrible. I don't think he would have been seen over the table and putting blocks or a stand in place would make it too hard for everyone else to walk out to the ball after.”

Oh. Well, that made sense then. Tor just nodded gently, but Kenner snorted.

“Really? You got him snubbed just because it would throw of the look of a table seating pattern? That's pretty low. Couldn't you have, I don't know, just gotten him to float higher or something? Or maybe just sit someplace else? I'm sure if you mentioned it to him he'd have done it. Even begged the Queen for it.” The boy said an odd word, something Tor didn't know but suspected wasn't very nice. It seemed directed at Quavel. 

Or whatever his real name was.

“When I had to walk the communications plate in after the L attack down south? He said that if I was to be beaten for it, he'd take it for me personally. No one ever mentioned it, any kind of punishment for it at all, but Sally, the house mistress in charge of me? She told me later that she'd gotten orders from the King for it. Anyone willing to take a spanking for a little kid can't be all bad.”

The older man sighed.

“Well, I'm sure he'll get in this next year. Really though Tor, make sure you aren't at the cross table, will you? It's just... wrong. Or at least build a higher float like you've been using.” The strange thing was that the man actually sounded worried about it. 

“I'll take it under advisement.” That, for some reason got a laugh from the back seat, where Smythe and three Royal Guards sat. It was Wensa, Veren and Kara, the dark haired woman with a hawk like nose.

They all laughed though.

Was it funny? Maybe. They laughed harder when Quavel said, “very good sir.” 

Luckily Trice was flying, since Tor kept twinging and aching enough that it would have distracted him. As it was he kept feeling like he'd forgotten something. Something big. It niggled at him the whole trip, all three minutes of it, and didn't go away when he walked into his house, to find seven Austran agents sitting in a meeting room waiting for them to get in. The staff had served refreshments. 

Well, that was better than handing out beatings at least. Kind of set the tone for this not being a dangerous punishment or something like that.

Tor passed out Truth amulets and worked out that none of the people in the room was a deranged killer and got Trice to take notes as to any other contacts they knew of in kingdom. The numbers kept growing, more agents coming through the day, but no one knew anything, until a woman of about twenty-five came in.

“I work as the Cartwright’s helper. The one by the south wall?” She said when asked. Tor actually knew where that was, it being on the way to Debbie's bakery. Three buildings down, a kind of large place with a fenced area for the carts to pull in.

That reminded him of his dream. Box. Right. Sighing Tor shook his head, figuring that it would be totally wrong anyway, but needing to ask. After all, it was an investigation.

“Hey, um, did you ever get any information from the new baker at Debbie's?” He made his tone light, and carefree. It was a bit leading, but the truth amulet didn't waiver at all.

“Oh, sure. He told me about lots of things. Daria Serge introduced us. Kind of ad him working for her she said? Names of girls that no one would think twice about and that. Very friendly man. Little creepy though.”

“That's true.” Karina said softly. “I offered to, you know, service him, at the shop and he never wanted too, which I figured was just because his sister was right there, but he always watched me. It was strange. That's why I didn't go to visit, even when I got lonely. There's just something off about him.”

There was a time when Tor would have blushed at hearing a woman openly talk about servicing a man like that, but then, in this case it was him that had told her to do it. Oh, he'd been teasing, but still, it was a little strange the guy hadn't taken her up on it. If not at the shop, then later. Tor would have. Box had never struck him as the shy type overly at least. The first time they'd met he'd asked “Kari” to bed, hadn't he? Tor thought about it for a second, trying to remember. 

Yes, he begged her pardon for being a bit vulgar, suggesting King’s week was a good time to get laid, then asked if she was interested... So refusing her later was a little odd.

Hmmm.

Tor decided to go and check on the man a little later, still not wanting to believe that it would turn out to be anything at all. He hoped not. But... The Cartwright’s helper had said that Box had openly given her names. 

Of dead girls.

Before anyone even knew the murders were going on? Yeah, that was pretty telling. Even the woman being told had found it odd, but Daria had set it all up, before she left Noram. As an agent she had to just do her job, didn't she? Her part wasn’t asking questions of her boss and the information was good.

So, in a way, that meant Box had been working with the foreign girl and knew it too.

Freaking heck.

He needed to go and pay a visit, didn't he? Tor felt like crying instead, but didn't, just getting word to Kolb that he might be needed. After all, some of his people actually kind of knew Box and Debbie. If someone had to take them in, it might as well be their friends. 

The ride over was slow and had four vehicles in all, working through the streets, fighting through the crowd. Tor got it, there was no good landing places by the bakery and it was likely to be full of holiday traffic, being mid-afternoon. Tor went in first, to find a harried Debbie scrambling to run between the bakery, and then dash to the little store to the side, where she sold devices that Tor made. If he could recognize the metal plates from across the room, she was also carrying some other works now. Guide-fires and Sam-mills. Lyn had some things in too, by feel, though Tor couldn't see the devices, being round the corner.

“Tor! Help! Box didn't come in today, probably off sleeping off the celebration. I can't blame him, given the end of the war, but it's a pain.” She was wiping her hands on a rag, and trying to ring up a sale at the same time. She stopped and stared at all the people with them, Royal Guards and huge fighters, but the pause didn't last long. She was busy after all.

“Debbie, we need to talk. Um...” Looking around Tor tried to arrange who would work best where for now, and found he only really had two choices to work with, as funny as it would sound to everyone.

“Rolph, could you handle sales in the device shop? Kari, the bakery? It smells like there's product in the oven, so watch for that.” It came out as a command, but no one, not even Smythe, bristled at it. The royal kids were already working by the time Debbie finished up with the costumer she was serving hand pies to and turned around to give him a hug.

Tor stood back and slipped a Truth amulet over her head, starting the device with a flick, making her glow suddenly with a soft cream and golden yellow striped aura.

“Debbie, are you now, or have you ever been a spy?” He asked without pause.

“What? I'm a baker... I mean no, but...” She looked honestly confused at least.

Tor nodded since it was just the truth. That was reassuring.

“Did you have anything to do with the death of the girls in the Capital?”

“No… what’s this about?”

“Do you know if Box did?” The words were soft and not happy sounding at all. 

She winced, her good looking face pinched a little. For a long time she didn't say anything, Smythe started to re-ask the question, but Tor put out a hand and touched his arm gently, getting him to stop. Finally, after nearly three minutes she spoke.

“I... Don't... honestly know. But... he's never been right, has he? When he was a child he'd kill animals if you didn't watch them closely. He just showed up here in the Capital last year during King’s week and said it would be fine for him to stay on, since I needed the help, but later I got a note from home and no-one knew where he was. He said he'd just forgotten to say where he'd gone, but Tammy Mills left at the same time from the Copperton. Everyone thought they must have run off together... He wouldn't say.”

Tor gave her a hug, more relieved than he'd thought he'd be on hearing that it wasn't her. That his friend was innocent at least. This one.

“Do you know where he is? Or might be?” 

Debbie didn't hedge, giving the name of every place she could think of, every person she thought might know where he'd be. Trice took notes. Finally Smythe took over and patted Tor on the back.

“I have this now. Let's secure this location and set up here in case he comes back. Sir Kolbrin, if you'd see to that for us?”

The giant bald man just nodded darkly.

Debbie started crying. Which made sense didn't it? It was her brother and he might be involved in some fashion with some very dark things. He probably was. It made Tor’s heart ache to consider, so he didn't.

Instead he got Rolph and Karina packed in to a carriage with Wensa flying, Veren in the back seat. Debbie with them, because she needed some familiar faces and comfort. Tor hugged her again before they all left, lifting straight up from between the close packed buildings.

Kolb looked out the front door and a few seconds later three people ran over. Karen and Davie along with the huge Baron Haver. He shrugged.

“Tor, you know the situation best. Where do you want people?”

He stopped for a second. If they kept the shop open it would look most normal, until people got inside at least. But Haver and Karen were both nearly strangers. Davie would look normal enough, having worked for a week with the man once, and Tor could do the same back in the bakery. He nodded then.

“Haver and Karen outside. The roof of surround buildings, if you can find a good location? Not to put too fine a point on it, but if I saw you two standing around out there, I wouldn't come in and I know you. Little intimidating.” He smiled at them, knowing it was a little sad, but not able to do better.

“David, you run the bakery section. I'll tell you what to do and try to help as I can. Kara, would you run the shop next door please?” 

The Royal Guard had stayed for some reason, but just gave a single nod and walked into the next room, clothing shifting into nearly an exact replica of the light blue velvet dress that Debbie had been wearing. It was good work, especially on the fly like that. Impressive really. Tor wasn't sure he could have done the same thing. The guard was taller than Debbie and past the dark hair didn't look like her at all. But she did look like a wealthy merchant suddenly, instead of a kick-ass combat instructor. 

Tor blinked as he realized that she actually had been. A combat instructor at Lairdgren. The one that had beaten the back of his right arm into near uselessness once. Tor rubbed at his arm in memory. That had been a few years before though and in the moment, everything hurt and that wasn't her fault at all. 

They worked for hours, dark falling and the evening wearing on. The bakery did brisk business and after a while the device shop started to as well, when Tor popped his head in he started to understand why. Kara wasn't haggling well at all. Letting things go for about half of what they normally would. Word was getting around. That would work, as long as they looked busy, wouldn't it?

It wasn't until later, near ten in the evening, that a familiar dark head popped into the bakery side through the outside door. 

Box.

The man smiled and gave a wave when he saw Davie, “hey! How’s it going Dave?”

The large Countier turned with a tray full of hand pies to go in the racks for display. 

“Hi Box. Not too bad. Little bit of bad news, but other than that, everything's all right. Debbie had to go off to the palace with Kari and her brother for a bit. We've got some people in to cover though, so no business is being lost. You remember Tor?” To his credit the very tall, hard looking boy kept working the whole time, as if it really was no big deal. Even Tor bought it and he knew better.

“Hello Box.” He grinned and gave a pained half wave. It was bad enough he'd had to just run the cash box all night. David couldn't do a lot of baking though, not on his own yet, but he followed directions perfectly, nobleman or not. definitely his favorite Countier.

He explained this to Box carefully, getting a solid nod in return.

“Sorry I was out all day, bit of a bender last night, celebrating the end of the war and all that. Just woke up an hour ago, passed out in some Inn. What's the emergency? Is everything all right? Need a baker at the palace or something?” He sounded confident as if it just made sense that, if there was a baking emergency, of course his sister would be called in to cover it.

“Actually, yes. One of the baking staff turned out to be an Austran agent of all things. Horrible really, right there by the food all that time. Thank goodness he was actually working for a friend of mine, not someone evil. Really messed up situation. All the agents are leaving now though, part of the peace treaty.” Tor stretched and pretended he was just a little sore, instead of the truth, that he was incredibly so.

Kara walked out of the other shop area smiling, which got Box to do the same.

“Hey, I don't think we've met?” The man's voice was a little smooth and oily, but polite enough really. His field didn't react to her though. Not at all. Not like a man, true, but not like a person either. 

Tor noticed the difference right off. It was like the man didn't really see her at all practically. It was bizarre. He noticed Tor and Davie all right. And he spoke to her... but it was just an act.

Tor moved forward as if he was going to give Kara a hug or make an introduction, as she started to speak.

“Oh, no, I work at the palace, just in to help out here for the day.” She smiled, a little seductively. “I get off about now, would you like to go get a drink? My treat?” She sounded happy enough. Festive.

A wave of disgust flowed off the man in front of him, mingled with lust. It was shockingly strong too. Tor hit him in the back of the head, shield kicking in making the otherwise feeble blow more worthwhile. The man didn't go down though.

Kara, bless her, got the second blow faster than Tor would have thought possible after his own, and that did the trick. Box dropped to the floor with a thump.

“Everyone not working here get out.” Tor said firmly then. “This is the King’s business. Move. David, Kara, secure him. I'll get the others. We need to question him.”

Tor went to the door, a quiet rage inside him as he signaled out front and called softly, letting people by as he did.

“We got him.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 

Box, whose real name was Darren Smalls of Copperton, something Tor had never known at all, didn't want to admit to being a killer. No one blamed him. Not at all. The problem however, was one that Smythe, Trice and even Rolph, who'd come to talk to the man and try to get cooperation, didn't get at all. 

It was fear.

Well, they could all see that, but it wasn't fear for his own life, not in this. Box knew he was dead. If he didn't talk, the nobles would kill him, but only him. If he admitted to anything, his family could be blamed for any aid they'd given him. Including food and shelter. Or in Debbie's case, work. So instead he just shut up and stopped talking almost immediately. 

He may be an evil being, worse than a mere killer, a monster that did things to the girls he'd killed that... Tor didn't really want to know about it. He sat wearing a Truth amulet, with three people intimidating people haranguing him, which wasn't going to work, Tor knew. After about an hour of this Tor had all he needed. It was so clear in the man’s field that he might as well have spoken. 

Still, that didn't do a lot for the families of the dead, did it? 

No, they needed him to talk.

Tor left the room and held up his right hand, not knowing if it would work for him, but this was the palace after all. He took a deep breath.

“Odd request. Would someone please request the King come here? He's needed. Personally, I think only he can resolve this situation.” Then Tor stood and waited. Nothing happened for ten minutes, then, just as he was about to go and search the complex for the man himself, he rounded the corner, with nearly twenty Royal Guard, weapons out and looking ready to fight. 

“Tor?” Rich sounded cautious, but ready to do his part. Physically it looked like, since he had an explosive weapon out and ready to activate, thumb hovering over the sigil. It was one of the smaller ones he'd made, but not shielded for indoor work.

“I need for you to do something, if we want this resolved for real.” He explained the situation, getting a strained look from the King. Then he sighed and stepped forward.

“Very well. It's honorable enough, I suppose.” 

Tor led them into the room, a situation that made half the Royal Guard look like they were going to kick his ass personally later, taking turns, which was ridiculous. As beat up as he was at the moment he'd never last that long. Rolph froze and his face suddenly went... sly. He at least got that something was going on. He bowed to the King, a low thing that was totally outside of protocol. Quick studies that they were, Trice and Smythe followed along so smoothly the whole thing looked planned. Tor did it too, even though he'd come in with the man.

“Darren Smalls?” The King walked in front of the chair that Box was chained too.

“I'm Richard Cordes. Master Builder Tor has been reading you during the investigation and has found you to be guilty of the murders of several young girls. He also tells me that you have worries that your family will be harmed if you speak and admit your crimes. Is this so?” He spoke evenly, regally. 

Box folded within moments. It was hard not too when the King of the entire land looked you in the eye. It was kind of the point.

“Yes... Sire.” The voice wasn't humble, not friendly either, which was closer to the man’s norm. It was just blank. Defeated.

“We are prepared to offer our protection to those of your family innocent of wrong doing. That is to say, if they did not aid you directly and knowingly in the commission of these crimes or commit murder themselves, they will not be harmed in any way. This is contingent on your full cooperation and a public statement, under truth oath. Wearing that amulet, so that people will know what you've said is fully honest. Otherwise, I cannot help you. Choose wisely.” Then the man simply stepped back and didn't say any more, just waiting for Box to speak.

“All... OK. What do you want to know?” He said softly, looking at the King first, but finally at Tor.

“Just the truth Box, whatever that is.” Tor made his voice gentle, even though he felt... sick. Betrayed. 

Then he felt worse as the words came out. It wasn't just seven girls, there had been more that had gone unnoticed, some of them children from the city, all girls. Most commoners, street walkers and urchins too poor for the city guard to take note of, being there to mainly protect the rich after all. Box laughed darkly at that when he explained how it all worked. 

It was true enough of course, Tor knew, but the nobles didn't seem to see it at all. It didn't matter at the moment, but later they'd have to discuss the reality of not being over tall and wealthy in the kingdom of Noram. It was an error for the King not to know that. Worse, from the look on his face, Rolph didn't really seem to get the idea either.

Box had to give his tale a dozen times, once for each of the families of the murdered girls, if they could find them, and once before the council of Counts. The worst one was when he had to speak in front of Debbie. Tor had thought it horrible when the Coltress family and the Wards had been there, fearing that they'd just slaughter the man on the spot. They didn't though. 

They weren't, as a group, evil people, but they raged in this. Tor didn’t blame them. Carol was the worst though. Where the others, the Baron, and oddly enough Petra, who had come to show support for the family, seemed ready to kill the monster in front of them, and even screamed at him for being so evil, Carol just sat. 

Coldly.

Waves of anger coming off of her. She felt nearly as despicable as Box did, to Tor at least. It was clear she wanted revenge. Understandable even. Who wouldn’t? But it wasn’t Box that she wanted to punish.

It was the Baron.

Again.

She took off after the King so harshly that six Royal Guard in the room actually pulled their weapons and pointed them at her. She laughed at them.

“Oh, isn’t that the way then?” She hissed the words, a low sound suddenly, after the yelling she’d done just moments before, leaving a void in the room. It got everyone’s attention. Even Box’s and he’d been largely just looking at the wall, if not in shame for his acts, then to avoid inflaming anyone’s passions.

The Baroness spun on Richard and took two steps closer as if to strike him. The giant didn’t move. He also didn’t sneer or make any kind of facial expression at all. Like the nobles all did when they suspected someone was about to go into combat rage.

“You.” She poked a finger at his chest, which stopped dead in the air. She didn’t care, just doing it again as George moved in behind her, obviously ready to fight her in the King’s place if it came to that. “This is all your fault. You let that man rape my little girl. Now you protect this one from honest justice! His family can’t be touched? Make all the decrees you want, you bastard, you can’t stop me. I have friends over this entire land and we’ll...” She went silent, panting and turned her rage away from the monarch.

Onto Debbie.

Only Carol didn’t bother yelling at the already cowed and silent women. Instead she… smiled.

“Fine then.” Her face looked suddenly triumphant as she glared at the woman in front of her, as she watched the tears flowing down the light tan cheeks. 

“Fine then. We can’t touch this beasts family for his crimes as is proper? Perhaps, but you didn’t give them protection from right of closure, did you?” 

Tor had no clue what that meant, but apparently everyone else did. Even Box and Debbie. Both of them gasped and so, oddly, did the Baron. Petra looked down and the King’s jaw clenched hard. Rolph took a deep breath and stared at Tor, probably understanding that he didn’t get it.

“She means to force Debbie to kill him.” His giant friend said, dressed all in black. They all were. Even Debbie. Not Box. He was in a light tan prisoners shift with no trousers, naked legs showed below the knees, pale and covered with dark strands of hair.

Oh. 

Tor had heard of that. It was an old costume, meant to force a person’s family to pay for things like this, if they couldn’t properly be gone to war with. It was a noble thing though. Debbie wasn’t one. Before he could point that out, the King tried, getting Carol to simply laugh at him.

“What then? She isn’t a noble? Why, you’ve promoted her to that state yourself, didn’t you? When you made her untouchable for her family’s crimes. Or are you simply denying me justice? Is that your plan? Rob Ginger of any proper retribution?” The smile didn’t waiver, it wasn’t a real smile though, so Tor didn’t expect it too. Carol had just thought that she’d won.

So it seemed, did almost everyone else. Two things happened then, almost at the same time. First, without giving her a chance to even dry her tears, Carol moved and grabbed Debbie, pushing her towards her own brother.

“Kill him, or I’ll throw this entire fucking kingdom into war, you evil bitch.”

Debbie flinched and kept her hands at her side.

At the same time, the King… looked away.

“It… is within the traditional rights of the wronged family.”

Tor got it then. Carol was going to fan the flames of a rebellion over this, if she didn’t get her way. The King couldn’t openly be seen to refuse her justice and the laws and traditions said that this could be called for. His hands were tied.

“No.” Tor heard the voice, and for half a second wondered if it was his own, as raw and distant as it sounded. It was what he was about to say, wasn’t it? 

It was the Baron.

“Justice is not served by harming innocence. Not ever. I’ll do it myself.”

It was a noble idea, one that seemed fair to everyone. Even Box just nodded, looking at the man.

“Use a knife and you can make me suffer more.” He said softly. No one really heard it but Tor for some reason. Probably because Carol started screaming about then.

It was an epic thing, one that went on for hours. She insulted everyone in the room for something or another, including the Royal Guards, who didn’t seem to care, the King who she seemed to be threatening with total war and her own family, each in turn. In the end, worn down, the King ordered Debbie to just do it.

“It saddens me that it comes to this. I’d save you from it if it were within my power. Perhaps we could call for the father or…” 

That got screaming again. Carol slapped Debbie in the face. Or tried too. She seemed shocked when her hand didn’t make contact. 

“Why does this commoner have a shield? That’s forbidden to anyone not of the noble class! That’s proof of criminal wrong doing right there. Seize her!” 

Debbie didn’t move, and neither did anyone else. No one wanted to say anything, because it would start another ranting tirade. Finally, it was, of all people, Maria who spoke.

“She’s a friend of Lord Baker’s mother. If he gives a person a shield as a gift, it’s allowed them under law, regardless of station. I understand your anger in this, but harming this woman’s heart won’t bring Ginger back. It won’t even make you feel better. Just let father do it. Or… or I’ll do it in her stead. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I’m sure it would harm me nearly as much as her.” The words were blunt, but smooth, soft in nature. Wheedling.

“No.” Debbie spoke, tears still streaming down her face. “He’s my brother. I’ll do it. I won’t make anyone else…” The sobbing stopped the words, the shaking giving lie to the bravery of them.

Slowly the Baron walked to her, looking half crushed as his eyes sought hers. In his hand he had a long thin piece of silver, half an inch thick and eight inches long. Tor didn’t have to sense it to know what it was. The man slowly put it in Debbie’s right hand.

 “It's got a three foot sweep on it. I'm sorry to make you do this. I...” It was clear he was about to volunteer to do it himself again, or to ask for an executioner to come in, something, the man had tears in his eyes and shook slightly.

He was a good man that way, but Carol started screaming. Or at least talking loudly.

“Don't. If you let her off of this, I swear I'll have you killed. I don't care if I have to swing myself. He killed by baby. They have to pay!” Her tone got more and more tense, angrier, almost incoherent. 

It wasn’t a threat of war though. She was into personal retribution, trickery. Threats. Tor started shaking himself. He had to do it, didn’t he? Even if it meant going to war. Debbie was his friend. There was only two ways to end this now and one of them was to make his friend kill her own brother.

That wasn’t a real option, not to him. Besides, this was his fault too, wasn’t it? If he’d only checked more closely, done something more, earlier, Ginger and the other girls might be alive. Voices in his head chanted at him, all with different advice. He blocked them out. 

“Do it.” Box growled. “A cutters a kinder fate than most. Just hit the sigil and-” he never finished the statement. His head just slid to the floor.

Debbie jumped back, dropping the cutter in her hand, even though she'd never activated it at all. Tor looked down at the device in his own hand, the white stone with its eight glowing sigils on it, his thumb still on it. He hadn't even realized that he'd moved. 

Oops.

He slowly put the device away in the little pouch at his side, and looked at the Baron.

“Does that resolve this to your satisfaction? Dead is dead. Darren Smalls will never harm another girl. I consider both you and Debbie as family. I’d prefer to avoid war over this.” His eyes were dead, he knew, as he stared at the man, but instead of anger, the Baron bowed to him.

“Thank you. I... lost my courage in my anger and nearly compounded the problem, thank you for saving my honor.” He swallowed, but no one asked what he meant. That was clear. To everyone except Carol, who had to be held back by Collette and Petra. She screamed at him in truth then, it started with a sound of pure rage, animal anger that seemed to strip away the thin coat of humanity the woman had left. Then she threatened his death a dozen times. As everyone looked on, she went a step further and promised it. 

That was going to be an issue he knew.

Still, it was better that way. Even if she hired the Guild to take him out later. Or sent her Barony’s forces after him.

It would have been worse by far to turn the innocent Debbie into a murder as punishment for being related to a bad man. Tor was already a killer, so the stain on his soul would hardly show now, not from this. Box...

Tor misted up and didn't bother to hide the fact that he was. This whole situation was awful. The headless body still bled, a red seeping now, the blood had splattered all of them, at least the ones standing close. People just stood though, not knowing what to do next. Tor knew.

Now it was time to mourn. Even for someone evil and crazy, there would be sadness. Most of it was for all the girls he’d killed though. Tor was shaking slightly, sore and stiff still. It was all too much, wasn’t it? 

He bowed to the King, then to Connie, and gestured for Karina and Rolph to come with him. Varley hadn't been at the execution, thankfully. She was young, and just had a baby. Her time should be spent on life, not slaughter. He was shaking, true, but not with cold, or even fear. He didn't know what it was, but that didn't stop it from happening. He stopped and looked down at the floor.

“Um, I don't mean this in a threatening way.... but there will be no retaliation against Debbie or the Smalls family. If I hear of such, well, it won't be pleasant, will it? Debbie, please come with us now. And... Maria, Marvin, would you as well?” It was a request, but it would make his begging easier, if they were there for it, wouldn't it?

They looked shocked by it, but came along as if commanded by the King himself. Everyone else cleared the room as Tor went outside and cycled his clothing until it was clean, then touching her shoulder, he did the same for Debbie. No one else had been as close to the spray. She had blood on her face, a streak of it, still red and just starting to harden. He probably did too. It would serve for the moment.

Death shouldn't be pretty. Tears fell then, from almost everyone.

As they landed Tor looked at the Wards, before the door was even open on the carriage, just sitting, looking at them for a while.

“I'd like to relocate Debbie and her concern to Ward. Would she have your protection if that were to happen? From Carol I mean? There will be retribution for this, but I don’t want it to touch Debbie.” Him making commands or not in the execution chamber, it was a valid question. He didn't think they'd go after her themselves, but that was different than being marked as someone to personally protect. 

Marvin nodded once, “Yes. Though I don't think anyone of Ward would harm her over this situation. Do you suspect treachery?” 

“I expect that people, some of them, will be very angry and hurt for a long time and without anyone to blame, may look for the adjacent target. If she stayed here, unprotected, I don't think it would be... good.” He felt so tired. So sad. 

It wasn't fair. But it was less fair to everyone else than him, so he couldn't even complain, could he? Instead he just waited, amazed as Maria moved in and hugged Debbie.

“Don't worry Debbie. You're with us now. No one will hurt or blame you. We'll make arrangements for your family to come as well. None of this was your fault.” Her voice was fierce, protective. 

That got a snort from Trice who was at the controls still. Tor didn't drive them, being too worn down. Crashing wouldn't have helped them at all after all. His friend... Tor had to stop there, they were all his friends, weren't they? Trice smiled, but looked a little sad and nodded.

“Tor has the right of this. We need to send you with a guard for a while too. At least while you pack up to move. Who should we get?” Her voice was a little too knowing for Tor.

Checking her field it was clear that she was starting to suspect something was up with Kolb and his people. Still, part of that made sense didn't it?

“Her friends, Trice... Like Davie and Haver, their people. Maybe Kara from the palace and some of her buddies?” That should skew the count enough, he figured, adding Royal Guards to the mix.

Trice just shrugged.

“I'll see who I can scrounge up. Karina, give me a hand?” She asked and gave the girl a glance.

“No. I'm staying with Debbie. For now at least. She's my friend. I can't abandon her. Rolph, will you see to it?” 

“On it.” 

It was enough. No one doubted that Rolph would get things done. No one sane. The giant red-head climbed out, clothing shifting to a fine and official suit of clothing, a dark purple jacket that looked nearly black, with shining gold button on it. Royal crest on the heart. He didn't get five steps toward the door before people started bowing. He just stood for a second and then gave an almost imperceptible bow back. 

That would kind of end the idea of people not knowing who he was at school, wouldn't it? Half the kids standing there were just gaping. Sam didn't, he just walked over and looked at the outfit Rolph wore and straightened a bit.

“Need help?” He said succinctly. Really it was an incredibly rude way to address the Prince, but Tor decided to talk to him about protocol stuff later. He was doing at least as well Tor would have at his age after all. The Prince nodded.

“Instructor Kolb? That or his people?” Then he waited. 

Sam spun, but instead of taking off to look, like Tor would have, he called out. 

“Instructor Kolb, anyone know where to find him?” It took a few minutes, but a runner was sent and when Tor looked back, Sam was out of his student Browns and into a nice set of velvet and silk black clothes, ones that looked like with Tor had worn the other day, but with a single purple stripe down the leg. Guide and Sandra both ran up, dressed in identical outfits. A uniform then? Well, that worked for him. Lyn and Weasel came out a few minutes later too, looked around and both changed to match. It suddenly looked very official, didn’t it? The clothing devices were just dead handy that way.

Tor just sat for a second, a little blankly, then he smiled at them and gestured Sandra closer, since they'd all just been standing themselves. Looking guilty. Probably for promoting themselves to his assistants without asking. 

Ah well. Worked for him.

“Builder Morris, please set up a protection detail for Miss Smalls here. There is a real chance of problems, Instructor Kolb and some of his students will be coming soon, but until then, we do it.”

“Yes sir!” She didn't salute, just turning and waving people into place. They had force lances in their hands within seconds.

Heh, except Guide, who was holding an explosive weapon. A strong one. It was close to what Tor had built, but wasn't a copy. Not exactly. It was a novel build. Well then. He had a right to carry it, by law if that was the case, didn’t he?

“If we come under attack, try to take them alive. If overwhelming force is presented, Guide will cover the retreat along with me.” It was ridiculous of course, but good enough practice. He had explosive weapons on him too and got his multi-weapon out. Anyone looking for a spot of revenge would have a fight on their hands.

One they probably wouldn’t survive.

As it was they looked intimidating enough that Kolb, Baron Haver and Petra Ward all walked over slowly, Rolph behind them, since they didn't recognize any of the short uniformed people with weapons out. The all held their hands away from their bodies.

Tor waved them in, it probably looked high handed, but he was still sitting in the carriage and didn't intend to stand until he had to. He explained it all quickly enough and waved a little towards Marvin. 

“So the Wards are hosting her in Warden, her family too, once we clear them. I'd like a real protective detail to go with her, we can buy her a house, or send her with one.” He turned to the Count to explain. “I'm not trying to send spies in. If I want to know something I'll just use the communications device and ask. But these people won't let anything bad happen. Is that alright with you?” It might not be, Tor knew. But sending Baron Haver as a spy was... funny. Yep, that's what it would be. The idea of him hiding in the bushes trying to listen to secrets...

Not that he couldn't do it if need arose, but he didn't look the part at all.

“That would be fine. We don't have much crime there, so the security forces are a little light. I don't think that Miss Smalls will have any trouble, as I mentioned. I'll introduce her to Martya, so she can quickly establish her new business.” He sounded kind enough about it.

Debbie was still crying softly, but she spoke then. Tor expected her to complain about him sending her away, which he understood. It was high handed and bossy of him. He hadn't even asked, but he also didn't think she could make a good decision at the moment on the matter. 

And shouldn't have to. If not that, then she'd probably take him to task for talking like she wasn't there. He hated that himself so got ready to take whatever she had to say.

“Who's Martya?”

Except that, he froze for a second, how did he explain that she was an ex-whore from Warden? Petra solved that for him. 

She was so great. 

“She runs the ice manufactory there and is branching out with Collette Coltress across the kingdom with them. It's a good business. I'm investing what funds I have in it.” She shrugged. “Martya's really nice, you'll like her. Maybe I can take you around? She was my best friend when we were little.”

Tor shook his head, but with a smile.

“Um, no? I have a request of you Pet. It's kind of important, and it means you'll be busy for a few weeks, possibly longer. All the Austran spies that turned themselves in need to get home and I was kind of hoping you'd lend your ship and captaincy skills? They shouldn't be a problem, they just need a ride. It's a matter of honor that they arrive both safe and treated well. The King agreed to those terms and I'm in charge of overseeing that part of things.” He tried to make it clear but she was already agreeing.

“Sure. I love sailing. When do we leave and who's going with?” She sounded pretty happy about it, enough so that Kolb gave her a look. 

Petra got it, the day was truly a dark one, wasn’t it? She made a bit of a face, but addressed the man directly.

“Oh, come on, how often do I get to play ship’s Captain like this?”

Tor agreed himself. That's why he'd asked, plus she had that huge boat. Two big boats actually. It would mean he didn’t have to have a new one made. He could read fields now, if he was careful, but that didn’t mean real building was an option for him. It wouldn’t be for a bit. This was easier. Besides, it would mean he could have his friend with him. 

“I'm going with you, but will probably be leaving from Austra. I don't know who else will be with us, other than the spies... Lyn?” He looked out the door at her and she nodded back, not turning around to look. She was still on guard duty after all.

“Weasel too then most likely. Maybe my mother and little sister, Uncle Dan and maybe Denno Brown and Count Lairdgren.” 

Sam snorted a little but it was Sandra that spoke, looking at him only briefly, then back to the security zone she was supposed to be covering.

“I get why your family might be going, if you are, but why Lyn, she's one of us.” Her voice was certain of that at least.

So it was. Tor shrugged.

“That's true. She's also the Ancient of Vagus. Red. We have a meeting to get to there in a week or so. That said, good point, if Petra will have a bunch of ner'do-well builders on her crew, you should all sign up. You might actually be useful, when you aren't washing dishes and all that. This is serious work though, not a game. So the dishes need to get really clean each time.” 

None of them said anything after that at least, since good guards didn't chatter too much. It was distracting and made it too likely you'd be attacked. They moved inside a little awkwardly, the kids all pretending to be Royal Guards, checking the doorway first and Guide holding the rear, as they all got in. Kolb watched them closely as they “worked”. When they got to the quiet room, which was pretty secure, he stopped them at the door, and ripped into them like he would if his own people had screwed up that much.

“I counted sixteen separate points of attack left unguarded. We will now go over all of them. Haver, the door please?” He kept speaking, not sharply, but with decent volume as it got shut. Lyn was in the room with them, which got a funny look from Ward.

“So, another Ancient? Collecting a set, Tor?”

“Looks like.”

“Ah.” The giant winked. “I would have suggested something more portable, given your penchant for travel. Still, most of them aren't overly big...” It was a joke, but Lyn turned on him and crossed her arms suddenly.

“Oh?” Then without moving her body at all, she started to stretch, and grow. It kept going on for nearly a minute, with her ending up an incredibly thin, rather horrible looking creature, almost like a pale walking skeleton. Her fingers ended in black talons, and veins stuck out of her face, blue and sharp looking. 

Tor just nodded, not acting surprised at all. He yawned, which was a real thing, as tired as he was. “Yeah, she'll fit in the luggage better the other way.”

Count Ward just chuckled, sounding almost sincere about it. Instead of horribly panicked. Then no one had said he was a coward, just that he was too pretty, and slept with a lot of women. Maria looked a little scared suddenly. So Tor waved at Lyn and spoke softly.

“It's still just her Maria, don't worry, she's nice, no matter what she looks like. It's… her way.” At least he hoped so. If he was wrong this could get messy.

Lyn spoke softly, if a deep, gasping growl got to count that way. Her voice was low now too, more so than the Counts, which was pure base. A grumble that sounded like thunder at a distance. Scary. Tor grinned up at her a bit sadly.

Lyn bowed though, her clothing looking funny on the oversized thing she’d become.

“Yes Countess. It is only the outer form that changes. If I don't do it often enough, I start to ache though. There has not been much chance these last months. I didn’t want to frighten my roommate. One moment.” The shift back reduced her in size in about the same time frame, but left her looking older. Wiser too. And a bit less attractive, because she'd been using her disguise amulet as make-up and it suddenly didn't work on her at all. The colors were all wrong and things didn’t line up correctly, wrinkles in the way as they were.

Then she shifted down in age, looking like herself again and prettier for it.

Debbie gibbered a little and Maria wrapped her in an embrace, letting her bury her head in a shoulder. She started to glare at Lyn, but the Ancient just shook her head and walked towards the women slowly.

“Sorry there, I guess that was a little abrupt. I'd forgotten the day. Please forgive me?” Her words were shy, very timid almost. Maria sighed and held her other arm out for a hug. 

It was a bizarre scene all the way around. 

“So, I think that we should all go again, don't you Alphonse?” Karina spoke suddenly, trying to distract everyone, Tor figured.

The Prince shook his head firmly. 

“I... No. Neither of us can go to Austra right now. Even if the government is in agreement with a peace treaty, the people might act out of love for their lost leader and his daughter. I'm sure most of them didn't know them, which could lead to mistakes, and the idea of killing an enemy leaders children is rather fresh in mind.” He smiled charmingly, “not that Daria didn't deserve it. But we should probably let things die down a bit before going for tea and a chat.”

Sitting near Maria, and her brother, Petra stretched and stood up.

“Um, not to be pushy, but who's paying for provisions?” She glanced around as if it wasn't directed at Tor personally. It was a really good point though. Technically the kingdom should, but Denno had asked that he personally be responsible for his people. That they were, at least mainly, literally Denno's spies, even if they didn't know it, just made sense to Tor. 

Who else had thousands of years to get things in place?

So that made them Brown’s to watch over and that, no matter how unlikely it still seemed, meant it was a family matter for Tor.

It took work to stand, still stiff, but he managed it with a small groan. Then, slowly he walked towards the door. It was less than fun and he needed to get into bed soon, regardless of the time. He'd been up all night and so had Rolph and Karina. Blinking he realized that everyone in the room, except Lyn, had probably been up all that time too. 

It was going to be a long week.

Possibly a long life.

“Come with me. We need Collette, gold, and then some rest.” Lots and lots of rest.

They weren't going to get it.

Tor knew that with a certainty he hadn't felt about anything in a long time.

“In two days we head to Austra.”

From there on to the summit of the Ancients. Because, no doubt, that was going to be fun. Tor didn't shake his head. Really he couldn't. It was too heavy at the moment and Daria Serge whispered in his ear, distracting him from his own thoughts. He could feel the hot, fetid breath against the side of his face. It stank of rot already, even though the girls head was supposed to be frozen, waiting for them to come and check on.

“Ask yourself this Tor, who do you think is trying to kill you? Someone clearly is. It isn’t me or daddy either…” She intoned, a sound that was heard by the ear, but not a real sound at all. Just a projection of his own mind.

He didn't know. Who'd bother?

That got a laugh when he thought it. Several. Box added his voice to the noise as well. It was an odd thing, considering and almost friendly. Then the man didn’t have a lot of reason to be mad at him for the killing. Not like the others.

“Who? Have you looked around lately Tor? Half your “friends” would probably sell you out for a box of gold, or even just the knowledge that you won't be bothering them come next Noram day. Every Ancient might be against you for reasons you can’t begin to imagine, and even your own family might just do it, just to keep you out of the way. You tend to meddle you know. It's annoying. Thanks for killing me and not letting them force Debbie though. That was good, but it proves the point, doesn’t it? You poke into things you shouldn’t. Oh, you have good reasons, sure, but it still makes people angry. More than you know. To a lot of people you just go from place to place pushing everyone else around and showing off. Magic castles and giving out magic and golds as if they were free. There is such a thing as being too nice you know. People are selfish and petty and when you don’t show them you are too, they’ll change the meaning behind what you do to make it seem like that. They can’t live with themselves otherwise.”

Tor blinked.

Not because the voices were being mean, that was kind of expected and he got the idea. Really, they were being nicer than he’d thought they would, Except Baron Rochester, who he just ignored. Even dead the man was an ass, just standing in the background and making threats, calling names and generally spewing hate.

It was just that he wasn't totally sure they were wrong.

That… wasn't a good thing.

Not at all.

Because in less than ten days, Tor was going to be standing with all the Ancients in the world, and really, if anyone was plotting against him in secret like he suspected, if he hadn’t just gone insane from all the death he’d created, he’d probably find the answer there.

The sad thing though, he knew without having to really consider it, was that he very well might have actually gone insane.

Daria laughed in his ear again.

“Might have?” She said, her voice fading away. Then, one by one all the other ghosts did too.

The stench of death didn’t though. This wasn’t really over, he knew. In fact, he wasn’t sure, but it wouldn’t surprise him to find out it had only just begun.
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