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Timon stood alone, with his hands empty except for two small rocks, his bare feet unmoving on the slightly sandy and uneven boulder. From behind him there was a loud and constant crashing as the waves closed with him. He'd picked this place for a reason after all. It was distracting, and potentially dangerous. That was, in the end, the real point of the exercise that he'd set himself. He was trying to make a copy of a rather simple magical device, a Not-Flyer. Something to put on the two stones he had in his hands that would allow him to move away over the waves safely, before they rolled in and drowned him.

The ocean salt stung his eyes, but he had to leave them open, or he'd lose his balance and fall into the water that surrounded him. A lot of people could make a single copy of something. From a template designed to make that kind of thing easy. Some could do it without that kind of crutch, locked in a safe and comfortable room, knowing they had all the time in the world. Very few could do what he was trying. Surrounded by encroaching death, the cold salt water ready to end them in fifteen minutes. Most took hours to make a single duplicate after all.

Only the very best could do what he was trying.

He wasn't one of them. Not really.

Tim knew that, but wasn't planning to accept it, even as the wind sapped his heat, taking what strength he had along with it. He wasn't very large, and had dressed for what he was doing, which meant not at all, except a pair of shorts, in case anyone found his body later. After all, he didn't want to embarrass his family in Two Bends. If he was found naked, people would talk.

It was harder than he'd expected, focusing on what was desired, the world closing in as he tried to school his thoughts into the needed pattern. He had the basic ability, but that was, he found, a lot different than doing something in the real world. There was no choice, so he buckled down and ignored what was coming for him, using the concentration he'd developed while being tortured a few months before.

That lasted right until a large wave caught him from the back, pushing him forward into the gray rock in front of him. For just an instant he felt a thin line of panic run through his young body. Then he let the device activate, using a pulse of mental energy to turn the whole thing on, the control element being the rock in his right hand. That would let him guide himself. The other hand held the actual field that did the work.

It caused him to rise, moving above the water at first, then lowering him gently when the water ran back out. It wasn't high tide yet after all. This went on for a time, while he strengthened the field he was using, holding the concept that made it real even while it kept him above it all. A short fifteen minutes later, the water as high as his waist would have been if he were on the rock still, his toes four inches higher than what was actually under him, Timon floated away. It was kind of fun, since he didn't really know if the field would hold for any length of time or not. For the moment it felt strong, and he moved faster than he thought he would, nearly as fast as he could run, which was better than most could do by a good amount. He had to head around the rocky cliff base, back to the sand beach that held his Fast Craft and all his amulets, but it only took a minute. Compared to the half hour it had taken him to get into place originally it was practically instant.

Things had changed, while he was out of sight. There was a second craft on the beach now, not just the gleaming mirrored cube that he'd come in. Next to it was a rather plain gray and slightly rounded vehicle that was clearly a Fast Craft as well, but not fashioned to look like any of the ones he was familiar with. It could be anyone of course, since the things could change shape, but the shining bald head, and scarred face under it gave the identity of the person that had come away.

Baron Martin Kolbrin was sitting on the beach, legs crossed. Watching him with a more peaceful gaze than Tim was used to seeing from the man. Then, it wasn't like they were friends really. They barely knew each other. The only thing they had in common really was the fact that they were both immortal.

At least in theory. Timon was only twelve after all. Kolb was over three thousand. Odds were the other man was better at staying alive than he was.

As he floated onto the beach Tim made himself smile, looking at the man for clues as to what was really going on. There was no reason for the Ancient to have been there after all. He was a fighting Instructor for a school, not a guardsman or someone that would particularly want to bother with him as far as Timon could tell. Before he dropped to the sand the man stood, a smile warping the scar on the broad right cheek.

As soon as his bare right foot hit the cold sand, Timon spun and threw the rocks into the foaming water behind him. It wasn't like he needed the magic after all. He had a better Not-Flyer in his things, and could make more good ones, if he took his time and did it right. The field had done what was needed and keeping it as a trophy was stupid and overly sentimental. This was just an extra bit of work to help him get ready, in case he was ever captured again. Or being tortured.

"Hello." There was a bit of stiffness to the decently tall man, his magical clothing device making it seem like he was wearing a full set of winter gear. It wasn't real, but the soft and thick looking black material looked about right. It was the middle of winter and pretty cold out. 

Timon didn't respond for a bit, going to his own craft and putting all his amulets on first. He had his own clothing, but the shield went into place first. After all, he might be under attack. Probably not by Baron Kolbrin, since the man wouldn't have waited for him to land before taking him down, if that was his plan, but there had to be a reason why he'd come.

"Baron. Out sightseeing?" It was a good enough question to get most people to react, which was what Tim wanted at the moment. A set of subtle clues coming from body language, or a misused turn of phrase that would give away the secret and true reason for the man to be on an isolated beach that no one else would have even noticed. It was the kind of thing that he did to people all the time. Most didn't notice, because it sounded like he was simply making conversation.

Kolb let out a single soft breath in response. It wasn't exactly a laugh, but it had that basic tone to it.

"No. I followed you from Two Bends to see what you were getting up to. Your sister mentioned that she was worried about you. I can see why now. That performance was..." There was a pause and the man smiled, letting his face turn slightly mean. "Slow. I take it that you're trying to push yourself under stress conditions as far as magic goes? Learning to build things in case you get taken again?"

Tim forced a smile onto his face. It wasn't fun to hear someone say that his efforts were less than perfect, but it was the truth, wasn't it? If he'd had even ten minutes less time he would have been trying to swim back to shore. Yes, he probably would have made it, but that wasn't the point. Still, a slightly annoyed feeling rose within him, which he didn't bother to push down all the way.

"I know. So, I'm not trying to kill myself. Does that answer things well enough, or did you want something else from me?" He sounded surly and dark, which wasn't particularly fair to the man in front of him. After all, they were, as it turned out, sort of related. That meant he should be kind, or at least polite with the Ancient. He didn't feel much like it, but that had nothing to do with Kolb, did it?

There was a pause and the man ran his right hand along his waist. It was probably an old habit, from a time when weapons would have been carried there. That showed he was more than a little nervous about something that wasn't present. After all, there was no sane reason for an Ancient to feel that way about him yet, was there? He might be a pain in the ass, but he wasn't dangerous. Not to someone like a distant family member that had just been checking in on him. That was actually almost nice. Annoying, that went without saying, but kind and even proper really.

The large warrior let his hand fall from his waist and looked out at the waves, lost in thought it seemed. It took a while and Timon just scanned the man, searching for a clue as to what he really wanted.

When the words finally came it was a bit of a surprise.

"There's a chance for someone to infiltrate Countess Montblanc's household. The plague has taken out about half of her household staff. She managed to stop that, getting her hands on a black market healing amulet, but she has openings. The problem there is that anyone we could normally send along would be pretty easily spotted. A fit man that's seven and a half feet tall isn't what most servants look like. Normally I wouldn't ask, but this is pretty pressing. She'll need people for Noram Day, and if you could work your way into position and do a good job, you might well be able to hold a spot there for a while." The man just stopped there, and didn't make eye contact with Timon at all. He also didn't add anything else.

It wasn't what he'd expected really. It sounded like a good idea, on the surface, but Tim didn't really feel like going into a pit of traitorous vipers, if he had a choice in the matter. Not personally. On the good side he didn't care if the warrior next to him thought he was a coward or not. Sure, there was a war on, but he was still only twelve. The Army didn't even take people until they were sixteen, when they were considered old enough to know what they wanted out of life.

Then, Kolb wasn't part of the Army, was he? Not the official one. No, he ran the King's secret military force. They were there to pretty much do anything, and if that meant sacrificing little boys to get at information, well, that was just the job, wasn't it? It was insane of course. Not that he wasn't a bit that way himself at the moment.

Tim shook his head almost immediately, but saw that the large fellow wasn't looking. As if that would change anything?

"I have a business to run. Admittedly, things have slowed down a bit, given the plague and all that, but..." It almost wasn't a real argument, so Tim dropped it before the man could answer. Business had all but died in the last weeks. It was the holiday season, but no one needed his services except the King, and the man had been oddly protective of him for some reason as of late. He scuffed his right foot on the sand, and noticed that he hadn't changed his clothing yet. It was a brown workman's boot that he saw, not something finer, even the amulet he wore for that could look like anything. This was the default, because his brother, while a brilliant wizard, had the fashion sense of a plowboy.

It worked well enough for the moment, didn't it?

The truth was that he felt scared. Going in and playing spy wasn't something he was trained for at all, and even if he was, he really didn't particularly want to challenge giant Countesses in their own homes. The last one that had gotten her evil talons on him had tortured him nearly to death. It had an impact. She was dead now, by his own hand, but even seeing a woman that was too tall still made him want to run away and hide.

The thing there was that Kolb probably knew that. It was why he wasn't making eye contact at all. The man was normally pretty direct that way.

After a few more seconds, he just shrugged.

"Honestly, I just don't want to do it. You have twenty kids that could pull it off at the school, don't you? Probably better than I could. Ones with actual training, that know how to fight and all that."

That got the man to grin at him, as if he'd said something funny.

"Not really. All our students are obviously too tall and noble for that kind of thing in the main. You have the right look still. Plus, you're young, too young to be hired on like this normally, which will make you seem safe to her. Now, we could send in one of the Lairdgren Group, Sam or Guide at least, but you actually have a better chance of doing this without being caught." He hesitated for a half minute, the pause drawing out into a strange and weighty silence. "After all, they're both basically good kids. Excellent builders for their age, and brave. They'd also break the second things got too rough. Someone would push them a bit and they'd fold, telling everything they knew. At least in that situation. It's part of their genetic profile, and not a personal flaw on either of their parts. Not yours however."

Timon knew it was true, but didn't like what the weapons master was getting at. He was the right choice, because, when he was abused he wouldn't break as easily? That made it sound like a winning position, didn't it?

He nearly told the man no and left then, but after a few seconds he just shrugged.

"I can apply for the job, I guess. Just know, when I'm pushed faced down by some royal and done up the ass, I'll be thinking about what poisons to use on you later. Just so you understand what's going to happen." The sad part was that given everything, it would probably happen.

"Come on Tim, take one for the team?" The man didn't smile, at first, but finally did, his face looking happy, since he knew that he'd won. "On the good side the plague took out most of the men there for some reason. Gray probably arranged it that way. She always favored women after all. That means you probably won't have that happen. Unless the ladies there use special tools at least. I can make excuses for you with your mother. What do you want me to say? That you're working for the kingdom?"

"Have you met my mother? She'd freak. No, tell her that I'm off... I don't know, working for some Countess to earn holiday funds? It's close enough to the truth, and she has to know that business hasn't been that great lately. I'll catch merry havoc for missing Noram Day, but..." The truth was that he didn't care, overly. He'd made up with his ma, but that didn't mean that he wanted to be trapped in a house with her for three days, did it?

The man nodded.

"I'll see to that. You know how to get there? Montblanc is in the mid-north section, above Ross. I have a map..."

Timon had actually been there. More than once. His job required him to pick people up from all over the Kingdom after all, at times. He'd even met the Countess. He doubted that she'd remember him overly, having just been her pilot. It would make things riskier normally, but he had the perfect excuse to go in as seasonal help, didn't he?

It wouldn't be what Kolb meant him to do, but if he was supposed to just pick up information, there was no reason for him not to be himself really.

They talked about the kind of thing that the King was interested in knowing, which had to do with very little, to tell the truth. Just when the enemy planned to actually move to attack again. They knew who was working against them now after all. The Truth amulets showed that pretty clearly, so no one was secretly hiding out in the ranks of the King's friends even. Not that anyone knew about. If there were any, the people were doing something right, which would be surprising.

"So, what you're basically saying is that this is some kind of busy work for me? What, are you all afraid that I'll get bored and take over for myself? I really don't want the job. If I did, I would have taken Afrak already." He stared at the other man, who looked away again, not seeming happy this time.

"Not really. Or, rather, yes, it's to keep you busy, in a place that isn't all that dangerous, but we all know that you aren't currently planning anything. Really... I need you out of the way for a while. Your sister is about to go through some hard times and both you and Tor would step in for her if it came to it. She has to do this for herself. This will get you out of the way for a few weeks so that she can start."

Nodding, Timon started to load himself into his Fast Craft. After all, if there was a time schedule, then he needed to be moving along, didn't he?

"Three weeks, if I can get in at all. If not, well, I'm sure you can find something else for me to do. I promised Brown that there would be a tour of Tellerand for some of his people that have volunteered to help." He felt down for some reason as he said the words, but that was probably just because of what had happened to him with Countess Alan. It never really went away, the visions of her face over his as the pain coursed through his body. The terror and all that. It wasn't fun, but he shrugged and left, not giving the bald man another chance to suggest how he should do things.

After all, he'd probably want a measured and careful approach, like a real spy would make. Tim just didn't care enough anymore for that kind of thing. Instead he simply flew across the land, his Fast Craft making the trip inside an hour and a bit. Normally he would have checked on his watch and gotten things as exactly measured as possible, but it wasn't like he was being paid for this.

It was, of course, a stupid plan that he'd come up with, wasn't it? He forced a smile, a thing that didn't touch his eyes at all, and that he barely felt. There was no reflection of his face in the shield glass in front of him, since it was still full daylight out. That didn't matter, he knew what he looked like really. Black hair, brown eyes and perfectly formed features that got more than his fair share of female attention. It would probably help, eventually, being good looking. It already had, in several ways he knew, if he were going to be perfectly honest about it all. People assumed you were better at things if you looked nice. It helped. Being as young as he was Tim had to use everything he could to make up for his lack of age, didn't he? Intelligence was fine, but only covered so much in the minds of other people. Being one of the best looking people around gave him an edge.

When he landed, setting down directly in the front yard of the Countess Montblanc's walled Palace, he altered his clothing, making them into the nice black velvet he normally wore. If he wasn't going to try and be sneaky about it all, there was no reason he shouldn't make a good impression. He did take his craft down, the mirrored square leaving his trunks floating behind him. Those followed along as he walked to the large white front door.

The steps were made of smoothed stone that had the polished look that things made with a cutter always had. The door was wood, and painted carefully, with a large brass knocker in place that looked like a bull's head with a huge metal ring through its nose. He used it, the weighted clapper at the bottom hitting the metal plate loudly.

No one came to the door at all.

He tried again about two minutes later, wondering if they were ignoring him, but it still didn't get anyone to come let him in, or even tell him off for using the wrong entrance. A lot of the big houses were like that, using the official door only for special guests, the family and staff using a side entrance most of the time. That was mainly down to poor design really, the front rooms kept away from where the people actually lived day to day, but that wasn't his problem.

He tried again, and was just about to go around to the far side when a very giant woman, about six-ten, opened the thing. She almost didn't notice him at first, but finally looked down far enough and managed a sad looking smile for him.

She wasn't homely at all, having a good face that reminded him a little of Sara Debri. Her hair was darker, a rather plain brown, that was pulled back into a single tail. Her dress was old, and made of real material, but the woman was clearly a noble. In fact, even she was only about thirty or so, and looked younger, she was the Countess herself.

"Hello?" There was a truly baffled look in her eyes and she scanned him with decent care, taking in the obviously magical trunks that floated behind him and his nice clothing. It marked him as being someone special, but not all of the nobility could see that most of the time. Tim was short, only being five-five or so, and had the wrong coloration, for all that he was a Countier himself.

"Hello!" He made his voice bright and chipper, then rushed in, not giving the woman time to respond in a normal fashion at all. It made him sound like a salesman, but they used that kind of a patter for a reason. It worked. "I'm Countier Seventh Lairdgren, Timon Baker. I'm supposed to come and help you with your Noram Day arrangements? Possibly after that for a bit? I heard that things hit you here pretty hard. My condolences as to that." It sounded almost right, like he was actually sorry or something, about all the unneeded death. He really wasn't, since it had been his plan in the first place to withhold the healing amulets that would have saved everyone's lives, but Tim didn't mention that part of things. No need to point out that he was evil after all. She'd eventually guess that one on her own.

The woman froze, her face looking nearly hopeful for a second, but baffled at the same time.

"I... wasn't expecting anyone. Countier Lairdgren... Are you certain that you're supposed to be here? I don't want to make too big of an issue of this, and please know this isn't a threat, but aren't your people supporting the King in the current conflict?" She wiped her hands on the side of her skirt, which was a soft and slightly off-white thing with small blue flowers on it that had faded with time. Her version of work clothes no doubt. What she had to be nervous about Tim didn't have a clue. She was the one standing there being all tall and intimidatingly female after all.

"More or less true. In a backhanded fashion it was the King that sent me. Only in a way, he doesn't know that I'm here, of course. Oh, by the way, if you could let drop the coming battle plans for your current side in this, that would be great. I'll check it out, so no need to lie about it or anything. This is mainly about getting me out of the way. I suppose I should try to subvert you and get you to come over to our side, if I can? There's cake in it for you if you do." He deadpanned the whole line and the woman looked nearly frightened for some reason. Not of him, in particular. She moved closer to him, which sent a thrill of fear down his spine, and his shield to kick on. The Countess didn't touch him, just looking past him carefully, as if for an attack.

There wasn't anything to see, naturally. Montblanc had been hit so hard by the disease that his grandmother had created that the Countess really didn't have much of a military to bother with anymore, so the King's forces wouldn't be coming, unless she did something that made her into a real threat.

Like take him hostage. If she tried that, she'd need a good plan, and some help, because he wouldn't be going down easy this time.

She moved back instead and shook her head.

"Alright, you win, I'm completely baffled by what you're doing here. Have you come to kill me like you did Nora Alan? Or kidnap me and make me confess, like you did to Will Rodriguez?" Her words were slightly cold, but she wasn't looking around anymore and didn't hesitate to say the words at all. 

Timon pulled out a Truth amulet from under his clothing, around his neck. He carried two of them all the time after all. One that was real, and his special one, there in case he had to lie to people and be believed. This one was real, since he had no reason not to be honest. Turning it on he smiled again. The cream colored light that appeared around him, with its thick goldenrod stripe made the woman step back at first, her eyes going wide as she got what the whole thing meant. Everyone of a certain station recognized the field now, after all.

"You heard about that? Interesting, I thought that information was kind of secret. Well, anyway, I'm not here to kill you, harm you, or make you overly annoyed. Just do that light bit of spying, if possible, and play servant for a bit. I'll do that anyway, if you want, so feel free to just let me know when the next attack is coming and then we can start in on those holiday preparations? I'm a fairly decent baker..." It sounded insane, even to his own ears, even the field didn't flicker at all.

Then, the honest truth was, he wasn't very sane, was he?

The Countess didn't move or say anything for a long time. Finally she frowned a bit and put her right hand out, as if asking for the amulet herself. That was a bit of a strange thing, to tell the truth, but Timon played along. Even if she just took the thing and walked away, it was worth it, to see what she'd do. The field transferred to her perfectly, and she sighed. Then she held it the amulet up to her mouth, as if speaking into it, even if it clearly didn't work that way. It was kind of cute really. In a tall and female way.

"I have absolutely no knowledge what's going on with the rebellion. Communications shut down a few weeks ago and no one has contacted me at all in that time. The blight has taken so many of my staff and forces that we're not of much use at all right now." She made a face that seemed slightly disgusted, rather than mean. Then she sighed hugely. "So, is that enough to earn me a little helper around the house?"

She didn't seem to think it would, but handed the amulet back to him. He got the idea, she was joking with him, expecting him to leave, or attack her, even given all that he'd said.

"Sure. I really can bake pretty well and help with cleaning and all that. Light cooking too, but that isn't my strongest point. Run errands, within reason. I mean, obviously, I don't want to go hang out with your friends, just in case they think taking me prisoner would be a good idea. It wouldn't, by the way." He stopped and nodded at her. "Do you have a spare room? I can set up a house out here if you'd rather?"

The woman laughed and waved at the front lawn.

"You carry magical houses with you too? I'd love to see one. Please, set up a grand Palace. It will be a spectacle if nothing else."

Like he had one of those? They were hard to make and a little bit too expensive so far to just have laying around. Making a bit of a face he walked to a nice large clear spot and got the right amulet out. The woman pulled a sweater from behind the door and followed, watching him carefully. She didn't jump back when he triggered it, clearly having seen something similar before, but she did shake her head at him. Then she examined the little stone cottage that had appeared closely.

"Hardly Tor's Palace is it? I've heard of these, this is the kind that doesn't grow, or change at a whim?"

"Right. I made this one, not Tor." Timon waved for the woman to follow him, which, surprisingly, she actually did, if a bit tentatively. "I haven't made anything as complex as one of his palaces yet. I do have a batch of Fast Craft coming, if they work, that will be nearly as neat. No one but my brother has managed to make those yet, the really fast vehicles, so it will be a big deal if they work. Do you have a well or pond I could hook the water up too? That way I'll have a bath and shower in here, as well as a working kitchen."

It was a strange scene then, because for about half an hour the woman just walked around with him, watching him closely, as if for the trick to be revealed. Like he had anything that complex planned? That he wasn't in chains already was huge, as far as he was concerned. Vast.

When he pulled out his communications device from his secondary trunk the woman tensed. She had one after all, but probably not one of the new kind like this. He tapped on it for a while, showing her what he was doing, but then held the thing toward himself, starting it with a tap.

"I don't know if he has anything on him right now, so..."

The line picked up less than ten seconds later.

"Alphonse here. What may I do for you today?"

"Hey, this is Timon. Just calling in with a report. I've gone to Montblanc and gotten at the secret battle plans of the rebellion, as far as the Countess knows them. That is to say; she's currently out of the loop. Truth tested, so that's at least accurate information. She was very nice about it all and volunteered without me asking, before you scold me for being rude. She's very polite." There was a silence for a moment, but the Prince didn't ask any revealing questions, like what the heck he was doing there, or if he'd lost his mind. Instead there was just a low hissing sound from a bit further back than the man would be.

"I see. Is she still alive? Close questioning of a Countess is a risky business..."

Timon looked up at the woman and made himself roll his eyes, as if trying to be playful. With his looks that would work, more or less.

"I didn't torture her, I'm trading valuable baking and cleaning services for it. She took the amulet herself to prove her good will, like I just said. Oh..." He paused and looked up at the woman, his eyes dead and probably glassy looking. Then he shrugged, deciding to be a pain in the rear for no particular reason. "I also offered her healing amulets for her people if she promised to step out of the rebellion, since things are pretty bad here. She doesn't have much of a force left for combat anyway. Can you run that by the King for us? I'll want her left alive, naturally, and whole, with her position intact, if that's acceptable. I can add her to my collection of intimidating tall women." The words flowed out, and he didn't mean them, but there was only a single, rather hard word in reply.

"Wait." Then the Prince obviously moved with some quickness, the rustling of his clothing sounding real, as did the fall of his foot on the stone floor he was on, which probably meant he was already in the throne room.

The Countess was glaring at him, but didn't say anything at all. She was grinding her teeth however, and seemed ready to hit him. Tim couldn't like that at all.

"Countier Baker? Can you repeat the offer you made?" This came from Richard, a voice that he recognized now, without needing to be informed who it was. Apparently the Countess could as well, from the pained look on her face.

Timon, for his part, just lied.

"Healing amulets for her people, a promise of no retaliation against her or them, and some aid, by way of food and funds, in return for her stepping out of the rebellion and reaffirming her fealty to you. She's good for it. Mistakes were made, and she'll have to humble herself to you and knock her head against the floor a thousand times, but that should be enough. She seems a good enough sort really and her people need to be out of this, I doubt they can take a lot more." As if he could tell that from the situation? There was a long pause and then low murmuring form the device in his hand, the woman's lips going white, she was pursing them so hard.

Finally the King came back on his voice marginally happy sounding.

"Well, that would be a wonderful Noram Day present. Can she be trusted to keep her part of it? It could be a trap."

Timon just held out the Truth amulet again, in his left hand this time and waited. She'd take it or not. He really expected her to try and knock if from his hand, or call for a guard, but after swallowing hard several times, she held out her own hand. He laid the device in her palm carefully.

"She's under Truth verification now. Ask what you want to know."

"She's there? Heather?"

"I'm here Richard and like the Countier said, I'm holding an activated Truth amulet. I suppose I can do what he said. I don't know if I like the idea of being collected, whatever that means, but my people can't take any more of your death scourge. You win. What do I have to do?"

That, it turned out, involved her going to the Palace, which meant Timon taking her, since they didn't want the whole thing to take forever. The King gave his word that she wouldn't be harmed or taken prisoner. For her part the woman just seemed resigned and went to change, coming back alone, instead of with the five guards that she was allowed by tradition.

She was wearing a simple white dress of flimsy material that was too cold for the day really, meaning that a long and heavy quilted jacket was needed to go over it. They flew from her home half an hour later, the woman silent for a long time.

"So... The King sends small boys at his enemies now? That doesn't really sound like him, to be truthful. He's normally more honorable than that." There was an abstract and quiet tone to her words, as if she were fighting to figure out what to say, rather than really trying to insult anyone.

Timon nearly snapped at her anyway, but held his tongue long enough to get control of himself. It was harder than it should have been, but the woman couldn't help it if she was too tall, could she?

"It wouldn't be fair to say that he sent me really. Not at all. This is about the best deal that you can expect for now, so you might want to practice being contrite, or at least faking it. Mean what you say and don't blow this. The Gray Plague kills and kills, so if you wait too long all of your people will choke to death on their own fluids. If you have to get on your knees and beg to save them, isn't that your sacred duty? You'll need to mean what you say too. Or at least not lie. Better to seem a little less than perfect and be seen to mean it than flowery and lying." It was about all the advice he had for her.

After all, it wasn't like he'd actually planned this all out or anything. 

Really, it had, he realized in hindsight, probably given the lie to his claim of not trying to kill himself. Walking to the front door of an enemy and announcing yourself a spy was pretty much suicide, in most situations. It wasn't a good thing to realize about himself, but it rang of truth. Timon was so far gone he really didn't care if he lived or died anymore.

The woman shifted uneasily.

"I... don't do groveling well. It's not my way. For one thing, I don't think that I was wrong. Richard, the whole system that we have, is bad for Noram. There are people that are better suited to rule."

He nodded. That had to be what they were thinking, didn't it? That the other farmers would slaughter the pigs better, or have fatter cows, if only they were given a chance? There was no perfect rule. History had shown that a thousand times or more. In fact, the best people could manage was probably a polite indifference from their leaders that allowed them to function without interference too often.

Most of the time that wasn't what happened, was it? No, people tried to make things perfect for themselves, and in doing so made the world a worse place for everyone else. It was the human way.

"That isn't what you need to be thinking about right now. You need to go in, lay on your belly and beg for the King to forgive you. Beg for your people, and cry. Don't forget to do that. Don't hold to your dignity now. He promised not to harm you, but if you don't sell this, he can still refuse to aid your people. We don't want that. What we want is for him to realize that you're well and truly out of the game and that you're placing yourself under my protection."

The woman glared at him a bit and then shook her head firmly.

"The protection of a little boy?" She laid her right hand on the wall of the craft and glanced at it then refocused on him. "A magical boy, but still, it's my job to protect you isn't it? Or are you a man?"

That she might be a little confused was fair enough. Technically he was a child, but he acted older, and had his own home, a business and responsibilities. In two years, he'd be a man in truth, and while he looked younger than his years, it would be hard for a royal to tell that really, since their prejudices would prevent that from happening. She was trying to see past that, in case he was older than she believed. That made him feel a bit better about her, since, if nothing else, she was attempting not to insult him. That had to be a good sign.

"That won't matter today. Just tell Richard and Constance that I'm standing for you and your people, and mean it and it will be enough, I think. It will take them off guard if nothing else." It almost had to. It was just so unexpected.

There was silence then, as they moved through the air at thousands of miles per hour. It didn't feel like they moved at all, but it was just turning to twilight as they approached the Capital. The glowing purple river that surrounded the place lit the way from about twenty miles off, and the Palace had exterior lights, as well as a group of about fifty people waiting for them to land.

"Right, so, as soon as we get out, you need to lay on the ground. It's a bit of a dirt patch here, but if you don't the Royal Guard will go all... guardly on us and make threats and push a Truth amulet on you. Do it yourself first, and you'll look better. Affirm that you mean no harm and start in on your apologies, if the King is there. I think I see him. He's hard to miss." That was just the truth, since he was the biggest person there practically. There was one that was larger, but Timon wasn't certain who it was, the light not being good enough for that from the angle they were coming in from, even as the people looked up.

The Countess took a deep breath and straightened as they slowly floated to the ground. It was how people signaled they were friendly, coming in slow like that.

"Right. Time to kneel and deliver then."

Timon smiled, knowing that he probably wasn't supposed to get the reference at all. It was a tame way of saying it, for a noble woman.

"Suck hard, and make sure to swallow it all. You need to make a good impression." The reply actually got the woman next to him to blink and then smile a bit.

"If only that was all that was needed. It would be less humiliating."

She stepped from the craft, and held up the Truth amulet carefully, activating it slowly enough that the guards would know it wasn't a weapon. Then, carefully, she put it around her neck and laid on her stomach the side of her face on the bare dirt, the King and Queen moving forward carefully from behind a human shield wall of purple and black clad bodies as soon as she did it.

Then, just as Timon had suggested, she begged. Hard. Tears flowing nearly the whole time. She swore fealty not once, but three times, adding in her support of the Prince and the Princesses and her admiration of the Kingdom's Counselors as well for good measure. The others standing around were mainly other fairly well placed and loyal nobles, but no one mocked her, or laughed as she mumbled her surrender.

That was when Timon stepped in however.

"Actually, this isn't a surrender at all. It's a declaration of peace between you. Just to clarify the arrangement." Looking at the Military Counselor, Smythe of Westend, he smiled. Of all the people there he was the one that Tim liked best. It was a close tie, since Prince Alphonse was there too. Karina wasn't, for some reason, which was a shame. She was a nice girl, and cute. True, that was a problem for him now, since any hint of sexual interest reminded him of horrid pain, but that just had to be faced, if it wasn't going to cripple him in the long run. The idea of dealing with that scared him, so he didn't think about it at the moment, or at least tried not to.

The King actually smiled and gave him a small half bow. The kind that one would give to an equal, even that was a bit out of keeping given the situation.

"I do believe that you're correct, Countier Baker. Come, Heather, rise and let's be friends again. I think that all are satisfied here?" The words were exactly correct. Perfect in fact, and said with a gentleness that was probably part of the woman's original problem with the man. He was, really, too kind for a lot of people. She didn't complain at the moment however, Timon noticed.

That would be insane after all.

The man had to stoop, but moved to help Heather up carefully, which was a sign that he, at least, was ready to call the situation ended. There would be real treaties to sign of course, and documents to read, but this was the first of the important tests. Countess Montblanc had passed too, with flying colors.

The Queen smiled at her gently.

"We were just about to ready for dinner, would you join us Heather? As a friend?" It was a kind and polite gesture, considering that all of the nobles present had to be feeling more than a little put off by the idea. The Countess looked confused too. Normally she would have been invited to the meal, it was true, since Noram Day was the largest celebration of the year and everyone wanted to be invited to the King's Palace for it. The meal was also part of the ten day celebration that they did in the Capital, which meant that it was an actual event, not just a regular dinner. The woman didn't have the right clothing for it, which would be a humiliation, but on the other hand, only real friends were invited to these things.

It was a contradiction.

"I'd love too." She tried not to rub at her simple white gown or heavy jacket, both now very dirty on the front.

Timon got the plan, which was both meant to endear the woman to them and punish her slightly, for her mistakes, but shook his head. That wouldn't help after all. Heather had already sworn to the King and given up. Besides, she was there under his protection. If he let her be humiliated beyond what was needed, that would be him failing. Timon hated to fail. It made people think less of him.

"We'd love to, of course. Might we have a place to ready ourselves? I know that space is at a premium here right now, with all the visitors..." Most of the listeners didn't get what he was really saying at all, but the Queen did. Timon could tell by the way she glared at him for stealing the moment away from her and her King. He would have told her to suck on it, but she was his Aunt and that would be both morally wrong, and terrifying for him. Instead he just nodded to her, which, for some reason, got her face to soften.

"We'll have a small space readied for that, of course. Do you need clothing or supplies?" This was said to Heather, who blushed a bit. She'd come ready for prison, not a fine meal, but admitting that would shame her.

Timon simply smiled and shook his head.

"I'm sure we can manage, thank you. I might need to have some things delivered? I'll see if Tor can bring them, since he should be known here."

That, it turned out, was acceptable. He was still in Lairdgren County, at his bakeshop by the school, but everyone liked him well enough here, so they'd love to see him. Especially Constance. That was mainly because she was a pervert. After all, she was more or less Tor's daughter, biologically speaking. To her that barely mattered, and she still wanted to have sex with him. Luckily, for proprieties sake, Tor cared about that enough for both of them.

Timon didn't leave the Countess's side at all, even as they were led to a small and totally empty room the size of a large closet. Once there he used his new communications device to contact his older brother, wondering if he'd really come for something like this. He had a real job and even his own wife to look after. He might just not want to be bothered with this kind of thing.

"Tor's communication device. This is Patricia Morgan." The woman spoke as if it was completely normal for her to be answering the thing, which it probably was. She practically lived with Tor and Alyssa now after all. Their shared girlfriend.

"Hello Trice. I need some magical clothing and a disguise amulet delivered to the King's Palace. I was going to ask Tor to bring it down..." Since he was family. It only made sense.

"He can't. Way too busy for that tonight. I might be able to, if the price is right. Why do you need it?"

Timon looked around for a few seconds, wondering what in the world he could say. Finally, he came to a personal understanding that surprised him not at all. He really didn't care.

That meant the truth would work well enough, wouldn't it?

"County Montblanc has undeclared war, and is now under my protection. The Countess is invited to dine at the Palace tonight, but came dressed to beg forgiveness, not make an impression at a Noram Day dinner. The theme seems designed to humble her even more, but, you get the idea, under my protection, so..." Stopping he waited, not knowing what Ducharina Morgan might say or do. She was a spy after all, as well as the King's niece and sort of dating two of his brothers. That it was a complicated situation just went without saying.

Oddly enough, she just whistled. It was a low and impressed sounding thing, that went on for about five seconds.

"That's impressive. So... you turned her into your personal slave girl or something? You didn't hurt her, did you? She's my second cousin, so that wouldn't go over well at the family gatherings if you did."

The Countess glared at him and then the device in his hand, as if he was the one that had said the nasty things, not her own cousin. That was hardly fair.

"Yes. That's exactly right, I walked up to a giant Countess and slapped her around until she agreed to do my bidding. Because, you know, that would work. Can you get those things here before dinner? We'll need an hour to get her ready."

"On my way now. You owe me. We can discuss terms later." The line went dead, as if not allowing him to speak would somehow obligate him to do anything for the woman. Not that he wouldn't, but it would depend a lot on what it was, wouldn't it?

When Trice said she was on her way, that apparently meant that she'd been up in the air at the time, headed toward them. In fact, given the timing it had to mean that she had the devices on her and was most of the way there when he'd taken his communications device out, because she was led to the little space they were in not ten minutes later. Given the needed landing times at the Palace...

"You were already here?" Timon wasn't mad about it, but he hadn't been able to tell that was the case. The girl dimpled at him, her face legitimately friendly.

"Of course. Tor is too. Aunt Connie set this up nearly two weeks ago after all, just for him. That whole situation is just sad. So..." She looked over Tim's head at her own second cousin and held out the twin amulets. "Clothing and a disguise amulet to use for make-up. You really should get one of your own if you can. They're incredibly useful for things like this. If you don't mind, I'll do it for you?"

Heather looked at the darker haired and slightly shorter younger woman and actually managed a soft smile.

"Patricia, so good to see you. Yes, I'd appreciate your aid, if that's acceptable?" This, oddly, was directed at Timon, who didn't get it at first at all.

Trice did, and actually let out a low chuckle.

"Right, your new boss, completely different than the old. So Tim, are you doing the honors, or shall I?"

He waved toward the amulets then and looked from one to the other.

"Trice is going to be better at this than I am, I'm certain. If you would, please?"

No one asked him to leave, which caused things to get a bit intimidating for him after about half a minute, when the Countess was asked to remove her clothing. Whatever she'd been expecting, it hadn't required undergarments to her mind, so for a moment she was standing there, completely nude. Timon was torn then, because she had a nice figure and part of him wanted to look at her, to take the chance to examine the first naked woman that he'd ever seen this closely. Another part of him wanted to recoil from her slightly, since the feelings her nudity stirred within him reminded him of pain and terror. It wasn't a wonderful combination. In the end he did a bit of both, which was, he figured, about right anyway.

He looked, which showed that she wasn't ugly or unwanted, but also didn't stare at her overly, meaning he wasn't a pervert. He saw her dark nipples and pubic hair, but thankfully Trice had her dressed in the clothing amulets plain brown set point clothing moments later, before he had a chance to make a fool of himself or give offense. For her part Trice just smiled at him, picking up slightly on his discomfort. From the way her face fell a few moments later she also worked through why that would be. She wasn't the only one in the room that had ever been raped after all.

The clothing turned from a mid-tone brown canvas looking thing to a lovely dress made all of black. It was a bit dire looking at first, but after a few moments it incorporated both lavender and hints of burnt umber colors that were made to glow slightly. Then as an afterthought, a slim piping of silver was run along the edging.

The Countess looked at it for a moment as a thin line of green paralleled the first line.

"Vassal too... Who has silver and green?"

Trice shrugged her shoulders rising almost comically.

"Green for Lairdgren, silver for House Timon. Naturally." She started to put her hand back on the woman, probably to undo the little bit of joking she was doing, only to stop when the larger woman nodded.

"I... see. Yes. Well, it could be worse. I've never heard of 'House Timon' before."

There was a pause, and then Trice continued, changed the woman's features with a delicate bit of disguise. Her skin smoothed and her cheeks gained a slight hint of blush to them. Then her eyes were rimmed with black, making them more dramatic, her lashes growing a bit. There were changes made, but it didn't take long at all.

Then, without asking, his brother's girlfriend touched his arm, making his clothing change to match the Countess's slightly. It had more silver in it, with just a hint of green, a jacket that shimmered like the finest silk and a badge on the front, which was a livery of sorts. It was hard to make out what the picture was, since he was looking at it upside down, but mentally flipping it over he got it. There, on a field of green, all in silver, was a large bird of prey, in front of the sun.

Trice let out a half laugh, then, surprisingly, leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.

 "Timon, Lord of the Sky. Now we just slip a lesser version onto heather and no one will give you any problems at dinner tonight. Mainly because they won't know what the heck it means, but hey, that's half of getting by as a noble these days. Confusion to those that would do us harm."

For some reason Heather actually suffered to be marked with a badge that mimicked his, but was about the size of a large coin, just in time for them to go out for dinner. Trice had her clothing and make-up ready to go, so it only took a few moments for her to do that, not the much longer time she'd spent on the others. That meant they had time to mingle, before the meal.

It was one of those strange situations at first, with no one approaching them, because treason was actually sort of a big deal in most places for some reason, even though the woman was on their side now. At least Tim presumed that was the case. After a few minutes two people did walk over to them, Count Lairdgren and his fiancé, Bonita.

No one spoke for a few seconds, but that wouldn't stand with Nita, who moved in and gave him a warm hug.

"Timon! I didn't expect to see you here. We heard that you would be however, Countess Montblanc. It's very good to have you back with us." It was about as polite a statement as could be made really, given everything. Then Bonita Coltress was nearly as sweet as a person could be, so that made sense.

"Thank you... I'm ashamed to say that I don't recognize you..." There would have been an awkward moment, but Trice pulled Tor over about then, along with Ali, who moved in and started passing out hugs of her own. It gave them a second or two.

"Introductions then..." This part would be hard, Timon realized, since he didn't really know what to say about it all. That was the problem with making things up, especially ridiculous ones.

"Countess Montblanc, you already know Count Lairdgren, no doubt. The man here who looks like his double, is my brother, Tor. The wizard. Next to him is his wife, Alyssa Baker. She's a full builder as well. Next to the Count is my future grandmother, if you can believe that, the lovely and wonderful Bonita Coltress." That was the easy part really. They all had their defined place in his world, so it wasn't a big deal, introducing them.

The Countess was going to be harder.

Tim gestured to her with a bow.

"This lady is Heather Montblanc, Countess Montblanc. She's my..." He froze then, really not having a single word for what she was. Prisoner was totally wrong. So was slave, even if Trice would have gotten a chuckle from it. Other than that, they didn't really have any relationship at all. They weren't friends or anything...

Oddly enough, it was Trice that saved him then.

"This is his ward. She's under his protection. In fact her whole County is. Hence the badges. Like them? I did the design work myself." There was a bit of playfulness to her then, but it fell away when the Count bowed toward first Timon and then the Countess.

"Wonderful! What do you have planned for her first Timon? She's already been schooled, if I remember correctly. You're not married, are you Heather?"

She made a slightly embarrassed face, but nodded.

"It's been a bit hard to find someone within the three steps not related to me."

That was, Tim knew, a constant problem for noble women. They were supposed to marry within a few social steps of their own station, but a Countess functionally had two, unless the Prince was available to her that way, which for Heather, wasn't an option at all. It wasn't unheard of for someone to take an extra step down, or even two, for a love match or to find fresh blood, but the rule was pretty strictly followed by most and would have her made fun of if she strayed too much.

It was one of the reasons that Timon liked having grown up in the middle of a forest as a poor boy. He didn't really know any better, so when the time came he could marry anyone he wanted. Right now the only real offer he had was Princess Karina, but if he met a nice farm girl he could change up if he wanted. It was actually kind of nice, being socially oblivious that way. Oh, he knew better, now that it had all been explained, but he really doubted it would ever matter to him.

It was Tor that needled him then, actually smirking a bit meanly, which was unusual for him, or used to be. He was changing. Getting taller for one thing. He was nearly as tall as the Count now, and he hadn't been a month before. That was all down to magic, but it was something that Tim wanted in on too. Given the option, it would be better to be big.

"I know Tim, you can marry her. You're a Countier, so that's within the three steps. I bet Richard would even be willing to let you marry early. I'll go ask him..." He turned as if to walk off, only to have his hand snagged by his wife, who giggled a little bit at the interplay.

"Be nice Tor!" She seemed happy about it all and looked at the Countess, blushing slightly. "After all, to Timon she's practically his adopted daughter. Which makes her a relative... You know, Gerent might be a good match. After he grows a little more."

There was a momentary pause, but no one explained the words. Finally Timon made himself smile.

It wasn't a horrible idea, after all. Not if he had to be stuck with a new adopted child that was nearly twenty years older than he was.
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On the good side of things, Timon knew that no one, as funny as they thought the situation was, as much as they were laughing at Countess Montblanc behind her back when they thought no one was able to hear them, thought that he was actually responsible for her in any way. It was, according to the older gentleman he was speaking to, Count Isle, a polite fiction that everyone understood was him rather nobly standing up for a decimated population. The way it was said even made him sound noble and brave, even if it wasn't a big risk for him, personally.

Luckily not everyone understood just how much of that death toll was actually due to what he'd done personally. If they did he'd be the villain of the piece for sure.

At the meal he was seated directly above the Countess at the table, which meant being very near the far end, where the people sitting mainly feared that they were going to be killed. The poison seat, as it was often called.

Timon took a deep breath as soon as he was served and let his left foot float out under the table gently, nudging his... new friend?

"Take a sip when I do. Make sure to stand. On three..." He spoke the words so softly that he wasn't certain she'd hear him, but the moment the wine was poured they stood, as if the move was planned and took a sip. The two people across from them didn't hesitate either, following along bravely. He didn't know who they were, but instead of examining their drinks, they let their cups rise and drank the things dry. They were both middle aged people, a gray haired man and slightly younger looking woman that didn't seem to know what to do next. Timon had a clue there, turning and saluting with his glass slightly, toward Richard at the far end of the table.

He returned the gesture, sipping from his own beverage shortly after that, then bowed as everyone else stood one at a time, to take their own sip.

Nothing was said of it, but the four of them kept it up for the whole meal, eating as if the food was completely safe. It was, of course, since killing people at the Palace would be about as stupid a thing as anyone could do. Especially going after Heather, since she was, more or less, suddenly on their side now. If anything they should give her presents and cuddles, so that anyone else from the other side that saw what she was doing might just think it was a good idea for them as well.

After the dessert they were lead toward the far end of the table, where a receiving line had been set up. It was a little different, from what he'd noticed before, since there was a large table of gifts along side of the seated monarch and his wife. They weren't handing them out either, but being presented with them one, and sometimes two, at a time, for examination and discussion. Everyone had brought something too, of course. That was, it seemed, the tradition.

Except for Heather and himself, because naturally, they were invited at the last minute.

Normally that wouldn't have been a big issue for Timon personally. He really didn't care a lot about what other people thought of him, and most of the people present had some kind of idea what had been going on that day. Connie however kept looking at them, her face alternating between pristinely calm and rather lovely, to slightly mischievous and a bit catty.

In other words she knew exactly what she was doing and meant to shame them personally. It was kind of bitchy of her really, and poor strategy. The worst part of it all was that for a gift to count it had to be made by the giver, which took time and effort. The more you put into it, the more it would mean when given. To not give a gift was a bit of an insult really, if you knew a person well. To give something made by another person was about the same as slapping someone, if they were supposed to be a friend. It was better to give a cruddy little nothing of a gift than to do that.

So, no matter what they did, the Queen would have an excuse to act hurt and pretend they were offending her personally. It was brilliant really, since there was almost no way out of it. Especially for him, now that he knew she was his Aunt. Because this was a special event, one that most planned for, months in advance, they couldn't even claim that they'd prepared for something else, at a later date.

Really, Tim wanted to growl, instead of waiting as doom slowly approached, one tiny step at a time. The situation wasn't lost on Heather either, who seemed nearly ready to proclaim war again. It was a bit over the top, given how much she really needed his brother's healing amulets, so she didn't say anything at all, just looking angry and a bit red faced.

Timon searched for something that would work, but nothing was at hand really. Nothing he had on him would be a good, personal, gift. He couldn't even make something magically in time. Not something new that would be truly created for the King or his wife. Maybe if he were Tor it would be possible, but only if he had something to put it on. As it stood he didn't even have a clue what to make.

Something decorative? An idea came to mind, one that might even be simple enough to work, but he needed something to attach the field to, if he was going to risk bothering to try at all. In his pocket he found a single silver coin. It would have to do, because even at the slow pace they were all walking they'd be to the front in less than half an hour.

"Take my arm and guide me." The whispered words couldn't have made sense to his new pal, but she did it anyway, making her one of his new favorite people. She even looked slightly concerned. He blocked that out, just taking a single step each time she tugged lightly.

Thankfully it took longer than it had seemed it would, nearly an hour and a half. Everyone standing back to watch the festivities after their turn. That meant, if he failed, that everyone would know and mock him for it. Then he'd have to kill them all, and that wouldn't go over at all with their heirs. Well, some of them wouldn't mind overly, but in the main people's children actually seemed to love their parents.

When it was their turn to step up Queen Constance looked positively triumphant. George the head of the Royal Guard leaned in to whisper to her, which let her feign shock and a slightly hurt expression.

"Oh? I... see... Very well..." She sounded sad, but that was just designed to call attention to how wronged she was being, denied her traditional gift.

Richard, for his part, sat up straight, his eyes locked on the far wall, avoiding even the chance of locking eyes with him. It was a good plan, considering he had to be pretty embarrassed. Timon was. Which took him a little by surprise. After all, Connie was a family member now, so her acting like that reflected poorly on him too.

 He cleared his throat gently to get her attention, Richard finally glanced at him too, his face looking slightly pained.

"Don't worry Aunt Constance, we didn't forget you, this just didn't get picked up earlier. All my fault, I'm sure. We were a bit busy and I forgot." He held it up between two fingers and felt the field on it. There was enough strength at least, but it was actually a novel build, if an incredibly simple one. It might not work at all. "Magical coin. Perhaps George would activate it for you?"

You didn't just hand new magics to the King or Queen after all. Especially ones that you'd made yourself. The older man, who could probably kill Timon without even moving fast, took the silver deftly and tapped it, even if it lacked a proper sigil.

The instant he did, it began to glow a nice silver color, which expanded slowly until it was about the size of a pie plate, floating in the air and spinning about twice per minute, then it turned to green, and showed the same emblem he had on his chest.

"Something to remember me by, when I'm not here." He spoke the words gently. It wasn't a perfect likeness, distorted on the left just a little, but it really wasn't bad, as far as art went. The bird looked like a bird, and while it didn't move, or play a tune, it still sent a message.

Don't mess with Timon.

The Queen stiffened, her eyes going a little wide after a moment. After all, magic took time to make and wasn't something that you made fresh and new like he just had. Tor could do it, but even the Lairdgren Group members would have been hard pressed to make it happen while standing in line. She had to know that the emblem was new too, which meant that Timon, half baked builder that he was, had done something that very few beings on the planet would be able to manage at all. Just to thwart her.

Now if it would just last through the evening, he'd look halfway decent.

The King stared at him frankly and gave a seated bow. It was what he did for all the other gifts as well after all, so not out of character or anything.

"Very nice! I see that you both wear the same symbol as well, and after you both honored us through the meal as you did, showing your total trust..." His eyes actually started to water a bit, even as he smiled at them broadly. "I think that everyone here is as touched by this as I am, Timon, Heather. Thank you both. This is lovely."

Timon didn't always think very highly of his Aunt, but she was very well trained for her job and didn't miss a beat, after the King spoke.

"It truly is! A thing worthy of your brother even. Thank you, Timon." It was a dig, of course, since she had to have some idea that he hated being compared to Tor like that. Still, magic was his brother's area, so if he wanted to dance there, it invited Tor's name into the conversation.

"Nothing that grand, I'm afraid, but I hope you find joy in it." He bowed, which got Countess Montblanc to do the same, matching him perfectly in angle. It was the kind of bow that married people used, to show they were united in a given situation. No one laughed however, even if it was kind of humorous.

They were led out of the way by Kara, who smirked at him a little as soon as Connie couldn't see. She led them without making contact, shifting them over to where Tor stood, Trice and Ali standing next to him, one on either side. Trice just nodded, her face looking very proper suddenly.

"That wasn't bad Tim. Managed to get out from under the net in time and everything. Now, don't think that you've totally gotten out of this. Constance will find a way to take her revenge on you. Probably by applying social combat rules, since she's a master of the subject, and you can't even throw a party of your own. I wonder how that will go? Well, keep me apprised, it will no doubt be interesting if nothing else." Moving in there was another kiss on the cheek, which was a bit too close for him. Tor at least looked baffled by the move, even Ali just smiled, as if it were only normal.

It meant something, but what that was seemed odd. They weren't close, Trice and himself...

Which was doubtless what she was trying to imply to everyone, for some reason. That they actually were, if not together really, at least friends. There were probably a thousand reasons why that might be the case, so he didn't pull away. A kiss on the cheek wasn't even outside of what was socially proper really, and as his brother's girlfriend something like that would be expected, most likely.

Alyssa moved in then and put her right hand on his upper arm. It was a little bit flirtatious, but not too bad. She actually tried pretty hard not to do that with him, and had ever since they'd chatted about how doing anything with any of Tor's family members would hurt him. After all, she was broken and battered internally from whatever it was that her evil father had done to her, but she was a good and kind person for all that. Cute too. Enough so that, if he weren't so broken himself, Timon probably would have enjoyed the attention from her a lot more than he did.

"Are you coming to our house for Noram Day, Tim? Heather is invited as well, naturally." She spoke the words as if they were all old friends, even, as far as he knew, Ali and Heather had only met a few hours before.

The woman bowed to his sister in-law anyway.

"Thank you, that's most kind. I should see to my people. The scourge that has fallen on them is most severe. I need to procure some healing devices. Given everything I don't know where the coin for that will come from, but it needs to be my top priority. I hope that my absence won't offend you? If it were any other time, I'd be there without pause." She seemed anxious suddenly, which got Ali to touch her arm, trying to comfort her.

"Oh! We understand. Tor, can't you see about some healing amulets? I know that there were a lot made..." It was a bit leading, but his brother nodded, then looked at him.

"Timon has some. I don't know where. I didn't ask." The shrug that came wasn't strictly his brother's, belonging instead to The Cordes. The Ancient King that had taken up residence inside his brother's mind. He wasn't supposed to just take over like that, in the main.

Timon didn't call him on it, since the whole thing with someone living in his head other than himself served to make Tor seem like a loon at the best of times.

Instead he smiled politely.

"We need to get with Petra on that, but we should have enough by morning, if I can find her. She's off visiting some friends for the holiday, but I'm sure she'll be willing to help, even given that."

After all, she was a good person, for all that she'd helped him run off with tens of thousands of healing amulets. Technically Timon knew where they were hidden, which was at her mother's place in County Ward, but he didn't want to mention that out loud, since everyone knew that the Wards had betrayed the Kingdom again. Except of course, they hadn't. They were playing spy.

Petra knew that too, of course and even though he hadn't mentioned it, from his facial expression at the girl's name, Tor did too. Ali didn't, and he couldn't tell with Trice, but that last one was pretty likely. What was the point of training up a new spy mistress for the Kingdom if she wasn't going to know what was going on? It didn't show externally at all however.

The last people to give a gift were the older couple that had shared the bad end of the table with them earlier. They presented a nice set of handmade rocking chairs. They were actually pretty nice, the lines matching closely enough that no one would think they weren't a perfect pair. There were differences, but Timon noticing them didn't mean they weren't well done. He noticed a lot of things that others missed.

The King said a few words to them, but it wasn't anything special. Whatever they'd done wrong, it clearly wasn't moving into full rebellion against the man, so he didn't feel the need to make a big deal out of the whole thing. Timon wondered what it was, but Trice, knowing almost everything, let her head rise a notch and simply explained softly.

"Count and Countess Lynd. They had a problem last year and their present didn't make it in time. I always suspected sabotage myself. They've been on Connie's list ever since. It's really about other things of course. No one cares that much about presents after all. Political leverage can be found everywhere, if you're willing to look hard enough. No one will call them disloyal this year. Those are some nice chairs." She grinned, but the underlying message wasn't about the gifts at all, but about what had happened at the meal. There was a reason the King spoke about that. It was considered almost foolishly trusting for a noble to eat without checking their food. 

That was the point he'd been trying to make.

Timon really wanted to get things going that night, since it would take hours to arrange it all, if they were going to help people in the morning. Not that he really cared, but it was kind of the job that he'd been set, right? Though mainly that was about Kolb wanting him to not be available for his sister, which was strange. He got the basic idea, that the Weapons Master wanted his young protégée to make her own kills, as either a lesson or trophy, but if there was to be a war, didn't it make sense for her to have all the help she could get?

Maybe not, but if that was the case, he needed it explained to him. Some kind of honor thing maybe? He knew the rules for that, but if it was an emotion at all, he was lacking that one too. That and shame. He could fake it, and understood when he should be feeling that kind of thing, but he just didn't. It was biological. No guilt either. Fear existed, but he was coming to think that it was a weaker thing in him than others.

Shaking his head a little to clear it, he turned and slowly reached out, letting his hand rest on Trice's arm gently. It was funny, but Tor positively glared at him for a moment, even if he was only trying to get her attention.

"We should get together soon. Perhaps with Petra?" The words weren't loaded with anything except a normal, basically friendly, invitation, but everyone else smiled, as if he were hitting on the woman. That was silly, since if he was going to be doing that with anyone right now, it would be Heather. After all, she had the raw size that would be needed to challenge his trauma. If he did that however, Prince Alphonse would beat him up. He'd said so at least. Timon wasn't certain that he really meant it, or what the boundaries would be that caused that to happen, but he knew the man could do it. That he was a superior fighter was clear in every move he made. Tim thought he might be faster, so if it was going to happen, he was planning to flee for his life. Or at least his hide's sake.

The reaction from the girl was fantastically strange and overdone. So much so he had to fight to keep a happy expression on his face.

"I'd love too! Maybe we could all get together tomorrow evening? You're going to be in Montblanc? Is that alright with you Heather? I know that things are a bit tense, but having visitors now can only help smooth things over..." She touched the Countess on the arm too, which got her to swallow, almost as if it were a trick or something of that nature.

Like she was inviting in an army to attack?

"That would be fine. I don't have much staff left. My household was hit hard, before I could manage to find a single healing amulet for sale. It took a good portion of the annual budget for it. Worth it, I just wish I could have gotten it earlier. Still, if you don't mind me waiting on you personally, I'd appreciate the guests." She looked worried then, and glanced at Ali.

"Right. Expect guests. We'll each bring a dish and do it school style. Is that where you're going to be, Tim? Living with Heather?" She actually pushed her chest forward a bit, and tilted her hips a little, aroused by the idea. Or at least whatever she thought would be going on.

Timon let his head come up, almost like a tick.

"For a few weeks, if she'll have me. I set up a house near hers, I'll have Petra in to play chaperone, so that Heather's good name won't be smeared over it." It made a certain amount of sense to him, but there was a gentle chuckle from behind that sounded familiar.

Count Lairdgren.

"Won't that just taint Miss Ward's good name instead? I've actually heard a few whispers to that end already, that you two are bending some age of consent laws. No one is blaming either one of you however, so I think you'll survive it." The man glanced at Tor, measuring him with his eyes again, as if to see if he was growing visibly as they talked.

Sticking out his tongue, Tor sighed.

"They aren't doing anything like that at all. I can read it in his field. Perfectly chaste and proper." Looking around he hunched a bit and went wide eyed, it was a playful thing his brother did at times, to show he was joking. "We should keep that quiet, or we'll ruin Tim's reputation as a ladies' man."

That got sage looking nods all the way around, and got Trice to move her shoulder next to his and hold his hand gently.

"Don't worry, I know lots of things we can do that are perfectly legal, and still enough fun to be worth trying out. Tomorrow? About seven in the evening, or did you want to do something earlier?" She, it seemed, was ignoring the threat that Ali had made to show up en mass. She also pitched her voice to sound a bit throaty and seductive. It was so clear that she was playing to the crowd that Tim just nodded.

"That sounds about right. I'll make snacks. Bring a change of clothes." That part was over the top, but, then again, for the room they stood in it wasn't really. He was under age, but also technically an adult. It was an uncertain area for some. Not for him, but at least a few of the people, mainly women, watching him, seemed a lot more interested suddenly than they had been earlier.

In that kind of way that made his skin crawl and suspect treachery now. Thanks to Nora.

He did a good enough job of seeming like he meant it that Trice actually blushed, but then nodded, as if she'd really be spending the night on Noram Day Vigil. Tor actually huffed at him and turned away, as if watching what someone else was doing, even if he had to get at least part of what Trice had planned. Maybe more than Timon did, if he was reading her field closely. That could explain his reaction. If so, his brother was becoming a better player than he'd ever managed before. As far as Tim knew at least.

After that, mercifully, they managed to get outside, which meant they were able to leave. He had to find his floating trunks first, but that wasn't too hard, since they were in the same small room they were left in. Heather picked up her clothing and started to change, taking both amulets off at once, before even picking up her carefully folded gown.

It was very different, but nobles just really didn't care about nudity as much as rural people did. They hardly cared at all in fact. He tried to look at her a polite amount, but that caused him to become aroused, which reminded him instantly of things he didn't want to think about. In the end he had to look away, but forced a smile, hoping his regard had been enough for her not to feel insulted. She was attractive, but explaining that it was all him probably wouldn't be enough.

She dressed efficiently however, and no one stopped them as they left, not even to chat. She kept brushing at the front of her clothing, the dirt not wanting to leave where it had touched. It probably wouldn't, without water. The soil in the area of the Capital was fine and a nice light tan color, but it got into everything. Including the small nooks and crannies of fabric.

After setting up his craft, which just appeared in total silence, just like it always did, they climbed in and moved out of the area carefully, not going too fast at all. When they were about ten miles away he pushed the palm sized control piece all the way forward, making sure to climb high enough he wouldn't accidentally hit a mountain or anything. The pressure change wasn't too bad, but some people didn't like it at all.

Heather just stared into the night, her face not moving for a long time. Finally she moved to look at the side of his head.

"You were made uncomfortable, when I took my clothing off. Is it me?" Her words were light enough, as if she didn't care if that was the case, but it was a trap. Even he, with no real relationship experience at all could hear it in her voice.

"No. I... You know that I killed Countess Alan? Do you know why?" It was possible that everyone in the world knew. He'd really thought that the whole thing had been pretty well hidden, but apparently not so much.

"Not at all. We were just told that you did it. Didn't the King just order it done?"

"Uh, not at all. She and a Larval Assassin kidnapped me and..." It felt, for a moment, like the words were just too big to come out, especially to a stranger. He forced them to anyway, trying not to care about anything at all. They didn't shame him, it was just that thinking about it all reminded him of it. "They tortured me. They used a rack, and a special pain inducing Austran chemical that's supposed to be the very worst pain a person can feel. It was three days. It felt like weeks. Nora... abused me the whole time. Raped me. Then she used a knife to cut my manhood about halfway off." He dared to glance at her and actually managed a small smile. "Don't worry, the healing device fixed it, but when I was trying to escape, I built a cutter. It wasn't a big thing, but I was so damaged that I couldn't reach the chains on my legs. I cut them off. My legs I mean, so I wouldn't die a prisoner. My Grandfather and his people came and got me about then, and managed to save me. Now all the scars are just the ones on the inside, but..."

Tim stopped talking and glanced at her again, expecting pity. It wasn't there. Instead he looked into the face of rage.

"Why? Did they need your secrets so badly that they did such barbaric things?" There was a hiss after she spoke, followed by another.

"Not at all. They didn't even ask me to tell them anything. They just wanted to use my communications device, the old style one, to get in touch with Tor, then they were going to make me scream, to get him to come and save me. He never answered. I could have told them that he wouldn't. In fact, I'm pretty certain I did mention that, early on. Anyway, that, the torture and abuse were linked inside my mind, so now, if I even start to get interested in a woman, I panic. Especially very tall women. So, no, it wasn't about you at all. Except that you're too attractive. Probably best to keep your clothing on around me for the time being." Plus he was too young, but he didn't bother mentioning that. She wasn't offering herself to him, just making sure she hadn't been offensive. Possibly seeking to reassure herself that her looks hadn't faded yet at the same time. They hadn't.

There was still a lot of anger inside of her it seemed. She didn't hit anything, but it was clear she wanted to.

"Damn her. I knew that not everyone that held bad feelings towards the Cordes family were totally savory people, but I didn't think I was crawling into bed with monsters of that scale. Did Count Rodriguez play a role in that? Is that why you captured and... questioned him?"

Timon looked straight out the window.

"Tortured. I used some of that Austran pain medicine on him and two of his people. I know it works after all. It was out of revenge, but not because of that. Count Rodriguez had taken Petra hostage and tortured her for three weeks. They nearly ruined her, but some friends of mine and I were able to get to her, and help her heal. That's why I went after him. To hurt him for doing that. She was supposed to marry him. It wasn't just him grabbing someone to try and question her, some random person. She was his, and trusted him. She was at his house to spend time with him and he betrayed her so... evilly." There was no heat in the words, but he meant them all the same. His right palm was a bit damp, from the contact with the shield material that made up the hand control. That and stress. It wasn't a comfortable line of discussion.

"I think I understand." Slowly a hand came out and touched his right shoulder. It was all he could do not to tense up or pull away. "Thank you for offering myself and my people your protection. I didn't know what that meant, before. I really thought you were mocking me, saying I was too weak to defend myself and my people. I half wondered if the Queen had gotten you to do it. We've never gotten along that well. I didn't know that you were a person to be reckoned with. I apologize for my error." The strange thing there was that she really seemed to mean it.

He nodded.

"No offense taken. It is kind of a funny idea. Everyone probably thinks I'm just going to use you for sex or something anyway. Drain the banks and run off with your coin. I won't." He meant the coin, but the other thing wasn't happening either.

She let it all go, for about two minutes.

"What are you going to do with Cousin Patricia? She seems to have plans for you that way. I know at least some of what she means to do, but if you can't stand the sight of a woman without clothing, I'm not sure if it will..." Heather suddenly looked out the window to the east, falling silent as if she had worked something out for herself.

It was kind of nice in a way, since that meant she stopped talking about things that might make him feel uncomfortable. Instead of letting her start again, Tim pointed out that he had communications devices in the back, where the cases floated, looking like black blobs in the mainly dark interior of the craft. He could make lights, but they made it too hard to see out.

She was fairly docile really, just taking directions from him, and once she had the right unit in hand, hitting the sigil for Petra. The new units were harder to use, kind of like an Austran compact in style, working off of magic, instead of technology. Each one could reach hundreds of others now, instead of the sixty or so the old style ones had. They also flashed with a much brighter light than the original ones did, making them harder to ignore. If you were in the same room at least and hadn't stuffed the thing in a box.

Petra hadn't. After a few minutes a very sleepy sounding tall girl answered, her voice rough.

"What is it? Do you know what time it is? Grrr. I swear, if this is another person asking me what I'm wearing, I will hunt you down and kill you." She didn't sound like she meant it totally, but as tempting as it was to push her on the matter, Timon let it go and refrained from asking her about her clothes.

"Pet? This is Tim. Countess Montblanc came over to our side, in exchange for some help. You can check with the King on it, but we need to get a full complement of healing devices to County Montblanc as soon as possible. Sorry to wake you, but..." It wasn't a fun idea, but every second they were at dinner, people had been dying. There wasn't a lot he could do about that, so he didn't dwell on the idea. People would die. More would die if they were slow. Now it was pretty much up to Petra to get the items there and Heather and her remaining people to handle distribution and recovery of the things after they were used. Tor was being very careful with them, he hadn't said why.

For any normal person it would be about all the gold he could make off of them, but Tor didn't care about that. It had to be something else. There were several things it could be, but given his brother, it was probably something deep and important. Healing people would have some negative effect, or at least that was a possibility. Something like that. It wasn't that the amulets weren't stable, the fields were strong and would last for decades. Tim had felt that for himself.

From the device in the Countess's hand, his friend spoke, her words a bit clearer, thanks to the urgency in his own voice.

"Really? That's great. How did that happen? Did the King, or I don't know, Tor..."

"No, it was Timon. He knocked on my door and then forced me to see reason. I was there, and honestly don't know what actually happened. I do know that he's baking for me and doing house chores for the next few weeks. That was part of the deal. He still hasn't mentioned who exactly sent him. The King seemed shocked to hear what he was saying when he called earlier." She sounded almost chatting, as if talking to an old friend.

"Heather? Where are you?"

"Coming from the Capital. It was, as you might imagine, humbling and humiliating. We can go over my fall later. We should get off of this thing so you can contact King Richard and confirm that this is all honestly happening. I'm not certain, but I think there's a party tomorrow at my home? Alyssa Baker claimed she might bring people, but I don't know if that was real or not. It seems a bit crass, given all the death in my County, but Patricia Morgan pointed out that having visitors will make this whole thing seem more real. You're in good with that lot, aren't you?"

Petra was clearly forcing herself out of bed, the thing squeaking as she did it.

"Yeah. Um, let me get with the Palace on this. If I can I'll have everything there by first light. If not..." What she would do wasn't said, not in any way they could hear. The line just dropped out. Turned off, since the things didn't go silent like that otherwise. You could drop them, or put them under water and they still worked just fine. They were basically on pieces of solid glass after all. No one had managed to even break one yet.

The rest of the trip back wasn't that long, but it felt that way, since they didn't have a lot to talk about. For one thing they just didn't have that much in common. They were from very different worlds after all, for all that Heather had spent the first twenty-six years of her life as a Conserina and he was of roughly the same basic rank. That didn't change the fact that every other thing about them was vastly different. Here they were anyway, trapped in a small space together, forced to be polite. Or, really, no one was making them, but doing otherwise would be foolish. She was a Countess, if one that was kind of out of favor now. With pretty much everyone, too. The rebels would feel betrayed by her, and the King's people would hate her for having turned on them in the first place.

On her part she probably didn't want to make him angry either really. After all, he could have the healing devices "lost" without any problem at all. It wasn't like he was going to lose sleep over anything like that. Honestly he couldn't imagine anyone having that sort of problem at all. Oh, he had bad dreams from time to time, but only ones about torture, or Nora coming back, not ones that made him feel bad about anything he'd actually done.

The silence would have been oppressive, except for the fact that he was too busy fighting to keep his eyes open already. It wasn't that bad, but it took focus to make certain he wouldn't accidentally plow the craft into the dark earth below. That wouldn't leave him looking good, would it?

He landed next to his little cottage, and as soon as Heather got out started to unload the cube, late or not. Leaving the Fast Craft sitting out was an invitation for someone to take it after all. He didn't need that at the moment, so a bit more work was required before he rested. No one contacted them again, which either meant there was a problem or that Petra had fallen back to sleep. Or, and he realized that it was far more likely, the woman had gotten in her own vehicle and was loading it at that moment instead of wasting time.

"Do you have enough people to pass the healing devices around when they get here?" It wasn't hard to use them or anything, but it had to be done one person at a time. People would still die while waiting their turn, but acting too slowly, or leaving things just sitting around in a box wouldn't get them fixed faster.

Heather held her hands in front of her rather unclean white dress. In the dark it was hard to see her, since her skin wasn't very reflective. His showed a lot better that way. 

"We do have a system in place. The original plan was for us to send a third of the shipment to each major city, and pass them that way, spreading out to the countryside. Then, due to... mistakes, the items weren't delivered. I suppose I can understand why, but this attack is still monstrous. Since when did the crown punish the common people for the actions of their leaders?" It was pretty clear the woman didn't expect and answer at all. That made sense. After all, if you talked to a thousand kids his age at that moment, most wouldn't know anything about the situation at all. A lot of them would have to ask what she meant, as far as that went.

Timon just looked toward the pale shapeless form of her legs.

"The crown didn't." It was the kind of thing that she'd probably find out eventually, so it was better for him to say it, then let her feel extra betrayed later, right? Of course she might hate him after she knew, but that was probably what she should feel. "My Grandmother, the Gray Ancient, made the plague to kill most of the world. Tor made the healing devices to undo that. It was a heroic measure too. He made more devices for this in a week than all the builders and copiers in Noram could have made in twenty years or more. The decision to withhold them wasn't the King's, or my brother's."

There was a soft inhalation that he couldn't see. It sounded baffled, rather than shocked. After all, she already knew that the things hadn't been delivered as planned. It was hardly news to her.

"No, I did that part. I took the ones that were meant to go to you, and to all those that were announcing themselves at war with us. It was to weaken you all. So... all the death of your people, that comes from me. It really is barbaric. Even Tor called me that when he found out about it. It's a horrible thing, but then, I'm pretty much a horrible person, so I can do things like that."

Timon waited to be called names or even be attacked, but it didn't come. Instead there was just a soft sobbing from where the giant woman stood. It only happened once, and then there was the sound a very deep breath being taken.

"Am I supposed to believe that? A single boy can thwart the might and will of the entire Kingdom, and that no one could stop you? I don't know if you took the devices initially, but even if you did, the King could have ordered you to bring them back. Your brother could have. No, it doesn't matter whose hand did the stealing, it was King Richard that made the final decision. I hate him for it, but it's already done, isn't it?"

Things suddenly felt awkward. After all, demanding that she blame him for his own actions didn't make a lot of sense, but there wasn't a lot of logic to her words. Was it his responsibility to fix what she was thinking? Could he?

"I told you the truth. I also get that you already have problems with the King and his family, or had at least. You need to make certain that you don't go back on your word, or I'll look pretty bad." He smiled, not meaning it, but was glad that she couldn't see it. That kind of thing just made you seem unbalanced. "We should get some sleep. The devices will come, or not. Being exhausted won't help us either way."

She murmured something that sounded like she was wishing him pleasant dreams, rather than cursing his name like she probably should have. She walked alone to her front door, some twenty yards away over the soft grass of her lawn. It wasn't perfectly cared for, being winter. He didn't feel the cold, but realized, after it was too late, that she had to have been freezing the whole time. With that thought he went into his own little dwelling and secured the door, then changed into other clothing and slept until the noise from outside woke him.

No one had knocked and the sun was already up when he stepped outside. Nearly a hundred people were there, filling boxes with healing devices, that or packs, and loaded them onto horses, riding away as if it were a race. Petra called out instructions and pointed to a man that looked more like a thief than an official of some kind.

"You there, are you ill?" Her long finger pointed at the smaller man rudely, but he just coughed, a wet and miserable sounding thing, and nodded. He had a grizzled look about him, but didn't stop working, scooping handfuls of the devices into sacks and boxes for others, calling for them to go quickly.

Petra didn't stop him either, just walking over and holding one of the small focus stone things to his neck. He paused for a bit, clearly having trouble healing that fast and moving at the same time, but uncomfortable or not, after a few seconds, he continued.

The pretty woman, with her richly dark skin and rose colored fighting leathers just looked at the people around her, a sense of admiration coming from her for some reason.

"You're all very brave and strong. Heal yourselves first anyway. You'll do better work that way and be able to keep going longer. We can't afford to have people falling on their rides and deliveries." When that first man was finished, color coming back to his cheeks and breathing becoming easy, she moved to another person, a tired and sweaty looking woman. Timon caught on to the idea and did the same.

It took a while but working that way, slowly, riders finally started to move out. No one blamed them for being late, but no one called out their thanks either. They had work to do after all. One of the people, a tall woman that he realized after a few moments was the Countess herself, had set up outside her front gate, handing the devices to passersby.

"Take them to your homes and heal everyone there, then pass them to your neighbors and have them do the same. Leave no gaps in this, even if it means traveling the land yourself to see it done." She sounded tired, as if she hadn't slept at all, but she kept saying the words, over and again. The scene really didn't change for hours, until newly healthy people came and took over. Guardsmen and minor officials mainly. That, or those in their families that lived and could take up their tasks. Some of the people were kids, who, healed or not, ran with gasping breaths to move the pieces around. 

By mid-day no one was coming to be healed, the locals all having been given a chance already.

Heather finally walked over to them and oddly enough, gave Petra a hug.

"Pet. Thank you. Many have died of this and I fear more will yet, but thanks to your actions we might manage to save most. I won't forget this." She didn't let go of the slightly shorter giantess for a long time, holding herself up it seemed.

"Don't thank me. Tim was the one that set it all in motion. How did that happen anyway? I didn't know that you two were friends." There was no stress on the last word, but Petra knew about his personal problems as well as anyone really did.

He shrugged. For a moment he considered just lying, but it didn't really matter, did it?

"Kolb, the Weapons master from my sister's school wanted to get me out of the way for a bit, so that I wouldn't distract Tiera from her work, or something along those lines. He asked me to try and infiltrate here, but you know, I think I might be a little unhinged and suicidal on a subconscious level, so I just came to the door and announced myself. One thing led to another and I ended up bossing the King into fixing things instead of being prideful about it. It wasn't hard. I know that you don't agree Heather, but he's actually the best leader we can get for now. Everyone thinks they can do better, but how many would accept your word as enough to make things right like he did?" It was turning into a lecture, which the tall brown haired woman was clearly making herself eat without comment, so he turned back to his own friend and waved it all away.

She grinned a little at least.

"Well, however it happened, I'm glad that we're able to bring in the healing devices now. So many died..."

That pretty much killed the conversation at least. Petra made some communications efforts then, to let everyone know that the initial part of the job was, if not finished, at least started. Timon was given the job of getting in touch with the King, while she contacted Tor, since, as she put it, it would be easier that way.

"After all, Richard likes Timon. Constance isn't a big supporter there for some reason, but I'd have to go through six people just to talk to the man, Tim won't." It sounded like something that had happened before, even if it didn't make sense. Richard was a relative of hers after all. Closer by blood than he was by far.

It really did seem to work that way however, because a few moments after he found his second chest and dug out the old style communications device with its glowing sigils, the man himself was on it, having clearly scurried across the room just to chat with them.

"Is all well there, Tim?" The deep voice got attention from those that were still in the courtyard, including the grizzled looking man that Petra had gotten healed first. It wasn't just the magic either, since they'd all seen them being used that day already, a few moments before even.

"Yes, Sire. Things are going to plan. We need to arrange for some food shipments and possibly some other goods. Some coin too, to get things going again. People are healthier now, and thankfully it's winter, but a lot of people lost work for weeks."

The grumble that came back sounded a bit confused, but only slightly.

"Thankfully winter? Doesn't that make it harder?"

"Well, most already have food set by, so they aren't as desperate as they would have been otherwise, I don't think." It made sense to him, but no one seemed pleased to have that pointed out.

"Ah, I can see that. Still, the people of County Cannor and County Printer have stepped up their fishing efforts, knowing that harder hit areas might need their goods. We have special funds set aside for this, from your brother and his Lady wife. My son and your new brother, Gerent Lairdgren, are in charge of those funds I believe. Can you make arrangements with them on that score? I could send someone..."

"No, thank you. It will go faster if I do it, I think, even if that normally wouldn't make sense. I'll need to get with one of them and Collette Coltress. She's off in Barony Coltress right now, I think... Anyway, happy Noram Day. Please tell everyone I said that? Especially Aunt Constance. Rumor has it that we're not getting along well now and that she intends to sabotage my social life. I look forward to it, since that probably means she'll have to build one for me first."

There was a dead silence from the device in his hand, and people stared at him like he was insane. Heather actually looked away, her lips tight.

Finally there was a soft laugh, like bells, and a rustling that indicated someone was walking toward the device in the throne room.

"Things aren't that bad, yet. I was going to leave your name off some lists, but I think you might have a point. Taking away things that you don't care about won't do at all, will it? I'll have to fix that first." There was a general chuckle from the Palace, before she went on. "I look forward to it. Will you be in for the main celebration tomorrow?"

"After a set up like that? No, thank you." Timon actually smiled, meaning it for once. It was certainly more interesting now, such parties and what not, when the stakes were being raised. "We should get together and chat, soon. Tea or something? I can bring some winter cakes. I have a good recipe for them." That was just the truth. Enough so that he decided to try and make some for later that day. It wasn't too late yet. Not if he could get the ingredients.

The Queen answered as if he were actually a person at least and not an enemy, which probably meant she had an actual plot against him in mind.

"Let's say a week? Things will have calmed down here a bit by then, I think."

"I look forward to it. See you then, Aunt Constance."

There were a few minutes of pleasantries, and the King got back on to say good day properly, but the conversation was actually over. It wasn't until he looked up that he realized half the people around him had very strange looks on their faces. Countess Montblanc in particular. She was, for some reason, close to tears. Reviewing the conversation didn't shed any light on the whole thing, but Petra explained well enough, clapping him on the back and letting her hand linger. Protectively, he realized, rather than in any kind of closer manner.

"Well, very few would willingly go head to head with the Queen like that. Not so openly." She sounded a bit dark about it, for all that there was a very large smile on her face. It let her very white teeth show nicely, but was clearly fake at the same time, strained around the edges.

The Countess moved toward him and then bowed, going low.

"Forgive me. My actions have caused trouble for you with her. I..."

Timon grinned, then let out a small laugh.

"Don't let it worry you. She and I have never really been friends. She finds me a bit rude, I think. Which is correct most of the time, no doubt. Ill bred and poorly taught as far as manners go. That causes me to not think of her as kindly as I probably should, so, you get what happens. We go round and round, making problems for each other. This latest bit is just more of the same and has little to do with you or yours." It was just the truth, but he had to explain to Petra what the most recent thing was then.

That meant everyone else heard his story about building the new device that showed his fake crest too. They all actually seemed impressed at least.

The Countess bowed again.

"And that's what caused the extra tension. Timon protecting me from their scorn. I have to say, Richard was gracious enough about it all. I made a mess of things, didn't I? I should have stayed out of it." She looked miserable enough for the moment, so Petra distracted them all by trying to get in touch with Tor.

That didn't take long either, the actual device was, once again, in the hands of Trice. She really needed to get her own. It wasn't like Tor wouldn't give her one either. In fact, he probably had already. It was just the kind of person he was, handing out presents and coin as if it had no value. It was one of the best things about him really.

"Petra? Are you calling to tell me to back off of your boyfriend already?" There was enough playfulness in her voice that Heather actually smiled. Given everything that was actually good to see.

Petra, having missed the whole conversation the night before, looked at that and then worked out that it wasn't all about Tor on her own. She often acted far more innocent and slow than she was, but the woman had a keen mind behind the pretty face. Anyone thinking otherwise was going to be taken by surprise.

"Possibly. We should at least share. Work out a schedule or something. I was actually just getting in touch to let Tor know that his devices were being spread out and used in County Montblanc. I know he was concerned about them being withheld." She stopped and looked at Timon, but Trice cleared her throat.

"He's baking right now. We have about thirty people coming to spend the evening with Heather, to show there are no hard feelings. That means Tor personally feels like he has to bring food for a hundred and fifty. You know how he is. Still, it smells good in here. I take it that you haven't had a lot of chance to set up a party there? Don't worry about it. Ali and Sherri Bonner are coming in early to help with that. Tell Timon not to plan anything for tonight. We have a date, he and I." She made it sound naughty and like something was actually going to happen.

Petra just gave a gentle nod.

"I see. Well, if you do too much with him, I will remove some of your teeth for you. Just so you know."

That got a bit of a chuckle, but when Trice spoke again her voice was more serious.

"Fair enough. Don't worry, we'll keep to the letter of the law. We should be in about seven, but the girls will be out sooner. In fact they should be there anytime really. They borrowed my Fast Craft."

The conversation wound down with just a bit more teasing directed his way and he managed it without any blushing or flashbacks to horrible torture. It was kind of odd, but he liked Trice well enough. It was more of a friendly thing than she was hinting at, but that was a message for him, most likely. She wanted something from him and it wouldn't be sex. Not even if she were secretly a bit of a pervert. Tim could buy that she might be, but this was different.

There was only so much that she'd come to him for, so it narrowed things down a lot.

He had some gold, true, but she could get a lot more from Tor, or even the King, if it was needed. For that matter she was a Ducharina and probably had a rather nice allowance of her own to fall back on. If she wanted magic, well, living in Lairdgren she had access to about seven of the best young builders in the Kingdom, not including Tor. There wasn't a lot that Tim could do that they couldn't.

The same followed for almost everything else too. The only thing that he had, that she didn't, was contacts in other lands. Not that they wouldn't listen to her if she showed up, but it really would be easier for him to do something there. Except that, in his own organization, there was one person that was probably better connected that way then he was. Mark Morgan, Trice's older brother.

So, while there were things that he could do for her, none of them seemed to be all that pressing. Or at least shouldn't be. It probably came down to her not wanting to spend time with someone unpleasant, or possibly knowing she needed to be in more than one place at a time.

It didn't really matter, since he'd find out what she really wanted later that night, most likely.

Looking up he saw the Fast Craft first, a tiny black rectangle on the horizon. It came at them fast, but no one else really noticed it until he pointed.

"I bet that's Ali and her friend Sherri. Nice girl, Sherri. Chatty." It wasn't exactly a major sin, but the girl annoyed him a bit at times because of that. It made him cranky, which wasn't fair to her, since, as he'd just mentioned, she really was sweet, most of the time.

Also sleeping with his sister, which set off his brotherly Two Bends protectiveness. It was stupid, but still there, inside of him. Girls were supposed to get married to one man and that was all. Not have a dozen lovers, and if they did, the idea that some of them would be women was...

Strange.

He accepted it for all the nobles, but Tiera wasn't one of them, she was his sister.

Trying to let that go he forced him mind to go completely blank. After all, it wasn't Sherri's fault that he'd been raised in the woods, was it?

Not at all.
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"Well, that's different." Tim put a pleasant expression on his face when he saw who was actually piloting the craft. It wasn't Ali, or even Judith, though she was riding with them for some reason. That was a little odd, since she had her own craft to use. She worked for him as a pilot after all.

It was Sherri that had flown them in. That reminded him that he needed to attend to his own Fast Craft grow operation. He hadn't that morning, but the whole thing was almost ready. He just wanted to make certain it had a chance to keep getting stronger for a while before testing them. If everyone was going to be learning to fly, he needed to hire as many of them as possible right off the start.

Otherwise it would be too hard to hold his monopoly on the Kingdom's fast transportation services.

Stealing the march, he moved in and gave Judy a quick hug. It was hard, since she was so tall that he actually felt a bit afraid of her, for all that they were friends. Then he gave a hug to Alyssa, who patted him on the back firmly.

"Tim! We came to help set things up for later, so that Countess Montblanc won't be caught out. I brought some friends, is that alright?" She searched the courtyard, but the only people left all seemed to be attached to the house. The remaining servants, most likely.

The Countess bowed toward her and managed to seem pleased, rather than put out.

"Lady Alyssa, I see that one should not take your words lightly? Welcome. Thank you all for coming. I'm afraid that we aren't really prepared to host guests, given the plague, but it's good to see new friends. I hope that next time we'll have things better prepared for your comfort."

Judy, who was busy giving a small hug to Petra, turned and shrugged.

"No one would expect anything, given the situation on the ground here. That's why we came, to make certain you don't have too much stress. Sorry, I should have introduced myself, we've met, but I was shorter then..." She bowed, which got everyone else to do the same. It was kind of the rule. If you met people and anyone bowed, then everyone in your group did too. In this case it meant that everyone that could see them did as well, so Tim smiled and waved at the very tall fighter.

"This is Judith Press, Conserina first, Printer." It was an important thing to point out, since a lot of people missed the fact that the tall country girl was a true noble. Like him, she'd been raised to think of herself as pretty much a regular person, away from the city. Her current title would go away as soon as Countess Printer had a child, but so far that hadn't even been hinted at.

He kept going, or trying to, even as Heather moved in, taking both of the girl's hands.

"You honor me with your presence. I should warn you that your Countess is likely to be less than pleased with me. I won't take offense if you should choose to leave instead."

The big girl shrugged, her clothing being made to look like a student's brown canvas. All of the girls were dressed the same way. Probably because it marked them as being harmless. That wasn't the truth, but it was a good enough idea. They were school kids after all. Even the two he didn't recognize.

"Thank you for the concern, but that won't be needed. It was Holly Printer wot said I should see to your aid, if I could. Within reason of course." There was no smile with it, but her words didn't sound overly hard either. It was just a statement of fact to anyone listening. Judith had been sent there to see to things. Probably to report on what was happening as well.

Timon waved at Sherri then and walked over to her, opening his arms, even they weren't really that close. He was almost surprised when she hugged him, but only because she actually smiled at him warmly while she did it. She pretty much had to return the gesture, or it would be rude, but she seemed to mean it.

"This is a friend of mine, Sherilyn Bonner. Baronetta." He moved on, not adding in the number, because he wasn't really certain what that was, to be honest. "She's a homemaking student up at Lairdgren."

The rest of the people were mysteries to him, so he turned to Ali, hoping she'd know their names. Before she could speak, Sherri did, smiling at the tall boy and girl that were hanging back.

"These others are Mitchell Thom and Demis Sandis. They're staying with the rest of us at the school for the holiday and came to help. Mitch is over in the fighters section, but promised to do any lifting and totting that we need done. Demis is in homemaking, with me."

They started to unload the goods from the back of the craft, which had a lot of food in the mix, as well as some evergreen boughs for decorations. They were clearly fresh cut, the scent of pine coming off of them so strong that for a half moment he felt like he was at home, in Two Bends.

There was enough food for about two hundred people, but no one had known what the situation was really going to be. It wasn't a bad idea, and actually reminded him of something, once he thought of it.

"Right, Judy, as soon as we get this into my cottage, will you help me with something? I need to bother your Countess and it will look better if I have someone she actually knows on hand." It was probably jumping over the line a bit, going to the woman about some fish, but who else was going to have communications devices there yet?

"On it. Just the one kitchen? I don't know much about cooking, but don't we need more than that?"

It was a real point, so he went to his trunks and found the small stash of magical houses that he'd made. He had seven left now. Getting two of them out he handed them to Demis, as if he knew her. It wasn't his reasoning, it was just that, out of all of them, she was the one carrying the least in each trip so far.

"Can you set these up? They have water pumps built in, so if you..." He didn't finish explaining, since Sherri ran over to help her. It would mean taking longer to get all the work done, but it wouldn't take that long. After all, it was just what was in the one craft.

Before anything else was done, he got a batch of winter cakes going, the thick batter made even denser by all the dried and candied fruit he put into the mix, along with chopped tree nuts. A simple baking sheet would be enough for them, since they were a dry dough, meaning they wouldn't stick very easily. He had to find that in the Countess's kitchen, but the seedy and disreputable man from earlier helped him find the right person.

"You'll want to go to Mr. Combs, I believe. Excellent man, he and some of the others have been doing what they could to help those in need with the Countess's single healing amulet. He is, if I'm correct in my thinking, the butler here." The very man was pointed out and he sent a girl scurrying for the needed pots and pans directly, once he figured out what was desired. Then he set to taking the decorations in, trying not to seem hurried as he moved.

"Thanks. Sorry, I missed your name? I'm Timon Baker." He didn't add the title, since the man didn't seem to be the kind to care about things like that overmuch.

"Brent. Brent Cavetti. I'm a Servant of the Heavens. You probably haven't heard of us, but my meeting place is just down the street, so I came to help when I saw the people headed this way earlier."

That made some sense. Most places had at least one, and sometimes several, religious leaders. The Servants of Heaven were a smaller sect, but they actually backed up their beliefs with hard work, and tried to help those in need, when possible. Timon had seen a few of their meeting halls while he was doing deliveries for the family business.

"Nice to meet you. Sorry to get your help and run, but I have some cakes to put together."

The man didn't say anything, just nodding a bit and stepping back, so that he could get to his work, even if making cakes had to sound cold, given the rest of the day. He didn't look disapproving. Just pensive.

Then Tim scrambled fast, keeping the trays moving in and out of his oven two at a time. It was all he had room for in the smooth black magical construct. Judy finally found him, just as the last batch was going in, the whole place smelling of rich spices. Cinnamon and clove mainly, with just a hint of ginger underneath. No one was in with him, they did keep running in to get supplies. The undercook for the Countess, the same girl that had given them the pots and pans earlier, was doing her own work inside, but had to borrow some things to round out the pantry.

It had been hard to get deliveries for a while after all.

She was leaving just as his tall friend came in. Judith smiled at the much shorter woman, who couldn't have been fifteen, making her actually fit in with the rest of them well. The overcook had died it seemed, so ready or not, the girl was in charge of that section now. She seemed a bit shy and had the look of a commoner, being shorter than Timon and with hair nearly as dark. There was a wide eyed nod back, but the girl didn't speak at all, being busy.

"You still want me here to hold your hand while you talk to my cousin?" The words were a little harsher than actually needed, but the girl didn't take them back or anything. She just looked at him, as if he were acting like a baby.

Was he? It made sense to him, to have someone make the introduction, but was it really needed?

"I suppose not. I was just thinking that she'd be a little more likely to take your call than mine, but I guess it might be that she won't talk to either of us?"

"Don't be dense. You're a Countier, course she'll talk to you. Here..." The tall girl pulled her own, new style, communications device out and tapped the name in, to bring it up on her display. It took a few seconds, but a decently young sounding female voice spoke before she could hand the device over.

"Happy Noram's Vigil! This is Holly, how may I help you?" She sounded happy and festive. Also possibly a little drunk.

That could come in handy.

The device was thrust into his face, since Judy clearly wasn't planning on coddling him as far as introductions went at all.

"Hello! Happy Vigil! This is Timon Baker, I hate to bother you, but the Kingdom managed to open up County Montblanc yesterday. Things are peaceful here, but we could use some extra food and sundries I suspect. No one has really asked for anything yet. I can get gold for it, from the special fund, the King has already cleared that, but I kind of need an amount? I still have to clear it with Prince Alphonse and Gerent Lairdgren." He figured that would cover most of what the woman would need to know, but instead of answering with the needed amount of coin, or telling him to call in a few days, the woman on the other end of the device... giggled.

"Right oh! Tim Baker? Aren't you supposed to be in classes here in town? We held a place for you, but you never showed up."

It hardly seemed to be that important now, did it? They had a war going on, a full blown rebellion, not just a polite squabble or two, which happened every few years. It seemed fair enough to him that he'd be late. That had nothing to do with the original problem, did it?

"Sorry about that. I had a bit of a problem with funds. You pulled my scholarship, if you remember? Two weeks before the term was to start. I have the coin for it now, but I had to earn that before I could afford to go." There was no bitterness in his voice, but a soft gasp came from the other side of the device anyway.

"Crap. I knew I shouldn't have said anything. I wasn't trying to put you on the spot, word had just reached me that someone was paying for you. From Collette Coltress. I guess I need to have words with her."

Timon had suspected that's where things had come from originally. It really was based on something that Tor had said, and wasn't her fault overly.

"No need. I already did. Thanks. I don't suppose I can get in next year? I can pay in advance now. I'll understand if you think that I'm unreliable. I should have come and explained it all to you myself." Or at least sent a letter. Too late for that now.

"I think we can arrange that. You should come visit the school and see if it's to your standards. Maybe bring Tor with you? He hasn't been out to see it yet and it was his idea. His funds are paying for it even. He doesn't want that known, I don't think, so be careful in what you mention that way."

"Sure. I'll ask. Not to be a pain, but can I get a good deal on some fish?" Somehow he managed to make it sound funny enough that the woman laughed.

"Right, we can get you fourteen tons, dried. That will cost about ten gold per ton. We might also spare some winter saved vegetables and a few fresh greens, and some other things. Call it... A thousand gold in all? It won't go over that at least. That doesn't cover shipment. You'll need to get with someone else for that. Duke Morgan does a good job there and has been known to give discounts for Kingdom work." She sounded more serious now. Less drunk too.

"Alright. I'll set that all up. Can it be ready for delivery inside the week? I'll try to bring the funds for it as soon as I can. I don't know how long I'll have to beg to get it."

"I think so. I'll put the word out with the store house to get it ready." There was a long pause then, and a clink that made it sound like something was being poured into a glass. In the background there were people singing.

It was Noram's Eve Vigil, and should have been dark there already, if only just.

"I need to go, the festivities are starting. I look forward to meeting you in person."

"And I you. Thanks."

The line dropped out then, as Judith smiled knowingly.

"Told ya. You didn't need me at all. Didn't even have to drop my name. Everyone knows that you're important already. More than me at least." There was a slight hint of bitterness to the words, but she didn't explain. Really it wasn't needed. Her face told the whole story.

She was trapped between two different worlds. A girl that was from the country, thrust into the world of power and position, but knowing the whole time that it was, at best, only temporary. That probably explained her willingness to do things like work as a pilot while in school. She needed to set herself up for an entire life after all, and being a fighter, while a job, wasn't a very good one. Most of the nobles that took that course of study were really just big people that weren't all that academically inclined, when you got down to it. Judy wasn't ever going to be leading the Printer Armies into war for instance, or even leading the charge for them, most likely.

She was just stuck that way.

Timon grunted, a low sound that came with a fake grin.

"Oh, I'm important now? Good to know. Why? Because my brother is the best builder ever? That one's a mixed bag, I'll tell you now. For every good thing that's come of being around him, an equally bad one always seems to happen. I guess it balances, but it isn't something that I'm particularly fond of."

That got her to cross her arms and glare down at him as he put his communications device away. Or started too. He realized that it was hers and laughed, handing it back before she could say anything. It made it look almost like he'd been playing with her, pretending to take her device, but she didn't let that distract her at all.

"Y'all look here. We've been at war for near on four months and had two real battles so far. I fought in one of them, at the Capital, but most the Lairdgren kids were there, so it ain't that special. In that time one of the main traitors was kilt, and one captured. Then you come here, by your lonesome, and get Countess Montblanc to surrender to you just by knocking on her door? That ain't normal, is it?" Her accent was thickening a lot. It wasn't too much for him to hear through, but it did show she was a little worked up for some reason.

He smiled at her and shook his head.

"You helped with Count Rodriguez. That was important. Most of the rest of that was just me trying to survive, or, I don't know, maybe die well? How about this; I'll stop whining, if you do? What's with the moodiness today anyway? Did something happen that I don't know about? Some relationship thing or something like that? If some boy turned you down, he's a moron."

"No. Nothing like that. I just had some words with Holly earlier. I want to go back home and join the military, but she won't hear of it, because I'm her heir. I sort of told her that I was going to run off and join the King's Army, but she said that she'd shut that down if I did. Then she sent me along here, trying to pretend that this is something important or daring. Like it ain't just some party." There was a sullen look to follow the words, which clearly told anyone watching that she expected Tim to say that Holly was right about at least the last point.

The fact was, that he didn't care enough to bother. Not on that topic.

"Well, I'd appreciate it if you didn't do that yet. I have some other plans for you."

"Really? What, me on my knees while you..." At least she stopped before the last bit came out.

"Heh. No. Oddly enough. That still wouldn't line up. Think about it. Tor is going to have a new batch of Fast Craft ready soon, and if all goes well, so will I. My Aunt Orange is going to be leading the new space fleet, but she'll need pilots and you can already do at least part of what's needed. As soon as possible I was thinking that we could set up a training school for that. Plus I don't want to lose you as a pilot yet. You do decent work after all. It's not like I can let Mark take over when I go off to school next year, and Morgan, while a great person, is a commoner. Most of our clients are going to be nobles for a long time. That leaves either you or Tiera and I'd rather not have every other pick-up end in a duel."

The girl scowled at him for a bit, but then shook her large head, her thin body tense.

"I guess. Holly might forbid that too. It's like she wants me to end up back in a cabin on the river, you know?"

Timon didn't know, of course. He'd never met the woman, but it really didn't seem likely.

"More to the point, my bet is that she's afraid that she'll die without issue, leaving the County to you. I don't know what she's been up to that makes her think that, but it fits what she told you."

He left out the part about anyone wanting to join the military at sixteen being a moron. She wasn't one really, even if she wasn't as smart as he was. Few were.

"Well, I guess I could try your plan, if I can. Think that this Orange Ancient will have me?" She did not sound sure of that herself at all.

"I have no clue. She seems like your kind of person, so why not? Your mind is young and malleable still, and you have hobbies in common, such as thrashing people that annoy you. It should be a good starting place at least."

Then he started to load the slightly warm winter cakes onto a tray, for transportation into the house. It was creeping up on time for others to start showing up after all. He'd made five dozen of the things. Hopefully that would be enough. They were having a full dinner to go with it, but it was kind of a random thing, as to what anyone would bring. In Two Bends when they did that kind of thing they always had to make a list of who was bringing what, since otherwise they always ended up with ten batches of vinegar potatoes. Everyone loved it, but there were limits to that.

No one had even tried that for this little event, whatever it really was. 

Noram's Vigil, of course, but a very slapped together party.

The set up didn't really need him overly, since the decorations were already up and the food was coming out nicely enough it seemed. The girls from the school were making things without burning anything at all. That didn't mean things wouldn't be undercooked, of course, but it smelled pretty good. It would be awkward and make him look bad if he just stood around, so Tim decided to help get the food inside, to the ball room. It looked pretty nice, in a slightly country fashion. The pine bows were on the walls, tied with ribbon, as they should be, but there were also hand painted decorations and plush metal colored garlands that were made of silk.

It made sense that a Countess would have things like that in storage, but someone had to have been moving pretty fast to get that done. It appeared to be a combination effort, with Mr. Combs and Mitchell actually working up a sweat as they got it all ready. The butler looked red and a bit uncomfortable, dressed in his fine work outfit already. It had damp spots on it already.

That didn't stop him at all.

He was an older fellow, nearly thirty by the look of him, his hair thinning on the top but still a nice dark color that looked black at the moment, given the light and the level of effort. It was clear that he was a good worker, as well as talented. The place had gone from an empty room made of polished wood to something that anyone would be proud to call their own.

The table with the food was set up, as Ali had promised, school fashion. That wasn't the way they ate in the dining room, from what he'd seen, so it probably referenced something that the kids themselves did at parties. That or the classes in the homemaking section were a lot different than he thought they'd be.

At a bit before seven almost everyone suddenly vanished, heading into the large house itself, a thing that was nearly a true Palace, but not exactly big enough for that designation, or into one of his little cottages. Mainly to change and clean up, Tim figured. It was a good point. He covertly sniffed under his arm as he walked to do the same thing. He wasn't exactly ripe, but there was a mustiness that wouldn't work well at a party. That got him to move into the shower for about ten minutes, scrubbing with some nice lime scented soap, then standing under the cool forced air drying system for about five minutes. It left him a little damp, but clean.

Then it was just a few moments of focus to change his outfit into a nice, very dark red, velvet outfit. He gave it a light blue trim and set it to seem real, making it a little uneven at the cuffs and causing what looked like a few errant threads to poke out in just a few places. Then he added a couple of spots of fake lint, and combed his hair back. It was pretty short, since that was the fashion now, and easier to take care of. It meant finding a barber every month or two, but that took less time than pony tails and constant brushing. He wasn't a horse after all.

At first no one showed up, which had Heather looking a bit firm around the mouth. It bothered her, Tim could tell, but she clearly didn't think that many people would show up. Why would they? It was both a last minute party, on one of the biggest days for that sort of thing during the year, and at the same time was being held in a plague zone. Even if people were willing to forgive her little spot of treason, that made it unlikely that many would be coming to celebrate with them.

Tor would come. After all, his wife was there. That probably meant at least a few others would show up too. It was a bit surprising that they hadn't shown up already, but not that much. After all, Trice seemed like the kind of person that would make others late, just to be in fashion.

At fifteen after the hour Timon found himself standing next to Heather at the front door of her home, trying to think of what to say to help her feel better about herself and the whole situation. Having her feel slighted wasn't going to make her love the King any more than she did, and things were kind of strained there for some reason anyway.

Thankfully a knock came. It was a bold and powerful pounding, a human fist on wood, coming from about six feet up the large double doors at the front of the place. That meant it was a giant. That or someone smart enough to fake it.

He smiled, not able to think of who would be coming that was that tall.

"There we go. At least one person decided to come and visit with me." The Countess didn't seem all that relieved really, but answered the door herself. The butler was busy and it actually looked better. Not as rich and powerful, but more humble. Heather could use that to her advantage.

When the large thing opened there was a massive form on the other side. He was tall, dressed in bright green, which meant he'd come for the party and not to fight, and had a bottle in his hand. That was also a very good sign. His wild beard was the normal red brown that it always was, but the man was smiling, which only happened about half the time.

"Heather!" Count Peterson looked around and then down at Timon. It took a second, but recognition flashed finally. The man wasn't a genius, but he was smarter than he looked. "And Countier Baker! I'd heard that you'd stepped in for County Montblanc." There was no hint of joking or derision in the words at all. In fact the man bowed to him first, then Heather. It was a very peculiar thing, which got the Countess to stiffen a little, which Peterson caught, his face going hard suddenly.

"That's no small thing, and not a joke, Heather. I've stood shoulder to shoulder with the man in combat, and he took most of the foe himself. Rogue military men, all well armed, and set to kill King Richard and his Lady wife, the Queen. Don't let his lack of years fool you. No one hearing that he stands for you will think it less than real if they have a thought in their head." He sounded almost gruff about it, as if he were actually upset with the woman for not knowing all of that.

He made up for it with another bow toward her.

"It's good to see you back on the side of law and right. I have to say, I was most surprised that you threw in with the rebellion in the first place. We should discuss that, but later, when prying ears and eyes won't have as much of a chance to find out secrets. Now, where's the party?" He hefted the bottle, which was clearly his offering to the festivities.

Tim grinned. It was a decent fallback move, if you weren't certain what else to do.

"Through the door to the right there, but so far it's just you and a few schoolgirls. Well, and Mitchell. He's in the fighters section from Lairdgren. So is Judith Press. You should see if they have anything in common to talk about, until the adults get here." The Count ran the Flyers Corp after all. Both of the students would have skills that overlapped with his area of expertise even. It might be boring to talk about work, but Tim could sweeten the pot a little at least, with some extra information.

"Judy is going to be a trainer for the new space fleet. You two should get together and form a power block on the topic now, before anyone can steal it away from you. It fits your military specialty more than anyone else so far."

He didn't have to explain more than that at all, the man just throwing his head back to laugh hugely.

"Excellent! How will I know her?"

"Tallest girl there. Just go in yelling for Judith and that should work too." It was a joke, but clearly Raul Peterson just took him at his word, because the name was rather bellowed a few moments later, after he was out of sight.

Heather gave him a wide eyed look then.

"I didn't think that anyone that highly placed would be coming. Perhaps the Wizard Tor, being that his lady is here as well as his brother, but even that I'm not counting on... Exactly how much pull do you have?" It seemed like a sincere question, so he gave her a real answer.

"Almost none. The King does, and if he's smart, which he is, the man wants to do everything he can to make you feel loved right now. If he showers you with gifts and cuddles, then anyone else that's on the fence, rebellion wise, will see that changing sides is a good plan. If he locked you up or let you be too humbled, then a lot of them would just fight. Aunt Constance made a miscalculation there last night. One thing for her to go after me, since it's a game we play, but using you, at that time... Well, we'll have words about it later, no doubt, she and I." It was an offhand statement, but the Countess was about to say something when the next knock came.

This one was lower down. Probably coming from a person not much taller than he was. They didn't use the knocker. That would have sounded different.

Again, Heather humbled herself, opening the door with her own hand, and again there was a Count standing there, along with several other people.

Most of them Tim's own relatives.

Count Lairdgren smiled up at the larger Countess, his eyes looking happy. He wore green too, but that made sense, being that it was his house color.

"Good evening. We heard there was a celebration for the vigil? Do you have room left for a few more bodies?" The words were smooth, holding a slightly bored quality to them. The man looked like Tor, if a few years older. It was close enough that people confused them from time to time, even though they felt very different. For one thing Tim was almost certain his brother still had a few shreds of humanity left in him. If the Count cared about anything it was in a very remote, academic, fashion. Most of the Ancients were a bit like that, but Green was the worst one, so far. The Blue's all were too, if he were going to be honest, but this man was practically his own brother, so the standard was higher.

Bonita moved in, a basket of something that looked heavy in her hand, and gave him a hug. Then he was surrounded, because his mother and father were there, being introduced to the Countess, along with Terry, Tess and Taman. They all wore cute little multicolored outfits, including his parents. Terry and Tara both held packages which were clearly food and Taman moved forward with a bow, holding a cloth wrapped package up for the Countess to take, it wasn't very big, but was clearly a gift for her.

"Thank you for having us, Countess Montblanc." The words still had a bit of that little kid quality, but she bowed, which got everyone else to.

"Oh, thank you! Is this from your parents?" Heather smiled at the thing in her hand anyway, but Lauralie shook her head.

"She made it herself. You probably want to open it now. Otherwise she'll pester you the whole evening until you do." There was good humor in the words at least.

"Really? That's wonderful, thank you miss..."

Tim provided the information for her, since small children didn't rate full introductions normally.

"Taman Baker. Conserina Lairdgren."

The Count cleared his throat gently, "Builder, Taman Baker." There was actually something closing in on pride behind it. "What you hold is her first build. It took her four days of constant work, without sleep, to get it done. It's impressive. Don't tell her I said that, I don't want her getting a big head. She still has a lot to learn."

The woman seemed to think it was a joke, but Tim didn't. He could build things and had been the youngest person to ever manage it on his own that anyone knew of, but Taman had been working daily, making copies and learning from Tor for months. She was six, but clearly was going to be something special. He probably should have felt sad, his one real claim to fame being stripped from him, but honestly, the distinction hadn't ever helped him at all, so it was probably just as well that his little sister hold the honor now.

The Countess looked at the little wood piece skeptically, but tapped the burnt patch on it anyway. For a second it didn't seem to do anything, but then a little tune started to play. It was a simple version of a Noram Day song that everyone knew. After a moment a voice started to sing. It was hers. Piping and annoying, as all child singers were, but in key at least. In the background it sounded like someone was playing a guitar.

The Countess teared up and grabbed the unfamiliar little girl into an embrace.

"Thank you! This is incredibly lovely. We should show everyone!"

Timon had to admit it was pretty good. It was themed to the holiday, personal to Taman, and delivered to the disgraced Countess from her own hand. For a half second he had to wonder if she'd planned all of that herself, actually realizing what it might mean to the woman? If so he was going to become a simple carter and leave the fate of the kingdom to her. He'd get the King to abdicate and grow turnips or something useful like that and she could run things for them?

That was enough for the moment, and the others took their goodies with them into the other room. People came faster after that and by eight there were a full forty people there. It was an odd assortment of people, including Count Thomson and Countess Thorgood, but also the Headmaster of the Lairdgren School, Kyle Hardgrove, and an old man that frequented Tor's bakery most days. He was dressed nicely, in bright colors.

Everyone was, except Trice, who was in black. It was a dress and hugged her body closely enough that it seemed to be sending a message without her trying to say anything at all. The moment she walked in, standing next to Tor, she latched onto Timon and actually held his hand in hers again. Tor ignored it for the most part, probably understanding that it wasn't anything sexual. He didn't come over to talk to him, Tim noticed.

Heather did, after mingling with everyone for a few moments.

"I didn't know you were that close to Timon, Patricia. Not to seem catty, but if you take advantage of him, I'll have to report you." This, clearly, was a joke, since Trice held the back of his hand to her chest and let her eyes go wide. "Whatever do you mean?"

Then they both chuckled a little, and thankfully she let go of him.

Then she kept touching him, if mainly on the shoulder. Looking around it was clear that several people he would have expected were missing. It made sense that Varley wasn't there, even if she was married to Count Peterson. No one would send a Princess into that situation after all. Beside, she'd have duties at the Palace. Peterson himself was probably only there because the King suggested it really. Tiera was nowhere around either, which was strange. Most of her friends were there after all. No one mentioned it, which was more telling than if they'd made an excuse, or even just said she was off murdering people.

It was strange, but of all his siblings he was closest to Tiera really. Terry was a close second, but he was only nine, so stood across the room with Tor, Judy and Count Peterson, all talking animatedly about something or other. Hopefully the new space fleet. If they didn't do something soon Judy was probably going to figure out that she could give a fake name to get into the military, if she wanted.

There were tables set up, and they had plenty of space at them. When the meal was announced everyone got into line and stood near the food table, working their way down that way and then sitting near whoever they wanted to. Timon was pulled into place next to Tor, of all people, who was next to Judith, with Ali and Sherri on the other side.

"Tim. So... I hear that you're organizing the testing for the space craft? I have those nearly finished. Speaking of which, how is your grow going? Do we have a new Fast Craft fleet ready?" At the Palace they wouldn't have talked work at the table, but this was a lot less formal and more cozy than that. It was a good turn out too. Everyone was happy and festive at least.

"I have those in my cottage out front. We can check them out if you want. I've just been waiting for the field strength to be enough. I haven't taken one up yet, but it feels right. I'm a bit nervous about it. You know how that is." He didn't feel that way, not really, but he didn't want to fail either. "As for the testing, I'm in, of course. Judy too. We need to get Aunt Alice in for it as soon as we know it works. Even if only as a training craft."

There was a bit of silence as his brother ate some mashed and buttered potatoes from the plate in front of him.

"Great. I'll let you do that. I don't have time for it now. Count Peterson is handling the military side of that, but this should be a world wide effort. I'm sure you can work it out, between the four of you. If you need funds for it, just get with Gerent. Speaking of which, where is he?" Tor actually looked up and down the table, not finding their new brother at all.

Trice was a few places away, clearly listening in, her brow furrowing the second she heard the words.

"Good point. Is he too busy for us or what?"

That got her new communications device whipped out, which showed she had one, as Tim had suspected all along, and meant Gerent was contacted right there at the table. No one stared at her overly, but it had to be at least a little rude. The man answered, his voice sounding a bit subdued.

"Hello?"

Trice smiled at least. That was good, since it would let the man hear that she was pleased at least.

"Hey Ger, it's Trice. We're all up in Montblanc, at a party, and everyone was wondering why you didn't come? Meet up with some new woman while we weren't looking?"

There was a bit of a pause then.

"Oh... I see. No, nothing like that. I'm just sitting here. Everyone else I know is gone. That... Makes sense, right? Holidays were never a big thing for me anyway. I didn't know about the party, but why would I be invited? I don't know anyone there." He was clearly making an attempt at sounding brave, but the words had a shy sadness to them underneath, like being left all alone for Noram Day was just to be expected.

Strangely enough Heather stood, her chin coming up firmly. Walking behind Trice she bent over the device and spoke, sounding much friendlier than she looked.

"Please forgive me. Of course you're invited to my party, sir. Always. It's just beginning too. We're at the meal, but we have plenty..."

Tor looked over and nodded, then stood, his body and face looking a bit thinner now than it had even two months before, thanks to the new growth he was doing.

"There you go Gerent! Countess Montblanc invited you herself. Tim and I will be there to get you in about... half an hour? I'd get you to fly up yourself, but you'd probably have problems finding the place in the dark." Looking at his brother he shrugged. "We can use one of your new build on the way down to see how they're doing."

It was a plan, and really, it sounded more interesting than being at a party. That was part of the noble world that he could do without, but it was an inescapable duty. Celebrations took place all the time, and were spaced out with dinner parties and get-togethers at both regular and irregular intervals. They were actually fantastic for plotting and intrigue really, if the people around you didn't assume you were too young to be useful for things like that.

Trice cleared her throat.

"No, Tim and I will be down. We can test that... whatever it is just as well as Tor could. If it's alright with you Heather? We'll be back as soon as possible."

Tor didn't argue with her, but did raise both his eyebrows and then smirked a bit. What he thought they were going to do Tim didn't know, but there was no argument. Actually he didn't seem jealous or angry either, and since Tor wasn't perfect that way, or even truly noble in that aspect of his being, it probably meant something else was going on entirely. Like he thought that Trice was being pushy, but got that it wasn't about her personality, but her job? That was possible at least and when Tim looked over at his brother, who was all in bright purple even if that wasn't a seasonal color, nodded at him to let him know what he was thinking was correct.

That also meant that he'd been reading his field, in order to pick that bit up. Luckily he hadn't had a torture flashback or anything at the table. That would have changed the dynamic more than a bit, he'd bet.

Heather nodded happily, since people wanted to come to her party, so Tim stood, ready to go right then. It meant leaving his plate unfinished, but he didn't really care. He hadn't been eating a lot lately. Really, come to think of it, he hadn't even gotten hungry that day. No food had been offered, true, but he hadn't felt like he needed any either. It probably wasn't true, which meant it was a mental effect. Damage done from what he'd experienced.

Without looking back or saying goodbye, he headed out of the house to his cottage, then rummaged one of the silver squares out of the cloth wrapped bundle he had them in. The sigil on them was of a stylized horse, which was what Tor used, but the build itself was a fresh one, since you couldn't grow copies really. They felt like him at least. It was a very different thing really, if it worked.

Sighing he came out to find that Trice had walked out alone, her dusky face reflecting moon light just enough for her to be seen. Otherwise she practically melted into the shadows. Timon didn't bother to explain anything, just putting up his new craft. It came into being as a silver sphere, but he flattened the bottom a little and then used his mind to draw it out. First back, making it about four times longer than the other Fast Craft could get, and then making it about twice as wide as normal. That part worked at least, which was a good sign. It would mean that they could have a lot more people inside if nothing else. If it flew at all, that would make it a successful build.

"We might as well get in. It's not going to test itself."

The woman didn't say anything, but also didn't seem doubtful that it would work. He felt it, just a little. After all, no one but Tor had ever managed to make one of these go faster than a regular flying carriage. Everyone in the Lairdgren group had tried it too, at least on the level of making copies. This was built the way that Tor had told him to, grown like a tree, slowly over the last month, but would it be enough?

The inside was a bit nicer than what Tor had. For one thing the control mechanism didn't require you to hold your arm out in front of you being right above the arm of his seat instead, so that the pilot could rest a bit while flying. It also had a restroom in the back. You could take it out, but it was there when you set up, so that everyone would know about it and not try to hold it for six hours while they flew across the ocean.

There was a low whistle from the woman next to him. That, apparently was a thing she did.

"Nice. New cargo hauler?"

"Mainly for people, but that too. You might as well be up front with me. You can work the clock." He had a watch, but she pulled one out of her waist pouch, a thing that he'd noticed, but only barely, since it was designed to blend with her dress really well. Then she waited for him to rise slowly into the air, getting used to the controls before racing away. They were a bit more sensitive he noticed, which made sense, given that the distance he had to move the thing to get it to go full speed was only about half of what the other kind of Fast Carriage had.

"Alright, I think I have the direction. So, start in, three, two... Go." He didn't shout the word, but slammed the hand control all the way forward suddenly. There was a slight sense of acceleration, which the other kind didn't have, but it wasn't bad. He was able to rise into the air higher, but didn't try any other maneuvering. That would just throw him off of his line.

They didn't talk about anything in particular, but about forty minutes later they could see the purple glowing river on the Capital's wall. It was off in the distance, but closing fast. As soon as they were over it, he called time.

Trice clicked a button on the top and held the watch up, to read it in the dim light.

"Not bad. About fifty-six minutes. Twelve hundred miles... So about half what the other Fast Craft can manage? Considering it's got so much more size that isn't bad at all. Do you think it will get faster? The ones Tor made all did." She locked the words down, as if expecting him to feel upset about it, but it was a fair comparison.

"They should. I was hoping for a bit faster, but coast to coast in two and a half hours will do for most people. My guess would be that they should get around forty percent quicker in the next six months? Maybe a bit more than that."

There was a soft touch on his arm, the one that was keeping them hovering above Tor's Palace. His place was right next to it and Gerent's was about twenty feet further along, so he settled directly down and very slowly moved over. That part was better than the Fast Craft as well at least. On the ground you could only go about fifty miles an hour, but the control was five times smoother. You could turn in place for instance, which would make parking easier, if nothing else. That and unloading cargo. He had things built in for that too, to help load and unload, but didn't have anything to test that out with right then.

Trice hopped out and ran to get Gerent without asking, and loaded the tiny and slightly hunched little man into the front seat, next to her, if on the far side.

"Thank you, both of you." It was an odd thing to say, as an opening line, but Tim decided not to correct him. After all, it was a bit of a trip that they'd made.

"Not a problem at all. Did you bring supplies with you? We'll be up most of the night and then tomorrow you're supposed to spend the day with me. I don't know where we'll end up, so best to have a toothbrush." Those words got him to scurry back into his cottage, as Trice nodded a bit.

"Good plan. I... kind of forgot about him. That was cruel of me. I shouldn't do that." She looked off into the night, looking at the lights from the city, since this evening, of them all, things were lit. It was part of the tradition. "Say, Tim..."

She might have said anything then. That she wanted him to take her, right there, or that she wanted a free trip someplace, or even to borrow some coin. Instead she was just silent, waiting for something.

"Um, yes?" It wasn't a very good prompt, but she took a deep breath and let it out then spoke in a rush.

"Will you marry me?"

He blinked.

"Sorry?" For half a moment he thought that she was asking about something else, but on review the words had been said. He wasn't sure, but he thought she was even blushing. "You mean in a few years? I have a few other possible engagements lined up, but I suppose we could consider it..."

"No, I mean now. Tomorrow, actually. I know it's rushed, but I need to be married, and it has to be to someone that's within the three steps. I'd go with Gerent, but no one thinks that his adopted status will be enough. It's... complicated. Basically, if I'm not married by the end of this year I have to go into an arranged marriage with someone that... Well, honestly he makes Howard Turnbull seem like a brilliant choice. I got out of an arrangement with Count Overland a few years ago that Tovey had set up, and he's got something else lined up now. My father made the deal and the boy's parents aren't going to let me out of it, because no one else would marry him. I thought I had more time, but..." She stopped and looked out the window on the other side, never actually looking at him at all. "I... When we were kids I used to play with him. Alphonse did to. He isn't right. You know the kind of boy that kills cats for fun? Only he was worse than that. He never leaves his home Barony, so no one can arrest him for the stuff he does, or even scold him for it, but... He's a Gala. I wouldn't complain if he were any of the others in his family, most of them are good people, more or less. Rico..."

It had to be pretty bad, if she was willing to marry a child to get out of it.

"Ah... Give me a second to think this through?"

"Sure. Take two even. Just say yes?" She actually sounded scared.

 "I'm a little young for that. I take it you have a plan? I thought you were going to try and get me to do something, but I figured it would involve smuggling a person somewhere while you were hanging out at the Palace, as an alibi." The words felt a bit distant, but he nodded slightly, actually thinking about it.

She froze, staring at him.

"That's a great idea. Mind if I use that sometime? Using this kind of craft you could move a small military force in a few hours..." Tossing her hair she made a face and finally stared at his face. "It's a bit out there to marry someone so young, but it happens. Normally when a woman gets pregnant by a relative and there are landed titles at stake. I think I can get Uncle Richard behind it, if you say yes. Maybe not, but I have to try something. He's a freak. This isn't about looks or anything shallow like that either. He's a Gala, so pretty nice looking, they all are. Please help me Tim, I'm out of options otherwise. I can't even run off to another land, because... You know."

He did. She was the future spy master for Noram. That kind of meant both surviving and making certain that she was available to do her job. The simplest thing to do would have normally been for her Uncle the King to push in and tell the Gala's that their precious little boy wasn't getting married to anyone, being who he was, or at least not Trice, but doing that while they were at war would push on the loyalty of some of his own people. After all, his brother in-law made the arrangements, it wasn't like it was a trick or anything as far as Tim could tell. No, if that was the case then it would have been undone long before. Anyone that Trice could have married first would have probably been enough to get her out of it, but she'd botched getting that done with his brother, and if she had anything else on the line it wasn't working out for her too well.

Gerent would have jumped at the chance himself, Tim knew. That the man loved her with all his being was painfully obvious. That he wouldn't be considered good enough was pretty clear as well unfortunately. He was an "off line" Countier, but only by adoption. Trice and her advisors were right as far as that went. She wouldn't be allowed to get out of things that easily.

"I take it that you already looked into having this Rico killed?"

There was a soft snort that sounded a bit like derision. It was a fair question, if he were honestly that bad a human being. It would probably be a service to the world, if he was as bad as it sounded like. A true monster that was held in a cage where no one could touch him. Or would, at any rate. That probably meant he was both the Baron's heir and that his parents had arranged things so that they wouldn't know exactly what kind of things the man got up to most days.

"I... Fine. But we don't make a huge deal of it and you have to get it cleared with the King, my parents and Tor. Gerent too. No dodging out of it or hurting him. Gerent I mean. Tor's a big boy and can take care of himself. We also aren't consummating anything. I don't think I can yet. I'm working on getting past it, but it will take time. If anyone asks, we lie."

Trice sighed and touched his arm again, gently.

"Thank you. I'll be a great wife, I promise. You'll hardly know that I'm around most of the time or anything. I'll handle everything else. Don't worry about it. Will you be available tomorrow? Or, I guess, the next day. I don't know anyone that can officiate that will be willing to work on Noram Day. I don't want to wait. We only have eight days until it's too late."

"Sure."

Timon really couldn't believe his luck. After all, Trice was set up to be in a position to know almost everything in the land. That didn't mean she'd instantly share it all with him, of course, but as her power and influence grew, so would his. It was, as marriages went, not a bad idea. Karina would have been better, but really, what were the odds of that happening? About one in twenty or so? Patricia Morgan was sitting right next to him, both with a need and the pull to possibly make it happen, even if it did make her look bad.

Gerent climbed back in, a small black bag in his right hand.

"Sorry that took so long. I wasn't really ready to go anywhere. I should have my things ready for it all the time. I've gotten into some bad habits. There was a time when my things were never more than fifty feet from me, ready to run, all the time."

He settled in next to Trice, who seemed a little nervous but not too much so to start right in.

"Gerent? I have to tell you something..." The story got repeated, with the little man looking at first angry and then frightened. When the punch line came he simply nodded.

"Of course. Thanks Timon. You're a good brother. I don't know what we'd do otherwise. Go on the run or something. This is better. This way you can have a real life Patty. I just wish..." Gerent didn't say what he wished, but they all knew.

That he could be the one marrying her.

Timon didn't pretend not to understand.

"Well, you know, noble rules, so you two can date or whatever you want. This is just what's needed to alter the situation at hand. I'd love to know what your father was thinking at the time, Trice. Then again, arranged marriages are kind of a thing for the nobility. Too bad this Rico turned out to be so much of a creep."

The curly haired woman just nodded and looked out into the night.
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Inside the Countess's mansion people were mingling and a few still picked at plates of food or were busy drinking beverages that smelled flammable. Just after they got there and Gerent managed to collect a dozen hugs at least from various people, Trice started making the rounds to get her plan into motion. Timon wasn't invited along for that part, not at first anyway. That was the deal, wasn't it? She had to make it happen. He put the odds of it actually taking place at about fifteen percent or so.

His lack of years would trump an awful lot of good arguments after all. Possibly even her safety and future well being.

It was still interesting to watch her work the room. He would have attacked the problem head on, going to the parents first, or perhaps enlisting Tor to help argue her cause. Patricia didn't do that at all, going first to Count Thomson of all people. Then, together, about ten minutes later they both headed over to Count Peterson. The man was far more than half drunk already, but crossed his arms and started shaking his big head, clearly disagreeing with whatever it was that they were saying. It sort of made sense, once Tim took time to think it over.

As a Count, one related by marriage to the King, Peterson would probably have a lot of pull on the others, if they could get him on their side. If they couldn't, then the man, not known as a shrewd politician, would probably keep things to himself. It was good thinking, but backfired almost immediately, since the second the others left him, the bearded giant in green practically ran to Count Lairdgren. Thomson and Trice were headed toward Laurie by then, which probably meant a fight was about to take place. Most likely not a physical one at least, since his mother wasn't a violent person by nature, but she was opinionated and bossy most of the time and very protective of her children. Most of them at least.

She was a bit hit or miss with Tor actually.

The room started to flow then, with people going from group to group, pretending like they were being polite, when it seemed like they were all ready to take action of one sort or another. It had always been a long shot, so he didn't let the idea that it would be forbidden get to him. That might even be for the best.

After about half an hour the sides had clearly been taken with people standing in different parts of the room talking heatedly about things. There was a third group that was a lot quieter, made up of Count Lairdgren, Bonita and Ali. After a few minutes Douglas walked over to chat with them. They mainly shrugged at each other.

Count Peterson was getting loud, so even the kids learned about what was going on sooner rather than later.

"I won't let you steal his youth! He shouldn't have to even think about things like this until he gets some girl pregnant, or needs an Heir. You should be ashamed of yourself Ducharina Morgan. He's only twelve! I don't care if he owns his own household and holds a position of power." The man was so angry that he'd put down his drink, and stood with his right hand suspiciously close to a tiny pouch on his right side.

The person that answered him was surprising. Almost too much so really.

Terry walked directly in front of the man and made a face. It wasn't angry at all, but seemed so confused that the giant actually looked down and stopped talking.

"What should we do then? If Patricia has to marry this bad man, then she'll be hurt and maybe killed. If we can stop that, don't we have to? She's our friend. We have to protect her, even if it means doing hard things, or things that no one wants to." There was an innocence and certainty to the words that left the bigger man speechless for a bit.

The issue was largely ended a moment later, when Douglas sighed and stepped next to his son, a hand going to his shoulder.

"I have to agree with Terry on this one. Timon is young, no one can deny that, but it's the part of a man, even at his age, to protect those around him. We raised him to be a good person, I can't see telling him to learn selfishness now, just because this situation is less than perfect. The measure of a man is in how he handles the hard things, not the simple." Then he pulled his pipe and bit the end, he didn't light it. Smoking was a thing done outside at home after all. Or at least not in the bakery. No one wanted tobacco flavored bread.

That little speech got most of the rest of the room to go silent then to, and Count Lairdgren, who seemed to have been arguing for the marriage, as hard as that was to believe, bowed to him.

"Laurie, you're his mother, what's your final word on the whole thing?" The man watched her closely but didn't suggest a course of action or hint at the right thing to do. He'd already stated that after all.

"He's too young... I can see the problem, but... can't we do something else?"

That got four people to start talking at once. Trice started to list her reasons, which were oddly political, having to do with how much the kingdom needed to be seen as strong and following through on their agreements. As the King's niece that was actually a thing for her to think about. Gala wasn't huge or important, but they were wealthy and had a lot of business contacts. It didn't hurt that Tim's brother had saved their main city, Galasia, once either. No one would say too much about Trice marrying him, even if it was obvious that she was actually dodging out of the arranged marriage.

"They pretty much just want it because no one else sane will be connected to their son." She made a face, but said the words out loud. It was dangerously close to being a Doretta after all, speaking like that. Pushing Gala too much might set him onto the path of working against King Richard, if they weren't careful.

At the same time, Tor crossed his arms and practically growled at her.

"Why him?" No one answered, since that was far too obvious. It was because Terry was too young. There just weren't enough options for Patricia Morgan and she had a real time schedule. It was also why she just didn't kill Rico Gala. Everyone would know it was her after all, or one of her friends, which would cause another war to happen, no doubt. No, she had to do something that no one would take enough offense over to be that angry about.

Timon didn't talk, just watching the forces in the room ebb and flow. It was strange to see his younger siblings actually work into the mess, but they were all standing with their father. Finally, after about five minutes of hand wringing, which wasn't like her at all, Laurie gave her blessing, if grudgingly.

"Do it then. If you hurt him however, or make him feel less than loved, Patricia Morgan, know that you will have made an enemy of me. This is only being allowed to prevent harm to you. Don't mess that up." It sounded violent enough that a lot of nobles would have bristled at it, but Trice just smiled, realizing that she'd won. Sort of.

"As I would have suspected that even if the words weren't said. Of course I still have to survive Tiera finding out, but if we have your support, I should contact my parents and King Richard. Aunt Constance as well. And Karina. I hadn't thought about that one. Well, if I live to see the morning we can set things up? We're having a small wedding, as Timon requested. I suppose everyone here is invited?"

That at least started a different conversation, and people sat down, instead of standing in ad hoc battle groups. The only one not settling into the new plan gracefully was Count Peterson, who seemed to think the whole thing was a trap for some reason. He was, Timon realized, probably correct. After all, marriage was a serious thing for nobles, and even more so for the common people, like those he grew up around. Once connected to her, that would be for life, which meant until she died most likely. It was a good enough way to position himself, but she wasn't an easy person all the time, was she?

Manageable, he thought.

If he were a regular boy, that wouldn't be the case, not for a long time, but things were different than they seemed. He hoped that was the truth of the matter anyway. After all, if he were a normal kid, or even hadn't had the experiences that he'd gone through in the last months, it might be possible to control him with sex. It would be legal, in marriage, and that would give Trice two years to bond him to her, before he became legal for everyone else. That wasn't happening, not soon. She'd have access to him, but it would be far more normal and probably drive them further apart, if she wasn't careful. Even if he couldn't, or wouldn't, have her, his wife taking up with scores of lovers, including two of his brothers, wouldn't go over well at all.

For half a moment he wondered if she thought that he'd insist on Two Bends rules for her behavior or not? That would come as a shock, no doubt. Timon let a small smile come to his face then, but it didn't touch his eyes. After all, being mean or playing pranks wasn't going to help the situation.

Tor made the connection to the Palace, setting his older communications device on the table, which had Trice putting her new one next to it, so that her parents could join in. There was a bit of oddness then, since the Royal family all came in to chat about things. Karina wasn't half as upset about it as he might have hoped, but she did sigh and call Trice a less than polite name. The situation was a known thing, with most of them sounding rather relieved that something was being done that didn't involve Trice having to go through with her father's original plan.

Then as if drugs and strong drink were involved, the mothers started planning a huge ceremony that they couldn't possibly set up in time. It would be the day after the holiday, held in the Capital, since Constance insisted for some reason and be held at the King's Palace, in the large chapel there. After all, Trice was family and so, from a different direction, was Timon.

This went on for about half an hour, with people calling out "helpful" suggestions, when Timon waved his right hand a bit lazily.

"Or, and I mean this without any intent to harm feelings, we could actually plan something that can be brought together in time. Invite the families and friends, no parades, no huge party afterward and no fireworks, Tor." He'd done that for Red and Dorgal's wedding and Timon was almost certain that he actually kind of hated the man. "You can do the cake instead. I know, it's a great honor, but I know you'll do a good job." 

Looking around he saw some wide eyes, with only Ali actually nodding along with him. The girl didn't say anything, so he went on.

"Patricia, who do you want as your ladies maid?" He knew already, of course, but it was only polite to ask.

"Sara, she's my best friend and since I'm stealing her potential husband, I should at least make certain to rub it in a bit." She didn't sound mean when she said the words, but Timon got the idea. Putting it out in the open would make it easier for them all to stay friends. It also ensured that he wouldn't get mad that Sara hadn't wanted him and force Trice to lock her out of their lives in ten years or something.

"Good choice. For music I'll get Marco Sorvee to come and play for us. He's in Austra right now, but I think he's taking some time off. Very popular there. That way Brown can be picked up too. Maybe a few others." He grinned and shook his head. "There. You all have me doing it now, adding to things like that. Count Peterson, would you stand with me?"

The man was pretty drunk still, but he was well trained enough that he knew the expected response. Surging to his feet, he managed a slightly sloppy bow.

"Honored to. I wouldn't have expected..."

Tim just nodded, getting that. If he'd been fighting for the marriage and someone spoke against it, there might be hard feelings. It wasn't lost on him that the Count, out of everyone, was the single person that had openly noted his best interest as being important. Even his mother had pretty much just reacted in the way she thought she was supposed to.

"Who else? I need someone that will help me keep the rest of this lot under control and not let the event get too big." It was playful enough that the man laughed, then moved his chair to sit next to Timon, taking his duty as guardian of the proceedings seriously, it seemed.

They worked on it past midnight, but as the day turned, everyone stopped and started to sing. Taman did it first, her voice piping, but not shrill. She wasn't breathy, which made it better. It was the same song that was on her magical device. Countess Montblanc started it on the second verse, making it seem like there were two of his sister singing, with musical accompaniment. On the third verse almost everyone joined in, even in the Palace, and in Duchy Morgan.

On the last line, the one that reminded them that on Noram Day, everyone stood together, Timon stood up. It was a bit of manipulation, but everyone else did too, the song saying they should. It would remind them all that they were, like it or not, on his side. When morning came it wouldn't do to have people forget the plan after all.

Then they all moved off in different directions, to either talk or find a bed. He had enough room for his family, even Tor and Ali. Trice was grabbed by Petra who'd been very silent the whole time, and Heather, who apparently were going to make certain she didn't sneak into his place for a little prenuptial testing or anything. That or they planned to beat her for marrying someone as inappropriate as he was.

By the simple expedient of setting up even more little magical cottages, he didn't even have to share with anyone that night. Or so he thought. Just as he was set to drift off, there was a low knock on his door. For half a second he thought it might be Trice, actually looking to talk or plan something, but when he got to the door, it wasn't her at all.

It was Judy and Petra.

They barged in and closed the door behind them, Petra smiling, but Judith looking ready to slap him. He didn't know what it was he might have done, but she didn't make him wait long to figure it out.

"And here I thought you and I had something lined up. Darn that Ducharina anyway." She smiled then, but reached out and patted his shoulder. "Right honorable, you doing this. Petra made Patricia promise not to make your life too miserable or keep you from being young. So you get at least two years. Let's catch some shut eye and then you can give each of us one of your new fancy cargo craft. You know, since we work for you and all that."

"Well, you do. Petra just kind of stays around for some reason. I can loan you both one. I have a hundred of them and won't be selling them at all. If anyone wants one, they have to work for the Fast Transport service, at least part time. That way we can keep the competition down." It made sense, but the others just headed off to bed, without saying more than goodnight. They all slept in the same room, since the plan for this place had a cordoned off sleeping area, with four beds, but not individual rooms. Most of the time it wasn't a problem, but it might be nice to be alone every now and again.

The other two just slept and while Petra made angry sounding noises and thrashed, Judy was quiet about it. Timon didn't know what he was like as he slept, but figured it was more like Petra than not, for much the same reason. Old traumas coming back.

They woke at about seven in the morning, the light from outside the windows making the interior space glow just a bit. He woke first, and headed to the restroom, then ran a warm bath, the heat being taken from deep within the earth. It was a good idea, and one that made perfect sense after you saw it, but he sort of thought that he would have tried to take the heat from around himself if Tor hadn't made the original design differently. That was the way most builders did it and while it didn't work as well, it sort of did the trick.

He stripped and climbed into the tub, after taking a quick shower. It was a bathhouse thing, he'd heard, so had tried to pick up the noble habit. Luckily for him, since Petra walked in about five minutes later and did the same thing, joining him in the large tub. Judith popped her head in and looked at the whole set-up as skeptically as one of his sisters would have, but followed suit, not wanting to seem like she wasn't as noble as they were. For his part he kept his eyes closed until they were both safely in the water with him. It wasn't that there was anything wrong with them, or even that he felt embarrassed, since that wasn't happening at all. No, it was just that they were both too tall and cute enough that seeing them naked would be hard for him.

That didn't get explained, but neither of them asked either. Petra got what he was doing, he thought, and Judy just figured he was being gentlemanly. That wasn't it, but it would serve to make him seem better in her eyes later, so he let it go without comment.

As soon as she was in the water, the level rising about two inches, he opened his eyes. It wasn't pitch black in the room, but the lights weren't on full either. He could see them both and even make out their breasts in the water, but it wasn't that bad really. Petra had more of a chest on her, but wasn't huge and Judith was decently flat. Both had good muscle on them, since they were fighters and kept themselves in shape. Really he probably needed to do the same thing, but hadn't really had a lot of time for that yet.

They were both half asleep it seemed and no one talked at all, just soaked, as if they wanted to warm up. It wasn't until Petra started singing and Judy joined in that he understood this was actually some kind of Noram Day tradition for them. Communal bathing and song. It seemed weird to him, but he hummed along, not knowing the exact words they were using for this one.

After it was done, Petra splashed him lightly in the face.

"So, what's the plan? You aren't married until tomorrow. Are you having a last party? It doesn't seem like there would be time for that really, but we could get some of the girls from the house at Wildlands to come in, if you want." She was teasing. It was clear enough that he just played along for a moment.

"We could, or, you know, there's always you two, since you're already undressed. Instead, I think that I need to track down Gerent and see if I can arrange funds for food here or whatever is needed. He didn't leave last night did he?" It was possible, but he was supposed to spend the day with him. If the man could stand to be around him, since Tim was, after all, marrying his girlfriend.

Or at least the girl that he wanted to fill that role. That almost made it worse, since it was like saying the little man wasn't good enough for someone like Trice. In a lot of ways that was what most would think, probably. He was too small and misshapen for a noble to take seriously, but he was a good person. The kind that thought of others first, even though his entire life should have pretty much forced him to be totally selfish and bitter.

 "Really there's too much to get done for anything other than planning and action today. We'll have breakfast here I think. Or, well, we might need to get back to Two Bends or even go to the Capital, since everything changed. I sort of wish Trice would have mentioned this a few months ago. We could have done this already and handled the problem." Or mentioned it years before and handled the situation a totally different way.

Things were what they were. Complaining about the timing now wouldn't fix anything.

Judy shrugged, causing her nipples to pop up out of the water about halfway. She noticed him watching and blushed a bit, but didn't try to cover herself.

"Y'all should come along with me and see Holly. I'm not too pleased with her at the moment, but it's Noram Day. Family and all that. I promised to visit, but later. I could maybe get out of it, if you need me for something?" There was too much hope in her voice for him not to dash it.

"Not really. We should go too. Drag Heather along with us and make certain she's seen. It's almost always a mistake to hide away in shame. Plus that way we won't be stuck in a small country village all day. I need to find Terry. Probably Tess too. I have some things for them." It was bad form not to have something for everyone. He just didn't have enough time to make things for the entire village, one person at a time.

More to the point he had a few people that were really his now. The two in the tub with him for instance. Somehow, in the mess that his life had become, these two had managed to become attached to him in a way that spoke of a lot more than just friendship. That would be why Petra had been linked to him as more than just a tutor or guard, most likely, she was capable of being either. Judith hadn't yet, but that had more to do with her being at school and not with him all the time. If they went around for more than a day or two, she'd be lumped in with him as well no doubt.

Not that most nobles would really care. A sixteen year old girl taking up with a twelve year old boy was odd, but not so much that anyone would do more than wonder how incredible he must be in bed to make that happen. Or how rich. It really was an insult to Petra. Trice too, but it was her choice, not anything he'd done.

Except going with Tiera to save her from a jail in Galasia. Now he had to wonder if that had been a set up again, didn't he? The guards said they weren't given orders to do it, but if this Rico was as bad as everyone thought, how hard would it have been for him to arrange for Gerent and Trice to be tossed into the local hole, knowing what the habits of the guards there were? If that was the case...

Then it made sense as to why the Baron and his wife wouldn't let Trice out of the deal now. It was a huge mess for them. If they told Trice she wasn't wanted, it was a huge insult. It would be seen as them claiming she wasn't good enough for their son, after letting her be raped like that. On the other hand, if it came out that any of them were involved, especially their son, that would instantly be grounds for war. A real one. The kind that would have Tor ripping Galasia apart no doubt. Or Gerent doing the work, but if anyone thought that meant they'd be safe, they were underestimating what powerful magic could do to a place, in the hands of an angry man that didn't care if he survived.

That would be if anyone got there before Tiera did.

No, this was the better plan. This way he could bide his time, let the matter rest for a bit and then go in and see if he could find out what the real truth was. If it was just what it had seemed before, he could let it be. If it turned out to be anything else, he'd set things in motion, so that no one knew about it. Lives saved, and no one the wiser.

If there was more time he'd have set it up anyway. Why no one had already, he didn't really know. Really, Count Lairdgren should have seen to it. That he hadn't was probably more of that Ancient apathy he had going on. He had his own Assassins Guild for goodness sake. The girl was one that he'd known her entire life. What kind of monster was the man, that he'd let something like this go on, knowing full well what she was getting into? It wasn't her fault even. Just her job to get out of it.

He looked at Petra and realized that she was climbing out, so he ended up staring at her behind. It wasn't a horrible view, but he looked away, not able to think about it at all. Except, it didn't make him dwell on Nora really. It was easier to see her that way now. Not perfect, but it didn't remind him as much of pain. Maybe the evil Countess hadn't broken him totally that way, forever?

Why, at this rate, in two or three centuries he'd be perfectly normal.

"We should go see who's getting up, help make breakfast or something." That idea got a groan from Petra, but Judy just got out, standing in front of him before moving to the side with the ladder. He managed a solid glance at her, but had to focus on her face before she turned. Her back was leaner than Petra's, but had better muscular definition. A lot better than he had. He was just short, and skinny.

They waited for him, sharing the drying area, each with a single hand on the sigil that would keep the cool air blowing over them. There was space for four people, so he joined them. It should have been awkward for him, but they all ended up standing there with their eye and mouths closed. The air moving over them was too strong to do anything else. The girls both had shorter hair than he did, being fighters, so he ended up standing there longer, but they waited for him in the main area, where the wooden looking table was set up.

Petra winked at him when he walked out, dressed in what seemed to be a half green, half red velvet outfit with matching boots. It made him look like a jester, but it was traditional enough. Judy was in fighting leathers, but she glanced at what Petra was doing, which was making a rather splendid light display that danced in and out of her clothing and frowned, letting the outfit on her turn a sky blue color.

"I look horrible in red."

Petra smiled, looking like an ornament, that had a girls head on it, but she didn't speak, just moving when Tim did to find everyone. It wasn't hard, they were all sleeping, except for the undercook and, naturally, Tor. He was making morning cakes, spice rolls and three kinds of bread for toast. Timon looked into the kitchen of the main house and sighed.

"Sure, take all the fun things. Judy and I will get the eggs then. Petra, can you do some bacon or sausage?" It turned out that she couldn't, since cooking wasn't exactly her strong suit. In the end Tor had her run to get Demis and Sherri for the tasks, and sent Petra away to wake everyone.

"I really need to teach you to cook. Tim can do it too. Speaking of which, we should have some orange sauce with this. Nobles eat it on their eggs. It isn't hard to make, if you pay attention. You'll need... fifteen egg yolks to start with. Save the whites, we'll make a meringue for a lemon pie latter."

They worked then, talking, but mainly about the plans for the day, as the poor undercook scrambled to keep any of them from working too hard. It was clear she knew her job, but having four new cooks, all of them outranking her badly, walk in that morning was hard for her to deal with. She seemed sweet, if quiet.

"Sorry, miss, I didn't get your name." Timon spoke softly to her, which actually got a response that wasn't a squeak. That was better than anyone else had done so far. It was probably because he was only a bit bigger than she was. Three inches or so, but they were on almost equal footing age wise. So were the other girls, but they were taller. So was his brother.

"Maggie, sir." She all but whispered the words, her long brown hair being pulled back the only thing that kept it from hiding her bent face.

"Sir? Not me. I'm just Tim. This is my brother, Torrance and our friends, Sherri and Demis. Tor has his own bakery, near the school where these other to go. I'm heading off to school next year, but in Printer, not Lairdgren. How long have you worked here?"

That turned out to be around a year, but with only about a dozen more questions while they worked, Maggie opened up a lot. Just as the sauce was in need of a serving dish, which had a hot water bath around another bowl to keep it warm, she started talking about the people that had died. It was a bit morbid, given that it was a holiday, but it explained why the place was so empty.

"Not everyone died. Mrs. Carlisle did, and the kennel man, Robs, but most just took off, before the countess could get that healing amulet. She made sure we all had a turn with it and let those with families in the area bring their kin in too. Most of the guardsmen died, before that. We don't even have one left now. What if we're attacked? I've thought of leaving myself, but I can't take the Countess with me, can I? Someone has to stay and try to protect her."

It sounded nearly like the girl was slow, but she wasn't really. Just normal. It was a problem that Timon had at times, seeing regular people that way. Even smart ones sometimes seemed a little like they were deficient, missing the obvious things that were right in front of them. That wasn't fair. He was the odd one out, not Maggie.

"Right. Well, we know some people that can be hired on for things like that, I bet. Mainly students still, but ones that have actually been in combat, so not just kids with sticks. Do you want me to see about getting them in? How many do you think there should be?" He poured the light yellow liquid from the pan into the warming bowl, stirring the whole time, with the whisk, as Tor had told him too.

 "It wouldn't be my place to hire anyone. I can't pay them. I'm not even certain the Countess can right now, you didn't hear me say that. We had twelve here before. But they were sworn men. I don't know if that makes a difference." She moved off then, but without looking over, Tor spoke, pulling a large loaf pan from the fire oven and tapping it, getting a hollow sound for his effort.

It smelled done, but that could be a little deceiving.

"You know, Gerent is still here, you should ask him about arranging funds, and chat with Count Lairdgren. He can help you get those guards I think. It can't hurt to ask, just to see if it can be done."

The girl looked ready to panic, and at least Demis seemed to get why. Timon just rolled his eyes and smirked at his brother, trying to keep things peaceful.

"Why don't you do it Tor? I know it's easy to forget, but some people actually feel a bit shy around Counts and that sort of person."

He tilted his head, considering the words then shrugged.

"Why don't you do it? I'm staying out of political things myself right now, as much as I can. Sticking to baking, except for my side projects."

That would be magic of course, mainly making the new space going craft, but he didn't just say that, probably because he didn't want to scare the cook, who might not realize that he was "The Tor" yet. It was both polite of him and highly annoying. Especially since Timon didn't really want to chat with Count Lairdgren about anything in particular. He could do it, and had no real reason not to, except that he kind of thought the Ancient might not like him all that much. The feeling was mutual if it was the case, but they had to be able to work together, since immortal meant a long, long time in which anything might happen.

"Fine then. I'll handle it. Don't worry Maggie. I'll even run it past Heather first to make certain she knows that the spies that we bring in won't be doing more than keeping tabs on her and her people. No set ups or personal intrigue." Not that he could really promise that, but it was a point to insist on. After all, the people he had in mind were kids from Lairdgren that weren't all strictly students anymore. Members of the King's Secret Army that worked out of there would most likely be the ones coming in. Kolb's people. Asking the Count was more of a polite fiction, since it was really Richard that should be contacted about it. Whatever worked seemed to be the rule of the day, so he'd go with it.

They used the same table for serving the morning meal as they had the one from the night before. When Heather came down, dressed in a nice looking outfit of tooled buckskin that had white fur trim and was actually real, she looked like someone had punched her in the stomach. From where her eyes went in the room, first to Tor, and then him and the girls, all who were bringing in trays and platters of prepared food, he understood why. She felt embarrassed that she didn't have enough staff to get everything done for them.

"This is lovely, you all shouldn't have put yourselves out again, I'm sure the cook staff..." She glanced at the door that led back to the hallway and winced, knowing that one person didn't really make a staff.

Tor smiled winningly enough and set a large tray of rolls and breads down on the main table.

"Family tradition. The first ones up make the morning meal. Thank you for having us in, by the way. I know that we kind of invited ourselves over, but this has really been nice. Everyone should sit down now, before the food gets cold."

It looked like almost everyone was there already. Gerent was sitting at the far end, as if he suspected that his natural place in things would be there for some reason. Tim set his own offering down and then moved into place next to him. Trice and Petra came over too at least, so they had a group of people that knew each other.

"Gerent, we're going to be busy today. Not to be a pain, but would it be possible to get some funds for a relief effort here? Both the King and Tor mentioned that you were handling that for the Kingdom. Well, you and Alphonse, but he's managed to not be around me all day so far. We need to get some food in, just in case and some other things. Raw goods, and some guards, if Heather will stand for it. Call it twenty thousand gold?" That was a lot. More than Timon had himself at the moment, since he'd invested pretty heavily with Sara and her new venture of goods shipping from overseas. Tor had that just sitting around his strong room taking up space, and didn't want to be bothered with it, if Tim had the idea right.

Gerent however was from a poor background, so he actually lost color as the idea hit him.

"That's... I... guess so. It's a lot. I'll need an exact list of where it's all going and why. I don't want to seem mean, but it needs to be spent on real things, not fine wines for the High Servants or something like that." His slightly reedy voice was a bit harsh, but Timon shrugged and looked around.

"Some food, fish from Printer and maybe some other things if anyone will sell. Winter canned vegetables and that sort of thing. Some guards for here and in places where someone might attack, to make sure no one decides to make an example out of Heather or her people for switching sides. I'm sure that there will be other things, but I can communicate with you and ask if it will be alright, if you want. What I need to know is that you're good with it." After all, if he said no, then the whole thing would be a lot harder.

"Yes. I feel like someone is trying to rip my lungs out, that's so much coin, but I'll do it." There was a tremor in the words, but down the table a bit, where Tor sat near Ali, Timon saw his brother nod. It was his coin after all, so him being alright with it had to make the small man feel a bit better. Or would have, no doubt, if he'd bothered to look up the table that far.

"Great! I'll see to the rest of it then. First I need to get with Countess Montblanc and make certain she doesn't see this as an attack on her person or rights."

It took a while, even with most of the people he needed right there at the table. It was clear that nothing would really be getting done that day, or for several more. There was a pesky marriage to attend that he had to be at for instance and people and goods had to be arranged. On the other hand, there was almost no way that anyone would be set up to attack Heather or her County in that time frame. One thing they had over their enemy was speed. He could arrange an attack in a few days, true. Very few other people could. Not at any kind of distance.

The idea that he really could get it done was novel enough that he stopped for a few seconds, then, after finishing his discussions with everyone, he actually went to sit back down by Trice, Petra, and Gerent, and sighed.

"There then, my good deed for the week. Now I just need... To eat something probably." He'd been skipping a lot lately that way. It wasn't healthy really and he'd been losing weight, which made him look weak. People would start to think he was sick or something if it kept on too long. That or his ability to feed himself was suspect.

Gerent jumped up and moved to the other end of the table, grabbing a plate, but froze when he got to the portion that had the food near it, since there were three Counts and two Countesses right near it. There was also Douglas, who turned to looked at him and smiled.

"We should pass this down." The words were said gently, but small common looking man or not, everyone did it, including Count Peterson, who stared at Gerent for a few moments before nodding.

"Gerent Lairdgren? I hear good things about you from my younger brother, Jose. You worked with him at the prison after the attack? I don't know if you'd remember him..."

The small man looked nervous, but smiled anyway and bowed a bit, holding the plate in front of himself, as if to use it as a shield.

"Captain Peterson? Yes, he commanded the military men for us. Very good at his job. He brooked no intolerance for our guests. That wasn't a small thing either, since many of the men were a bit angry after the attack on the Capital. I know it couldn't have been easy for him, working with someone like me." It was a simple statement. One meant to simply show relative place, instead of putting himself down.

The wild looking Count just shook his head and smiled.

"Funny, he mentioned the same thing, only with the positions reversed. He has nothing but praise for you however. You should come and visit us at the Elite Flyers base, Princess Veronica and I would love to have you as a guest. Soon."

Then the man moved a bit so that Gerent could push in to load up a plate. He didn't touch him, but there was a quiet respect that was almost out of place coming from a giant noble. It was, Tim understood, forced, but that the Count bothered was still a sign of respect. Clearly, whatever Jose Peterson had said to him about Gerent it had had an effect.

A short minute and a half later the white ceramic plate was in front of him, and Gerent sat back where he'd started. It was just eggs and a roll, with orange sauce all over it. No one else had eaten their food that way, and it got a funny look from Trice, who searched his face, expecting him to mention it. Instead he used a knife and fork to eat it all, as if it were completely normal. That was the ultra polite way of doing things after all, using silver and never touching the food with your hands. No one would fault Gerent either, since it could just be a custom from a different region of the kingdom, as far as they knew. It was awkward, but worked well enough.

There was very little speaking while he ate, at least near him. Countess Montblanc did carry on a quiet conversation with Count Lairdgren about something at the other end of the table, and Terry pestered Tor about getting a new Fast Craft for a bit, which made Timon smile. He didn't keep it up and amazingly, Tor didn't offer one of his new vehicles to the boy.

As soon as he finished eating, Timon left the table, going to his cottage to pick up a nice handful of his new amulets and made it back before anyone but the people that he'd been sitting with realized that he was gone.

"Here you go Terry. This means that you work for me, at regular pilot rates, so be ready to stand on call. They aren't as fast as the ones that Tor made, but..." He didn't get a chance to finish, since Trice leaned over and put her hand on his back, stopping him.

"They're able to become huge, and carry a lot more. The inside will also let you use it for longer term things I think, like a boat almost and they're plenty fast. Twice the speed sound travels nearly. Enough to go around the world in eighteen hours or so, if we measured correctly. I want one myself. Not that the ones Tor made aren't good, but having both could be convenient." She smiled and looked proud, as if that were part of her job now.

Maybe to her mind it just was? Talk up the efforts of the future husband, even if it was all about something other than love or even an arranged bargain? It made sense, but probably wasn't needed in the room they were in.

It was nearly funny, but Tor moved over and put his own hand out, as if expecting one as a present. Timon winked and handed it over and then passed one down the table.

"That's for you, Tess. You'll have to learn to fly it, and I expect you to be very careful, but you're eight, so that should mean you're responsible enough for things like that. After all, you run deliveries for the company already." That was really for his mother, who had to be wincing at the idea of her children flying off at high speed, since it meant they might escape her clutches, but she managed to seem impressed and didn't forbid them from having them.

Cutely enough, Taman scampered over and put her hand out. It was all he could do not to just hand her one, but thankfully Judy saved the day there, if in an odd way.

"Nope. I can't see that happening. Your mother and father would hide us all if we gave you one of those this year. We do have something for you. I was asked to pass this along. It's from Guide." The way she said the words made it sound like it would be special, just for her and, when the giantess pulled the small iron ingot out and tapped the sigil, it was clear it was.

A pure white flame generated in the air around her hand.

"It's real fire, but it won't burn out. Won't burn the person holding the amulet neither. This is a new kind of weapon, but he wanted you to have it, to keep you safe." Flicking the thing off, she handed it over to the six year old, as if that made any sense at all.

Taman turned it on and squealed a bit, holding up her small fist, a nimbus of death around it. She didn't leave it on, putting the ingot away before anyone could steal it from her. She was smart enough to know that her new toy could be taken away if she didn't use it right. Maybe even bright enough to understand it wasn't really a toy at all.

Tor laughed a bit, which actually had a relaxed quality to it for once, instead of sounding like he was secretly baffled about the whole world. It got almost everyone else to follow along at the same time. It probably seemed strange to most of the adults that Guide, a fourteen or fifteen year old man would have sent such a thing for the little girl, but Timon knew that Taman had baked some cookies for him some months back. A Conserina doing something like that for a poor backcountry boy had a real impact. He probably wasn't even lobbying for a future marriage, like the nobles would think, but was just trying to be a good friend, and give her gifts that would be impressive enough to match her perceived station.

With that, and some hugs being passed out to various people, a small group was able to free themselves without being sent to the kitchen to help with the dishes. Tor, being good to his word, stayed, and actually headed that direction to help Maggie with the next meal. The rest of his family was headed back to Two Bends, having a celebration with his oldest brother's family that evening. Tal and his wife had some little kids now, two of them, so it made sense. No one loved Noram Day like small children.

Petra and Judy actually managed to find a task for themselves that would take them to Printer. From the hesitation at the start of the sentence, Timon realized that Petra was going to head there by way of County Ward first, most likely. That was fine, since the Count and Countess clearly weren't actual traitors. It was so obvious that they couldn't be that the ruse was most likely going to fail, but that wasn't his job to worry about, as long as they weren't going to get themselves killed doing it. Even then. They were adults after all.

Gerent got ready to go around with him, but Count Lairdgren moved in and patted him on the back.

"Sorry, but we need you back in Grenwyn for the celebration tonight. Everyone wants to meet you. I won't order you to come, if it makes you uncomfortable, but it would be nice having you. I didn't know that you'd have plans..." Then he stared at Timon, with a smile that he clearly didn't mean.

Tim waved his right hand gently.

"I can muddle through, but I expect you for the wedding Gerent. You too, Grandfather." At least he really meant it with one of them. That didn't seem to be lost on the Count, who sighed and shook his head ever so slightly.

That meant that, about fifteen minutes later, he had one of his new craft up, since it was more comfortable, and settled into the pilots chair with Trice along side of him, and Sherri Bonner in the back. She didn't explain why she was coming at all, but had moved with them when they walked out. It wasn't until they were halfway to Barony Coltress that he worked it out, based on the fact that she just sat, not speaking.

"Oh, you're here as our chaperone? That makes sense, Trice being a well known wanton." He was playing, but his newly intended bride made a hurt face. It wasn't totally fake, which surprised him.

"That's a bit mean, Tim. I may not fit your country rules perfectly, but I'm no worse than most that way. In fact I've been too busy to have a proper complement of lovers for a while now."

Sherri looked away, clearly thinking that a real fight was about to start. It probably would have, if he cared at all about things like that.

He didn't.

"Well, you can sleep with anyone you want. I was actually thinking it a good trait, really. I'm not sure how Tor will react... You can probably get Gerent to go along with you. The man really needs to boost his self-esteem. I don't think he's adapted to his new position yet really." That got him to turn and look at Sherri.

"Speaking of which, you should make a play there Sherilyn. He's older than you are and a Countier. Right now he holds the purse strings on about five percent of the wealth in Noram, and I think Tor is doing some magic on him to make him taller and probably fix some of his physical problems. If you get with him now, you can be in place later when everyone wants him. Plus, how often do you get to date a midget? That alone should have you knocking on his door later tonight, if you're an adventurous sort." His eyes stayed locked to the front for most of it, since he was flying, but there was no gasp or denial of interest from the back seat. It would be rude after all. Instead there was silence for a bit and then a rather rational answer.

"That makes sense. Should I send a message to that end with one of you? I don't want to steal your boyfriend Trice, but if your future husband is recommending him to both of us, he has to be a good person, doesn't he?"

"Damn straight he is." Trice turned to look back at the girl who was some ten feet behind her in a rather soft looking gray leather chair. There were ten of them, all facing front, but only in two rows with lots of room around them. The rest of the craft was empty space, but left large, about fifty feet left behind the last row of seating. "He's one of the best people ever. I have to agree with Tim on that score, you should get in early before all the other noble girls catch on to what he's going to be. I can pass an invitation along for you if you like? I wouldn't wait too long. Maybe ask if he'd like to come to the wedding with you tomorrow?"

They chatted about that while Tim looked at the map on his Austran handheld. He vaguely knew where Barony Coltress was, but had never been there himself. It was a little strange, but Trice pointed to her right after about an hour of flying.

"Over there. That's their city. They don't have a wall, but the rivers around it make a natural barrier. The Palace is in the middle there. I think we can land in the back..." There was concern there, but Timon just caused the craft to shrink by about half. It was still big, but now they'd have plenty of space.

Since no one came out to throw rocks at them or scream for them not to land, it seemed safe enough. The silver mirror sheen of the craft was in his style, and it was close enough to what he normally flew that Collette didn't seem agitated when she walked out onto the back steps with half a dozen servants, being joined a few minutes later by the Baron himself. He was a tall and good looking man, with blond hair and blue eyes like his daughter. His clothing was bright and festive, as was Collette's, but the rest of the people were in plain black, so it was hard to tell if they were the wait staff for meals, or guards. There were three women and three men, all decently large, so that probably meant the latter.

Tim let the craft hover about a foot above the ground and opened the door slowly, waving to the people that stood on the back steps so that they wouldn't worry overly. It wasn't an invasion after all, just a visit.

Even with all that, the guards produced weapons as he stepped out, which got Collette to go wide eyed.

"Timon! Is everything alright? I wasn't expecting you. Who's with you?"

He noticed several things, almost at one time. The Baron and Collette had come out of the house themselves, not letting the craft that almost certainly had friends in it be met by the guards alone, which is what they would have done if there had been a real attack. They were seriously interested in who he had with him however, but again, if they suspected an armed battle group, they wouldn't be meeting them in the open like they were.

That meant they had information of a threat, but it wasn't anything that they thought would be real, just annoying.

He nodded, getting the basic idea then.

"I have Ducharina Patricia Morgan and Baronetta Sherilyn Bonner with me. I also have a Truth amulet, wait a second." He had to fish under his shirt for it, but pulled it out and reaffirmed who he was, then waved for the others to come out through the shield window of the craft. It didn't take long for them to all be cleared.

"So, has your mother escaped from her rest facility then?" It was a bit of a thing, since the woman had been covertly attacking Bonita for years, breaking her heart using players and bribable nobles, until the woman was convinced she was ugly and useless to the world.

When Count Lairdgren and Tor learned of it, they worked together to punish the woman, by using a tiny disguise amulet to make her look like an ugly person and having her locked up in a country facility for people that believed untrue things, like they were secretly a lovely Baroness, when all evidence said otherwise, so the lady could relax and hopefully learn not to be evil. So of course she'd escape, eventually. All she ever really had to do was turn the amulet off and walk out. She might not know how it worked, but it was clearly magic, and that meant it most likely would be structured in the familiar pattern. It wouldn't have fooled him for long, Timon didn't think. Or even Collette.

Carol Coltress wasn't that bright, thankfully.

The Baron made a face and Trice turned to stare at him hard, as if he were saying something out of turn, but Collette just let a strong breath out and shook her head, clearly trying to deny the whole situation.

"Yes. Four days ago. No one knows how she did it, but this seems a likely place for her to head. That or to her mother's barony. It doesn't seem that she learned much, in her time away." The woman smoothed her dress, which was a slightly gray colored blue, and long, covering her from neck to shoe. Those were black and shiny, with gold buckles on them. It wasn't real. Not any of it. "Have you come to visit us? I was planning to come back down to the Capital next week. Ice sales are up a little this time of year, but not so much that the staff can't handle it."

Timon shrugged.

"You're both due in the Capital tomorrow. An official wedding came up. Actually we should grab you today Collette. We can take the Baron with us too, if you'd like, sir? That or pick you up in the morning. If you want to come. You're invited, but only Collette is actually required for this, I think." He smiled, since she wasn't really needed for that at all, but she was the only person that could actually get into Tor's vault, other than his brother, who was reluctant to bother with it if he didn't have to.

The woman made a face that said she was a bit disgruntled, then stared at Sherri for some reason.

"Do you know what this is all about or do I have to try and pry it from Lord Tightlips here?" She waved at Timon, as if that made sense at all. He told people almost everything they wanted to know after all.

The schoolgirl stood a little straighter, her mouse blond colored hair and blue eyes almost sparkling through sheer effort of will.

"Timon Baker is set to marry Patricia Morgan tomorrow. It's being held at the Palace in the Capital. The King's Palace, not Tor's." She seemed almost proud of it for some reason.

Instead of seeming shocked, the Baron nodded at Trice and smiled gently.

"That's a solution at least. Except that now, with a husband, you'll eventually have to tell him all of your secrets." It could have been an offhand comment about life and being a noble, but it wasn't. Timon could tell that so easily the man almost would have been better off not trying to be circumspect about it at all.

Trice just shook her head.

"I'm almost certain that he already knows them." She didn't bother explaining why that would be.
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Collecting Collette was remarkably easy, once that bit of news was out and it only took her about an hour to pack and get ready. Her father wanted to send along armed guards, but she waved that away almost without a thought.

"No, thank you. I have my shield and that will be enough I think. She's my step-mother, and while we don't get along, I doubt that she's developed magical talents of note in the last six months. Or even a cohort of guardsmen to aid her. No, we need to watch for poison, slander campaigns and for her to force her way back into this place, using right of marriage, not for physical attack. Besides that, I have Timon and Patricia to guard me." She winked at Sherilyn then. "Baronetta Bonner too. You have a shield and weapons on you, right?" She was clearly joking, but the girl nodded.

"Tor gave them to me. Just an air-lance however, for weapons, that and a small cutter, just in case need arises. A shield and flying gear, as well as military Tor-Shoes." She seemed pretty proud of her collection of stuff. Not that Tim would blame her. It was about five thousand gold worth of things that most people couldn't have paid for, even if they had the coin.

Collette looked at her father then and gave him a tiny bow.

"There you go father. This small group of people is probably better armed and protected than most military battle groups. We should be fine."

"I just worry dear. As to the wedding tomorrow, I'd be most pleased to attend. Would it be possible to be picked up in the morning? I can pay, of course."

Timon shrugged.

"That makes no sense at all. That, or an evil kind of cold merchant logic. Hold a wedding and then insist you come, only to charge you for passage? Heh. I should have thought of it sooner. Seriously, Collette can arrange for that I think." She'd taken to arranging the schedules for his company. It was nearly the perfect way to spy on a lot of movements in the kingdom. She sold the information on the side and passed it to her father, but Timon didn't really mind. She hadn't even asked for a salary yet, after all.

The very pretty blonde woman nodded and suggested that it could be done, if she could find someone close enough to make the trip.

Sherri smiled demurely, or at least made a pretty good effort toward that end.

"I could do it, if I had a Fast Craft. I can fly one now. Tiera taught me, I've practiced daily for the last month."

Timon looked at her, a bit of annoyance creeping into it. He tried to hide it. She wasn't being bad, sleeping with his sister. It was his problem, not hers after all. After making his mind go clear for a few seconds he pointed to the craft.

"The front trunk inside has some. You have to work for me, so no fair taking fares for free... Or at least outside the rules. We can go over that later. You don't get paid unless you're working." Morgan did, and Mark, but the rest of them just got a percentage of the coin they brought in. It was normally a good bit, if they had work at all.

Sherri clapped, which was a very Ali like thing to do. They were roommates at school, so it felt right.

"Thank you! Now I can go and visit other lands and things on my breaks from school."

It was a good point. Really, they needed to see if someone would go to Austra for them and see to things there. Just before he started to mention it, Collette moved into the craft and planted herself in one of the back seats, her eyes appreciative.

"This looks a bit different. Is it something Tor made?"

That started a full explanation, most of which took place as they headed to the house in the Capital. Trice did the honors there, but without asking she grabbed two of the amulets from the back, put one in her side pouch and handed one off to Collette.

"Timon, can you make this larger again? The full size?" The woman ignored her bit of implied theft and clearly expected him to as well. He pointed at the pocket on her side lazily.

"Collette works with me. Are you signing on too? It makes sense to keep things in the family, but if you're going to have one you need to be part of the concern."

Her mouth popped open and she actually looked slightly annoyed with him for a few seconds, then she scowled.

"Tor always just lets me have things like this." There was a hint of hurt in the words. It was almost cute.

"Tor is rich and hates dealing with finances or confrontation. You might be entitled to things like that tomorrow, but for now you need to ask. It's only fair."

"Oh. Sorry." The words were a bit grumpy, but he didn't back down, just waiting to see what she'd do. It didn't take long.

"I suppose I could sign up in theory. Just piloting?"

"It probably won't come up really, but that's a bit better. I'm not mean that way, but I sometimes have plans for things, so please at least check with me first before doing things like that."

That caused a strained silence, which lasted until he pushed the moving craft to reform, growing many times longer and several wider. It was the size of a small warehouse, about a hundred feet by two hundred, when he was done, and nearly twenty feet high. Collette actually stood up and walked to the back, her eyes wide.

"Put in a bed, possibly a water tanks and a shower and this place could be a home for a family of six."

Not having gotten to try it out yet, Timon focused, making a single bed appear first, about halfway back. Then a bathing chamber and a kitchen space. Sherri looked at the silver bit she was holding in her hand and smiled suddenly.

"Timon, you're my boyfriend now, aren't you? I'm pretty sure you just bought my affection for a long time. This is incredible." There was a teasing quality to it, playful, like she both didn't mean it and did, at the same time. It was a pretty good gift, but that was part of why he was holding her to the deal they'd made. A lot of people would want something like this really. 

Collette chuckled softly, but after looking around resettled in the seat she'd started in.

"Brilliant. Does it have a way of getting water?"

"Pumps that can be set up, like the new cottages, if you're near water. A holding tank is a good idea, but I hadn't thought of it. I think we can do it anyway, by making a small room for it and letting it fill with water from the outside. We should try that later. The heating and cooling will only work on the ground, or over the ocean. That's never as good. The temperatures are too cool in the water."

He shrunk the whole thing again as they moved over the Capital, mainly because no one had seen anything flying that was even half as large as what they were in and he didn't want the population to panic. He started to do that at least, but then stopped, his hand still on the control. Instead he started to pulse alternating red and green colors along the length of the thing, glowing brightly enough that people would easily be able to see it. Trice, who was watching out the front widow seemed to work out what he was doing and pointed it out to the others.

"We're just a friendly Noram Day decoration. Good idea. Let people see this as harmless the first time they get a good look at it. Then we land in front of your house and everyone will know-"

Timon grinned and rolled his eyes for a second.

"Then everyone will know that Tor did it again. Well, it could be worse. He could have come along so that the first person anyone saw when they got out was him. This way everyone will just assume I'm Terry and leave it at that." It wasn't fair, but it also wasn't that big of an issue. It bothered him from time to time, living in his brother's shadow, being blocked by it in some ways so that no one could see him for who he really was. On the other hand, the game wasn't over yet. They had thousands of years, at least potentially, for that to change and Tor was already spending most of his time working in a bakery. It was almost as if he were trying to even the playing field on purpose.

Even his having Timon do some of his work was kind of doing that, wasn't it? His brother probably didn't see it that way, but the effect was more or less the same.

They settled gently in front of his place, which was empty. There was no reason for Mona, his cleaning lady and cook, to come in that day. After all, she had a family and both he and Gerent had been gone.

Trice started to stand when a brilliant blue light flashed on and off from her hip. She pulled out her new communications device and spoke instantly, her voice polite and professional sounding.

"Patricia Morgan, how may I help you?"

"Hey Trice! This is Alphonse, we were wondering if you knew anything about a giant fireworks display thing over the Capital? We aren't certain if it's supposed to be there or not, but it was headed toward Tor's?" He sounded amused by the idea at least.

Trice chuckled and winked at Tim.

"That's one of the new Fast Cargo and pleasure craft that Timon made. You should come and see it, if you get a chance. Or we could bring it to you. If, you know, there's any sweet caramel pudding in it for us."

"That second one. I do think I heard mention of such a pudding coming a bit later and might be able to procure some. You're expected here in a bit anyway. Tim too."

Timon thought about it, but it was doable, if he made the craft smaller. The landing area outside the Palace wasn't that big, and he really didn't want to freak out the Royal Guards overly. Who knew what they might get up to, if he annoyed them too much.

"We have Sherri Bonner and Collette Coltress with us as well. They're in on the planning committee I think, to protect me from your mother mainly." It was a good idea, but for some reason Sherri jumped up and hugged him from behind, making a happy sound. Collette was far more subdued, but given everything she was probably thinking up real things to do already.

"Oh? Good, bring them both, please. How long do you think it will take? A few minutes?"

That was an over statement if they left directly, but Trice shook her head no for some reason.

"Two hours. We have arrangements to make first and might as well come marginally prepared."

"Got it, see you then! Happy Noram Day!"

They all repeated that, and then Patricia cut the line.

"Shall we go in? It won't be more comfortable, since this is actually pretty nice, but it seems more normal, don't you think?"

It did really. His place wasn't locked, though it had a solid latch on the door. There just wasn't anything inside that would be worth taking. True someone might steal the whole thing, if they knew to take it down using the amulet that hung on the central post, but other than that no one could harm it at all. It smelled slightly of citrus inside, from some cleaning product or another, and other than the three people sitting at his table, clearly waiting for lunch it was pretty much the way he'd left it.

The girls seemed a bit surprised to see him, but he recognized them as Mona's daughters. The older one was named Stara, he thought. They hadn't been around that much when he was, for some reason. To keep them from bothering him he thought, rather than any concern for their well being. He was friendly after all.

The man jumped up, his face looking scared, as if using Timon's place was against the rules or something. It probably was, a little bit, if he was going to be a jerk about it, but he hadn't been using it and it was probably a bit nicer than what they had in town. He could be nice for a single holiday.

"Happy Noram Day!" That got the women with him to say the same and the girls to relax, saying it back quickly enough.

Bowing a bit he looked at the bearded man in front of him.

"Millert?"

"Yes, sir. Your Lordship, I mean." He wiped his brow, which still seemed dry and then did the same with his hand, against the leg of his plain brown canvas trousers. "We were just..."

What he wanted to say was lost in the sound of Mona coming out of the kitchen. She was a bit plain looking, but her teeth were all her own and had a decently white color to them, having been replaced with a healing item in several cases. She was in plain brown herself, but had a pretty red ribbon in her hair. In her hands were three focus stone trays of food, balanced on her arms.

"What's the noise about... Oh." She nearly froze, but had to keep moving or lose the center tray. Momentum was important in situations like that, after all.

Timon felt almost at a loss for words, since these people had clearly and knowingly invaded his space and were, by the looks of it, eating his food. On the other hand, he hadn't gotten Mona a holiday bonus or a gift. That was pretty rude really.

"Ah! Wait a few seconds. Be right back..." He ran out the door, going to where he'd left his craft set up, knowing that he probably shouldn't have and jogged back to where his trunks were. He got a single amulet out, knowing that it would be too much for a serving woman really, and also pulled two silver coins and a gold. When he got back in everyone was making awkward conversation.

"I work doing hauling mostly, working the ice manufactory, ma'am." This was said to Collette, who clearly had been asking where she knew him from.

It made sense and was a good business to get into in the Capital. It was comfortable outside even in the middle of winter and roasted most of the rest of the year.

Collette seemed happy with the explanation.

"I knew you were familiar. I didn't know that Mona was your wife! Strange how small the world is sometimes, isn't it?"

Timon didn't wait, just handing things out to people. The gold went to Millert first, the girls each getting a silver. Mona got the amulet and held it up, her face questioning, but her mouth firmly shut and smiling. After all, she knew it was some kind of magic.

The girls were wide eyed and seemed happy, but the man looked ready to run out for some reason. They weren't good gifts, but he had a plan for that in mind already.

"Advanced pay, if you want the work. We have an event at the King's Palace tomorrow. I know it's normally a day off for most people, but we'll need hauling. Probably a lot of it. Would you be in charge of that for us? There'll be another gold in it for you if you say yes." It was too much by about ten times, even if he had three assistants, but they'd need the coin for land rent.

He winked at the girls, the older one blushing a bit. It was strange, since she looked to be about ten, but honestly she was closer to his own age than anyone else in the room. He felt so old most of the time anymore that it was a little jarring to him.

"Those are just some funds for the day, to keep you out of your mother's hair. I recommend investing it. That or buying some produce and catching a ride to Austra. The new exchange rate is in, and one silver is worth about six times what it is here. Even more if it comes in as fruits and vegetables. I should be headed that way in a week or two, so if you get time off you should consider it." After all, nothing would tell that land that they came in peace like little girls selling food, would it?

Mona held the amulet and looked at it closely.

"Just a little cottage, like this one. Made it myself, so it's actually a gift. I hope you'll-" There was screaming then. It was a joyous thing, and Mona started crying, while the girls danced around and Millert looked like someone had stomped on his right foot. There was no false modesty in it or trying to give it back, which was good, because he wasn't parting with a craft and that or shields were all he had left.

Then he was hugged, almost crushed, between the little girls and Mona. It was familial enough until the older woman grabbed his behind and squeezed. Her husband glared, but at least it was at her, not him. For his part he managed not to throw her hand off and stepped back.

"Now, you get back to your meal and I'll see you later? We're all going to be here tonight." That was a warning to be gone when they got back, but he wasn't totally sure that they'd get the point.

Outside Trice gave him a loopy grin that seemed far too happy for some reason, and looked back toward the door, shaking her head.

"Is Mona our cook?"

He nodded.

"And cleaning lady. So far I haven't really needed more. I suppose I should work up someplace nicer than this? It will take some time, but I can probably borrow one of the templates for the larger houses that Tor made for the Lairdgren group. Where do you want to live anyway? I mean a central home, where people can send you mail and messages." If they were married it would make sense that they'd live in the same place. Traditionally that would have been in Two Bends or possibly her home town, wherever that was. If she thought that he was going to take this as simply a fiction she was mistaken. Until she died she'd be the only wife he got after all, so it made sense to really put everything into this. She wasn't old after all, just older than he was.

"Oh... I hadn't thought about it. Here works for me. It's a nice place really. A little exposed if another attack comes, but other than that it's good." She patted his back, which was a bit too patronizing for his taste, so he gave her a slightly hard look. It got her to stop, but he didn't think she really understood what he meant. She might not be able to see it really, even if he said the words out loud. Some of the giants really couldn't get things like that.

They all sat in the Fast Craft while they contacted people then, and even Sherri had things to do that way, getting in touch with Tiera, who had been strangely absent over the last few days. Not that Tim blamed her. Things had not been going all that well for her in the last three months. Her best friend had been killed and the murderer had escaped from her cell in the Palace. If that had happened to him he would have...

Honestly he didn't know. He could see the value in killing Sandra Morris and her family, since doing otherwise would be stupid. They'd already shown that they wouldn't let things rest if his sister backed off, so leaving them alive wasn't really a good plan. Someone had gotten her to hold back for a bit. He highly suspected it was Tor, since Tiera kind of hated the King.

His job in all of this was kind of simple, since most of his people actually knew what to do already. The only ones that he had to really invite were Ancients, since leaving them out might seem a little bit rude. Even at that, there were only a few that needed his attention. Blue Four, Orange, Denno and Julie White. She wouldn't be coming, of course, since she was vastly afraid of giants, but it was one of those things where you had to ask.

Kolb too, of course, if he was around. There was that other woman that worked at Lairdgren too, Doris. Timon knew she was immortal, but nothing else about her except that she worked in the meditation department. He decided to leave her out of it, simply not thinking that she'd want to bother with him.

These were the hardest people to get in touch with, once he sat down to actually do it. Trice was already on her communications device with her brother Mark, so he slid into the seat next to her and leaned over to speak himself.

Mark sounded happy at least, which was a good sign.

"Timon Baker? That's not too bad. A bit young, but he'll age up nicely over time, I think. Hard worker and very smart. Plus, you mentioned he was there and he is my boss, so, you get me, I'm angling for a raise." There was laughter from further away, which turned out to be a familiar voice.

"Hello Kincaid. Say, do you have Denno's number in your compact? I need to get in touch with him and that's actually slightly difficult from here. I can give it to you if you don't." She was only a player after all and while she was cute enough for the Ancient to date, Timon didn't think they were.

That turned out to be correct, though it was pretty clear that she and Mark were being seen together. She was also trying to hide that from him. As if he'd care? They were friends, true, but only that. Mark was a good fellow and going to be family...

It wasn't that Timon didn't understand her reasoning, it was just trying to apply Austran rules to Noram nobles. It got him to grin and actually mean it after the second time she let her voice trail off instead of explaining what she was doing.

"I don't have that, of course. He's the Revered One after all. Why would I?"

Timon didn't bother explaining that to her, but cleared his throat and got his Austran compact out, looking the code up. It was protected information, but this was important enough, he thought.

"Just make sure you erase that when you're finished with the call. Unless you plan to ask him to go with you as your date? That might work, if you have the time. Mark can't come, so that's out."

There was silence from the other end of the device, but after a bit she spoke in a low tone. It wasn't angry sounding, but almost conspiratorial.

"Why can't he come? Aren't you friends? And Patricia is his sister..."

That got Trice to look embarrassed, and everyone to stare at him for some reason. Leaving the complex explanation to the little kid.

"His powers are such that he can accidentally throw others into a combat rage. It's a battle commander's ability, but he hasn't learned to control it totally yet, so putting him in a crowded room with noble giants isn't that brilliant of an idea. It isn't a personal slight, since he's a wonderful person. Just a practical consideration." That didn't get Trice to stare at him less, but Collette went wide eyed and started to nod.

"Oh, that does make sense, doesn't it? It isn't a curse at all, it's a command ability? I never thought..."

Things moved faster then, since, while she wasn't the kind to totally believe in magic, Kincaid was smart enough to realize that Noram did things differently, so Mark couldn't come, and they had at least a make believe reason why not that had nothing to do with social class or wealth.

Fifteen minutes later the Austran Player was chatting with the highest ranked person in her land, gushing more than a little. Denno listened politely, speaking clearly, even if he had to go through Kincaid's handheld first.

"I wondered which one of them would entangle you first! Patricia, lovely girl. Yes, I'll come, of course. Perhaps Mark and I can travel to Vagus and see if Red and her new husband would like to attend as well? I know that she's very fond of you. Perhaps Marko Sorvee could attend as well? I know that you're his patron, so I'm certain that he'll want to make an appearance."

The man was smart, but also adding to the numbers of people that would be there. Timon let it go however and suggested that he might also ask Julie and Blue. Neither of them had any clue where Alice Orange was.

It took the better part of an hour to get that finished, and he couldn't focus properly on what anyone else was saying, since there were too many voices for that. It was a rush job after all and that meant chaos at the best of times.

When they lifted off to head to the King's Palace, Tim felt slightly apprehensive. For the first time it seemed like this was actually real. Not in a good way either. He didn't particularly like Trice after all. Oh, she was nice enough in the main, and a good casual friend, but clearly a bit moody and controlling, as well as attached to not one, but two, of his brothers. This aided her, and really did give him a chance to peek into the world of the kingdom's spy networks, but was that really worth it? They were both damaged and she was a Ducharina, so there was that. Her parents were wealthy enough that he wouldn't have to worry about them coming to him constantly for loans, which was a good thing, since that always strained relationships. The thing was, he didn't know if he even really liked the woman sitting next to him as a person. Not that it would be required for marriage. In that way it was no worse than anything that could be arranged by his parents. Trice's own situation showed that one pretty clearly, didn't it?

It would have been nice if he could have married someone he loved, but that might not be a real thing for him anyway. He barely felt attraction for anyone now, after what had happened to him. Love seemed like a lot to ask.

He hovered over the Palace, finally making the craft smaller, still doing the work to make the outside glow in two alternating colors, moving slowly along the surface of the thing. After all, there was such a thing as style and while he was being a bit loud about it, that was part of the holiday spirit and tradition. People actually came out to look too, which included the King, Queen, Alphonse and both Princesses. As well as a dozen Royal Guards, all dressed in formal guard black and purple.

This was one of the few places that he could leave the craft up, so he did, letting the color fade to mirror silver as he stepped out, following the others for once. That bit of apprehension hadn't gone away at all, and was hitting his stomach now. It felt like an insane elf was tickling him from the inside. One that he'd clearly eaten, so there might be reason for this bit of revenge, but he couldn't remember having done it in the last day.

Trice stood next to him, her left arm pressed against his right shoulder. It was, he could tell, made of magic. He'd known about that, since the story was famous. She'd lost the arm when an Austran assassination weapon had started to eat her hand. Princess Karina had used a cutter to take it off, saving her life. Tor later made her the replacement. It was really good work. Between that and the little dragon that moved on the left side of her chest, over her heart, she probably had two of the most complex pieces of magic in existence on her.

This wasn't exactly a regular group of people, so those kinds of things seemed nearly normal.

Before he could do more than start to bow in greeting, everyone turned and hurried into the Palace, Karina stepping forward to take his arm, pulling him along forcefully.

"Bit of a problem Tim. There's a battle starting along the border of Rochester. The Baron is with us, but he's eight, so kind of an obvious target, it's sort of messing with the wedding plans. We all understand the need to hurry, but it may not be as grand as we would have liked." She actually sounded worried, which was sweet of her. Her red hair looked efficient, being pulled back and tied in place in a single ponytail that would have looked perfectly correct almost anywhere. She wore only very light make-up and was dressed in a black outfit that looked almost military.

"Right. Well, Sherri and Collette can handle that part of things, while we get things in place for Connor. I can move troops with the new craft. The Flyers base is closest, do they have anyone ready to go? Or..." He wasn't the one making the battle plans and shouldn't be. It wasn't something he knew about overly, except for the fact that suddenly dumping a few hundred, or even thousand highly trained military men into the situation might well change the course of a pitched battle, if they were available.

It was kind of a jerk move for someone to have attacked on Noram Day. Worse, Connor really was just a kid. It spoke of a certain amount of desperation on the other side, doing things like that, didn't it?

King Richard shook his head, but didn't seem displeased.

"We have ground troops for that, based in County Ford. If we could move two hundred of them within three days, that should work. Can you arrange for that? The expense of travel is..."

"A thousand gold. If they can be lined up and ready to go I can fit that many in right now. Or..." He looked at the others and shrugged. "Well, it will strip part of the wedding planning crew, but if Sherri is willing, she can take in a second craft. Terry might do it too, if we aren't going to dump people on the battle line directly. Trice has one as well, so that would be about eight hundred men, if they don't mind packing in kind of tightly." It was the day before their wedding and Trice was, if nothing else, a girl. She nodded anyway, which showed that she wasn't that into the idea of getting married to him, in particular. That, or she was actually more concerned about the war than it seemed on the surface.

"Collette has one too..."

"Which is true, but someone has to plan this thing for us, if we're running off like it seems we are." He made himself smile, but the Queen rolled her eyes. The move reminded him of what he did all the time really.

"I think I know how to plan a simple wedding, Timon. Go. See to this and protect our friends. I'll handle this end for you."

He stopped, almost making a snide comment about the Queen sabotaging him on purpose, out of spite, but realized that he had to at least pretend that his Aunt wouldn't do that to him, even if she actually did it.

"That makes sense. Can we have those men standing by? We can be there in... Call it thirty minutes? That way we can all take off from here and move as a group. Sherri first, then Collette, Trice and myself. Terry will have to meet us there. One moment." He had his new style communications device, but his younger brother didn't own one. His mother did, so he made the connection and didn't sugar coat what he wanted.

"It's dangerous, but should be safe enough. Strictly a pick up and drop off for all of us. Do you think he's up to it?" That was a dangerous question to ask her, but a slightly high pitched voice came from the unit then, which was his sister Tara, if he had it right.

"I can come too. I have one of your craft, and said I would."

It probably would have been an argument then, but Timon didn't have time for that.

"Not this time, Sis. Terry knows how to fly a Fast Craft and you need lessons first. Next time, if it's as safe as this one, you can go." That made it sound like his little brother was actually qualified to fly off right then, but it wasn't really the truth. 
 Tim was the only one that had controlled one of his new vehicles yet, after all. It wasn't hard, but the things were going to have to be big on the second leg of the journey, which would change things a lot, especially on the landing.

His mother didn't argue the point, not exactly.

"I suppose. Can you have him back by tonight?"

Timon thought about it and looked at the device in his hand, the bright letters that said Lauralie Baker at the top of the list of names.

"No. He can stay here, and be ready for the events tomorrow." If they were holding the wedding then. It made sense, even if it was just a few people standing around and a cleric of some kind. "He can stay at Tor's Palace here. That's a treat, if nothing else. Or he can sleep in his new craft. They have beds."

It took five minutes, but his brother was brought in to talk to him and was actually gone from Two Bends before he and the others were in the air at all. Like he'd planned, he went last into the sky, but took the lead to the military base. It was nice to have the thing to himself. He left it small for the trip out, as did everyone else, but Trice made hers jet black, which had gotten Collette to go with a bright and happy looking pink color. Slowly, as if not able to decide what she wanted, Sherri reworked hers to have a sky blue color, which nearly made it invisible. It was a good idea really. He left his silver, since this first part of the trip wouldn't require hiding.

The trip over took about twenty minutes, since it wasn't that far, only being a little over three hundred miles. It was close to the ocean, the military base being made mainly of older wooden buildings, the rampart wall around it made of smoothed logs. A palisade, Timon thought it was called. Its main function was to keep drunken soldiers from wandering into the town that was nearby at night, no doubt. It should work, if they didn't have flying gear.

They hovered over the large space where the men in black were lined up. It was made of dirt, and looked like it had been packed by years of men walking and marching on it. That left it uneven and with strange divots in places, but Ford was a dry area most of the time, so it wasn't a mud pit at the moment.

He moved in slowly, settling on the far right, and making his craft grow before Trice could settle in, so that she knew to leave enough room for him. It was like a decently large building suddenly springing into place.

Trice was smart and well educated in many ways, as well as used to thinking before taking action, so she followed suit, which meant Collette and Sherri both managed to do the same thing. It left a space for Terry, who was coming into view in a dull gray craft, already pushed to the largest size just in time to see where they were setting up. He had to move into place really carefully, but child or not, he did it perfectly, just as Tim set up a ramp door on the back, so that the men could load their gear and themselves. He left the back open, with no chairs or anything else, other than a restroom.

"Go! Get your assess on the boat! We have a mission. Two hundred per ship. Go!" The deep voiced man that was screaming didn't seem all that old, and wasn't anyone that he'd ever seen before, but this was the right place, and the men weren't taking all that long, actually running into place with their packs. It took a minute for the rest of them to work out how to open a back hatch and Sherri had hers with a full complement of soft seats for the men, which had to be removed, but that just took a jog over to see what was holding them up and a gentle suggestion to the girl to have fixed.

The big shouting man moved over to him and saluted, which he didn't do back. Then he did the same with Trice and Collette, sort of waving to Sherri and Terry. It was clear he didn't know who exactly was in charge. Thankfully that didn't matter really.

Timon nodded once and waved at the mostly loaded craft.

"The trip will take about two hours. It isn't the most comfortable way to travel, but we have restrooms on board or should..." He called that out and all the pilots nodded, standing near the back of their vessels. "Sorry, we didn't bring snacks this time. The plan is for us to take you in, find a spot near where the battles lines are, but far enough away to be safe and set you down. No battle support except running away if you need it. You can ride with me so you have some say as to where you want to set down. The rest know to follow us." Plus, he could call several of them. He really needed to get Terry a communications device too. Right then. He had some spares that Tor hadn't noticed him wandering off with. That, or the more likely situation was that Tor had noticed him loading them all up, but hadn't cared. They were for sale after all, and it didn't matter who did the work that way.

"I'm Major Derring. No title." The words weren't gruff, just a bit flat, as if he was offended by being saddled with a little boy.

"Timon Baker. Countier Lairdgren." Normally he wouldn't bother with titles himself, but the man needed to know who to blame if things went wrong, didn't he?

"How long will it take to get going?"

"About three minutes I think. Let's get the back hatches closed up." He yelled the words, but ran into his craft, finding his luggage and pulling the device for Terry. Then, as he hurried across the courtyard or whatever it was called, he set the device to have his name ready to go and handed the thing to Terry before he could get inside.

"Just hit this bar here to speak to me. If it starts to glow that means you're being contacted by someone. For now, don't do that unless something happens or you need help."

Then he had to sprint back to his craft, to find the Major glaring at him, as if he were wasting time.

"If we can go now?" The man had a mustache and was thin, but tall. Kind of like King Richard or Alphonse, except with very dark brown hair and lighter skin. Darker than Timon, but almost eight feet tall, which meant clear noble blood in his heritage, even if he couldn't claim a title.

He didn't answer, just taking off and hovering in place, waiting for the others to do the same. Terry was up in the air first, followed by Trice. The other two took a bit, nearly a minute. Then, slowly, Tim set off in the right direction, making sure they had space between them. You didn't want to run Fast Craft too close together after all. It would have been nice to explain this to everyone, but they all managed it well enough anyway. Either it was just common sense, or the craft were so evenly matched that going full speed meant they couldn't close with one another. He sort of thought it was that last one, but didn't mention anything about it. Or speak. The man next to him was clearly worried and a bit of a grump, so that worked for him well enough.

There was a low and slightly excited murmur from the back, the men actually having a lot of room, even with their gear. They probably could have had two and a half times more bodies in there without anyone touching at all. This way they could actually stretch and lie down, if they wanted.

Major Derring looked around after about an hour and then patted the arm rest of his seat.

"How much longer, do you think?"

It almost even sounded gentle, as if the man realized that Timon wasn't in his unit or something. If so that was perceptive of the fellow.

"At this pace..." He had to look out the window, but they weren't over anything that made a great landmark. That meant something to him, since it meant they were past Rosslyn already. "A little over an hour, if we don't get lost or have to jockey for position too much. I know the way, so that shouldn't be a problem. No way to know the current situation on the ground... Or, actually, see that communications unit?" He looked at it, since his right hand was in use. "If you could hand it to me, we might be able to manage something that way."

The man looked skeptical, but then looked out the window in front of him and made a considering face. Handing the device over, Timon worked it with his left hand. No one that he knew of in Rochester had one yet, but they'd communicated with the Barony somehow, which was probably through Countess York. Timon knew the lady well enough to just get in touch and ask. That would require the other, older style device, he thought.

Except right there, near the end of the list, was a Countier York. That had to be someone that Tor knew then, or a school boy.

The man that answered wasn't the second one, from the sound of it. Not unless he'd failed a whole lot of classes over the years, since he was clearly a full grown man.

"York here."

"This is Tim Baker, here with Major Derring." Before he could explain the man shouted.

"The incoming forces are in contact! General, the King's forces are..." There was noise, rushing wind and a thump that meant the unit had been tossed to someone else, that meant another man was speaking after a few seconds.

"How many are coming? We're in active battle here, along the southern line. It looks like a mixed group of forces, about five thousand of them, but they're all very well armed and shielded. We only have about six hundred shielded troops. Our forces are being slaughtered here. Both the York and Rochester forces are barely holding. We thought the thing was a bit more equal based on numbers, but they have us two to one on Elites. Any assistance would be good."

The Major practically barked into the device, pulling it from Tim's hand, reaching over the arm he was steering with, bumping it hard enough to send the craft skittering sideways. It was just perceptible and the giant didn't seem to notice.

"A thousand ground troops, all with top weapons and shields, about an hour out from your position, coming by air. Can you hold on that long?"

"No choice. There's a town at our back, and I won't let it be overrun. They came in so fast that..."

Tim blocked out the conversation for a moment, trying to think if anything he could do would help. Other than putting the men in the right place, the answer was honestly no. He could send the Fast Craft into the battle line maybe, but that would be risking his pilots. That wasn't happening. They were his people, and just hired for a transport job.

The men talked until the General, who was named York as well, saw them. They didn't have a signaling device, but the man stood with his hands in the air, waving for a bit, which let him get oriented. It wasn't on the battle line, being outside the town on a hill instead, about a mile away from the fighting. It was a bit too close for his personal comfort, but he hovered in the large clearing behind the man by about a quarter mile and settled there. It wasn't perfect, but even as the Major was growling at him to get closer, he didn't push the issue too much.

"Sorry, this is as close as we can get safely. As soon as we get down, I'll open the back. Tell the men not to move until all five craft are down."

Without pause the fellow stood and grabbed his large pack.

"Ready to move out, do not unload without orders. The hatch will open first, so watch for sign of the enemy. Ready to move!"

Tim made his craft flash again, using the same colors as earlier, red and bright green, since they clashed so nicely. He hoped it would be enough of a signal to the others that they needed to stop and land. They'd all managed to slow, clearly realizing that the battle below them meant they were there.

Sherri was the last one down, the men boiling out of the back as soon as that happened. They made lines and started marching instantly, even before the other craft were empty. No one bothered to stop and chat with them about what might be needed next. He waved to the others then, trying not to seem as bored as he felt.

"We can just take one craft to get back. Everyone load up into mine." It made sense, that would make fewer targets and let them talk without using the communications devices. Not that he was too worried about being attacked, if they took off quickly enough.

Anyone would have to be stupid not to have noted where they landed.

The others moved quickly enough to get their craft put away, but Trice lingered for a bit, and actually put her arm around his shoulders, not saying anything. It was just a bit off, like she was making herself do it.

"And what's this now? I can tell the difference between a person desperately trying to protect themselves, and a real marriage you know. Even if you're stuck with me, there's no need to fake it this strongly."

She didn't move for a bit, but finally smiled. It looked real and everything. Nearly at least. A highly practiced move then, instead of something genuine. Tim needed to learn how to do that too. It had to do with making the eyes crinkle just enough to look real, he thought, without overdoing it.

"Thanks. I mean that. You have no idea how much I've been panicking. Trust me, and I don't mean to sound mean here at all, but you were pretty close to the last thing on my list to try before just taking off and changing my name. I would have, but it would kind of destroy my career. Still, this ended up being a huge trap for me, didn't it? I kept hoping Rico would change, at least at first, then later I just hoped he'd marry before I did. The agreement said that we both could. Otherwise, in the year we're both to turn twenty-two we had to get married." She didn't go into why he was awful again, but she did squeeze him a little. "I'd much rather have just left you alone and let you get married to Karina. That or some other girl you liked better. As it is I'm pretty sure that Tor isn't going to be my friend anymore. He yelled at me last night, for even asking you. It wasn't good. Ali and he actually argued over it. I feel horrible, but I don't want to die or start a war over this and I can't find another way out."

The craft started going down then, with Terry's being first, since he actually ran to see to it. Timon looked at the woman that was still standing there with her arm around him and smiled a bit, knowing it would seem sad, if only a little.

"I can't say that it's my first choice of plans either, but we can make it work. Besides, I can use your help on a plan I have. It will probably take a decade or two, but we're both young, so why not?"

She giggled a little and covered her mouth with her right hand, as if he'd said something funny. Looking up he got it. Collette was watching them, her eyes a little dark. Probably because she figured that Trice was coming on to him. Or, really, it might be that the Blonde thought that the Ducharina was trying to get him to do something that wouldn't involve sex at all, using her female wiles. That was the truth, wasn't it? She was trying to secure her life, freedom and sanity, using him. It was kind of funny, if you had the right sort of mind.

She winked at him, seeming to get that he noted her reaction more than anything else.

"Oh? What's that? Are you going to take over the kingdom and put me on the throne instead of Aunt Constance?" She was playing, not remembering who he was, behind the little boy mask of his face. A common mistake.

"No. Though don't be surprised if she puts snakes under the altar or something like that. She really isn't my best friend, as you might have noticed. I guess I should feel flattered that she bothers to hate me on the same level she would an adult, but I could go on in life without that, to be truthful. No, I'm planning on taking control of the Assassins Guild." The look he leveled at her wasn't playful at all, but she giggled again anyway and pushed on his shoulder, which was for the others, who were already coming back.

"Let me get my craft down. That's funny." Running off she had it done about the time everyone else was settling into the seats of his craft, with Collette making a point of moving into the seat next to his in the very front. Trice didn't as much as bat an eyelash at the move, just moving next to her soon to be brother-in-law.

The trip back was actually sort of fun, since Sherri tried to entertain Terry by singing Noram Day songs, and that got everyone going after a bit. When they got to the Capital Patricia moved to the front and touched his shoulder, her hand staying there for a while, while Collette glared at her a bit.

"Oh, come on Col, he's going to be my husband by this time tomorrow. Beyond that, you can put away your jealousy. We aren't moving to Two Bends, so you won't lose your boyfriend or anything. It isn't like you've been having sex even, so relax, will you?" She sounded calm, but it was clearly meant to be mean, even if it didn't sound like it. The blonde woman smiled then, a wicked grimace that looked ready to fight.

Argue at least.

"Oh? Is that the game we're playing now? Pretending that official sanction makes this alright? And no, I don't mean the age thing. That's... Not great either, but Timon will live, even saddled with you. Don't think I don't know what it is you're doing Trice, using this to force..." She stopped then, her face tight.

Patricia just shrugged.

"We should head straight to the King's Palace. They owe us some pudding."

The night was different, since the glowing river that was almost always purple, suddenly changed, alternating green and red. It was very pretty, and they had a great view of it. It wasn't magic, not totally, as it was just possible to make out the men and women standing on the top of the wall, crouched really, making the changes to the devices there.

One of them got it wrong for a moment, making three reds in a row. It was fixed in seconds however.

Timon settled them into the landing spot near the west door of the Palace, leaving it there again, so that he wouldn't have to carry all his things around with him all evening. He wasn't planning on staying for dinner, but it would be hard to say no, if the King invited them himself. It turned out that, unlike earlier, they had to answer questions while holding a Truth amulet, to prove who they were and that they weren't suddenly enemies of the Crown. Terry went first, but they all passed.

Really it was a bit rude, given that they were just helping get troops to battle for the King's side, but it made sense. Who knew what anyone was going to do, day to day, or even six hours later?

If you held the same opinion for too long it became stale, like old bread. That didn't mean you had to change without end, but you should at least consider doing things differently on a regular basis. It made sense to him at any rate. After all, too many people got stuck in their ways, and ended up not moving along with the times. That had to be dangerous for someone like him, that would be very old one day. It might even be true for regular people.

They were led by a Royal Guard named Kevin to a small room off the main dining hall. From the sound there were about five hundred people in there, and the instant the King walked in he settled the matter of what they were doing for dinner without pause.

"Sorry, can't have you in tonight. Too many guests already. I hope that doesn't disrupt your plans? We could arrange a meal..." There was concern at least, but Collette shook her head.

"No, thank you, Sire. My mother is preparing dinner for us and a few others. We'll be fine that way." She sounded happy enough about it all, but Timon wondered when she'd had a chance to talk to Glaren about that.

Not that either of them had told him that the other woman was her birth mother, but it was kind of obvious. Why she was working at Tor's house he didn't know, but the woman was good at her job. She was the one that made up all the food baskets his Fast Transport clients ate on normal flights. They were pricy, true, but worth it. No one had ever complained about the food at least and it rarely went uneaten.

The King gestured for them to all sit, but remained standing, which he normally didn't do in Tim's presence. Probably because it was actually work to look down that far.

"I received word through William Smythe that you successfully put all one thousand men on the ground in Rochester Barony. They're holding for now. We might need your services to do that again in the coming days. I have to say, the day would have been lost without your aid. A bargain, for only five thousand gold." The King didn't look at him askance or anything over the amount, which was good. After all, at his normal rates it would have been ten times that at least, if not more.

Sure, he'd said a thousand and would have taken that too, but that really had been for two hundred people. This way he could give each of the others a nice bonus and bind them to him, like he had with Millert and Mona.

It would seem generous, but that wasn't the point, was it? Loyalty could be bought, if you did things correctly. With Mona it was a big, but unexpected gift. If he spaced them out, she'd stick around and be willing to put up with a lot just on the off chance that someday there might be another one.

With these four, well, they weren't Mona, which was a plus all the way around, but they'd appreciate him noting who'd done the work, even if he did take the lions share.

The King cleared his throat then.

"Ehm. Well, I hate to be rude, but I need to be at the table soon. They can't start without me and I fear the Kitchen staff will start cursing my name if I let their dishes get cold. Can I count on your aid?"

Timon liked the man, he really did. He also didn't like being kept on a string, even one made of gold coins.

"We'll try to at least make certain someone is available. We have a wedding vacation to go on and all that sort of thing. Otherwise it won't look real." It wasn't an honest point and Trice rolled her eyes but Richard acted as if it had to be the most important thing in the world.

"That's an honest consideration. I have to say, even though I won't rescind my signature on this, it's making me a bit uneasy. Well, anyway, I have to go. I'll see you all tomorrow?"

There were head nods and soft murmurs in agreement then as the man left, not saying anything else. That they could have done the whole thing over the communications device was true, but it wasn't like they had a ten hour trip to Tor's house, was it? They could walk and it wouldn't take an hour, even on Noram Day.

They flew, which meant they were at his brother's door within two minutes, his cases floating behind him. Terry had a bag, as did Sherri, but this was Collette's house and Trice clearly stayed there enough that she didn't need to pack anything with her. That was the lovely thing about magical clothing and all the other devices a person could have now. It really didn't take a lot of room. It was just possible that the girl had everything she needed on her, if she'd gotten in good with Sam and Guide. They were young and she was pretty, so that was just possible.

Then again, she might just have her own room, with her things in it, just up the stairs.

Regardless, Collette didn't bother knocking, so when they got in, there was a bit of a surprise. Ali was there, walking over to welcome them and the house front section of the place had at least ten people in it. Most of them in white robes.

High Servants.

"Great! We were waiting for you all. Come this way, dinner is about to be served."
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Timon woke in a rush, alone in the dark. For a moment he felt like someone was standing over him, watching him sleep. He knew who it was without ever having to open his eyes. The giant form was female, and smelled like her. Nora. Countess Alan. A shiver of pure fear ran through him, until he remembered that he'd killed her himself, taking her head into two parts with a wave of his hand.

It took a while before he was able to get a light on, not wanting to get out of bed, in case the ghost of the woman had come to haunt him. That was silly. Not the idea of haunting, given everything he knew about magic that almost had to happen, the imprint of a person lasting far longer than their body would. No, the silly part would be Nora coming after him. After all, he had a physical form and magic. No ghost was going to stand up to that for very long if it came to a fight. It wasn't a real point anyway, he noticed when the light came on. There wasn't anything there at all. Just his own fear.

That almost had to happen, and this wasn't the first time since he'd been tortured that he'd woken like this, covered in sweat and shaking. It didn't leave him feeling strong or tough, but he could deal with it, once he was awake.

"Of course getting married to Trice isn't going to be helping that, is it?" He spoke out loud, into the empty cottage room. The bed was soft enough, and formed to him perfectly, but he got up anyway, even if it was at least an hour before dawn. This time of year that meant it would be around six-thirty in the morning. He moved to find his watch, not having invested in a wall clock yet. It said it was a bit earlier than that, being just a few minutes after six. It was a good enough time to wake up at any rate.

The thing there was that he didn't know what to do. He was getting married that day, but hadn't really had a chance to get ready for the idea. Did he feel afraid? Nervous? Really he didn't feel anything at all. The whole thing felt less than real for some reason. Like a bad joke was being played on him... by someone. That part was hazy, but the pieces were there. After all, wouldn't the very best possible outcome be for Rico Gala to simply die? There were ten thousand ways to make that happen, and marrying a child wasn't one of them.

Or was it? Could he, or more to the point, someone else who didn't need an alibi, use that as a cover for the man's death? Move in and help him have a horse riding accident or fall in the bath and hit his head fatally? Yes, the Baron would suspect, but if Trice was busy getting married, which would end the problem, that could be used to deflect the whole thing.

Then, since he wasn't planning to force her to stay married to him, most likely, they could get her favorite uncle, who happened to be the King, to annul the whole thing. It was a good enough plan that he decided to make it happen, even if no one else was currently working that angle.

Of course Trice, if she were smart, would simply bear the shame of being his wife for a few years in order to keep hold on him. There really weren't that many people she could marry after all and unless she wanted to wait for Terry, none of them would be as close to Tor as he was. Well, Gerent was really, but the man just wasn't that great looking. He might be later, if she was willing to wait. Tor had something planned there, didn't he?

Stretching first, he stood and moved into his morning chores, washing and then dressing for the early part of the day. Then, even though he didn't feel hungry at all, he made a small breakfast for himself out of two eggs and some decent yellow cheese, along with a fairly stale piece of bread that Mona had made. It wasn't great bread, but it served well enough. He was a bit picky that way, wanting baked goods to be well made, but the woman tried hard, so he hadn't mentioned it at all. It was enough that she'd stopped hitting on him every day.

After eating and cleaning up well enough that no one would know that he'd even been there, he decided to practice building something. He was a bit out of sorts, his nerves finally starting to stretch thin with the day coming at him like it was, not knowing what the whole thing was really all about, if it wasn't simply what it seemed.

That meant it was about the perfect time to make a useful copy without a template. He had a few things that he'd been working with. Not-flyers, an explosive weapon, a powerful force lance and a large cutter. All he needed was something small to put it on. That he managed by going outside and looking for a tiny rock. The one he found was about the size and shape of a giant's finger, which meant it filled his palm completely. It was part of a large rock, or had been, broken and with jagged edges, the color being a bland gray with one darker streak. It was an ugly thing really, but the shape wasn't bad.

He let himself sit on the floor of his main room and worked as hard as he could manage on it, holding the pattern in his head until it resonated with the pattern of the stone, meaning that it was in place and decently strong. The hard part would be testing it, since there was nothing much to cut in the area. Instead of bothering with slicing up his own belongings, he walked outside in the morning sun and triggered it, feeling the four foot line it made in the air. It was a thin sliver of information that just drove things away from a central point, so it would work in any direction. That was different than the ones Tor made, but this wasn't a tool, it was a weapon, meant to kill anyone it touched, no matter how that happened.

Near the edge of the water there was a place where several large boulders had been put in place, either by the water itself, or some municipal project a very long time before. They were different sizes, and made rough steps down to the water that men and women used when doing their wash or to bath in the summer heat. Triggering the shard in his hand Timon made a few cuts, just shaping the stone into something smoother and more pleasant to walk on. Real steps and sitting platforms. He even carved a small wash area, complete with a bench under the water.

The hardest part was actually tossing the decently large chunks of stone to the side, since some of them weighed more than he did. It was something he could manage, with just a bit of effort.

The voice that came from behind him was familiar enough, but had managed to sneak right up on him.

Petra.

"Nice. Of course you put this right between your and Tor's houses, which means that anyone using it will have to beat a path through your yard. That's what they'll do too, because no one is going to walk on the wizard's lawn." She sounded a bit subdued for some reason, which could be tiredness, or almost anything. She had a lot of stress in her life after all, with her family being in danger and her own recent ordeals, which had been as bad as his own, or worse.

After all, Count Rodriguez had been her fiancé. There was a real betrayal there. Tim really hadn't trusted Nora at all. Yes, that left him not trusting women, especially giant ones, but Pet had to be wondering if she could trust anyone at all. Even those closest to her. It wasn't fair. It did remind him to pester King Richard about the man's execution again. If they waited too long he might be broken out of his cell or something, which wouldn't serve at all.

"Yeah. I was thinking I could set up a little stand to sell things for festivals, if Tor keeps doing that here, now that he's moved. Maybe put in some lights along the walkway here?" He hadn't really been thinking that at all, but it was a good enough idea. "Maybe some more trees? There's plenty of water for it after all."

The woman looked out at the slightly muddy expanse in front of her, standing on the second step that he'd made, near the top.

"Sounds good. So is this a gift to the city, on the day of your wedding? That's pretty decent of you. Most people just get drunk and try to forget that they're getting older. Kind of a milestone, marriage."

He grinned up at her and hefted the stone with the cutter on it for her to see.

"I noticed I was a bit worked up, so I made this copy. I'm trying to learn to do it under stress, in case something ever comes up. I was just testing it." Then, without really considering the idea, he tossed it into the water. No one would find it before the field faded and even if they did, there was no real chance of anyone turning it on. Petra winced anyway.

"That's a weapon grade cutter, built on stone? How much would that be worth, do you think?"

"About two hundred gold. Or it would be if the stone was nicer. I could shape something and etch a sigil. I'm not making things for sale. If you want one, let me know and I'll do something nicer."

That got the woman to take a few steps closer and stand near him, not touching at all.

"Definitely load me up with weapons. Judy too. Karen Derring as well. I know you two aren't that close yet, but she's one of my best friends."

"Also a relative of mine. It makes sense. I'll do that, as I practice making things."

She was silent for a while, but finally said something that Tim kind of thought she'd been working up to for days.

"You don't have to do this, you know. You don't owe Patricia anything, and while this is a dire enough situation for her, it isn't your concern. Gala won't go to war over it, not after what happened to her and Gerent there. Oh, they might be offended, but the Baron isn't a fool. I'm kind of surprised that no one mentioned that a bit more strongly already. Something isn't right here, is it?"

The nice thing there was that she was actually asking him, as if he might know something.

"I know. There have been some hints. Collette started to say something yesterday, about Trice using me to work her way in to something. I have to imagine that's into my grandfather's circle of control. Nothing else would make sense at all. Not yet. It's a good enough plan, honestly, working with Tor would serve her better. Count Lairdgren and I aren't close." Picking up a small stone, one that had been cut from a large boulder to his left, he tossed it away, letting it lodge in the rocks a bit closer to Tor's place. "I think there's also a plan in place to remove this Rico Gala, using me and this marriage as a cover. If there isn't, then we should set that up, don't you think? If I get time and no one else does anything, I mean. Otherwise, it's wasted effort."

"That, or get the man to marry someone else. From what I've heard, that isn't too likely. He has a tendency to kill his playmates. Really, Gala should have killed him already themselves. He's the only child. That makes a difference to some people. They're willing to put up with almost anything to protect their heirs." The dark complected woman sighed and shook her head. "So, for today we sell your tender flesh to the wicked Patricia, to protect her from a fate... Well, it would probably be no worse than death, not in the end. Really, my coin would be on her killing him, but that would end up with a bigger mess than if she died. After all, she isn't anyone's direct heir."

"Right. Well, we should be off then, shouldn't we? I don't know what the plan is for the day at all really. I need to shower again. After that..." Letting his hands spread he started to walk back to his little cottage, Petra slapping him on the back as he passed her.

They didn't talk a lot, at first, but as he got cleaned up again, after his work of moving all those rocks, other people started to show up at his door. The first was expected really, being Judith, who'd had to stay in Printer overnight. Then his relatives started coming. The men at least. Terry and Tor came over at the same time, with Count Thomson.

They were there for moral support, even though Tor didn't seem all that happy about the plan. He didn't harp on it, just frowning a lot. It wasn't his normal way at all.

The Count on the other hand seemed almost overjoyed.

"Timon!" He pounded him on the back hard enough that both of their shields activated. "This is a banner day. A very good match too. She's a bit older than you are, but well connected and a good person, once you get past the surface. I have to say, I've been trying to find someone suitable for her for a long time now. It's harder than it sounds. All the steps. A Ducharina is too highly placed to have a large potential pool, and the way the contract was written she had to have a very good marriage for it to count. We couldn't raise up a plowboy and claim he was a prince or something."

Tor snorted then, his face a bit sour. More than a little, actually.

"And yet I was deemed good enough, even before I was a Countier. Imagine that."

Tovey actually glared at him and shook his head a little.

"Tor... Gala would have gotten on his hands and knees and let you stand on his back so that the height would have looked right for the wedding. You saved his city. That alone is why he ate what Tiera and Timon did there, freeing Patricia and Gerent. Timon isn't the only boy that's available you know, he's just the only one that Galasia has to accept, because of you."

"Ah." There wasn't a lot of excitement in his voice, but he stopped snarking at them at least.

There really wasn't a lot for him to do yet, since the day was mainly about the women, Tovey informed him with a sage nod, having been married himself for a while. That meant sitting around and waiting, which felt both lazy and boring. At about nine other people were showing up, including Mona, her husband and both girls.

They knew Tor at least, which made some sense, being that they had shields and Not-flyers. True, they could have gone into his place and gotten them for themselves, but no one did that really.

They bowed and stood back, being quiet. Mona gave him a funny look, but didn't say anything to Tor, since it was obvious that Tovey was someone special.

"Gentlemen." They all bowed again, but didn't expect introductions really. She turned to Timon, who was the one that paid her after all and smiled. "You didn't mention if we were needed for the wedding itself. I can help with it. Who's getting married anyway?" She was a good bit less formal than most servants would have been, and Millert winced, since he at least understood that Timon was a noble. That meant he could get away with a whole lot, if he felt offended.

"Me. Don't lecture about my age, I know that one already. I believe most of the food will be taken care of, but you should get with Tor here about that. What do you have planned?" He was joking really, but Tor stood and gestured for everyone else to follow him, except Tovey. Terry, it seemed, was going to be a baker that day. It made sense. He was better than Mona was by about three or four times already, after all. A few minutes later Millert came out, grinning, and muttered something about crazy wizards, then left.

Then there was more sitting. Just as Tovey finished explaining how babies were made, and how to please a woman in bed, since it was his job apparently, there was a knock on the door. Petra opened it for them, which was, in hindsight, a mistake. There was a crowd out front and they weren't anyone he knew at all.

City people from the Capital, all dressed up for a party.

The man in front was dressed in a multicolored outfit, his face bearded and smiling.

"There he is! Timon Baker. We've come for your procession. Get him!"

It was a bit strange, but the "getting" wasn't that bad, since they just picked him up and carried him outside. Then, using the stairs he'd made earlier, the men and women carefully took him to the river and tossed him in, while chanting.

It would have been nice if they would have asked if he could swim first, but as the cool water shocked his system, he couldn't mind that much. It was the local tradition after all and even if they didn't know him, these people had cared enough to actually show up. Most of them were probably vendors, since some small stands had been set up already, for a bit of a public party. In the center of the huge empty area outside the city wall a pile of ice blocks was already being set up, to form a castle. Down the way a mountain had appeared, with a waterfall cascading down and several other events, most of them magical in nature, were being set up.

Timon shook his head, glad that he had on one of Tor's temperature equalizers. As he climbed out he shook his head a bit, causing a few drips of water to spread out as Tovey reached forward, laughing, and pushed him back in.

That was the game for a bit then, until he cheated and used his flying rig to go over everyone's head, getting a cheer from the crowd that had gathered to haze him.

"There we go! Can't keep the little wizard down for long!" This came from the white bearded man, who he realized was actually the local tax collector that had taken the fee for his land rent.

It made sense for him to be there, since he was probably going to be working most of the day. More people were coming out, some to set up little booths, others just to gap at what was going on.

"It looks like we're going to have a party then?" Timon tried to make his voice sound pleased, even if it wasn't about him at all. People had done this when Lyn and Dorgal got married, but she was a head of state, so it was a big deal. Neither he, nor Trice, rated this exactly. For a second he had to wonder if people thought he was Tor, but that wasn't it. They knew who he was and started chanting his name to prove it.

Thankfully that didn't go on too long, and he was able to get most of the way back to his house when someone thought it would be a good idea to make him sit on the growing ice structure. That was wet making again, but not that cold. Still, they weren't finished with him for hours. It was a bit embarrassing but he ended up being stripped by a group of women who chased him through the streets of the city. True he could have made clothing appear at any time, but this too, seemed to be some kind of tradition. The idea was that he'd have to kiss whoever caught him and that would mark that they were going to be the next to be married. The competition was a bit fierce, with several woman actually pulling the hair of the others trying to get at him. He ended up being cornered with two rather plain young ladies holding on to him as they kissed him on either cheek. That got a cheer going, but meant he was allowed his dignity again.

Then...

He glared a bit while he made his way back to his house, going straight in and showering, for the third time that day.

This time when he came out, everyone was gone, Except Tovey and one newcomer, that being Count Peterson.

"I missed the procession? Sorry, I thought we'd have a bit more time. Well, don't worry, we'll do it again at the Palace anyway. I hear your Aunt has some truly embarrassing experiences lined up for you. Shall we go? Everyone is waiting for you there, to see if you actually show up or not. The odds are against it, but I put fifty gold on you showing. Your Aunt gets it if you don't appear on time. She seems to have forgotten how honorable you are. Her mistake, my gain." The man seemed genuinely happy with the situation now, and pounded Tim on the back, hard.

Thank goodness for shields. His kept Timon from going anywhere.

It was tempting to just leave it on and refuse to go to the Palace until later, since he really didn't want to be made to run around the place naked with his Aunt laughing at him or whatever she had planned.

They had time and Count Peterson had come in a horse drawn carriage.

"It's a bit more stylish than flying, I hear. Shall we go? It won't help to show up late."

Then he laughed, as if there was some kind of joke involved in the whole thing. He was already married, so maybe to him there was? All he had to do was stand there and fight anyone that came to cause a scene. Who exactly that would be, given the location the ceremony was being held in, Timon didn't know. No one would try anything in the Palace, since doing so wouldn't just make for a dramatic moment, but probably involve death in fairly short order.

The ride over, thankfully, took a lot longer than it should have, since there were people in the street already, wearing warm winter jackets, which in the Capital just meant heavy shirts with sleeves on them, and singing. They were all Noram Day songs, but that made sense to him. Why would they care about his wedding at all? The answer there was that they wouldn't. They were just taking advantage of the free party.

Hopefully it was being paid for by Tor, because he wasn't going to be able to afford it himself. Not unless everyone were going to cover their own food and drink. So far no one was just handing things out, but that didn't mean anything, it was just now turning mid-afternoon.

Getting to the gate took nearly an hour, since people were getting into the street, and then it took about fifteen minutes to be cleared at the gate, even with Truth amulets. 

Thankfully that got broken up almost immediately.

"There he is!" That was all he heard before he was descended upon, standing outside the door, right next to Count Peterson. To his credit the giant did try to grab him and run away, but the Royal Guardsmen and women caught them almost instantly and carried him around the side of the building. It was on the opposite side of the structure from the ponds at least, closer to the outdoor kitchen used in the summer months. They walked past that too, with Peterson walking behind them, laughing. A lot of them were.

That wasn't a thing that left him feeling easy and relaxed. Especially when Kara started pulling at his amulets. She plucked them off one by one, as she stood, not knowing if he was about to be stripped again or not. It turned out that he got to keep his clothing, which was something at least.

"So I take it this isn't something the Queen planned out? I mean if I get to have some shred of dignity. Some kind of Royal Guard prank?"

Kara, who had a handful of amulets and chains now, winked, which wasn't exactly the way he was used to seeing her. She was strong, capable and quick to smile, but playful didn't really fit.

"Prank? No... Not at all. This is one of our traditions. Normally we would have waited for you to turn fourteen, but today, early or not, you marry, meaning that you're an adult now. So, it's time to test what you're made of." There was a sweet smile on her face and a chuckle as she pushed him into the center of what looked to be a practice arena surrounded by a hedge.

It was a nice space, flat, with paving stones on the ground, instead of dirt. That looked good, but didn't take into account how much falling on them would hurt. Or, if they did, whoever designed the practice area expected their students to be more than human.

George, who was the oldest person there, being in his fifties at least, moved to stand in front of him, also pulling off a few amulets and taking some devices out of his pockets. Then he pulled out several knives, a piece of wire with a handle on either end and a vial of something in a brown glass bottle with a cork stopper. These were handed over to Kara too, who stepped back without saying anything.

The older man did.

"The rules are simple enough. You must face three of us in combat, one at a time. Try to avoid taking out eyes or killing blows if possible. It's your responsibility to survive. Are you ready?"

From the look on their faces now, this part wasn't a joke at all, but a real test. Why they thought he would be a part of this he didn't know, but he wasn't given a chance to chat about it, since a very fast backhanded blow moved out from George, who was nearly nine or ten inches taller than he was. It hurt, but the surprise was what sent him stumbling back.

He didn't whine about it not being fair. They all knew that already. All of them were bigger than he was. Stronger. Or at least as strong. That was something that they might not have realized about him yet. Whatever it was that made him immortal also made him very fast and strong. Like Tiera was. Except that she worked out and knew how to fight now. Unarmed he wasn't much better off than any kid his age from Two Bends would have been.

Basically that meant he knew how to tackle someone, poorly, and three different punches. He could be wrong, but from the way that George was flowing toward him, his hips barely shifting as he did it, the man might be just a tad better than he was that way.

Trying to remember the fights that he'd seen before, Timon danced back, moving in a circle as he did it. George didn't cry foul, but he didn't stop either, moving in like a landslide that was tracking his movements.

Finally Tim smiled and pretended to jump in.

That got him hit in the head hard enough that he went all the way to the ground, his skull making a deep thunk on the stone. Blood filled his mouth and there was a burning sensation on the right side of his face, but he managed to kick at the man, fast enough that he didn't risk trying to close. It was the awkward kind of thing that little kids did when they got pushed down, but it bought him time to try and get back up. That he did quickly. It was nearly enough, the larger man stepped in easily and threw him down with a thud.

The whole thing lasted about three minutes and left a feeling of pain throughout most of his body. He did manage to keep to his feet for most of it, which was at least something. Not much, but what else could he do? The Royal Guard had the only exit blocked and the hedge was tall enough that he didn't think he could go over it. That meant taking a beating. Well, winning was also an option, but so far that didn't seem too likely.

Without any signal at all, a huge man walked to the center of the space with him and brought his hands up into a fighting pose. Timon did the same, his tiny fists looking like a joke compared to the mountain of human flesh in front of him. He was only about six-six, but the man had more muscle than should be possible for someone that size.

Hopefully that would mean he was slow.

When the first blow came it wasn't that fast, but that could be fake, trying to throw him off. The guard just testing him? Or letting him feel like he had a chance. That was clearly false. Still, if he had to be beaten there was no reason not to try and do something. What that should be he didn't know. Laughing he rushed the man, not even trying to do more than raise his hands. It was just something so strange that even a well trained fighter might be taken off guard, he hoped.

It lasted for about half a second. Then he was picked up bodily and tossed across the paved space toward the far hedge. That was over twenty-five feet away, which meant that the landing didn't go well. Timon had gotten his feet under him, but the momentum sent him off to the side and when he caught himself with his right hand, something made a soft popping noise. The shock of it ran up his arm, and there was an odd lump a quarter of the way to his elbow, on the outside of his forearm. Broken then. That didn't seem to be enough to stop this... whatever they called it.

The giant man came at him and slapped him so hard with and open palm that he actually started to black out.

After that a woman he didn't know took her turn, beating him at least as well as either man had managed. That was it, thankfully. As soon as she'd had her fun, or the time ran out, which was probably the actual case, even no one looked at a watch, everyone moved in and started patting him on the back.

George actually sounded happy about it.

"Life isn't fair. That's part of what growing up means, learning that. Seldom will you find an even fight, and when you do, it will almost always have a trick or lie in it. Don't forget that. You did... Well enough. You need to improve your fighting skills." Then he moved back, smiling and the second man snorted, taking his place.

"You can't plan for the unexpected, if you can't think of it first. Use your mind and assume that. Find scenarios that let you win, and always presume that failure can come at any time. It isn't a fun way to live, but it may save your life."

Then, because there was a pattern to the advice being given, the big guard moved away, letting the woman he didn't know come forward. He'd seen her before, but it wasn't time for them to make complex introductions, clearly. There was a ceremony going on after all.

"Pain, loss, and sorrow will come. By knowing that ahead of time you can be prepared to carry on, even through the hurt. These things are true for all people, of all stations. Being an adult means being willing to stand. For yourself, and for others. It means doing your duty, no matter how hard and unfair. Today you are a man. What you will be tomorrow is uncertain, but we all have high hopes for you." Then, without saying anything else, they all left. Kara lingered at least and handed him his amulets back, and his weapons.

"Best stay armed for now. That was rather pitiful."

He mumbled a bit, past the fat lips.

"Well, I don't know how to fight."

"I know. A bit of an oversight on your part. You should fix that."

Then she walked away too. That only left him and Count Peterson in the practice area, the larger man looking a bit disgruntled. Timon shook his head and put his gear back on, then triggered his healing amulet. He didn't speak for a few minutes, his breath coming in short panting gasps as the pain ripped through him again. That meant the damage was worse than he'd thought. When his right arm cracked, the bones resetting, he nearly blacked out again, but held on.

Five minutes later Peterson grimaced.

"What the hell was that? You're only a boy, making you fight like that..."

Timon laughed, but it came out as a snort, which made him look goofy. Like a child that couldn't control his reactions.

"Apparently I am now a man. My parents will be so pleased to know that." He looked at his clothing, which had blood on and in it, real or not. Cycling his clothing amulet caused a dry powder to come off of him, and then let him have a clean black outfit again. There was blood in his hair, which wouldn't do for the rest of the day. "Seriously, I've already had several showers today. I should just sit in a tub until it's time for me to go and stand next to Trice."

That got the man to nod.

"We'll try to make sure that isn't needed. Let's go see what the Queen wants to do to you first. After that we'll get you that bath you need. You know, when I was fourteen my father just provided a woman for my present. No beatings involved at all, and I come from a military family."

"The Royal Guards aren't exactly regular people, are they? It's what I get for being nice to them. They got confused and think I'm family now or something. Well, you can't pick your relations. We might as well go in."

It was tempting to linger, but he really doubted that Aunt Connie would have a beating in mind for him. In fact, when they found her she actually looked scared.

"Why is there blood all over your face? Is it yours?" She didn't touch him, but moved close, examining him for a long time.

Count Peterson cleared his throat and actually winked at her, which got her to stand up straight and give the man a questioning look.

"Did you know that your Royal Guards require their youngsters to fight when they become an adult? Three of them. One directly after the other. Don't concern yourself, all your guards are unharmed."

There was a long silence and a concerned look, but that faded after just a moment.

"I...see. Well, we can let you clean up then and get ready. Do you want to eat first, or do you have butterflies in your stomach?" If she meant it in a mean way, she was hiding it pretty well. She actually seemed almost nice about the whole thing.

Timon didn't trust it, but he knew enough about life not to let her see that. After all, she was his Aunt and the Queen. Those things would last for a long time, and making her hate him more than she did would be a mistake. It was one thing for her to find him inconvenient and annoying, but she was powerful enough to really make his life hard, without ever overtly attacking him, if she wanted.

It was actually harder to find him an empty room with a tub in it than it sounded like it would be. They had a hundred such things around the King's Palace, but even this year, with few people bothering to travel, enough had come to stay for Noram Day that all the rooms were in use and a lot of them had more than one person staying in them. In the end he was taken to the very interior of the building, along a densely packed corridor of rooms and allowed to use a cold shower that the Royal Guards all took turns using.

As the water hit him he winced, until the temperature control amulet he had on fixed things for him, making it seem comfortable, if not warm.

When he got out and dressed again, he looked at Count Peterson, who was taking his job as guardian of the claim pretty seriously it seemed and made a face.

"I get it. The Royal Guards are all hard and live without regular comforts. What I don't get is why? Does that actually make them stronger, or does it just cause them to be surly all the time? I mean, would a room temperature water tank be that expensive? I could hook a warm tank up in about ten minutes." Not that he would. After all, this had to be done on purpose, keeping them like that all the time, so they wouldn't be too soft or something. It was most likely part of their training. Like putting them in the very little rooms he was walking past. Some of the doors were open and showed that the space inside was barely big enough for a small pallet and a candle holder.

For half a second he actually felt sorry for them. They weren't allowed any quality of life at all? They were probably given low quality food too then, or at least plain stuff all the time, so that they wouldn't mind if they weren't given something tasty? What kind of monster came up with their rules anyway?

Timon had a strange feeling that would be his grandfather. There was probably a reason for it, but seriously, what was the point? Wouldn't letting them have a few luxuries serve to make them stronger in the end? Wouldn't feeling loved and respected draw them closer to the King than this?

Peterson didn't respond, but walked away quickly, as if afraid to be there for too long. They were being watched, no doubt, but Timon didn't really care about that. It was their job to protect the King, which meant knowing what people were saying and doing. He was only getting clean, himself. It probably wouldn't offend them.

By the time they were back to the Queen, several things had changed. She was busily walking around a large room that had many comfortable sofas and chairs in it, all done in a cream color that had to be impossible to keep clean for the servants, making a point of talking to everyone. She did it well, Tim had to admit. She was a professional at what she did and everyone had to feel like she was spending more time and attention with them than anyone else. It was part timing on her part, and the fact that she had a lot to say to each person that was perfectly correct. She even spoke to the Austran Ambassador as if they were old friends and made a point of touching Kincaid Rue on the arm gently. It wasn't exactly flirtatious, but it would make the woman who looked to be about fifteen, but was older thanks to some kind of medical procedure, feel welcome and wanted.

Even if Constance had no clue who the heck she was.

For her part, Kincaid lit up when she saw him.

"Tim, over here!" She waved and moved the last few steps between them to give him a quick hug. "So, are you still claiming that you're only twelve? The Revered One said you were, on the trip over, but I'm not certain he isn't having me on. After all, the age of consent is fourteen here, right?" The woman let her eyes narrow as if someone were playing tricks on her, then smiled brightly, and flipped her fake red hair out of her eyes.

The Queen, for her part removed her hand from the woman's arm and bowed slightly.

"It's rare, but with parental permission, a younger person might marry below that age at need. It isn't spoken about normally..." She leaned in, her voice going low. "In some cases of pregnancy, if a woman is without a husband, it can be done. We don't allow women to have children unwed, as a rule. That can be... difficult at times for those with enough station, you understand?"

Timon had to keep from rolling his eyes, since it really was about what they had to be telling people, given the matter at hand. It wasn't like Trice could openly claim that she was marrying him out of love or something. Or to avoid an unpleasant marriage to Rico Gala. That left very few reasons that would work. Claiming she was pregnant would do it. Then in a few months, when she wasn't showing, they could claim she "lost" the baby. That or her cycle had played a trick on her. Really, that would be the one they should go with, Timon thought. Someone like Trice was too smart to let herself accidentally get with child after all. It wouldn't ring true. Being late, that could happen to any woman and the cause wasn't always known.

Strictly speaking, Tim wasn't supposed to know things like that, but a life time of paying attention had let him figure some things like that out.

Kincaid nodded back and whispered herself.

"So I hear. It's very noble of him to step in like this then, isn't it? Or... is there some kind of intrigue involved here? I'm sorry, I'm not very well versed on things like that yet. I practiced a bit for my part, but that's mainly trying to learn the accent and mimic Noram body language."

She actually had those down decently too, Tim noticed. They weren't exactly like Karina, perhaps, but she was doing pretty well, seeming like a Noram noble.

Timon was the one that answered, since everyone else was acting suddenly awkward.

"In general you don't ask about intrigue in public. After all, it means that you don't know already, which puts you at a disadvantage. The answer this time is that I'm helping out a friend however. Now, did Denno stick around, or has he managed to run off and hide? Not that I'd blame him, but I was hoping to chat with him before things took place today. What time is that happening anyway?" It was, he thought, about five in the afternoon already. No one had given him a schedule, they just kept throwing him in rivers and beating him...

Which, he realized suddenly, was meant to be a kindness, keeping him distracted. The Royal Guards weren't sane, thanks to their training, so they had strange ways of doing things like that. He had to admit, it worked. He was far more worried about the next beating than he was about standing in front of some people and saying that he agreed to be married. Hopefully he wasn't supposed to have a whole wedding speech ready.

If so, someone needed to tell him now, and either hand him the words to parrot or let him write something out. Otherwise it wasn't going to be well done at all.

He didn't get to ask, since he was taken by the arm and led away then by a girl that was about five inches taller than he was, with shoulder length brown hair. There was a little red in it, and she was pretty enough, wearing a flowing mint colored gown with a funny conical hat on her head that had a veil on it, which was pulled back.

Princess Veronica.

"Hello, I need to help you get ready. That's my part in this for the day. Sorry mother, Miss Rue. Ambassador, would you attend us? It's traditional for the groom's friends to stand by him for the day, even if it means they just stand around waiting for most of it."

Timon hadn't known that he and Ambassador Hallis were all that close, but the man lit up and then bowed, very properly, even if that wasn't the Austran way. He was dressed in a deep blue suit with black plastic buttons. At least Tim thought they were made of that material. It was a common thing in the man's homeland, but looked rare and fine in Noram, where they didn't have anything like it. The point was a simple enough thing; the Princess was trying to be diplomatic and include the people from the land of their old enemy in the events of the day.

To that end he nodded.

"Yes, David, would you? Normally, given my age I'd have mainly family members around for the day, so that fits." It was probably over the top to proclaim the man as that close, but he was kind of their Austran, wasn't he? That had to count for something.

The older man, with his silver hair and slightly large stomach bowed again, which got the Princess to laugh and wave him into movement before he could start a speech.

There weren't a lot of spare rooms for sleeping, so instead of one of those being given over, they were supposed to use one of the smaller sitting rooms. Considering the whole exercise was really about making certain that he didn't run away, or so it seemed, as well as getting him dressed in a nice outfit that would match whatever Trice, Petra, and her mother were coming up with, they didn't need a lot more space than that.

No one related to him directly actually showed up. Not even to say hello. True, Veronica was there, but she was part of that very strange biological manipulation plot that had been discovered a few months prior. It wasn't like she was a real relative. They hadn't grown up with each other or anything. Timon didn't even call her by her family nickname. He needed to start, most likely, or they'd never be as close as they probably should be.

"Let's see... The colors are blue and golden orange for the ceremony, but Trice will be in white, as a sign of purity, since this is her first marriage." The Princess stood back and looked at him closely for a while, then placed a hand firmly on his shoulder, speaking while she tried out various alterations.

"We could use a white suit for this. Silk is too fine. We don't want you to seem soft, or overly young..." It took a while for it to all come together, but in the end he had an all white outfit with silver buttons on the front and after a few moments of focus, a copy of the little crest that he'd used at the party a few days before over his heart.

It was a bit of a dig at his Aunt, but not a huge one, since most wouldn't see it. Veronica got it and made a face. It wasn't a pretty thing to see either.

"Right. Well, it is something that people have seen on you and I suppose that wearing it now will soften the blow against mother a bit. She was not at all pleased with the magical device you produced the other day. This will make it look a bit more like something planned at least, that you actually had ready ahead of time. The way it looked in the room was like you'd made it while walking into place. That was a bit of a slap, since it both showed you as powerful and mother as being a bit bitchy. No one likes to be called on things like that, even if it was true at the moment." She grinned and touched her hand to the device on his chest. "You did it then, didn't you? I saw you drop into the trance."

Timon bowed, but didn't comment, since it was hard to take words back and there really were spies all over the place here. Just bowing was something that could be reported and mean anything from him agreeing to his not wanting to admit to something that didn't happen at all.

Then, surprisingly, Veronica produced a disguise amulet.

"The trick here is going to be in making you look about the right age, if short. We can sell that you're about eighteen I think, if a bit common in blood. That way no one will think Cousin Trice is a cradle robbing monster, even if that is the situation here." There was a hard look into his eyes, but the Princess smiled after a bit. "If there was another way, we wouldn't be doing this at all. I... There's more, but I can't tell you yet."

The half dart toward the Ambassador gave it all away. She didn't want to talk in front of the unknown person. Not about anything important.

Instead she changed the topic.

"I hear that you and Raul are going to be working on the new space program together? That's exciting. I've never been to space, myself. I've heard of it, in the old stories, but it seems like a tale, doesn't it?"

The Ambassador cleared his throat, but chuckled a bit then, his face holding a friendly look that seemed slightly fatherly.

"I too, find it interesting. We used to have a full program to that end, but it was deemed too costly a few hundred years ago, so now all we do is put up satellites. I'd like to go myself, sometime, if possible. I used to dream of it as a child."

Count Peterson stared down at the man, his face looking puzzled for a moment, but his words seeming clear and very coherent. It probably meant he was smarter than he looked.

"If I understand this correctly, we should have the first units for testing in a few days. Sooner actually, but this day's events are holding things back a bit. Then we need to make certain it can be done without dying. I don't know who we're going to get for that however. It will need to be someone capable of flying such a thing of course, but also not so highly placed that they'll be missed if they die. Not that they will, since the Wizard Tor is making the things himself. It's a formality, I'm certain."

There really were things to test, like the air cleaning unit, and the fake gravity. Growing things under the lights inside for instance, because food would be needed for long trips. Also the speed, but that could be done in space itself, where they had room.

"I'll be doing that. By taking it under the water of the ocean for a while first. Then, once everything checks out there, we'll let Alice Orange decide who gets to go into space first, since she's going to be in charge of the whole thing. We're just in charge of the Noram part. You know, we need someone for Austra too. Just remind them that it basically means doing what Orange says, or she'll kick their behinds. Possibly for real. She's one of the best fighters in the world after all." It was the truth, but no one commented on it overly.

It took all of them about two hours to make him look believably old enough to be getting married that day. The mirror showed that he looked good. Manly enough, but with a slightly fine featured face that was free of blemishes and a faint scar on his left cheek, near his mouth, just for decoration. That was an addition that Ambassador Hallis suggested.

"Your people don't do tattoos or piercings commonly, but since this will be shown on the com in my land, people will expect to see something. Everyone is most excited you know. Your popularity is nearly as great as your brother's and people find you far more accessible. Of course many will be saddened to see you not marrying Kincaid Rue. Those rumors have been going around for a while now, that you two were an item. That's the life of a celebrity." He had to explain most of this to the others, but Timon actually knew what he meant. He hadn't realized there was going to be a camera crew. 

It turned out that Denno was busily seeing to that part of things himself. It was why he wasn't there, no doubt.

That killed some time, which was the real point, and finally, at about ten minutes before seven, he was led by a cohort of nicely dressed Royal Guards to the Palace chapel. The instructions were actually fairly simple, since they hadn't had any chance to practice or even go over it all before he was taken to the outer door.

George nudged him gently, and bowed to Count Peterson.

"This won't be difficult. You'll both walk in through the side door. There's a white marker on the floor for you to stand on Timon. The black one is for you Count Peterson. After three minutes, Patricia Morgan and her ladies maids will walk down the aisle. You'll turn to look at her, and then take her hand briefly. Let go, and then do what the cleric tells you to. When he asks you if you agree to be her husband, say yes, clearly and firmly. If anyone makes a claim that you shouldn't be married this day, then Count Peterson will meet them in battle. Try to keep it bloodless, if that comes, sir. We just cleaned the floors." The words were serious, but after a moment the older guard smiled.

"Then, after you're released, you'll take her hand and walk back down the way she came in. Any questions?"

Shaking his head, Timon felt like his stomach was trying to get out. It didn't show in his voice, thankfully. It was bad enough that he felt anything at all, but nervousness wasn't going to help him, was it? It would be one thing to sound young and shaky, a totally different one to throw up all over his bride.

"Let's do this, shall we?" He managed to sound calm and even happy, like it was a good thing and not some kind of trick they were playing on the whole world.

"Very well." They still had to wait a few minutes, since there was a time schedule for the whole thing. Forcing his mind to go very nearly blank, Timon walked through the nice wooden door, noting the fine inlaid jade pieces that covered the outside, contrasting with the plain wood on the other. The flooring in the chapel was polished wood, and very clean, with a lovely red carpet running down the many rows of people. There were hundreds of them. Easily as many as there had been for Lyn and Dorgal's Wedding.

Timon tried to ignore them, even as he saw some familiar faces. His family was there, for the most part, in the first rows on the right hand side. Tor and Ali were in the second row, sitting next to Veronica and for some reason, the Queen. King Richard sat next to Alphonse on the other side, next to Duke Morgan and his wife. There was a man next to them that had to be Patricia's other brother. He looked a lot like Mark at least.

There were more faces that he knew, on both sides, his business having caused him to meet a lot of them over the last months. Finding the small spot of white chalk on the floor wasn't hard, and he managed to stand on it without falling off, or anything. That was just his nerves talking. He hadn't really thought that he'd feel it that closely, since, after all, this wasn't about him at all. Except that it was. Something deep inside of him warned that it was a very bad idea, getting married, especially to Patricia Morgan, but it was too late to back out now. She needed the help and even if he didn't care about her, which was actually the case, looking bad would cost him more than being saddled with her for the rest of his life.

They both stood for a long time and then there was music. It was a full orchestra, not just Marco Sorvee, who was sitting on his side of the space, near the halfway mark, since they were friends, but he wasn't a nobleman exactly.

When Trice came in she looked very nice, which wasn't a shock. That Sara walked in behind her was. Timon had known she was involved, but hadn't really thought about it. After all, she was the only person that he'd ever even imagined himself to be in love with. That had been years before, but it was as real as anything, wasn't it? The blood rushed from his face, but he didn't let himself pass out. Instead he tightened his stomach and pushed blood into his head.

Then he locked his eyes, and mind, on Trice.

Her hair was pulled back, but left a waterfall of dark curls visible on the right. Her eyes were a light blue, but bright, and she smiled at him with only a hint of nervousness to be seen. If she were acting it was done so well that she should go into being a player in Austra, where that kind of skill was well rewarded. Her dress was perfect, clearly being made of magic, but didn't go into gaudy at all. It was white and reflected the light in the room, but that was all.

The Cleric walked up just as she got to the front, and Timon reached out for her hand, as he'd been told to. It was the right one that he took. The one that his brother had made for her. He didn't let himself think about the implications of that, just locking eyes with her. Then he smiled, making sure it seemed real. After all, this was the only first wedding either of them would ever have. He might as well do his part.

The actual ceremony wasn't that long and most of the heavy lifting was done by the Cleric, who was a man of about forty, dressed in green and bright gold, with a funny hat that made him look nearly nine feet tall. He had an even tenor and a friendly tone at least.

When it came, Timon nearly missed his line. It was only the slight tightening of Trice's eyes, a panicked wince that got him to realize what was needed, as distracted as he was.

"Yes." He managed to make it a little deeper than normal, the single word a proud and commanding statement, rather than a hesitant question.

The Cleric turned his body slightly, to look at Trice. For half a second Timon wondered if she were going to say no and run off, laughing at him for letting himself be tricked.

"Patricia Alison Morgan, do you accept this man, Timon Grenworth Baker, as your husband, for the rest of your days?"

There was a pause, but it wasn't that long. She even sounded sincere when the word came out.

"Yes."

"Then, now and forever, I pronounce you man and wife."

No one had told him what he was supposed to do then, so he moved in and kissed her. Thankfully she went along with the idea and did it back. After all, it was what you were supposed to do.

With that, they were married, and everyone stood and bowed towards them.

Taking her hand, he led her, his new wife, out to meet the world.
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Timon was almost instantly lost in the crowd of tall people that had come to greet him and Trice as they walked out of the chapel. It was always like that, even in Two Bends, where everyone would have known both of them their entire lives. Or at least him. It was pretty normal to hold the ceremony in the girl's home town however, and even if the Capital wasn't that for Trice, she still knew most of the people around her.

He'd met a lot of them, but, as always, they were giants in the main, so he couldn't see much at all, just a press of bodies with one of them occasionally patting him on the head. Like a dog. Because nothing made a day special like being treated like a pet, did it? He forced a smile and made himself go blank inside, just watching what was happening. There probably wouldn't be any real danger, but saying the wrong thing or even seeming snippy could set off a chain of insults and hidden attacks with this crowd. Really, wasn't that what was going on with the Queen? He'd said some things that made sense to him at the time, but that she took offense at, and instead of just calling him on it, or taking him over her knee for a spanking, she used intrigue. Or at least social pressure and tricks, to take him down.

No one had told him what the plan was for the rest of the day. Normally, if this were the kind of wedding he'd seen before, there would be a meal, dinner given the hour, and cake. Then he and Patricia would be off, for their wedding vacation. That was normally two weeks, but some took longer. No one back home took less time than that really, but what the rules were here he didn't know at all.

There was a plan to sell, so Timon took Trice's hand, half expecting her to throw him off, now that she had what she needed from him, which was a shield against having to marry someone else. She could be rude and drive him away even, and it wouldn't make a difference. If that was her plan, she was saving it for later, since she actually gave his hand a squeeze in return and moved closer to him, her left arm against his.

"This part shouldn't go on too long. A few minutes, as long as Tor doesn't provide a fireworks display. I told him not too, since we aren't Lyn and Dorgal, but it's hard to tell what he's going to get up to at any given point." Then, for some reason, she kissed him on the cheek, which had the few people close enough to see it back off for a moment. Whispering into his ear she chuckled. "Then we can get out of here. Any plans for the honeymoon?"

Timon had heard the noble term for wedding vacation before, but hadn't realized it would be his job to come up with something. The whole point would be so that they could be alone, to do the things that married people did. Trying to start a family. Since that wasn't happening, he'd need something a little more adventure driven. Then again, she was clearly needling him for her own amusement, because she had to know that he wouldn't have a clue toward that end at all.

"Yes. I was thinking that we'd try out one of my new Fast Craft and go to all of the other lands for a visit. Spend a few days in each place. Maybe even Afrak?" Now that Gray was gone, it made sense to him. He could even get a bit of business done at the same time, and there really were places he'd wanted to explore, but hadn't, because he was busy working all the time.

The dark haired girl, his wife, looked at him as if truly shocked.

"Really? That... actually sounds fantastic. I wasn't thinking that we'd be doing much at all, since, you know..." It was too obvious a thing for her to say in the crowded space, but there was no need to answer, since her mother and father were suddenly there, along with his.

A large hand pounded him on the back. Duke Morgan seemed to be happy enough and didn't look at him like he was stealing his little girl away or anything. That part was nice. Her mother moved in and hugged them both at the same time, which got his to do the same thing.

It was Eric Morgan that did the talking for the group, which was handy enough, since it meant he didn't have to speak much at all. No one really expected him to feel too comfortable it seemed. Especially his ma. She actually had that wicked expression on her face that she used when she thought her stupid male offspring had walked into something that would require her aid to get out of.

Timon just smiled back at her, his eyes looking down into hers now, if only slightly.

Duke Morgan shook his head.

"Well, I never thought I'd see the day, but here she is, my baby girl, all grown up and married. So, what plans do you two have?" It was such a common question that the words seemed to just slip out, though the man had the good grace, and intelligence, to wince a little after they were spoken. It wasn't a smart plan to put someone on the spot like that, after a rushed emergency action like they'd just taken. The large turnout had probably made the man forget it wasn't some long term plan. His wife seemed about ready to step in at least, but Trice moved closer to him, and in return he put his right arm around her back. It wasn't easy to do, not without tensing up, but Timon managed it well enough. Any tension would probably just seem like nerves, which most would forgive him for that day.

"Timon and I are going on a world tour. Then we'll be settling here in the Capital for a while, since this is the headquarters for his business. After that we haven't decided. Possibly purchase some land somewhere? I have some of course, but it's all the way up in the Duchy, so we'll probably just put up a little cottage there, for visiting purposes. It's never good to be too close to the parents after all." She grinned charmingly, and said the words as if they had an actual plan set up or something.

It really was, he realized, what they'd discussed. She wasn't setting up anything that hadn't been talked about at all, and most of it was even what he'd said they should consider. For half a second he felt almost grown up.

His father had his pipe clenched between his teeth, even he was dressed as a proper gentleman, so he didn't have to say anything, but there was a sage nod before he spoke.

"We should talk, before you leave. Just a few matters..."

From behind, and well above, came a deep voice, which caused him to turn to see that he had a wall of giants behind him that had totally snuck up on him. For half a second he panicked, even after realizing that he knew them all. Counts Peterson, Thomson and Prince Alphonse all stood there, smiling happily.

Thomson had his sister Terlee right next to him, her hands folded peacefully into her wide sleeves. Her gown looked heavy and a little prim, but that was so she wouldn't accidentally be better looking than the bride on her special day. For his sister it was an actual danger, so it was nice of her to have taken steps. She wasn't even wearing makeup, probably for the same reason.

"I had Tovey speak to him earlier about all that, father. I wasn't certain if there would be time later. Besides, I'm almost certain he already knew. He's older than he looks." She managed not to seem all that shy, and actually gave both Trice and he a hug as well, before backing off.

The Prince waited for a bit, even as the others said a few words each and moved off, which meant that Tor came over and stood with him, since they were best friends. It took a while to work through everyone, even though he'd been promised it wouldn't be that extensive. It was mainly his fault, since he actually knew the people from overseas, and Kincaid had come along with Denno and the Austran Ambassador to watch what was going on. They had three people working hand held cameras, as well as one that simply floated above the crowd, making half the people more than a little uneasy. There were two Royal Guard who did nothing but stand and watch the black device that floated above them, making its low hum the whole time. Each had a weapon out, ready to destroy the thing at need.

Kincaid moved in and gave him a kiss on the cheek, her eyes light and cheerful.

"Is the traditional orgy next? We need to know, in case this is going to become adult themed. The way things are done here are so different, and this is going out to almost everyone back home." She didn't whisper at all, which got interested looks from everyone that was close enough to hear her.

Trice had to cover her mouth, because she was in real danger of laughing in a very unladylike fashion, and the Ambassador looked ready to actually burst into an angry tirade, since it could have been considered rude of her to say out loud like that. In Austra at least.

"Nah, that's not the tradition here at all. Just a meal, some sweets and us leaving for a few weeks so we don't have to put up with the in-laws. What do you do over there?" Timon was actually interested, because, while they had marriage, he didn't know the customs there at all. Maybe they were the ones that had orgies like that?

Disappointingly, Brown chimed in then, dashing that idea.

"Pretty much the same as here, if I have it right. We didn't know that we'd be allowed so much access to you, so didn't plan on anything in particular for this part. We have some questions coming in from people in Austra, if you have a few moments? We completely understand if you don't wish to however, on this most precious occasion." Like always, he sounded smooth and pleasant. His smile was both relaxed and grabbed attention too, the cameras all moving to point at him, except the automated one that flew above them all, which pointed at him and Trice, since it was run by a machine that didn't care what they looked like, but only what the actual subject of the moment was. In this case, at a wedding, that was clearly the people that had gotten married.

It was tempting to beg off, since the people of Austra could be pains in the ass with their questions and prying, but he needed the business contacts and trying to avoid them wasn't going to work very well at all.

"A few, I guess." He turned and saw that Tor was standing right behind him, which was just as well, since odds were half of the questions would be addressed to him.

That turned out to be wrong. None of the ones that Denno asked, looking at his compact, which had to be a special one that used a satellite relay to reach them, had anything to do with his brother at all. It was probably just that Brown wasn't asking those, but maybe the people there weren't as silly as he sometimes thought they were? Different didn't always mean bad after all.

"Here we go. Jonathon Lyde asks: Do you think that the importation of fresh foods from Noram will increase, now that an exchange rate has been established?"

Before he could answer at all Trice jumped in, her eyes looking very happy.

"Yes. We have a new kind of cargo hauler that will help a lot with that, bringing things in the same day, fresh from the field. Timon made them." She smiled at him as if it was the greatest thing since bread had been invented. 

It was very cute, he had to admit. Accurate too, as far as that went.

"The increases amounts should help bring the price down as well, meaning that more people will be able to get things. We'll be looking for people there in Austra to act as sales agents for the goods. After the Honeymoon, of course."

The questions actually went on in that vein for a while, but they were rescued by the Prince, who looked at his watch covertly and stepped in, after about fifteen minutes. 

"Sorry to interrupt, but we should all move inside, I think. It's nearly nine, which is when dinner will be served..."

The meal was, as always, very good, but Timon felt like it was passing in a blur. He was a bit surprised to find Trice actually staying by his side the whole time, instead of sneaking off to talk with her friends, or even have sex or something outrageous like that. It made sense not to, since the plan was to make it all seem very real, but she was clearly taking it all to heart at the same time. At least outwardly.

She was trained well, in the arts of spycraft. If he'd had any doubts about that before, they were gone now.

He didn't shove cake into her face, even it was sort of expected. The actual thing itself was huge and lovely, having five tiers built into it and taking a magical float pallet to bring into the room. It was cream colored and had a nice frosting on it. The cake was a simple white, but was delicate and vanilla flavored, which was an expensive spice to use in the amounts that would be needed for this sort of thing. The event dragged on, with dancing after, and then people watching them open presents, of all things. Some were useful things actually, for the home. Very few actually provided things for the bedroom, except Ali, who did it with a chuckle, coming up separately from her husband to deliver a set of magical devices that produced vibrations in the air.

 That was telling, since Tor actually refused to look at her when she did it. Trice actually seemed miserable for a few seconds, but his sister in-law shook her head and leaned in.

"Don't worry, he's being a bit of a stick in the mud, because Timon is so young, but he isn't mad at you." She actually leaned in and kissed Tim on the cheek then. "Either of you. He understands now, I think. It's a good thing. After all, I don't want anyone to be hurt."

She did admit to having built the amulets she'd given them herself, but that just made them more special, rather than less.

Tor, for all he wasn't talking to his own wife for the evening, did manage to make his way over, half towed by the Prince, who seemed fine with the whole thing, and surprisingly, the King, who held back a tiny bit.

His brother sighed, but stuck his hand out, a small box being thrust at Timon.

"To get you started. It's just a house. One of the larger ones. I... wish you both happiness." If there was even a single part of him that actually meant it, that part belonged to Cordes, and lived deep inside the grudging husk that was his older brother. Still, he said the words and stalked off without saying that he thought it was all a huge mistake and probably a betrayal or something. Timon could even see how he might think that.

No one ever told him anything really, did they? Tor wasn't that great at seeing what everyone was doing either, so it meant things sometimes came as a surprise to him. Like Trice trying to get out of a bad arranged marriage. Timon would bet gold that his brother hadn't known about all that before Trice had asked him to marry her. If he had, things would have probably gone a lot differently, early on. 

King Richard watched Tor move away and shook his head a little, which everyone probably saw, since it was sticking up so high, like a red beacon.

"I understand that you two might be out of touch for a while? I hate to ask, given the day, but if we need to move more troops into place, will your services be available?"

Trice, cutely enough, actually scowled and shook her head in return, but Timon shrugged.

"Yes. Arrange it with Collette Coltress for now. I'll leave a few extra craft, so that large groups can be moved that way. A thousand gold for every two hundred moved. Try not to need us personally if possible, for a few weeks." It was the kind of thing that needed to be said, with all the people listening, so no one even laughed at the words, as funny as they really were.

"Of course. Very good then. The troops in Rochester made all the difference, by the way. The enemy forces have retreated for now and the line is being held while others march into place. It's a bit more heated than I like, but I'd prefer battle not be needed at all." This part was, clearly, for everyone else listening. Not that the man didn't mean it.

"That would be ideal." Timon took Trice's hand again, ready to use having talked to the King as an excuse to get away, but the man didn't let him, clapping him on the shoulder first.

"Good!" The word was loud, and he spun them both around and actually started moving them off toward the door, as people turned in the ballroom, to look at them. "Away with you then. Go and don't come back until you're ready!" He was smiling hugely, as he moved them along with tiny shoving motions.

Everyone clapped and cheered a little, except Tor, who sighed and bowed a bit as they passed, which was polite, given he was sort of against the whole thing.

As soon as they were outside, Timon set up a craft, his old one that was faster, because it was set to be a fairly small mirrored cube at the moment and wouldn't crush anyone when it came into being. Princess Varley and her giant husband walked over, as well as Sara Debri, who had hung back all night, since she was half convinced he hated her now. It wasn't true. It never had been.

She hugged her friend and smiled at him, not moving in. The Princess spoke then, her voice low, but friendly.

"We'll deliver the gifts to your home, Timon. Everything will be taken care of. You two go and have fun." There was a grin that wasn't really very Princess like, but rather spoke of what kind of fun she thought they'd be having. Princess Karina managed a smile for him too and waved from a distance as they loaded up. There were hundreds of people outside, surrounding the craft, and they cheered as they left, which was pretty much the tradition everywhere in the kingdom really, so he didn't take it personally.

He lifted in the air, but moved directly in front of his own little cottage a few moments later.

"We should get our things and move out before anyone realizes it makes more sense to put us to work." He made himself sound decently friendly about it and Trice chuckled as he put the craft away. His trunks were packed and she had a bag, in her room at Tor's Palace, which meant taking about twenty minutes to get everything ready, but that wasn't bad, considering she was a noble woman. Most of them took forever to get ready.

She didn't do more than hold his hand or put an arm around him, until he set up one of his new craft, made it fairly large, sitting in front of his own house again, and caused it to glow red, with a green stripe. There were people watching and enough of them figured out what was going on that they cheered as they lifted off. People in the Capital loved an excuse to hold a celebration after all. People everywhere probably did, if he were going to be honest about it.

Someone had set up several magical events, so people jumped into the air trailing streamers of light behind them with sparks of color, doing dances after a fashion. There was music too, off in the distance in the cool night air, as well as several large bonfires. Those weren't real, he didn't think, since they were all exactly the same size.

In all it seemed like everyone was considering it a happy enough event. For his part... Well, it was done now, wasn't it? A fine thread of dread ran down his spine, and for a moment it felt a little hard to breathe. He took off instead of talking, his wife sitting next to him silently, looking at the scene in front of them. Not knowing what else to do, he set off to the south, the craft moving at full speed into the darkness of the night. After the glowing river was over the horizon, he set the craft to be totally black, matching the cloudy sky above them. No stars showed and the moon was no more than a faint glow behind them.

After about twenty minutes he just stopped, letting the vehicle hang in the air, unmoving.

"So..." It made him feel like a little kid, but he sucked his top lip in a bit and bit it, feeling oddly nervous about the whole situation. "I was thinking we could go to Soam first. It's very pretty there and I saw a nice waterfall... From the air. It's pretty isolated, but it might be worth looking at. We can just stay here for now, I think. Or move over the ocean, so that we can set up some water? That's probably..."

"Thank you." There was a hesitation to the words, but Trice kept going, not making him ask why she said that. Not that he didn't get it. "I know this isn't what you wanted at all. I won't get in your way. I'll help you too, if you want. To take over the Assassins Guild, if that wasn't a joke, I mean. I just hope everyone will forgive me eventually. I... Really, I should have just had him killed years ago, but we grew up together, when we were little. Rico isn't a good person, but..." She shrugged and didn't say anything else.

Timon looked over at her anyway, and managed to make his face look pleasant, which showed in the dim light that came through the window, from the hidden moon above, after it reflected off the clouds. Trice had to be pretty much blind, he realized. He could see her and in that moment she looked younger than she normally did, and worried.

That almost didn't make sense. It wasn't like he was going to force her to do anything. He couldn't. Oh, he had a right to insist, but had no illusions that she couldn't kick his behind if he tried too hard. Plus, that wasn't the agreement. Especially since he couldn't even look at her too hard without having the scene from Nora's torture chamber come back to him.

So it wasn't that. It was...

Really, he didn't have enough information to be able to tell what it was.

"Well, we should have him killed anyway, as soon as we can manage it without being suspicious. I figure that will be about two to six months. It would be better to go longer, but if we wait too long, then even the King won't be able to annul this without rousing suspicion." Looking at the side of her face, he noticed her eyes suddenly going wide and a look of terror coming across her features. She schooled the response after a few seconds, but it was definitely there.

 "Um... Tim... we can't have this annulled. Divorce is out too. I thought you knew that? Even if Rico was to die, we'd have to stay married, or else everyone would figure that one of us set it all up. Gala isn't the most militarily powerful Baron in the land, true, but until this whole rebellion is over Uncle Richard can't take the chance that he'd throw in with the other side in anger. Even if things were peaceful right now, he probably wouldn't. Not when there's a nice solution already accomplished. I... who said that we could have it undone like that?" The tension in her voice made it almost harsh after a few seconds.

"Oh, no one. It was just an idea I had. I can see it was wrong. Not a problem. We should still kill this fellow. If he's bad enough that you're willing to tie yourself to me forever to avoid him, then we shouldn't let him take power. I'll be alive when the current Baron dies and don't want to bother with him later."

That got a low chuckle and Trice reaching out toward him. She wasn't close enough, but he took her hand, even if it did make him uneasy.

"That sounds good. We should wait. That two years you mentioned at least."

"Alright. So, this is the point where normally I'd get you into bed, but that isn't happening. Sorry about that, but... Well, you know. I do seem to be getting better, so by the time you're forty, fifty tops, we should be good that way." There was a playful tone in his voice, but she was bright enough not to flirt with him, even if it would be the common response. It would be too much and it should have been clear to anyone that he was only making light of it as a deflection. He felt bad, for so many reasons it wasn't funny at all. Sad and scared, on a deep level. It was all about him, but there was no reason to take it out on Trice. She'd just done what she had to in order to survive and do her job.

He wouldn't have done anything less himself, would he? True, in his case it would have been running far away, but she had a bigger duty than he did.

"I know, let's set things up in back? This thing has almost everything that one of the good magical houses does. It isn't as big and the furnishings are simpler, but we can make beds, rooms, other living facilities and all that kind of thing. Lights too... Here." letting go of her hand, he touched the arm rest of his seat, just below the control hand piece and caused the entire ceiling to glow in the back. It made it about as bright as a cloudy afternoon in the empty space behind them.

The Ducharina let a single eyebrow go up, and managed to look inappropriately sultry then.

"Hmmm? Not even married a few hours and you already want to set up house? If I didn't know better I'd think you were trying to tell me something." She winked and stood then, stretching, her hands going over her head easily as her back bent, pushing her chest out. "I do know better. Now, let's see what this thing will do?"

It killed nearly an hour, touching the walls of the craft and thinking hard about things that they wanted to fill the space. The look wasn't as classy as one of Tor's big houses would have been, true, but it ended up looking nice and having almost everything they could want. They needed water, but the world was covered with oceans, and, he assured her, the pumps would strain the salt out of the sea water automatically.

Then it was time to sleep. He didn't know what he was supposed to do, other than say goodnight and pick a room, so that was what he tried for. Trice gave him a look and kissed him gently, if on the cheek, so that it wouldn't be too intense for him.

"Dream well. If you hear me screaming, don't be scared. I have nightmares..." She said the words seriously enough that he made himself give her a hug. It wasn't a close thing, but he tried to be friendly about it at least.

"I do that too, most nights. See, we already have things in common."

She didn't laugh, but they were able to separate then and despite what they'd both said, there were no loud screams or howls of pain at all. Not that he noticed.

The bed was nice and he had a window in his room, which was actually very good sized. Morning came early, since they'd pushed a long way south, so he flew on for a while, then lowered over the ocean, so that they could both bathe and brush their teeth, when Trice finally got up. She slept for a long time, not stirring until nearly ten, a full two hours after he'd bathed.

"Good morning! Did you sleep alright?" It was what you said, at least most of the time, but he wondered if he was supposed to be more kind about it or use some term of endearment? Shrugging he winked at her. "I mean, did you sleep alright... dear? Honey?" Shaking his head he frowned, since those sounded so forced. "I'll work on that. We should see if we can find some food soon. Do you want to get a bath first? I think we can find some in Soam. You're good with fruit, aren't you? That stuff just grows on trees there, if you can believe it."

She smiled and rolled her eyes, looking a bit puffy and sleepy still.

"A bath sounds great. Are you going to join me?"

"Not this time. That isn't about you, by the way, I've just already done that this morning. I can run along the coastline for a while and see if I can find anything, while you do that."

She stared at him for a bit, but then just walked out, headed toward the bathing chamber. It was pretty clear that she didn't understand why he'd pass up a chance to see her naked, even knowing what she did about him. Clearly, to her mind what had happened to him shouldn't have anything to do with her. That was even correct really. It wasn't her fault at all, so why shouldn't they act like normal people? Even if they didn't have sex, bathing together was a regular noble activity, and didn't mean anything to her. He'd managed it with Judy and Petra even, so he should be able to handle it.

Well, that would have to come later, wouldn't it?

There was a lovely beach on the eastern coast that had lots of fruit bearing trees not too far away. He collected some things up, bananas, coconuts and mangos, only knowing what they were from his travels, and prepared them in the kitchen they'd made the night before, then realized he didn't have a plate at all, or even a tray. Using a cutter he had the delicate flesh turned into skinless bite sized portions fast enough, but no place to put it all, other than the counter.

That problem was solved by putting the fruit into coconut halves. It looked almost decorative he decided. He chilled it in the cooling box, since it was a nice day outside here, warm and sunny compared to the winter chill of back home. They could eat on the beach and have drinks of coconut milk to go with it. It would have been better if they'd had some citrus fruit to add for that, like they often did in Warden, but he hadn't seen anything close to the craft when he'd gone to look. What they really needed was a nice shopping trip. That meant going back to Noram, if they were going to use coin for it. Since there wasn't anything of note to trade, it made sense.

Trice took a while and he nearly went to look for her, wondering if she were angry with him for not joining her. She looked relaxed and smiled at the food.

"Not bad. Do you think we can catch some fish for dinner? I've never done that before, fishing. We need nets or something, don't we?"

"Normally. We can cheat, and do it with an explosive weapon, since that's just the way we are. It's not fair to the fish, but then, neither is eating them." Nibbling on a piece of decently firm mango, he handed his new wife her share and waved at the door to the right hand side. "Shall we?"

"Certainly, good sir." She managed it with a straight face even, for a while.

The sound of the waves was fairly relaxing and the beach was the white sand kind, at least in the area he'd landed. Water pumped in and out of their vessel leaving two long streamers of pure liquid in the air, making pretty lines that traveled hundreds of feet. He hadn't worked up a way to carry water with them for use, but that should be doable. It was something to work on after they ate.

There was one thing that was certain in all of this that he'd never considered before. The average marriage vacation had to be incredibly boring. At least it was if the goal wasn't to have sex as many times as possible with your new mate. They needed to have a real trip if they were going to stay even halfway entertained.

Trice ate a piece of mango herself after sitting on the soft sand, the vehicle making just enough shade for them to use for the moment.

"Hey." She stopped then and sipped the coconut milk from her other half shell. She had to trade the two things around and leave one at a time nestled in the sand so it wouldn't tip. "I don't want to ruin the vacation or anything, but I kind of need to pass some messages for Uncle Richard back in Noram. It won't take long, but I should really do it today. Tomorrow at the latest. Is that... I..."

Timon smiled and turned to look at her. She was pretty enough, with light tan skin and dark curly hair. A bit thin really, but given the she was twenty-one or so and a noble woman, that meant she'd still be growing for a while. Her mother tended towards that kind of build, so it might just be the way she was. That was fine with him. Nora had been bustier and had more curves. That thought made him shudder a little, the image of the giantess hovering over him suddenly taking up the main portion of his mind. His breath caught, and along with it a bite of coconut meat tried to stick halfway down as he swallowed.

The problem there was that Trice picked up on the reaction and went wide eyed, getting that it meant something and that it wasn't good, probably not exactly why it had happened.

"We don't have to... I could go alone if you want, I have a craft with me and..."

Shaking his head he just had to hang on and breath through it, forcing his mind as clear as possible as the image lingered and phantom pain wracked his entire body. He'd done this before, but this was stronger than it had been in a while. Tim had really been hoping the worst had passed.

Nearly ten minutes later a fine sheen of sweat having popped from his skin, he managed to calm down and take a few deep breaths that actually seemed like breathing and not panicked gulps.

"Sorry. I started to think about some things." He really didn't want to talk about it, but knew that hiding what was going on wouldn't help their future relationship at all. You had to let the people closest to you in, or they wouldn't know you at all. If Patricia had been Petra, he would have told her, wouldn't he? That was just the truth, so he nodded and took far too long to start talking, the silence becoming almost oppressive while they waited.

Trice just sat, trying not to seem scared or too worried.

"I told you about the torture and what Countess Alan did to me. How they used that Austran poison to create incredible amounts of pain and did... other things to me at the same time? I... really can't go into all of it right now, but it was linked to sex and probably meant to warp me into something crippled and too damaged to be normal anymore. I just kind of... went back there in my mind, by accident. It wasn't a good thing."

"Flashback. It happens to people that have been in prolonged combat and stressful conditions. Not everyone, but the worse things were, the more likely it is to happen. I have the same thing." She started to try and say more, but Timon didn't need her to. It was clear that his new wife had been in more than her share of bad situations over the years. Way more than her loving Uncle should have sent her into.

He rallied and forced a smile, then ate for a bit to hide the fact that he was about to do it again and start shaking. Really he should do some building work, he decided, make a useful copy, since this was pretty close to as bad as things were going to get without being hurt, but that would be unfair to Trice, who'd just disclosed something important to make him feel better.

"Where do you want to go? We should get a good shopping trip in anyway. We probably should have done it yesterday, but hey, I'm new to all this marriage stuff, so forgive me if I flounder for a bit." As if trying to seem romantic he held out a piece of pale yellow fruit playfully. Trice leaned in and took it between her lips, which tickled his fingers gently. It nearly caused another of those events to happen, so he pulled away, but slowly, breaking eye contact without jerking away from her. It was far from perfect, but it didn't seem like a rejection of her, just him being a little coy. At least that was the plan.

After she finished her mouthful of food there was a pause, accompanied by a face. It was the kind of thing that said she needed to tell him something, but she didn't know how. So, most likely, it was related to some kind of spying or at least a secret operation that wasn't common knowledge. Given who she was, if her plan had been to run off and visit a lover, she wouldn't have had a good lie ready for it.

"I need to go to Warden. It's in County Ward."

Timon cleared his throat, which sounded pretentious he realized. The waves and the ocean breeze both interacted to set the tone, along with the bright sunlight. Some birds were making unusual noises in the background, now that they got the idea that the strange new thing that had flow in wasn't looking to make them into breakfast.

"I have a base of operations there, actually. I suppose you want to get in touch with Marvin and Maria? That whole thing where they're pretending to betray the King in order to get in with the rebels?"

His wife glared at him suddenly, then looked out at the ocean.

"Damn. Do you know everything that goes on in Noram? Tor reads minds, and doesn't get half of this stuff yet." She stopped and gave him a tense look, because you normally didn't use a person's brother as your go to example like that. Of course you normally weren't married to the relative of someone you loved either, were you? At least not in Two Bends or most of the common places in Noram. Nobles were insane that way, but it worked for them, more or less.

On the good side she could, by her own rules, keep on with that and no one would care at all.

Even Tim didn't really.

She was going to be in for a surprise with his brother, since if anyone was going to have a problem with that sort of thing, it would be the mighty wizard of the backwoods, wouldn't it?

"I know a bit, from some things that people let drop in front of me. The thing with the Wards isn't much of a secret, is it? They've been cleared a dozen or more times and shown to be loyal to the King. For them to suddenly flip on that and become his hated enemy... That isn't very likely. Even if I hadn't seen the other signs, I probably would have gotten that one. It's a bit obvious for you to go in, isn't it? The King's niece..." It wasn't like anyone would even think she was less than loyal.

"Not such a problem. Maria and I have been lovers for years and I get along well enough with Marvin, so the idea of me sneaking in to try and talk them out of being all evil should work, a few times." She grinned and started to touch his arm, but stopped and pulled away with a smile. "Even the idea of bringing you along works. At least if people don't know you very well yet. We could set you to playing while the rest of us retire to 'talk', without you being any the wiser, since, you understand, you're just a child." She pursed her lips, and then forced a happy expression onto her face.

"Good enough point. Alright, well, after we finish, let's go see to all that? I have enough gold with us for the trip."

She just ate then, her eyes wandering back over to him more than once, since there wasn't a lot else to look at really. The waves were beautiful, and ever changing, but lacked novelty after a bit. So did he, but there was a certain amount of duty involved in her actions, he realized. Just like he needed to do the same, acting like they were really married, even if it was a bit of a joke on some levels.

To that end, after he tossed out the remaining food that they weren't going to finish he turned the water pump off and then picked a half dozen tropical flowers for her. She was already in the pilot's seat when he got to her, settling in to leave. It was interesting, since the world was filled with greenery and flowers outside, but her eyes actually lit up when she saw the clumsy clumps of color in his hand.

"Oh! For me? They're wonderful!" For a half second he wondered if she were over acting on purpose or if it was just habit, but she took the flowers, tied together at the bottom with the stem of a totally different plant and smelled them, seeming far too overjoyed. "Thank you!"

Then, without thinking about it, she moved forward and to the side, so that she could kiss him. It wasn't what he'd been going for at all, but at least her head wasn't above him. That would have been too much. This way she was below him, sitting as he stood, and she had enough control of herself that, while the kiss was on the lips, she didn't use her tongue or try to turn it into anything more than a simple thank you.

Of course they had nothing to put them in, so they ended up being laid on the shelf in front of her, so that she could look at them while she flew. He didn't argue that, as the man, he should be the one controlling the thing. She did a good enough job and needed the practice with the larger kind of craft. She owned one after all, so it only made sense.

Warden was to the east a good way and north of course, but not so far that it took all that long. They flew over the southern gulf for most of it, keeping the coastline in sight to their left. It was the longer way to make the trip, but they wouldn't end up overshooting and were still there less than two and a half hours later, so Timon didn't complain. He did reach out and change the color of the craft while they flew, without asking if he should. Or, more to the point, he didn't change the color, but made it glow brighter, so that it was a more vibrant green and red. It was still close enough to Noram Day for everyone to have their decorations up and while people might get that a giant mirrored craft was him coming to visit, they might also panic and run away in fear.

Trice lowered the thing slowly over the front lawn of the Ward estate. Even with the craft being as huge as it was, there was room for it. Ward was a rich County and the Count's ancestors had grabbed up land in the city early, so that they could have their huge Palace and what amounted to an un-walled park. The local people were even there, walking through it and staring at them as they landed. A few looked scared, but as Timon and Trice got out others waved and a few called out happily enough.

Timon waved back.

"Hello! Just come to visit and shop in the market. Happy New Year!" It was close enough to that time that everyone at least waved, and then went back to whatever they were doing. For most that was eating lunch. It was warm enough that they were dressed in loose white clothing for the most part, a few wore other colors.

Trice waited for him to finish that up, since it was important for business to be friendly with as many areas as possible. Doing otherwise could lead to higher prices, or a lack of interest in dealing with him. It didn't take long, which meant they got to the door before it opened. Landing a giant craft on someone's front lawn kind of got the attention of the people inside however, and Trice had barely pulled the bell once, the clang it made being deep and pleasant, when the thing opened.

It was a guard that opened it, his clothing in deep blue and yellow, but with the Royal livery on his chest. He was an older man, but fit. A Royal Guard, but not one directly assigned to the King or his family.

"Oh? Is Kedrin Cordes here then?" Timon said the words happily enough, since he didn't care who was where really. The words got the angry looking man in the doorway to stiffen, and start to pull a weapon from the pouch on his side. Tim grinned and then bowed, keeping the angle right for a Countier coming to visit the household of a Count. "We've come to see the Count and his lady wife. Would you pass that message to them? Tell them..."

He paused for a second, but Trice smiled and put her left hand on his shoulder possessively.

"Tell them that Countier Lairdgren, Timon Baker and his wife, Patricia Baker, have come calling, please?" She didn't bow to the man, but he stopped going for a weapon and just stood, looking at them for a while. Then he waved to the side, which apparently was enough to have someone running away to report that they were there.

A few minutes later a man in all white, with dark skin and a happy smile was busily looking at them. Timon didn't know him, but the man clearly recognized Trice.

"You're married? Wonderful ma'am! Please, everyone is off in the cool room. Come this way."

There was no introduction, and the butler, if that's who he was, chattered the whole time they walked, so that they'd feel welcome, no doubt.

"Things have been a little strange here for a while. I wish... Well, you know what they say, if wishes where fishes and all that." He didn't comment on Timon's age, but then, he looked older now, didn't he? He'd been wearing the disguise amulet the whole time, since the wedding. Except when he was in the bath. That probably meant he was subconsciously aware of his youth, and didn't want to stress Trice out too much with it. She hadn't mentioned it and it was, really, a great idea. After all, half his problems in life had been due to his age. Without that being as apparent, a lot of things would be easier for him, wouldn't they?

The cool room had wicker seats that he'd seen before, since Timon had actually been there a few times, even if on those occasions he'd been led there by the Count himself, or his wife. There were several people sitting there. Maria, who was wearing a pretty dress that was nearly see through it was so shear, her Count, with his great dark looks, who took up one of the half shell seats by himself he was so huge, and another man that did the same. There was also an older woman who looked to be in her late sixties or so, who had very clear eyes and white teeth, meaning that someone had provided her with a healing amulet at some point in the last months. The resemblance to the Count and Petra was enough that Tim didn't need to ask who the woman was.

The others were people that, from their clothing, and size, had to be nobles from other areas. They all had reasonably dark skin, but the clothing, while similar in style, was different and slightly lower quality than what the Ward's or Kedrin Cordes wore. That made sense, being they were all clearly in magical garments.

Timon bowed at the door, but didn't get to say anything, since there was a sudden rush toward them, Maria coming at them like a wild woman.

"Trice! So good to see you! I was worried that our current... dispute, with your Uncle would have caused a rift between us. I hope that isn't the case? I've missed you." She showed that then with a less than discreet bit of kissing that would have made Timon feel jealous, if he were a little less apathetic than he was.

Marvin smiled gently and looked at him, his eyes confused for half a second.

"Timon? Something..." He shook his head and then shrugged his massive shoulders. "Forgive me, I must have mistaken you for someone else."

"No, it's me. Here..." He switched the disguise amulet off and then back on for them, which got everyone to stare at him for a few seconds. The Dowager Ward smiled and looked at him very frankly then.

"Clever. Are you Timon Baker then? Petra mentioned that you were very intelligent, as well as nicely appointed, as far as looks went."

"That's me. We're on our..." He nearly called it a wedding vacation, but these were nobles, so he used their word for it. "Honeymoon. Hence me looking a bit older. Looking younger than our years is a family trait, so I thought that I'd even things up a bit that way." It was as good an explanation as any and if it wasn't true, totally, it was enough for most people.

It was instantly clear that he'd said something wrong, since no one spoke for a time, about fifteen seconds, and then Maria turned to him, her arms still around Trice warmly.

"Wait... You two are married? As in a real marriage, or is this for some other purpose?"

Trice rolled her eyes.

"It's real. Done at the King's Palace with half the nobles in the land attending too. No one can doubt it." She didn't explain the reason behind it at all, and no one asked. They couldn't over the sudden, very happy, screaming.

"Trice! Oh! Congratulations, this is so wonderful!" There was general squealing and dancing in a large circle then and Maria pulled Patricia around with her. Marvin stood too and moved to clap him on the shoulder, which made some sense, being that they were friends, after a fashion.

What was strange was that Kedrin did the same, his face nearly splitting in two for some reason.

"That's wonderful! Timon Baker... Countier Seven Lairdgren? I have that right, don't I? Todd, Tiera, Timon.. Then Tess and Terry? No, that isn't right, Terry then Tess." The man listed them off on his fingers, much to everyone's amazement.

Trice actually froze and went wide eyed.

"You memorized all his siblings? I haven't even done that yet. We can work on that later. But, yes, this is my husband, Countier Lairdgren. We had the ceremony yesterday." She took his hand, as if waiting for someone to call her on the fact that he was a child, but to that end, the disguise seemed to be working. Even the King's brother didn't mention the fact that he was only twelve, even if it was clear he understood that. Tim wrote that off to his probably knowing about Rico Gala. It would explain why he was so happy that Trice had gotten married at least. Unless he was just that wowed by the fact that Timon had.

The other people in the room looked... Pained, to tell the truth. No one introduced them at first, which meant they were left sitting there, watching everything without being included. It was a man, who looked to be about in his late thirties, a woman that sat close, so was with him, most likely, either a wife or girlfriend, and a boy that was about sixteen or so.

Timon smiled at them, commiserating a bit since he felt a bit out of place himself. The interaction got Kedrin to nod at the people, his face a little troubled.

"Baron Michael Eager and his wife, Stephanie. This lad here is Wallace, their son and heir. It seems that our current... dispute, with my brother, has harmed their business. They have a concern that makes wood products, but need shaped edging equipment and can't get it right now, since most of the builders that can do such work live in areas that can't be reached easily right now. I don't suppose that you could whip some up for them, could you?" There was a playful air to the words, as if he didn't think anything of it and was just trying to tell a joke, if a bad one. "You can do that while Maria and I whisk your wife away and entertain her for a few hours."

There was a strained laughter then, and a slightly hard look on his wife's face, Maria actually seemed to be considering it seriously.

Timon looked at the man hard enough that he took a full step backward, and held up his hands.

"I meant no offense. It was only that I too, know what it's like to have a brother of great renown. I shouldn't have teased you like that..." He bowed then, which got everyone else in the room to do the same, as if he were going to fight the man or something over mere words? Who did they think he was, Tiera?

"Of course. I was just thinking that it might work better if Maria and Trice had some time alone instead. You want shaped cutters? Can you draw the patterns you want? That shouldn't take long. Specialty work, so five hundred gold per unit?" That was merely a guess as to the regular price for such work, and the Baron took a sudden breath, being taken off guard.

"Can you go lower than that? We need ten units, but only five different patterns. If you could do the work for three thousand... You can do the work?"

That was actually the case, as unlikely at it had to seem to the man. Five different fields would take a full day, however. Cutters were simple enough to make, but holding a novel shape for each one would be extra work. The Baron seemed eager enough, but was trying to talk him down a little too much, especially given the situation.

"Four thousand, and I'll have them to you by morning. Only if the Wards agree to have a party for my wife however, to keep her entertained. We're on our honeymoon after all. Horrible of me to even consider it, for mere gold, but I don't want to leave you in dire straits either." Not that they seemed to be in that kind of a situation, not if they could afford thousands of golds like that.

The Baron tried to talk him down on the work, then, rather rudely, demanded that he show that he could do it at all. As if putting forth the pieces the next day wouldn't be enough? Kedrin looked scandalized, but before he could do more than sputter, Timon nodded.

"Alright. Give me the shape for the first one." It was a strange design, meant for decorative edges on tables and dressers, but not that hard to hold, just being a bent line. He didn't have anything silver to make it on, but Wallace actually pulled a small bar from his jacket pocket.

"Um, will this work?" There was no etching on it, and it looked like it was well worn, a lucky charm or something, but it was nearly the correct shape.

"Almost perfect. Here... let me see."

It was just a test, but no one cared if he closed his eyes. It really didn't take that long, being very nearly a copy of things he was well used to making, so two hours later they were able to test it, edging a plank that some of the servants got for them from in town while he'd worked. Kedrin smoothed his mustache and stared at the Baron hard.

"I think you owe the Countier an apology for doubting him." That changed the air in the room, but the Baron stood to bow, and started to lower himself to the floor.

Trice looked away, since it was too much for the situation, but didn't call out for the man to stop. The Baroness and her son stood and started to do the same, which got Marvin to tense up a lot.

Timon winked at Michael before he did much more than bend his knee. He was a tall man, but only about seven feet. He looked short compared to Kedrin or Marvin who were both about nine feet.

"Apology accepted. Now, if someone could find me some working materials? Oh, here Wallace. Your silver back."

The boy looked at it, then shook his head.

"It's magic now. We have to pay for it."

It was a good point, but why the man would need a lucky charm that made decorative edgings Timon didn't know. He really should have made a regular straight cutter on it, he realized, so that it would be of actual use to him.

Timon just smiled and pressed it into his hand, since it would be easier to put a sigil on things that didn't have a strong field on it already. It would make him seem generous, when he really wasn't being that at all. The thing was worthless to him and wouldn't make the exact same kind of edge as what he made next, which might be important for the work they needed done.

Marvin set it all up with a clap of his hands, which sent servants scurrying in the next room, from the sound of it.

"What a grand adventure! A solution to the current problem as well. Thank you Timon. I promise that Maria and I will look out for your lady wife while you work and we won't let Kedrin at her. This is a good reason for a party." He stood, as if to leave the room, but didn't, just calling for some refreshments instead. It was nearly time for mid-afternoon luncheon after all.

The building itself was pretty boring, but good practice he figured. It didn't take that long either, About half what he thought it would, so he was able to join Trice and Maria at the party, just as it was winding down, about ten hours later. It had taken nearly an hour for him to make the simple sigil designs on the metal, using a cutter he already had for the work. It made the metal glint a little in the right place and was pretty enough. In this case the marks just showed what the cuts would be, so looked like bent lines in different shapes.

The Baron and his family had already gone to bed, it being about one in the morning, but there were still people dancing and music playing, as well as people drinking. Trice had been doing a bit of that herself, and smiled at him loopily when he walked up.

"Timon, husband of mine! Come sit down..." She pulled him close, even though there was no chair for him there. He snagged one with his foot and ended up between Maria and Trice, with both women smiling at him. "You're so cute. You made the magics already?"

"Yes, sorry about disappearing like that, but..." Well, it was rude, but it had given her a chance to pass whatever message she needed to. Plus there was all that gold. That was hard to turn down, for a few hours work, even if building wasn't his chosen field.

"Good. Maria and I were about to go and have sex in the ship. You can come with us. Don't worry. We won't hurt you..." She laughed, but it sounded a little mean. Like she knew that she was pushing him. Maria actually reached out and grabbed his behind then, holding her hand there long enough that it was starting to become a problem for him. A real one.

He was stiffening and not in a good way, or an expected one. In a few seconds it would become apparent too, since a sudden chill was running down his spine. It wasn't a good thing. If he pulled away it would be seen as a rejection and while the movement was a bit pushy on her part, it wasn't like they'd never met before, was it? She was even pretty and was just doing what any normal boy his age would secretly be hoping for.

She also didn't let go. Her voice was also a bit drunk sounding, which... Timon noticed that while they were both acting intoxicated, neither smelled overly of alcohol. That meant they were faking it. If that was the case, then they were trying to get him alone on the craft for some reason. Or maybe they just wanted to be alone themselves and that was a very good place for it?

"I suppose. Remember, I don't have a clue what I'm doing, and..." He didn't know how to announce that he wouldn't be able to do much at all, which wasn't up for discussion anyway. Trice took him by the hand and pulled him out of the white wooden chair, her steps awkward and clumsy. Not too much so, but she was clearly acting more drunk than Maria was.

The craft was in the way, or would have been anywhere else. Here people just sat under it and leaned against it, as if it were just another prop, there for amusement. A creative, and brightly glowing, party decoration. There were even a few people sleeping under it, since it was floating about two feet from the ground, so that it didn't crush the grass.

They climbed in, making a bit of a ruckus, only to find that several other people had already invaded. They were mainly dozing in the chairs, including the pilot's, which made him uneasy. Timon put his hand on the wall and focused, finally using a feature that he hadn't even tried yet. It caused the vehicle's steering mechanism to vanish. The woman that was sitting there, leaning back, with her top half down letting her nipples show, didn't even notice anything had changed.

The others didn't get it either, so Trice pulled him along after a few seconds.

"Just leave 'em. We can shew them out in d'morning." She forced a slurred quality into her voice, then moved him along, as Maria opened the door to Trice's bedroom.

There were lights on inside, and the naked people on the bed both looked up, the man stopping his thrusting, looking very guilty.

"Um, Countess..."

She just waved at him, and moved back, shutting the door.

"Oopsh! Next one then." Trice opened his room's door, which was empty, thankfully.

Then, once safely inside, Trice locked the thing, and gestured to the bed. It was a decently big space, but he'd created the bed to be big enough for one person at a time. Maybe two, if they wanted to be cozy. Maria touched it and closed her eyes, clearly trying to change it. It did get bigger, growing until it was nearly ten feet across.

"There we go. Much better. Now, who get's to go first? I was thinking that I should, since Timon and I are such good friends. Here, get those clothes off..." She wasn't kidding at all, which got Trice to shake her head, suddenly sounding very sober indeed.

"Not the plan. I have some information for you, hence the ruse. Now, leave my husband alone, at least for the length of the honeymoon, will you?"

The Countess sighed.

"I knew it was too good to be true. Well, what is it then? It's a bit unfair, I shared Marvin with you. True, not in the first weeks, but I would have. I just didn't know you then." It was clear to Timon that Maria was just trying to be funny. Yes, under it all there was a bit of real hurt, and feeling rejected, but that...

Timon nodded. He was picking that up from her field, not from her physical actions or words.

Trice was a bit annoyed with her about it and wanted her to stop talking.

Finally, just so there wouldn't be harsh words, he shrugged and sat down on the bed, not bothering to make a chair appear.

"After we last met I was taken by Countess Alan and tortured. I haven't really recovered from that all the way. Plus, I'm still too young. Doesn't that bother you?" He didn't mean it to sound accusing, but she gave him a hard look and growled at him a little. At least that's what he took it to mean at first.

For once it turned out he was reading her all wrong.

"What?" She spoke in a hushed voice and grabbed his arm a little too hard, which meant moving over to where he'd sat. She was looming over him as she did it, which made him feel weak, and small. That caused his shield to kick on, even though he wasn't being hurt.

"Ouch! That stings." Maria shook her hand and then carried on like nothing had happened at all to her. "Countess Allen hurt you? Nora Allen? How?"

It was a strange thing to ask really. So much so he didn't answer for a moment, but Trice did, her face blank and voice bland, as if trying to talk about something she'd read in a book, rather than what had happened to him.

"Broken on the rack. At the same time Nora and a Larval Assassin used an Austran chemical compound that causes unimaginable pain. It's said to be the worst thing that a human can feel and survive. From what I heard most don't, if it goes on for too long. They had him for three days. She abused him. Sexually, and nearly cut it off before she was done. Count Lairdgren and his special team came to get him. Timon built a cutter, even though he was nearly dead from the agony of it all, and killed Nora. Then he cut his own legs off above the knees, so that he wouldn't die a prisoner." Tears came into her eyes then, but she didn't stop talking and nothing could be heard in her voice at all. "The Count had rushed in on his own, and he and Timon killed the Larval. This was after he'd taken his legs off. They healed him then, but it had to be close."

Maria Ward, the sometimes shallow and slightly bitchy Countess who couldn't have been any older than Trice, stopped dead, and stared. First at her friend, but then him. Trice nodded once, as if to say it was all true. It was pretty close, for the life of him, Timon couldn't see why she needed to know it all. Just hearing it, said as if about someone else, left him shaking and afraid.

It wasn't fair, but wasn't that one of the things the Royal Guards had told him? Life wasn't fair. He'd already known that, which was why he hadn't bothered complaining about their little bit of wedding day hazing or whatever they called it. He could have, and some of them might even have been punished, though he doubted it would be that severe. After all, it was their ritual of adulthood. Why they'd included him...

Well, maybe they just liked him? It could happen after all. They didn't know him well enough to hate him yet.

The blonde Countess sat next to him, but didn't touch him at all. After about two minutes she let her hand moved toward him, stopping about halfway to his side, palm held up for him to take.

"I'm so sorry, Timon. I... Honestly I knew, already. Not all of it, but that Nora was dead and that there'd been something involving you. It isn't all over the place or anything like that. Not that I've heard. Is there... I don't know what to say. Do you need anything? Is there to be a war over this?"

That was said so quietly that Trice had to move in, but she shook her head gently.

"No. Timon killed Nora and her heir wasn't close to her. When he heard what she'd done and it was proven to him, the new Count actually offered to let Timon kill him in retaliation. I think he figured that it would be better for his people than a war they couldn't win. Timon let that go and didn't demand anything from them. Claimed it was a personal issue, which the King accepted."

The woman next to him still had her hand out, even as he sat, tremors running through his body. He had to touch her, or it would be rude soon. He didn't want to, but she was kind of forcing the issue, by being patient like she was. He took her hand and held it lightly, his palm over hers. She had larger hands than he did, but it wasn't that big of a gap, since she was large, but not vast in size.

"I'll be fine. It's just a matter of time." He hoped. It didn't really feel like it, but she gave a gentle squeeze and then nodded several times, not letting go of his hand.

"It seems that you've already taken care of that situation, and you and your sister managed Galasia well enough. Your marriage here will free Trice from that moronic deal her father made all those years ago... If you didn't come for sex, I can't see what you need me for at all then. Not personally."

She slid closer to him, her leg touching his, but let go of his hand and didn't make the mistake of trying to hold him. Trice looked ready to leap in and move her bodily, but held back. That probably made sense, being that the more he was around women that weren't hurting him, the more his mind would grow use to the idea, but it still wasn't comfortable at all. His wife knew that, without having to ask if it was the case. The shaking was a dead giveaway no doubt.

Patricia looked at him and then the Countess, clearly not wanting to give her message in front of a third party. Instead of asking him to leave, which would be the sensible thing to do, she pulled an amulet from around her neck and gestured to her friend.

"Sorry to leave you out, but this is from someone that... I can't mention. Silence field." She hefted the tiny focus stone tile with its glowing sigil. Then she moved across the room and stood with most of her back to him, Maria facing the other way. Watching him as he observed them.

He really couldn't hear a thing, but the intent coming from Trice was so clear he could read it anyway. She really might as well just have told him.

Basically she was there to inform the Wards that the King needed them to be ready to move their army and attack one of their new "friends" in the rebellion. It would coincide with an attack that would, at least in potential, break the back of the movement. They were supposed to send them in, marching with the traitors and then betray them from within their own ranks. It was a good plan, but from the sudden yelling going on, it seemed that Countess Ward felt it beneath her, and her people.

That explained why Trice was telling her first, and not including Marvin at the same time. The giant Count was more even tempered than his Countess, but two people screaming about that would be a lot harder to bear. Finally they both went silent and hugged, Maria crying more than a bit, feeling like it was too much to ask of the people of her County, acting like that. Without honor.

It seemed a bit strange, since Timon had been almost certain that the woman didn't know what that word meant, in more than a passing fashion, but there it was. Enough to even make her cry.

As soon as Trice tapped the amulet again there was a soft sobbing, but he didn't mention it. After all, he wasn't supposed to know what was going on. As if things like that could be hidden for long? Timon nearly shook his head about it, but didn't just standing, since it was pretty clear that they needed to work out some way to get the Countess back to her own bed and free up the needed space in Trice's room, so they could all sleep that night.

The other two didn't even move to do that at all, just changing their clothing so that they were ready to sleep there. In his bed.

Trice looked at him, but didn't say anything, clearly indicating that he was expected to share the space with them as well. It wasn't like he'd never shared a bed before or anything. At home all of the boys had shared a single bed for years. It was actually pretty normal to him. Yes, these were women and that was harder for him right now, but the idea wasn't. Not in the main. He smiled and put himself in a pair of black silk trousers and a matching top. It would keep him covered well enough and kind of matched the very short loose thing that Trice had changed her clothing into, being the same color.

It was probably too cute for adults to do in the main, having similar outfits, but Maria didn't even crack a smile about it. She was in a peach colored design that hugged her body around the middle, but that left her legs bare. It covered enough otherwise that he didn't panic at least. That was something, he had to figure.

He spoke gently, trying to sound like a reasonable person, as he crawled under the covers on the far side. The sheets were made to be like soft cotton, so he didn't slip out of the bed, like he might have if he'd made them to be like satin.

"Goodnight." Then, when the others were under the covers too, pulling on them a bit, if from a distance, with Trice in the middle and Maria on the far side, he turned off the lights with a thought.

The morning light woke him first. Trice was turned so that her face was toward him, and Maria had moved out from under the covers, her tiny gown twisted around her waist from tossing and turning. It meant that her behind probably showed, but he didn't look to see if that was the case, working out that it would be better for him to get up and use the restroom. His room had one attached, thankfully. That way he wouldn't have to wait, if there were other people still there. It turned out that there were. A lot of them really. Six.

Part of him wanted to run them off, yelling at them for invading his space, but he got the idea. It was Warden, and at a party everyone kind of shared what they had. If you didn't want that to be the case, you probably weren't supposed to bring it with you. He'd brought the craft and not even locked the doors. That was about the same as putting out a sign that said everyone was welcome. 

He had to go outside to find a source of water, but had it set up soon enough, the lines flying in the air like they had at the beach. It was the main water source for the entire dwelling, but even when they used it, nothing would be wasted, and only what they drank would really be removed from the large tank.

That meant he was able to get a shower before most of the people woke up. Naturally, one of them, a sleepy looking woman, walked in as he was rinsing and watched him for a few seconds, alternating a smile with her clutching her head.

"Say there, have you seen somewhere I can throw-up?" She looked a bit more desperate with each passing second, so Timon just made a toilet and helped her over to it, holding her hair back for her as she emptied her stomach of all the mistakes she'd obviously made the night before. He was still wet from the shower, but put some clothing on anyway, with a bit of focus. It was just a workman's brown, but it soak up the water well enough, he figured, without taking a lot of extra work.

It was gross, listening to her retch, the splashing sounds of the liquid escaping and all that, but after a few minutes it was over and the woman moved to the shower herself and stripped her light colored dress off, then, without asking, handed it to him.

"I need to rise my mouth. It tastes like half a dozen sailors. I should have put them through the shower here first, eh?" There was a weak laugh, but she turned to washing herself, which he ignored, making a hook appear on the wall and hanging the garment up instead. Then he left. Most of the others were still sleeping, in one position or another. Most in chairs, or on the floor, but one person, an older looking man with an instrument case next to him, had figured out how to make a small bed. He'd run it along the wall in the main room, on the far side.

The people in Trice's bedroom had left, and he had a sneaking suspicion that the female part of that group was currently using his shower. That, plus her statement about sailors led him to believe that she was probably a local prostitute. Or, possibly she was just that easy at parties. One way or the other.

After a few minutes of looking around, she walked out into the hallway, her face looking far too worn for someone as young as she seemed to be otherwise. She had clothing on at least and smiled at him, her face not really managing to look happy really.

"Hey friend. Thank you for your help in there. Bad habit, losing my drink like that." She looked at him for a few seconds and then nodded, once. "I know you."

If so, he was at a loss as to where that would be from. Maybe the market place? He did business there regularly, but she wasn't anyone that jumped out at him.

She explained, her face looking happy suddenly.

"My older sister, Martya, she runs the ice manufactory? You've been there a few times, loading up with ice, for trips to strange lands. The flying man. Tim Baker?" She seemed pleased with her reasoning, which given the fact that she was at least still seventy percent drunk was actually kind of impressive.

"That's right. I don't know your name. Martya, of course, but..." It was kind of rude of him, if he'd forgotten. Luckily he didn't really care about things like that. It made his life a lot easier. Still, she was in front of him and still wet from his shower, so it made sense for him to ask.

"Deidre. I work in the family business here." She left it at that, but Timon was nearly certain that wasn't making ice, even if it would be a good thing here, given the heat, even in winter. There was no need to call her out on it, since he didn't really want her services at the moment.

After all, he had two willing women in his bed and a box that would transfer heat and make ice in the kitchen. That didn't mean the woman might not be useful anyway.

"I'm going to get into the city and see about buying some supplies. Want to come with me? There's the use of a healing amulet in it for you, if you'll help me carry some things back."

It probably seemed like he wanted something else from her, he realized, but then, really he did. Timon didn't feel like going alone overly and wanted someone to chat with. It was odd for him, but things had been unsettled for a while, and while Trice was a good person, she was part of the problem he was having. This woman, if nothing else, wasn't that much bigger than he was, maybe an inch taller, but even that might not be the case if she were wearing different shoes.

"If you'll do that for me, I'll be your slave. For the morning at least. I have to work later tonight of course, or I won't be able to pay my rent come the end of the month."

It didn't take long to get the healing amulet he had out, and while the woman moaned a bit in a pained fashion as the alcohol removed itself from her system, she smiled a few minutes later and handed the thing back.

"Are you the great Wizard Tor then? This magic ship of yours is as nice as your houses."

He nearly glared at the woman for making the mistake, but then just threw his hands out a bit. It was one place that Kedrin had been right, the day before. It was cold and dark in the shadow of his famous brother.

"I'm Timon. Remember? You just said you knew who I was? Tor's my brother."

The woman nodded, and didn't have the excuse of being drunk anymore, but didn't seem upset with herself or anything.

"Right! Did you make this ship then?"

Timon smiled, getting the general idea. Deidre wasn't trying to be mean, she just wasn't all that bright. Most of the time when he thought that about people it wasn't really true, it was just him being a jerk and calling names, if inside his own mind. With this girl that was different. She was honestly kind of simple. Enough so that it made him angry for a few seconds that anyone had put her to work as a prostitute. Still, that was a job that she seemed to be good enough at, having the basic equipment, and she was able to hold conversations and not sound overly slow, so he might still be being a bit snooty, he realized.

"I did make this ship, actually. Shall we go? I don't know if anything will be open this early or not." It was just past dawn after all. 

The woman nodded.

"Some will be opening soon. I know people there, since this is about when I get off work most days. Especially when ships are in port. The sailors have to get things done when they can, if they don't want to do each other. I never understood why they don't just take turns more, sucking each other off, but it works out for me, since I get lots of business that way."

The woman might have been simple, in her own way, but she could talk and kept a steady stream of fairly pleasant banter going the whole time they walked into town.

"Is it fun to fly? I always wanted to try it. Especially without a craft like yours. The old way. Can you do that?"

"Sure. I used to work as a delivery agent for my family business. One of them at least. I've also worked as a baker, and transporting people. That's what I pretty much do now." Even if he'd been doing something totally different the day before.

"I'm going to get a flying rig someday. I don't know how, since they're so pricey, but I will. Then I'll learn to fly and go away from here. Someplace where I can be more than Deidre the whore, and can start over. Maybe find some man and be his wife." She looked at Tim as if considering something. "Say, you don't need a wife do you? I hear I'm good in bed, and I can cook, some."

She didn't even laugh about it, her words serious and somber.

"I just got married a few days ago. She's sleeping in the craft. If you don't want to be a whore, why not get an ice manufactory like your sister has? Then you can move someplace warm and do that. Someplace that doesn't have one, where no one will know you?"

The dark skinned woman might have been a bit less than perfectly brilliant, but she gave him a look that could have boiled paint from a wall.

"No one is just giving those away. I asked. Martya said that I was best off on my back for the next twenty years instead of bothering to try for something that hard to get." She didn't seem upset that her sister was clearly being mean to her, just that it was too hard to do.

"Bull. Tor will give you an ice manufactory if you ask him for one. He's a giant pushover that way. Most people split the earnings with him, so he has more coin than he can spend. I suggest you send him a letter and ask for one. That or find Morgan from the Fast Transport service here and get him to take you to Lairdgren school to see him. I'd run you up myself, but, you know, wedding vacation."

The girl, who was a woman in truth, being at least twenty, didn't say anything for a while after that. She let him lead to the market and helpfully pounded on a few shop stand doors to get people to let them in.

"Wendell! Come out and sell us some fruit!"

The man that came out then was old, but smiled, his teeth white and gleaming. He had all of them. It was a sign that Warden had been covered in the healing device spread. Even the most common shopkeepers seemed healthy.

"Wha's this now? Who've we here? Deidre? Ya'out early today, ain't ya?"

"Yeah, this is the flying man, Tim Baker. He needs to buy supplies for him and his wife. I brought him to you first, since you're a friend of mine." She said the words as if they meant something and they seemed to, since the man promptly offered to give him a ten percent discount.

Apparently it paid to hang around with prostitutes early in the morning.

The store was a real one, not just one of the produce stands that he normally went to in the area. Austra loved fresh foods, so taking some in with him each time really helped to open some doors there. This place had other things. Flour and milled oats, which were needed for any kind of baking and morning cereals. Canned goods as well, the good kind in glass jars that let you see what you were dealing with even. That left a lot that was needed but was a good start.

Timon paid the man and got a bit extra, so that it would be worth his while to bother answering the door the next time that he wanted to shop that early in the day. Given his irregular schedule that would almost certainly come up. They were just outside the door and headed to the next place when Timon noticed that several men were following them. At first they held back a good ways, so it wasn't that obvious. Yes, they were being watched, but that could have been about anything.

It could have been that they just wanted to rob them or something like that. Maybe they were rapists? It didn't seem like they were going to have that kind of luck, from the way that Deidre stiffened up when she finally noticed them. By that time it was far too late to avoid being seen. They could still run, of course, since he had his Fast Craft on him. That would get them both away, but not without letting the men know they were being avoided. He nearly did it anyway, but shook his head as they tried to close on them, walking faster to catch up.

"Gentlemen. I don't suppose you came to help us carry our purchases? So, how may we help you today?" That earned him an angry look from one of the men, a sailor by the look of his drab and well worn clothing and cork boots. Timon just waited, not knowing what else to say really. If they didn't want to talk, or fight, then he was at a total loss as to what to do with them.

"That whore gave me leaking member! I want my coin back." The lead fellow had a decently intense look to his eye, his face hairy and unshaved, but in a way that showed no care had been taken at all. He didn't look very clean and the odds that he'd know which whore had given him any specific disease was low, in Tim's estimation.

Plus, it literally couldn't have happened. Not in the last weeks at any rate, since everyone in Warden had clearly been exposed to healing devices to stop the plague.

He didn't bother to explain that, even as Deidre looked ready to run.

"No. You got the service you paid for. Here." He didn't ask, just pulling out his healing amulet and starting it, his hand taking the dirty arm of the man in front of him even as his friends gasped. They knew what magic was after all, even if it was pretty rare in their lives. The fellow yelped, which got one of his friends to try and hit Timon from behind, which made his shield kick in. They left the girl alone, so he stared at the man with the small wooden club and greasy hair and then gestured for him to step back.

"Do you want your friend healed or not? It's going to take a while for his teeth to grow back in. This is a bit of a waste of my time, so if you don't want to be bothered, I can get back to my day..."

"Fuck you." This came from a man that clearly hailed from somewhere else in the world. Vagus by the look of him. He was a bit further back, and had a very heavy accent. He also had a knife out.

It was a nice and glittering thing, made of fine steel, from the look of it. That meant it hadn't been purchased in his homeland at all, since that kind of thing didn't exist there.

Timon shifted into Cantonese, and grinned.

"No, thank you. Put the sharp thing away. I'm just helping your friends. Your Great Mother, Red, is my Aunt. If you trouble me, I'll deliver your corpse to her, so she'll know whose spirit to curse." For some reason the rather strange looking sailor just stood there for a bit, then did as he was told.

The lead man looked baffled. Scared too. He was bright enough to put his hand back out regardless, not wanting to miss out on the free magic.

It took a bit and some persuasion for the others, but all of them were healed about twenty minutes later, the four men walking away without looking back, except the one that was from Lyn's land. It was probably an interesting story, the reason why he was so far from home, but it also wasn't something Tim cared about overly. After all, he was supposed to be shopping and wanted to get some things for the morning meal.

Deidre was clearly flagging, this being an unusual time for her to be walking around, but they hit six more shops and stands just as they opened, meaning they got some very nice deals. Most of it was fresh, but they got extra, since it was both cheap and he had a cold box for storage now, so it would keep longer.

He put up his fast craft about halfway through and started to load things in the back, driving it like a cart through the streets. That meant going no faster than a walk, since people stared and watched him, sometimes from the middle of the road, directly in front of them.

The dark skinned whore just sat, as if she belonged there, not commenting until after they'd haggled for the last of what would be needed.

"That was pretty smart, healing those men. I don't have any diseases. We don't here in Noram, not sex ones. He was from Tellerand, I think. They have that kind of thing there and sometimes try to blame us, because their one god makes them feel bad about what they're going to do anyway. It's stupid, but I don't need a beating for it either. Sorry they made trouble for you."

There was a bit of simple charm to her words, even though it wasn't an apology at all. Just an explanation that it hadn't been her fault.

That was fine, for what it was worth, but Timon was feeling like he wanted to be rid of her already. It wasn't that she'd done anything wrong really, just that her stupidity pulled at him, making him feel annoyed and like she was a bother, instead of someone to chat with. Really, he kind of wished that he'd just waited a bit and gone shopping on his own. She kept talking then, because, like many slightly slow people, she didn't know when to shut up.

Oh, he got what was happening. Perhaps better now than he would have before Nora and all that. The woman was used to people treating her as precious, or at least smarter than she was, because most men found cute girls to be interesting. They were, if you wanted to have sex with them. The second that went away, or if you had a reason not to feel like that toward them, then their good looks didn't fix the rest of their problems. With Deidre it was a simple fact that everything she did probably lent itself to being trouble for someone, eventually. She wasn't the kind of person to sit back and let life happen after all.

She also wasn't bright enough to manage what came at her.

He actually felt bad for thinking that for a few minutes as they rode back toward the Ward's estate, not speaking. That was new. Really, it shouldn't have been happening at all. He recognized the idea from having been told about it before, and even that it had been happening to him, off and on over the last weeks...

"Tor. That jerk!" The exclamation got the woman next to him to go wide eyed, but she didn't ask what he meant. That was a simple response to how angry he suddenly seemed, no doubt. He felt it too.

It took a while, but he was able to find when it had happened, when Tor had a chance to work on him directly, changing his pattern. A few weeks before Noram Day he'd gone up to Lairdgren to see his brother, and stayed the night, sleeping in a room down the hallway from his.

It had to be then, because, as far as he knew, even Tor needed several hours to make things like that work. His brother had talked about the need for him to have a conscience. That he should feel guilt for things that he'd done, or apparently even thought, but Tim had expressly told him he didn't want that. Not at all. Who would?

Inside he seethed for a while his throat working as he both swallowed his rage and tried not to cry. It was too much and too unfair. It was also horrible timing. Was he going to start feeling bad about everything now? Like killing Nora Allan? She'd deserved it, but now he didn't know how he was going to end up feeling about it at all. He felt...

Violated.

Like someone was forcing their will on him, again. Without his permission. It was tempting to just take off right at that moment and go to confront his brother over the whole thing, but that wouldn't do any good. What was he going to do, fight him? Tor would just strip his shielding away, and lecture him about not being violent. That or beat him. It was the kind of thing he was famous for.

No, he had to do something that would make Tor feel bad, to teach him not to abuse their relationship again. Timon shook, but an idea started to form. It came slowly for him, but it was the kind of thing that his brother wasn't prepared to fight against. Intrigue. He had all the pieces that he needed, and a deep knowledge of where Tor came from, his preconceived notions and more, what would make him very angry, but feel like he couldn't strike back at all. There were so many things that would work.

They rode the rest of the way in silence, with him actually examining his thoughts over the last weeks, trying to make certain he was right and not just blaming Tor for things that were responses to being hurt and traumatized. Just lashing out wasn't a good thing after all. If there was no reason for it, then he could pull back and not be an insane person.

It was there. He could feel it now that he knew to pay attention. Not only had he been changed, on several levels, but his brother had done it to him, without even asking if he should.

It took a bit to load the craft with all the supplies, but there was handy storage space in the kitchen, so they didn't have to disturb any of the still resting people. About half of them had gotten up and left, by the time Deidre and he were back. The older man that had made a bed appear for instance, was gone, along with his instrument case.

The people at the front of the craft were too, since the seats couldn't have been all that comfortable really. Looking in he realized that both Trice and Countess Ward were still there, but they actually were sleeping still, so he put together a small meal for everyone, and then put a large table in the front area, for all the food to be laid out for people to pick at.

He still needed plates and silverware. He hadn't gotten any at the market. Bowls too. Pots and pans, as well as drinking glasses.

"Deidre, do you need a ride home?"

She hugged him, which made his skin crawl a bit. He knew she wasn't diseased, but the thought of that man's claims worked too well with his preconceived feelings about women at the moment. Blanking his mind he waited, but the woman just started to walk out, waiting for him to follow her. It wasn't far at least.

The woman had a place of her own, which was just a ways into the city itself from where they were, with some nice looking palm trees planted in front of the low, white colored, building.

"Across the way from the house. You can find me here, or there, if you want, for anything. I probably won't see you again, but it would be fun. You're a nice boy." The way she said it would have been an insult to most people his age, he realized, since it ignored his value sexually and that was clearly her point. She was teasing him, since he hadn't tried to get her to have sex with him.

He'd forgotten that his disguise amulet was still in place, making him seem older than he was. To her that probably made it a much bigger issue. Maybe not. She sold herself for a living, so probably wasn't that picky about who she worked for at the moment.

"You should see about writing that letter to Tor, or having it written." She probably couldn't read or write. Most people could, in the cities, but she really wasn't the type that anyone would have wasted long term schooling on, not overly.

She didn't mention it, but nodded, even if it was clear that she didn't think it would work. That was probably true, if she'd been dealing with anyone else in the world and not a push over, like his brother.

She climbed out, the smaller vehicle having a hatch on the right hand side, behind her seat. It was his normal silver cube, so a few of her neighbors came out to gawk at them as she did it.

"It was good to meet you, Tim Baker."

"Likewise, Deidre." He didn't know her last name. For that matter, he didn't know if she even had one. Some people just didn't after all.

As he drove away, floating above the ground in his magical vehicle, a thing that gave him power in the world that was well out of proportion of what even King's normally had, Timon felt sorry for the whore he was leaving behind him. She was too stupid to make it on her own and no one with the power to help her loved her enough to do the work for her. It made him feel bad for a while, even as he settled in front of a pottery store. At least he thought that was what the place was. There were cheap looking dishes out front and, after putting the craft away, he saw that inside there were nicer things, with fine glazes on them that made them looked both colorful and rich. He found some that he liked and looked at the woman that stood there staring at him.

"How much for these?" He waved at the shelf the green and black dishware was on, only to have the women laugh at him.

"More than you probably want to spend. Two silvers for a set of six. That includes cups, but..."

Timon smiled at the woman, who was nearly fifty and had a long face that wasn't all that attractive. Her work, if it was hers, was good. He pulled a gold coin from his little purse, the one inside his right hand pocket.

"I need pots and pans too. Metal by preference, can I get those around here?" That got her attention at least. It was pretty clear that she'd thought he was a poor workman. A youngish one at that. Looking down at his plain brown clothing he couldn't blame her. Gold was gold, and would spend, no matter who it came from, or what he seemed to be wearing.

"I... have some things here, but all in clay. Down the street there's a shop, owned by my father's brother's son. He's a bastard, but he won't rob you. You might check there." The inflection on the word and the lack of calling the man her cousin made him think that she wasn't calling him names, but rather mentioning that his parentage just wasn't certain. 

"Alright, I'll take this set then and give him a try."

It was all just shopping and haggling for a while after that, but he picked up a lot of things that they'd need. The silver was pricey, since he got the real kind and a set of ten, which cost fifteen gold. It was the rest of the coin he had on him, but it wouldn't wear out instantly or anything. He could have it for years and then melt it down for the metal, if it ever wore out.

It was nearly eleven in the morning when he started fixing food, and, thankfully that meant that most of the people that had stayed the night were gone, so he didn't have to actually interact with them. He normally got along with people well enough, but the whole discovery that he'd made left him feeling edgy and a bit out of sorts. It wasn't just the sense of guilt, which wasn't that bad yet, but that it had been done to him. Like another rape.

The idea left him shaking, but he had that under control by the time that the sliced fruit and fresh morning bread was ready. He knew that in Warden people ate lightly, early in the morning. Bread and fruit mainly, most days. He could do other things too, naturally, but this would work for the time being.

"Hello? Is anyone here?" The deep voice was Marvin, which made sense, because he was probably wondering if Timon had run off with his wife forever. He had to walk from the kitchen, but found that the man or someone with him, had been smart enough to open the side door. It wasn't locked, but you couldn't hear through it, if it was closed.

Behind him stood Kedrin, who was smiling, and the Baron and his family. Behind them, on a heavy, but small cart, which was drawn by a pony, was a chest. Without waiting he waved them all in, and handed over the Cutter's that he'd made for the man.

"These will last at least a few years. Possibly longer." They were on silver, which wasn't as good as stone, but was still considered quality work.

The man tested each one, using a roughly finished board that he'd brought with him. No one else seemed to mind and he certainly didn't, but Kedrin looked ready to clout the man in the head.

The Baron was pretty happy with the quality of the items anyway and smiled warmly about it.

"Excellent work. Very well done. Here I thought that I was coming to complain without possible effect, my own Countess unable to help me at all. I'll have to complain to the Count more often at this rate." He chuckled and gestured for the four guardsmen to bring in the heavy case. "Fresh from the bank. I'm afraid it was a bit of a rush, so we haven't had a chance to put them in smaller portions. It isn't meant as an insult, please don't take it that way." The man bowed, and his wife actually looked a bit embarrassed by the lack of such a basic courtesy, but Wallace just stared at the inside of the craft, like he was considering getting one for himself.

"Uh... This is really nice." The young man seemed to mean it and the rest of them nodded about it, even as the large men in their red and blue outfits, marking them as the Baron's guard, set the case down on the floor, about ten feet from the door.

The King's brother clapped a few times.

"It is. Truly. We should go, since I think I smell the early meal and we don't want to intrude."

Timon wanted to roll his eyes at the man, but didn't want to be rude to someone that was trying to take over the Kingdom. Especially since, for some unknown reason, the man seemed to like him.

"We have plenty, I was just about to lay that out, would you all stay?" That was a little bit of a lie, since while they had plenty of fresh bread, there were only so many plates, but the fruit would be simple enough to come up with. It wouldn't take more than a few minutes for that.

It was a little embarrassing to explain the situation, even though no one seemed to mind at all. Count Ward smiled and popped out the door with a surprising agility and had one of the men from the house out with several more plates in less time than it took Tim to prepare the food and start putting it out. Everyone else sat around, the Baroness looking awkward, like she was saddened by his lack of servants. That started him feeling odd again. Thankfully Wallace saved the conversation.

"This is a lot better than what we get at school. Not that the food is horrible there, but it's... I guess simple would be the best word for it. Plain fare so that we won't get too fat, I guess. We can have all we want, Countess Printer makes sure of that." This last bit was for his mother, who seemed to wear her emotions on her face as a habit.

Tim nodded, "Printer School? I'm going there next year. I hear that it's off to a good start?" He didn't go into the lost scholarship situation. He could afford it now after all. The difference this next year would be that he had a wife and responsibilities...

For the first time the thought sent a line of something through him. That new emotion again. It was too much, making him feel like he'd done something wrong already, leaving Trice to fend for herself... As if that wasn't the original deal? The whole point was for him to do his part and get out, wasn't it? She was a noble for goodness sakes. To her, marriage was a financial arrangement and possibly, if you were good enough and planned things out well, a way to advance your status in the world. Him making contacts at school was a good idea, wasn't it? Plus, he had things left to learn.

Timon wasn't used to feeling these things, but he knew what was happening. He wasn't used to rationalizing what he was doing like everyone else did all the time. It was easy enough to see from the outside. People did what they wanted, but then felt bad about it, so they made up complicated lies to tell themselves and actually seemed to believe them, which was a skill he'd never learned at all. Not yet.

Smiling at the people who were settling around the large black table with the food on it, using the slick and sturdy wooden looking chairs, Timon decided that he was changing his plan. He'd sneak up on Tor, disable his shield and hit him with something heavy. Several times.

Maybe more than that.

After all, if this kept progressing like it clearly had been, Tim doubted that he'd survive much longer. Not in any way that could be recognized as being himself. That was for later, when he had a chance to think about things and decide not to actually hurt his brother.

Kedrin looked at the table and positively beamed at him.

"This is a feast, Countier Baker. I half expected dry crackers and hard cheese from a tin. I've had breakfasts in the Capital that weren't half as sophisticated."

It was just him being polite. That or the man had truly had some poor meals there. Of course he'd said "in the Capital" not at the King's Palace. That way he could pass a Truth test on the matter, as if Tim was going to force an issue like that? It was a point. No one could say anything they cared about someone else knowing was untrue casually any more. What didn't make sense was why the man would care. For a moment Tim wondered if the man thought he was cute or something. Hopefully that wasn't it.

After they each had a plate and loaded what they wanted onto them, he went to see about waking the women. That was less difficult than it seemed, since they were both busily... Well, as soon as the door was open it was pretty clear what they were doing, at least as far as the mechanics of it worked. Trying not to let the scene worry him, Timon cleared his throat.

"We have guests. It's breakfast time."

Trice looked guilty for some reason, her face both flush and slightly covered with sweat from her endeavors, but Maria just winked and waved him away. It was a bit high handed, given that it was his bed, but her voice was polite enough.

"Oh, thank you for the information. Please tell them that we'll be there shortly?"

"Right." There was a sense to his words that he was angry, but that wasn't it. Not about this little scene at least.

The door was closed and he made a basic excuse for them, that he indicated without too much difficulty, just repeating what had been said. No one acted as if it were strange at all.

Ten minutes later they both came out, dressed in fresh clothing and looking like they'd been getting ready for the day for a while. Trice was all in black, but it was a rather thin looking dress with black shoes on underneath. Maria was in a pale blue that worked well with her hair, which was pulled back in a pony tail.

"There you all are!" Maria said it as if the people that had been sitting and casually chatting about nothing in particular had been keeping her waiting. It got a smile from the men. The Baroness seemed tolerant at least, but not amused. Wallace looked ready to push Count Ward out of his chair so that his wife could sit and Kedrin noticed it, but didn't comment or tease the boy. After all, he wasn't great looking perhaps, being about average that way, but the young man was clean and polite, and if Timon had heard correctly, Maria didn't tell anyone no really. Why that was no one had ever mentioned to him, but there had to be a story behind it.

The result was that, if a person were so inclined, being nice and attentive to Countess Ward was said to pay off.

His wife walked over to Timon and kissed him on the cheek. It was a compromise really. It would have looked better if they were more attentive to one another that way, but no one would expect it. She was actually just showing everyone that she was taking her new position seriously. That made some sense. After all, it was real enough. Plus as an added incentive, she wanted to fool the Gala family for long enough that they'd forget about her.

The talk was small then, and covered almost everything except the real situation. Kedrin talked all around his desire to kill his brother and take his throne, making it seem like he was fully backing the people that were against the King and his friends without reservation. The problem there was that he didn't actually say that at all. At first Tim thought the man was trying to avoid direct treason, but that wasn't it. Not really. The whole thing, when put together made it painfully obvious as to what was going on. The King's brother was, in the end, his family. That meant he wasn't going to actually help the people that wanted Richard dead. It was good to know, but nearly made the whole situation they had going on at the moment seem a little bit empty.

Except that it was pretty clear that Baron Eager was well and truly on the side of the rebellion. He wasn't there to get tools for his business, that was only an excuse for travel. This trip was all about finding out whose side the Wards were really on. It was so plain that no one in the room missed what was going on at all.

"So, Count Ward... I've heard a rumor that you swore fealty to the King, publicly, and yet here you are aiding his foes. How did you ever manage to get past that? My understanding is that no one can beat the Truth amulets made by the Wizard Tor."

It was blunt to a level that had both Count Ward and Trice covertly reaching for weapons. The Baron didn't get that yet at all, since both of them were decently subtle about it. Of course, killing the man was one way out of the situation, but it would kind of make the Wards look a little bit bad, a guest of theirs dying like that, from multiple weapons blasts. Then the Baroness and Wallace would need to be killed too, since hiding what had happened would be important. Then the guardsmen they'd brought. It sounded pretty messy, and would have to be cleaned up. That was too much work, so Timon dug at his neck, which got almost everyone to look his way, which Trice used to free a small force lance. It was hidden the palm of her right hand, out of sight.

Timon winked at her.

"We might as well tell them. But... I have to ask you all to keep this secret. If Tor finds out, or my grandfather, Count Lairdgren, they'll kill me." He pulled out his special Truth amulet and freed it from the silver chain he was wearing. "I mean that too. There's no love lost with the Count, and Tor... He isn't what people think. Not at all."
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Timon didn't let anyone have time to think about what was happening, since that would lead to someone else trying to get creative to back up his scam. He had a real one, a very good act ready to go, and it didn't need a lot of help with it. That could only mess things up.

Handing the small white tile with its pink sigil on the front over to the Baron he smiled.

"Please, sir, activate the amulet."

The cream and goldenrod field that came then was very nearly perfect. Most people could look at it side by side with a field that Tor had made and never realize it was different. The center stripe, that was different, a fraction larger, a tiny bit brighter than the original. It was so little a difference that everyone seemed to think it was real.

He let his face look sly then, which was an expression he was actually good at.

"Now, please lie to us."

The man did, looking at the tile in his hand and frowning.

"My name is Boris Monty and I'm eighty-nine years old. I love sharp cheeses and hate women."

The field didn't change at all. Not even a little bit.

The man stood, his face looking both amazed and shocked, but that faded to simple excitement as he tried it again.

"I'm forty feet tall and made of brick. This is amazing! How did you do it? Will it work for anyone? The expense of such a thing... How did you ever procure it?"

It was rude, but Timon rolled his eyes at the man.

"I made it. I am a builder after all. It took some effort to make it look right, you have to be very careful with its use, since Tor and several others might be able to tell the difference if they see it. Away from my brother or grandfather, as long as they don't examine it carefully, it will serve. That's how the Count and Countess did it. They had help. It was costly too." After all, nobles knew that everything had a price tag attached, didn't they? The more vague it was, the higher it would be thought to be. For something like this...

Kedrin nodded as if he'd known that was the secret the whole time.

"This is, as you were informed, a secret. As long as no one else knows about this new form of magic, we can continue to work our people into the Palace and other places of power. I shouldn't have to mention how delicate this is?"

It had to have an impact on them all, since Wallace was wide eyed and a bit less interested in the Countess just then. No one else did much but smile.

Trice shook her head.

"Honey... Is this a good idea? Telling people?"

Timon shrugged.

"They're in this with us." The words were slightly hissed, which he was kind of proud of. It made it sound like they were arguing a little. Just enough to sell the whole thing.

The Count bowed toward him without standing, which was polite, but not deferential really. It was the kind of thing you did with an equal. Not that he really was, but it made him seem important.

The Baron shook his head and stared at the front of the thing.

"I was told that no one else had mastered the glowing sigil on stone yet. Good thinking to have hidden that from the world."

Tim sighed and took the tile, then held it sideways.

"If you look you can see how it's actually two pieces? The line is faint, but you can see where I separated it, and then glued them back together. The front piece just has the sigil on it and the back has the surround field. Here..."

Timon took it and smiled, activating the second setting on the amulet, which caused a black streak to cut across the glowing light around him. There was no need to talk, because everyone understood what that meant. He could lie to anyone he wanted too, as long as they used the right amulet.

"It won't work at the King's gate. The Royal Guard have their own amulets and those are all real. They test them, before each shift, so it's no use trying to slip one in, expense aside. It wasn't easy to get this one in place when it was needed. I won't go into how we did it, but try to avoid needing it on short notice."

Because, of course they'd use it for their friends.

"If you get called to the Palace just stand there and say you don't mean harm and aren't all that wild about the King at the moment, but won't hurt him that day. You know, the tell the Truth. I've used that more than once myself there. They aren't stupid, they get the general idea, but it can work for a time."

 Then, wisely, Timon shut up. The others spoke about it, but Kedrin was adamant that they not overuse the device. Which was good, because it really would have been hard to hide the switch from the Royal Guard. He thought he could do it, but hadn't actually bothered to try yet. It was just a bit of insurance for later, if he ever had to say, cause a certain Aunt of his to find a bad batch of cookies delivered to her at lunch? It was a petty revenge, but something that probably wouldn't have him put to death, if it was found out. Salt instead of sugar would do.

Count Ward sat, looking very smug about something, and Maria made eyes at him that promised a lot more than he wanted from her. It fit. No one thought it was less than reality even, except Trice who crossed her arms and looked away, like she was annoyed with him.

The conversation became a lot more open after that, since the Wards were pretty well cleared suddenly. It had been the most obvious flaw in their plan, working their way into the center of things, and wasn't perfectly patched, but it was a decent start. Now there was a mechanism that would allow for them to have faked their vows. Before there wasn't.

The others made their polite excuses about an hour after that, Baron Eager making a point of clapping him on the back several times as they left.

"Say, what did you charge them for the use of that new magic?" This was expected, since the man was angling to get hold of it for himself, if the need arose. That was pretty smart of him, because win or lose, not being able to lie was a handicap.

Being able to when no one else could, that was a power.

"Several things." Trice looked uneasy enough that Timon smiled at her and shrugged. "One of them was my new wife. How else do you think a twelve year old manages a lovely Ducharina? She isn't pregnant and, I assure you, it took a lot of leverage on Countess Wards part to cause that to happen. There was also some coin and a few things that I can't tell you about. You understand that, I'm sure. Of course that was for unlimited use, and a few other things that I provided to them. Nothing too big." It was a whisper, but Trice could hear him and nodded once, then stopped. It was so subtle it had to have been a trained response.

Then, she was a professional spy. It made sense she'd know to do things like that.

They all left, with Kedrin going last, making a point to linger a bit. He didn't say anything, but made a point of patting him on the back as well. Trice stayed and made herself smile at their backs as they walked away. Timon did too. They could be being watched after all. The assumption was that they always were, no doubt.

She whistled as soon as the door was firmly shut.

"Damn. That was good. How long have you had that amulet?"

"About three months. I figured it might come in handy. So, message all delivered?"

There was a bit of hesitation then, but after a few moments a firm nod came.

"We've been invited to stay as long as we want, but it might be best if we left. Today."

It was a little frustrating that she didn't explain why she thought that. These were her friends after all, but Trice didn't, just looking at him, as if he were too dense to take the hint she was hurling in his face. Timon had to suppress a sigh, then make himself not speak for a few moments, so he wouldn't snap at her for being dense. Given everything there were going to be times she didn't share information with him freely. There almost had to be.

"Where would you like to go next? Tellerand? It's actually kind of interesting. They do the most amazing things with pullies."

She smiled, but shook her head and then shrugged at him a bit.

"If we can manage it, we need to get to Printer. Holly needs to know that one of her Barons is off aiding the rebellion after all. After that..." She put her right hand on his shoulder and moved to face him directly. It was too close and made him want to pull away, a fine line of fear reaching through him then. Her left hand touched his other arm, which was disconcerting, since it wasn't really there and all of his attention was suddenly focused on it. It felt real, physically, but it wasn't. 

That reminded him of looking down and seeing his own legs being gone, blood spurting out of the stumps as the cool air of the dungeon his them, just before he was distracted. It took work to break the chain of thought before Nora interjected herself into his mind. Going blank was a relief and meant that he noticed Trice looking shifty for some reason.

"Well, we could go and visit my parents? In the Duchy?"

Timon sneered, not able to help himself. The look on her face shifted to hurt, but he got control of it before she saw too much.

"That isn't the point of a wedding vacation you know, forcing the poor beleaguered groom to associate with the in-laws like that. Hardly fair."

That got her to smile at least and after a few seconds nod.

"Right! I actually forgot about that part of things. I really just want to get an update on what's going on with Gala, to make sure that we've actually fixed that. I mean, you're young and if the Baron wants to claim this doesn't count, then I don't know what to do." Misery poured off of her then, which was, he realized, real enough. It showed on her face, but also her field. He wouldn't have gotten that if she weren't touching him.

"Alright, but only because I love you. Then we can do something that will actually be interesting? I mean, so far I've enjoyed the coin making opportunities here, but..." It took effort to make it all seem like he was kidding with her a bit, so her feelings wouldn't be hurt. That at least felt right, like what he would have always done. After all, there was no benefit in making someone dislike you. Not unless it was needed in the moment. 

She froze and then looked at him as if he had two heads suddenly, her body stiffening and her eyes wide.

"You love me?" There was a soft and meek tone to her voice, as if she were close to panic.

Timon let himself roll his eyes and puffed his cheeks a bit.

"Sure. It's required by tradition you know. We have to fake that until it becomes pure habit. You know... it's almost like you haven't been married before or something. I mean, I haven't either, but I've seen it done. It's the same for nobles too, isn't it? I'm not working this the wrong way around or something, am I?"

"Yep, exactly the same! Thank god, I thought you were going to just suddenly move ahead of me without warning, falling for my great beauty and all that. It happens from time to time." She pushed her hair back and then waved toward the front. "I'll pilot. Can you take the water pumps down?"

He didn't even have to move outside, doing it by simply placing a single hand on the wall, which was a cool blue at the moment and looked slightly glass like, and then focusing.

"Done."

There were no more words for several seconds until she sat down in the pilot's chair and scowled, "Timon... where are the controls?"

"Put away, so that no drunken Warden party goers tried to fly away in the night. If you touch the armrest and think about them, like activating a sigil..."

Fortunately she was a quick study and the controls came back into being, looking like a floating silver metal and copper stone that hovered in place. She didn't wait for him to sit, causing them to rise slowly, then move to the south west in a steady fashion, so that everyone would see where they were going.

She started to explain what she was doing, but hesitated after the first word.

"You already get what I'm doing, don't you?"

"Pretty much. Are we going to head back out over the ocean before going to Printer? That way no one will see us. We can come in like a boat, if you want. It will mean reshaping things in here, but it's doable. Built in to the craft I mean."

That got her to nod.

"Let's do that then. People will think a lot less of a funny looking boat, especially if we make it small and come in at night. That will take a while, it's mid-afternoon now, so we have a few hours. I was thinking that we could head to the Capital and go to the large outdoor market there? That way I can spend some of your gold for you, so you don't feel like this isn't a real marriage. That makes sense, doesn't it?"

"After a fashion. I've heard that noble women were supposed to enjoy shopping as a hobby. You can get... fripperies or something? That's a thing, isn't it?"

"I was thinking we could get gifts for everyone. Take some nice things to Denno Brown and Lyn Red. You know them, right? They were there yesterday, and Tor knows them."

He had to bite his tongue then, since he didn't really blame her for talking about his brother and who they all knew in common. It was a bit dense of her, if she meant it, but Timon figured it was just small talk, meant to break the silence.

"Sure. We were all on the trip to Vagus together, for the summit." She'd been there too, but it was just possible that she'd forgotten that he was too.

"I know. I just meant, you know them as family members, not just people that you met in passing? It will influence what we get them. Do you have any idea what they might want?"

That got them talking for a while, as they headed off to the west, coming back up to follow the coast line. They ended up setting down on a nearly empty beach about halfway there, to stretch their legs. He didn't really need too, but Trice didn't ask if that was what he wanted. She just did it, setting down on a large expanse of sand. There were enough people around that they were seen, but no one ran at them screaming, even if it was an odd choice as to landing spots.

Trice hopped out, as if she had a plan. That was just walking, even as people slowly started to come and pretend they were just staring at the strange, rather large, craft that had appeared.

"This is pretty. Maybe after we finish up with my parents we could come back here?"

Timon looked around and shrugged. It was pretty clear that Trice didn't have a clue where they were.

"This is in County Morris. I'm almost certain that if we tried to stay here to long the Count would have his Army after us. As it is I bet we have the local guardsmen out to visit inside the hour."

"Oh. Well, we should leave before that then. I thought we were a little closer to the Capital."

He didn't go into the geography of the situation, but the fact was, most of the coastal region belonged to Morris. At least it did for now. Eventually Tiera was going to kill the man and take it. She almost had to really. It was a very messed up situation, but the man had made the mistake of pushing her. It set off a chain reaction that she wasn't just going to let go of, even if Tor had stripped her of anger like he had Timon of his freedom.

They didn't run off, holding their position until the four mounted guardsmen from the closest village started to ride up. They were about a half mile away when Trice got them back into the air. The rest of the journey didn't take long, only about fifteen minutes, and they landed, not at a nice and friendly market place, but at the Palace, after the ship was reduced in size considerably, to fit in the landing zone.

"Sorry about the change in plans." She didn't sound like she meant it at all.

"Leave the kitchen like it is, or you'll crush the food." He had some luggage too, but that would be alright, he figured. He'd been keeping his things packed up. Hopefully the new dishware and pots would be safe too. Something made a loud cracking sound from that direction as the spaces shifted. He looked at Trice, but she just gave him a slightly pained smile, as if to try and claim it wasn't her fault.

"Oops?"

Sighing he got out without going back to look at anything. If something was broken, they could replace it later. It turned out that they didn't have to go far to find the damage at least, since the decently large wooden chest that Baron Eager had given him, filled with coin, was partly open now, the leg of the central table inside of it, and surrounded by gold.

He just left it, but on the way out did something that he hadn't bothered with before, making the door vanish into the side of the thing. That got the Royal Guard on hand to glare at him, but Timon didn't let that bother him overly. He wasn't worried about them stealing anything, he just needed to make sure he kept to good habits. They'd understand, if he bothered to explain himself later. Which he doubted was going to come up.

"Names and intention." It was Kevin asking, one of the Royal Guards that Tim actually sort of knew. Not as well as George or Kara, but well enough that he had to get who he was. Except that he looked six years older than normal and could have been anyone short enough, who had the right magic on them. Instead of making a big deal out of the whole thing, they played along, answering correctly, and at least on Trice's part, trying to act as if it were just a friendly visit.

Because the King's Palace was where he personally went when he wanted a fun good time, wasn't it? Of course it might actually be true for his wife. She certainly wasn't a stranger to the place.

"I'd like to chat with my Uncle, if that's possible? It's decently important, but nothing that can't wait, if he's otherwise occupied." She looked at the guard as if he might be made of something good to eat. For all Timon could tell, that might even be the case, speaking on an adult level, rather than a food one. The man wasn't old, about twenty, and was in very good shape. His face wasn't startlingly good looking, but he had clear skin and eyes, and was symmetrical.

For his part, Kevin acted like he didn't know Patricia Morgan well at all. Strangely enough, he clapped Tim on the shoulder, like they were old friends, even after the questioning under Truth amulet.

"Timon, is the honeymoon going well? No problems or anything?" He actually seemed concerned, which was both nice and a bit strange. Except of course that the Royal Guards had that ceremony for him, which might well mean something to them. Just because the tradition wasn't his own, that didn't mean others wouldn't take it seriously.

"Pretty well, so far. No fights or anything. We actually spent some time in Soam already and are just here to visit a bit and then go to the Grand Market. Everything's been going alright here?" Really, he was just trying to be polite, but the man looked away to one side, then at Trice, almost as if he were about to share a secret.

To that end he leaned in and whispered, as if that were really going to help at all.

"The King has Princess Karina confined to her rooms. Normally that wouldn't be a huge issue. It happens, as a punishment for minor rule breaking, or to keep her safe. This time it seems different. There are guards on the door and Veren has been pulled from the duty and confined to his own quarters. The natural thought would be that they were caught having sex or something, but the King wouldn't do more than snicker at that. George would have Veren's hide, but the King? No, this is something more than that. It's a little unsettling. Veren isn't the brightest of us, but he's loyal. Honest too. People are wondering about plots now, which is hell on morale."

Kevin had always been chatty, so the amount of words used weren't a surprise. What he'd said was. After all, Princess Karina hadn't mentioned anything at the wedding, and that meant whatever had happened took place after that. Most likely. It was just possible that this was such a minor issue to everyone that it honestly just hadn't come up at all.

"Veren... I'm not sure that we've met." Timon watched Kevin very closely, but Trice started to speak, saying something that Kevin missed, since he spoke at the same time.

"Large fellow? Beat you pretty soundly the other day?"

"Ah! I do know him then. Well, always nice to put the face to a name. I'll see what I can find out."

"Thanks. I don't want you getting in trouble over this, but if you learn anything and it isn't secret?"

The man didn't leave his post, even when Trice took Timon's arm and pulled, forcefully enough to make him stumble. She had a large frown on her face, but her words weren't about the Princess.

"Why would he have beaten you? Was it a game of some kind? That guard didn't seem to think it was that sort of thing at all."

"Oh... Royal Guard coming of age ceremony. They take you out back and force you to fight. I didn't do well at all, so if anyone attacks us, you get to do the defending for now. Really, I think they were just trying to keep me occupied so I wouldn't get cold feet and run off on you. You should send them some muffins."

She glared at him, for about fifteen steps, then took his hand in a companionable fashion.

"That actually does sound like something they'd do, well it's good that you have friends. I was a little worried for a bit there, to tell the truth, since you haven't talked about any really."

Which was pretty close to true. Thinking about it for a while he finally had to admit that there weren't a lot of people all that close to him. Not in his own age range.

"Back in Two Bends it was hard for most of us kids to be very popular. Part of that was because we're all a bit different. We have a large family, for instance. Most people have two or three kids, but my mother just didn't stop for some reason. Then, well, the area isn't exactly rich, so we were set apart a bit because of that, even before Tor was a wizard. When it came out that we were nobles... Well, a lot of people that had been our friends just couldn't be anymore. Not because we didn't want them too, but because it was too hard for them. As if I wasn't the same boy they'd all known for years? It got even worse after the Fast Delivery Service started and my family was employing half the town. They all keep looking at us like we think we're too good for them. Even though the family didn't leave. No one notices that part overly."

It was a lot to say, and probably didn't mean much to her, but Trice gave his hand a little squeeze.

"I'd heard something about that before. From Tor and Tiera. Anyway, when we get in, let me do the talking." She didn't leave him any room to debate that, and made it sound like a command, which set his teeth on edge. Not that she had to beg his permission to be heard first, but she didn't have to be rude about it, did she?

Rather meanly, he shook his head.

"Sorry, I can't promise that. You'll have to take your chances that I'm secretly a moron that won't understand what your plans are." They kept walking as she cast a sideways glance at him, a smile on her lips, if not reaching her eyes all the way. "It's a pretty big risk. I do feel a sudden urge to strip and stand around in their hallway. It wouldn't be the first time either..."

She didn't question him on that one at least, since a sudden flare of acute embarrassment flowed through him then, causing him to blush. He managed to keep moving, and was pulled through the large wooden door into the throne room. Today only the one vast chair was set up, and the King wasn't in fine clothing at all, but sat there dressed like a military official in black canvas, which was what the two men with him wore as well. Counselor William Smythe and Count Peterson.

The wild looking Count stood from his own seat, which wasn't as grand as the King's but seemed to be more comfortable, actually having several cushions on a sturdy frame.

"Ah! Countier Baker, and his lady!" The giant smiled at least, and bowed, which was a pleasant enough thing, considering that everyone in the room technically outranked him. Even Trice, if only by polite convention and not in practical ability to get things done. Though, given her actual occupation that part was highly debatable too.

He bowed, but Trice actually moved in on the man and gave him a hug.

"Raul. Thank you so much for being there for us at the wedding. I know that you were against the idea at first. Maybe even now. We won't forget that you stood by us anyway."

The man cleared his throat, but didn't actually answer her at all. Smythe gave them both a small bow and then moved in himself, first for a hug from Trice, then to clap Timon on the shoulder. It was a fatherly kind of thing to do, and seemed to indicate that he actually knew Patricia Morgan rather more than Timon had considered before. It made sense, being that they ran in the same circles, but the man was the head of the Kingdom's military and had been for years. Decades.

So about the same amount of time that Trice had been in and around the Palace, playing first, and later sitting in on sensitive meetings?

It almost made him wonder why she hadn't just married the Counselor. Sure, he was old and didn't hold a title, but that would just mean that in twenty to thirty years she could be free of him and marry where she wanted. It was possible that they were simply too related. That, or having been used to thinking of her as a child the man couldn't see her as anything else now. It probably wasn't that, since his next words sounded like he suspected something was up. He didn't even let the King speak, interrupting him in his own throne room.

"Sorry, King Richard. You were saying?" What the older man had started to say was that he wanted a full report. There was an odd edge to it and he looked away from Timon when he did it. That was his way of trying to exclude him from the situation. It was a thing that Timon had noticed before, from the man himself.

The King just sighed a bit and then chuckled.

"I take it that you're both having a good time on your vacation? Do you need anything that we can provide? Coin perhaps? I'm sure that we can manage something in that vein, at need." Red hair got pushed from his forehead, no crown in sight. It fell back almost immediately, which was a sign the man needed a haircut.

Trice waited for him to speak, then smiled after about ten seconds when he looked at her, trying to convey that she was supposed to do it, by her own request. She picked it up well enough.

"No, nothing like that is needed. My husband has actually managed to make thousands of golds already, while we relaxed. Building some wood working tools for Baron Eager. There's more to the story, but perhaps a more secluded area would be wise for that discussion?" The formality of it all practically poured off of her. It was enough to make him look around, half expecting to see people standing there, taking notes for their spy masters.

The King stood instantly and moved to the back of the room without pause.

"Very well, just you and I, or..."

Trice looked at them all, considering things carefully, even biting her lower lip slightly, worried about giving offense and trying to weigh just how sensitive the information she had really was.

"I... think that if I could speak with you alone for just a few moments, that would do. I don't want to put anyone out." This at least was pointed at the Count, not him or the Military Counselor. They were just expected to take things like that in stride, it seemed. It actually made sense. This place, more than any other in Noram held secrets, and lies that had to be believed. There was probably no other way to deal with a creature like a King or ruler otherwise. Not if you wanted to stay sane and manage to live through any given month.

These men, particularly Smythe, were probably put in this situation six times a day or more. The Count didn't seem shocked either. Timon smiled and put his hands behind his back to wait. He wasn't going to perch on the King's throne uninvited and wouldn't have for all the gold in the kingdom. After all, if you did that too often people might accidentally get confused and think a person was supposed to be in charge or something.

It sounded like a joke, but it was a real threat for someone like him. He was smart enough that anyone else who was intelligent would have wanted him to be in charge. Timon could sit there forever, or at least a very long time, providing leadership and continuity that Noram hadn't really had for at least two thousand years.

Except for the fact that it was a trap. No one could rule like that. Times were good, due to social conditions and economic flows, things that were largely about factors that a mere human couldn't hope to control. Then they'd get bad, as people became greedy and self-centered. It always happened and he couldn't stop it. Richard certainly couldn't, and no one had ever really managed it at all. The closest that anyone had come had been his grandmother, Gray. The only reason that had worked was because she was willing to alter humanity itself to her own ends. Even then, in the end that wasn't enough for her and she'd tried to kill them all. All the real people.

No, it was better to stand back and let people ruin themselves, rather than be carried along with them.

It was a bit strained for a bit, since he didn't speak and it was clear that the others expected him to. From the way the Count was avoiding his gaze and Smythe made direct eye contact, they weren't waiting for him to speak about having sex with his wife. There wasn't a lot else for him to say other than that, was there?

Unless...

They knew why Karina was under lock and key, and Veren the Royal Guard was too. That almost never happened, so it had to be something big. A lot more than stealing a few extra cookies from the kitchen late at night.

Really, short of killing someone, or trying to have them killed...

That would explain things nicely, wouldn't it? If Karina had ordered Veren to kill someone, and the man agreed with her for some reason, then that would be bad. For more than a few reasons. The most important one was that Veren, if he was found out, would have made it seem like the King had sanctioned the murder. There was little chance that he'd fail, but if he died in the attempt or was seen fleeing, it would be the same as if the King's Army had marched on them. Only in a more cowardly and less honest fashion.

It was probably only his imagination, but the obvious answer was that Karina had tried to have Rico Gala killed. It wasn't a bad idea, but Trice was right, they needed to wait, so it wouldn't seem so suspicious. They could certainly send in less obvious killers for it too. It would be better if they contracted the work out for one thing, while they all had very high profile engagements elsewhere.

There were several reasons that she might have done that, or Karina might have pointed her Royal Guard friend at someone else. There wasn't enough information to really make that kind of a leap, but it was probably about that sort of thing.

It also wasn't his business, if no one wanted to tell him. Not yet.

Smythe looked at him with familiar brown eyes. They were Tor's, he realized. Not the flesh around them, but the pattern inside. They were his brother's. His Grandfather's. It was a bit disconcerting really, now that he noticed them in good light.

"So, what plans do you have, for after the honeymoon?" It was polite, but not a real question. The kind of small talk that people made when they were waiting no doubt. Even in the halls of power.

"Business. Things will be picking up again soon, as more areas get the plague under control. I need to purchase some land and set up a household. That sort of thing. What do you have going on?" When you didn't have anything to say, it always paid to let others carry the conversation.

"Ah. Well, there are several investigations going. I was hoping that I might get your help with a few of them? Civil matters for the most part. I have the investigators, but not the time to have them riding in coaches across hostile territories. I'd also like to keep military forces off of the public transportation system. To do otherwise leaves an invitation to attack them. The only real hope that the rebels have at the moment would be a campaign of covert operations meant to intimidate the lower nobility into not standing with the King. That won't make the most loyal stray, but it might cause the fearful to stand silent and not give aid."

Timon smiled, letting his weight shift just a tiny bit.

"That should be doable. Normal rates, but we can give you priority in pick-ups." It wouldn't be a big issue. That kind of thing was what they did after all. Get people from one place to another, fast. "One thing. We don't discriminate as to whom we work for. Just because I take your people in, that won't mean that we won't also transport these rebels, as long as what they're doing isn't directly related to an attack. Gold is gold." He waited for them to lecture him about morals and duty, or loyalty, but Smyth nodded at him instead and then raised a single eyebrow.

 "King Richard mentioned that already. Also something about you refusing to speak about what you've heard while flying? Inconvenient for us, but I see the utility to your business. Not that anyone will believe you. Not at first. Still, when enough people don't have their secrets found out, it will happen. Very good then. I'd appreciate it if you didn't transport my people at the same time as those others? It will save lives, I'm certain."

That got a laugh from Peterson, who seemed to think death and mayhem was funny. Which it was, when it wasn't happening to someone you cared about.

"Very good! I wouldn't have thought of that at all." It was a frank admission, that or simple flattery, but the Count didn't take it back or modify it at all, which even in a person of average intelligence meant he knew what he was saying the whole time.

It was a sacrifice of apparent intelligence in order to endear himself to the head of the military? The man was, after all was said, his boss. In a way. The situation had to be complicated really. The Count was a member of the military, and ran the Flyers base for the kingdom, but also a high noble. That meant he'd really only have to answer to the King, except for the fact that doing that would undermine Smythe, which wasn't a good plan. So he played dumb, in order to let everything keep working? That showed a brilliant mind actually. It might not be Raul Peterson's, but it was evident in his actions.

Tim had to guess that would be Count Peterson's wife's doing.

There was a sense of presence at the door, which got him to turn and watch, even before it opened. Peterson actually reached for a weapon, based on nothing more than where his gaze went, and Smythe stood.

"It's... Count Lairdgren, I think. It could be Tor, but..." There was too much age involved in the field. Half a second later the man himself walked in, looking about thirty and wearing all green, like he almost always did. It was his favorite color after all. It was a nice suit, compared to the rather plain military garb the men next to him had on, complete with shiny black boots and a black buckle to match. That was a bit off, since it had been made to look like plastic, which wasn't something that most people in Noram would recognize at all.

That was out of place.

Far too much so.

Timon smiled, trying hard to make it seem real enough, letting it take him over, as if he and the Count were the very best of friends. It wasn't true. In fact, at the best of times they were more than a bit adversarial. Family, so he waited to see what was going on. The man looked down and then shrugged, seeing where Tim's eyes had gone.

"I'm heading to Austra with Bonita later today. Do you think this will set them at ease? I'm trying to make something that will blend in a bit."

Timon rolled his eyes, but knew the man was being honest with him at least. It was just such a poor plan. Not the part where he wanted to blend, that made sense, but trying to do it in a suit like that.

"Wear a jumpsuit. Denno does it all the time. It can be green."

There was a moment that it seemed like the man would take offense and call him on it, but then the clothing just shifted into a workmanlike outfit that was all one piece. It fastened on the left, which was wrong. In Austra all the jumpsuits did that on the other side. No matter who wore them.

Timon didn't ask, just walking over and touching the man's left shoulder.

"Here, a few things..." The first one was fixing the location of the fastening, then making the cuffs seem to have four lines of stitching on them. Not all of them did, but the wealthy all wore them that way. The boots were actually fine, since they stood out enough to make it seem like he was doing it on purpose, which was part of the Austran way. Most had visible tattoos, or strange hair, but this would work well enough.

Then Tim focused and added just a few areas of imperfection to the whole thing. A scuff on the top of the left boot, one thread out of line on the left cuff and a few other things that no one would notice at all, even watching him as closely as the people there would. It was a little off, but as many people or more knew who the Green man was in that land as his own. That he was immortal wasn't even a secret there either.

As long as he wore a shield it would be alright. At least it had better be. It seemed a strange visit to be making, but not one that was totally out of step, since Green and Brown were pretty much brothers, as different as they looked.

The elder looked down and then bowed, but just with his head. It seemed a little dismissive, but the words were kind enough.

"Thank you Timon. It's been a while since I've been there, and I think perhaps fashions have changed once again. Is everything alright? I hadn't expected to see you just yet." The look he gave around the room indicated that he noted the King wasn't there, and since Timon wasn't panicking or fleeing the land, that probably meant Trice was still alive. The idea that the man might really have been thinking like that hurt a bit, but it was a thing that Timon had to accept as possible. If he was going to stay ahead of everyone around him, he had to learn to think like they did.

His Grandfather was very old, thousands of years, which was a thing that Timon couldn't really understand. What he'd noticed was that the Ancient was both very intelligent and mentally lazy at the same time. That most likely was a product of great age, since all the other Ancients were like that too, more or less. The old ones at least. Uncle Dan wasn't yet, but he was only three hundred. Gray had been, and it got her killed when she couldn't realize that Tor had become something unexpected. Denno was horrible that way, just accepting information as if it couldn't possibly be a lie, even while suggesting the same trick be used all the time against others.

Count Lairdgren was the worst so far, at least that Timon had noticed. He was so predictable that it nearly had to be a trick, except that in the few years that he'd known the man, he'd never deviated from that, just doing exactly what seemed like would come next. Except once. When he'd come to rescue Timon from the clutches of Countess Alan. That had been out of step. It made more sense for him to let Timon just die, to avoid possible war, rather than move himself to do something just for a boy he hardly knew.

There it was anyway, the man had come for him, risking his own life to do it too, not just sending others. In fact he'd been the first one in the door. Just because he was family. Or at least one of his immortal relatives. Timon wasn't certain that it would have been the same if Todd had been the captive, instead of him. Or Terry. That was part of his predictable behavior. It was like people weren't really worth spending time on if they weren't special in some way. Like he was.

It was that, more than any other thing, that got Timon not to tell on Tor, even the Ancient in front of him wouldn't really like hearing that his chosen successor had made changes to him without asking first. It wouldn't change anything, since Tor was already free of the man, except as a family member. The Count might scold him for having done it, but he couldn't really punish him. Timon might be able to, given time.

On the good side, that thought didn't make him feel bad at all. So there was some consistency with how he'd always been and what he was becoming. It hadn't been certain for him at all. For that matter it still wasn't.

He shrugged, a move copied from the man himself. If he noticed that bit of mimicry, his grandfather didn't let on.

"We noticed a few things on our travels and Trice wanted to share with her Uncle. They're close." After a second he blushed, realizing how that had to sound. "As in..."

After a moment he made a face and had to shake his head, actually caught out by his own words.

It was awkward.

"There's no way for me to finish that without making it sound like there's something inappropriate going on. That isn't the case, as you know." Looking around he noticed that Smythe narrowed his eyes a bit, questioning, but Count Peterson just watched them, as if the whole conversation was only what was on the surface.

Lairdgren stared at him, locking eyes. It would have been intimidating really, except that Timon was used to standing in front of giants. It had trained him not to flinch when people seemed hostile. It was a light thing, coming off of the man in one sudden burst that was shut down almost instantly, before too much information could be conveyed.

"No one would think there was anything inappropriate going on there, of course. Even if they were having sex, the blood lines would allow for it. I doubt that Patricia would do that on her honeymoon however. Not with her Uncle."

It made the whole thing feel strained and uncomfortable, even as the King came back, beaming at the Count and then Timon. Trice followed behind looking slightly smug, but she took his hand and stood next to his right side. She always took that position. It was so she could access her weapons with her right hand, of course, but that meant he'd have to pay twice as much attention in public, since it would take her longer to get to hers than it would him. There was a difference in raw speed that the girl, taller and better trained than he was, probably didn't understand yet.

The King settled after exchanging bows with Count Lairdgren, which meant that Timon had to bow as well, and after a shocked blink, had Trice doing the same. She was related to the Count now too, and that meant another set of obligations, at least in situations like this.

Richard smiled and looked around pretty happily.

"This should be safe enough to share with you all. Trice and Timon have been busy in the first days of their marriage and have managed to ensure that the Wards have a real chance to be accepted into the rebel forces. If I have it right, Timon here has managed to set himself into place to be their new builder. I hope that won't include weapons? Shields either, except a few to reassure them of your power."

The Count looked ready to step in, and scold the King, which got Count Peterson to stand, but he didn't face the other Count, but rather the King. There was a bit of wariness on his face and his beard moved as he tried to come up with a way of saying what he wanted without causing a fight.

"Sire... I can't like that. Countier Baker is a brave man, but a young one." He turned and held up both hands, ready to fend off blows after the insult he'd delivered. Mentioning Tim's age and all that, as if it would be a surprise to anyone. "Brave, and hardy, no one here can doubt, but perhaps it would be better if..." Then he stopped and finally just shook his head in an exaggerated fashion that made him seem unsure of what he wanted to express. "I don't know. We shouldn't let him go into danger. Not if it isn't needed. As it stands, the rebels can still harm us, but I don't think they can win. We aren't at a point where we need to press our..." Then he faltered and took a deep breath, his face holding a slightly imploring look, as he desperately tried not to call Timon, a married man now after all, with his own house and business, a child.

Timon just nodded back.

"I agree. I can provide some light aid, to the other side, but that's all. These people are my customers after all, and if they live I'll need them to fly with me in the future. If they win, then it will count for even more." It was a wicked idea to put into the room, but Smythe actually chuckled, his eyes twinkling a bit.

"A good enough point to hold many of them, I think. Perhaps if you were to openly be working both sides? It won't help your reputation much, perhaps, but it should get you into place more reliably than claiming some great hatred for the King, as you walk through our checks and magics here freely several times a week."

He abruptly looked at Peterson, rather than answer the Military Counselor directly.

"Have you been in touch with Tor about the new space craft? I've been planning to go see if he had some ready yet."

It was clear that Count Peterson hadn't done any such thing, and that he felt embarrassed about something.

"It... hasn't come up yet. Should I do that now? It's a bit of a long flight..."

It was, if you were using a flying rig and not a Fast Craft. Thinking it all through, Timon let his head rock side to side, to indicate he was thinking. It wasn't a subtle thing, but no one asked him what he was doing. It was a bit of a country mannerism, but apparently everyone understood it.

"I can do that. I need to talk to Tor anyway. Alone. It will probably still be a week before I have them for you, unless we happen to meet by accident. Since I fully intend to be on a beach somewhere out of the Kingdom tomorrow, or perhaps on a mountain range, that won't be happening."

That was good enough for the King, but it wasn't exactly a real chance to vanish, unless he left his communications devices at home. Since this wedding vacation was real, if a little spotty as to the details of what they were doing, it was tempting. Of course that wouldn't work if Trice brought hers along, would it? Since that was nearly as big an issue, he let it go and decided to just see what happened. So far they seemed happy enough with leaving it with Timon just being who he was and taking coin from anyone that had it to spare. They'd want more later, but if they weren't paying attention people might just find themselves being disappointed.

The King smiled and stood, clearly indicating that they were leaving by taking several steps toward the door.

"Will you be staying for dinner?" It was almost enough to get a laugh, only Timon nearly lost it. They were almost being pushed to go by the man, even as he spoke the words.

Timon took the hint and shook his head a little, which was too familiar, but didn't attract attention.

"No, thank you, Sire. We really should be going now. Kind of a tight schedule. Give our love to Aunt Constance... and Karina? I hear she tried to have someone killed for us? I'm sure that explaining things to her will be enough to put an end to that, thank her for me? Also, let poor Veren go. It wasn't like he really had a choice, was it?" Timon tried to just walk from the room then, but Trice grabbed him by the arm with her left hand, harder than was humanly possible. It would have broken something in his arm if his shield hadn't kicked on when it did. She didn't let go, but the vice like grip stopped increasing in force and then slowly was pushed back. Her hand was like the craft or one of the houses. It was visible, unlike a good shield, but was made of the same stuff. If it hurt her in any way she didn't let it show on her face.

He didn't either. It was only pain and he'd learned to deal with that the hard way. This was nothing, a mere annoyance that he could block out if he tried, which happened nearly as fast as the pressure being released did.

The men in the room all looked at him hard, except the King, who snorted once and waved them away.

"Of course you heard that already. I'll pass your words along and take your idea as far as Veren goes to heart, since I do agree with you. Karina however, not only knew better, but should have consulted with me before attempting such a thing. She said that she didn't want to risk me saying no. Sometimes I don't know what I'm going to do with that girl. Then I remember that I'm going to get old and dump the duty on her brother, which always makes me feel better, as petty as that sounds. Go away now and don't come back unless you really need to, for at least a week." There was a pause for a few seconds as the three of them moved toward the far door of the room. "I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't mention this to Tor, if possible? I'd rather not have the Palace laid to siege as he tries to rescue her from her onerous incarceration here."

That seemed relatively fair, so he nodded a few times and made himself not rub at the skin of his right arm, where a bruise was clearly going to be forming.

"It shouldn't come up."

The King sighed and looked a bit miserable for some reason.

"Good. As to the issue at hand, if you could refrain for now? It would be helpful." There was no more explanation given than that, but there didn't need to be really.

The man was asking him not to start a war with Gala, if it wasn't needed. It wasn't a thing that he could totally promise, since there were other people involved.

"See you in a few weeks. Happy New Year."

"You two as well. See you then."

The man shut the door himself as soon as they were in the hallway, Trice grabbing his arm hard again, trying to drag him along. He suffered it for the time being, struggling not to be afraid of her. A light shaking started within him, as the pain from the bruising was rubbed against by her unreal fingers. He didn't speak until he saw Kevin, who looked at him blankly enough, eyes darting to the grasp that his wife had on him, sliding away, clearly trying not to see the abuse. That was something that had to happen every now and then at the Palace, didn't it? People with unequal power in close quarters led to things like that.

"Veren should be out later today. Princess Karina got him to go and steal some underclothes from Tor. It isn't like he'd care, but the Queen took offense, so they both got in trouble, even if it is kind of funny. I doubt that Karina will get off as lightly. Poor thing. Aunt Constance can be very protective when it comes to my brother." It was a lie, of course, and Kevin clearly knew that too, but nodded anyway and didn't hand over a Truth amulet.

"Ah, well, that's better than a sex scandal. A prank gone wrong? I'll make sure to put the word out. I know that George will certainly feel better. Wensa as well."

Timon recognized the last name, but couldn't remember a face to go with it. Looking up at the man he tried to think it through.

"Large woman that beat me the other day?" It was all he had really.

"Exactly. She's the Heir's Royal Guardian. Just like Veren is assigned to Princess Karina and Kara is assigned to Tor. Really, she should move to the school again, if not his household, but no one has really told him about her job clearly yet. I don't think he'd take it badly, do you?"

There was an angry tugging at his elbow, which he ignored, hiding the irritation that he felt decently well.

"Probably not. The rule there is a simple one, I think. Just have her go and tell Tor that she's moving in and that it's her job, like it or not. He won't make her sleep in the yard."

"I'll pass that along. Thanks again for the help. No one has been able to get anything out of anyone yet."

Then, rather unceremoniously, Patricia pulled at him again, so he forced a laugh.

"I think this is wife for, we need to go now dear. Talk to you later. Tell everyone I said hello." It never hurt to fake politeness after all.

Trice didn't start screaming at him the instant the door of the craft was shut at least. She just threw herself into the passenger's seat and started playing with her dragon pendant. It moved on its own and seemed nearly alive, but held inside a glass disk. Someday, when she wasn't angry with him, he needed to examine it more closely. It was sophisticated, but if he could copy it, Mark Morgan might just be able to have a normal life, like his sister did.

"I take it that I'm piloting?" He let himself rub at his arm then, and made the sleeve vanish, showing a ring of already purple bruises there, causing her to wince and gasp.

"I'm so sorry, I didn't realize I was holding on that hard. I felt the shield kick in but-"

"Right. If you do that again, I'm leaving you. There won't be a second warning and I'll do it publicly enough that I'm certain that Baron Gala will mail out your new wedding announcements within the week. Now, explain why you're acting like a schoolyard bully that's gotten into her pa's hard cider."

It sounded angry, but he was, so that would fit the situation nicely.

For her part she went back to glaring and pouting at the same time.

"They told you what happened! No one told me, not even Uncle Richard. Something is very wrong there. Not that I'm saying you aren't important, but I work for him directly. You'd think I'd be told, wouldn't you?"

 Timon got the craft into the air slowly, not making it large yet, wanting to actually be in the back for that, so he could move the table that was pressing against the now broken coin chest in the back while he did it.

"Honestly? Princess Karina tried to have a Royal Guard kill Rico Gala. I'm almost certain that they all assume you put her up to it."

"What? They said that?"

He scoffed a bit and moved to head toward the South again, so that they could move out to sea and then come back to land in Printer in the dark. It was almost late enough now, but they had some flying ahead of them, if they wanted to do this right.

"Said? No. Don't be silly. I just worked it all out. It makes sense. After all, you did put her up to it, didn't you?"

There was no answer for a bit, as he held the control hand piece all the way forward, moving off into the dark twilight sky.
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"Wrong. So wrong I can't even laugh about it. I'd never do anything that stupid. I have three different plans in the works that will end with Rico dead and none of them lead back to me like that. I bet Karina wasn't trying to help me at all, and just trying to make sure you were free to marry in a few years. She's a lot harder than most people think, you know that don't you? She cut off my arm once." The hand that got waved looked real enough to him, but that was the point. It wasn't, and Timon knew it. She didn't even have to explain.

"Sure. You didn't rub that in at all, did you? Or point out that if Rico were dead, our little arrangement could really be undone by the King without any problems. You worked her into place and she probably didn't even notice you doing it overly." He winced and put the craft into a hover, so that the healing amulet could come out from under his shirt. It smarted while it did its work, but in a few minutes the whole thing was healed.

Not the damage it had done to their relationship of course. The physical part had been.

"Seriously, never again. You understand that? I'm not some child for you to school and thrash into obedience and if you can't handle that we can turn this crate right around, and head back to your Uncle tonight. I know that I'm too young for this, but if you act like I am, then there's nothing in this for me at all." It was just the truth, but she frowned at him and crossed her arms, it was a hard move that looked sullen and a lot younger than her years.

"I said I was sorry. What's the big deal anyway, you healed. I thought you were supposed to be tough or something. All immortal and that sort of thing."

"You can crush stone with that hand, and nearly did that to my elbow. I don't bruise easily and you... You know, I'm not having this particular discussion. You know why a giant woman hurting me, even a little, isn't going to work with me. Just like how I know not to leave you with scummy jailers." It was a low blow, bringing that up, but she was asking for it.

Rather than fight then, she teared up and looked out the window, swallowing every few seconds. It was loud enough to hear in the rather quiet cabin of the craft.

"I know. It hasn't been easy for me and this thing with Rico and having to get married. I'm really grateful to you, but I would have picked someone else if I had a choice. Waited at least. You aren't even able to hug me without shaking. I know it isn't your fault, I really do. I just..." She sobbed, but didn't let it get too loud. "This isn't going to work is it? I can't help but think that I should be in charge, being larger and older and you... You're smarter than I am. I hate that. It isn't just a bit either. Or only in one tiny area, like building. You're just brilliant all the time and I feel like my brain is stuck in thick mud, sinking slowly the whole time. You're always two steps ahead in everything. The things you know, it's like magic sometimes. People think that you're reading their minds most of the time. You really aren't, are you?"

"No. I don't need to. People let things slip and give plenty of clues. As for this working, well, it's like everything else. There are two of us and if we decided to make it work, we can. The real problem isn't that we can't do that, but that it takes effort that neither of us is really committed to making yet. You have to treat me as an equal, years aside. For my part I have to remember that you're a good bit smarter than most." He smiled and tried not to point out what that really meant, but she was intelligent enough to work it out without straining.

"So I'm the smartest of the monkeys in the menagerie? Good to know. I'd hate to be the slowest and too moronic to know it." There was a bit of attitude in the words, which was deserved. She was his wife after all, which meant he really should try to get along.

"That's not what I said. Not at all. I said you were brighter than most. Clearly, Tor is the smartest monkey in the circus, and Tiera is right in there with him. Maybe Princess Veronica. She's decently bright. Terlee, Count Lairdgren, my mother, as much as I hate to admit it, Taman, clearly, is smarter than I am... You're kind of a step down from that. At least from what I've seen so far."

She was still crying, but managed to give him a look that said she hated him without the words coming out. It was a good trick really.

"Oh, gee... That's better. I can't even call you a liar. I know that you're all smarter than I am. It doesn't leave me feeling easy at night you know. How am I supposed to do my job when everyone I know is ten times smarter than I am?"

Timon just flew for a bit, thinking, then shrugged.,

"About thirty percent smarter than you are. Tops. Well, for the rest of them. I might be twice that, but I'm clearly not bright enough to hide that from you, so don't tell anyone I said so. For your part, there are probably about ten thousand people on the planet that are much smarter than you are. That's not a lot. You won't ever run into most of them and the ones you know are largely on your side. It really shouldn't be a problem. You married me after all, so if it comes down to it, I have to help you figure things out, if I can."

He meant all this to sound charming, but it really just seemed like he was busily hating her right back. It was a stronger thing than he was used to feeling, to tell the truth. Then he got it. She'd slipped her dragon off and had it sitting on the seat next to her and was busily goading him into a combat rage, using her own power to push him into it. That had to mean she was honestly angry with him, but it didn't make sense. They both had shields, but if the craft crashed at full speed that might not save them. 

What did she gain by doing that?

After thinking it through silently he thought he understood. She'd hurt him. It wasn't a bad wound and she hadn't meant to do it, but she had and knew it was wrong. She wanted him to attack her now, so that they'd be even. Because that made sense.

If you were unbalanced and a trauma victim.

"Trice, could you put the dragon back on?" Tim waited, and she did it after a minute, her face looking hurt, as if him asking her not to send him into a homicidal rage was an insult to her or something?

There was a low sound then, that he could just barely hear at all.

"Sorry." Clearing her throat she tried to sound happy and bright. It was a good effort, even if fake. "Well, most people make it whole weeks before getting to their first fight. It's a good sign, I'm sure. Why at this rate we'll be taking knives to each other by the end of the honeymoon." Then, fake cheerful or not, she moped for a long time, not even looking at him.

They were heading over the eastern ocean and coming around carefully in the dark. It was a lot harder to get to Printer at night that way, but he did it carefully and only had to search up and down the coastline twice for it before seeing the pattern of lights that had to be a large building in the dark, along with some oil lamps along the streets. It wasn't the best lit city in the Kingdom at night, but several places had red magical things going, which let him find a street that he recognized from the air. They were, of course, supposed to come in and land like a boat. Or at least pretend to be one. They could actually go into the water, but it was silent to ride above the waves and no one would notice them too much if they did that.

Unless there was a watch out for strange things? That might get some attention then. Feeling a bit upset still, he reconfigured the craft into a credible looking boat, a nice white and blue thing that had a wooden deck and could pass for a real boat in the daylight, even among people that knew such things. They had to move up the new staircase to the top level and the pilot house there, but Trice didn't seem to mind. Maybe the fresh air would help cool her down a bit?

She leaned on the new railing arms crossed and holding herself at the elbows. She had to lean down a little bit to do it, the railing only about four feet high. It was just there to keep people from falling off the side after all, not lock them in like a prison fence. The top looked like slick and polished pine, a light color that matched the deck. It was visible in the half moonlight, the sky wasn't perfectly clear. Off to the ocean side of things, on the east side of the boat clouds gathered on the horizon.

"This is amazing. I didn't know that you could do this. Really, I was impressed that you made something magical at all. You haven't even gone to school to learn how. I've never even been able to make a copy, much less something like this." There was a softness to the words, an almost breathy quality that made her sound gentle and kind. Scared too. That was the main thing he was taking away from her body language at the moment, even she was trying to hide it, turning away from him as she spoke like she was, meant she wanted to express herself, but not the confrontation she had to suspect was coming. Her legs were spread shoulder width and firm, but her arms were crossed in front of her. She was keeping something back from him. It was almost certain.

Timon didn't want to fight either, since it almost never actually helped to make anything better. Action sometimes did, but there were risks to everything. He'd need information before there was any real way to know what to do about the woman he was stuck with.

"Tor always puts out so many incredible things that I think everyone forgets that other people can be good too. Not him, he won't forget. I guess I mean me, don't I? It's not fair." There was no hint of a whine to the last line, which meant she wasn't talking about herself.

Timon waited, not knowing where she was trying to go with the conversation at all. They were just resting in the water, not moving, except for a gentle rocking as the boat stabilized itself in the waves.

There was no turning around at all, her gaze only on the coastline ahead of her.

"I shouldn't have gotten you involved in this. I just didn't know what else to do. Killing him won't actually fix anything, as much as it feels like the only option left. I should have married Count Overland, I was afraid that he'd die before the deadline and I'd still be stuck spending my twenty-second birthday running through the woods naked, fighting for my life as a team of soldiers hunted me down for sport. Rico has his men do that with girls. I've had spies on him for years. That doesn't mean I should have gotten you involved."

"I know. Which is why you need to make it worth my while." Timon sounded rough and cold, which was how he felt inside now. It wasn't constant, but it took work to seem like a real person anymore. Sometimes it was too much work to bother with. "Do you think I didn't know what you thought you were getting when this started? A replacement Tor, since he was already out of your grasp. A malleable child that would do whatever you wanted, without thinking about it, because he didn't know any better? Except that it had to be clear that I was never that."

It was to him at least, but she laughed and then finally turned to look at him, over her shoulder.

"Make it worth your while? How? Sex? The first thing you said to me was that we wouldn't be doing anything like that for a good long while. Give you secret information about the King, or my parents? I can't. It's against the rules for one thing. On the other side of it, you always seem to have already figured everything out by the time I learn of it anyway. Gold? You have more of that than I do already, I'd wager. You even have as much loyalty from my own family, after giving Mark a job like you did. What can I give you at all that has value to you?"

Timon shrugged. Then, forcing himself more than a bit, he joined her at the rail and put his hand on her back, trying to be comforting. She leaned into him gently, as if for warmth, it was really for comfort.

"I don't really know yet. I haven't decided who or what I want to be yet. It was clearer before, but Tor messed that one up for me, didn't he? So... For now you could try being a good wife? Actually pretend to mean it? I know that it will be hard for you, but we either need to fix this some other way or learn to live with each other, because I'm not going to be one of those nobles that sets his woman up on a country estate and forgets about her. My parents would disown me if I tried it, for one thing." It was a joke, since they really wouldn't do any such thing, but instead of chuckling at all, Trice started to weep a little. It was nearly silent, the line of moisture making a single track down her soft brown cheek.

"I should have just killed myself, shouldn't I? After Galasia and what happened there... No one would want me, would they? Well, Gerent, but..." She paused and took a large shuddering breath, looking away again. "I can't. I... He's a good man, but he's so warped, physically. It isn't fair. I should love him. He fought so hard for me, in those cells. They... The jailers raped him too. Because he tried to fight them, to protect me. They would have left him alone if he'd just done what they'd said, but he fought, even though it meant he was beaten and... Every time. Each time they came for me he tried, even when he couldn't hardly move at all, his arms and legs broken. He's the best person I've ever met and..."

She stopped, glanced at Timon, checking to see if he was going to be offended by the statement. He wasn't. Anyone that couldn't see that Gerent was a better person than Timon, was a fool.

She went on her voice cracking under the strain.

"I can't make myself love him. Isn't that evil of me? Everything he's done is noble and good and I used him, over and over, trying to get the Larval to attack him, so that they wouldn't go after Tor. I... should be a better person. Instead I'm like this, making you marry me, so that I'll be safe. Making Gerent pretend to be Tor, as bait. I should die."

Timon knew what she was really getting at. It was more than just her own failures that were at issue, that was clear. She'd been beaten and raped herself, and her protector, a person she felt she should have been guarding, had been hurt trying to save her. Then at every step she was being put in place to do it again. Now it was his turn in her mind, but it was always going to be someone, given the nature of her profession. She couldn't even properly quit, since it was part of a long term plan of the King's.

"Except that you didn't force me to do anything. I can see the potential value in being linked to you. For one thing, even Tor doesn't know it yet, but by protecting you like this, I've created a huge debt for him. One that he'll be centuries paying off. He values you more than you really know, I think. You might want to hold off on your judgment of Gerent. If I have it right, as I mentioned, he's going to end up tall and good looking. Give him a few years. We just had to act now and..."

Timon shook his head, trying to clear it, the boat still not moving at all.

"Tor did something to me. Without my permission. He doesn't know that I know yet, but he changed the way I think, so that I'll have guilt and feel embarrassed about things. I think that I responded to you with that influencing me, not understanding why I did it at first. I really should have said no, logically speaking, but I rationalized my thoughts, so that it seemed like a workable idea. I don't know what I'm going to do about it, but he didn't have a right to change me like that, without my permission. It's... In a way it's nearly as bad as what Nora did to me. Both of them did things to change me that will last forever, to hurt me. I killed her for it, but he's my brother, and now, thanks to him, if I do that, I'll actually end up feeling bad over it."

She seemed baffled by his words, and stopped crying then, her face turning to him, her blue eyes looking black in the night.

"Um... I don't think I understand, he... did something to you?"

"Right, while I slept at his house, I think, he changed my pattern, so that I have more emotions than I used to. I know that he thinks my not having them was a problem, but they're negative emotions, and I have no coping skills for them, like everyone else does. It couldn't come at a worse time either. I keep half expecting to wake up feeling awful for killing Countess Alan. She deserved it, but I didn't have to justify that inside my own mind before. I shouldn't have to now either. I told him I didn't want it, so he did it in secret."

She didn't say anything for a long time, then she stood straight and moved closer to him, hugging him warmly, without overdoing it.

"Then just tell him that. How you feel about it. How it was a different kind of force, stripping your will from you and that he didn't have a right to do it. You don't need a complicated revenge here. He'll feel so bad, once he thinks about it, that this would punish him more than a beating. It's the problem with good people. They actually feel bad for the things they've done."

"Being good is over-rated. People only care if you're good because it benefits them. I was free of that and could just make decisions based on thought and study. Now I have to work to do that, or will, later. Why can't it be enough to just be as right as possible given the situation?"

No answer came, and the woman, his wife, walked slowly to the pilot's house, hitting a light sigil that was worked into the wall, just inside the door.

"Let's make our visit here. I..." She looked at her left hand and frowned, her face still damp from crying, since she hadn't wiped it away yet. "I forgot that I could hurt people like that. I really didn't mean it. I wasn't even mad, just annoyed, because you knew things I didn't. Again. It won't happen again, I promise."

Timon looked at her and made himself smile, in a way that had to seem friendly, since she did it back. It was one of the good things about being attractive really. People just assumed you were being kind most of the time, regardless of the evidence.

"I know. Of course that's what every abuser claims to their spouse in villages all over the kingdom, isn't it? 'I didn't mean it.' 'It will never happen again.' 'It was the magic hand that did it, not me.' Your kind is all the same that way." Shaking his head forlornly got her to make a gasp that was part laugh at least. It was a start, if they were going to get along.

Not nearly enough. She was pushy with him and didn't realize it. That was going to cause friction, if she couldn't learn to back off that way a bit.

For instance, she went right to the controls and stood at the large wooden wheel with its spoked handle and projections to allow them better control in a storm. The controls were basic, but the assumption was clearly that she was the one that knew how to sail a boat, not him. Which was correct, except for the fact that he'd made this one and knew how it worked.

Worse, she figured out how to make it go almost instantly, pushing the wooden looking lever forward slowly to get them started.

"Whoa! I barely touched that and we're already skipping on the water! Let's see..." she eased it back, so that they were moving at a gentle speed of about ten miles per hour, which was still quick for a boat. It meant they were at the fifth dock of the port not half an hour later. No one met them, but they were able to climb up without help or having to fly. On the way out Timon made the control vanish and then hid the doors going into the hold and lower decks, so that no one would steal their things, since that would annoy him.

Trice didn't look nervous, even though it was clearly a less than savory area. No one spoke to them, but he could feel the eyes on them from the shadows, the scent of cheap ale coming from several establishments as they walked past, laughter coming from within, most of it being male, but not all. Printer wasn't a horrible place, but it was a port city and thrived due to its shipping and willingness to look the other way when it came to several kinds of infractions. Slavery for instance. It was technically forbidden in the kingdom, but Timon had heard rumors about what some nobles did in their own territories.

Really, that was probably one of the issues that people had with King Richard. He wouldn't allow the practice, and that caused friction. Not that Counts and Barons couldn't get away with it in their own areas, but his disapproval made them feel judged, and no one was wild about that, were they?

The trip took some time and Trice had a force lance held in her right hand, ready to fight if anyone bothered them or tried to stop them from getting to the Countess. He didn't bother doing the same yet, because it would look hostile if they both were set up that way and if the guard saw them, it would be better if they didn't look like assassins. To that end, when he got closer to the large stone building that was their destination, he made his clothing a nice bright green velvet. With silver buttons and black boots. It made him seem younger than he wanted, but his disguise amulet would hold him in pretty good stead that way.

Seeing what he was doing, Trice nodded and shifted into a rather pretty blue velvet gown. On her head a funny pointed hat in a slightly lighter color appeared, with a gauzy veil coming off of it.

"Ready for the ball. Though really, you should be in dark blue. This matches my eyes, so I can't change it." She smiled at him, her force lance going into a little pocket on her right side, that was hidden by a fake seam fairly well.

Looking down he did it, shifting the color so that it would complement her clothing choice.

"Well, you're the girl, so I'll leave that kind of thing to you. We should go in with shields on." They'd turn on if threatened, but sometimes a sudden ambush could slip past enough to be bothersome. It was how she'd accidentally hurt him earlier after all, so he didn't need to make a big point of it.

They both did it, as they walked to the side door of the place, since that was the one that had lights going up to it. There was a bell, but it was a bit too high for him to comfortably reach. Trice had to stand on tiptoe to make it work, which was ridiculous. The point of such a thing was so that people could call attention to themselves.

Three rings clanged out, and then they waited. It was late enough that people might have been at an early meal, or perhaps getting an armed force ready to meet the unexpected guests. It was the later one, he realized, when the three women in burgundy appeared behind them, covertly pointing weapons of their own as the door opened to show an equally armed Holly Printer, ready to fight.

There was silence for a few seconds and then Timon smiled up at the rather tall woman, feeling his heart race, being surrounded as he was.

"Hello. Timon Baker and my wife, Patricia? I know it's late, but we were in the area and thought we should check in with you and see if you wanted visitors?" It was a rude and pushy thing to do, just showing up like that, but also a very noble one. It wouldn't even be out of place for them to stay for weeks, or even months, after just appearing like this. There was a whole set of low ranking nobles that lived that way, just hitting up relations and casual friends as they moved from place to place, not working or adding value to the world at all.

After a second the giant woman descended on Trice, hugging her shield, which had her eyes going wide, but she did the same with him, checking to make certain it wasn't just Patricia doing that. The Countess had hers on as well, active already, since she was the one with strange callers on her steps.

"Come in, please! You both looked incredible. Marriage suiting you well then?"

The woman didn't pull them in, and the guards followed, their eyes searching the world behind them, in case of attack. It was their job, so he couldn't blame them for it.

Trice spoke calmly, her eyes warm and a little playful as she looked at Holly, who was dressed in military style canvas, in the same burgundy as her women. Her house colors most likely. It looked good on her. They hugged her slim body, but not so tightly it would impede movement. She hadn't put her weapon away yet. The woman was blonde and had shoulder length hair, and a nice nose that reminded him a bit of Kara the Royal Guard, large and commanding. She was only a few years older than his wife he noticed, meaning that she was very young for a Countess.

Her father had died in the same accident that had killed Tovey's father. A large hill falling on them during a hunt. Everyone knew that it wasn't chance of course, but Tovey was nearly certain that Countess Printer hadn't killed her da, or his. Someone else had, but who that was, no one could say.

Timon suspected Count Lairdgren. There wasn't a lot of proof to that end, but it made sense, being that he had two new and rather kind people in charge of their counties, instead of the older two. Duchess Keane had mentioned that Tovey's father had been hard to deal with at times.

It wasn't a lot to go on, so he didn't mention the idea at all.

Instead his wife smiled at the other woman and looked down and to the right, then back up at her, holding her eyes with her own.

"We were wondering if you wanted some company tonight? Later? Timon won't be participating, but I said that he could watch." She seemed genuine in her offer and Holly looked at them both and then smiled, rather professionally.

"Of course. I thank you for the offer and welcome it. We were about to sit down to dinner, would you join us? It's a bit simple, since we weren't prepared for guests, but I think there will be plenty of it."

Timon smiled and thought before speaking. Trice had gotten them in, and had arranged for them to be alone with the Countess later, without hinting that they had special information for her. At the same time she'd made a point that he wouldn't be part of it, so that Holly wouldn't have to risk breaking her own laws as to age of consent, or deny them and look like a Doretta. It was well done, except the part where he might end up watching them do things for his amusement, so that no one would feel insulted later.

It was a brilliant tool at times, the social conditioning of people that many of them didn't even realized was there, but it could be a pain when you didn't want to offend people. Most of the time he didn't care, but he also wasn't opposed to the idea, if it was needed. A Countess in her own County made him nervous. Yes, he'd never heard that Holly Printer was like Nora Allan, but no one had openly suggested that Countess Allan was a monster either. He'd gotten some little hints from Duchess Keane, but it hadn't even been a fraction of the warning that Tim had needed, because the one woman didn't want to accidentally insult the other, making claims that might not be needed or true.

If Printer was in the same mold, then this evening might be very different than Trice thought. On the good side the woman probably didn't know they were coming, so wouldn't have poisoned food ready to make them sleep, designed to get past the detectors. He wouldn't take his amulets and weapons off in the tub either, so it would be hard to get at him unarmed. Hopefully his wife would be thinking the same way, since it would be awkward otherwise. Plus someone could try to use her against him, if she weren't protected.

It was true that Holly seemed nice and not creepy at all, but that could all be an act. A way of getting others to let their guard down, so that she could abuse them, or torture them for fun or information.

They were taken almost immediately to the table, where it was instantly clear that they were sharing her meal with her, the food being evenly divided and bulked up with extra bread and tumblers filled with wine. On the good side, even at her own table, the Countess used a small copper poison detector, which meant he and Trice didn't have to feel bad about doing the same.

She looked at the plates, seeming embarrassed, but Timon smiled at her.

"Good. That means you didn't secretly know we were coming. It would be spooky if you did. After all, we didn't think of it until a few hours ago." The tall woman smiled back and didn't seem insulted by his words, which was nice really. It was always hard to know how a high noble would react to any given situation. That was why Count Peterson had worked so hard not to call him young, or suggest that he should be protected. Doing that to a man could be a grave wound to his pride, but not doing anything might be just as bad to your own, if you were a decent person.

The tall and relatively thin woman took some bread, which was crusty and a bit dry and slathered whipped honey butter on it.

"I knew there was a reason for my simple habits. So are you making the rounds of all the people you know?" She winced as the words came out and grimaced a bit. "That makes it sound wrong. I just meant to ask if you were touring to make contacts."

Trice smiled and buttered some bread of her own, then took a bite before answering.

"A few people are on the list. We don't have to stay with anyone. Timon has made these incredible new craft. They're nearly as fast as the ones Tor has, but are a lot more suitable for pretty much everything. They can be a real home, or a boat, a cargo hauler or a passenger ship. We've been using one to just go wherever the mood strikes us. It's a lot of fun. Right now it's sitting at your docks, looking like a boat. We didn't think you'd want us landing on the beach in front of your house."

"Oh? That sounds... Very impressive actually. Are you planning on taking building courses next year Tim? I have to say, it sounds like you could teach them. We don't have a wonderful program yet. Not like Lairdgren. I've been hoping that we could attract some of the top builders, but so far that just hasn't happened. They can all make a lot more coin working for themselves than teaching. Even the mediocre ones can really. What I really want to do is steal some of the Lairdgren Group and have them do it, before they all become too powerful and mighty to stoop to being mere instructors." She punctuated the words with a bite of food, a bit of meat that was white, and probably lobster. Timon wasn't certain, but it wasn't tainted so he tried some for himself.

The blonde woman looked at him curiously, and then waved her fork, which was rude, but didn't really bother him.

"If you can make a craft like that, you probably don't need classes in building, do you? We have a good mathematics program already and history. Geography too, if you like maps?"

"I do like maps. One of my favorite things. I'll probably take maths, and maybe look into history. Fighting too, if it's offered. I don't know how yet. It was suggested to me recently that I might want to learn." Rather painfully, but it had left an impression. The lady didn't ask who had suggested it, which was kind of her, since it was a bit of a story.

"Oh? We have a very good program for that. I have a friend that I finally talked into coming to teach next year. Petra Ward? She's incredibly good and is a capable teacher. You might recognize the name, but I assure you that she doesn't take after her brother the Count. She's very loyal. I'm afraid that things have been hard for her, because of him and his bitch of a wife. Why the man ever married that Doretta I don't know. We should have just beaten her to death and left her in the woods at school..." There was a low growl that was surprising, an old, but real, anger stirring within her. She mastered it and shook her head, eating for a while before regaining her composure. "Petra however is wonderful. If you weren't married already I'd have recommended her to you in a few years. Her last engagement fell through. Well, you've heard that Count Rodriguez confessed to treason? It was him. Why precisely he chose to do that I don't know."

Trice picked at her vegetables, some kind of fried dish that had green inside. It was tasty but a bit greasy.

"My guess is that, after he was kidnapped by your Heir and Timon, then tortured for hours, confessing to his crimes was a relief." A frank look was leveled at the Countess, who seemed more than a little shocked.

Timon was pretty surprised that Judy hadn't reported it all to her. That had been, most likely, because doing so could cause her to be pulled back home instantly, if the Countess was worried about losing her.

His wife expanded on the information her lips just showing the hint of a pleasant expression.

"Will Rodriguez took Petra in the bath, using armed guards, and then had her tortured for three weeks. He didn't get any information. Uncle Richard sent in some people to get her out, the cover story is that the Orange Ancient and an undisclosed friend of hers did it. It was two of the Royal Guards and Tim. Then Judith and Timon took the man and two of his people... and broke him. Just because Tor wasn't around to do it for her. I have to say, the King has some very kind words about your Heir right now, if you ever get a chance to talk about the subject. Obviously, this is secret, but you need to know that the King backs his own, even when it's dangerous for him. Timon does too. As it seems, does Judith Press."

The other lady stopped talking altogether for a bit, thinking it seemed. When she engaged again, it was with Timon, not his wife.

"I'd heard that you had some difficulties in County Alan, not long ago? That... isn't much of a secret. I'm sorry about what you had to endure. I heard that you dealt with it however. Personally. I didn't realize exactly how entwined you were in all of this." There was another wince. "Forgive me. I think I've had a bit too much to drink already. I keep saying things that come out wrong. I wasn't suggesting any of it was your fault."

He waved it away and took a drink of his wine. The glass was half empty already and it was a large thing, un-watered too. It wasn't his favorite thing in the world, the taste a bit less than pleasant, but you didn't serve adults fruit juice, and as it turned out, he really couldn't get drunk anyway. For her part Trice was just sipping at her own beverage, the level having hardly dropped at all.

"I know what you mean. It's all the traveling I do. I get to meet a lot of interesting people, but that means the bad, as well as the good."

Trice kept going, her words and gaze both fairly even.

"Since then Petra has been living with him. His girlfriend. Not lover, I don't think?" She was just making conversation, he thought, not trying to make him blush. It took a bit of focus, but he held that part of himself silent, so that he didn't really feel it at all. It took a lot of focus to get it done.

"Friend really. Girlfriend implies that something illegal or immoral has been going on, and I assure you that isn't the case. I can still go to a school where she's teaching and not have it be too awkward. She won't have to give me good marks if I'm not doing well for instance." They weren't as close as all that really.

The countess wasn't buying it. Not at all.

"You saved her and then tracked down her kidnapper, a very powerful man, and personally took revenge. What part of that means she wouldn't feel obligated to give you anything you wanted? For that matter I'm not much better that way, am I? She's like a sister to me. Well, luckily Kevin doesn't know who you are at all. Kevin Butler, the schools headmaster. Even there, Tor appointed the man and you're his brother... I hardly see how you can fail really. Not that it matters, since you're paying your own way. I have that right, don't I? You aren't beholden to anyone at all for it?" She looked blank, but it was clear she was trying to make a point.

That the school didn't really have a hold on him, like they might a regular student? It was probably true. They could kick him out if he wasn't doing that well, but barring a war making his attendance impossible, he didn't think it would be a real problem. Learning wasn't all that hard or anything.

"That's right. Except for the fact that Prince Alphonse would fly over, and kick my behind if I didn't do well. I don't know why it is exactly, but he definitely won't put up with laziness from me. Takes being my brother's friend very much to heart." The man had never said any such thing, but it let the conversation change a bit, and they covered more normal topics, like the weather in the Capital and if a storm would be coming in later that day or not.

There were those clouds, but they didn't look to be moving all that fast, so it wouldn't be a real problem. Just some rain. There was a dessert, which was a frozen cream dish, lightly sweetened and with berries mixed in. It was actually a sugared preserve, he thought, given the time of year, but it was good. The countess looked embarrassed again and tried to apologize to them for it, but Trice winked at her.

"Well, it's not bad really. That isn't the dessert we came for however. Not to be pushy, but we should go to your room and get these uncomfortable clothes off."

Timon rolled his eyes, not able to help himself.

"And yet, still incredibly pushy, even if you don't mean to be. Not that I mind. Countess Printer is fascinating after all." It was true enough. Timon didn't mean it the way context would make it sound, not yet, but someday he might, and letting her know that now wouldn't harm her feelings, he didn't think.

It got a chuckle from Trice, who took to her feet and waved for them to follow her. On the interesting side, she was able to lead them up to the Countesses room without missing a beat or step, selecting the correct door and everything, which was on the far side of the house, so it wasn't an accident or anything. She'd been there before. That part wasn't a shock really. Though, from the hesitancy of her steps Holly wasn't exactly thrilled with the idea of having sex with her in front of Timon.

When the door was shut, Trice shut off her clothing amulet, leaving her completely naked, and reached out to touch the Countess on the arm.

"We should go to bed."

The blonde woman was suddenly naked herself. She didn't cover anything with a hand, but she hadn't thought that Trice was going to strip her either, it was clear. Timon was left his clothing at least, which was nice for him. A hand came out and pulled him along, so it looked like there was an actual event planned or something.

Then, being a discrete and modern noble, she activated a sound dampening field, so that the moaning and crying out wouldn't be a problem to anyone. That meant, since there was a magical set of lights in the room that they could be seen, but not heard.

Trice pushed the woman back and kissed her neck, then pulled back just a bit, so that her speaking would seem like she was whispering sweet words or possibly breathing on the other woman. Holly for her part looked at him, seeming scared and uncomfortable.

"Baron Eager is in with the rebellion against the King. His lady and their son, Wallace, as well. We found them in Ward, pretending to get magical tools for wood working. Timon was there, so he made them. Hopefully there was a real need, because he charged them through the nose for the work."

Timon felt himself start to shake a bit. He was getting aroused, which only seemed right, considering the show in front of him, but thoughts of pain and giant women ran through his mind, instead of the interest that should have been there. He tried to fight it, to let himself realize that these particular women didn't want to hurt him. It was hard, because the Countess reached out and touched his arm without warning.

"Are you well?"

He could have lied, or even made an excuse to leave, but didn't bother. She knew about the torture after all.

"Not really. I'll live." He nearly tried to leave, but Trice took his arm, very gently and then pulled his hand out to touch her. Thankfully she was happy with him simply touching her real hand it seemed. Tiny steps to start with? It was too much for him, but he didn't pull away or act sickened by the contact.

That would be too rude, and there might be more to say.

There didn't seem to be, except to assure Holly that they were being honest and knew who Baron Eager was, as well as let her know that they might be involved on that side of things, on and off, not taking sides. That got the women to glare at him, but Trice moved down her body with a trail of kisses, which ended with the woman not speaking much at all. It was fascinating, but made him feel awful at the same time. Dirty inside. That was just from watching too. At least no one was insisting he participate.

When it was over, after each of the women had a turn, and Trice asked if he wanted to try for himself, which he politely refused, citing his age, they were able to leave. Holly gave him a quick hug before they did, her body scented in a strange way that he'd rarely noticed before on women. It was alluring, but a little off. After she let go, staying in her own bed, he got it.

She smelled of fear. Terror really. Mixed with sex, but it was there.

The trip back to the boat was faster, since they didn't walk the route, flying it instead. Trice had pretty much one of everything magical on her that could fit under her clothing. It was amazing that she didn't clank when she walked. No one was likely to see them and while night flying was dangerous, it wasn't that bad over the water. They didn't go fast, but managed to get to the craft in one piece and move it out onto the water for the night, so that no one would just sneak on to attack them. It was his own nerves making him think that way, but long gone were the days when he felt something and didn't act on it. That could lead to very bad things after all.

"That went well. You could participate a little you know. You're married, so you can have sex with me. If you don't at least touch me occasionally, people are going to think that this isn't real." She didn't giggle at him, but there was a playful air to her words that wasn't all that kind.

Timon didn't rise to the bait, knowing that he couldn't really pull it off, as shaky as he was.

"Something was going on there. Holly was very frightened by something and it wasn't you or I. As soon as you mentioned Baron Eager being in with the rebellion. I doubt that she is, so it isn't just fear of being found out, but there's... I don't know."

"Are you certain? She seemed fine to me. All the appropriate responses, maybe a little reluctant to put on a show for you, but you are a tad young. Not that she probably hasn't done something similar before. Not with her father. The man... Wasn't good to her that way. He didn't rape her, but he basically lent her out starting when she was fourteen, to anyone that wanted to have a go, as long as it helped him make a slightly better bargain or deal on whatever he was working on. A lot of nobles do that. My own father sold me into marriage when I was six after all, just to get better prices on off season fruit, and he's considered one of the good ones." She shuddered a bit.

Timon nodded, and went below decks, with her following, then made the craft larger, so they could each have their own room. Then he set the water up, feeling a strong need for a shower. The events of the evening had been unsettling for him. He half expected Trice to try and join him, but she just waited her turn. That meant he could turn in early.

It was just as well that he did, because the dreams that came that night were intensely bad and wrong. They all starred his wife and her buddy Countess Ward. He would have expected Holly to show up, but it was Maria that held him down while Trice grew a penis and forced herself on him. Then she took her own turn, putting her own male member into his mouth, making him gasp and gag. It was screwed up and caused him to wake more than once, screaming. On the third time Trice actually came in, the light through the window showing that it was daytime already. She looked tired, probably due to his yelling, except that she shouldn't have been able to hear him at all, with the doors closed.

She jogged across the carpeted space and sat on the bed next to him, touching his arm.

"Tim? Are you awake?"

He opened his eyes, realizing that she was actually there this time.

"I better be. I swear, if you or Maria try to stuff your cocks in me again I'll kill you both."

She froze.

"Ah..."

He sat up and forced a smile.

"All night long I had dreams like that. You and Maria Ward raping me, over and over again. I tried to fight, but it didn't work. It was like all the strength ran out of me. That isn't right. In real life I'm stronger than you are. Maybe not your magical hand, but the rest of you. Part of the whole Ancient thing. But I couldn't shake you off at all." It was baldly honest he realized, and he started to blush, feeling like she was going to make fun of him, or call him a weak little girl.

"I'm sorry. I promise that I won't ever grow a penis and do that to you. Not unless you ask me to at least. You can do that you know, with the disguise amulets? I don't know if a man could mimic girl parts that well. Breasts should work, but the rest I don't know." Trice stopped talking. "Which is not what you want or need to hear right now. I won't do that. You don't have to do anything with me you don't want to, not even if that means we never do anything more than hold hands."

Timon almost just got up, moving to the other side of the bed, worried that this might still be a dream and that Maria was about to come through the door to help abuse him again. Instead he swallowed and held his right hand out for her to take, then, slowly, feeling like he was about to die, moved closer and kissed her on the cheek.

She touched it gently and seemed pleased, rather than like he was a broken shadow of a man that might never be whole at all. It was the truth of course, but she didn't need to know that really.

"Let me clean up and then I'll see to getting something around for breakfast. Unless you want to do it?" He hadn't even thought to ask, figuring that such tasks were beneath her. At least in her own estimation.

"I can do it. Do you want to set course for Duchy Morgan? You know where it is, right?"

"Sure. I've been there a couple of times. Come with me, so I can change things for flying, without worrying about killing you by mistake. That would be embarrassing, wouldn't it? Show up at your father's house trying to prop up your lifeless body. No thank you, you have to make it at least a few decades, or else everyone will blame me for it."

That got her to stick her tongue out at him, which was a juvenile thing to do. He smiled, but didn't do it back, being too grown up for that now. Instead he did his work and left Trice to her cooking. Half an hour later she called him to the table, which meant stopping the craft, since he wasn't leaving it in flight while he left the pilot's seat. That was just asking for trouble. Besides, it was still really early in the day. They could take two hours to eat and still be at her parent's house by ten.

The table had a single tray on it, upon which sat several pieces of fruit. They were nicely cut up at least, and there were a few slices of cheese to go with it. Trice looked horribly proud of herself too, as if this were a sign of her worthiness to be his wife. Making a whole meal by herself.

"I can also burn bits of meat on sticks. Just so you know that we'll never starve, not while I'm on the job." She brushed her nails on the front of her black velvet clothing that nearly matched his own. Ship wear, he decided to call it. Like a uniform.

"Good to know. It looks wonderful."

She beamed then, as if he weren't just being nice to her. Or maybe because he was bothering too? Regardless, it was better than fighting over it all.

Something occurred to him then and Timon made a face, just as he took a bite of fresh apple.

Trice looked like he'd hit her for a moment.

"Is it bad?"

"What? No, it's good. I just realized that I didn't talk to Holly about getting that fish in for County Montblanc. This being an adult thing is harder than all the tall people let on, you know that?"

"True. That's not a real problem however. No one expects you to do that. All you need to do right now is win me over, as I cry about leaving my home and being forced to bed the ogre-ish brute that I've married. At least that's the traditional way this goes. In this case it seems that I might be the ogre in the story. I guess I need to start winning you over with my wit and charm? I'd tell a joke, but at this moment I can't think of even one that fits the situation."

Timon looked at her and let one eye close in a very slow wink.

"What did the Wizard Tor say to the King the last time they met?"

She seemed slightly taken aback, and appeared to actually be searching her memory for a real answer.

"I'm not really sure... I don't always get reports on that kind of thing."

Timon smiled, "he said, hey, I'm down here! Watch where you're sitting will you?"

For a moment she just blinked at him, and then covered her mouth as a stream of real laughter came out. It was too much for a fairly poor joke, but it went on for a long time, until finally she managed to stuff enough food in her mouth to get herself to stop.

"I shouldn't laugh. He's taller now, you know. In a few months he'll be my size, if it keeps up. I need to keep that in mind. One day soon we'll have to look up and strain our necks to see him."

That was probably true, but in the moment it was kind of funny, for a certain kind of person. 

"We should get whatever it is you have planned done then and get back to our vacation. I haven't been on a lot of them, but I'm pretty certain we're doing ours wrong."

"Yes, that's true, but don't worry, we'll get it eventually, if we keep practicing enough."

After he finished eating he got them back on course, landing next to the Duke's main residence slowly, just to make certain that no one would be crushed by mistake.

It made great sense to him at any rate. There was a flurry of activity, as about twenty men and women dressed in blue ran out, holding weapons. Most of them had actual pikes and swords, instead of good weapons. Duke Morgan himself had a force lance Timon thought, as he climbed out, until he realized that it was actually an air lance. One that he'd made himself. They weren't very good weapons, but just about perfect if they were planning on driving them off and back to their trip.

Eric Morgan put his weapon up instantly, and the men and women pointed all they had at Timon, recognizing Trice by sight it seemed.

"Are you two alright?"

Trice nodded.

"We are. Is there a situation?"

"A most urgent one. Baron Gala and his wife have been murdered and the city is being attacked. We were warned that forces might be headed here as well."

That got a blink from Timon and he couldn't work out who would tell them that at all. They certainly hadn't seen anything from the air on the way in. Not from the east. "Who warned you? If it's safe to ask, I mean."

The Duke frowned, clearly not happy about the source.

"Rico Gala. The new Baron."
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Everyone seemed tense and Trice started asking a thousand questions at once, her mouth moving so fast her voice, normally a mellow and even pleasant thing to listen to, became high pitched and anxious.

"What did he say? Who killed the Baron? Was it Rico? Who's coming to attack us? Have you called Uncle Richard yet? Have there been sightings of-" she went silent when Mercy, her mother, came out and smiled at her, shaking her head slightly.

"Timon! This is rare, a son-in-law coming to see his new parents this soon. I take it that you've heard about this slight happening that we've had? A shame about the Baron Gala and his wife. Would you two like to come in for some refreshment?" Her eyes were the same blue that Trice had and the hair was only a touch lighter. Even at about forty she was still rather attractive and while tall, she made an effort not to rush him, which was the normal familial greeting here.

Her daughter however did get that treatment, which got her to stop talking long enough for her father to clear his throat.

"We had a messenger come. Some relative of the Baron that has flying equipment of his own. Conrad? He left a while ago, but wanted us to know that they've had word of possible attack from some men that were captured. According to the man, Rico Gala didn't have anything to do with the deaths himself. He spoke... Carefully, however. The new Baron had people around him the whole evening and was out of the city, on the outer estate, where he lives most of the time. So it wasn't by his own hand. That's a quote by the way. We haven't seen any signs of attack here yet, but we've set sentries and forward scouts."

Tim thought about it and then nodded. They had one of the largest fleets of flyers in the kingdom, with only the King's army and Two Bends Fast delivery being much larger. It wasn't a battle force directly, since the Duke's people weren't outfitted for direct combat, but they all had shields, since his brother would have insisted on that. If they were working as information gathering troops, the Duchy would be pretty well protected from direct attack. That just left secret forces sneaking in, which was a trick the enemy had already used at least once. It was a good one, and the single most effective thing the rebels had managed so far, so there was a good chance they'd try more of it.

"Right. Let's put up a few of the new craft as watch centers. They can stay up as long as needed and should make anyone coming in think twice. We need to have your local guardsmen looking for infiltrators. Do they have truth amulets? I can make some, but it will take a few days." He didn't wait for the man to make a polite denial or anything, jogging back into the craft and pulling out six of the vehicles, which he held up as soon as he walked out, held in his right fist, since the silver pieces weren't big. They didn't need to be and making things physically large would just increase the hardship of carrying them around when they weren't needed.

"I own these, and the people that hold them need to work for me, so they can't be sworn to you directly. We can carry your people, for a price. For now I think that just putting them up will be enough of a deterrent. They're a good bit larger than the old Fast Craft, or can be." It sounded high handed and demanding, since they were literally standing in the man's area of influence. A Duke in his duchy could order a man killed for any reason. There didn't even have to be an official record of it. Torture, rape, anything a person could imagine was actually legal for him at that moment, in that place.

The man's eyes lit up however, instead of seeming insulted. It was a perk of marrying his daughter no doubt.

"That's more than fair. What kind of rent would you command for something like this? Since you own them outright?"

It was very clear that the fellow thought Timon was going to pull a Tor and just lend them for nothing at all, which was what he'd actually planned, since the Morgan's were family now, and he wouldn't charge them just for the use of the things. He did need something, he realized, didn't he?

"A bit of land? Patricia and I would like to set up a second or third house here, so that she can come in occasionally and get away from me. I have a cottage for it, and I think that our main house will be in the Capital, but..."

Trice made a face and then shook her head.

"I own a bit of space around here already, so that isn't a good deal for us. How about some dried goods? You can send them to your girlfriend, Heather, and her people? That or some shipping? Say three major movements of goods for each month we have the new transports up and working?" She looked at her mother and smiled, and her father smiled back, his voice suddenly shrewd.

"One major shipment per month, but I can throw in some dried apples and a few pears, as well as some juice? Say five thousand pounds for each month?" There was clearly a trick in his mind there, because he refused to look at his new son-in-law at all. It was telling.

Trice looked at him expectantly, clearly urging him to take the deal, but they'd already started haggling, and he really wanted to win, now that there was a game going on.

"Three shipments, but half the profits of the goods when they sell. It won't be at full market value, but it will be enough to make it worth your while. Same with the dried goods. We won't give anything away, since that's a good way to go broke. In all you should make a small but real profit from the whole thing." He stared right into the man's eyes then, his face blank. "Then we can double it for the use of ten Truth amulets?"

"Ah..." The Duke refocused on him and did talk him down, pointing out that it was only the rent on the things, but in the end they had the needed shipping for County Montblanc. The man frowned when he figured out who Heather was, but didn't take back his word. Especially after he saw the craft at full size and realized how much they could hold on their own.

"You don't really need us at all, do you? Not to carry goods."

"Yes, we do. We need your people, with your colors, going in to give aid and help to those that are now on our side. If I do it, well, who am I? Some kid that the King owns? Tor's little errand boy? If you do it, it looks like the King is stating that he won't hold grudges, if people come over to his side. If any single point is going to break this thing, that's the one I'm banking on."

Trice looked around, finally pointing to a young man that was dressed in rather plain clothing, a light tan, which from the scent coming off of him was meant to hide the fact that he was filthy, from his work in the stables.

"Web Hobbs! Do you want a new job? It pays more than mucking stalls, and might even get you some women, if you play your cards right. Hard work..."

The man, who was in his late teens walked over with a downcast face, not looking at the high nobles directly. His hands were held in front of him, but even as he seemed shy and quiet, his words held a certain intelligence.

"Ma'am? What would I be doing?"

She let a slow smile come across her face. "If you can manage it, you'll be a fast craft pilot. I don't know what it pays..."

Tim did, he had a rate for full time workers already.

"Two gold a week. If you have paying fairs, which eventually you will, you get ten percent of it. If you take fares for free, you don't get paid and if you never make any coin at all, I'll yell at you, but it isn't hard to make funds doing this. We'll send them to you pretty regularly. You have to prove you can fly, but we'll teach you and it really isn't that hard. It means you work for me directly. Not the Duke here, or even Trice. Obviously, do what she says too. You can live on the ship full time. Do you have a family?"

There was a bit of reluctance to the words, but the man, Web Hobbs, nodded.

"My wife Clara, and her father. We live with him right now. The stable master here. So it would be just Clara and I, sir. He won't want to leave his position."

"Timon. Or Tim if you want. Good. We need five more pilots. Do you think that Clara can manage it? Same pay. It would mean you two not being together each day, but it's a good way to get a start. At least until you have children, and maybe even then." He had ninety-odd of the things left after all and eventually they'd need space pilots too. Hopefully the controls wouldn't be that different.

"I don't rightly know, sir. Clara, she's a good sort, but she isn't..." There was something that he didn't want to say out loud, but Trice shook her head a little.

"She probably won't be a good fit for that job. Still, two gold a week is nothing to feel bad about. Plus, with that ten percent, you'll end up rich, I bet. You should go and talk to your family. We'll start training in a bit. Be back here in two hours?"

The man nodded, smiling, and walked off.

"Clara is slow. It was an arranged marriage, and Web was sort of trapped into it. We all know how that goes. She's nice, and should be able to handle working on the craft, once she learns how. That might take her a while. We should find the others we need."

Not surprisingly, once Web went and started telling people about the new job openings, there wasn't a lot of work involved in finding men and women that wanted to sign on. There were at least twenty that came to see about it when he came back, the slightly square and short Clara coming along with their new pilot trainee.

Trice grinned, taking over.

"Excellent. Not all of you will get a position here today, since we have five spots left open, but we'll test you and the best will make it. If you all do well, we might have some positions opening up in the future." She was lying to them, so that they'd have hope, but there really was a good chance of it, especially if they were willing to chance going to other lands.

The training was harder than normal, since they all went on one craft, with people taking turns one at a time. Everyone got a fair chance, and five hours later they had all the craft assigned and up in the air over the duchy, hovering in place, each new pilot outfitted with a communications device and magical clothing for themselves and their families. Only one of them had children on it, a woman that had gotten the job being a widow, who had the standard two kids. They were in rags to start with, but seemed excited to find that things were improving. 

All of the craft were full sized and not moving at all, just hanging over the Duchy, like guards. They needed more training, it was true, but the pilots had gotten into place on their own and just sat there in the sky, like they owned it, all in the correct color of blue, slightly glowing, and carrying five of the Duke's people each, to watch for attack. They'd been set to have windows all around to that end, so you could see people walking around inside, if you watched carefully.

That left everyone feeling better, he thought, since the presence was impressive. If he were setting up an attack in the area, it would have caused him to pull all the way out and not even try. After all, anyone that could put that kind of thing up in the air had to be powerful, didn't they?

His wife was set to moving from craft to craft then, in order to make certain everything was going well, and he worked in their vehicle, sitting on his bed, making copies of the Truth amulets on stone. Focus stone, made from the earth in the area, so a dark and even brown color instead of the light color that it would have been if made from the sand in Warden. It was harder than it should have been, since he struggled to try and get the glowing sigil into place, while setting the whole, and very real, field at the same time. It meant holding two complete fields at once and the first time he tried, it failed.

He nearly gave up, but even if it didn't work, he could feel that it was close. It was hard to hold two things at once, but Tim knew it could be done. Tor did it all the time, and looked at everyone else as if they were slightly slow and backwards because they couldn't do the same thing. It ended up taking until the next morning, and left him with a headache, but he was able to get it done. It left him feeling a bit excited really, since it meant he was actually managing to improve, even without anyone helping him overly.

The craft was on the ground, and when he walked out of the bedroom that he'd been working in, the sky outside the window being dark and gloomy, except for the six faintly glowing square ships in the sky, he found himself alone. With water, which meant that Trice had set that up for him. He took time to get cleaned up, drinking as much as he could hold first, since he'd skipped that for nearly ten hours, then showering and moving from there into the tub to soak for a bit. He did it just sitting in the dark, the water warm and a smooth black seat holding his head out of the water, a neck rest behind him allowing him to lay back. It was nice. Luxurious even. Warm baths used to be something that took a lot of work, even help from other people to pull off, but now, at least for him and a few others, it was a few minutes of set up and taping a sigil or two to get the temperature where they wanted it.

"Tim?" Trice sounded hesitant, as if she didn't think he was really there. Her voice was coming from the bedroom he'd been in, but moved closer the second time she said his name, meaning she was walking down the hallway. "Timon?"

"Here! In the bath." The door opened silently, her outline in the door black, thanks to the light behind her. It looked slightly scary, except that she had a pink glow in her hand, and a second later started to glow. A nice cream with a goldenrod stripe down the middle.

"Hey! This is really nice. All one piece too, isn't it? That pretty much means you're one of the top twenty or so builders in the world, doesn't it?" It didn't shift or make a black line at all, meaning she knew it to be the truth. There was a chance that others who were better lived in secret of course, but there really weren't a lot of people that could have pulled it off that anyone knew about.

She let her voice shift a bit, lying to test the thing.

"I'm horribly deformed and ugly, but love cabbage sandwiches." The darkness cut across the glow like it was angry at her untruths.

"So it works. Excellent." Without asking, she shut the door, stopped glowing and after about twenty seconds had her clothing off and moved into the tub with him. There was room, but it left him feeling uneasy.

"This is good. You didn't leave the water too cold. Most people do, but what's the point of that?" She sighed and let her foot come out to touch his leg, not speaking for a long time.

Goose bumps started over his arms and legs, which shouldn't have been able to happen, given the heat. It was hard to hold still, but she didn't hold the point of contact for too long, and not being able to see her actually made it easier for him.

 "We can deliver these and get back to what we were doing. There isn't anything coming, I don't think. Galasia is being hit hard, but Uncle Richard has forces going in to help them. Rico... Hasn't mentioned me at all. It's like he doesn't even remember anything about it. That's probably too much to ask for, but now that his parents are dead, the deal is too. It was between my father and his, and didn't happen, so... Really, it's done. We won. We can go to the Capital in the morning and get it dissolved." She settled into the water, and let her voice sound happy about the new turn of events. "It doesn't get Rico back, if he had me raped, but that can wait. I don't need to drag you down into the cesspool of that situation."

Timon took a deep breath, feeling like a weight had lifted from his shoulders.

"Good. You make a fairly decent wife, don't get me wrong, but I'm too young and broken for this kind of thing. If either of those things were different I wouldn't let you go." It seemed a polite thing to say at least and was, really, true enough. She came with some definite benefits, not the least of which had to do with her connections. The good looks didn't hurt either. Plus, even though he wasn't there to see it, the whole situation had to be sending Tor into regular fits when he thought about it. That alone was nearly enough to make it all worthwhile, since he was mad at his brother, over what he'd done. It left him feeling upset, so he blocked the idea out of his mind for the moment, focusing on the idea of being free.

There was a bit of splashing and she stood, having only just gotten into the water.

"Agreed. Except for the lack of sex, you haven't been that bad either, you know that? You even got me flowers and helped my parents when we might have been under attack. Of course, I still look like a bit of a pervert, having married a kid, but it isn't like I'm the first one to have done that. It really hasn't hurt that you've gone around looking about twenty for the last week. Keep that up and people will forget the age difference pretty quick. Which was your point, wasn't it? Thanks for that."

"I live to serve." It wasn't the truth, but she got that part of things, didn't she?

"I'm off to get this part done then. We can leave as soon as you want. It's late, about two in the morning, but everyone knows how to use Truth amulets. Ten of them, that was the deal, right? Does that still stand?" It might not have, was what she was implying.

"Yes, that just makes sense. Heather and her people still need those deliveries." He'd even make a bit of coin off of the whole thing, so why not? The work was already done.

The air dryer triggered, making the room warm for a bit. She left as soon as she was dried and then, from the noises she made, collected the needed amulets and then exited through the side door. It was hard to track her that way, but he could manage it, if he tried.

Tim got dried himself, dressed and back into bed before Trice returned, and when the light came through the window of the craft, waking him up, he realized that he was next to the King's Palace, with his wife lying next to him, fully dressed and on top of the blue silk looking coverlet, watching him. It was creepy, until she smiled at him.

"There you are! We should be able to cage breakfast here, if we hurry. I love the toast here. I don't know what they do to it, but I haven't found anything exactly like it anywhere else."

He felt a little groggy still, but fought his way to his feet, and went to clean up, not wanting to just run in wearing his night clothes. Not that they weren't nice, but having brushed teeth and combed hair was kind of essential to Palace visits in Timon's mind. It probably meant he was shallow, but if so, at least almost everyone else in the world seemed to agree with him on that topic.

They didn't have water really, so he had to use a pitcher that had been left full. That was fine, since he didn't reek yet. It took a while, which was made to feel longer as Trice paced up and down the greatly foreshortened hallway outside the bathing room door. 

When he came out, dressed in his normal work cloths of black velvet, she smiled happily.

Tim looked up at her and tried to seem playful as he crossed his arms, shaking his head mournfully.

"Really, I get it, you don't have to act like a child about to get your Noram Day gifts."

That got her to hug him, her arms squeezing a little bit tighter than was strictly needed.

"Hey, it's a good thing. Let's go and get both of us free. Then we can... do whatever we want. I'm a little disappointed that I didn't get to see all the other lands yet, but there's a lot of work to get done."

The Royal Guards cleared them, the large man at the door smiling at him and winking at Trice.

"I hear that you two were responsible for getting me and Karina out of trouble? Thank you for that." There was no real hint as to what he'd actually done, but Veren seemed to be relieved that he wasn't going to be ordered to kill himself in shame at least. Or, and it was just as likely, the look on his face had more to do with the Princess not being in trouble for her actions than thought about himself.

They didn't chat about it, Timon not getting a chance to do more than nod as Patricia pulled on his arm, causing him to have to run a bit to keep up with her. They found the Royal family sitting in what was called the small dining room. It was big enough to put about twenty people at the table with them, but they were all collected at the far end, dressed for the day and smiling at them when the guard on the door, a woman that Tim didn't recognize, let them in.

Before anyone could say anything at all, Trice spoke, her voice loud enough for the listeners in the walls to hear with ease.

"The agreement that caused me to need to marry is done now, since the old Baron Gala has passed. That part is sad, since I know him to be a good man, personally, but..." She grinned, and glanced at Timon, who nodded once. The people at the table, the Prince, both Princesses, the Queen and the King, all smiled back, carried by her excitement.

Trice put her hand on his shoulder, standing right next to him.

"There's no reason that we can't have this annulled now. We haven't consummated it even, so it's a genuine thing, not just words on a piece of paper. We can pass truth verification on it. I know that the new Baron Gala might find that suspicious, but I doubt that he'd blame us for his father's death in an attack. There's no reason for us to stay married, once that's taken away." It had the sound of a planned argument, but one that wasn't well thought out. Timon could think of about twenty reasons that it could be stopped from happening and only two for the King to bother undoing the marriage.

The fact that Trice was his favorite niece was one of them, and Timon's age.

Smiling, Richard nodded.

"I'd had that thought myself. Unfortunately Count Lairdgren doesn't see it that way and has listed a lot of very good reasons for you and his grandson to stay married. The most compelling of which is simply that it's a good match and we might well find ourselves undoing our efforts, only to redo them in a few years. A year and a half? I can't afford to anger a Count over a minor issue at this time however, and he's one of my closest advisors. I'm sure you understand all of that. Plus there are other reasons for us not to dissolve the marriage at this point. Or ever. You're getting along alright, aren't you?"

Timon thought about it, and the honest truth was that they were. There was a bit of an emotional letdown, and the feeling of being trapped came back, but they weren't exactly getting ready to kill each other, he didn't think. Before he could answer, Trice spoke, her voice a bit flat.

"We owe it to him, Uncle Richard. He's too young to be saddled with a wife, if we don't have to force it on him. He saved me, when I was in a hard place and very little else could be done, just because it was the right thing to do. To leave him in this marriage now... Is that fair to him? I won't lie, I like him more than well enough to stay married. Even the age thing will go away eventually, but Karina had her sights set there too and he could be a Prince, if I get out of the way. That's not a minor thing."

Timon didn't know if she really meant it all, or if it was just about her getting free of him, but either way, he was committed to helping her, wasn't he?

"Also, Karina is pretty great, even if we don't count that in." It wasn't much, but the Princess actually smiled and blushed a bit at the praise.

"Good to hear. I was worried that you'd married Trice just to avoid me. I know I was coming on a bit strong for a bit there."

"Not at all."

Trice waved at them, her face light and friendly, "see? It isn't like he doesn't have better options set up already. On top of that, I'm nearly certain that Collette Coltress and Petra Ward both want to take a swing at him too. Judith Press as well."

The Queen actually shook her head and locked eyes with her niece then, but her words sounded pleasant enough. Almost gentle.

"Patricia, I have to agree with Count Lairdgren and Richard on this topic. Not that I like the loss of the potential marriage for Karina, but such things always change mid-stream. Besides, if nothing else comes around for her, she can marry Terry in a few years. Five. A bit of a wait, but he's a delightful young man, isn't he?"

Timon laughed a bit, not able to help himself.

"You always did like him best. He is pretty great however." That was just true, for the moment at least. What kind of man he'd be remained to be seen.

Then, the same could be said of him as well, so he wouldn't cast stones in that direction.

Prince Alphonse just waved at the two chairs on the end, on his side of the table. Princess Veronica was next to him, which meant that Timon would be next, then Trice, even if the ranking didn't work out perfectly that way. Karina was across from him and smiled at him anyway, even if it looked like they weren't going to get married some day.

It was strange, but Alphonse looked down the table, at him first, but then Trice and shook his head one time.

"I hate to pull rank, but it's settled. You two are staying married. Arguing this for two years before you settle into it won't help the union be comfortable, so if you need to blame someone, it might as well be me." This was punctuated by a bite of toast that seemed to have orange colored preserves on it. Peach, Timon thought.

Trice sighed, but just made a bit of a face.

"Sorry Tim. I tried. It really won't be easy to change their minds, not if they're all together in it like this." There was a pause, as she took some eggs from a dish that was moved in front of her by a man in a dark green server's uniform. She waited for Timon to get his before saying anything more. "On the good side we can finish our vacation. So far it's been a lot more work than I think it's supposed to be!"

There was a bit of explanation then, about what they'd been up to, and rude or not, she pulled one of his new Truth amulets to show everyone. It got passed down to the Prince, who tested it, making a few silly comments about being a moose. After it was passed back the tall redhead smoothed his dark red jacket, which looked like leather, and pulled it down in front a bit.

"I'd like to set up a watch here like the one you have in Duchy Morgan. I hear the craft are impressive. What would that cost, do you think?"

Before he could answer, the Queen laughed, a hollow and fake thing, with her hand covering her mouth.

The Prince held up his right hand.

"Sorry! I know the rule, no business during the meal. Sorry everyone. Um, well... Varley, what have you been up to lately?"

"Setting up the main house for Raul and I. In County Peterson. His family has a lovely stone keep, a bit drafty, but the architecture is amazing. I was thinking that I'd get Gerent Lairdgren to help me with the garden design. Have you been to see his layout outside the city walls here? You must have noticed the work, on the east side?" This was addressed to him, but he hadn't really, having been asleep when they'd come in last.

Trice had, however.

"It does look impressive, if that's what it is. There are trees already, were they moved in fully grown?"

Bushes too it seemed, from what the others said. It was a dry area, so they used water from the floating river that ran the Capital's wall as a decoration, but the plants were taking well enough, even in mid-winter. It rarely froze that far south after all.

"Well, we can look at that on our way out today. It's good to know that Gerent has been keeping busy." Timon said it as if he didn't know what the plan had been all along. It wasn't true, naturally, since Gerent actually talked to him, or had, before Timon had stolen his lady from him.

There was also going to be a decent sized pond with fish in it, and a walkway so that everyone could enjoy the garden, like a park. On the northern side of it Gerent had food gardens planned, so that the poor could have the space to grow things to keep their families fed. It was going to end up being a lot bigger than anyone knew, but no one wanted that property really, so the rent for it was cheap. At least for now. The King would be a fool to let the rates go up for that part of it, but equally one if he didn't set the prices for the area's just past it higher almost immediately. It wasn't on the river, but it would be one of the nicest places in the whole kingdom inside three years. At least given the location, so close to the seat of ultimate power. The rest of the city was dust and a few plants tended by people for their own use. This would be a forest one day.

If one that needed magic to survive.

The conversation shifted several times, but finally Alphonse took another turn, his words sounding no different in tone than the ones that everyone else had been using. So that probably meant he wasn't trying to be a jerk at all. He just managed to do it by accident.

"So, you two should consummate the marriage, since it's real. I can see having waited, since there was a chance that you could get out of it before, but now I don't see the point." There was a silence that came across the room then, but the only person that looked at the Prince instead of at Timon or Trice, was Princess Veronica.

"Brother, you need to think before speaking." She sounded ready to fight about it, which got her mother to look away and the King to wince.

Karina made a face too, then blushed a deep red under her slightly dusky skin.

"Oh, crap. I'd forgotten about that."

No one required an explanation at least, but it put a bit of a pall over the rest of the conversation. Trice glared at the Prince for the rest of the meal, but he was clearly embarrassed by his slip. It wasn't that big of a deal, was it? The failure to get over things faster wasn't fault of the red haired man down the table, it was his. Trice had been raped, a lot worse than he had really, and she was bouncing back a lot better than he was.

It left him feeling bad for her, stuck with a child that couldn't even pretend to be a real man. A husk of a person that shouldn't be married to anyone at all, much less a Ducharina. A part of him wanted to get up and storm away, to pretend to be insulted to hide the fact that he was less than everyone else in that essential way. Timon didn't, managing not to act like a child with hurt feelings. The man hadn't meant anything by it, odds were it had just slipped his mind. Hopefully that meant it didn't show all the time.

They made their excuses after the last of the food was done, and moved to the vessel that sat outside the door, in the normal space for such things. Awkwardly enough the Prince followed them, looking horribly troubled the whole time and standing about twenty feet back.

"Timon..." Alphonse bowed, his frame bent low from its nearly seven feet- ten inches, the skin going red, either from the exertion of being doubled over or the way he felt about it all. "Please forgive my lack of couth and manners in there, I spoke without thinking and want you to know that I meant no insult to you. I know that it might be hard to forgive that sort of thing, but if you cannot, I hope that you won't take it out on my people, instead leaving it between the two of us?"

He bowed back, which let the Prince stand up, a look of relief on his face. It was a minor enough thing really. The Prince knew that he'd spoken the truth, which didn't take the sting out of the words, but did make apologizing for it all more complicated. He couldn't lay on the ground and beg, since he wasn't wrong, but Alphonse had to let it be known that harm wasn't his intent.

"Thank you for thinking of me, but I really wasn't planning to hold a grudge over it. Things are what they are. Oh... You wanted to get some craft from me?" He gave the Prince the same basic speech that the Duke had gotten, except that he also had to find someone to train the new pilots. It would work best to put them on part time, they decided. The funds for them would come out of the treasury however, since they weren't long term employees of Timon's service. 

"I really just don't need that many people yet. With the six new ones we have already, we're probably over capacity for a good long while. I'll get you the craft. You know how to use them?"

The man didn't, which meant a nearly two hour tour of their craft along with instruction on how to fly the thing. Then he took the ten amulets for it as they landed back at the Palace and Timon was finally able to be free of the place.

He really wanted to complain about something, just to make himself feel better, but it was useless. What was he supposed to do, hash over how hard things were for him, after what had happened? To Trice? She knew how he felt, and probably would be just fine never going over it again. That she wasn't all that mean about it yet was probably just her being kind to him, wanting to start things out in a peaceful fashion.

They did stop right outside the wall to look at the work being done to the east of the Capital. It was an area that had to be nearly a quarter the size of the city itself, places almost directly on top of the battleground that had been there. That wasn't on accident or even meant to cover up the damage there, but was rather a monument of sorts to the dead. A living one that would sooth the minds of those that saw it and help them forget about the harm done by a mindless few that thought they had a right to force their will on others.

That was Gerent's intent at least. The trees looked good. There were six hundred and seventeen of them so far, at least that Tim could see. Mostly hardy, but small trees, meant to hold up after being dug from their original homes and placed there. The bushes were harder to count, but someone had done a lot to get all of what had been done finished like that. The pond was bigger than he'd thought it would be, and not filled yet. The bottom had been finished, in focus stone, so that any water put in would tend to stay, rather than run away into the ground instantly.

"We should think about getting a space out here. This could be our front yard and we wouldn't have to do all the work ourselves." Trice spoke and then shook her head. "I'm really sorry. I thought that things would go differently today. Alphonse wasn't trying to goad you with what he said. He wouldn't. Even if you were just some kid that had wandered in by mistake, that wouldn't have happened." These were just statements of fact. Things that his wife totally believed with all her heart, so she didn't bother trying to back them up with evidence.

You didn't, when you knew a thing to be true. You just thought that anyone that said otherwise was insane.

"I was thinking the same thing. It would mean setting up where people died, but the bodies have all been moved. So if that doesn't bother you, I think we should do it. We can hook the house water pump into the wall river for now. Or, if you want, we could set up our own wall with a river on it in miniature. Feed it out of the King's River? Or is that too outrageously gaudy?"

There was a considering look on her face as she looked around.

"It's an idea, actually. That way we could both mark our place as special and at the same time be protected from minor attacks. It's horribly tacky, of course. Can you make it glow brighter than the one Tor built, do you think? If we're going to do it, we should make an effort to do it right. People will complain, but if they're busy going on about that, they might not notice that you're as young as you are, until it's too late." She tilted her head to the side and waved at an area about a quarter mile from the edge of the worked land, toward the river a bit. "There? We can set up now, and rent the space for a year or two in advance. If you want to, I mean."

Timon didn't bother to speak, just seeing to it all over the next hour. He even had a water flow going to it, reaching over the new garden area in a clear stream, returning to the feed in a different line when it was done. He expected a very large wait, because the last time that he'd set up a house it had taken a few hours, but the man that took the taxes was there before they went in to start making furniture and curtains appear.

"Countier Lairdgren! Lady Baker. Are you setting this up for the week, or..." There was a slightly leading tone then, and the man, who was a bit older and dressed in plain gray, with a nice vest that day, tried not to smile about it all.

"Hello! We're setting up for a time. Call it a year? I can pay today. This would be six lots worth right now, but we're going to put in a wall. Magical, so it can be taken down, but we'll want double that at least. What would that run?"

The man winced a bit, and did the math out loud, twice.

"Near on forty gold, sir. That's after the ten percent discount for paying in advance."

Timon wanted to hesitate himself, since that was a lot, but he had it, and could get more. Trice went to get it and came out with it all in a nice blue velvet sack. The man looked apologetic, but counted it anyway, smiling at the extra two gold.

Trice winked.

"That's for your time, coming out so quickly."

"Thank you, ma'am!" He pocketed them right there, and then looked around the mess that Gerent had started to make. "If you don't mind me commenting, this is a good spot. The little Lairdgren told me that this would be for everyone, but it will make the lower folk rest more easily knowing that someone is here to guard us as we sleep. After the attack coming from this way, a lot of folks have felt like it might happen again at any time."

That the man thought that he and Trice were the people for the job didn't make a lot of sense, but his wife smiled at it and gestured toward the back.

"We'll have guards. It only makes sense for them to watch the whole area. I think we should set up their barracks back there. Do you think Mona is up to running a place this large?"

"No. She can barely manage my smaller place and still tries to boss Gerent around. Still, she works hard, so we should see that she has a good job with us." Tim felt ridiculous talking like that, but the tax collector just nodded and smiled, as if they were doing things exactly right.

He took off a few minutes later, since carrying that much gold seemed to make him worry a bit and his little cart, while sturdy, wasn't all that fast, his lone donkey having a bit of work ahead of him.

Tim nodded at it and gestured lightly, to indicate what he meant.

"Do you like animals? I was thinking that we should have horses or something. People to care for them too. I hate doing that part of it, but if someone else is scooping up after them and making sure they're fed, I think I might like it."

Trice smiled and shook her head a little.

"I can ride of course, and hunt, but we might want to hold off for a few weeks on setting up a permanent house here. Just in case things change again. Are we staying here tonight?"

Really, it seemed like as good a place as any. They could set things up inside, and make what plans they had for the rest of their vacation. To that end he just followed her in, happily enough, not even thinking anything was out of place with her until she spun on him, her eyes looking slightly wild, as soon as the door shut on the empty and cavernous three story place. It was all one room at the moment, since they hadn't bothered to put anything inside of it yet, except for a blank stone floor of polished black marble.

"Can you believe them? 'It's a good marriage, the Count has spoken against it ending' like that should be enough? Not even Karina stood up for us, that little witch! Even Aunt Connie was in with them on it! Well! Let's see if I make her more of my special perfume for next Noram Day then, shall we?" She crossed her arms and actually tapped her foot on the floor, clearly not faking her response. Then she glared at him, like he had something to do with it. "Why aren't you more upset about this?"

Superficial charm was one of his strong suits, so he bowed to her and smiled, as if he was more than slightly pleased.

"Well, I do get you in the bargain, so it isn't a total loss, now is it?" Besides, her initial response, in the small dining room, had been correct. Fighting with them all about it wasn't going to help at all. It would have just gotten them to be even more firm in their resolve. Things had worked to get them where they were in a complicated fashion, and it wasn't going to be undone by any action of theirs. Not unless she wanted to have him killed. That would be harder than it sounded like, he suspected. At least he hadn't died so far. True, the same could be said for her, but there was no reason for him to feel like that towards his wife. After all, he could have any lover he wanted that would have him, which would, hopefully, be very few for now, and at the same time Timon could live where he wanted, with or without her and no one would even really think it was a problem. Most marriages for the high nobles were little more than for show anyway.

"Though... It is a bit odd that Count Lairdgren would speak against the marriage being annulled. I could see him not caring to bother with it, or even demanding that it be undone, but insisting that we stick with it? That sounds like he has a plan. Probably to control one or both of us. Won't he be surprised when we wrest control of the Assassins Guild and his spy network from him... crap!" Timon said it so sharply that Trice actually started to check him for sharp things that could have stabbed him. It was rather cute really, if a bit patronizing. He shook her off and took a deep breath.

Then he worked it all through carefully, trying to make certain he was correct before speaking at all.

"You know, I always thought he just didn't care about me. I mean, Tor is basically his double, in mind and body, his chosen replacement. That's been known for a while. It never occurred to me that he was planning to set me up too. My bet is that he purposefully arranged for me to work out the Assassins Guild thing, and then maneuvered you into place to marry me." There was a desperate little wave of his hands, as if trying to climb over the problem in his head. "Not years ago or anything, but when it came up and you mentioned it, he didn't fight it at all, did he? Because he wants us to take over from him. Look at the thing with the spy master's position. He fought with the King just enough so that Richard tried to go around him and get a family member into place. Then you end up attached to me and..."

Trice whistled.

"I see it. Not how he did it, if he did, but how it works out for him. What should we do? Abandon the plan and leave him in place while we run off to play traveling merchants? It would serve him right."

"Why? I say we just go and have a chat with him. Slap a Truth amulet on him and ask whatever we need. That or just send a note saying that we stand ready to take over, since we were planning to, regardless. I imagine that we get twenty years or so anyway, so no need to do it this afternoon. We'll write something up next week and send it off. Or, well, after that. He's about to get married to Bonita. We really need to get them something nice."

"Right. Well, for now, how about the bedrooms being upstairs and a nice large central space down here? Crystal chandeliers and red carpet? A nice gold silk for the walls?" As she spoke she touched the walls, causing it all to happen. Then they walked from room to room, on the lower level, setting up sitting rooms and a huge kitchen, a library, a washroom and restrooms in several places for convenience of the staff. Not that they had any of that yet.

Just as they were about to head up the stairs there was a sound at the front of the place, a loud clang from the bell that Trice had set up. They moved together, both with weapons ready to come out, but when the door was cracked open it was just Collette Coltress and Gerent. He had a basket that looked to have cookies in it.

Timon smiled, meaning it, since these were two of the people in the world he actually liked.

"You came to visit? That's really nice, welcome, please come in. We haven't had a chance to set everything up yet, but..."

Collette moved on him, the front of her rather nice and lacey white dress pressing against him enough that for the first time he realized that she was more than a little fond of him. That or cold. For his part Gerent moved toward Trice a bit more hesitantly, but was pulled into a hug that was at least as warm, even if she didn't mean it internally.

The very good looking blonde that was holding him kissed his cheek gently, and pulled back, not letting go of his arms.

"Timon and Trice! We wondered who was moving in back here. Clearly someone very wealthy, Gerent was just saying that he hoped it would be someone that wouldn't mind his gardening out front."

"Implying that we better not be the sort who would mind?" Tim looked past her at Gerent, who was just getting free of Trice, he clearly didn't want to be, from his body language. "Don't worry, we left a buffer of space so that we won't mess with your plans, and fully expect you to expand out here and even past us. We just wanted to get a good spot before everyone else realized that this was the new high rent district."

The basket got handed off to Trice, since she was the one that Gerent knew best in the room. They had some wine to go with it and fruit juice from Duchy Morgan. He had to run to get it from the craft that was sitting behind the dwelling, the doors made part of the hull to prevent theft. He brought the nice glasses with him and some plates as well. When he came back he found them in the front sitting room, since that was what it had been designed for, entertaining guests like that.

"Here we go! Thank you both for coming. It's good to see friendly faces."

It really was, he realized. It surprised him a little, since it had been a while since that kind of thing had affected him at all. Rather than just feeling sad about his life, for a brief moment he felt almost normal. Then it crashed back in on him, but it was a hopeful thing, wasn't it? He wasn't hungry, so didn't take a cookie, but did have a bit of juice, since it was a nice and tart apple. Gerent and Trice did as well, but Collette had the wine and didn't stand on ceremony, slugging the first one back, and taking a second full glass without asking.

"Things have been a bit tense. My sister and her husband are getting themselves in trouble again, and I'm not sure what to do about it." She took in half the second glass, her face going flat as she stopped swallowing. "That's rather good. A Montblanc red?"

Patricia smiled a bit and topped her glass off.

"Yes. Timon was given it as a gift, from the Countess herself. I would have checked it for poison myself, but he did leave her on good terms."

Laughing, Collette checked her glass, which got Timon to do the same with the others. After all, there was a small chance that someone would try to do something like that, just to cast doubt on other things, wasn't there?

It was all fine, the tile in his hand not setting to glow at all.

"Which one?" Timon wasn't even trying to be a pain when he asked, he really just wasn't certain.

Collette looked at him as if he were mocking her.

"Sorry? Which one what?"

"Which sister and her husband? I know that Bonita isn't married yet, but my grandfather can have his moments, and it's close enough to time that you might have meant them." Turning to Gerent he explained, since the man wasn't used to everyone yet and didn't know all the combinations of relationships. "Bonita is Collette's full blood sister and set to marry Count Lairdgren. So your new adopted mother. She wouldn't be getting into trouble I don't think, but he could be having a bad influence on her. Maria Ward and her husband are the other pair. Really, it's a bit odd that Collette hasn't gotten married yet. Have you considered asking her Gerent?" That was a bit rude he knew, since Collette went slightly blank at the possible insult, and Trice lit up, as if it were a grand idea.

Gerent however, shy country boy or not, simply bowed toward Timon very slightly.

"I haven't even asked if she were open to a date, thank you. I know that, being as kind as she is, she'd say yes, but I don't want to force the issue. Not everyone is interested in people like me."

"You mean a person that controls a big portion of the kingdom's economy, has good family connections, and a very kind and gentle personality? That sort of person?" Trice said it a bit more firmly than she ought to have. Really, if he didn't know better, Timon would have thought he heard a hint of regret in her voice. It should have been there, so maybe he was inventing it?

His newly adopted brother made a silly face at her, but didn't really seem all that troubled. It probably meant he was just hiding it well, since his body was stiffer than normal, meaning he was tense, but otherwise he hid the whole thing well.

"Exactly that. You know how my charm and wit can be so difficult for others to withstand at times? My main point is that I wouldn't want to put Baronetta Coltress on the spot. Tor explained the whole thing about 'The Rules' to me. How if someone asks you to do something with them, like a date or something, you need to be very careful not to insult them. Which means that you have to be careful what you ask, so that someone isn't forced to do things they find uncomfortable."

There was a pause for a few seconds and Timon finally stood up and paced for a bit. It wasn't his normal habit, but he could see what had happened there. Tor had told him The Rules, and done it honestly enough, but from his country born perspective. The problem there was that he left at least half the equation out.

"That's not wrong, but there's more to it than that. You have to be careful not to hurt people's feelings, which means you also need to ask for their attention, at least part of the time. The best thing to do there, with someone like Collette, or Trice here, would be to ask them to dinner some night. Or on an event that will last no more than a few hours. That way they can let their own interests be seen, if they have them. As long as you aren't demanding sex instantly and learn to take a hint if they put you off, it should be fine. If you don't ask them, they're going to think you don't like them. True that doesn't mean they won't turn you down when it comes time for sex, but unless you totally miss the less than subtle clues, that shouldn't happen. You'll know when not to ask." Even he had gotten at least that much, just in passing.

"But, I already know the answer, don't I?" He looked down at himself, at his twisted form, which, if Timon recalled correctly, was a good bit less so than it had been even a few weeks before. In another couple of months he might even look normal. Short still, and stockier than not, with an over large head, but symmetrical. "I have a whole life time of knowledge on the subject."

There was no hint of playing in his voice at all. It was just a fact in his world that women didn't find him attractive. Not ones that he wanted to at least. It was going to take more than a few lectures delivered from a boy half his age to fix it, Timon knew.

In a way it was the exact opposite of the problem he had. Gerent was an adult, who wanted the company of women, and simply lacked the confidence and looks to make it happen. Timon was a child still, who was afraid that women would want him and that it would remind him of pain and terror.

"Maybe you do know the answer, for a low-player in a traveling group. Now you're a Countier and in a very real way, wealthy. Powerful too. For instance, are you paying rent on the land that your garden is sitting on?"

"Oh, no, the Queen talked to the King for me and got that set aside, so that I could do all this without using Tor's funds for it. Rather nice of them."

Timon threw a hand up and smiled.

"See? If I'd asked Queen Constance for a handkerchief to mop my blood from her stone floor, she'd call me names and taunt me for being so weak as to bleed in front of a lady. That's power in a way. There's someone you should ask to a meal too. Her or Princes Veronica. She spoke of you earlier today, the Princess. About gardens, but you're name came up favorably. Neither one of them is actually related to you at all, so it would be totally acceptable for you to call on them. Really, any of the Royal family would probably welcome you." He didn't mean to imply that the man liked other men, since for commoners that was considered a big insult. For nobles such statements were more of an advertisement for future engagements. Timon had just meant that Gerent might find a friend with Alphonse or even King Richard, which he was about to explain when Trice nodded.

"That's really a good idea. I can make some appointments for you. The Queen and Princesses can't really go on dates, but you can certainly call and talk to them. Yes, I'll set that up..." She didn't wait for an answer, or logical denial, just hopping up and coming back a few minutes later, holding her old style communications device in her right hand.

"I'm back in the room with him now. Would two days from now be alright?"

"That sounds wonderful. Thank you for thinking of me, Countier Lairdgren. Would luncheon be good for you? About three in the afternoon? I'll tell them to expect you at the front gate, unless you plan to fly in?" The Queen sounded pleased enough.

Timon nodded, smiling at Trice, who seemed to find the whole thing deadly serious for some reason.

"Fly in, it's easier." Timon hissed the words, knowing that Gerent had a fast Craft of his own to use. Technically it belonged to the company, but for the moment it would make his life a lot simpler.

The man blushed, but held the embarrassment out of his voice completely.

"That sounds lovely, thank you, Queen Constance."

"Oh, do call me Connie, all my friends do." There was just enough emphasis on the word friends that Collette looked at Timon and raised an eyebrow. He got it, but didn't know if his new brother would yet. Well, he'd get the women to coach him, just so he wouldn't be caught off guard.

If they didn't think to do it themselves.

Trice tapped the sigil to turn it off carefully, and looked at the small man, her lips going up at the corners.

"Now, all we have to do is-"

She didn't get to finish, since there was a bright glow from the unit, a blue that was decently hard to look at. The sigil that floated above the hand piece said Count Ward.

When it turned on, it wasn't his voice at all however, but Maria's.

"Patricia? I need your help. You and Timon both. Regarding our new friends?"

Timon got it first.

"Stop talking, there are other people here, and while I trust them, they don't know the whole story."

Maria went silent, actually doing what he said, while Trice collected herself.

"Uh, alright. We can talk later. I'll connect back with you. In a few hours?"

"Thank you."

Then the line dropped.

It was one of those funny situations, because he knew for a fact that everyone in the room recognized the voice, but everyone pretended not to. It was fine with Gerent, since he knew that a lot of things weren't his personal business, but Collette was probably going to be a problem later. After all, it was her trouble making sister on the line, wasn't it?
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Trice looked genuinely embarrassed by the whole scene, which might have just been an act. After all, it was just someone trying to talk to them. Yes, Maria was thought to be a traitor, again, but Collette probably had enough sense to figure things out, even if she lacked a bit of the needed information. Timon didn't really feel much of anything about it at all, personally.

Not even interest in what the problem was. It would probably be annoying and ultimately useless.

"Well, that was strange. Now, tell us more about the garden plans Gerent, so that we know where to build the wall that we're going to have." He could design something for it, he was certain. It was a new build, and no one had done it yet, but only because it wasn't the kind of thing that came up very often for most people. It really wouldn't even be that hard, since he already knew how to make similar things. The houses had walls, he just needed to free them from the rest of the structure and change the textures a bit.

They talked about that, awkwardly and with too much tension, for about twenty minutes, until Collette made polite sounding excuses for them to leave. Gerent was good at taking a hint, so stood instantly and made a point of shaking Timon's hand. That was the kind of thing people from the country did, and he started to realize that when they shook. Trice made a face to let the smaller man know about it, but Collette simply watched, as if it couldn't be more normal.

Timon just did it, because that's what you did when a hand was offered by a friend or family member.

Collette hugged him on the way out, her lips coming close to his ear. Instead of whispering something, she just kissed his cheek and stood back up, the scent of her perfume lingering for a moment. It wasn't strong, but left a nice hint of flowers to the air.

"I don't know what my sister has in mind for the two of you, but be careful. She keeps managing to involve herself in dangerous things and then needing to be rescued. You aren't your brother Timon. Remember that she's an adult and can take care of her own messes." She left them, her hand resting gently on Gerent's arm, which required her to reach down more than a bit.

As soon as the door shut Trice made a sour face, still staring at it, like it had wronged her personally.

"You aren't Tor? That's kind of a snotty thing for her to say, isn't it? What did she mean by that?"

Taking a deep breath he thought about it and remembered a conversation that Collette and he had once, not that long ago, a few months before, back when no one had tortured him at all and his biggest worry had been that people seemed to compare him to his older brother too often. Like that mattered now? 

"I think she was suggesting that I wasn't a slave. That I could be my own person, and didn't have to jump to everyone else's whim, if I didn't want to." He shrugged, since that was only one interpretation of what she'd said. "That or she thinks I'm not good enough to handle things. One or the other. Really, I don't care. The advice is good enough really and something we should both remember. Maria is alright, but we don't have to run off and do her biding just because she asks."

That sounded a little sullen for some reason, and Trice ignored his words, or at least seemed to, walking back to the sitting room and reaching for her communications device, hitting the sigil with a tap, then sitting down to wait. Most of the time it could take five minutes or longer for someone to notice the glow of the devices, but this time it picked up instantly, the Countess clearly waiting for them.

"Patricia? Is it safe to talk now?" She didn't sound all that worried really, just a bit rushed.

"Unless someone has figured out how to listen to these communications. Collette and Gerent came to visit. They send their love." It wasn't anything that had been said at all, but it got a low and sultry laugh from the device in his wife's hand.

"Oh? I didn't know they were close enough to be out visiting together. Intriguing. Well, good for her. She deserves someone kind. Normally I'd tease her, because he's a bit short and strange looking, but to be fair, I'm not certain I wouldn't take a chance with him myself. Good looking can be over-rated." She stopped talking for a bit and finally sighed.

"If it's really safe, I need to pass a message then."

Timon spoke, not caring that it might be rude. If she didn't want him to know about whatever it was, she should have mentioned it already. How else was Trice supposed to know to hide it from him?

"Go. It should be safe, unless Count Lairdgren or Tor have decided to break into things. In that case the King will be listening, but..." Well, they were working with the man, weren't they? No one on the rebellion's side could have done it, he didn't think. Maybe they had a builder or two with them? They lived all over the place and most people just got along in the world by not going against their local leadership. The odds that they'd have cracked the communications network were small. Most wouldn't have thought about it yet. Then it would take months or even years for people to learn how Tor had created the things.

Maria sounded confused.

"Count Lairdgren? How would he have done that, by ordering Tor to..."

Timon looked up at the ceiling and counted to ten inside his head. Trice looked at him funny, but didn't ask why he was doing it out loud. It was just implied in her facial expression.

"Burks Green is the Green man of legend Maria. He invented the system of magic we use. Underestimating him is a poor plan all the way around. Just because he doesn't flaunt his power isn't a sign that he can't do pretty much whatever he wants. Plus, he really could have asked Tor to do it. I doubt that he'd push him around with orders. Still, Tor could crack the system in about an hour, I'd guess. I might be able to do it, but it wouldn't be that fast at all." It would have taken too long to explain just how complex everything had gotten to the women, but thankfully she adapted quickly. It probably meant she was smarter than he'd thought.

"I see. Well, we got a messenger from Baron Eager. As they were leaving yesterday, just on the border of Ward and Printer, the flying transport they were on was stopped. Countess Printer's forces have taken Wallace and are going to question him. The others managed to flee, but he was taken, trying to allow them to escape. The Baron doesn't have the forces needed to go and recapture his boy, we don't think, but he knows just enough to make it worth torturing him. Marvin and I were asked to help, but..." She stopped talking then.

There were a lot of good reasons to go and help, including that the young man could give information about them, which wouldn't harm their reputation with the King, but might with other people. Also, he was largely blameless, just following along with what his father wanted. Wallace would have been just as happy meeting girls and learning to play an instrument at school. 

On the other side of things it was clear that doing anything would take them into conflict with Holly Printer, and the woman shared a border with the Wards. If they sent an army in to get the kid, then the Countess would know, and that would create hard feelings.

So, of course, they needed to get it done without anyone knowing about it. Hopefully before the boy started telling everyone all their secrets.

Trice, not seeming all that happy about the whole thing, sighed.

"Crap. Do we know where he is?"

"Yes, there's a small guard station on the south side of Printer that has a jail. It's ten miles away from the city itself, so it's isolated enough. We don't know who's there however. Wallace is for certain, but the numbers of men on the ground aren't something that Baron Eager could share with us. He and his men are planning to try and rescue his son, but they need a way of escaping, if they succeed. We were asked to see if you'd do it Tim. The letter didn't mention you Patricia. I don't think the King's niece is all that trusted yet, in certain circles."

She made a face, but then let it turn into a smile, still having a sense of humor it seemed.

"I can see that. I don't suppose that the Baron remembered to mention what he was willing to pay for this service? Timon isn't a rebel after all, he's a mercenary."

"I am?"

"Sure. You told the King himself that you were working for whoever paid you. This certainly seems to be the case here, doesn't it?"

"That's a point. Maria?"

"Um, no. Nothing in the letter. Marvin and I will cover it. Say five hundred gold? It's just for a pick up and a trip to friendly territory. If you do it right no one will ever know you were there."

Brilliant. Things like that always went right, didn't they?

"We'll see to it. Is there some kind of sign that we're supposed to use? Otherwise finding them isn't going to happen in the dark."

"They have a pink light. That's all the paper says."

Because that made it simple. He wanted to growl and tell them not to expect him, but there was gold to be made, and Wallace hadn't seemed like he deserved to be tortured for information. Hopefully Holly was above such things personally, but that didn't mean those working for her might not do it without asking, if they thought it would work. It was half the reason nobles had minions, to do the unpleasant things for them.

"Fine. Five hundred gold. Spread that around a bit, will you? I don't want people thinking that I'm doing this for free."

Maria sounded happier then, but only a bit.

"Done. Timon? Be careful. I don't want to have to explain to your parents how I got you killed. I doubt that I'd survive that."

Trice snorted once, a very unladylike sound.

"No doubt. We'll handle this."

She cut the line, and then stood, expecting them to leave instantly. Timon followed her to the back, moving into his larger craft and causing it to turn the same color as the sky, a deep black with just a hint of blue and gray to make it seem fuzzy at the edges.

Then he got in, Trice moving along with him, her clothing turning into fighting leathers, like it was a combat mission. He stuck with black velvet himself. He flew people places, that was all. Neither of them said anything until they were in the air and headed toward the east coast full speed. He could find Printer, in the dark, but the odds of locating a small group of people in the night weren't great at all.

He had weapons, of course. Good ones that would have made him the equal of a small battle group, if he were inclined to things like that. Explosives and heavy force lances that could kill an unarmored man. Mentally he went over what he had, then checked to make certain Trice was armed too.

"Of course. They can have my weapons over their broken and bleeding corpses. I learned that one the hard way. Never let yourself be unarmed. No one that wants your weapons has your best interest at heart."

Timon nodded.

"Agreed." They both knew the others story, well enough at least. They didn't have to go over it all again.

This situation would be harder for her than him, Timon thought. Wallace was in a jail, like she and Gerent had been. As long as the torture hadn't started yet, Tim thought he'd be fine. It was scary, but that wouldn't be too big of a thing for him to handle. It was just a pick-up after all. As long as there were no Larval Assassins or giant women trying to cut bits and pieces off of the man.

"You know, I..." Timon didn't have a clue how to say what he really wanted to. That life wasn't fair was a known thing to him. No one could doubt that it was anything else, could they? It wasn't right that he had to have most of the good things stripped from his life at such a young age. It shouldn't happen to anyone, and yet, there is was. It pressed down on him all the time now, tearing at his soul, wearing him into something that didn't really have a reason for being.

The shape of a man, like a shadow, without the substance.

Trice looked over at him her face unreadable in the dark, her outline showing against the window that wrapped around, so that it was both in front and to the far side of her.

"What?"

"Never mind. I was just going to whine about being me. This should be fun. I lay better than even odds that we don't find anything at all when we get there. We'll probably spend the whole night flying around, imagining pink glows under every tree and bush. Five gold on it?"

There was a soft laugh from the passenger's seat.

"No deal. That has the ring of prophecy to it. We should swing by and get Marvin and Maria, so that they can entertain us as we search. Believe it or not, he's a decent singer."

They managed to keep up a steady stream of small talk then, which meant they could avoid anything real or hard. The past was best kept there, behind them. He knew it was true, but things kept bringing it back for him.

When they got close it was surprisingly easy to find the right place. Ten miles outside Printer there was a burning building, and to the south of that, about two miles, in a clearing, was a nice bright pink light. It was a colored oil lamp, Timon thought, the kind with a lens on it, and not magical like he'd figured it would be, but it worked pretty well.

Trice pointed.

"There we go. Darn, I should have taken the bet. Well, we still have to land and make sure it's them. I can't tell if there's anyone coming. Shields on."

Timon nodded, even as he lowered the craft slowly, so that anyone under them could get out of the way. He was away from the lamp, but that didn't mean anything about who was standing where. If it was him, he'd have set the light and moved off as far as he could, so that if anyone came that shouldn't have, he wouldn't be caught.

They climbed out, and both pulled weapons, just in case.

"Countier Baker?" The voice was hushed a bit, but Baron Eager still used his name. "Over here!"

The man didn't move much, but stood in the glow of the bright lamp. There was a clutch of people with him. His wife, who seemed worried, the four guardsmen, and Wallace, who looked scared, but not like he'd been being raped or beaten too much. There could be bruising, but he stood relatively straight and seemed to be able to move on his own.

Timon closed with them, realizing that there were others there too. People dressed in uniform, that were sitting on the ground, tied up. Three of them. Trice pointed.

"Fuck. You took prisoners? What do you think you're going to do with them. You said his name."

That wasn't good, but the fact of the matter was that he could probably weather that.

The Baron didn't seem apologetic, which was in keeping with his personality, but not that great to hear.

"They know who all of us are. The woman recognized me when we stormed the jail. They hadn't known who Wallace was before that, just that he matched a description. We set the building on fire, to cover the escape, but now we have a problem. If they can't report, then we don't have to run from our home. Otherwise Countess Printer will probably have an issue with us. That can't be allowed... Still..."

There was a hiss from Timon's wife then, a low and angry thing that held more than a bit of contempt.

"Damn it. What kind of moron are you? Do you think you can keep three people prisoner forever? If one of them escapes the whole thing is up. What are you going to do, kill them? That's the only way now. Of all the stupid..."

That caused a bit of a problem. Not the name calling, which the Baron actually ate pretty well, all things considered. No, it was that, even though the path was fairly clear as to what had to be done, no one really wanted to actually do the dirty work.

Part of that had to do with the woman that they'd collected, who sat between the two men, her face scared in the pink glow.

"Please, sir, we won't say anything. I have children. Dar here, his wife is expecting. We can leave... No one will know anything. I swear it." Then she cried. It was pitiful.

The others argued about what to do, but it was clear the whole time. There was no real choice. Not unless they wanted to turn themselves in. Timon would be fine and so would Trice, but Wallace and his parents were dead if they were found out. Only one of them probably deserved it. Worse, if they were found out, then everyone would know that he and Trice were playing both sides. Until the King stepped in to clear them. Then the Wards would be in danger, since their being cleared for now hinged on the magical device they supposedly used to prove they meant it when they swore fealty. The one that he'd made.

The idea that this could be used to bind the higher ups of the rebellion to them was lost on Timon either, but he felt a flash of emotion that he didn't recognize fully. It was a dark thing that hurt a bit, before he managed to ignore it for a few moments.

"Right." He had an explosive weapon in his right hand and used it, killing the three relatively innocent people instantly. The flesh made a sound that was wet and deep. Everyone stood in shock for a moment when it was done, until the Baroness screamed. It was more of a yelp really, and not that loud.

He shushed her anyway.

"I know it's gross, but this way their heads are gone, so they can't be identified. We need to bury them and get out of here. Move." He sounded old. That and so hard he wouldn't have questioned him at all either. Even the guardsmen did what he told them, getting the Baron and his family on the craft, then helping him to move some dirt. Trice didn't help, just staring at him the whole time, shaking slightly.

He got that. It was a bloody and cold thing that he'd done. Needed for a lot of reasons, but evil too. She'd probably have to hate him now. It was going to make the rest of their wedding vacation tense, no doubt about it.

They didn't have shovels and didn't want to make too much noise, so used a force lance to move the soil and form a hole deep enough to kick the bloody bodies in. One of the guards did all that for them, so no one else would have to. It took a bit, since there were pieces spread out all over the clearing behind where they'd sat. It was going to be pretty clear that something had died there, but as long as no one dug for the bodies, they should stay hidden. Eventually the grass would grow back and no one would be the wiser. The three innocent people would have just vanished one night.

No one said anything about it, not until they shut the lamp off and got on board the craft. The others all sitting around the table in the main section, looking pale and in shock. Timon didn't do more than look at them, moving them out of the area, heading due north, since most of Printer was off in that direction. He didn't know where the Baron needed to go, but if it was home, that would be a good start. Trice didn't speak to him at all. She just sat and hugged herself, not looking at him.

Finally, not long after, the guard that had kept things together well enough to move the bodies came and pointed at a small grouping of lights on the horizon.

"Eagerton. Set down on the far side and we can get them home from there. The Baron wishes to speak to you both before you leave, if that's alright with you, of course." The man was free of facial hair and probably good looking enough really. Tall for a guard, nearing seven feet, which meant somewhere in his background he had a noble relative or two. The hair was blond too. It was too dark to see his eyes, but Timon was willing to bet they wouldn't be brown.

"Right. We should be down in a few minutes. We'll come back."

It made for a tense landing, since whatever the man had to say, Timon doubted it would be fun listening to it. It could be anything, from calling him a monster, to arresting him, or at least trying to. That would cause a fight, since he didn't plan to go with them, and he knew for a fact that he was better armed. Tim would live, as long as the man didn't take off after Trice over it all. It wasn't her fault, the action had been his and really, as horrible as it made him feel, he knew it was the logical thing to do.

After they touched down, with no buildings in sight, but a single lamp glowing in the distance, he stood to go and see to whatever it was. Trice stood up too, and put her hand on his shoulder. There were no words.

When they got to the back everyone had already gone outside and moved away from the door, leaving only the dark haired Baron there, standing already to go down the steps.

He bowed once, holding it for a bit.

"I was suspicious of your intent in this. Both of you. You're actions tonight show you to be what you claimed however. I regret having allowed it to happen in the first place. Thank you for coming when we needed you, and for doing that for us, to protect us all. I won't forget this."

Then he turned, as if to leave, but stopped and tilted his head back toward Trice.

"I heard something, from some friends of mine. People you should meet. They suggested that there might be trouble in Gala soon and your name came up? I don't know any more about that, but I'll look into it for you, if you wish?"

Trice, for all that she still looked pale and almost like she were ill, managed to rally, professionalism taking over.

"Please do. The Baron Gala and his wife the Baroness were both murdered. Their son, Rico, sits in the position now. There was an attack that took place, or so I heard. If he's coming for me, I'd appreciate the warning. It shouldn't be a factor, but Rico Gala isn't a well-balanced person. If your friends are working with him, tell them to be careful. Unpredictable doesn't even begin to cover the situation."

The man nodded, but turned and walked away then, without scolding him at all.

When the hatch was closed and they'd safely taken off, to head back towards the Capital, Trice started crying. It wasn't loud, but Timon could still tell she was doing it.

"I'm so sorry." There was a catch in the middle of it, an inhalation that made the words sound broken and sad. "I got you into this. Made you into a killer, to protect us all."

The words were so odd that he stopped flying and turned to look at her, the craft just hanging in the air.

"Seriously? You're just worried that I'm a killer now? You know that I've done that before. Countess Alan? I thought that you were mad at me for taking those innocent people's lives. I'm... feeling that a lot more than I thought I would, but I couldn't think of anything else to do that wouldn't mess things up more. I suppose I could have taken them off to Vagus and left them, but I just realized that now." It would have seemed funny to him, before the changes that Tor had made. That had gotten in his way and kept him from thinking clearly, having these new feelings.

In a very real way, those people had probably died because of that. Him not being able to process things past the new worries that he suddenly had.

The actions were all his however, not his brother's. Blame had to go where it was due.

His wife sobbed again and then wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand.

"No, I'm not mad. I would have killed them, eventually. I was kind of hoping that one of the Baron's men would do it for us. They couldn't be let go. It was too dangerous and would have blown our cover. It's something that I've had years to prepare for. Killing like that. You haven't. It wasn't fair of us to make you do that."

There was a moment when he nearly cried himself then. Not because of the deaths of the jailors, he was feeling that now, more strongly than he thought he would, or because of Nora, since she deserved to die. No, it was something else that he'd done and it hit him all at once, ripping through him so hard that he shook, his throat closing for a long time.

It was so bad that Trice actually moved in and held him, cradling him in her arms, like he was a small child that had skinned his knee or something. It hurt worse than that, the guilt of it all crushing him suddenly. Powerfully.

"I... I killed them. All of them. It's my fault."

His wife didn't deny it.

"I saw. It had to be done. I know it was hard."

"No, you don't understand. The healing amulets that Tor made? Everyone was supposed to have them, all the Counties. But I stole the ones that would have gone to the places with treasonous leaders. I did it. That means all those people that died, that was me. It's... hundreds of thousands of people at least, by now. Ones that might have lived if it wasn't for me. I didn't just kill a few people. I killed all of them."

"Oh. I... I'd heard something like that."

Finally she pulled on him, and they changed seats, so that she could get them back home. She didn't push things, and he didn't let tears fall. In a weird way, he just couldn't. The guilt ate at him and didn't stop, but it wouldn't come out at all. It locked inside of him, folding in and became worse with each mile that passed beneath them. Finally they were able to set down behind the new house.

"We'll need to talk to Uncle Richard about this. Does he know, about the amulets?"

"Oh, yes. Tor knows too. And Petra. Along with about five hundred soldiers... it isn't a secret, it just didn't bother me before. Not that much. Damn Tor! Why couldn't he have left me alone? Why did he do this to me?" Timon knew why though, didn't he? It probably had to do with him taking those healing units in the first place.

Trice got up and started to walk away, not answering him. It made some sense. She loved Tor after all. Not him, marriage aside. That wasn't to be expected. He managed to follow and got inside without cursing anyone or making a scene even if there was no one in the night to hear them. Not out where they were.

Inside she turned, looking miserable and closed-off again, holding her arms across her chest.

"I'm going to bed. We can deal with this in the morning? Unless you need me now, I mean." It sounded weak and like she really wanted him to leave her alone. So he let her go, walking up the stairs with her and taking a room down the hallway.

It took some time to arrange it the way he wanted, not really caring at first, but after a nice bed was set up and a tub and shower in the next room, along with a separate restroom, he took a long hot soak and then got into bed himself. Tim felt tired. A bone weary thing that was beyond simply having been up too long. Sleep didn't come, his mind filling with the dead, thinking about all the little kids that he'd choked to death with the Gray plague. Then, once he finally cleared his head of that, he spent time with the three he'd killed earlier that evening.

Timon didn't even know any of their names. Somehow that made it all seem worse. At least when Nora had died there had been a good, and personal, reason for it. The three he'd executed hadn't harmed him or any of his friends, it was just easier to take their lives than it was to risk letting them go.

When he drifted off, which happened several times, he woke covered in sweat and screaming, or at least calling out. It left him feeling scared and weak, but at least Trice didn't come to see what was wrong. That probably had more to do with the fact that the walls stopped sound, more than her hating him for what he'd done. Who he was.

The dawn was late. That had to do with the fact that all his windows pointed west, and the city wall was far enough away that the reflected light from it wasn't a big issue. Getting up he made himself shower, and then went to see about making some food. They still had supplies in the new craft, so he was able to make some pancakes and eggs for them. He even had warm honey to go with it. When Trice finally came down the stairs he expected her to be like she was before, but she smiled and walked quickly across the room, kissing him on the lips lightly.

"Good morning! You made food? My favorite. Are we eating in the dining room?" There was a slightly hurried, almost manic sense to the words, her face extra bright and cheery too, as if trying to ignore the murder that had taken place just a few hours before, really hard. It was better than yelling or crying, so he nodded.

"That's what the room is for. I'll get it set up."

It took a bit, but it had been put not too far from the kitchen, for ease of use and while too big for the two of them, the table could only sit about twenty. The space was big, but not cavernous. They could change that if they ever had a major party, so it made sense not to waste the space now. In all, the house was big enough for about fifty people to live there, which meant they'd need to hire some people, no doubt.

"Hey... getting house servants, that's your job isn't it?" Timon passed the bowl of scrambled eggs to her, smiling as he did it.

"In general, yes. I have a real job too, but I think I can manage that. If not I'll get Aunt Connie to help. She's really good at that kind of thing. Collette isn't bad either, but if you can get the Queen on your side, you get a better quality of spy for your coin."

They ate for a bit, the only sound being the tap of silver against ceramic. They had juice to go with it, but it was a simple meal. Good enough for him, but not company. He realized that when the front bell rang just as they were finishing. Timon didn't know who to expect at all, but figured that it would be a salesman, or someone looking for work. Possible an industrious thief or bandit, come to see if they had guards ready to protect them.

When he pulled the front door open, it wasn't either of those things.

No, it was Tor.

"Timon! I was told I could find you here. I just wanted to apologize for not being a bit warmer at the wedding. It took me a bit by surprise, and I'm afraid I didn't act very mature about it all. I got Sherri Bonner to watch the shop for me so I could come down. Brought those new space craft you wanted?" He held out a small box, one that was made of black focus stone and had simple geometric carvings on the side. It was well done. It also felt heavy when it was handed off. Like a brick or stone.

"Oh, good. I'll see that the needed people get them. Count Peterson, Judith Press and Aunt Orange." He moved to let his older brother in and noted that he was taller now, even more than a few days before. Not vastly so, but he was pushing five-nine at least. He looked young, like a noble fourteen year old, rather than a commoner of the same age, but he was dressed in a rather plain brown canvas outfit that would have been perfect to go off to school in.

As soon as the door shut, Timon reached out with his intent and held his brother's shield off, then hit him in the back of the head with the box. It made a rather satisfying hollow thunk. He didn't press the attack, since that would be overkill. His brother was already laying on the floor after all.

"You made changes to me Tor. So that I'd feel guilty for things. Did you remember that I'd just been tortured a few months ago? Or that I held back those healing amulets for all those people? I had to kill three people last night... Or really, I didn't have to, I just couldn't come up with anything else to do, distracted by these new feelings. They might have lived, if you'd just left me alone and not forced your will on me." Timon didn't move toward him at all, just waiting for his brother to start moving again. His head was bleeding on the back and it was bad enough that it was leaving a small puddle of red on the floor.

After a while he groaned, an inarticulate thing that sounded pained. That was nice to hear, Timon realized, since he hadn't been certain that anything would ever get through to his brother without negative stimuli to back it up.

"Wha' the he' S'Timon!" It was said first in home tongue, then Noram standard when Trice came in and squeaked, but held her ground, not running at the downed man with a healing amulet or anything.

Timon smiled at her, not really feeling anything at all at the moment. Not even anger.

"I was just asking Tor about his bit of unauthorized manipulation of my pattern and mentioned some of what happened. Do you think I should mention the part about it being a bit like another kind of rape now? Or would that be too much?"

It was tempting to hit him again, but it made more sense to wait. Starting a fight with Tor wouldn't end well, for Timon, and he knew it. If he wanted to do something like that he should have followed up with some serious damage in the moments after the first blow had landed.

His wife just looked conflicted then. Like she wanted to help Tor, but knew that her loyalty was supposed to be to him now. It was more than Timon had thought would happen that way. By a good bit.

That meant it took a while for Tor to sit up, and when he did he held his head, the bleeding finally slowing a bit.

"Damn it, Tim. That hurt."

There was no apologizing, not for what he'd actually done.

Timon sighed and hefted the heavy box again. The corners were rounded, so that meant he'd hit his brother really hard, in order to tear the skin open.

"I don't suppose you have anything to say for yourself?"

"Yeah, I do. I had to try and fix you. If I didn't you'd have become worse over time. You might still, but once the full effects of the new pattern take, you'll be able to really feel, like a regular person. It will help you."

"Help me? I feel horrible, I told you that I didn't want this, what the heck do you think you're doing? Are you trying to get me to kill myself or something?"

The whole thing would have had more impact, with a bit of extra percussion, but Tor actually looked guilty enough to almost make it worth holding back, just to see the expression on his face.

"I... Look, Timon, I didn't mean to hurt you. It's just that Doris had created you and Tiera to be ultimately violent, in case it was needed, to fix what's wrong in Noram. It isn't your fault, but you shouldn't have been made that way. I know it's hard for you right now, but it was the only way I could get you a real chance at survival. I tried to ask, but you weren't interested and I didn't feel like I had time to talk you around to my way of thinking on it. In this case I'm right and you simply aren't capable of seeing it that way. So I cheated and changed you while you slept."

Which explained it, sort of, but didn't actually do anything about it.

"Well, you did it wrong. It's horrible and I need you to change me back. Just as soon as you heal up. Do you remember what to do? How long will it take?"

"Timon... I can't. You have to understand that I did this not just for your own good, but for the rest of the world as well. Otherwise too many would have ended up dead."

"Ah, you mean you won't undo the harm you've done, because you have some kind of mental handicap that makes it so you can't see it as damage? That isn't a good enough answer. You messed up and you have to fix it. Now. This isn't debate. If you don't fix it, return me to normal, right now..." It was the kind of thing that people said when they wanted to get their way, but for once Tor shook his head.

Totally ignoring what he was trying to get him to do.

"No. I told you, Doris made you to be something that the world can't handle. She didn't think that I could do the job, being too nice and too much like Green. I have a plan. I'm changing myself, you and Tiera, so that we can get Noram out of this mess in time. I need your help, but you have to be a real person. If you kept on like you were, then, sooner or later, you'd have become something evil, just because you didn't care what happened to people. I don't know if I can explain it any more clearly to you. It probably won't be a comfortable thing for you, for a while, getting used to things, but it's..."

Timon looked at his brother, shaking and feeling cold inside. There wasn't a lot he could do about it, but he was almost certain that it was actually warm enough around him. His temperature amulet would keep him that way, which meant that this was something coming from inside him.

"Fine, I'll do it myself then." No one knew how, expect Tor, but he'd figure something out.

"You'll probably die if you do. You're going to be a very good builder someday Tim. You already are, really. But you can't make changes to yourself and think that it's safe."

"You did it. I know you're better than I am, but I can learn. Do you really think I can't?"

His brother shook his head.

"It isn't that. I just... don't want you to accidentally kill yourself."

"Ah. Maybe you should have thought of that before you interfered with the most basic parts of my self? You violated me. You violated my trust in you, and now what you did is torturing me. If you won't help, then get out. I don't need you as a brother if you're going to do things like this against my will." 

Tor didn't move for a long time, as if he were ignoring what Timon had said.

"I can't undo it. It will be for the best, in the long run. You'll see." Then he stood there. That was all, just looking at Tim expectantly. They were family after all, which meant that they had to forgive each other, at least in Tor's mind.

"I see now. Get out. Never come back. Never talk to me again, or ask anything of me. You aren't my brother any longer. Go!" He nearly threw the box of space craft amulets back at him, but refrained from such behavior, if with a bit of effort. He did turn to Trice and took a deep breath.

"You can go with him, if you want. I'll talk to the King again, and get him to set the marriage aside." It would be better for her anyway. Tor loved her, and she him. They could even be together. It made more sense than her staying there, didn't it?

Tor tilted his head and shook it at the same time, then held it for a bit, when he realized that it hurt too much for that kind of thing still.

"Tim... Don't you think you're over reacting a bit?"

He stopped and thought about it, but after a bit fixed his brother with a look that would have pinned more self-aware people in place, unmoving. It even sort of worked on Tor.

"No. No one has a right to change what other people are. That's so deeply true that even the most evil of people follow it. You can kill me, or leave me alone to fend for myself, but you aren't allowed to change what I am. Who I am. That's what you did, and what you're still doing. I deserve a chance to be myself, without you making me into a copy of you. A slave. I'm not going to be that and if I have to die to prevent it, then I will. Now leave. Understand this too, you brought this on yourself. This, whatever comes, is what you chose to happen."

He didn't point at the door, but did get ready to tell him to get out of his house.

Tor left on his own, leaving Trice standing there, tears in her eyes again.

"Really, you don't have to stay. I'll be fine. Go to him. I'll take care of the rest of it. That, or just leave Noram. This is beyond what I can put up with anymore."

"Timon, don't send me away. Please." A single line of wetness ran down her left cheek. "I... Just don't. I need to be here for now." She looked miserable, standing there, like it had all been too much for her for a long time and now she thought the world was finally coming to an end. It wasn't. That would have been too perfect to be true.

No, it would keep on going, and keep getting worse, until there was no place left to go but up.

"Don't worry. I'll fix it for you." He wasn't mad at her at all, but he was angry now, mainly at Tor. There was no stomping as he left and no slammed doors. Instead Timon just went out the front and put out his Fast Craft, the old one that Tor had made. It was his, actually. What Timon had made wasn't as fast, but it would do well enough. He could send the rest back to him now and be done with him.

For the moment it was the fastest way to get into the King's Palace. It skipped the front gate entirely, for instance. Then he could talk to the man himself and get him to see that he needed to be out of the situation he was in. King Richard would understand, he hoped. If that didn't work, well, he could go and live in Vagus. Then he just wouldn't come back for a few hundred years and Trice could live her life however she wanted. It would be the same for her that way, right? As long as he wasn't there, she'd be free to do whatever she wanted, without him being in the way.

It wasn't that Timon had never been upset before in his life. It had happened. He'd even gone into combat rage a couple of times, so he knew what that was like. This was very different. He wasn't mad, and didn't feel like hurting people, not at all. He just didn't want to be any more. That way no one would ever be harmed by him again. It was, he realized, that new whatever it was the Tor had put into his head. Guilt.

It was worse than he'd thought it would be, and with each day it got stronger. It would have to be changed, somehow.

He landed at the Palace no more than a minute later, most of that spent in a decent that was probably far too fast for the guards on duty. They didn't get the shield up in time to stop him, so he hopped out and started to walk in. The woman that ran up to him wasn't all that familiar, but she tried to talk to him, her voice rough and mean sounding.

"Stop. You haven't been cleared."

He did it, since fighting with her wouldn't help him at all at that moment.

"Fine give me the amulet. Now. I'm in a hurry!" She'd started it, but from the look on her face she thought that she had a right to mistreat him. Timon disagreed.

She did her job and gave him the Truth amulet, so he held it out, ready to hand it back.

"I'm Timon Baker. Countier Lairdgren. I'm here to speak to the King and don't mean him or anyone here that I know of harm." It said nothing of loyalty, but he wasn't there for that anyway. The woman frowned then took the amulet back.

"Very well, I can see if he has an appointment slot open... hey!"

Timon walked into the building right past her, by reflex she tried to grab him, but his shield kicked on. She had one too, which was rare for the King's Palace Guard, since they weren't considered a military force. She slipped off of him as he kept walking. When she tried to force herself in front of him, he angled his body a bit and moved around her. Direct force would be stopped dead, and a glancing blow from a regular object would stop it in space, putting the force of its movement into the ground.

Another shield just slid off, if you did it right. There were others that came then, but most of them rather wisely stood back, not trying to fight with him. He didn't engage but a few tried to hit him with weapons, or grab him, which didn't work all that well. Even when they used sophisticated shield fighting techniques. The problem there was that he wasn't fighting with them. Everything they'd practiced involved someone doing something other than just walking away.

It did slow him down, but he found the throne room about seven minutes later. It was the same place where his grandmother Gray had died, so he had a pretty good recollection of where it was. The King was at the far end again, speaking to someone on the communications device that was attached to a low table near him. It was made of real wood, stained deep brown and polished to a level that made it seem like glass.

It didn't take magic to figure out who he was talking too.

"He's here. One moment..." The King waved to him, then at the Royal Guards who were trying to trip him as he moved. One of them, a younger man, tried to shoot the stone floor with a Force Lance. That broke the stone there, but only enough to leave cracks. They'd have to do better than that to stop him. The question was, why exactly were they trying so hard? He'd only come to talk, and even in a bad mood, he wouldn't take it out on the King. That would just be stupid. For one thing, it wasn't his fault. not really.

There was a bustle of noise behind him and a familiar female voice spoke, her tone more relaxed than he was used to.

"Go. It will be fine here. Timon isn't hurting anyone."

Constance stood there, and smiled gently as she made motions with her hands for them to leave, or at least back away a bit. He didn't really care about that. If they wanted to listen in, they could just as well stand in the room as hide in the walls, as far as he was concerned.

"Timon? We heard that you had a bit of a falling out with your brother? Would you like to talk about it?"

"Not really. I came to get the King to let me out of this marriage. It's only fair to Trice. She loves Tor, which isn't news to anyone. I can't have her acting as a spy for him or anything. I think... that he and I aren't brothers anymore." There was a pause, and then he described why. That took a while, since it involved things like genetics and magical pattern manipulation, and while the King and Queen were intelligent people, they hadn't had the best educations in the realm of science really. More than what people commonly had, but not enough to truly understand what he was saying at first. Luckily for him, there didn't seem to be a big need for that. They were smart enough to understand that he was angry with Tor for changing him. That was enough, really.

The Queen gestured for him to walk with her, the soft slippers she wore nearly silent on the polished stone floor. His black boots with their hard soles made a sound with each step he took however. The Royals stood back, looking ready to run, which made sense. They probably couldn't tell that he wasn't in a combat rage. Not with his shield on.

The King listened and after a while Smythe of Westend came in and watched him closely, then got a chair and put it near him. Tim stopped talking, and the large military leader in all black waved to it.

"I think this is going to be a rather long conversation. We may as well sit. So, the Wizard Tor finally did something that someone else takes exception with as well? Amazing. Well, it almost had to happen someday. Let me guess, he told you it was for both your own good and that of the people?" The look on his face was implacably calm, but firm at the same time.

"Pretty much. He may even be right. I can admit that. But he was acting on a flawed premise. He thinks that not having guilt means that a person will be a monster. There are other ways to live, like using logic and reasoning to make decisions. He decided that he didn't think he could do it, therefore I must not be able to as well. I don't know if I can fix it, but I'm going to try. It might kill me. Even Tor said so. That could take a while, so for now, I've come to get the King to let me out of the marriage to Trice. It's just being silly at this point, to lock us into place."

He had some decent arguments against it, but he didn't really get to use them, as Tor's voice came from the communications device. The words were wrong, meaning that it had to be the Count, not his brother at all.

"Timon, can you hold there for about fifteen minutes? I'd like to talk with you about some things, if you're willing. It might not change your mind about anything, but I'd appreciate being heard first. For the time being I'd like you to stay married however. There are things you aren't aware of that alter that situation. I'm headed toward you right now."

For the life of him he couldn't work out what he didn't know about things. There had to be vast amounts of information that might help him, since that was always true, but his mind felt slow and clumsy at the moment. Stupid almost.

It wasn't really true, he didn't think, but the new emotions were clouding his normally crisp decision making process. Worse, they had been for some time. Normally he wouldn't have married Trice, would he? It barely made sense at all.

Unless someone had put the suggestion in his thoughts? Say when they altered his ability to feel guilt? That could be paranoia, so he decided to wait and run it past the Count. The man may hate him, but he was old enough to have seen something similar to this before. Or at least have some kind of clue as to what might be needed. A cup of tea or some coffee to kick him out of this whatever it was. If only it turned out to be that easy.

"Fine. I have to do something. Today, I think. I can't keep going this way. The whole world is... I know that isn't true, nothing is falling in on me. Nothing. My life is fine, but it feels horrible, and like I can't fix it. I need to get this crap out of my head. Make him take it out." Timon balled up his right fist and slammed it into the side of his head hard. It made him see stars, but didn't fix anything at all.

Tim tried it a few more times, even knowing that it was nothing more than a useless gesture. It hurt, but that was only pain. He'd had so much that it barely registered any more now. It took work to keep his shield off for it too and on the last blow it kicked in. Then he dropped his hand and relaxed it. Hoping that something would make this better soon.

There was something that caught his attention, the King had stopped moving and closed his eyes. Five minutes passed and nothing happened at all, but no one bothered the man either. If he were in a trance, it seemed an odd time for it. If sleeping... Then Timon envied him the skill. Things weren't exactly peaceful around him, were they?

When his eyes opened it was done slowly, with total control.

"I think I see part of your problem Timon. You feel guilt, for the first time in your life, and that particular emotion tinges most human interactions. You feel that you're trapping Trice into a marriage with you, not realizing that even now you're truly protecting her. I could point out that she didn't struggle to be out of it very hard, but that won't mean much to you at this point. I can't force Tor to return you to the way you were, since that isn't within my power. You no doubt realize that, which fills you with guilt as well, for leading me to that position? Knowing that I have to try and order him to do it, which might cause a rift between us? Then, finally, every small action that you've taken, each nod that you've ignored, feeling pressed for time, each slightly callous thing you've said, suddenly haunts you, leaving you filled with dread and embarrassment. Also things you aren't overly familiar with. Is that correct?" The man leaned forward, his arms resting on his slightly spread legs he was so hunched toward Timon.

"There's a lot more than that, six layers or so.  But yes, that's about the right line of things. I can't even track it all. It keeps getting worse too. Ever since last night. Ever since Tor came today. This isn't normal or good. He's driving me insane. He might have meant well, but..." He hit his head again. Hard enough that there would be bruising. "This. Isn't. Working." With each word he struck again, so hard that even the Queen seemed troubled by it.

Which made him feel bad, for worrying her.

King Richard looked at him, the crown on his head seeming heavy and like it was about to slip off.

"Timon! Stop that this instant! You will not harm yourself. Your grandfather is coming and we will find a way to help you, I promise that. If need be I'll send for Tor and order him to repair this, even if it means losing him as a friend. For the moment you're required to focus and not let yourself get too out of hand. Will you do this for me? For all of us? I know that the Queen feels the same way." He glanced at her, and got a nod at least.

Surprisingly she also spoke.

"Yes. I know that things have at times been tense between us Timon, but we're family and I can't stand to see you harmed. Please, I beg of you, still yourself and hold on until Count Lairdgren comes to aid us?"

That was nearly the wrong thing to say, from the very worst person that could utter the words.

"Tense? You clearly hate me. You always have, since the first time we met. You've tried to embarrass me, undermine me, and tear me down when you thought I didn't know about it. I've put up with stares, glares, and hard words, that you didn't deliver to anyone else. Why is that? What did I ever do to you?"

The Count spoke from the door, walking while he did so, his footfalls nearly silent the whole time.

"You didn't do anything Timon. It's simply her way of defending herself from you, since you're so young."

Lairdgren smiled as the Queen looked away, her jaw clenching hard.

"Oh, are you going to say she loves me now? Like I'm some kind of younger version of Tor, or you?"

"Not at all. No, she feels a need to defend herself, because you're already too powerful, and she hasn't found a way to control you at all. In a very real sense, that's why we have to leave you married to Trice, so that Richard and Constance will feel they have some way to prevent you from taking over their kingdom."

Timon nodded, getting that he didn't know enough at all.

"Because that makes sense? I'm just some kid from Two Bends. Maybe in a hundred years or more I'll be a threat, but now?"

The Green man walked over to him and put a gentle hand on the top of his head. It was strange, but at least he didn't pat it like he might a dog.

There was a silence over the room, and finally he stopped and spoke in a low and very even tone.

"Yes. You're very much a danger to them. As to what Tor did, if I have a good sense of things here, you're currently experiencing about half of what a regular person would, as far as feelings of guilt and shame. It really shouldn't get any stronger for you either. Not enough to really notice. That being the case, might I suggest you calm down a bit? We have some things to discuss, before you remove a large part of your mind, trying to change yourself back to what you were."
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"I can't take this. How do you people live like this?" Timon half growled the words, his eyes feeling gummy and red, even if he wasn't crying. Not even close, but there was a sinking inward of his body that he knew had to look small and weak. After noticing it he forced himself to sit up straight and to raise his chin, which at least seemed to make everyone else feel better.

Not him, but that was Tor's fault, wasn't it?

He tried to articulate it, but his Grandfather just looked at him, his face too much like his brother's for comfort. They were the same person, so of course he'd think it was a brilliant idea, messing with Timon's pattern. Sooner or later he would have thought to try it himself.

The man grimaced.

"It isn't a good idea to change people like this. I've tried, and each time there have been consequences that I didn't project coming into being. Nature is balanced, and trying to alter that is a problem. Of course you're not exactly giving this a chance. As to how people manage feeling as you do, the key is not taking action that will leave them feeling bad. You will grow used to this however, over time. It will take a while. Years perhaps, but sooner or later you'll adapt. The worst will be over in a month or two I think. As I said, you haven't been given the same level of guilt or shame as most. That will make it easier." Looking around the copy of his brother shrugged, his slightly older looking face the only thing that reassured anyone that it wasn't Tor now, since they were about the same size. "Might we have the room? I think that the two of us need to discuss some things that have happened. I should have earlier, but... Well, it's a flaw in the very old. We always assume that we have more time, or that things will fix themselves. In my defense, that usually works."

It was telling that the King stood first, in his own throne room, to give the space over to them without waiting to pontificate or suggest that it might be better if they left than the other way around. Smythe was the second one on his feet. He managed to pat Tim on the shoulder as he walked past and whispered something in a low tone, a thing that the Count heard, being right there, but the others probably didn't.

"This won't kill you. It might feel like it's too great for you in the moment, but you will come out above it, in the end." There was a sound to his words that spoke of having been in a similar place himself. It probably wasn't some wizard making him feel new things that he spoke of either, but rather causing the death of masses of people and having to live with it.

Lairdgren nodded, not smiling or looking at the other man, but clearly agreeing.

"William is correct. In the moment I think that calming your mind would be helpful. I know that you haven't had formal education in meditation, but you have the skills, or else you wouldn't be capable of building as you have been doing."

Timon didn't wait, seeking any trick that would let him get past the crisis of the moment. His body feeling small and sick like it was. It took a while but he managed to breathe, and pay attention only to that. It helped, so he blanked things out totally, like he'd learned to do while being tortured. That made a vast difference. His eyes were closed, so he didn't have to see all the people staring at him, judging his weakness.

When he opened them, feeling better, only the Green man was left. Everyone else had managed to escape, like sensible individuals.

Even with things being held at a remove like they were, it wasn't perfect. He wasn't filled with rage, but he felt a flash of annoyance for Tor anyway. Some feelings were far too strong to easily contain, it seemed.

"It wasn't right. He didn't have a right to do this to me. He shouldn't have, especially after what Nora and that Larval did. Doesn't he realize that it's the same thing? It's another person forcing their will on me, not caring if I have feelings or if it hurts me. For their own pleasure."

The Count used his foot to pull another chair over from the side of the space. It was a simple gray thing and far too tiny for most of the giant nobles that would be there visiting or seeking council, which was probably the point. They'd feel smaller and less adept, placed in the tiny chair. All the while the King would be up there on his huge and decorated throne, raised on a platform of stone, looking down on them, no matter how large they were.

Count Lairdgren sat in it as if it had been built for him. In a way the whole world always seemed to fit him somehow, even if it had been built for people that were much bigger than they were. Timon didn't notice it most of the time, but he didn't fit as well. He stood out, drew attention with each breath. The man next to him just merged with the place, like he'd always been there and would be. A boulder that sat on a river bank for thousands of years. Unchanging to the eyes of mere mortals.

When he spoke, his words weren't exactly what Timon had expected they would be. He'd figured on a pure defense of his brother, but instead the topic changed slightly. In a way that he couldn't like at all.

"I should have spent more time with you, after you were tortured. It takes time to move past that kind of thing. Years. Decades at times. I let things get away from me, thinking that you seemed fine. That you and I weren't that close to begin with, so you might not want me around." Sitting so that he was at an angle to him, but able to see Timon's face the man leaned forward just a few inches, but well out of arms reach. "That isn't a very good reason to abandon you. I'm sorry."

Timon tried to hold his mind clear, but couldn't really manage it at the moment, not while being bombarded by guilt like he was still. The faces of the dead coming at him over and over. Particularly the woman who begged for her life the night before. The innocent one with children and no doubt a husband that loved her. Had loved her. That was worse that all the thousands he killed, in a strange way. Even worse than the men that had been with her, for some reason. She'd been important to others.

Before Timon stole her away forever into a dark hole.

"I can manage, or could, before Tor did this to me."

The man shrugged again, and shook his head.

"It wasn't a great plan. If he'd thought it through, he would have waited, or even thought twice about doing it at all. It's true that many of the monsters of history were people like you were. Those without the ability to see others as more than pieces on the board. It didn't mean that you were evil however, which is what I think Torrance feared for you. That it made you so different from others that your logic and education would fail you, and you'd become cold and unfeeling, as the world heaped terrors upon you. In that way, perhaps Nora Alan and her compatriots were to blame in this as well? Pushing him to action that he might not have ever thought of, if you hadn't been pushed past the edge of sanity already?"

The man didn't react to his own words, but Tim did, clearing his throat.

"I'm insane? Oh, wait, yes, I see it now. Like how I ambushed that boy in his sleep and changed his entire pattern because I had an idea that... No, wait, that wasn't me. Now, what are you talking about?"

"When a man or woman is pushed beyond all reason, like you were, and harmed too badly, they can't exist in the same framework that the rest of us do, for a time. Some never come back from it. There are things that will almost certainly take place that make life harder for them. Reliving the scene for instance? Being afraid of people, or situations that aren't harmful... There used to be names for such things, but now we don't really speak of it often. You need time to heal, and people, to be there for you. I know that right now it's convenient to blame your brother for what he did and think that undoing his work will make it all better, but Timon, I swear this to you; the changes he made were very minor. Most of what you're experiencing has nothing to do with him at all."

Timon forced himself not to think, letting even his breathing stop for a moment, then let what little air he had in him out, shaking softly.

"That doesn't matter. I can fix it. Even if I don't risk changing myself, I can learn to control how I feel. It isn't about what he did to me, it's about the fact that he did it without permission. He had no right. Even if he meant well, or can't see me as a real person, there is no way in which he should be allowed to get away with this. I can't explain it. You probably don't understand what it's like, having all your power taken away from you, being forced to do things, having them done to you, and not being able to fight back at all. That's as bad as the pain, at least after it's over. That lack of being able to do anything. To feel trapped, and like you aren't a real person anymore."

There was a long and drawn out silence, the man's too good looking and almost girlish face a mask suddenly. Not that he ever had a lot of emotional range. His black hair was short and well-kept and his clothing perfect, but for a moment there was a sense of him sitting there with very long hair, naked and covered with dirt. It was, Timon knew, the Ancient reliving something very dark and very strong, so much so it overwhelmed reality for a few moments, until he spoke, coming out of it.

 "I might know a thing or two about that. The point here isn't to compare wounds, but to help you find a way to cope and move past what's happened. I was hoping that you might be able to help Patricia, and in doing that, aid yourself. The things that happened with you were different, but similar enough in a way that you should be able to understand each other. Gerent... He's stronger than you or Trice. His life trained him to be able to cope with hardships such as abuse and rape. It isn't a good thing, please don't think that I'm claiming that, but it's why I didn't suggest overly that he be the one linked with her. It would be best if you not force her away however. Not now. She needs stability and someone to care for her at least as much as you do. Perhaps more."

The words just hung in the air, not really touching him for a long time, but after a while Timon could see the sense in them.

"It isn't fair, is it? What happened to us."

"No, it really isn't. It never is, when someone forces their will on another. It's too common, and not always a rape of the soul, but, no, fair it isn't. The question then, is what you plan to do about it? Are you going to let yourself hate the world that allowed it to happen, or will you strive to make it a better place? Most people choose the first one, in case you're wondering. Then, they only have a few decades to deal with. Being selfish and bitter isn't a good long term survival strategy. It can be hard not to take that road however."

It seemed like there wasn't anything left to be said then. That and more things than he had words for. Would talking about pain and bad things truly help him? Or would good works and helping others fix things for him at all? For some reason he doubted that it would. Some things were just too dark for little gestures or platitudes to repair, weren't they?

The fact was... that there was nothing left for him to do. Except try to get past the things that had happened, and maybe, as his grandfather had suggested, help his wife with her problems. If she wanted him too.

The Count surprised him again, his face bland and unfeeling, a thing that Timon thought he might understand a little better now. Something very bad had happened to the man, a thing that was far worse than anything that he'd gone through at all. Loss and pain that would have broken his mind a hundred times over or more. The words he spoke weren't about that.

They probably never would be, because dumping that on other people wouldn't help them, would it? Or him.

"Countess Montblanc will need you too. Not in the same way, but she'll need protection from the society she has to rejoin. People won't easily forget or forgive her actions, standing against the King. If you stand with her, it might ease the transition." Standing he let his right hand float out, and gently patted Tim on the shoulder. Only a few times. "I hear that you've also made inroads with those still fighting against the rest of us? Not the best way of doing it, perhaps, for your own peace of mind, but a rather certain one. It won't hurt for them to see you as someone they can count on, I don't think. I had hopes that your sister would be the one to take that up, to be the bridge between the two factions, but I don't think that will survive the destruction of County Morris, do you? She's going to need you as well soon. Can I count on you to help her?"

Timon rolled his eyes, then made himself stop, knowing it was rude and the Count, while a jerk most of the time, deserved not to have him acting that way to his face. He'd save it for later, when the man was gone.

"Of course. She's my sister. I have to be there for her." It was the way he'd been raised after all.

"Tor's your brother." The man let himself smile gently, the words conversational in tone.

"I disowned him. He's a self-centered moron that thinks he should be allowed to do whatever he wants."

"Who else do you think can stand in front of him and tell him no? If you don't do it, who will? Tiera? She's busy with her own concerns and might be for a long while. Me? I'm barely able to pay attention to the things in my immediate vicinity anymore. It will be a while, perhaps hundreds of years, but I'm failing, Timon. It's why I need Tor, to take my place. That means I need you and your sisters to keep him honest, when I'm gone. Denno will help you. He's always been stronger than I have. That means you have to make it through this. I don't think I have time to start over. You, your brother and Tiera, possibly Taman too... You're all the hope we have left for Noram."

Tim snorted, not able to stop himself. It wasn't a happy sound, a sad and sarcastic thing all at once.

"People can get by on their own. They don't need a shepherd to watch over them. They aren't sheep."

"Perhaps they aren't. The last time we let them rule themselves it didn't go very well. Perhaps they deserve another chance? For now, I'm counting on you."

Timon stood up himself, feeling tired now and old, with guilt coming at him every time he stopped to think about anything that he'd ever done for too long. Maybe he'd learn to deal with it all. It didn't seem very likely at the moment, but if the Count was being honest, other people had it much worse than he did. How they lived with themselves he didn't know. Probably by being better than he was.

"Fine. I need the codes and documents on the Assassins Guild. I was going to steal them from you, but you can just hand them over instead. It will make it less dramatic for them, but save people some headaches. Your spy network too. You've been grooming Trice for that her entire life, haven't you? Trying to make the King think that it was all his idea like that. Clever, if a bit overdone. We aren't really ready to take over, but we'll need to become familiar with the operations and let the people involved know that we exist, so it won't be a shock to them later." Timon smiled and waited for a denial or perhaps a rebuke, but his grandfather just turned and walked away, speaking over his shoulder as he did.

"I'll have the information sent over. You have a new place I hear? Perhaps you'd have Bonita and I over for dinner, after you and Patricia finish your vacation, I mean?" It was pretty clear where the noble tradition of inviting oneself over came from.

"Sure. I'm pretty terrible at the whole vacation thing. Poor Trice. She deserves a real husband, not to be saddled with a child that can't do half of what she needs."

"Our whole family is horrible when it comes to relaxing. It's a valuable skill that I never really mastered myself. Denno, now he knows how to let things go and take it easy. You should take lessons from him on the topic. As to Trice... You may not be what she deserves, but you're exactly what she needs, or at least you can be." With that he walked away, not saying anything else.

Timon felt a bit better then, for some reason. It wasn't exactly perfect, since he probably needed to be the adult and apologize to his brother, even if he was in the wrong. There was also the matter of telling Trice that he wasn't going to abandon her every time he got angry or upset.

That had to come first, he decided, and made his way out to his craft, then got back to his home, half expecting her to be gone. He wasn't that surprised when he couldn't find her at first. She wasn't in her room or in the front of the house. A sad feeling ran through him, thinking that she'd decided that it would be better if she left. Off to live with Tor or something. Maybe her parents.

It was the smell of burning that got his attention then, as he descended the grand staircase, the billowing white cloud leading him toward the kitchen. The sound of coughing got him to run a bit, but she already had the blackened lumps off the stove top, her face looking sad until she saw him. Then she coughed again and pointed with a single and very accusing finger.

"Those cookies did not turn out well at all. I just left for a second. So much for impressing you with my wifely skills, huh? I was going to use them as a bribe, so that you wouldn't force Uncle Richard to annul the marriage. Is that done already?" She didn't seem weepy about it, but looked away, not making eye contact.

"We're still married and staying that way. We hardly talked about that at all. I was just having a moment. I guess it's going to happen for a while, but I'll try not to be a jerk about it, if I can. Count Lairdgren came and told me to stop being a little wimp and to start trying to be a real person again. I don't think we're getting out of this, so... I can show you how to make cookies? I know some tricks." He looked at what she had and smiled, since the lumps looked absolutely horrible. "For instance, did you know that they're baked in the oven, like a cake, not made on top of the stove, like a pancake?"

Trice smiled and then covered her mouth to cough again.

"Sure. I was just trying something new. I'm good that way."

She probably was. Smiling was still hard and he felt raw and emotional, but he could pretend to be there with her and make at least as much of an effort as she was.

"I love you." The words just popped out, but he realized, after a fashion, that he meant them. "I just want you to know that I wasn't trying to get out of the marriage because I don't like you or anything. I just want what's best for you. That probably isn't me."

She seemed happier then and after too long turned to look at him, and then moved in and held him for a long time.

Timon started to chuckle, which got her to make a bit of a face and then shake her head slowly.

"So I can't just move past the 'I love you' part of things without it being all awkward? I didn't think so. I really do like you. More than I thought I would. I think we can make this work, if you want to try?"

"Sure, let's do it."

That got him held tighter then, "about time, do you want to do that here or should we move to the bedroom?"

He laughed at her, and rolled his eyes. 

"Neither, not yet. I did manage to get a bit of a present for you. While I was out. I mean, it isn't flowers or anything nice like that, but you might like it, in abstract."

"Oh? Is it my own spy network? Or did you get the Assassins Guild?"

For half a second he wondered if she had a listening device on him, but then got that she was trying to be playful, since he'd turned her down for sex.

"Both, actually." He realized that she might not believe him so he shrugged. "Seriously. I asked, and the Count is sending over some information about both for us. We won't have to take over immediately, but he isn't fighting us on it, or making it hard. I think he's ready for someone else to do the work for him, to tell the truth."

"Really? That's..." She moved in and kissed him on the lips, a real, fully adult thing that took his breath away. He started to panic, but pulled back from that, carefully not letting Nora invade his mind. "Oh, um, sorry, I didn't mean-"

He kissed her back, repeating what she'd just done. It wasn't perfect, but it was a start. When he finished she let a smile curl on her lips.

"So, cookies. Then maybe we can do some other things?"

Timon had to look away, feeling a bit of a blush crawling up his face, warming his cheeks.

"I think... maybe we can try?"

They worked in silence for a while, neither one of them wanting to break the mood or make things too hard for the other. The place was still filled with smoke, but that didn't matter. 

What did was that, for the first time since he'd been tortured, he felt like he had a small chance to begin healing. The wounds were gone from his body, and the ones in his mind would be around for a while, maybe forever. But possibly not.

With that bit of hope in mind, he stood next to his wife and showed her more than just how to make cookies. Timon showed her that they weren't alone, not if they had each other.

It was a place to begin, wasn't it?

Looking over into her big blue eyes, he nodded slightly and got back to work.

It would take time, but they had that. It would be enough.

It had to be.

Because if it didn't work, he didn't know what else to do. Life had to go on, and it would, if they made it.

Smiling he focused on the task in front of him and decided to just try and take things as they came, it might not be enough, but it was a place to start.
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