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Overall, the town of Benton was a nice enough place, Tiera had to say, even if no one had asked her. It was small, compared to some of the great walled cities, but then, what wasn't? It made her tiny home village of Two Bends look like... Well, a tiny village. It was also decently clean and well cared for, which several of the other places she'd seen in the last weeks simply hadn't been.

She smiled at the thought and looked around, trying not to stare at the scene that was going on in front of her, not fifty feet away. There, beside a shop that had a nice brown sign with an actual name on it, proclaiming it to be a leatherworking place, behind some crates that were providing a tiny bit of cover, a decently hard worn looking woman was trying to convince two men that she could provide better services for them than the younger girls down the street, even if she wasn't dressed like a prostitute ought to be. She didn't have the tall leather boots for it, for one thing, so if she had to get on her knees, it wouldn't work too well on the rough stones the street was made out of.

 "Think about it. With them you get a pretty face and pay for it through the nose. Give me two coppers each and I'll make your toes curl. I may not look it now, but Counts and Barons have begged me to perform for them." She wasn't exactly a wizened old hag, but the long and horsey face she was wearing had to make the men doubt her, and more than a little. The unclean and very primitive canvas shift that she was wearing couldn't help with that a lot either, or lend her greater appeal.

It was nearly comical to watch, the woman trying to act like a street vendor as the men walked away, lowering her price with a harsh look that the men, both merchants of some kind, couldn't see, taking their leave already.

"One copper for you both! I need to feed my little ones..." It was a desperate attempt, and one that the two potential clients didn't even hear, it seemed.

It wasn't so much that the woman was truly horrid looking, though she could clean up a bit, if she had a chance. Her hair was stringy and gray, with a bit of black in it to show she wasn't ancient, and her front teeth protruded a little, but a brush and some soap, along with new clothing, would have her looking ready to work in a kitchen in no time. Or perhaps in an ale house?

Tiera normally would have either walked along, or, if she had the funds, shared some with the woman. After all, her line about having serviced noblemen clearly meant she was insane. Or normally would have, if she wasn't just telling the truth.

After all, despite her current appearance and slightly wild eyed look, she actually was a Baroness. One truly noted for her great beauty too. Carol Coltress, to be exact. Tiera had last heard that she was in a rest facility for the deranged, since that was the line that everyone was using on her at the moment. It had been a bit of a dirty trick that the others had played on her, making her look like an old ugly woman like they had, to punish her. Of course, come to think of it, that had sort of been Tiera's idea, so she really couldn't say that much about it.

The lady kind of deserved it though.

For years she'd tormented Bonita, her step-daughter, using players to pretend to love her, and then having them leave in increasingly spectacular or cruel ways. It had been so bad that the woman had admitted that she nearly killed herself over it. More than once.

There had been a time, not even a month prior, that Tiera would have been livid, just thinking about that fact. It was a monstrous thing to do, especially to someone as nice and gentle as Nita. It was still kind of tempting just to leave the woman and let her suffer, having to service passersby in an alley like that. Just hoping that the other street girls wouldn't drive her away, or that their handlers wouldn't beat her too badly for taking work away from the honest professionals. Tiera shook her head a bit though and moved closer, knowing that the woman wouldn't know who she was at all. She was taller than the last time they'd seen each other, and that situation had been so tense that she really doubted that Carol would remember her at all.

She wasn't particularly disguised, even if she had been off spying on troop movements the day before. After all, she looked like a young girl, and even at five-four, she was small enough that most couldn't really be afraid of her. It had literally been a matter of picking some flowers and standing on the road side, passing them to the men, women and boys that had been mustered to fill the ranks. That and some counting. It was almost depressing, to see how sorry the opposition was. Really, they would have been better served by simply giving up.

The woman saw her and looked hopeful for a few moments, then smiled, an almost sweet thing, and shook her head.

"I don't suppose you need my services, do you? This isn't your alley, is it?" Normally that would have been rude to ask someone, especially since she was lacking tall boots too, but the clothing she was wearing was kind of common looking, being a light tan dress with a vest over it. It did nothing to flatter her form really, since she was kind of small and flat at both chest and hip, but her very short hair was kind of a giveaway that she might like women. It was a modern fighters cut, and was so short the black hair stood straight up, but functionally couldn't be pulled. Some women that enjoyed other women had that kind of hair too. A lot of them also were fighters, so it kind of worked.

"No, not today, thank you." It was tempting to just leave, but she had a few hours before she had to do that. The silence drew out and the woman actually kept smiling at her, looking hopeful. After all, even if she didn't want sex, there might be something else in it for her. Food, or a job mucking stables.

Tiera knew that because the woman muttered it, not realizing she was speaking out loud. Because that showed a healthy mind, didn't it?

"Or, who knows? Maybe she'll just kill me and end this nightmare? Either way." The words weren't addressed to anyone in particular, but she got the idea. The woman was almost totally convinced she was mad.

If you woke up one day looking like someone else, and no one would admit to even the possibility that you were yourself, then that might just do it.

"I was going to get something to eat, would you care to join me? My treat." It was such an odd thing to say that the older woman in front of her frowned for an instant, then had to shake her head.

"I'd love to of course, but... I'm not certain why. Not that I'm above charity anymore. The things I've had to do lately to get a crust of bread... Well, you saw, didn't you? And those fellows were clean and polite. Not the sort that would stop to spend time with me, I'm afraid. Have to try them all though, or else how would I know?" She almost seemed nervous for some reason, but didn't break eye contact.

She was tall, for a prostitute. Really, that in itself would have been enough to have her claim looked into, if she'd thought of it before being sent away. No peasant topped six foot and with her six-five or so, most would have believed her if she simply claimed to be some Baronetta twenty-five, or what have you. Far enough away from power that she might have fallen on hard times, but close enough to it that people would be willing to take her in, if only in a servant's capacity. A ladies maid or something like that. Even if they couldn't trace the family line at all.

Tiera didn't answer, since when she did, it would most likely cause a scene. Instead she just smiled, trying to make it look happy, even though she didn't feel that way at all, and then turned to walk away, to go and get that food for them.

Carol followed shyly, her face looking like she expected a trick, or perhaps a beating to come of it, eyes searching the street like a wild animal, uncertain if the prize before them was a meal or a trap. Since most things like that were the later in real life, Tiera didn't blame her at all. Honestly, she didn't really know what she had planned yet herself, to tell the truth.

They stopped at a sausage vendor, one that sold his wares on sticks so that they wouldn't have to touch the greasy roasted bits of meat with their possibly less than clean fingers. His wooden cart had wheels, and a clever little metal fire on legs that had a rack he could do the cooking on. It wasn't anything that she'd seen before, herself. The man looked clean and tidy though, with a nice mustache that was a deep brown, and he couldn't have been two inches taller than she was. That was a bit strange for a city, but she'd noticed more commoners in the larger towns than she'd thought would have been there.

"Hello!" She tried to make it sound bright. Chipper. Like a real girl might, if she were just out with a friend. Even if her friend did need to move down wind a bit, to prevent her body odor from making the food taste bad. "What kind of meat is this?"

It was mainly dark, but the man smiled and pointed at some of the pink bits in the casings.

"Ah! A discerning eye. This is a mix of beef and roast chicken, with herbs and spices. The special ingredient is squirrel. Fresh too. My boys caught a dozen of them just yesterday." He seemed proud of the fact, rather than hiding it.

Tiera nodded, but next to her the tall and rather homely looking lady swallowed. At first she figured that would be in distaste, because nobles didn't eat things like that at all, did they? It wasn't the case though, she realized, as Carol practically salivated at the sight of it.

"That sounds good, doesn't it?" There was just a bit of hope in her voice, enough that she looked away after saying it, as if she wouldn't be getting any nice food like that at all.

"Four of those then please, sir."

The man beamed at her, and started to collect them as she pulled out the coin for it. She had enough on her to buy a whole lot of things, hidden in a secret pocket, but at the moment she pulled two copper out, the man nodding.

"That will do. Normally I'd charge more, but it's rare to see such lovely women as yourselves here." He was laying it on thick, but some men did things like that. He wanted return customers after all, and a bit of flirting, in a place like this, probably wouldn't hurt anything.

As they walked away Tiera handed two of the large meat sausages over to the other woman, and took a big bite of hers before going on. It really was good. Just the right temperature and still juicy, even though well done. The spices were a nice touch as well. Most people made food too bland really. This was just about right.

Carol seemed to think so too, taking a bite and then stopping, to close her eyes. When she swallowed she smiled and then bowed towards Tiera. It was too deep for a simple gift, but she held it for a long time.

"I don't know what you want me to do, to earn this, but I'll do it. Short of killing anyone, I mean. Maybe even that, if I can do it without being sent away again." She didn't even shy away from admitting that. It was nearly heartbreaking.

What she did however was the sensible thing, and eat nearly as fast as she could for a while, until all that was left where two carved sticks, matching the ones that Tiera had. They didn't talk, just getting the food inside of them. Her fingers and mouth had been left a little greasy, but she resisted wiping her hands on the sides of her dress, since only little children did things like that. Even if the clothing was magical, it still paid to keep to good habits. Finding a waste bin, she tossed the wood in, watching Carol until she did the same.

The woman sighed and shook her head, a small smile crossing her face.

"Well, if you don't have anything for me to do right now, I need to get back to my alley and see if I can entice anyone. To think, I used to make fun of people for not being attractive. Like that makes a person better than anyone else? I was a fool back then." The words were correct, and even polite, but she winced and shook her head. "Not that I'm saying you aren't pretty, or better than me for it..." There was silence then, but she just looked down. Defeated.

Tiera had to like that, didn't she?

"I need to go and see some people, would you like to come with me? I have a brother that might be looking to hire on a maid or cooking woman. His place isn't huge or anything, but he's very nice. I'll help you get cleaned up first and all that, if you want. You have to give your word that you'll be on your best behavior though, no matter what comes. Do that, and I can help you a lot. Without it..." She didn't shrug or bother to even give a hard look at all. The woman was either ready to go back and live her life, or didn't deserve to at all. What she'd said so far that day seemed reasonable, to tell the truth, but could be an act.

Really, Tiera didn't care.

If the Baroness kept that up, even as a seeming, and truly lived it, then that was enough. If she didn't, or couldn't, then she could be dropped off somewhere. Say from a few thousand feet up in the air, without warning, from the back of a Fast Craft? That made sense to her, even if it was a bit rough.

"Really? This isn't a game or... I don't know. I guess I have to trust you, don't I? I don't have anything else. It would be awful if you didn't mean it. Getting my hopes up only to dash them... Oh." Then, without warning, the woman stopped walking, sat down on the side of the stone street and cried.

It was a bit annoying, since people were starting to look at them, and even though Tiera wasn't afraid that the guard would take them in, it was just possible that they'd be remembered by someone later. This was County Morris after all, and frankly, if the people here knew who she was, they'd probably either flee, or try to attack, so that the others could escape.

She did what anyone would though and moved in to hug the more than slightly ripe woman kneeling beside her to do it. Taking shallow breaths through her mouth.

"There, there..." It wasn't exactly brilliant speech on her part, and she felt annoyed, but not angry. Was this what real people felt all the time in situations like this? It was nearly relaxing. She was so used to being hammered with anger and rage at almost everything, that a mild bit of bother seemed like a true treat.

Tor, her brother, had used his magic to change her pattern, so that she wouldn't be vastly angry all the time anymore. It had only been a few weeks ago, but it still amazed her that it worked. That was also what was making her taller. She used to be five-one, and have been growing at nearly an inch per week so far since he'd done it. That would keep going, she thought, for a long time. It would be painful too, according to Tor, but that was fine. It would pass, and leave her a giant, which would help with her weapons practice.

Carol didn't explain, even though Tiera already knew the whole story about Nita and could figure out that, in that moment, the woman got the idea, finally.

She stood after a few minutes though and dried her eyes, held her head high and nodded.

"Forgive me. I just realized that I... Need to apologize to some people." She followed again, not questioning where they were really going at all. It was chilly out, and the paved street gave way to first loose rocks and then bare dirt not half a mile from the end of Benton. They didn't chat as they walked, but after a while it was clear that the woman with her was getting tired.

"Would you like to sit for a bit?" She had a Fast Carriage with her, but didn't want to risk getting it out until closer to dark. Her flying away might just alert people to the fact that a spy had been there, and that would be a little too generous on her part. True, she'd left the Count alive, but only because he'd thrown in with the traitors so fully. In most areas the troops had all been dying off from the Gray Plague, but for some reason her little brother Timon hadn't seen fit to hold the healing amulets to fix it back from this place too. She was certain it wasn't kindness. She'd have to ask though, because nothing else made sense to her.

"Oh, thank you, dear." She didn't stand on ceremony, just walking off the road a bit and sitting on a patch of ground that didn't look too soggy. "Oh! My manners... I'm Carol. Carol Coltress. Baroness, even though that's probably too hard to believe. I think..." She stopped dead and sighed, but Tiera just sat next to her, close enough to listen, even if she did sound insane.

She nodded a few times, trying to get the woman to go on.

"I... think that the Wizard Tor put a spell on me, to change me into this woman. I look like our old nanny, Nan. I don't know why though. I mean, I had insulted him, which might be the reason, but it seems like a lot of work. He could have just told me to apologize. I hadn't known that he was, well, him. I also might have mentioned something about the man being only good enough to lick the Queens nether regions..."

Grinning suddenly she let her eyes cross and then stuck her tongue out, making a face that looked like something a tiny child might do for fun.

"Clearly I needed to be better informed. If I go to him and beg, do you think he'd fix it?"

Tiera debated drawing things out and having a big and comedic reveal, but then shook her head once. It got the woman to give her a hard look, but she didn't explain for a few moments, trying to plan her actions instead of just floating along like a loon.

"It wasn't Tor. It was Count Lairdgren. He's the Green man of legend, did you know that? Most nobles don't get that about him, since he's so short."

There was a moment when nothing happened and Tiera triggered her shield, just in case the woman decided that she was a threat, or needed a beating. Instead she just sighed.

"I'm hallucinating all this, aren't I? You aren't really here and my mind has finally broken from the strain. Well, that's something at least." She poked at her own face, and then laughed a bit, sounding like something was actually humorous in the situation. "At least you're a pretty enough vision, if that's the case. Should I just follow you or what?"

Tiera rolled her eyes.

"That's a bit silly. This is all real and we're both here. I was just sent to get you, so that I can return you to your life. By the way, this is all about you having hired those people to torment Bonita, nothing else. It never was. If you want things to be normal again, I suggest you find her first and pound your head on the floor for a while. She might beat you a little, or possibly a lot, but you kind of deserve it."

"Bonita? But..." She shook then, her whole body shivering, as if she were simply too cold to go on. It wasn't that bad out of course, since Morris was pretty far south. The sun was starting to set, but it was still warm enough their breath didn't show in the air. It wasn't that then, but something emotional.

The conversation stopped, and Carol acted for all the world like Tiera wasn't there at all. It was a strange reaction, so she waited, planning to just the leave the woman shaped burden if she gave her any trouble. It was perhaps a bit much to make her whore on the streets for crumbs of bread, but it really wasn't her job to take care of this. Other than it was a family matter for her, in new and strange ways, since Bonita was set to marry her grandfather in a few weeks.

When it got dark enough, she pulled the correct amulet out of her top and took it from around her neck, hitting the sigil on the front that looked like a glowing horse. It called the whole thing into being instantly, and without discernible sound. It was a nice purple and gold color at the moment, but she changed that almost instantly, making it just about the color of the night sky.

"So, I'm off to the Capital. Would you like a ride? I swear this is all real, and not a trick. I'm Tiera, by the way. Baker. Tor is one of my brothers. Hence me getting one of these things to travel around in. I'd take more time, but my school break will be over in two days and..." Explaining felt like far too much work suddenly, so she let a smile she didn't mean cross her face. "If we're going to get you to all the places you need to in order to properly grovel, we'll have to hurry. Remember though, I'm the one that likes you. If you don't do what I say, at least well enough, I'll kill you and have done with it. No one else will give you that much of a chance."

That wasn't a happy thing to mention, but was both honest, and got the woman to walk to the craft. She needed help getting in, but just sat in the back, looking down the whole time.

Finally, as they passed through the air at thousands of miles per hour, at least nearly that fast, there was a soft voice from the back.

"So, this is really all real and I'm not insane?"

"Well... It's real. I can't tell you how your mind is doing, and you have been acting a little off. I'm not a wizard or anything. I just kill things." And then, if she were lucky, once the right people were gone, she'd join them in death.

It was a dark thing to think and one that she tried to hide from everyone, but it was her long term plan. She was going to kill Sandra Morris for murdering her girlfriend, then do the same to her father, for causing the things that led to that. Then, if she didn't take a cutter to her own throat, she had to figure that the Morris heir would. If nothing else she'd hire it done.

"You've killed people?"

"Yes. In the attack on the Capital, along with Tor and some of my school friends. Count Morris and some traitors used Austran weapons, very powerful ones, to try and kill most of the other Counts and Countesses. We killed most of their forces. I killed... I don't really know. I think it was about a thousand though, more or less." It hadn't troubled her at all and didn't now, talking about it. She knew it should, but she wasn't concerned about those men and women. They'd been helping a monster and that was enough of a reason to take their lives. It did occur to her that the woman next to her might just think she was lying, to make herself look good. She wasn't, but it didn't matter.

Carol's words were surprising though.

"I have family that might have been there. My daughters and husband. I don't really love him, but... Duty and all that. It..." She took a huge, almost gasping breath. "When we married, my father... It's really too hard to explain, but he hates me, my husband. Even from the start he did. I was forced on him, and he always resented it. For my part I thought that my way with men and good looks would make up for that, but he loved someone else and had to leave her. Divorce. To stop my father and his friends from going to war with his. Then... I didn't want my children not to gain from it, but he already had daughters. I wanted Bonita and Collette to get out of the way, so that my two would have a chance."

She sat for a bit then and finished by growling a bit.

"Except that Ginger was murdered. My only living child, Maria, hates me. I doubt that she'd take me in, after this, either. What am I going to do? I have no one, do I? Even if, by some miracle, they would take me, I look like this. No one would know me at all, would they?" There was a bit of crying to her voice, and she shifted a bit. It was pretty clear that she intended to throw herself out the side of the craft, but the doors didn't open like that. There were no handles or knobs, you had to think the command to the craft for it to work. Luckily most people didn't know that, so she just grasped at the wall, helplessly.

"Oh, that. It's just a disguise amulet, set to look only like that. I can turn it off for you." She didn't have to do a lot to make that work either, since there was no shield in the way. She just thought the command, focusing clearly enough, and the woman transformed instantly. It still wasn't a great sight, since she was dirty and ill kempt, but her face smoothed a lot and took on a new shape, that was prettier by far than the long horsey one that she'd had before. Her hair lightened and the gray vanished. Tiera didn't stare, since she had other work to do, but the eyes would be blue, she thought, if she could see them. After a second she made the wall next to the woman into a mirror, so that she could see for herself.

"Ah! I'm... me! Again! Thank you!" There was no attempt to hug her or anything, but there was a bit of happy sounding crying.

After it calmed down a bit, Tiera nodded, leaving the mirror in place.

"Remember though, If you mess this up, I won't help you. I'll leave you alone to face whatever is coming. Do what I say and... Well, I can't promise that it will work. People know what you did, and a lot of them hate you for it. All I can do is set it up so that you might have a chance. Just... Don't be stupid? Beg everyone for forgiveness and make it work. I wasn't kidding about Gerent needing a house woman however. I don't think he has anyone yet, at least." That was a bit of a plan at least.

Tiera didn't know for a fact that it would be a good one, since Carol Coltress was pretty vain and held herself above everyone else and her new brother was a midget. A real one, not just a short man. He was getting taller too, or should be, so that wouldn't be something that lasted forever, but the lady next to her could make an issue of it, if she weren't really going to try.

"Oh? I... Can sew and cook a bit. Clean too, I suppose. I spent more time with household management, as you might imagine. Is that going to be enough? I don't know if anyone would take me in, so something like that might be the best I can do. Do you think it would help if I slept with him?"

That was a good question. She didn't really know the answer at all, but nodded anyway.

"Why not suggest it? Once you get cleaned up, I mean. He might be a little shy, he's very kind and gentle, but short. A midget. Is that a problem for you?" It was better to have the woman express that now, than with the man himself facing her.

"I can't see why it would be. We might need some pillows or something to make the heights match..." It wasn't said with any ill feeling to it, there was just a bit of practicality to her tone. Almost as if she was claiming that would be the only problem that might exist at all.

Maybe it was now? If she'd been taking the clients that the regular streetwalkers wouldn't, in a middling sized town, she might not be as picky as all that. Gerent was clean and a good man. She could do worse. If he wanted her around at all. That wasn't a given. After all, he was decently bright as well.

"Good. I won't go into all of that, but he might be your best shot at impressing everyone, so I suggest you don't abuse him. The last people that tried that had their arms and legs taken and their genitals shaved off with a cutter." She smiled, which probably didn't show, even in the glow of the purple river... Which someone had made all red and green in alternating colors. There was a smaller river going from the water to what seemed to be a walled dwelling on the East side of the city, that hadn't been there the last time she'd seen the place, less than a month before.

It was at least as large as Tor's palace, and whoever lived there seemed to be pulling out all the stops, making it look at least as grand. Her guess would be that Timon had done it, since no one else she knew would make a river glow silver like that. On a whim she landed there, hoping that she was right, or at least that whoever was there would be nice about it. There was a spot for them to set down in the front, an area that looked to be made of focus stone, but that had blue lights set up all the way around it. It was pretty handy, she had to admit.

Carol goggled at the place, but didn't ask if it was their destination at all. She climbed out when Tiera did however and smoothed her shift, which was probably what she'd been wearing when she'd escaped from the rest facility.

"Is this your home?" The words held awe, and her face looked a little pale.

"Nope. I have no clue who lives here. It's new. I figured that I'd just go and knock. Gerent lives by the river, the real one. The silver one here though..." She didn't wait, walking up the path and then knocking, even as the other women held back. Like a servant might, in a similar situation.

After a few minutes someone finally came to the door, looking rather happy, all things considered. She had a very nice gown on, all in blue, and her hair was done up in a decorative fashion. The deep brown curls almost made Tiera feel envious, since her own hair was deadly straight and black, which was kind of boring.

The woman went wide eyed when she saw who was there and then jumped forward, grabbing Tiera by the shoulders, then into a tight hug.

"Tiera! Everyone has been wondering when you'd be around. Come in. You too, ma'am." She didn't look at the other woman very closely, just waving for her to enter, paying almost all of her attention to Tiera, holding her closely, as if they were friends or something.

It might even be true enough, she figured, even if it wasn't anything that Tiera really felt, for the most part. The woman had once been engaged to her older brother Tor, and then said nasty things about him in public. True, she'd been ordered to do it and they'd mainly made up, but that didn't leave her feeling warm and comfortable with the situation, did it?

Of course, when she and Gerent had been thrown in a Galasian jail and raped by the guards for sport, it was Tiera and Timon, along with a few other people, that had come to get them out. That might leave Trice feeling a good bit more inclined to like her than was totally needed. Still, a hug was better than someone trying to kill you, most of the time, so she took it and tried to look happy about the whole thing.

"Hello. I saw this place and wondered if Timon had put it up. The silver river, you know. That seems like something that he'd do, doesn't it? Is it yours?" She smiled and waited, knowing that if she was wrong, that would probably be a real difficulty. After all, in the noble world you were supposed to know things like that, even though half the time people just couldn't. That didn't matter however. It was one of those things that made their lives harder than they should be and would allow the people that wanted to the ability to take offense. It was kind of a sport for some of them.

Taking offense.

"Um... You've been away for a bit, haven't you?" There was a pause, a sucked in breath and then a rushing ahead, like someone telling bad news that they figured you needed to know. "This is Timon's and my house... While you were gone, we got married. Sanctioned by the King, and real. This isn't a joke. There were reasons for it, but..."

Tiera just stood for a moment, looking at everything and wondering what the trick was. It could be a gag after all, or something else. Perhaps a trap for some spies? Timon was twelve after all, which was too young to marry. It wasn't truly impossible, but if he were going to do that, Tiera would have suspected that he'd have married Captain Petra. They were going around together after all. Or at least she'd thought that was the case. 

"Congratulations?" That sounded right at least. Tiera smiled and looked around the place, which was both huge and grand. The frames of the doors were all gold in color, like the metal, and had fine carvings along the sides and top. Through the door looked to be a sitting room, done in cream and blue. There was carpet that ran over the entire floor, and in a light color, which would have been a horrible idea if it couldn't be replaced instantly, thanks to magic.

There was an appreciative murmur from behind her and Trice let go, not letting her face fall at all as she turned to look at the bedraggled and thin woman in the still open door.

"This is incredible. Simply amazing. Warm too. The places that I've stayed recently have all been a bit drafty, so I've learned to appreciate that sort of thing." For the life of her, the woman seemed almost happy to be there, even if she were half covered with filth... and shame. Her bare legs and wooden sandals were so far out of place that it almost seemed as if she was doing it on purpose. Trying to make a statement about something or another.

If the idea of the day was that this was supposed to be her brother and new sister in-law's place, Tiera decided to act like she'd simply been told the truth in the matter. After all, if this really was her new sister, then calling her a liar right off the bat would be nearly unforgivable. It would be better to play along, and let them have their game, if that was the plan. She just didn't care. Not anymore. It really didn't seem all that likely though, did it? She would have been more believing if Trice had claimed to have stolen Todd away from Countess Thorgood, or even managed to grab Tor somehow. Timon... Well, that just didn't make any sense at all.

In that state, perhaps a bit less understanding and trusting than a good sister would have been, she nodded.

"Would it be possible for Carol to wash up, and perhaps borrow a clothing amulet? Her things have been temporarily misplaced and we need to do some visiting later. So she can try and redeem herself." That got Trice to finally really look at the poor seeming woman and understand who it was she was viewing. It seemed to shock her a bit, or more than that, and her eyes went wide.

"Ah. Yes, certainly. Here, let me show you to a room." That didn't take long, since most of those were simply up on the second, third and fourth floors, she confided. The inside of the space they were shown to was simply vast. Trice grinned as she pointed to where things were. "I know, it's a bit overdone, but we have the space and so far no one has come to visit overly. Just Gerent and Collette really. Well, Tor came once, but... I'll let Timon go into that with you later? He should be back for dinner. Those others will be coming. Is that all right, do you think?"

Tiera nodded.

"Probably. The groveling will have to start somewhere and Collette wasn't the wronged party, so that might be easier. Don't you think, Carol?" It wasn't good to talk about people like they weren't there after all. Only rude people did that.

The sound that came out of the Baroness was gruff and seemed like a denial, at first, until she headed to the bathing chamber, which required a nice long walk. The single room they were in was bigger than her whole family's old house in Two Bends. She called back though, not turning.

"Do you have healing amulets around here as well? If the plan is for me to be beaten, I mean?" The strange and almost wonderful thing there was that she actually got that it would come to that.

Tiera had been afraid that she might have thought the whole thing was finished already.

"I have an extra on me, so don't worry. No shield though, so it will probably hurt."

Technically that wasn't true. She had a second shield on her person too, she was just proclaiming that the woman wasn't going to get one while being beaten. That would remove the whole point, and possibly make the woman feel safe enough to relapse into bad behavior.

There was the sound of running water then, so Tiera sat on a soft chair that was next to the bed. It didn't make a lot of sense to have sitting room furniture there, but here she was, using it anyway. That sort of proved she was wrong, didn't it? Trice winked and held up a finger, but didn't run out of the room, just pulling things from under the top of her dress.

One of them, Tiera realized, was a silence amulet.

The curly haired woman smiled.

"So, you've captured a wild Baroness. Any plans for her?"

Tiera looked at the room, which didn't seem any different at all, and decided that she liked the place. It was ostentatious to a degree that real people couldn't ever have, but it would impress anyone looking at it, which had to be the plan. She felt it, and she knew it was all just magic. Even Tor's place had been done in a more sensible and realistic manner however.

"I was thinking I'd see if Gerent needs a house woman. She's already agreed, complete with the knowledge that I'll literally kill her if she makes him feel poorly. She'll also provide other services for him. If he wants. That's how I found her earlier today, offering herself to two men on the street for a copper. I don't know if she's fixed herself, but if not, I'm going to simply execute her. Don't tell anyone that. We just don't need her as a weight around our friends' necks any longer. So one way or the other this is going to be done in the next few days."

Trice made a face at her. It was a bit sad, but not angry seeming at all.

"Gerent... He's putting on a brave face, but he's been so lonely. I know he loves me, but, with the marriage and all, well... I don't know. This might not go over well. He's pretty shy about sex, and having another man's wife basically be his private whore could be a little bit too much for him." She kept watching the bathing room door, as if expecting Carol to try and sneak out.

If she were smart, that would be the best course of action, but it would also mean leaving her old life of privilege behind for good. If nothing else she could earn a better class of man to service, being clean and looking like herself. It wouldn't be a perfect life, but it might be better than the beatings she was in for.

That part of things was a little hard for Tiera to handle really. It wasn't that she was opposed to such things, and it was real enough. She'd been on the receiving end of one once herself at school even. The woman would almost certainly be knocked around. It was just the idea that it was her own family that would be doing it that was hard for her to understand.

"Maybe I should beat her?" It was just an idea, and seemed to come out of the blue, but Trice stopped for a few seconds and then started to let her head bob.

"I... think that might actually be wise. You don't care about it all, one way or the other, and are known to be strong and a good fighter, so no one will think that the punishment isn't fair. You can do it without weapons too and let her heal halfway through, so she won't die from it. I don't think that Collette will kill her, not for real, but I don't know she won't either. Bonita just might. She was hiding it well when this came out, but I heard she was really planning to challenge her step-mother to a duel to the death. She only held her hand because Tor begged for her life. Carol's, I mean."

The idea of innocent and sweet Nita being driven to that end almost made Tiera want to go and start the punishments right then. She didn't, because it wasn't her problem to solve personally. They had a solution, and it would have to work, or be changed with input from the others.

"Should we get everyone together for it, or do all the beatings separately?" She was joking of course, figuring that it would be more efficient to handle them at the same time, but Trice shrugged. It was a move that she'd probably learned from Tor, even if she didn't know it. Most people didn't do that at least.

"My vote is separate, for each of the involved parties. This is big. What she did to Nita was huge and should have probably cost her life already. A few weeks of sucking cock isn't enough to teach her anything. Humbling that kind of person just makes them mad. Of course, learning fear doesn't make a person better either, just too afraid to act, but hopefully we can work something out." If she really meant the last bit, it was hard to tell. She just smoothed her pretty blue dress over her leg and stood up.

That part was so that she could get out the clothing amulet.

Then they had to wait for a decently long time for Carol to reappear. She looked fresher, and was totally dry, but had nothing on. It made her a little jealous, Tiera realized, since the woman had a much better bust line than she did. She was just, skinny. All over. Carol actually had curves, even as thin as she currently was.

Lofting the silver amulet, Trice climbed to her feet and scurried across the rug covered stone of the floor. It looked to be a white marble with blue streaks in it, covered by soft and shaggy throw rugs. Holding the thing out, which was on a silver chain, she winked.

"Keep this. It's a gift. Would you like me to help you, or have you used them before?"

The look that Carol Coltress gave Trice wasn't very friendly. In fact, if she'd been wearing makeup it might well have peeled from her face under the intensity of it. 

"You little bitch! You think that you can rub your new found wealth in my face? Just because you've been sleeping with that wizard, you suddenly think that you're better than everyone else? I should-"

"Shut up."

Tiera stalked across the room, not feeling even a bit as angry as she sounded. That was a good thing, and a new one, but her old reflexes were still all there, and really she knew how to handle bossy people that attacked with words, didn't she? With violence. It was the time honored method and everything.

Carol stopped at least and spun in place, just in time to catch a shielded fist to the middle. She doubled over and went most of the way to the floor, even though it was only a little blow, not one carrying her full force or weight even.

"You'll apologize to Trice, take the damn amulet, and remember your manners from now on. I'm not going to warn you every two hours about how to behave. This is it. A person trying to give you a gift should be thanked. That's the only proper response. What I want to know is, why am I having to tell you this at all? I'm almost certain that you had classes on this kind of thing at some point, even if you can't get it from context at the moment."

 There was a pained sound and gasping for a long time, the woman standing there nude, her light brown skin darker than Tiera by several shades. Trice was about the same, or a little darker, herself. About normal, for both of them. She was the one that got looks, being so pale all the time.

"Sorry... I forgot myself."

It was a start. Not a perfect one and Tiera wondered how many times she was going to have to hit the woman before she snapped and just killed her. Her guess was between five and seven. That was one. She decided to actually keep track of it, just to see how it worked. She loved numbers after all, and knowing that kind of thing, how much she could take without killing an annoyance, just seemed like a good plan.

The woman bowed. Not low enough, given what she'd been saying to Patricia in her own home, but again, it was a start.

"Forgive me for... being a bitch, I guess. I do indeed know better and your gift is kind and most welcome. Things have been stressful for me over the last months and I..." She ran out of words, which was a thing that Tiera understood pretty well. 

It was part of noble society that she wasn't that wild about at all, all the begging and apologizing, with actual kneeling and scraping being involved. In Two Bends you had to say you were sorry if you wronged someone, but no one bowed or hit you when you did. It wasn't that one way was better than the other and she got the general idea, but it still made for a lot of awkward dinner parties. Really, most of these people would benefit from holding less of those. It seemed like you had to go to something like that at least once a week, if you were in the Capital.

Even at school they were held at least once a month. More often if you had friends in the homemaking studies section. She sort of did too. Not close personal friends, but people she knew. And Sherri.

Thinking of the girl made her want to blush. It wasn't that she didn't like her, but she'd been having sex with her regularly, starting about a week or two after Regina died. Everyone else probably thought that it was about her being fickle, or not really loving Reggie. That would be due to the fact that most people were morons. The reason she was doing things with Sherri was all about getting everyone else to leave her alone. Especially Tor. Timon wasn't that bad, though she had no illusion that he didn't get what was going on with her. Tor however, if he figured it all out, he'd try to stop her.

Timon might eventually too, but not until after she'd had her revenge.

"Good enough. We all have our moments, no need to draw this out." Trice said it with good humor, and didn't make the woman do more than she had. That was the polite way of handling things like that, but what were the odds that anyone else was going to follow suit that night? 

There was no clock in the room and Tiera didn't have a watch on her either. She actually owned one, but it was in her school dorm room. It had been a bit of an oversight, not taking it with her while she spied on her personal foes, because armies, even the decently new and expanded County Morris one, ran by the clock. It would have let her get a little more sleep for instance, on more than one occasion. She'd stayed up for three days straight at one point, trying not to miss anything.

Without asking then, probably feeling put out by the woman, Trice dressed her. The outfit Carol ended up in was pretty. A white dress with several layers, with blue flowers on the sleeves and highly polished black leather shoes with white stockings. It was, perhaps, a little young for the woman, but not so much she couldn't carry it off at all. Tiera drove it into her memory, so that she could use it herself sometime. Maybe with pink flowers? It hung there, along with Carols face, behind Tiera's eyes.

That was the sign that she had it, she knew. She wouldn't forget what it looked like. Probably ever.

The problem, Trice assured them, with having a new home, was that you didn't have years of entertainments just lying about, waiting for guests.

"All I can really offer is conversation, and I need to save some of that for the meal. Oh, will the beatings begin before or after? I'm inclined to say before, but that might leave everyone too raw for the meal. Tiera, any thoughts?"

She sighed.

"Before. If it were my sister wronged like that, I'd probably explode, if I had to wait that long. Am I needed to help with the meal?" The instant the question was out, she winced. It was hard and real and her sister-in-law, if that was the fact, looked slightly put out by what she'd said. You weren't supposed to ask things like that, because it implied that the person being asked was too poor to have servants. She knew that wasn't the case, since Timon was actually doing pretty well. She just didn't know if they had anyone yet. That was all.

"No, the staff can handle it." There was a dark look that went with that, but then she raised her eyebrows at Carol. "I hear that you might get a position with Gerent? That's a step up, I hear. Or several." She didn't have to add who she heard it from, and the Baroness colored, turning a deep crimson.

"I did apologize already." The tightly clenched teeth made it a bit harder to hear, but those were the words. 

Trice... Bowed, if only a bit.

"True, you did. Excuse me please? I should go and see how things are going. It's..." She had a watch, on a gold chain and everything. It was in a little pocket on her left side, and barely made a bulge. "Only about seven-thirty. Dinner is, naturally, at nine. Capital time." Then she left quickly, glancing back at Carol like she secretly wanted to beat the woman herself. That was probably a bad plan, but might be needed, at the rate things were going.

Carol turned on her the instant the door closed and started to scream.

"How dare you lay ha-" Then the gasping made it too hard for her to talk. It was another single blow, taking her in exactly the same spot as before.

"That's two, and one more than I said I was giving you as a warning. I'm not certain you really understand what's going on here, and it might be a problem later if you don't. Right now you're about twenty seconds from being taken out and executed. I have no tolerance for this kind of thing at the best of times, and you hurt Bonita, who, in case you missed it, is going to be my grandmother in a few days. Right now I don't have a wedding present for her, but I'm considering making a wall decoration for her. Out of your head." She stopped, stomped her right foot hard while the other woman groaned a bit and held up her right hand to stop her from speaking. "Wait. That all sounds like I'm joking with you. Jesting... That isn't the case. I will kill you, if you don't fix yourself. I know it doesn't seem fair to you, but you see... I just don't care. You aren't family yet, and even if you were I wouldn't let you get away with what you've been pulling. Do you understand what I mean?"

The other woman looked ready to fight by the time she was finished talking, and stood suddenly, her right fist clenched and moving upward. That only served to have her hit a half dozen times, each of them hard enough to require a healing amulet, if they were going to a polite meal at all. Baroness Coltress ended up on the floor, unconscious.

That, unfortunately, didn't last, since she started to moan and cry piteously after she woke up, less than a half minute later. Rolling her eyes, Tiera moved closer to her. She accidently stood on the edge of her dress, pinning the larger woman in place.

"Do you understand the process here yet? Before you start in on it, let me assure you that I don't care about what the King wants, how powerful your family is, or anything of that nature at all. The only thing I care about is you actually acting like a civilized human being. That, your own good behavior, is the only coin you have that will work with me. I don't need anything else you have. Just be polite." It sounded pretty good, until she glared and answered.

"Oh, like you?" She sneered a bit, which got her clipped in the jaw by a shielded right hand, taking the woman all the way to the floor again.

"Of course not. I expect you to behave like a real person, not someone like me. What kind of silly question is that?"

The woman didn't answer, just dissolving into tears. Before she could speak, Tiera hushed her and then shook her head.

"Remember, do what I tell you to. Later, when I'm beating you, you'll have a chance to fight back. Perhaps you'll want to work on a plan for that now? I tend to be a little weak on guarding my knees, since almost everyone I fight is much taller. They forget to attack there at all. That might be a place to start."

Not that she was the end all of fighting or anything, but for once, in Carol Coltress, she was both stronger, faster, and had better fighting skills than her target. It was actually kind of refreshing. Most of the time, at practice, she had to go up against people that were many times better than she was still. Oh, she was gaining skill, that wasn't the problem. She just hadn't been at it for as long as all the others. It made a difference.

When Carol could finally speak, she didn't curse or clench a fist at her. That meant she was able to learn, right? How long the lesson would last, she didn't know. Tiera guessed that it would be around an hour or two. Hopefully she wouldn't need another beating until later, after the meal. It would break things up, if she had to do it halfway through the meal, but not in a good way.

They went down early, and were served drinks in the front sitting room, though Trice joined them. This was done mainly in silence, with an injured Carol sitting there, the bruises on her face turning darker by the minute. One of them was even a good likeness of Tiera's right fist, complete with all the knuckles that had made contact.

Timon got there before the others, but only by a matter of feet it seemed, so there was no knocking at the door to inform them about what was going on, just a slight sound of wind from outside and then a door closing, moments later.

"Trice? Gerent and Collette are here." There was only one voice, so Patricia called back.

"Over here! We have guests too." She didn't say who exactly, which meant Tim was in for a decent surprise, since, Tiera thought, he actually liked his sister for some strange reason. Collette on the other hand might not be nearly as pleased for her part in things.

That... actually didn't go in the direction she thought it would at all.

Timon walked in, saw her and half ran over to her.

"S'Tiera! How have you been? You missed my wedding. That was kind of sudden though. Real. I don't know if you got the story yet? We expect presents, but you can take a load of things to Austra for me tomorrow, and we'll call it even?" He grinned and then hugged her again, holding her close to whisper in her ear. "You get paid, but it's more important than it sounds like."

When he pulled back, still holding her hands for some reason, as if she might escape, she just agreed to do it. After all, coin was coin, and she'd need more eventually. At least if she had to keep herself and Carol in squirrel meat sausage. Oddly, thinking about that made her stomach growl a bit. Not that she had a great love for that particular animal, food wise at least, but the growing she was doing was intense, and made her hungry all the time.

Timon, for his part, hadn't really started to grow yet at all. Tor had explained that one to her. It was so he could start in the normal pattern for nobles. It would take longer, but not hurt as much. In the end they would all be over seven feet tall. Including her. That would probably ruin her looks a bit, since heavy features looked manly, and that couldn't be helped at those sizes, but she'd live. Tor seemed to think that it wouldn't be as bad as all that however. That meant he'd either done something already to fix it, or he just didn't want to be bothered with her vanity.

 Gerent was in front of Collette, who took one look at her mother and made a disapproving face.

"Hello. I didn't expect to see you here. From the look of things, it seems you're up to your old tricks?" She pointed to the bruises and swelling, but everyone got the idea anyway. "In that case, perhaps you have room for a few more?"

Then, quickly and efficiently, Collette moved in to beat her step-mother.
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There was a smooth flow to the action, a weapon coming out instantly, which seemed to be a large one that had several different sigils on it. The kind of thing that Tiera had seen before, with her brother Tor, but not really known were available. It had at least eight different kinds of effects right in the one package, which meant that it would probably cost nearly as much as the house they were in to purchase. That she had a thing like that was incredibly telling.

Somebody thought very highly of her.

"No!" The cry came, not from Carol, who was just glaring at her step-daughter, unwilling to back down it seemed, even if pain would be coming shortly, but from Gerent, who leaped in front of her holding his arms out. "Collette, no! You can't do that!"

As angry as the women was, her fine features going into red already, she froze and held the thing in her hand up at the ceiling.

"Move Gerent. You don't know what she did."

He was a bit breathless, probably from fear, but didn't do what she asked, looking at the floor instead. It was kind of humble, but at the same time he shook his head, slowly.

"You mean tormenting Bonita Coltress, and making her life so awful that she almost couldn't stand it? Being unloving to her own family and threatening to harm and kill people for simply seeing to what was right? Like Tor and Count Lairdgren?"

"All right, so you do know what she's done. Now move out of the way and I'll finish this. It was a mistake to try and get her to repair herself. I shouldn't have let the others convince me it was a good idea."

That... Tiera was suddenly torn, understanding that the whole situation was very similar to one that she'd been in herself. Tor had asked her not to take things with the Morris family too far, counting on them all to act in civil and responsible ways, after they had a bit of a fight. That ended with Regina being killed by Sandra. Maybe Collette had the right of it then? Was the only way out of this for the woman to die? If so, then the younger blonde didn't need to be the one to handle it, did she? Killing her parent, even one as evil and stupid as Carol seemed at times, would damage her.

"Collette..." She didn't know what to say, but was about to offer to simply take the woman and go, making certain she vanished into the night, when Timon sighed dramatically, calling the attention of the room to himself.

"This isn't the same situation Tiera." He was looking at her directly, making it seem like he'd been reading her mind, at least very nearly. "Carol hasn't been perfect and deserves to be punished, but she just doesn't have, and never will have, the power of Sandra Morris. If she shows any remorse at all, or knowledge that she's done something wrong..."

Collette seemed baffled by the statement and looked at her then, glaring as if she suspected Tiera was up to something. Planning to steal her prize away.

"We can't let her get away with this."

The words were ones that Tiera had spoken herself, in regards to the whole Morris clan, and it really had turned out that she'd been correct. It was hard to see past that, a fine anger settling into her, being transferred to Carol, since the others were out of reach for the moment.

"She... did seem to be more aware of her actions earlier. The beating I gave her before, was just to help her hold to that new course. She relapsed for a bit, that's all. The plan right now is for her to grovel and beg for a while, then I'll beat her, heal her up with an amulet and then do it again, so she doesn't perish from it. Then we have dinner. Is that a good enough start? As King Cordes once told me, we can always kill her later." That had been the version of the Ancient in her brother's skull, but it still counted, didn't it?

Apparently enough to get the still enraged woman in front of her to smile. It was a grim and dark thing, but didn't even pretend that she wasn't taking glee in the idea.

"I can get behind that. All right, beg forgiveness. Consider it practice for what you'll need to do with Bonita." There was no move to hit her first or anything, even after the complex and dangerous device in her hand went away.

Carol, being a true noble, froze. It was like she'd been caught doing something naughty, and didn't know what to do suddenly. Gerent was still right in front of her, standing between the woman and her step-daughter, which couldn't have been comfortable at all for him. He looked pale and drawn, his arms being held low, but in front of his body. It wasn't exactly a powerful looking pose, but Collette had to notice that, even with a large and very well armed noblewoman in front of him, one that he probably considered a friend, he still didn't get out of the way.

It was incredibly brave. Then, anyone that didn't know that about her new brother was a fool, weren't they? Every single thing that he'd done that she'd ever seen or heard of, marked him as a true hero. A tiny and noble one, even if that hadn't truly been the case in his first actions, not having been adopted yet.

Tim cleared his throat softly.

"Baroness Coltress? Not to be rude, but for something like this, I'd suggest at least going to your knees and bowing your head. Collette wasn't personally wronged, but going after your own family like that is going to take some work to repair." He sounded almost gentle, for him. Considering that he'd taken a sitting Count once, and tortured the man for hours over something that was no worse than this really, if more physical in nature, it was even kind.

It still took a while for the woman to sink to her knees, tears starting to fall. That was due to the humiliation, most likely, not any real remorse, but she started in with a voice that sounded sincere enough.

"I was cruel to her. To Bonita. I wanted my own children to do well and thought that you and she were in their way. It was evil and I knew it at the time. I know that I don't deserve forgiveness in the matter and am only doing this so that the punishment can end. It was horrible. I had to do things that... No one cares about that. I've been punished enough though. You should forgive me. I've paid for what I did and won't do it again. Isn't that enough?" She didn't keep going on, but Gerent spun and stared at her, hard.

In fact he was very nearly glaring and kept it up for several minutes as the room went to a dead silence. When he spoke his words carried weight. A sadness even, and he shook his head slowly as he stepped to the side.

"I'm sorry Collette. I can see that I erred in my thinking. She is your mother though, so you shouldn't kill her. Tiera and I will do it for you." Then slowly, he sank to his own knees. "I was wrong, and it created a rift between us. Please forgive me for not understanding the situation. I was only seeking to do what was right. I know that isn't an excuse for ignorance and understand that you can't be my friend any longer. I'd just hoped that you could be a family again. I've never had that, and want it for my friend. I can't ask you to..." There was real sobbing then and Collette, angry or not, went and pulled him from the floor, holding him closely, like a pet, but still seeming to mean it.

"There is nothing wrong between the two of us, Gerent. You did the right thing. I think that my point has been proven anyway, don't you?" She looked at Tiera and then Trice, but avoided Timon for some reason.

That didn't make a lot of sense, because her brother wasn't going to stop them from executing the woman for her crimes. That wouldn't make sense after all.

Except that he snorted and looked around the room, his face smiling a bit.

"Or we can let her try it again? What do you say Carol? One more chance to get it right? Then Tiera can kick your ass for a while and so forth. When you seem ready, we can take you to the others that you've wronged. Too many people have invested actual time and energy into fixing you for that lame an apology to be the last gasp, but you have to do better. You aren't wearing a truth amulet, so lie. The tears were a good start, but I don't know, how about you focus on the wrongs you did and the bad parts of yourself? You don't have to think they're true even, just start listing off bad traits and people will assume that they fit. They do that even for good people, so it's a workable trick. You saw what Gerent did, try to make it more like that? Go ahead. Hurry please, I'm starting to get hungry and we need to see to that beating before we can eat. The food will get cold if we take too long." Again he sounded soft and gentle, even as he corrected the woman. It was really out of place. Normally he'd have delivered the words with coldness and seemed far too hard for his twelve years to have made him.

"Fuck you, little boy. I know how to give an apology." The words came with a bitter smile, from the woman who was still on her knees.

Timon laughed.

"Then get to it. Please."

She did a much better job then. It was all playing, her tears slightly overdone, her words a bit too flowery to be real. They took turns making her correct it, as Collette stood, looking like she wanted to flat out murder the woman, humbling herself or not. Then, she had to be able to tell that it wasn't real at all.

Then, as promised, Tiera beat her for ten minutes, putting about half a pint of her blood on the nice sitting room carpet, then let her heal for nearly the same length of time. After that she did it again, even as the lady begged for her to stop, moaning and crying for real, finally.

It was enough though. Tiera remembered her tears on the side of the road, and suddenly stopped, looking at Collette.

"We can leave her like this for the meal."

Collette shook her head, looking at Gerent.

"No, let's heal her. If I hear of you trying to hurt Bonita, with words or deed, ever again, I will kill you. I can forgive the harsh things you said to me, perhaps, in time, but I won't forgive that." She didn't ask for the woman to tell her she understood, but that wasn't needed. They all did.

Tiera wondered if the woman was really just going to die anyway? She had to be thinking the same thing. Gerent gave her a healing amulet, letting her hold it for a long time, so that she could heal properly, then offered his hand to her. It was clear that the movement was meant to help her to stand, but she got up on her own and handed over the stone device that had a bright green outline of her brother Tor on it without waiting. Still holding his hand.

"Thank you, Gerent. I..." She bowed and held it, her head nearly to her waist. "I apologize for my lack of skill earlier. I caused trouble for you and should not have." She didn't go on and stood back up, but gave the tiny man a look that seemed to indicate that the matter wasn't finished and that it might be a good thing for her protector. It wasn't perfectly done, but was a good enough thing that Tiera was willing to let it go.

So was everyone else, which meant they finally got to eat. That part of the new growth she was doing was harder than she'd figured on. Instead of wanting food every day, once or twice, she was starving all the time. That felt like what was happening at least. She half ran to the table, knowing that she'd look like a greedy freak if she wasn't careful, but waited for Trice to indicate where she should sit. They had a server, an older man that actually looked a bit familiar to her. She focused on the face, letting it come back. He'd been at Tor's bakery the last time she'd seen him.

"Thom?" She smiled and the man bowed to her roughly. It wasn't a smooth thing, but she had a feeling that the position might just be one that Trice had made up to give him something to do. If so, that was a kindness, since the fellow was just some man from near her school that didn't have anyone else to help him in his old age. If Timon and Trice were going to care for him, that was a good thing. Tor probably should have done it, but that might have seemed too much like charity? Doing it this way he could feel like he was earning his keep. He wasn't infirm, having been healed recently of all the ills of old age, so he probably could manage it well enough even.

His serving skills weren't up to the palace standard yet, but he didn't do that poorly either, especially if it were a new thing for him. She made a point of smiling at him, even if it wasn't real. After all, he'd always been polite to her. Besides that, this probably meant he was kind of like family, didn't it? A friend of these others at least.

He was also smart enough to load her up with food when he came around. Far more than she could have eaten before. Gerent too, once she looked over. Not as much, perhaps, but enough that at each course she boggled a bit. They both cleaned their plates however and didn't seem too uncomfortable about it after the dessert.

The instant it was finished, Timon stood up and left the room, only to come back a few minutes later, talking to someone on one of the new communications devices. It took her a few moments to recognize the voices, but she got it when Prince Alphonse spoke for a bit.

It left her feeling warm and a bit happy really, since they were good friends.

Sort of cousins too, which was less than perfect, but she didn't let herself consider that part of things for a bit.

"I see, so Carol Coltress is back and ready to set things right? That's good. When I heard what she'd been doing to Nita I nearly ordered her death." There was a pause, but it was only long enough for good drama. "So did mother. I know, you probably think that I can't order someone killed like that, but you'd be surprised what some people are willing to let the Heir to the throne get away with, under the right circumstance. So, what's the plan there? Do you need me to come and keep the Coltress family from killing her? Or help hide the body?" He was being slightly playful about it, but from the sound of things, the Queen was taking it all a good bit more seriously in the background. She actually suggested that the woman finding her way into the deep desert, naked and without the ability to call for help, might be a good punishment for her.

Luckily no one was taking that too seriously.

Tiera sighed and then shook her head, feeling a bit put upon, even if collecting the woman from Barton had been her own doing. It was, she knew, a mistake. It would have been better not to involve herself in the situation at all, but here it was. She'd started her part in this and had to see it through, one way or the other.

"Right now we need to contact the other members of her family and then arrange to take her around to grovel and be beaten. Then I plan to dump her on poor Gerent. Sex slave and general house worker for now. Alphonse, will you visit with him for a few weeks to make sure she's doing her duties properly? On the good side, she does actually seem wise enough to like him so far. Then she can go back to her country estate, after Gerent feels she's rehabilitated enough." It was almost funny, but no one laughed at all. Not even the Prince. Instead there was a low sound that seemed to be indicating general agreement.

The King spoke then, from further away in the room.

"Baroness Coltress, will you move to the device?" It worked the other way around, with Timon scampering over to her, handing the thing to her directly, even as she sneered at it. That got Tiera to walk over and hit her again. It was just a cuff to the back of the head though and wasn't hard.

"Hey!" The woman sounded put out, but everyone in the room with her, except Gerent, chuckled. Even Thom.

Trice explained.

"Part of her retraining I think. She made a face at the device, so Tiera hit her. I think the general plan is to get her ready to face Nita. You should probably take her to see Maria first..." Then she went silent and looked away, which was so phony that Tiera had to fight rolling her eyes. No one mentioned that the Wards were supposed to have become traitors.

That would be rude of course.

Tiera spoke anyway, after all, she was a traitor too wasn't she? Just because she wasn't actively going to kill the King anymore, that didn't mean she was happy with the man. He'd supported the people that killed Regina. Yes, it was true, there had been political reasons for it, but the fact was, he'd done it. That had led to worse things over time, such as an attack on his own city that had nearly led to him dying personally. On the good side that meant they were loosely on the same side now, so she tried to let it go and not get too angry with him. Even after being changed, that situation got her blood boiling, almost instantly.

"I'll contact her and set that up. Regardless of what else is going on, this situation is separate and needs to be dealt with. Besides, I'm not all that certain they're in the wrong." That, she knew, would probably keep her from being invited to King's week later in the year. Luckily she wasn't planning on going anyway.

The King didn't sound all that happy as his voice came from the little glass device.

"I see. I'd hoped that we'd put such things behind us... Tor assured me that being family would repair that?"

"He assured you wrongly then. Oh, I won't call for your head, but I won't abandon my friends over you either. It isn't a personal thing, but..." She forced herself to look at the others, and noticed that no one was glaring at her at all. Gerent was making eye contact, but he wasn't staring. "Well, it is, isn't it? You threw in with my enemies and it cost me more than anyone can ever repay. There's nothing you can do to bring Regina back. You let them go and then let her escape justice. I get that it wasn't your plan, but..." She didn't know what else to say. It all hurt, but that probably wasn't a good enough reason to sit there talking about all of this with the King himself. She just didn't care if he took offense. If she had to die for it, well, that would be a mess, but as long as Sandra and the Count her father died first, she could accept it.

It wasn't particularly sane, but life wasn't. That was her world now. Maybe it had always been, and now she was learning enough to see it?

"I... Know. Well, see to that, then." The line broke, without more being said. It was a dismal thing, she knew, but Timon didn't wait for anyone to discuss how clearly in the wrong she was. Carol was looking at her strangely. It wasn't a happy thing at all, but her eyes seemed less tense suddenly. Almost as if she were letting Tiera know that her speaking like that to King Richard made her feel better for some reason.

Why that would be she had no clue, and didn't really think she wanted to bother finding out. After all, there was nothing to gain by throwing in with the rebellion. That they had to lose, in the end, was just so clear that Tiera nearly hated them for it. It was a waste, disturbing the peace with a plan that simply couldn't do any good for the world at all. Richard had his enemies, but like her, most of them hadn't been harmed because they were hated. It was just that politics had gotten in the way, disrupting everything. As far as she'd ever heard that was the simple truth. People had said they thought Richard was bad for Noram, but no one had spoken of him harming them personally as their reason. Poor planning, taxes, or in some cases not letting Counts tax others, backing people other than them... all of these had been mentioned, but no clear abuses were.

That didn't mean she loved the man overly. Even if he were an in-law after a fashion now. A nephew in-law? Because that made sense, didn't it? If she were a less trusting soul she might have felt that Tor had made the whole thing up to save the man from her. She wasn't totally certain that wasn't just the case really. She couldn't prove otherwise, so let it go. A lot like she was doing with Trice and Timon's marriage.

The device freed up, Tim went and got his other handheld, so that the Wards could be contacted and informed that they were needed for some entertaining groveling. Timon actually phrased it that way, which got Maria to respond in a snooty tone that was cute sounding when you didn't have to see her pinched features distorting all out of reality over the idea.

"We have to grovel? To whom? And why? I can't remember doing anything to you personally that should require that, Countier Lairdgren. Did..." She sounded uncertain for a few moments, then let herself keep going. "Is it about that matter from a few weeks ago? I... can see that. I suppose that if you need us to, we could-"

He spoke over her, rudely.

"Not at all. No, Tiera has captured your mother and we're taking turns watching her be beaten and helping her perfect her apologies, before the main event with Bonita. It took a false start, but she didn't do too badly earlier here, with Collette. I think that Tiera wants to do this in the next few days and tomorrow she needs to be in Austra, so if we could do your portion of that in the morning? That will let me set up a shipment for The Royal Table and send a few of the new communications devices along for Denno and his people." It probably all made sense, on some level, but it was pretty clear that something had happened that Maria knew about and that her brother didn't want discussed in public.

That got them an appointment for the early morning, which meant that they were allowed to go off to their rooms for the night, shortly after that. Tiera kind of wondered if, after the first real beating for her wrong doings, Carol would take off in the night. It was pretty clear that Collette had the same thought, and made a bed appear in the hallway, actually across the woman's door, blocking it from being an easy escape. Tiera knew this because she had to walk past it to get to her own room, which was the one next to it.

Gerent just stood, clearly not knowing what to do. Trice wasn't around, and Timon was off doing something or another. Carol vanished inside, but a few moments later opened the door and looked at them all, her face hard.

"Countier Lairdgren? Would you spend the night with me? I fear that Collette might take the opportunity to, end my days, as it were, if no one else is around." She didn't seem all that scared, and Collette actually nodded, as if the same plan had occurred to her already.

The little fellow blushed brightly, then he stammered, more than a bit.

"I... that might send the wrong message, maybe if Tiera..." He looked desperate and sought her eyes, his face imploring.

Tiera thought about it and answered with all the concern she could muster, which wasn't much, and what was there all had Gerent's name on it.

"Well, that depends Gerent. Are you trying to avoid sex with her? That's fair, given everything. I think that everyone assumes that you'll be doing that with her, including Carol, so no one will think less of you for it. If you don't want to, well, given the evening, I think no one will take offense about that either. She has a real point though. Unless you were inviting me too? That might be a little awkward, since I have to thrash her again, probably several times. I might be too nice about it if we were having sex too. Probably not, but it could happen. Plus, you're my adopted brother, so that could be a bit strange. If we hide it from the rest of the family it should be fine, naturally." She didn't really mean it, since it was only the kids and Tor that it would have to be hidden from, but he blushed even brighter, which shouldn't have been possible, and shook his head.

"That's just being mean. I can't force myself on her like this."

It was, strangely and almost compassionately, Carol that fixed that.

"Agreed, Gerent. But you aren't forcing yourself on me at all. I invited you. It wasn't a mistake, and we can do whatever you wish, but it would be nice to have someone I know will stand up to my step-daughter with me. Please?" It was heavy handed, but Tiera had to agree with the plan. It was either that, or get Tim to do it and she didn't trust Carol not to make a move on him. After all, as far as she knew the boy was legal.

They didn't have to talk about it that much more and Collette allowed Gerent to crawl over her bed, but hugged him halfway across.

"Don't worry Gerent, I promise not to try and sneak in for, oh, hours. You should get her nice and tired out for me first." It was mean sounding, but when she let him go, he scolded her.

"No. No matter how this ends, you can't kill your own mother. I'll be sleeping across the door on the other side, so I suggest you don't try anything. I won't let you do that."

The woman... kissed him then. A lot more romantically than Tiera would have suspected from her. Not that she was showing poor taste, but it seemed like a new thing, from Gerent's reaction.

"Agreed. Sleep well then."

The night went on and Tiera got to her own room, deciding not to worry about what Baronetta Coltress might do with her problems for a while. As to what Gerent and Carol were doing, well that was up to them, but she had to figure that it would actually be sleeping, since the Baroness had to be nearly as exhausted as Tiera was herself. Maybe more so.

It was pretty clear that they were going to have a long day, so she decided to get as much rest as possible. That wasn't nearly as much as she might have gotten though, since, it was clear a few hours later, that Collette had lied.

From the yelling it sounded like it at least. It wasn't Gerent though, making the noise, but Timon, and came from the lower level, outside the house. Only the fact that she'd had her window open let her hear it at all. She saw three forms in the silver glow of the river that ringed the compounds wall and the smaller form of her brother not ten feet away.

"Halt! This is private property-"

One of the forms rushed him, bouncing off of his already activated shield. Then a real fight started. Leaping from the second story window she ran toward the scene herself. She was unarmed, after a fashion, but also wasn't. She had two cutters imbedded in the backs of her hands and a shield in her rib cage. Clothing too, so she turned it to combat leathers, and went after a small person that, when she saw her close up, seemed to be her mother. Younger, and perhaps a bit lighter in frame. After a few seconds she realized that all of the attackers were.

Great. Because that wouldn't give her nightmares later.

She didn't bother talking, focusing on the back of her right hand and fighting, her shield taking a beating, even as she rushed in and did her own damage. They didn't stop, the three women, until she managed to get the legs off of one, the eighteen inch cutter doing its work, and Timon made the one coming for him explode. That left one, who, rather than try and run away, laughed.

"Oh, this is rich, isn't it? Well, I see that the direct approach won't do at all. I'd thought myself more than a match for you, Timmy. It seems that I was wrong? And you a man and everything. Well, let's see if this works?" She grabbed at her belt, where there was a little pouch. It was a gray outfit, made of fine cloth, but too light for the silver night. Before she got the contents out, Timon blasted her apart, which reminded Tiera far too much of what happened with Regina. In fact it caused her to relive it all, for a moment, a wave of agony ripping through her again. She was distracted when her shield started to light up then, with tiny purple lights. Then it positively glowed with them for a while.

"Nanos?" She said the word like she actually understood what it meant, though other than them being tiny machines, she didn't really.

"Probably a virus of some kind, or other biological agent. That's what Gray specialized in. Cloning too, it seems. At least that sounded like the full Gray that I've met before." He didn't move, just standing as wave after wave of things hit their shields. She got the idea. If they left and the things were tracking them, which they seemed to be, if slowly, then whatever it was might spread. By holding their ground they could let their shields do the clean-up for them.

Tiera nodded to herself and spoke without waiting for Timon to explain it all to her. She thought she got the basic idea at least.

"So, that's four times that we've killed her now. This isn't done, is it? She didn't sound that way to my ear at any rate."

"No, I don't think so. We need to get in touch with some people. This..." He watched the purple cascade for a bit and then forced a grin. "Really, I'm far too young to feel this tired of life already, aren't I?"

"I know. Me too."

Neither of them spoke for another hour, as the virus, or whatever it was finally stopped attacking them. It seemed to be all of it too, since when they started walking around nothing else came for them. Tim went off to get in touch with people and after a bit, Tiera went to her things, which were in her Fast Craft, not her room, and did the same, getting in touch with Baron Kolbrin. He was her friend after all, as well as a family member and her weapons Instructor. It probably didn't make sense to involve him yet, really, but it left her feeling better. That he was already awake, and clearly out in the practice square was clear by the thunderous blows that someone was producing in the background. Havar most likely.

That was a different problem, but she'd deal with it later, she decided.

"Kolb? This is Tiera. There's been an... interesting situation here in the Capital, at Timon's new palace. His, and Patricia Morgan's..."

"Patricia Baker's. The wedding was a fairly public affair. So, situation?"

"Three clones of Gray, apparently trying to kill Tim. Attacking at least. Then the last one managed to spread something that the shields took care of. A nano or virus most likely, but it could be different than that. I just thought I'd share that there were several of her running around and from what she said it didn't sound like she thought their dying would be any big deal. To my mind that means there are probably more of them. Tim's on with the Palace. I'll get with Tor next, since that might be an issue there as well."

"I understand. Can you come here? We might want to consolidate our forces." It wasn't an order, but sounded commanding enough for all that.

"Off to Austra today, though I'm sure you can come along? I don't know if that's the real destination however. Tim's being a little cagey about it, to tell the truth. That could mean anything though. You know him." She felt, oddly relaxed about it all, she realized. Maybe just because the Gray's hadn't been aimed at her personally yet, but for all that she'd just been in a fight, she felt pretty peaceful, if she were to be honest with herself about it. That wasn't really normal at all. If it wasn't for the fact that she'd had her shield on the whole time she would have wondered if it was an effect of some toxin or poison that Gray had gotten into her system. That wasn't likely, unless it had happened earlier. If that was the case, then they might be open for another attack, while they were feeling calm about things. Nothing happened, so she called Tor, not expecting an answer at all, since it was still early. About four in the morning, she thought. Maybe five. Hitting the sigil, she just waited.

 "Tor here." He sounded awake and efficient at least.

"Tiera on this end. We had an attack at Tim's in the Capital. The big new place? Gray. Three of her. No one knows what this really means, but they're dead. These at least."

"Crap. Well, that almost had to happen, didn't it? We need to check ma and make certain she isn't another version of Gray too. I've been avoiding that, to tell truth, since, if it's the case, then she's been like that for a long time. Maybe all her life. If that's the case... Well, then she'd still be our mother, wouldn't she? You're all right though? Tim? He won't talk to me right now. Things are tense."

It was out of order and she didn't have enough data to make sense of that, but decided not to try and get it from Tor. He wouldn't lie to her, perhaps, but he'd manipulate the whole thing, if he could, without even knowing that he was doing it. Timon was actually more honest that way, at least in regards to her.

"Well, see to your defenses and all that sort of thing. Are you at your bakery?" It made sense after all. It was his job now.

"Yes. Do you need me to come? I can see if Sherri will watch the store for me. She's actually gotten pretty good, in the last few weeks. Oh, I'm supposed to tell you that she misses you, if we talk."

"I should be back in a day or two. School and all that." She hadn't missed the girl herself. It wasn't some flaw with her though, she was nice. It was just that everything was too raw for Tiera relationship wise right now. If she really liked Sherri, and someone hurt or killed her, what would she do? She was already too far gone to take much more that way, wasn't she? "We'll talk then. I just wanted you to be ready. This seems to be something a lot bigger than I thought. I mean, clones? What's that about?"

"It's part of an emergency system the Ancients have, in case they all get wiped out and the Earth is in danger. At least that's what I was told. I'll see if I can find out anything else on that score. Um, be careful and tell Tim... I guess he won't want to hear from me, but, he's still my brother, even if he did say otherwise."

It was news to her, and had to be a new thing. For the life of her, she'd thought that they were all on more than good terms when she'd left. Was it about Trice? She'd been Tor's girlfriend for years after all. Maybe there were hard feelings that way? It didn't sound right though, did it?

 She started to clean up the bodies and wrapped them up in a large sheet of fabric that she found in the back of the place, in a shed that seemed to be real and had gardening tools. Some of those, in a rack along the wall, were actually amulets. Earth movers and compression units, pumps and so forth. Thousands of golds worth of things, just hanging there, all in focus stone with glowing sigils, so Tor's work, not anyone else.

That was a statement, after a fashion. What it meant she didn't know however. That Trice was mad enough to put these things out here, like a hoe or rake? That Timon was? Or that their gardener was so well connected that he had access to things like this as a matter of course? If so he must be the world's richest person as far as that profession went.

She thought about this and a few other inconsequential things while she wrapped up the rather gooey and sticky remains of three women that looked an awful lot like she did in the mirror. She wasn't her mother, exactly, but physically it was more than possible to make a mistake there. If anyone had seen the whole thing earlier, it might well have looking like four of the same girl had been fighting, not just three. She was different though. Her face was a bit rounder, she thought, and while pretty enough, her mother and grandmother were just a bit nicer looking. Part of that was the hair though.

Hers was so short now that it actually made her look a little bit like a boy. A very cute one, so she didn't worry about it. Most days.

It was tempting to bury the bodies, or to burn them in case any trace of that virus remained, but Timon walked over and produced a floating box, which was a Tor design, and helped her load the corpses into it, then closed the lid.

"We need to get this looked at. I don't know who can do the work. You have contact with Blue and her family, so maybe we should send them there? You can take a new communications device, so that we won't have to make trips to see them every time one of us has a new idea. Lyn already has one, so we need Black, Aunt Alice and Julie White. I'll send you with one of my new craft. They aren't as fast as the ones Tor made, but are nicer. You'll see in a bit here. I have to..." He actually stopped and looked around, as if someone might be watching him. "I'm meeting with some of the rebellion today. I don't know what they want, but I... helped some of them last week. It was bloody work, but has me and Trice in well with them right now. I should drop your name too, in case they need the extra help." He didn't seem to be kidding at all, so she nodded.

"Why not? I'm mainly focusing on Count Morris, and Sandra. You might want to warn them off of them, if they're counting on those two for aid. I don't care about sides there." They probably couldn't take her seriously, but it was what she had planned.

"I'll bring it up. Really, I kind of thought that you were going to finish that on your vacation. A bit of a surprise that you didn't. Or are they dead? I haven't heard anything, but that doesn't mean much right now."

"No, I physically checked on the Count. Sandra is too dangerous for that. When I take her it will be from a distance, and while she sleeps, or at least is working. If she isn't trying to outfit every fighter on the rebels side herself, she's a moron. I don't think I can afford to wait much longer, really. Eventually she's going to realize that her only hope is to kill me first. For all that she's a wizard, she has to have figured out that she's never beaten me in a fight. I mean, if she can."

That she might not be able to understand that fact, since her genetics caused her to hold smaller people in contempt, was a real factor. If that was the case, then she might even come for her sooner, rather than later. Tiera really wanted to see her face when she killed her, to watch it blow apart in a fine mist that slowly drifted down on the paving stones. Like what she did to Reggie. It was too kind, perhaps, so a bit of torture might just be in the cards first. It would take careful planning though. Maybe she could pick up some of that Austran pain compound? It sounded pretty harsh, which fit with what she wanted at the moment.

Her brother nodded, but didn't say much this time, just waving to the house.

"We need to clean up and get people around for the day. I need to head towards Ward myself, so... Yeah. Do you need to eat? You look to be growing. I guess that Tor saw fit to do something nice for you, not just strip you of what you are, in some kind of late night mind rape?" There was real anger in his eyes, and he stared at her with that way he had which meant he was drinking in everything she was thinking somehow.

"What? Mind rape? He made some changes in me, like we talked about. He said that he'd done you as well, and that you'll grow too, but like a regular noble, not all at once like we are. That way it will be more natural and not as hard on you... But, is that why he thinks you aren't talking to him?"

That started a conversation that was a bit more heated than she would have thought it would be. After she got the basic idea, that Tor had sort of snuck up on him and changed him in his sleep, which he took to be a huge violation, she had to agree. It was against his will after all.

It also had to be done.

Wisely, she decided not to try and debate that with him, just waiting for him to tell her what he had planned. Fighting with things like that wouldn't help and while she could see both sides of the equation, that didn't mean that Timon wanted her to do that. He'd want her to be on his side, since she was his sister. That Tor was her brother too... Well, they all got that, didn't they?

"Well, Tor isn't going to change me back and I don't think I can do it myself. Not and survive it. I've led Count Lairdgren to think that this is mainly over, but it isn't really. My initial impulse is to kill Tor. I don't think it will help and I get what he was thinking, but it doesn't make it all right. I'll probably have to kick his ass a few more times, or he'll keep doing things like this."

"A few more times?"

"Got the drop on him once already. I only hit him once, but it did knock him out. A focus stone box of space craft to the back of the head. That's why you need to go to Austra today, to deliver those to Aunt Alice and possibly bring her back here with you. I'd do it myself, since she's actually my second favorite Ancient right now, you aside, but..." He was busy. That made sense. There were rebellions to foment or whatever he was doing.

It took a bit to get everyone up and around, since, whatever had happened in their room, Gerent and Carol were still sleepy and Collette looked like she hadn't slept at all, acting as a guard for her own mother. Trice had actually slept through the whole thing, but had gotten up early to make sure the staff knew to have a meal ready for them. They were taking it with them, and eating on the craft. It was... Incredible.

Not the meal, which was just fruit and some bread, though nicely presented on a large metal tray with a cover, that was loaded onto Tim's new style craft. It was that the thing was both large and had rooms. Like a house almost. Nicer than the boat that Captain Petra had even.

"It can change and be arranged like the big houses can. It's only about half as fast as the Fast Craft." He seemed slightly ashamed of the fact, but Trice put her arm around his shoulders and gushed at them.

"And can be way bigger than this. Over two hundred feet wide and a third longer than that. The outside can look however you want it too. They come with water pumps and nice restrooms, full kitchens and almost anything that you could think of. Even furnishings. It can be both a house and a cargo hauler, a troop ship or a command center, changing to meet your needs with a few thoughts. If I wasn't already married to Timon, I'd be angling him into bed, just to try and get one. As it is, I've already had to fend off several attempts by both men and women to do the same thing and they've only been out a few weeks." She seemed more than a little proud of the fact, and it wasn't aimed at Tiera, but Carol Coltress, who also seemed more than a little impressed, once they took off and she got the full idea.

"Well, since trying to get you into bed would probably end in my death, I don't suppose you'd simply consider selling me one, would you? What do they run, price wise?"

That got answered by Collette, who was standing behind Timon, who was at the controls.

"At the moment? You can't. He's not selling at all. You have to work for him to be allowed to fly one at all even and Timon owns them all. If someone stole one... the black market price would be about four million. Really, your odds are better getting Gerent to like you enough that in a few years, when Tim is ready to sell, he can get you a deal."

 Trice walked to the back a bit, about twenty feet away, loading a plate at the central table where things were laid out. The floor had a nice red carpet on it, and the furniture looked to be made of focus stone, which looked nice, being the black kind. Trice didn't pull out a chair though, standing while she nibbled at the food. Tiera did the same, wondering if it was a ship thing. Some new custom that she didn't understand?

Carol grabbed a seat however and so did Collette. Gerent moved closer to Tiera, and looked a bit worried for some reason. That seemed to be about when he was allowed to get food, since he didn't know the rules for that. Technically... She had to think about it herself, to tell the truth and finally just asked.

Trice looked around and answered bluntly.

"Really, he should go third or fourth. I need to make a plate for Tim, since he's the captain, but then it goes by rank. I'm the first mate, and Tiera and Gerent both work for us, for the Fast Transport Service as pilots, then you two. I'm just making this up now, but I like it, don't you?" There was a smirk and chuckle that went with it all, but Collette paused for a second and then nodded.

"It actually makes some sense, being that this will soon be an international effort. The Space Fleet and all that. We need to get the rules in line early, or there will end up being a hodgepodge of different things going on, with no one really being pleased with them at all. We should write those up."

Of course it would probably all be up to Aunt Alice, Tiera knew, but the woman might not care, especially since she was going to have to be at the top.

Thinking about it Tiera ate a ripe strawberry. It was grown indoors, she thought, but didn't know how that would be done. No one in Two Bends had fresh fruit in the middle of winter at all. It almost all came from jars or the dried bins, this time of year.

"So, High Admiral, Admiral, Captain, First Mate, Pilots and then everyone else? The crews might be larger than that though. I guess section leaders and down from there?" She was making up the titles, but no one thought it was all that bad. Collette even wrote it all out and handed it off to Trice, who shrugged and passed it to Tiera, since she was the one delivering the fleet to the High Admiral.

She hadn't thought of it that way at all. There was a black focus stone box, but it was kind of a big thing. They needed to test them all, Tim had said, but if they worked, even if they were too slow, they were an honest space fleet. It might need a bit more than just handing the box over and slapping the woman on the rear.

She thought about it while cleaning her plate and resisting the urge to take more. It looked good, but Tim hadn't had any yet and Gerent needed it at least as much as she did, she was willing to bet. He didn't get anything else either, and the others waited too, so she was happy enough about her decision.

When they got to Warden, they actually landed right in front of the palace there, the lawn lush and green looking, with delicate seeming trees all around that had a different configuration than the pine and fir she was used to. It was very early still, so they caught one of the first deliveries of the day being made, a woman that, for the life of her, looked very familiar. Only slightly bigger.

"Is Terlee here?" She pointed at the woman who was wearing a nice gown, but also carrying a tray of something. She had long black hair and was pretty. Not as good looking as her sister, maybe, but close.

Timon grunted gently.

"Nope. That's Debbie Smalls. She runs a bakery here, along with a magic shop. One of the good things that Tor managed to do." He spun in the pilot's seat, the whole thing pivoting to allow it. For some reason he turned to look at them, but his eyes, Tiera noticed, focused on Carol Coltress alone.

She sneered, as if the baker walking toward them was the King or something.

Then she stood stiffly, and walked to the door of the craft, looking less than perfectly pleased about it all. Once out in the lawn, she faced the woman and for a moment, seemed ready to start screaming at her.

Right until she sank to her knees and bowed her head. Tiera had to walk closer to hear her then, but at least the words sounded correct, even if they might not be perfectly well meant.

"I wronged you, demanding that you kill your brother. I won't forgive his crimes or actions, but that doesn't make my own right. I apologize and mean it. I can't bring myself to love you, though you are, no doubt, worthy of such. That is my failing. I'm so sorry that I put you through all of that." She went on, getting a bit repetitious, but no one called her on it. Then she stood and closed her eyes, only to shake for a bit and look at Tiera.

"I stand ready." She sound scared about it, which was good. No one should willingly rush into pain after all. It meant her mind was normal, at least in that fashion.

Tiera didn't hesitate, or wait to see if it was what this other woman wanted. When it was time to fight you simply did it. Baroness Coltress didn't try to fight back, just going down under a hail of blows, struggling to get her hands up to protect her head. It didn't really work, as Tiera sat on her chest, pummeling her into unconsciousness, but it was better than the day before, where she hadn't really even tried to do anything at all. It meant she was learning.

She paused and looked over at the very shocked seeming baker, who was shaking more than a little as evidenced by the rocking motion of the food carry tray.

"Do you find yourself satisfied with that, or would you like to take a turn yourself?" It seemed reasonable to offer, but she just went pale and shook her head.

"I... no. That's fine." It was weak sounding, but Timon moved to take the tray for her, so she wouldn't drop it.

"Good. Well, that's one down. Now for the rest? We might want to revive her for that part."

Not that Carol was going to love it, but they did manage to get her on both feet, in clean clothing and wiped down so she wasn't covered with blood when they went in. The man at the door was a guard, not a butler, but was nicer by far to them than the one of those that she'd met, in County Morris.

This one simply smiled and asked for them to wait, taking the tray of baked goods from Timon. A few minutes later a real servant came, and greeted them as if they were some kind of strange combination of long lost friends and high dignitaries.

"Welcome! Please come in, you're all expected. Baronetta Coltress, how lovely to see you again. You look in fine health. And Countier Baker and Lady Baker! Marvelous." The man wasn't old, perhaps in his mid-thirties, but when he got to the rest of them, instead of the vaguely disapproving looks she expected, his eyes lit, like they were a fireworks display. "And new friends too! Please everyone, come this way. All are waiting for you in the cool room."

That, it turned out, was just a place set up with a cooling plate on the wall. It was nice enough, having strange woven chairs with cushions, and several large people in it. Timon quickly did the introductions, since that traditionally fell to whoever knew everyone involved, if such a person were handy.

"The big fellow there with the reddish hair is Kedrin Cordes. Potential Usurper of the throne, but a nice person regardless. Count Ward... you actually know everyone, don't you?"

The very fine looking man smiled, mainly at Tiera, and nodded.

"I do indeed. I must say, this is most unexpected. I'm honored that you all came to visit with us. Please make my home your own." It was polite, but not a real offer, Tiera didn't think. Then again, Maria made a face, but didn't tell them to store their midgets someplace else. In fact, she actually got up and started passing out hugs to everyone.

That meant all of them, including Gerent. She actually froze when it came to her own mother, but then managed to make the movement happen, though clearly there were hard feelings there. As the woman got to her knees, she didn't stop her, but let her get up after just a few minutes, both of the women in tears.

"I accept your apology mother, and hope that you'll come and live here, until things are settled?"

Carol actually smiled then and shook her head.

"I can't. My new lover already has a claim on me. I'll be in the Capital with him, until he tires of me, which, if I can't do a bit better than before, won't be long, I fear."

Countess Ward looked puzzled, but didn't ask who precisely that would be. She glanced at Timon, looking oddly hurt about it all, but he shook his head.

"Not me. Blame Gerent for this one."

That... had smiles on the Wards faces and Maria moved in and hugged the small man instead of seeming upset at all. She didn't seem to be mocking him either, by whatever miracle caused that to happen.

"Wonderful! Both of you are invited to come and stay, schedule permitting. Of course, the King might not love that, but perhaps you could sneak away from his watchers? I do notice that you're all here." It was said firmly, but Carol hugged her daughter again, seeming to mean it and then waved toward Tiera.

"That's Conserina Baker's doing. I can't say she's my favorite person right now, but she did save me from the streets, and told King Richard that she wasn't abandoning her friends just to soothe his ego. I don't know the why of it, but the man swallowed it too." She looked at Kedrin and then bowed, going low.

"I don't know your plans, but I suggest you seek an alliance there. After my beating, I mean, of course. I don't suppose that we get to skip that, since Maria forgave me already?" She seemed hopeful and honestly, Tiera thought it felt right.

Still, it was good exercise so she shook her head.

"No. With each apology, to show that you mean it. Even if you can't believe the words yet. It proves to everyone that you won't do it again."

"I really won't..."

That didn't save her though however Tiera did lead her outside for it and after only a few minutes did let Maria proclaim herself satisfied over the whole thing. Collette snorted but didn't glare at her sister.

"You're easily mollified today, aren't you?"

The pretty Countess who was only in her early twenties, which meant that she looked about sixteen or so, dimpled at them all.

"I do aim to be the most pleasant person I can be. Doesn't everyone know that?" She sounded innocent, and as odd as it seemed, no one did more than nod about it. Sagely.
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The events of the day looked like they might just drag out, being that Maria really seemed to want to sit around chatting with everyone for a long time. After about twenty minutes of this Tiera understood that she was lonely, as strange as the idea really was. Not a lot of people spent much time with her anymore, it seemed, being a traitor and all that.

Sure, that was a trick, but even the other rebels, the real ones, were all busy enough that they didn't spend a lot of time talking about flower arrangements or new clothing styles, at least with Maria. Over the last years almost all of her friends had probably vanished, one by one. She didn't whine about that directly, but it kind of explained why she wanted Gerent, and her own mother, to come and stay with them.

Tiera stood up and tried to smile. It was harder than it used to be, and there was no way that it looked real. Countess Ward could see that too and frowned a bit, understanding that something was wrong. She didn't bother to glare, just sighing sadly.

"Do you need to leave already?" It sounded sad. The kind of thing that reminded her of her little brother Tenant when he thought someone was being mean to him, but couldn't prove it directly.

"Yes. I have a day trip into Austra. Tim would be going, but has a meeting here today. If you aren't needed for that, why don't you come along?" She waited for a reaction from her little brother, and an explanation as to why that was a stupid idea, but he just stood himself.

"Good plan. We should look like we're making contacts there anyway. Maria, why don't you go and meet with Brown and Alice Orange? Make friends or whatever? So far the only people going over there have been supporters of King Richard, at least on paper, so it would make sense to be able to show that our side has the ability to do the same thing." It was a little weak, but no one called him on the idea or said that as a Countess, Maria was too valuable to risk on adventures like that.

Instead he handed over one of his new Fast Craft to Tiera, which was on silver and had a stylized horse on it in profile. It didn't glow or anything, but that wasn't the point. This was, after all, something that Tim had made, not Tor. Even if he could have made it seem the same, he wouldn't have.

 Maria... Squealed. 

"Oh! We can all go! Well, not you boys, but Trice, Collette and Gerent. Not that you're a girl, but rather that you're not really involved in our other mess yet and probably shouldn't be. Just tell everyone that I'm seducing you over to our side and it will work well enough." Her face fell though and she shook her head so fast that it had to hurt. "Damn. I can't do it though, can I? I'm going to be needed here to entertain."

Marvin looked sad about it too, but Kedrin stood, his vast form taking twice as long to do that as a regular person would.

"Nonsense. No one will begrudge you a trip to a foreign land. I think you should all go, as suggested. Perhaps speak my name a few times to interested parties?"

That actually seemed to decide it, even though Tiera couldn't really tell why. The man was a rebel, but he couldn't really expect to gain anything from dealing with their old enemies, could he? Except that... As nice as Brown was in the main, he'd allowed Austra to go to war with Noram several times in the last century. It was just possible that he might really throw in with them, if they had a good enough sales pitch. Or at least, some of his people might.

She shrugged and started to the door, which was a bit rude, but waved for those that were planning to come to do so.

"All right then. Everyone that's going, come along. We need to pick up some things from the market I hear? Do you have a list and some coin for that Tim? Otherwise they're going to get very little, if I have to use mine." She had about two silvers left on her. It wasn't everything she had, but carrying more than that was a bad habit. It left you mentally lazy and unable to find real world solutions to problems. That was her current idea on the matter at least. Real people didn't have a gold in their pocket most of the time and doing so meant you could buy yourself out of most problems, but it also meant you wouldn't be thinking about how to fix things when they came up.

Plus, she was kind of poor for a noble.

Her brother handed over a fat velvet purse that had been on his side, giving her the whole thing without counting. She didn't check the contents, since it was either enough or she wouldn't be getting some things. That really wasn't her problem, was it?

"The list is in the top. You can get it all from the market here, so it won't take that long. Oh..." He handed her a small black box and smiled. "Austran communications device. Don't lose it, please. You can call Denno on it and he'll set most of what's needed up for you. Alice is with him and all that."

Then, as if that was even possibly enough of an explanation, he winked and waved them away. It either was, or she'd fake her way through, she decided.

They moved out then, with Maria suggesting that they stop and walk the full length of the market, so that they didn't miss any good deals. Tiera tried not to let herself feel annoyed, but Collette was the one that corrected her, if gently. Trice actually hadn't come along, though no one mentioned why. The idea that she might really believe in the rebel cause... Wasn't one that made any sense. She was, if anything, the most loyal follower that the King had, wasn't she? If he couldn't keep his own niece in line, maybe the bad guys had something for real?

Then, perhaps that was the reason she was staying, to make it look like that.

There were too many pretty blonde women in their group, and they got stares over it. She and Gerent were nearly invisible next to them, and even though Maria tried to suggest fun things for them to get lost in and sidetracked with, Collette sided with Tiera each time she put her foot down. Finally Maria made a sour face, but it was overdone, so probably a joke.

"This is County Ward and I'm the Countess! Shouldn't we be doing what I want? At least part of the time?" This was said as they finished loading crates of fresh fruit into the back of her new craft. She'd had to leave it small, to travel on the streets, which were meant for wagons, not vast cargo carriers. She did make it a lovely pink color though, with a sky blue stripe. That color blue had been Reggie's favorite after all. The pink was just so that people would actually see them and get out of the way.

It was Carol that answered her daughter, actually managing to be pleasant enough really, considering all the beatings and groveling she had left to do.

"True dear, but Conserina Lairdgren was given an important task, and we should seek to aid her in that first, shouldn't we? Besides, I don't know what you've been up to, but I've never been to another land like this. It's exciting, isn't it?" She seemed to mean it, even helping to load the goods herself. Maria stood back, but Collette wasn't too good for manual labor.

Gerent was quiet and helpful, which was nice. It was good to see that, really. He did keep looking down at the ground however, as if shy.

Once they had what they could get off of the list, or the substitutes for it if they couldn't, which took nearly an hour and a half even with them hurrying, they managed to get themselves into the air. Collette started to play with the craft almost instantly, making it a bit more roomy, increasing the size by about ten times, and creating a restroom in the back as well as comfortable chairs and a nice red carpet for the floor. When Tiera looked around, her hands still on the control, she had to nod. It was lovely, really. Better than she would have managed, if it had been left to her.

"I'm not putting in sleeping rooms or a kitchen yet, but I can do that for you, if you want? We'll probably need to make this smaller, if we need to go onto the roads there. They have roads, don't they?" 

Tiera nodded, since she'd actually been there before and everything. It wasn't like she knew the place well, but she'd been to Denno's house and memorized the route, and had the map of the main city in her head, complete with landmarks and most of the buildings. They did really excellent maps there.

"Those are a bit bigger than the ones we're used to, but you have it right, we need to keep the craft smallish. I think I can drive on their roads. They have rules for it, put they aren't hard, really." It was just a bit of small talk, but she knew she could actually do it, having watched both Tim and a real Austran do that before. The information was still fresh in her mind.

Not that she forgot anything.

Maria watched the ocean under them and actually settled into the back, talking with Gerent about gardens, of all things. Carol was included in it, but Collette sat in the front passenger's seat with her, so that she wouldn't feel abandoned. That's what Tiera figured it was about, at first, but her words were actually a good bit different than that.

"Thank you, Conserina Lairdgren. I don't love my step-mother and never have, but she's still my mother, like it or not. I wouldn't want her harmed, too much. Just enough to learn the lessons she needs to. Your service to my family is... Well, needed." There was a sweet looking smile and a head shake, the soft golden curls swaying a bit. "I would have killed her last night and that, earned or not, would have been murder. Meaning that I'd be sent to the gallows for it. I should challenge her to a duel, but in my anger I nearly forgot myself."

Shifting around she looked nearly vicious for a moment, and looked behind them, to where the others sat in their comfortable cloth covered seats, as if it were all just a pleasure trip. Then, for those three, it really was. Even Collette wasn't working.

"At least Gerent is getting something from her of value. She better not abuse him though, or I'll..." She didn't finish the statement, but Tiera agreed anyway. After all, he was her brother.

"Yes. Well, that can be arranged, at need. Honestly, if I were her I wouldn't accept rides over the deep ocean like this with people that have reason for her not to make it to the other side. Not that I have anything planned for her myself, but..." She grinned and meant it. "Really, you should have seen her yesterday. In that alley, her face falling as those men walked away from her. I don't know that it means she's going to ever be a good person, but I think she understands that people always count now." Maybe.

Collette, clearly being a better passenger than most, changed the subject then, picking topics that, for most people, wouldn't have been hard at all.

"So, are you seeing anyone right now?" She didn't even wince at the words, clearly not really knowing about Regina and that whole situation.

It was no doubt part of the new changes that Tor had helped her with, but she only felt sad, not bitterly angry at it. The woman didn't know, or hadn't remembered. That or she truly believed that a young woman would have more lovers than just the one. She did, now, so there was that.

"Count Breen and I are friends. And Sherri Bonner? I don't know if you've met?" Except of course, she did. It just wasn't polite to assume that the woman next to her would remember that though.

"Ah! I have. She seems a very sweet girl." There was no mention of Regina, but it was clear, from the way that she looked out the window, that Collette really did have that situation down too. It made sense, being friends with Tor and Tim, but it wasn't the kind of thing you spoke of on a journey. Not trapped in a small space with a person that was well known for combat rage. Not that Tiera had that, but a lot of people thought she did, for some reason. Probably because she'd gotten angry a few times and hurt people. The in skin weapons and shields had to lend themselves to that as well, didn't they?

"How about you? Are you seeing anyone new?" She didn't think about it first, but the woman nodded happily enough.

"Gerent. He's very interesting in bed. Shy, but not unskilled. Have you and he..."

Tiera giggled. It was a real thing that suddenly bubbled up from deep inside her.

"Gods no! He's my brother. How could you even suggest such a thing." She had to pretend to be scandalized, and the Baronetta covered a giggle of her own with her left hand, making the sleeve of her blue dress pull up a bit.

"Oh? Well, an adopted brother, certainly, but no one would mind, I don't think. As long as you use birth control, why shouldn't you?"

It was too complicated a conversation for the moment, especially since the others in the back could probably make out what they were saying and doing that might well leave her brother feeling awkward. Instead she winked and refused to say more on the topic, which would make it seem like she planned to actually make a move on Gerent, which wasn't really the case. It would make the family dinners too strange, she decided. Plus, he seemed to be getting his share of attention now anyway, wasn't he?

Maria called from the back, her voice happy sounding.

"Is there any chance of getting something to drink? Timon always has these wonderful food baskets on his trips."

He really did, but Tiera didn't. She had some water though, in a skin. It was in a box behind her seat.

"It's that and pilfered fruit from the back for us, I'm afraid. Unless we stop for a meal in town? I don't know if they take gold there yet." There was a lot left in the purse her brother had given her, which was on her side at the moment. She'd heard that Austra had an exchange rate now, but that didn't mean each shop would take their coin. "We're making a delivery to a restaurant, so that might be something we can do. They serve Noram style food, so it isn't very adventurous that way." It would be food however, which was the important bit, as far as she was concerned. Tiera's stomach was already growling at her for neglect. They were hours away too.

In the end they robbed the food shipment shamelessly and drank most of the water by the time they were in sight of land. They had to come in along the Southern coast and go slowly, as well as no more than a few feet off of the water, so that the Austran missile system wouldn't attack them. It didn't make sense to her, having a system to do that, when the only place on the planet that could have attacked from the air, until nearly a year before had been Austra itself, but it was there, she'd been told.

So, being a good pilot, Tiera eased the pink and blue craft toward the correct dock, and stopped in the water, about a hundred feet from it, which meant that the woman there in her white jumpsuit could see her and Collette. It took a bit of focus, but she made the craft smaller again, going slowly, and making furniture vanish and then the restroom. It took several minutes, but the lady watching them wasn't alone by the time it was done. In fact a goodly crowd had formed.

Opening a hole in the side, she called out, trying to sound happy.

"Hello! We have a produce shipment for The Royal Table, as well as some visitors from Noram. Real ones, I mean. I'm planning to see Denno Brown, since I have some gifts for him." She carefully didn't make it a question, and tried to smile through the whole thing.

"Land on the dock, please!" The lady called this back, a board in her hand with paper on it.

It took longer than it should have to get done, since the dock had to be cleared, but it was the same one that Timon always used, she was certain. It had a strange look to it, like pale stone had been pressed together to make it, but metal rods were set in it as well first, to hold it together. It was sturdy underfoot, she thought, since the Dock woman walked over easily enough when Tiera stopped.

"Sorry, I don't know you by sight. Are you from Noram?" She asked it with a bit of an eye roll, clearly indicating that she knew that, but that it had to be asked. The craft was a bit of a giveaway after all. She nearly sarcastically answered that she was from Tellerand, but didn't, just nodding, making it seem happy.

"Yes. I'm Conserina Lairdgren, Tiera Baker. We've actually met here before, with Tim and Tor? You might not remember, since you started squealing and trying to seduce my older brother almost instantly..." She smiled though and shook her head as the woman blushed. It wasn't an un-pretty thing, though the lady was kind of average looking, if in a fit way. "I was the one with the short black hair?"

That actually got the woman to chuckle a bit, as Tiera smoothed the fuzz on her head.

"I remember now. I was a bit distracted. So, who else do we have today, actual tourists you said?"

"Indeed. Just a day trip. We don't have paperwork. I can call Brown though, Timon lent me his device for it." Getting that out she showed the woman, who just nodded absently. "I... Do you want us to bring a guard from here around with us? So that..." She was thinking sabotage might be a fear, or attack, but the woman smiled as half a dozen hands went up, volunteering it seemed.

"So far that hasn't been needed, but perhaps a guide? Or not... I wouldn't trust this lot. Mainly dockies you know. That and people hanging on to see if Tim or Mark show up. This is a treat seeing new people, so, names?" She seemed suddenly far more professional and looked through the window at Gerent, who wasn't the closest person to her at all, but was the most eye catching.

"Gerent Lairdgren, ma'am." He added nothing else.

That meant he had to be prompted.

"Reason for visiting today?"

There was a pause and finally he looked down, embarrassed.

"Well, really, I was just kind of brought along to keep me out of the way I think. It might have been rude to leave me behind. I can't think of any other reason that I'd be included."

 The woman actually stopped and shook her head for a few moments, then smiled at him playfully.

"So... tourism?"

"Oh! Em... yes?" That seemed to be the right answer at least and she made a note of it.

The others went in turn, with Carol being asked who she was first and Maria last. She didn't stand on titles though or insist that the woman see to her before the others, which was a good bit less entitled than she might have been, had they been in their own land.

"Maria Ward. Countess Ward. I'm here visiting." She said it with a lilt to her voice that meant something the woman taking notes just couldn't get. 

 Tiera knew that one though and translated, chuckling a bit.

"Again, just for the day. It's a Noram noble tradition, visiting. It means to drop in on people without forewarning, drinking all their best wine and sometimes even staying for weeks or months. We, however, need to be headed home before evening. I have school in the morning." It was just headed that way here, into morning, so she didn't know if the time schedule would mean much to the woman, but she just made a note of what was said.

"I should arrange with Tim to take me and my people over there someday. Can't afford the fee, I'm afraid. Maybe if the government chipped in? How many credits do you think it would run?" This was addressed to Tiera personally, which made sense, from the Austran perspective. It was her job after all, so of course she'd know the cost of it.

It actually made her realize something. This lady was a professional organizer of travel and commerce. She counted things and kept track of them. It was the kind of thing that their new Space Fleet would need, wasn't it?

"Have you considered joining the new Space Program? Tim's organizing it, and Alice Orange is in charge of it, but I think they mentioned a school being planned? You could teach us how to do what you do here. It would need to be done in a few different languages, but someone has to do it. Then you could probably get free travel wherever you want to go." Probably into space too, if she wanted to try it. That was fun.

The woman went silent for a good forty seconds and then looked around at the people capturing them with their image boxes. They were mainly devices like the one that Tiera still had in her hand.

"I'd love that, but I have a husband. He's a good sort, but his work is with computers, so that probably won't translate into something needed. I don't think he'd want me to be over there all alone like that."

Tiera nodded, after all, you stayed with your family, didn't you? It was a much bigger thing for her than for the woman in front of her, or so the rumor went, but it was a good enough reason.

"In that case... Why not come to one of our parties? Maria, you have things like that on occasion, don't you?" It was within her rights to start screaming then, or even trying to hit Tiera, which wouldn't work, thanks to various shields, but she smiled and moved closer to the window instead.

"That's a superb idea! Yes, I'll invite all of you to come and visit! When are you all free?" She actually looked into the crowd, smiling happily. "Tiera will come and get you for it and you can stay the night with me and my husband."

She nearly gave the Countess a dirty look, but realized that it was actually pretty fair of her to volunteer her, since she'd just been doing the same to her.

 Instead of growling, she chuckled a bit and forced a smile.

"Fair enough. Let's call it... a month from now? I'll come and take the first fifty or so people for it. I'll get with Denno to arrange who really get's to go, but..." She looked at the woman and tried to remember what Tim had called her the last time she'd come. "Henna and her people get to be first."

It wasn't a perfect plan, but Maria seemed excited about it, rather than upset. She even clapped a bit.

Then it was time for Tiera to call Brown, and see what the plan actually was. She didn't figure that he'd have a lot of time for her, since Tim was his favorite, but after Henna showed her how to make the device work right, looking impressed at the three names that showed on the little screen, the woman tapped Denno's name and then a button that made the unit buzz softly.

"Just hold that to your ear and speak normally." It was helpful instruction, but Tiera knew that one, having seen it in action before.

It rang for a while. Then there was a strange click, and a warm voice spoke directly into her ear.

"Hello? Tim?"

"No, sir, this is Tiera? Tim lent me his device for the day, so that I could make a delivery for him. To Alice Orange and you, as well as some produce for a restaurant." She didn't know if the man knew where the place was personally, but thought he did. 

 "Oh? Excellent. Always good to see family. Can you find your way all right? I can come to you on the docks, if you wish." There was no weight to the words at all, but calling up the map in her head, Tiera figured she could get to places, easily enough.

"We could meet at the restaurant? I don't know if they're open right now, but I could use a bite to eat. If they aren't, then I'll probably have to raid their order again."

"We can do that. I'll call ahead and see if they're ready for us. See you there, in say, twenty minutes?"

That sounded too slow, but she had to go on the surface roads, which took time, given all their special rules.

It was actually more nerve wracking than she would have thought, driving in traffic. People gave her a lot of space, compared to what they gave each other, but they also kept pulling alongside her, trying to look into the craft for some reason. It meant that about half of them swerved very close to the vehicle, one actually bumping them. They didn't move at all, but the other craft, a low wheeled carriage that was painted a cheery red buckled slightly on the side. She had to find a place to pull over, so that she could make certain the other driver was well. She had a healing amulet on her, thankfully.

The man, who was about twenty, got out and seemed very sheepish.

"Sorry! Lost control there. All my fault. Should we exchange insurance?" He had to explain what that was then, and Tiera finally just smiled and gave him several gold coins instead, not having anything else at all.

"I don't know if that's enough? If it costs more, please let my Uncle know? Denno Brown? He'll get in touch with me and we'll make sure it's fixed."

The man shook his head slowly.

"I'm almost certain the fault is mine. I... owe you money for this, not the other way around. You're car seems fine. I didn't damage it, did it?"

"What? Oh, no, it's magical anyway, so it would fix itself instantly. That's not a problem. You're well however? You don't need a doctor or healing amulet?" She pulled hers and offered it to him, but he shook his head.

"Just a bump. I... Would you like to go out sometime? On a date I mean? I probably shouldn't ask, but you have to be old enough to drive, so..." The man wasn't very good looking, and had red pocks on his face, but not too many. She wondered if he were actually younger than he looked to her, but took his name and accepted the dinner proposal. He tried to give her his compact number, but she had to hand Tim's device to him, explaining that it wasn't hers so she might have to speak to her brother.

That got a wince.

"High barrier to entry then? Do you think he'll tell me to get stuffed if I try it?"

That got a soft chuckle from Collette who had come to see what the holdup was. She covered her mouth gently and shook her head.

"Not at all. I'd definitely set something up. Right now however, we have a meeting? I hate to be rude, pulling Tiera away from you like this, but do connect with Timon for this. I'll talk your cause up to him."

The man just seemed baffled, and they were late, which worked well enough, since there was no Denno Brown there yet either. A young man did come out however, and bowed to them all very properly, holding it until they exited the craft.

"Conserina Lairdgren?" He looked directly at Tiera, which got her to pull his face and name from her memory.

"Hello, Ken. It's good to see a familiar face. Do you work here too?" She knew that Carlos the chef did, but that was really all. She'd met him on the trip to Vagus and had even worked in his kitchen on the ship. That had been an experience. She'd thought herself a fairly decent hand there, but making food for her family was a very different job than working with him.

Ken gave her a friendly look.

"I do indeed. We can unload now, if you wish, the morning meal won't be served for about half an hour, if the rest of you would like to go and have a seat? The doorman will see you all in. Conserina Lairdgren and I can take this around to the back." He sounded pretty certain of himself, for all he looked to be about ten or so. He was really fifteen, which was a year older than she was, she remembered.

He also had a good plan.

The others walked to the front of the building, which was decorated to look like a tiny stone castle, and had a very ridiculous looking glowing sign in front. It was in purple and gold however, and looked cheery enough. For their part, Ken just had her rise up over the building and land in the back.

"That saves time and headaches. The lot design here is horrible. So, any news from Noram?"

She almost didn't tell him anything, since he was, or had been, a spy. Of course what she knew probably wasn't meant to be kept secret from his people, overly.

"Well, Timon got married to Patricia Morgan, which is new. I don't know the whole story there, myself."

"Got that one. It was screened here. I watched the whole thing. I do feel a bit snubbed, not even getting an invitation, but hey, former infiltrator, so I guess I can't be expected to be on the mailing list, can I?" He laughed at his own joke, so Tiera did too, settling into place behind the structure. It looked very different from this angle. Flat, white and smooth, not like it was made of stone at all.

"That seems to be the way of it. There's a rebellion going on too. The East wall of the Capital was destroyed and there was a large-ish battle there." She didn't go into specifics, since she figured that would have made the boys attention as well, but his mouth dropped open and he didn't move.

"Is... everyone all right? Veronica?" 

That was telling, he didn't name anyone else specifically, just the youngest Princess?

"Yes, she wasn't even there. The rest of the Royal family is fine too. Palace shield. It wasn't good. Austran weapons were used to attack. Tor, Baron Kolbrin, and I killed about a third of their numbers by ourselves. More than that. We crashed Fast Craft into their lines and smashed the missile batteries. The school kids from Lairdgren handled most of the rest."

He made no move to climb out, looking more than a little afraid instead.

"We attacked you? Austra?"

"What? No... Not at all. It was the remaining Larval Assassins, who had been set the task by the Gray Ancient, trying to kill Princess Karina for taking out Daria Serge. They had help from our own people, primarily Count Morris. That's why I was fighting against them there. Otherwise I would have stayed out of it."

That got silence for a long time, since the boy wasn't as young as he looked, and really, just to get the job that he'd had meant he was probably very intelligent.

"Are you... against the King?"

"A bit." She didn't bother to explain in detail. "Personal issues. It's complicated. I'm not his friend though, if that's what you're asking."

It wasn't really, but she let it go and after a moment Ken did too, jumping out of the craft lightly to pound on the back door and get her to turn the craft around so that they could unload from the back. She made a door for it, at his direction, which sped things up a lot. So did the five people they got to aid them in the task. She did her share, and a bit more, being stronger than the rest of them by several times. Really, she was showing off a bit, carrying four of the heavy crates at a time, to everyone else's one. Ken had to help one of the women with hers even, so she looked pretty good that way, though no one cared. They were cooks, not fighters.

When it was all done, a man in light blue ran over to her, or at least walked quickly. He stood in front of her and tried to bow, but got pulled into a hug instead.

"Carlos! I hear you have a restaurant? Is it any good?"

He laughed, instead of taking offense, and waggled his hand in the air.

"Medium. We're getting better each day and almost never give anyone food poisoning. You should take your craft with you, if it's empty? Otherwise people will try to sneak in to get a ride. You could hire out for day trips and charge people a month's salary and have more than you could fit in it." He looked wistful himself, but patted her on the back, since clearly, they were friends now. You didn't hug your old boss, as a rule, otherwise.

"Really? Well, set that up and we'll do it then. Split the profits fifty-fifty?" She meant it as a joke but the man suddenly seemed thrilled, and nodded.

"I can get that done at those rates. Where should we go? The Northern coast?"

It wasn't a bad idea, if they planned it right. She shook her head though, since that seemed too close, didn't it?

"How about Soam, and then we could drop by Warden in Noram? We have Countess Ward with us today. You should make a point of meeting her. I'll do the introductions. She's... Actually pretty nice, once you get past the entitled part of things. Part of the current rebellion, which you can find out a bit more about from Ken, so you can probably visit with her there, even if you are a spy." She put her hand on his back and walked along with him, as if saying they were closer than they actually were. It was enough that several of the people in the kitchen stared as they passed through and one of the men, a tall fellow she didn't know, actually move in front of them.

Glaring at the man as if it were him being improper, not her.

"Hands off, Carlos. She's what, twelve?" He was in light blue too and held a wooden stirring paddle like a weapon.

It took her a second to get what he meant. That was underage, and in Austra so was she, being fourteen. Carlos could get in trouble for being with her, not that they were. She pulled her hand away quickly and smiled at the man, who was, clearly, trying to protect her virtue, even though they weren't family or anything. So a true hero.

"Fourteen, but I promise, I'll be good. Thank you for the correction, sir." She bowed, which had the fellow looking confused for a few seconds, but then he smiled and bowed back, awkwardly.

"As long as we don't lose our head chef." Then he went back to work as Carlos chuckled.

"Well, I'll be hearing about that one then, won't I? As long as it doesn't make the system I'll be fine. Anyway, this way?"

There weren't a lot of people at the table, when she got there, and several places toward the front had been saved for them, but everyone had cups of coffee and a place had been saved for her especially, right near the front. She was above Maria at the table, but the gray haired man that sat her explained it quickly, before the Countess could have an issue with it.

"Miss Baker is Denno Brown's niece, and a Revered One. An Ancient. That's a known thing here, so we need to set her where she is, even by noble rules." He bowed to her, as if she were actually important, then walked away before anyone could say anything at all.

The Countess smiled at her and winked.

"I know about that, of course, since Patricia told me. It's amazing." She leaned in slowly, being right next to her, since it was breakfast and not a formal meal at all. Normally the seating went by gender, otherwise. "That man, who seated you? He used to be the Queen's butler. A spy. I'm half tempted to invite him home with me, just to set the Queens teeth on edge. We've had the occasional issue, Constance and I." She said it conspiratorially, in a low whisper.

Tiera could see that happening, given everything.

"I get along with her pretty well, to tell the truth. Richard and I... not so much. That isn't fair to him, truly. He's nice enough to me, but he backed Morris against me and shouldn't have." She didn't know what to say about it all, so didn't, since it wouldn't be polite at table anyway, regardless of the land they were in. "You should invite them though. All the old Austran Spies that were at the palace. To your party I mean. Carlos, the head chef, is putting together a trip to Soam and possibly Warden, already. For people from here. That would have to look..." Rebellion-like came to mind, but as far as Maria knew Tiera was fully on the King's side in things. She and her husband actually were and that was a known thing, an open idea, between them.

It wouldn't hurt to look a bit naughty however and a spy invited to dinner wasn't going to have a lot of luck, were they? Not of doing any fresh work against anyone.

She clapped, which got everyone's attention.

"Perfect! Quavel, would you and your friends like to come to Warden to join my husband the Count and I for a party? As guests. Several people from here will be in attendance. Oh, please do come!" She looked hopeful, and the man bowed very politely.

"That would be wonderful, of course, but some of us may not be welcome in Noram." He didn't explain why, but Collette, cleared her throat and smiled.

"I think that's the point. Little miss traitor here is trying to goad the King a bit. Really it should work pretty well. You should do it. I won't be there, being a good and loyal subject, but Tiera can go, so you'll know people." She looked at her mother and shrugged. "You too, Carol? Everyone will easily believe that you want to show up the King a bit. Didn't you threaten to castrate him publically once?"

That got a glare from the woman, but she allowed that she had, once it was mentioned.

"That was a threat meant to state I'd do it in public, rather than being made that way, just to clarify."

"Very good, mum. I'd have to clear that with my former employers however. The ones here, that is. Would that suffice?"

Maria seemed to think so and went back to sipping her coffee. It wasn't that good, Tiera noticed. Not bad really, but it was too light and mild. She enjoyed the bitter flavor herself, but knew that most didn't really. The cup was heavy and white, but did almost match the regular Noram fashion for such things. It was a bit low rent, perhaps, if they were claiming this was like the Royal Table, but not too far off. Tim had probably gotten them from home for them.

The meal itself was good, but there were other people there, since it was an off day in Austra. Most didn't have to work that was, so some had come to eat out. Denno came in silently, and was taken to the head of the table, nearly an hour after they'd gotten there, bringing Alice Orange with him. They both looked good, if in very different ways.

He was only a bit taller than Tiera was, about five-nine or so, and was a smooth and lovely color of brown, except for his black hair. He wasn't better looking than the men she knew well, since Tor and Timon were good looking too, along with most of the men in her family. Her pa was closer to average that way, but it was in a handsome way. The others were all very fine looking, since, Ancient genes and powers or not, their mother was fantastic looking.

Alice though was very different. Taller, but even dressed in a plain brown jumpsuit, one that probably belonged to the man next to her, she seemed regal and powerful. She was bigger, though not a giant, and had pretty blue eyes with honey colored hair in a long braid.

Where Denno had just waved a bit and sat, her aunt actually moved to her and picked her up into a hug. She was vastly strong after all.

"Little Hellion! There you are. I'd almost thought I'd been forgotten." She was set down as the woman moved down the table, twenty-five Austrans looking on.

Then she did the same with a very shocked seeming Gerent.

"I didn't think to see you here Gerent, come to marry me and steal me away from this dark and gloomy land?" She kissed him on the cheek, but let him sit as well, if more gently.

Tiera kind of thought that he'd act embarrassed, or shy, but instead he stood and bowed low, in an overdone fashion, then playfully went to one knee.

"I accept your proposal, Madame and will take your lovely hand. The right one, by preference, though the other in a pinch." He wiggled his eyebrows, and looked at everyone around the table, earning a pinch from the woman, one that landed squarely on his bottom. He jumped foreword, grabbing himself with both hands, standing in a fluid motion.

"Argh! Wounded and... Wait, was that an acceptance or a rejection?" The way he said it got everyone in the place to laugh and a few applauded.

Alice, her accent a little strange and slightly thick, threw her hands up, playfully.

"Let the people here decide. Clap, if you think I should marry this lout. Clap louder if you think I should just bed him."

It got pretty loud, but then they both went back and forth, acting as if they didn't know what that meant. For something that had to be totally unplanned it was actually really well done and at the end of it, five minutes later, everyone was pretty well convinced that it was part of an actual show. Denno stood then and waved to them both, his face looking peaceful.

"Let's have a big hand for them both. Alice, and Gerent. Thank you for entertaining us."

Everyone seemed happy then and ate a nice full meal. At the end of it all, Carlos came out and bowed to Maria, which got everyone to pay close attention. He didn't speak, because, she realized, he was waiting for an introduction. She did it quickly and let the two start talking, while she waved to Denno, trying to get his attention. The man walked over to her, smiling.

"Is there something wrong?"

"Not at all. I have a communications device for you, from Timon. He said to remind you that he owned it, but it will let you talk to people in Noram whenever you want." It was in the floating case that she'd left by the far wall, so she had to stand to get it out, he followed along with her, which meant she could say the rest without being overheard. "I also have the first Space Fleet, for Alice Orange. We need to have some kind of ceremony for that, but I don't really know how to do that sort of thing. Any ideas?"

As it turned out, he really did, and got on his compact almost instantly to set it up. That meant they needed to do something to keep everyone busy, before going back to the docks, but he managed that himself, by starting a conversation about, of all things, the new space program. He did it publically and people actually chimed in, if a bit hesitantly.

Alice had some opinions about how she wanted it run too.

"We need to have people from each land for it. Right now I have no volunteers at all, not even a place to set up a training center, but..." She stopped when Gerent waved his hand at her, and then waited for him to speak.

"Um, actually... Tor had me purchase some land for that? It's just outside the town by the Lairdgren school, Lenders? He's also provided a half dozen houses for it. Palaces really. It should be enough. We'll need to get food in and all that, but we can have it ready for people inside a week." He didn't stand up, but a man that was across from him at the table spoke easily. He was an older fellow, but clearly from Austra, having their strange accent and everything.

"Makes me wish I was thirty years younger. Or perhaps fifty? Going off to a strange land, then learning to crew a ship for space travel. I don't suppose you need crusty retirees for your fleet, do you?" He addressed Alice evenly, as if she weren't an Ancient, which got her to tilt her head a bit and smile.

"What skills do you bring to it? We'll need teachers after all and people to test the craft initially. Are you in good health?"

The man shook his head.

"Water navy, but..." Thumping his chest he looked sad. "Heart trouble."

Denno cleared his throat then and smiled.

"You've used one of Tor's healing devices, to protect you from the Gray Plague?"

"Yes, Revered One. Several times. Why?"

"You haven't been to your doctor since then, have you? I think you'll find that you no longer have a heart condition at all, unless it's genetic. Even then, it's probably been largely repaired. Since it probably added fifty years to your life, I suggest you look into a new line of work as soon as possible. Pensions only last so long."

That opened up a lot of excitement for the project and the man actually wanted to join up, if it was allowed.

Orange was excited too, but stopped him from seeming too happy.

"After all, we don't have any craft yet."

Denno looked at his compact and nodded.

"Well... We can actually head to the event for that... now. Tiera?"

They loaded everyone up, and drove slowly, following Denno's black, fat wheeled ground wagon. Several more, all in different colors, followed along behind them, going just as slowly. That line seemed to grow, as traffic clogged a bit, or so Tiera thought. When they got to the docks, they all tried to follow, though the workers there, wearing bright orange vests, made most of them stop. There was a sign that hadn't been there at the end of the pier they normally used, which said simply "Austra". A stage had been built as well.

Denno had Tiera let everyone else off, and arranged Count Ward and Carol Coltress on the back of the stage, and had them all shift into very nice clothing. Collette had to help her step-mother with it, but then she moved to the audience herself. Tiera hovered the craft over the water to the left and got the black focus stone box out as Alice looked at Brown with distrust.

He called out loudly however, so that the cameras could pick up what they were saying.

"Please, everyone, quiet. I know this is very exciting, but we don't have long, since there is real work to be accomplished."

Then he gave a long winded speech that sounded like he'd practiced it for weeks. Tiera could only wish that she had that level of skill with talking in public. She always felt a bit like a clown when things like that came up. This was what she was thinking when Denno, without any warning, called her up to the stage to present the fleet. At least he told her what she was supposed to do.

She nearly refused to go up, but walked anyway, since that would ruin the whole thing. It wasn't the time to be a brat after all. When she got near the center, not knowing what to say at all, she waved to Orange and held out the box in both hands.

"Um..." Nearly freezing she tried to think of something clever, but no words came at all. Finally a hint of anger ran through her, warming her face. Then the words came. "Alice Orange, High Admiral of Space Fleet, this is the first batch of craft, twenty in all, for you to test and to use in training of your new force. The whole world is united in this." She held the box out, waiting for the woman to take it from her hands, which didn't take long, since she was more than a little greedy about the idea.

 "Thank you, Tiera Baker." She opened the box and held up the small, glowing focus stone piece she pulled from inside. "This bit of rock in my hand is the future. We stand united, as one world, and with this pebble, we will form a new structure. A thing so solid and firm that nothing will ever pull it apart."

Then she touched the sigil, causing a rather bland looking box to form in front of her, about the size and shape of a ground wagon. Everyone clapped anyway, since it had just appeared out of nothing. Then she climbed in and the thing moved over the water, first growing, which meant it had to back away from the dock by a good bit, then shifting into a six sided shape. Really, it had eight sides, Tiera realized, including the top and the bottom. Then, almost as an afterthought, the thing turned orange and started to move away from them. It was very large, so wasn't hard to see. Five minutes later it moved into the air, very quickly, going first about a thousand feet up, which got applause from the watching crowd.

Then, without warning, it went much higher. It didn't stop either, until it vanished.

No one knew what that meant at first, until smiling, Denno pointed at it moving across the blue sky, no more than a glowing point above them. It took a while for it to hit the horizon and then they had to wait for it to come around the other side, nearly forty minutes later. Tiera did the math and whistled to herself. That meant it had gone around the world, or nearly, in that time. 

It still took time, but it settled and came back to the crowded docks, which had become more so as people saw it at home and realized that history was happening right there, not too far from them. They chanted something then, but Tiera couldn't make it out at first. It could have been anything really. Austra, or Brown's name for instance. Or even Alice.

The word wasn't any of those things.

Instead they said, "space".

Tiera felt a chill down her spine, because it was really clear that something very, very special had just happened. When Orange got back to the dock, she made the craft smaller and floated it into place on the right side, then stepped out and made it vanish. Then, holding the focus stone piece up again, over her head, she called out so loudly that everyone stopped.

"Space!"

The world screamed then, or at least Austra did. 

It took a while for things to wind down and the only thing that really worked was getting everyone into her craft, including Orange, and stealing them all away. Brown had to fend for himself, and Alice had to leave her things at his house, because they simply weren't retrieving them that day. Not if they couldn't just fly over everything. Alice, for her part in it, didn't care. She held onto her box of crafts as if it were the most precious thing in the world and kept giving them all goofy looking grins.

When they were in the air, she sighed.

"They have gravity. Natural lighting too. Purple did a good job that way. Not nearly fast enough though. Not for deep space work. We'll need to go over that. This is good for now. Are you all going to volunteer to go into space?" She asked it, as if it were a joke, but everyone nodded.

Carol even volunteered for the actual program. That got Tiera to laugh and shake her head.

"As long as you don't think that get's you out of changing. Orange will beat you too, you know, if you don't fix what you did to Bonita. Right, Aunt Alice?" The lovely thing there was that the Ancient just agreed instantly.

"Yes. We can do it on one of the space craft too, so that you can't complain. In space, no one can hear you scream, or so the old saying goes. My bet is that would work for crying and moaning too."

They didn't do it right then however, since Orange wasn't actually sure they had radiation shielding on the thing. She could handle that, if it was lacking, and Tiera could to, which was good to know, but the others might have problems with it, if they stayed in space too long.

"Cancers and things like that. Hair falling out and so on. That's what testing is for. Soon, we'll be able to take anyone that wishes to sign on."

They didn't have any food, but managed to get water by hovering over the ocean and getting some, using a pump. Alice blinked and drank the fresh water, tentatively at first then in huge gulps.

"Do all the craft have this feature?" She looked at her little box and Tiera had to give her a baffled look. It seemed likely, but wasn't certain.

After all, two different people had made them after all, and might just have different priorities.

They all drank their fill and got the water recharged, so they didn't have to stop again. That meant they got to Warden in the dark, to let Countess Ward off. She offered her home to them for the night, but Tiera truly needed to get back before then. The others stayed, since Timon came out and assured them all they had a ride back to the Capital for the next day. Alice shrugged and just stayed with Tiera, not even asking where they were going at all. That seemed suspicious, but after passing around some hugs, they took off anyway. These new craft were quick enough, but not as fast as the old ones. More comfortable to handle on long trips by far, since the piloting controls where much improved, having an arm rest and everything. It made a huge difference that way.

The Orange Ancient waited until they were back in the air before speaking, her voice gentle and still pleased sounding.

"So, Little Hellion, how have you been? Really, I mean. I keep expecting to hear of a crater forming where once the County of Morris stood." She didn't seem upset by the idea at all. She was really sweet that way, Tiera realized.

 "Nothing like that. I plan to execute the man and his daughter, but that's all. Don't tell anyone. The rest of them will probably try to kill me eventually if I don't take them out first. I'm... I just figure that I'll die, if that's the case. I won't kill a little girl just for having bad relatives, and her mother is actually sweet and kind." That didn't explain it all, but the woman next to her just leaned back and stretched a bit in the soft seat.

"So, kill the targets and then leave before the others can strike? You don't have to die. I know that losing a loved one can be very hard, but you will recover from it, if you don't seek death first. This girl that was killed, Regina? She would wish for you to carry on, don't you think? If it had been yourself that perished that day and her left behind, wouldn't you want her to live and love again?" She actually looked over at her, as if expecting a real answer to a question that was probably rhetorical, or would have been for most people.

"Yes. I know that you're right even. I just... Don't care. Maybe I will someday, but for right now, I have only the one goal. Maybe that's why I've been dragging my feet on it? I can kill the Count at will, and probably get Sandra easily enough. Possibly not. She's a wizard, trained by Tor, so that means she's good. Sandra Morris will have the same weapons I do, and a good shield. I can turn them off, if I'm close enough, but if I slip up, she might well win. In a fight, a direct one, with swords or sticks, even hand to hand, I'll win. She knows that though, so will go instantly to the best weapons she has."

The woman next to her looked out the dark window, into the inky night sky. There was a full moon out, or nearly so, which meant the ground was decently visible below them.

"It doesn't sound like a real problem. Hit her once with this craft at speed and she'll be gone."

Tiera nodded, but didn't speak. Her Aunt was correct, after all, that would work very well. It wasn't the problem, was it? If she wanted to do that, she could just walk up to the girl, turn her shield off and beat her until she died. As long as no one was around to save her, like Tor, that would do the trick too.

The problem with that plan was a thing that she just didn't want to talk about. If she did that, then torture would be right out, and she didn't believe that a simple and easy death was enough to punish Sandra. She wanted her to suffer. For a good long time.

It was wrong, and foolish, and worst of all, Tiera knew both of those things. That was why she was hesitating. Maybe it was time to move past that? 

Almost as if something clicked in her head, Tiera decided to see to it then, as soon as possible.
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Fast Transports or not, they didn't get into the school until nearly three-thirty in the morning. It was late enough that her normal work day was going to start in just a few hours, so Tiera resigned herself to the idea that sleep just wasn't happening that day for her. Luckily she didn't need as much as most people that way. It was nice to be alert however, and to really feel rested a good four hours was about the limit. She'd live. She just wouldn't like it.

That being the case, she took Alice to her school dorm room, which was on the first floor of the second long building, away from the weapons practice square. It wasn't much, just a place with two beds in it, one of which was actually occupied, by her roommate, Karen. Not that the woman was a student there, being a full Instructor and a Knight. That situation had more to do with keeping a certain Conserina out of trouble, rather than anything else.

"You can sleep in here. When Karen gets up, just tell her that you're my Aunt and being stored in here for a few hours. I need to get off to practice. It's a bit early, but..." There was only the one bed and Alice wasn't actually her Aunt. It would be awkward to share it with her anyway, being so small. Two could sleep in a student bed, if they hugged each other, and weren't too large to start with. That didn't work for Tiera in the moment, and thankfully, Orange didn't insist on it either.

"I can get things around once it's light, I believe? I'll work over to Tor's and see if he knows where I'm to set up. I can find you in the afternoon? In case I need assistance with anything, since this is your land."

Tiera nodded, not knowing if the woman would be able to see it in the dark. They were whispering in such low tones that Karen wouldn't have made out what they were saying, even being only a few feet away, Tiera didn't think. The room was small and smelled like warm breath and sweat, but only so faintly that regular people wouldn't have noticed it. No perfumes or incense. It was a good idea, but neither of them had bothered getting any yet.

The Ancient didn't wait, getting into the bed, on top of the covers, her long form lying still after a moment, soft snoring, or at least even and heavy breathing, coming from her moments later. Shutting the door, Tiera headed toward the stone walled practice area, which was a ways off from the school itself, so she wouldn't bother anyone too much by being there this early.

The bad thing about being at the square in the dark was that she had time to think. It should have all been about Lara Gray, clones, and the possible mental takeover of people that she'd known all her life, but instead, as she lifted the large and very heavy exercise stones, swinging the smaller ones around like she'd been taught, she kept looking at the entry way.

Waiting for Havar to show up.

It was stupid, and not something that she really should have worried over, to tell the truth. Tor had told her that her friend, or a person she thought of in that way, Baron Havar, didn't really like her. Actually, it was worse than that. He thought of her like a pet. As if she were literally a dog or cat that he practiced with daily, not a real person. She'd thought that they were... it was hard to put into words. After all, as an instructor, particularly in the fighters section, the man wasn't allowed to have sex with her, so they weren't involved like that. They didn't get together outside of class either, or do anything that would have meant they were more than student and teacher.

As far as that went, he wasn't even her instructor. Karen was.

They'd worked together each day anyway, and for some reason she'd figured that meant something. That they were... friends. Real ones. It was just a fact that the large man, a noble by birth and pattern, just couldn't see her like that. She was a prop to him. A moving pell that might have been his favorite, but wasn't an individual in any real way.

Worse, that was a thing, if Tor had it right, that the man had no control over. It had been forced into being long ago, by the Ancient King, Cordes. That and her own grandfather. It was just what was. She didn't need to borrow more pain, but she hadn't really dealt with it yet either. What could she do?

Currently, her plan was simply to ignore him for a while. He might miss having her as a working partner, since everyone else was too soft and easy most of the time, but the whole thing really hurt. Too much for her to just ignore. It was like finding out that a good friend really didn't think you were worth anything at all. Actually, it was exactly like that.

After stones, which was easier now for some reason, the weights actually feeling a good bit lighter, she moved to the pell. Taking a large and heavy metal club, a rounded thing that had to weigh about sixty pounds, which was a good percentage of her body weight, she started to swing, making mighty crashes that would have woken more than a few students, if she hadn't been as far away as she was. Normally she did a thousand blows with each hand, but decided today to increase that by fifty percent. She was strong, and fast, but her endurance was a little low.

She hated the idea of it, but decided that she needed to increase her running as well. That would mean slowing down a bit, she thought, and trying to pace herself. Normally she just ran. It wasn't that fast, but she pushed into pain doing it, for two laps around the whole school. That wasn't enough, and she knew it. Grimacing, she buckled down, thinking about the whole thing with a bit of dread. Running was her least favorite part of weapons work.

She did it next, going slow and making four laps instead of her regular two, which meant getting back just as Havar showed up and started to stretch. He nodded to her, but it was an abstract thing that showed how he must really feel about her, she thought. Instead of acknowledging him, she went back to the pell that she'd been working on and started punching it.

She worked combinations, kicking, punching it at times and even slamming her head into it, which made her dizzy and almost black out. If she hadn't had a healing amulet available it would have been a horrible plan, since it left her nearly crippled after about six minutes. She forced herself to go on, not caring about the pain, even as her body tried to make her stop. It didn't really like bleeding all over the upright log in front of her for some reason. Probably because it was smarter than she was.

Skin flayed from her knuckles and tears came to her eyes, because, while she wasn't afraid of pain, it still hurt, just as much as it always did. That meant her movements slowed and blows softened becoming weaker as time passed. Her body finally refused to do much at all after half an hour, so she triggered the healing device that rested in her rib cage on the right hand side, thinking at it carefully. It fixed her, taking about three minutes to get it all done. That hurt too, more than the initial damage had really, the repairs stressing her system greatly. It was the cost of the magic. The healing came from within after all, the field just sped up what would have happened anyway.

Then she worked on specific techniques using staves, then swords, knives and bludgeons. It was just waving them at the air, trying to imagine an opponent, sometimes two, attacking her as she used the correct movements to stop them. It was harder than it sounded like, but killed some time. Without having a partner, it was the best she could do.

Havar kept looking at her, then glancing away when she saw him doing it. That was weird. It wasn't like he was trying to flirt with her, or felt shy, so what he was thinking, she didn't know. It would have been easier if she could read fields like Tor could, or just knew everything people thought, however Timon did it, which he claimed was different. She couldn't, so had to just guess what it meant, like anyone else. It was a pain.

Luckily, people started showing up about the same time that true dawn broke, and while they needed to warm up first and do their own basic exercises, she was able to grab a few people to work with, even though they weren't the ones that she normally might have. That was because, in the main, she spent the early part of the day with Havar, or at least used to.

Instead she got Johan and Keras, both giants that had several years of practice behind them, and if they thought she wasn't a real person, managed to hide it behind a veneer of civility, if nothing else. Then, so had the Baron. She just decided not to care about these two men, no matter what happened.

"So..." She'd walked up to them as they stood, clearly ready to do something, but in between events. "We could work with sticks? Full force. No blows to the head if you can help it, or, since you two are boys, the groin. Does that sound good?"

From the groaning that Keras produced it wasn't, but he smiled after a few seconds anyway and explained, which was friendly enough.

"We haven't even been back from vacation for a full day and you already want to beat me? What did I do to you? It's my good looks, isn't it? They're just driving you to distraction and you have to try and ruin them." The look on his face was playful, but the fact was he wasn't that good looking at all. Kind of like a monkey really, with a slightly weak chin and ears that were too big for his head, sticking out awkwardly. He also had a gap in between his front teeth. It didn't really work well for him. He did have nice green eyes though and his hair wasn't blond, but a light shade of brown, which was interesting with the light eyes.

Tiera nodded.

"That's actually it. All the women and some of the boys out here have been driven to distraction daily by you, being so pretty. It's up to Johan and I to make that go away." She hoped it didn't sound too mean, which was possible, even if it was clear that she'd been playing back. The third year student bowed to her a little though and sighed.

"Always the problem, being so cute. Well, let's do it then. You and me first?" He didn't sound all that certain, but Johan nodded.

"I'll grab second place. Maybe get a few others to take a turn, if it's your turn to suffer today, Keras."

That wasn't exactly the normal way they did it, a full out practice session most often came without warning, and only about once a month when it did, to remind people how much harder they really needed to work on things. It was too easy to get lazy and think that skill made up for lack of conditioning. Kolb said that often enough at least.

Blinking she shook her head.

"No... Get ready for something different." Then she sidled over to the head instructor, the others looking a lot less than pleased suddenly, clearly getting what she had planned. That meant they were a whole lot smarter than they looked, which was good to know. Johan put out a hand, as if trying to stop her, but she grinned and ran at Kolb almost silently, holding her own shield off, figuring that she wasn't going to last long at all. He was at the pells after all, so armed, with a heavy wooden sword. She didn't have anything, but going full out without warning kind of required that. Otherwise he might think he was really under attack, since they were on high alert.

She wasn't wrong about that, since he spun before she got to him, and didn't hesitate to bring the blade down on her shoulder with a crack that definitely broke something there. It hurt bitterly, but she fought on, closing with him, even as he hit her, turning it into a very unequal wrestling match for a moment. He was bigger than she was, better too and at least as strong, which was interesting. She got it after a few moments, as he hit her in the head several times. He was much stronger than he let on, but had been hiding it from everyone. He was actually pulling his punches to make her sudden attack more fair, practice wise.

She still managed to free the weapon from his hand, even as he knocked her out. She couldn't see much as it happened, but felt the stones hit her back, and then her skull. She wasn't out long, of course. People didn't stay that way more than a minute or two at best, outside of stories. Not unless they were very badly damaged. She wasn't, though the side of her face felt a bit mushy when she touched it, trying to roll.

To her surprise, when she came too, Johan was busily engaging the weapons master full out, bad idea or not. He was better at it than she was, but not as good as Kolb. It meant that they both actually got hit at least, and that lasted a good three minutes, though it was still pretty one sided.

When that ended, a sudden thing that seemed almost too brutal for a simple practice, Keras changed the rules and picked up Kolb's practice sword, attacking him from behind. It might have lacked in honor, but the idea was for the person being attacked to get a good session in, not those providing it. People had moved into place by then, stopping their own work to watch. Analyze really, which meant a lot of people saw what happened next...

Which was Baron Kolbrin suddenly moving out of the way of a blade that he couldn't see, dodging it perfectly, and kicking back with precision, breaking Keras's left knee with a pop. He even screamed, then that stopped after a few seconds. He hopped back, tears running down his face, but seemed ready to keep going. He wasn't really able to yet, Tiera knew, or at least suspected, as game as the young man was.

That meant she was back up.

Without warning she darted in, tackling the large bald Instructor, throwing him about five feet away, using brute force, a thing he rolled out of perfectly. What happened after that she wasn't really certain of, except that he was back instantly.

In the end, all three of the kids were on the ground, not able to get back up, with a heavily breathing Kolb standing over them, waiting to see what would happen next.

Full force sessions normally went the other way around, of course, so Tiera didn't actually know what to do. She tried to climb to her feet, but shook her head, realizing that without healing, that wasn't happening.

"I'm out, unless we want to take this into using magic?" It sounded like she'd been gargling glass, but that was enough to get the others to agree with her. 

Keras chuckled gamely while he spoke.

"Me too. Let this be a lesson to you Kolb. You can't let yourself become lazy or complacent." It was the same message that almost everyone got at the end of this sort of thing, but instead of laughing, the man nodded soberly, as if he'd actually been delivered a lesson.

"Agreed. Let's get healed up and get back to work. Unless this is continuing?" He glanced around, but for some reason no one volunteered to be next.

Wimps.

It took a few minutes for everyone to get healed, since they only had the one shared healing amulet. She had hers of course, but since others were watching, she just took her turn normally, not wanting to give that away. For all that he'd delivered most of the beating, Kolb needed it too, but went last, since his need wasn't as great as theirs. The instant he was finished, he stopped and stared at each of his three assailants.

"Weapons range in ten minutes. I'd suggest flying, if you have your gear with you?"

Tiera did of course, but Keras didn't. It would have been a problem if it were a flying exercise, so Kolb smirked at the boy, but Tiera had her Fast Craft with her and got people to step back, so that they could take whoever was needed.

Kolb actually laughed about that and waved to the people watching.

"Load in! We're all going." He was suggesting that they cram twenty giants into the tiny looking craft, but Tiera rolled her eyes, making it larger. It was the new one after all, so it could easily hold them all.

That earned another laugh, but people slammed on board, seeming baffled, and sat on the floor in the back, not waiting for chairs to be provided. That was good, since she didn't plan on doing that at all. After settling at the range, the Weapons Instructor had them all get out and Tiera put the craft away.

"Excellent. We can't always count on having that option, so from now on, everyone needs to have all their gear on them, at all times. I know it's a hardship, but deal with it. At any moment, any one of you might be responsible for lives now. If you fail, you might survive or not, but that's what you earn, or what luck would have for you. To fail at being the best you can right now means that others might die as well, however. Is that understood?" He looked around, waiting for an answer, and got a muddled murmur in reply. He didn't call out for a more unified answer, just nodding. It was early still.

"Keras, I want to arrange for force lance fire with... Karen, if you would? The rest of us will attempt, without utilizing shields, to pass from one side of the range to the other, behind the targets. No shields, but any other tools or tricks will be allowed."

The set up was actually far more brutal than it seemed, because while Keras took an old and nearly dead students practice lance from the storage locker, Karen used her personal one, which was powerful enough to kill a person, if it hit them right. Every time anyone showed so much as a finger from behind the heavy boulders the targets were painted on, they got hit so hard that they needed to be healed. Luckily, or due to great foresight, the Weapons Master had that amulet with them.

After a few minutes it was pretty clear that they weren't going to sneak past Sir Karen Derring easily at all. She wasn't even laughing at them or being playful, actually acting as if her job required her to keep them from moving across her battlefield. It was telling really. Even Kolb didn't fair too well.

They kept trying, but finally Tiera realized that something was going to have to give, if they were going to make it. If anyone was.

"Everyone." She whispered the word, husking it in a low tone, hoping it wouldn't carry. "I'm going to rush them. I'll try to get up every four seconds, after I get knocked down if I can. So run in those windows. On three." The countdown felt like it took forever, but when she went for them at full speed, they were both clearly caught off guard. Keras managed to hit her first, but the weak weapon he was using didn't stop her, and she was nearly halfway to them by that time.

Karen finally realized she was there and held the invisible beam of force on her hard, throwing her back. She actually moved along the ground, pushing up loose dirt with her body for a bit, before Karen tried to hit the others. Rolling her eyes, or at least trying too, Tiera activated her healing amulet and left it on. Then, about five seconds later she dashed at the two defenders again. It happened over and over, with her getting up each time, not slowing down, until everyone managed to get to the safe zone.

Then she made her way in that direction, as all the others started throwing rocks at the two with weapons to distract them. It wasn't perfect, since they were good, and force lances weren't hard to use, but it worked, eventually.

Kolb didn't even go over what else they could have done at all, just yelling at them to follow him, suddenly running back toward the school.

He didn't sprint, but every so often at random intervals he called for them to hide, raising his right hand when he did. Then they had to dash to the side of the road and dive into the snow there. It wasn't deep or anything, in fact it was almost bare, which meant moving into the trees, taking longer than they should have. After the third time he stopped calling out, just making the hand motion.

It took hours to get back to the training grounds, and when they got there, he waved to Tiera, not letting her leave with the others. On the good side Karen was called in too, along with Havar.

"Not horrible. I want the same for the afternoon section." He pointed at Karen, glaring a bit. "Judith Kerry, is she on assignment?"

That actually got a smile from the other Knight, her broad face happy.

"With the Orange Ancient, setting up their training facility outside of Lenders. Judy is supposed to help with that, the training center. Timon Baker set that up? I woke up with... Alice?" She looked over at Tiera who nodded, letting her know that was correct. "In my room, asking questions about where to find things. It made more sense to give her the actual assistant, rather than me. I don't know if this is going to be daily now. She might have to switch schools, since this seems to be something real now."

Kolb looked at the back wall of the square and nodded, but didn't speak his mind at the moment. Instead he waved at them, making shewing motions with his large hands. "Get some food then. Pick a target for the full work other than me this time, since we want to spread the joy around a bit. Go on now." There was a friendliness to it all that he normally didn't show overly, not to her, but the others seemed to think it was normal enough.

They were headed off to town for lunch and while tempting, she didn't have that kind of coin to spare. That meant either dried fruit and meat in her room, or... since he was family, seeing if Tor would part with some baked goods from his shop. That really sounded like the tastier and more filling option, so she started off in that direction, hoping that would be all right with him. It was a real business, if not one he actually needed. He had coin after all. All of it, or near enough that his life was a constant struggle to spend it all fast enough. That was what he'd told her at least.

On the good side the bakery was only a few blocks from the training square. She had to jog a street over, but then it was just down the paved stone road about half a mile. It might even have been less than that. There was no one in the front when she walked in, but after the bell chimed Tor came out of the back, smiling happily.

"How may I help you today?" It was clear that he was trying to be cute about it, pretending that she wasn't her or something silly like that. She was starving though, having not had breakfast, so felt a flash of irritation at him for not magically knowing that.

Then she sighed.

"Free food would be good, if you have anything to spare. It's either that or eat spit and snot at the dining hall." It had only been the one time, that she knew of, and her poison detector had caught it, but only because the boy that did it had been ill at the time. Probably with the early stages of the Gray Plague, come to think of it, meaning that his doing that had actually saved his life. It still grossed her out so much she wouldn't eat there anymore, even if he wasn't allowed near the food.

The honest truth was that she also just didn't want to sit in the same room with a bunch of people that clearly hated her. She might have earned part of it, but most of it really was that they were all just horrible people. Some of them were at least. It was why she'd dropped her singing class. They might not think they were responsible for Regina's death, and most of them really weren't, but some of them had helped that along, by setting her up for a prank that caused things to go way out of control.

It wasn't fair of her to think that, but she felt it anyway. Pure anger pouring through her, which got Tor to wince.

"How are things going?"

She knew what he meant, how was she dealing with things as far as rage went. Taking a deep breath she calmed her mind, like Doris had taught her. Striving to feel the deep and abiding silence within. It took work, but also let her hide things from her brother, if she did a good enough job.

"Better, things like that aside. I don't know for certain, but I think that's just regular anger. Like what real people feel? That or I'm just broken beyond fixing. I don't feel like kicking everyone in the rear all the time over stupid things half as much now, so it's probably working."

"Good. I don't need to have you beating me up too." He sounded glum about it, but shook his head and explained. "Timon... He's not happy about what I did, making him able to feel guilt. A fact I learned when he introduced my head to the new Space Fleet. The full box of them."

"Ouch. Well, you didn't ask, and now you know he isn't pleased about it, so it's probably not a huge deal. If, I mean, he doesn't hunt you down and kill you. But what are the odds of that happening? Fifty-fifty?" She meant it as a joke, since Timon wouldn't strike out in that way against Tor. He might destroy his businesses, or sleep with Ali to get back at him, but death would be off the table. Nodding she mentioned that.

"Really, that would be the one to do, wouldn't it? Sleep with your wife and all your girlfriends, stealing them all away from you? I should mention that to him. It would both work, and be less violent." She held out her right hand, as if expecting him to deliver a bribe of food to prevent that from being passed on. It wasn't a real point, since as her brother he'd give her food if he had it, even if it meant not eating himself. That wasn't the case of course, and he actually set her up with a tray of goodies that she really didn't think she'd be able to eat all of.

It looked good though. Really tasty.

She ate without speaking, or even thanking him for a time, until the hunger stopped being as intense. She couldn't afford to really stuff herself unfortunately, since she had another full work out coming in less than an hour. That meant giving the food back, which he packed into a wicker basket for her, without asking about why she didn't have more right then.

From the tickle over her skin that hadn't faded since she walked into the room, she had to figure he was reading her the whole time.

"Say, Tiera... Could I get you to watch my shop in a few days? On your next off day? I need to head down to the Capital and see some people. Nothing all that Earth shattering, but for some reason no one believes that I'm really retired. Probably an age thing." He looked about her real age after all, so about fourteen. He was taller than he had been and looked almost sickly, he was so thin. He'd never been heavy, but he was growing so fast that his frame couldn't keep up with it.

She was probably in for the same thing in a few months, if she didn't eat more... Hence a basket of food. It made sense, so she nodded.

"You'll pay me, and I get to eat all I can hold?" It had to sound mercenary, but as a schoolgirl she just didn't have a lot of coin. She'd do better working for Timon, but that wasn't as certain right now, the war and plague having caused people to stay home for a while. Even over the holiday, which hadn't been expected at all.

Her brother actually nodded, his too pretty face looking angelic as he ate a sweet roll himself, leaning back against the work counter behind him.

"Sure. Or I can just give you gold if you want. Working for it is better, but I'm here if you need me."

She grinned and resisted the temptation to eat more, the cloth over her sweets not keeping her from smelling them.

"Speaking of helping out family, Aunt Orange is setting up in Lenders right now and has the Fleet. She even took one around the whole world, up in space, yesterday. She has questions though, something about radiation shielding? You might want to meet with her later if you can."

He nodded, acting as if he understood what she was talking about and everything.

"After I close later, if she doesn't come to find me first, then."

The conversation wound down about then, which was fine with Tiera, since, while she loved her brother, he tended to be a little boring at times. True, he often had wonderful magics to share and managed to get himself into trouble more often than not in incredibly diverse ways, but he couldn't carry a decent conversation to save his life. That was due to his work ethic being stuck to the on position all the time, she thought. He couldn't just be happy sitting and chatting, he had to do things without end.

It was why he had a full bakery display case, even though no one had been in to buy anything while she was there.

In conversation, you couldn't just complain to him about something, like needing more sleep, because he'd find out what you needed, and then work out some magic to fix it for you. That or he'd fret over not being able to help you enough, when all you really wanted was a nap. Then he'd shut down and go glaze eyed, thinking about what to do.

He was brilliant because of it, but also weird.

She smiled at him, knowing that all of that would reach him pretty easily, since she wasn't hiding it at all. That was the point. It was mean, though true enough, but would also, hopefully, keep him from finding out what she was really thinking. There was a small chance that he might just try and stop her from killing Count Morris and Sandra when the time came. He'd actually told her to kill them all, the whole family, but she was nearly certain that had actually been the Ancient King Cordes, talking through him. Tor didn't tell people to kill, even if it was the only option.

He was capable of doing it, and had, but it wasn't his normal way at all.

She walked out of the shop, waving to him, trying to hold her mind as blank as possible. It was harder than it should have been, since thinking about Sandra left her feeling angry and out of sorts again. Not as much as she would have a month before, but enough that it tried to steal her control away.

She jogged, slowly, back to her room. Tiera wouldn't need a basket of treats for the afternoon, and it would make a decent meal to replace dinner. Then she had to head straight back to the practice square, since being late would make her look bad and the others would make fun of her. If it happened to Havar or Karen, no one would say much, as long as it wasn't too big of a time gap. If she was the last one in, even by a minute, then Kolb would mock her for it. That wasn't fair, but she sort of understood why that was. After all, she had a long time to live with bad habits, if they took hold, and Kolb wouldn't want that for her. As a family member it was his job to help raise her, but not the others so much.

Thankfully the person being attacked wasn't her, as she thought it might be, and instead was a likely looking fifth year girl that seemed to have been drinking that morning. The healing amulet would have cleaned that out for her, but instead of just admitting to her weakness, she'd tried to hide it. That had Kolb pointing to her covertly as Tiera walked in. She waited for the others to get there however before moving, padding up behind her as she moved in to strike a much smaller girl that was probably a first year.

Given the sloppy blow, that was probably just the tall dark haired girl's way of taking it easy. Unfortunately, that wasn't going to happen that day. They were at war after all, and somebody had to remind them all of that, or they'd get lazy.

This time the fight was one sided again, but went the other way around. The girl she didn't know, except by reputation, wasn't just a bit tipsy, but was near to falling over with drink. That meant she didn't do very well against Tiera, even if she wasn't holding to any kind of rules at all. She tried to dig her eye out at one point, which hurt horribly, but didn't stop the battle. After about five minutes of both of them going full out, Tiera had the other girl pretty much tired out and trying to cover herself from the worst of the attack.

Without asking if she should, she jumped back, waiting for the woman to stand. It took a while.

"What the fucking hell?" She sounded blurry and like she might just need to throw up. "Who do you think you are?"

It was Karen that answered, by laughing and jumping on her, thrashing her with pure abandon, stomping her after she fell to the ground.

"Get up Mags. You know the score, coming in drunk is about as bad as not showing up at all. You'll have to answer for it. Be thankful your warning was from a first year. We were planning to set Kolb on you."

When the woman wasn't able to get up on her own, but still fighting weakly, Havar got to have his turn. It was less of a beating and more like a prank, pulling the woman by the arm to the pond near the back and tossing her in bodily.

"Gah!"

That let them all know that she didn't have a temperature amulet on. If she owned one. It was very possible that she just didn't. They were hard to get, if you didn't have family that could provide them for you.

There was a round of applause then, from behind them, which got the woman in the water, Mags, apparently, to growl and shake her fist.

"You're all monsters, you know that?" She sounded upset and like she might just actually mean it.

Tiera nodded.

"We know. Now, are you coming out, or are we going to continue in there?" It would be to her advantage, but seemed interesting enough for Tiera to try. The woman was about six-eight or nine and waist deep. Tiera would have to fight with the water around her chest...

That wasn't lost on Mags, but it didn't help her a lot. In fact, Tiera nearly drowned her. Twice. Then had to pull her out by the hair, so they could heal her and get to the rest of the day.

This time they all flew, because the word had been spread by the first session that they needed all their gear on them from then on. Mags didn't have hers, clearly, and some of the other first year kids didn't own flying gear at all, which got Kolb to stare at her, expecting her to give them a ride. She shrugged and shook her head. After all, they'd already done that one.

"We need to move as a group, so how do we carry someone that doesn't have flying gear or a shield? I think we need rope."

That got some people to run at least and while it took longer than ten minutes to move the three miles to the range, with a few of the people dangling under some of the others, sitting in rope chairs, they all made it alive. Tiera carried Mags herself, and was very careful, since her punishment was either over, or hadn't happened yet. Depending on what the others said. They hadn't been beating her for that reason, but Kolb might count it anyway, since it had been pretty one sided.

"Going down." She called this out so the other woman could find her feet in time to stand. It worked, since she went really slowly. Not all of the others were as nice to their packages, and some of the kids were dropped on their butts in the dirt. "Hey, watch it! They need to be able to run back."

That got a groan, but not as much as the exercise did, since the others had heard all about that too, from the morning class. This time Kolb and Tiera were on force lance, and both had very high end ones. Technically she wasn't allowed one at school, but she hadn't turned her weapons in at all, since she was planning to kill some people. It made a warped kind of sense to her at least, and Kolb didn't say anything about it.

Some of the people circled around, which was, she realized, what she should have done earlier, and attacked them from behind while their friends made it to safety. It was a better plan than hers had been by far, and while Kolb and she fought bravely and even well enough, the eight people managed to take them after a while. Two of them were for her, the others all ganged up on the head Instructor.

Then they did a very similar run back toward the school, but with Havar calling out what was supposed to be done. He wasn't as nice about it, staying on the road and calling out to people if he could still see any hint of them as they hid. After a bit he started to yell if they weren't hidden fast enough, and by the end, the school in sight, he only gave them a few seconds to vanish, which was a lot harder than it sounded like, since the good cover was farther away. She made it each time, but barely. One of the others did too, but only by using military grade Tor-shoes.

Even Kolb was called out once. He didn't complain though, just pushing to do better on the next round.

Then they were all let go for dinner. The afternoon class was easier than the morning one, being several hours shorter, at least the way she did it. There were still things to do that night, like check on Alice and her project and make certain they got what was needed. After munching on the rest of the rolls in her room, she headed out, using her Fast Carriage for it, since she'd walked and run a lot that day already. She wasn't sore, but didn't want to be coming back in the dark if she could help it. That probably was going to happen anyway. Everything always took longer than it should, didn't it?

It wasn't hard to find the new training center by air at all, since Alice arranged all the buildings that Tor had for her in a large circle. There were seven of them, not the six that Gerent had mentioned, which meant that Tor was around somewhere, or had been. Really, that probably meant her job was done as far as this went. There was no one outside that she could see, and Tiera wasn't going to go to each door and knock. The places were huge after all, and even if she got the right one there was a better than even chance that no one would hear her.

There was movement back in the woods, once she looked, and three people came walking out, not a minute after she got there. One of them was wearing all orange too, which looked hideous on her. It was a bright color, one that Tiera didn't think was natural at all. Easy to see at a distance however. 

She used the low mode of her craft and floated to them, since they were actually over half a mile away. When she settled and got out, there was a bit of a surprise, since it wasn't Judy, Alice and Tor like she'd thought at first, but Gerent, Orange and Carol Coltress.

Tiera smiled and snapped her fingers playfully.

"Right! Beatings. Sorry, we can go and do that now. Do you know where Bonita has gotten to?" She spoke to Carol, but it was, very strangely, her Aunt that spoke.

"She's coming here, along with Burkes, tomorrow. She's helping to manage the first students for me, so that Judith Kerry and I can work on actual training. Gerent came to see about that marriage proposal." This last bit was shared with a deadpanned face, but a look that lingered on the little man next to her, who didn't blush at all for some reason.

He normally did, so it was different, though not a bad thing. Carol sneered at the Ancient and crossed her arms.

"Do not play with his heart, Madam, or we will have words." She seemed legitimately cross about it too.

"Who's playing? He already agreed to it. I have witnesses. In some eras we would have been married right there."

Tiera had to nod then, since it was just true. She'd seen it herself after all. It had clearly been a joke, but if Alice thought that pretending it was real would work to actually trap the man...

Well, she was probably right.

"All right. I'll get with mother and Count Lairdgren to set this up. Someone should tell Tor that he's paying for it all, or at least doing the baking." After a beat she grinned and rolled her eyes. "Silly of me, sorry. I'll do the baking. I was just being lazy."

Gerent held up what seemed to be a set of silver plates, about the size of a large gold coin each, but square. She didn't recognize it at all, but she could get the basic idea.

"A Timon built river? Like what he uses on his wall?" That was pretty special but it would get the water close enough to all the houses, if they did it right. Most of the water would even end up back in the river if it was set up correctly.

Gerent let his head come up, proudly.

"A wall too. He donated them for the project. Isn't that amazing? I feel like I'm letting everyone down already, not doing my part." The words aside, the little man didn't seem to feel any shame over it at all. At least his face simply looked happy.

Carol laughed and explained that part at least.

"Gerent guilted him into it. In all my very few years, I've rarely seen something done as well in regards to the use of emotional leverage."

The small dark haired fellow shook his head sadly though and looked away.

"It wasn't like that. I just asked him to do it, that was all. He said he had extras and while no one could afford to buy them for this, it's a worthy project, isn't it? I mean, going to the stars? That's a dream come true." Gerent spoke gently, and his words got even softer after that. "I dreamed, when I was little, about going to a better place, up in the stars. In my head it didn't matter how big you were, or who was in charge, everyone was equal. I know that isn't how things are, but..."

That got Carol to point at him with a single finger, which was pretty rude, especially in Royal circles.

"Like that. We could send him around to tell that tale and earn enough funds to cover this whole thing without a single problem." She seemed proud of it too. As if she had something to do with it, what so ever?

The wall needed to be put up first and was a decently well designed device. You had to set the size you wanted it to be, and then walk the whole thing, touching it, in order to "imagine" it into the right shape and configuration, but it wasn't hard to do. At least it didn't look like it. Gerent did it for them. Then Alice jumped up the ten foot high solid wall and put the plates for the tiny river in place. It would be about three feet around when it started, which was the biggest size the river in the woods could handle anyway. The nifty part was the glow however. With no additional lights at all, they could set the colors they wanted. Orange voted for her color, naturally, but Gerent figured they should use green, since it was in Lairdgren, after all. Carol didn't chime in for some reason and Tiera couldn't care at all. After a while she shrugged.

"Green on the bottom and orange on top? I don't know if it will do that, but..."

It worked. It also was hideous, though both of the people with a voice in the matter thought it was a great solution. It was easy to see however, which could be a real point, for night landings and all that.

The Ancient woman clapped, which was a thunderous thing that had to sting her hands. "Most perfect. Now, we need food, clothing and Instructors, before we can open the doors. Gerent, will you handle that? Unless you wish to teach here? Being in the first crew, that would make sense."

Tiera got it instantly, he was being drafted. Well, conscription was something that she'd mentioned before, even suggesting that everyone in the entire world be placed in her new military. She wasn't getting that, but Gerent didn't say no, meaning he was most likely in.

Her eyes started to close on their own, which meant that she nearly didn't hear the next bit.

"Tiera, you're in too, correct? Since, if I have it right, you have actual experience?"

She shrugged, but didn't get to complain about her scheduling, all her class work or anything, since Carol snorted, disbelieving suddenly. She was willing to believe people could go there, having seen a ship do that, but that Tiera had was too difficult?

"Her? She's barely a child. When would she have had time? We only have these new ships as of yesterday, or is that wrong?" Her tone was suddenly harsh, as if she wanted to abuse someone with it. Tiera was about to lash out and strike her when she stopped and realized she wasn't actually upset about it at all, even if it clearly was a bit of an attack.

"About two months ago. The leader of Antarctica came and took me to the base on the moon. We should get Blue Four in on this too, since she's... Really, I have no reason to think that, I just like her. She's been to space though." So had all the Blue family, but she didn't mention that, since Cordes Blue was a bit creepy.

Tapping a single sigil, Gerent got the water flowing, and it rushed out of the woods, moving up to about fifteen feet in the air. Then it circled around the whole thing and came back in a line that paralleled the first one. The water was so clear and clean it was almost invisible. The encroaching darkness didn't help with that either. Then, closing his eyes, her newest brother made the thing start to glow, first green, then orange. It wouldn't hold two colors at a time though. Not that way. It would however alternate, making the whole thing look like a slightly glowing sweater. A glowing and horrible one.

Tiera nodded, too tired to be enthused by the effect, even if it lit the world nicely enough.

"I'm almost certain that if we use that one, no one will attend your school here. I don't know, how about you alternate days? Or just make it gold? That way neither of you will get what you want, and I can go get some sleep?"

That had to be done in her room, or she could be kicked out. It was true that almost everyone broke that rule occasionally, but it was a good enough excuse not to be there anymore. When was she supposed to have time for a trip into space again? She actually had things to do like...

Really it was just morning fight practice and evening meditation. Even then, it was just school. She could skip for that, she thought. Or, if she knew when they were going, get it done on an off day? Really, there was no reason she should go at all. It was fun, of course, getting to see new things and the Earth from space was a marvel, a gem floating in a black void, all blue and green.

That didn't mean they needed her for it. She had things to do after all. People to kill. It was the most important thing. Then, after that was done, well maybe. If she had time before the end.

There was a sudden urge to simply slip away in the night and kill Count Morris, or perhaps even his daughter, who was currently living in a tiny shack near the border of Morris and Ross. She could be there in an hour and have the girl dead, except that wasn't her plan. It would work for her father though, so she decided to get it done.

After she slept.

It wouldn't help her at all to be wobbling all over the place, missing targets and stuttering when she should be giving well thought out speeches. Of course that was planned for later, after she'd finished. To herself, as she fled the scene. That was the time for it. When it wouldn't cause you to lose because of grandstanding.

No one spoke to her for a few moments, talking about what kind of supplies they'd need and who was paying for it all. She set up her craft, waved to them and went back to her dorm room, because sleep, was good. As it was she nearly left a hole in the paving stones of the courtyard as she landed. The craft, as always, got packed away here. It would be in the way if she left it. For about an hour, until someone decided that taking it for a ride wouldn't harm anything. It was probably even true, if they weren't morons. What were the odds of that though?

Sleep came almost as soon as her head touched the pillow, and even though it was early she...

"Argh!" It took an act of will to sit up, and more to stand. She had a class. It wasn't for half an hour, but if she slept that wasn't happening. It was tempting to think that Doris would understand, but the fact of the matter was that she needed the lessons still. It was easier to control her rage now, but not perfect.

Until it was, she couldn't let up. If anything she needed to be doing way more work that way, not less. It was just so hard to motivate herself for it.

The sad thing there being that the second she closed her eyes to meditate, she'd sleep anyway. That would make the meditation master feel loved, wouldn't it? She was another Ancient too, though no one had really told Tiera about that clearly. She looked old, wrinkled and gray, but that didn't mean she hadn't been around for thousands of years, did it? Lyn Red could do that too, she'd heard. Look any age she wanted.

Rather than risk falling asleep, she walked to the meditation room and entered early, going as quietly as she could so as to not interfere with the other students that were there working. It wasn't a large class, and was mainly made up of builders. Totally in fact, except for her. Most of them weren't in the Lairdgren Group, so she didn't feel half as out of place as she might have otherwise. Doris just sat at the front and pointed at a potted plant, meaning that the goal for the evening would be to try and touch it with her awareness and think of nothing else. It was really hard, since, in her boredom, she kept falling asleep.

It was that jarring kind of thing you did when truly gone into exhaustion, head tilting and body lurching suddenly, leaving a person feeling like they didn't have control over what they did. Over and again it took place. Doris just watched her, without comment or seeming to be overly concerned. Most of the other instructors would have screamed if a student fell asleep in their class.

Then, she realized suddenly, pushing her mind back toward the plant in its clay pot, she wasn't sleeping, but falling asleep, which was different, since she was obviously trying to do what she was supposed to.

The others left after about twenty-five minutes, when the bell rang, and the next class came in, which was smaller. There were only three others in fact, meaning two were gone. One of the boys, a builder that she knew, Sam, bowed to the woman slowly.

"Master Doris? Kyla and Brian won't be back. They've left school, due to the rebellion. Their parents have announced themselves against the King, and they didn't want them to be held hostage here."

The boy looked young and was, only fifteen, and in his second year, but knew things like that, having been the replacement for her brother at court when he went off to first the Ancients summit and then into hiding from assassins. The King had probably just contacted the boy directly about it. Or the headmaster might have, depending on who knew first.

Doris... didn't care.

Bowing back she gestured calmly for him to sit, even though he hadn't been in the evening session before. He did it, meaning that he either didn't want to fight with the woman, or he was there with her now. That wasn't the best news she'd ever gotten, since the man was a bit set against her already.

At least it wasn't Mark Sorenson, who was probably going to hate her, after she beat his brother for having a jug of piss dumped over her head. That was something else to do, and a thing to think on later. For the moment she went back to the plant, trying not to let herself drift off. It was nearly impossible, and her legs fell asleep, making it even harder to do. She didn't stop, but out of each minute she probably thought about the plant less than half the time. It was more "considering" than "meditation".

She smiled gently and had to force her attention back into place, then did it a thousand times before the next bell rang. When everyone else got up, she stood, a bit awkwardly and made her way to the door, only to be called back.

"Tiera, please shut the door and come here." It wasn't upset sounding at all or anything of that nature. Then, it wouldn't be. If she had the idea right, her Instructor lived in a constant trance, and her words showed that, being calm and measured.

For a long time the women just observed her, taking in everything about Tiera's form, as if absorbing what made her unique and different. Or possibly just looking really hard. It was too hard to tell the difference at the moment.

"I noticed that you had trouble staying awake. Is there a cause for that?"

"I've been short on sleep for a while. A few weeks, and missed last night all together. Other than that, I can only point at laziness and my general lack of focus." She sounded tired too, so forced a loopy grin onto her face, her mind going blank.

She wasn't certain that the Instructor couldn't read minds. In fact, from what she understood on the subject, she very nearly had to be doing it, unless she was trying to ignore the information on purpose. The first thing you did to read a field was simply clear your mind, after all. Even Tiera could do that. You had to in order to make a copy of anything too.

"Ah. Well, I hope you sleep well tonight? I appreciate your extra effort. Feel free to come early, and double the class length. I look forward to seeing you."

The soft and calm words were maddening, since it was clearly an order to increase her class time. How was she supposed to have a social life with all these distractions going on? The idea tickled her more than it should and she smiled, almost happy about it all. She had the time.

"I might need to miss for a day or two soon. I'll try not to, but if I do..." Then what? The woman just gave a single nod. It said a lot, like she understood, but that didn't seem likely. They hadn't discussed her murdering people, had they? Perhaps Kolb had with her? Not knowing what else to say, she just explained her plan.

"So, the Count first. I'll attempt to hold my mind clear while doing it?" She was being a bit of a snark, but the woman bowed to her a bit, taking her off guard.

"That has been the custom of many warrior cultures through the ages. I do not know if it made them better killers, but it would likely make it easier to live with, after it was done. Taking a life can be difficult, for some." The words seemed right, but the woman kept going. "Not as much for you perhaps. When I designed you, I placed in several dampening conditions, so that you might act without fear or too much pain from taking a life. It would not do to become complacent however. Thank you."

It was a signal to leave, and the strange speech hadn't told her anything that was new. It was just odd hearing the woman admit to having helped create her.

"Um, all right, mother, I'll take that under advisement?"

There was no answer, of course. Just an insanely peaceful smile.
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Sleep. Tiera decided as she slowly woke up, about six hours later, was truly one of the best things in life. She could think again, for one thing. Her head was still a bit fuzzy, but it wasn't that sense of failing, or being forced out of reality that she'd dealt with the day before. It was warm, and kind of relaxing.

Before going out she ate, just sitting on the edge of her bed. It was only a few handfuls of dried fruit, mainly apple, since it was always the cheapest for some reason, and a strip of dried meat that she thought was pig, but couldn't prove it. That was stiff and hard to chew, actually taking work to eat. Salted though, so it had more flavor than it might have.

Then she got a quick scrubbing up in, using the girls wash room. It was tempting to use one of the big wooden tubs, since they all had heaters on them, magical ones that looked like Tor's earlier work. Copper plates, all more than a bit corroded by being damp all the time, and green sigils to tell people what to do. She used the shower instead, which was also warm, since she'd need it again later in the day. It was the problem with being her. She just exercised and trained so much that bathing and cleaning up were nearly a constant thing in her life.

The early morning routine was about back to normal, lacking only her regular work with Havar, who still stood away from her, watching, but not approaching at all. They'd worked well enough together the day before, but he'd been distant even then. Professional and detached. More to the point, they hadn't spoken really, even when in arms reach of each other.

It was sad, but there was little she could do about it.

So, to kill time while everyone else got there and warmed up, she started swimming laps in the little pond. It was a good skill to have, and while the water was frigid her temperature amulet left her feeling like it was about body temperature, at least after the first instant shock of cold against her flesh. On the twentieth trip, when she'd planned to stop, someone threw something at her.

It was a metal blade. Not a real one, one of the rounded things that they used for pell work at times. She snagged it out of the air, but it instantly tried to make her sink, even though it was a smaller one, weighing only about ten pounds or so.

"Keep moving. You'll need to kick harder if you want to keep breathing." It was Kolb, of course. The only really interesting part of the whole thing was that, ten minutes later, Mitchell joined her, screeching when he hit the water, but holding his own metal blade.

"What the... cold!"

He tried though, and made two trips without stopping, struggling even in the shallow water. Then he had to get to shore. Tiera followed him and cycled her clothing amulet several times, to help her dry more quickly. It did nothing for her hair, but it got the worst of the wet off. Then, when it was about as good as it was going to be, she handed her temperature amulet to the boy.

"Just for a bit, it's freezing out here." Literally. There was a fine sheen of frost on the ground in places and a lot of the others had used their clothing amulets to make heavy layers.

Mitchell made a face at her and looked disgusted.

"And here I thought you were just showing us all up again. Cheater, using magic like that." There was no real menace in the words, and after he got himself dry and racked his weapon, he changed into warm looking clothing and then gave her the amulet back. "Thanks. So, I guess I should ask next time, before hurling my tender flesh into a lake of liquid misery, huh?"

Kolb waved to them, his face stern looking, but verging on blank, rather than rebuke for their playing around in the water.

"You two, I want an attack on the practice square in fifteen minutes. Use shields and hand weapons, no magical weapons for this. Try to subdue everyone you can as quickly as possible. Use full force, but no blows to the head." Then, without explaining anything else, he stalked off. This time he looked a bit angry. It was in the set of shoulder, rather than anything else, she decided, watching him.

Mitchell grabbed a shield from the table, the small coin shaped amulet on a sturdy hemp string. He should have had his own, but shook his head when she looked at him.

"Where's yours?"

"In my room. I forgot to put it on this morning. I know, stupid, you don't have to tell me, but... I grew up with magic being something my parents kept in a locked room, for the most part. No one in my family makes it and... you get the idea. I was always taught that you had to keep it safe, so that no one would steal it. Now, here, I'm supposed to just wear it around like jewelry. I can see the need for it, daily." There was a look of misery then, which Tiera thought she understood.

He expected her to tell on him, which would mean extra chores or perhaps a beating to remind him not to forget again.

"Well, I'll help you out with that. From now on, if you don't have it with you when I see you, I'll punch you in the kidney. That should do it, right?" She was actually joking, since it wouldn't take that kind of thing to remind him, she didn't think, but the boy, normally one who was soft and more than a bit lazy...

Nodded.

"Thanks. I won't forget. I enjoy not peeing blood. A hobby of mine actually."

Then, together, which had to look a bit suspicious, they started to walk out of the square. Karen called out to them, her voice sounding at least as stern as Kolb's face had been.

"Tiera, where are you going? It's practice time."

She nearly froze, since the attack wouldn't work at all if everyone knew about it. They were so good as a group that it didn't have a lot of chance anyway. Worse, a good third of the people had turned to watch them. Mitchell blushed even, which looked incredibly suspicious too.

"Um..." It was a less than brilliant lie so far, so she scrambled, saying the first thing that came to mind. "I bet Mitchell that he wouldn't go in the water, so now I have to pay off. We're just headed to the wood pile." It was where they split the old pells when they eventually broke. People took turns splitting it up, since the actions used in doing that were good training for fighting.

Karen looked suspicious, and sounded it too.

"Oh? But there's no wood to split there right now..."

Tiera rolled her eyes. That would just be the case, wouldn't it? No one wanted to stand around in the cold, so all the work got done, even if it was stuff like that. She looked at the ground and then shook her head slowly.

"I'm... that wasn't the bet. Now don't ask questions, or it will be indiscrete. We'll be right back. Or, well, not right back, you know..." She had to look pretty embarrassed, but no one laughed at her at all. In fact they mainly just went back to work, as if it made real sense.

Karen, for her part still didn't seem convinced.

"Fine, we'll all go then." She gave the two younger people a vulpine grin and gestured for them to move out. "I'm sure you won't mind an audience?"

Tiera started walking, taking Mitch by the hand and shrugging.

"You know me too well for that Karen. Is something going on? We really aren't headed to the tavern or anything. For one thing, I'm pretty certain I'm banned from there."

"Heh, except that I saw Kolb talking to you, and know what that means. You have a mission. What is it, really?"

Tiera looked away and shook her head, actually feeling a bit angry. She let it show on her face and turned on the woman after they made it around the wall.

"He just wants us to work full force later. Only shield on shield grappling. I don't really know how to make that work, and we'll probably look like morons. I really, do have to... You know, with Mitchell here now." She was trying to get the other woman to leave them alone. It didn't seem to be working, since they ended up at the irregularly shaped wood pile too soon to convince her of anything.

Karen just stood, smirking at them, not believing a word of it. She was right of course. The boy wasn't her best friend or anything and she'd have never made that kind of a bet with him, even if he were. It would have been really inappropriate for a training session and it was so cold out that he wouldn't want to be naked anyway. Not even enough to do anything fun.

She was a bit trapped now, since Karen wasn't really there to teach her fighting, but social graces and manners. Particularly, how not to be a Doretta. Now that she'd claimed what she had, there was no way out of it. So she slipped off her temperature amulet, which was still turned on, the sigil glowing a cheery red, and handed it to the boy, making her own clothing heavier and warmer. Then she got to her knees and moved close.

She wasn't good at this yet, but had actually done it a few times now, so could manage well enough. Karen stared, clearly not believing that anything would be happening at all. Finally, after half a minute, Mitch started to work his clothing down, and actually moved into her, so she could do it.

Thankfully it didn't take all that long. A good enough time that he didn't look too bad, about ten minutes, but they still had time to start the attack. Tiera wiped her mouth and stood, waited for all the clothing to go back into place and got her amulet back.

"So, as you can see, I don't back out when it comes time to pay off bets. Also, not a Doretta. That's the important part, of course. Remember that one when people are bad mouthing me later." Clearly a slut, at least by the standards she grew up with, but by noble rules, she was fine still. Word might even be getting around finally that she wasn't a horrible person.

Karen uncrossed her arms at least and seemed to think it was a good enough effort.

"So, it wasn't a set-up? Amazing. Here I thought I was actually learning Kolb's signals. Oh, well. Let's get back then." She led the way, and rounded the corner before they did, which let Tiera run back, fast, and pick up two of the four axes that were sitting in the little covered box, holding the handles and kicking the heads off, because not everyone would have a shield on, even though they were supposed to...

Which was probably the point. Kolb wanting a few of them to understand that.

She signaled to Mitch, who'd lagged behind and carefully tossed an ax handle to him, his taste still in her mouth and on her lips. It wasn't bad, but it seemed like a bit much, having to do that, just for a regular training exercise. He snagged it from the air, with a grin and nodded once, when she pointed first to herself and then the stone wall. She'd go over it, near the pells, to take people by surprise.

It took some guess work, but they managed to attack at nearly the same time, hitting at anyone that got too near. It was interesting, since Kolb and five others were actually on their side it seemed, swatting everyone that didn't have a shield in place. It was most of them. Twelve of the twenty bodies there at least.

Including Karen, who she subdued with several solid blows to the legs. Havar had his on however, and so did Keras, which meant they were both busy thumping poor Johan pretty well for a while.

This went on for a good ten minutes and Kolb called it over before anyone had more than solid bruises.

"Magic on, all the time. I know that this is different for many of you, but it will be done. Understood?"

There was a pained chorus of "yes, sir" from almost everyone. Karen stood up and looked at her funny for a bit, then, in pain or not, looked proud of her.

"So, that was all to throw me off guard? Brilliant. A lot more than I would have expected of you. Now, get your shield off, since I'm taking my revenge. You too, Mitch."

He got to go first, and they worked a lot harder than normal, but not brutally. Karen was too well trained to let her emotions guide her that much, not over something that they'd been ordered to do. Some of the others seemed upset, but they also avoided her, for some reason, even though, she figured, working with Tiera had to be a good time fun fest, didn't it? She was the least skilled person there, even though she was improving, and while she tried to hang in there with everyone, her short arms and legs made it a lot easier to fend her off than not. At least empty handed or with sticks and swords.

Who wouldn't want to play with her?

They took turns, working on new tricks, and probably because she'd mentioned it, the almost impossible shield on shield grappling. It was a bit like trying to hug a greased pig. That was a thing that she'd done at the village fair several times, so at least it wasn't an unknown thing to her. With very great effort and using her whole body to keep his arm from moving, as well as moving very slowly, she got Mitchell's left arm locked out straight.

"I... can't get out of it." He was trying, shaking his arm and pushing his body up to change the angle. It was really hard to hold him, but she managed it, using her crossed arms and legs and by facing downward, instead of up. It was really awkward, but seemed to be working.

So much so that people stopped to examine the technique.

They didn't say much, but did try it out with each other, or at least a few did. Then it was lunch time and today, unlike the day before, she wasn't asked to come in for the afternoon session. That made sense, being that she was just a student and while the task of teaching others and being a part of different things was spread around, so everyone could learn leadership, it wasn't like she was particularly special in that way.

That meant heading back over to Tor's bakery, since it had been a much better meal than dried fruit the day before. He was there, but busy, actually helping a real customer, who was discussing a kind of bread that her mother used to make when she was a child, for holidays.

"That sounds like a kagas loaf. I can make some up for you, so you can see if it's close to what you want? Then we can refine from there. The bits of meat baked in are the giveaway." Tor kept his eyes on the woman in front of him, who looked to be in her mid to late thirties and be wearing practical merchant style clothing.

He waved at Tiera and pointed at the display case, which she took as an indication that she should help herself.

The woman sighed.

"That's... probably too much work, just for me to recapture a childhood memory, isn't it?"

Tiera answered, not really thinking about it.

"Not really. I mean, he's feeding me, and that sounds pretty good, so it won't go to waste, not even the test loaves. Plus, we need to start feeding the people over at the new Space Fleet training base, so they can have that too. Speaking of which, I should take some things out to them from here, so they don't starve while figuring out how to get food." It was bossy, and said with a tone that sounded almost like she just expected it to happen, but Tor shrugged and smiled at the woman, as if he hadn't been rudely interrupted. He was very gentle with her that way, and always had been.

"Good points. So, this time tomorrow?" It sounded a lot more like he was making a date than just arranging a tasting, but the woman seemed to enjoy the idea enough. After she left, he explained, a little.

"She's the local florist. I actually had a job with her for about two weeks, sweeping up and so forth, about seven years ago. I don't think she remembers me. Anyway, good idea, let me set up some trays. I headed out that way last night, but didn't learn a lot. What's the plan?"

Tiera felt annoyed at being asked that, since she wasn't in the loop, was she? After a few moments she shook her head and remembered to hold on to the silence.

"I don't know. My guess is that we need to get the Instructors in first, then set up what we need to learn ourselves. I mean, not that I'm going to be teaching there, but all of us. I really have no clue what we're supposed to be doing, other than just going up really high. Building moon bases, and space stations?" She was familiar with the concepts at least, since the Blue's had told her about them.

Tor didn't know either, but did have four full focus stone trays, complete with covers, for her to deliver. It was something to do, if nothing else, which, she knew, was part of what he was after, as far as she went. Keeping her busy.

Preventing her revenge. As if that would work? She smiled and took the load from his arms. They stacked nicely, though she had to set them down and get her fast craft out. She was still using the Timon design, which got Tor to come and look at it for a few moments, touching the side gently, and reading the pattern.

"He really did nice work on this. The Space Craft are similar in a lot of ways, but I copied that from Burks, almost directly. Tim came up with this all on his own. The speed is still growing too. Definitely the superior vehicle, compared to my old ones." There was a strange look and then he sighed. "Don't tell him I said that, will you? I don't want him to get a big head. Not that he'd care what I said right now anyway."

Tiera snorted at him and rolled her eyes, trying to convey how very dumb she thought he was being.

"Well, you know, just leaving things won't help. You should try to smooth things over. Even I can see that. Yes, he's not all that happy with you right now, but with this thing about ma..." It wasn't something that she'd let herself think about much, but it was real enough, wasn't it?

Tor knew it too, and looked at the brightly lit tables near the front.

"I know, we should go and see about that soon. It could all go so wrong though. I mean, what if she's Gray? We have to check, but if she attacks us or tries to hurt someone, what are we supposed to do?"

"Stop her. We know there are more versions of grandmother around and given everything, I can't swear that the one you killed was really her. Not the original. That might not matter either, for all I know. A good copy is probably enough, isn't it?"

Looking a bit shifty suddenly, Tor waved at the food, which was inside, but visible through the windows on the front.

"Well, get with Tim and set up a time. We'll all go. Green too. Maybe Denno, Orange and Kolb if we can get them."

"And Doris?"

That got Tor to make a face that was a lot darker than he normally would have, "I... can't read her. The Truth amulets probably won't work either. I'm not certain we should trust her."

"Which makes good sense, but just means that we should treat her like anyone else, not some special case. People didn't have Truth amulets through most of history you know, and managed to get along with each other pretty well, sometimes. Besides, she's kind of our mother, in a way. She made us, like it or not. You don't get to pick family."

 That got a single laugh, and he winked.

"You can handle that part too then. Are you coming every day for lunch? I can make you something a bit more substantial than sweets and bread, if you are."

"Would you? That would be so wonderful! I'm starving all the time now."

"I know, it's the growth, it will last a few years too, so, yeah, more food. About this time each day?"

Tiera hugged him, since it was very nice of him to think of her and then got the stuff for the training facility. It didn't take long to get there, and she landed in the middle, which had been turned into compacted focus stone already, instead of a dirt and scrub grass field. It was Gerent doing the work, as Alice stood by, watching him, a smile on her face.

The tall and stately looking honey blonde Ancient waved to her.

"The first to use the new landing pad! Have you come to take a trip with me into space? I think we should make a point of going daily, or more. It will impress the others, since even when we did this regularly, that was hard to pull off."

Tiera looked at the place, which seemed almost finished already. The wall really helped that way.

"Can we be back by dinner time? I have extra meditation with Doris now. Do you know her?"

That got a look that didn't seem nearly as pleased at it might have. In fact, Orange clenched her right fist and growled, which reminded Tiera more than a little of herself, if she were going to be honest about it all.

"So, not friends? Well, try to get along anyway, since if you kill my Instructor, I'm bound to get bad marks."

They did work out that they could get into orbit and back before she was needed at class. Many times in fact. The craft was set up in the central courtyard and Gerent got waved over. He still had his focus stone compression unit on and had been finishing the far side, toward the town of Lenders, which was bare Earth still, with a low covering of snow mixed with green winter grass.

Orange called to him, not waiting for him to get all the way there.

"We're making a trip into space." It was said with a lot less accent this time and seemed efficient, rather than forceful. She normally seemed a bit aggressive, if only at the edges. Talking to Gerent made her soften a good bit.

He smiled and looked at them, then the slightly glowing orange ship, which was taking up most of the central area now. It was a lot bigger than the three of them needed really, Tiera thought.

"When will you all be back?"

He seemed curious, rather than put out with them leaving on him, while he stayed to work. That was a part of his way though, being used to not getting the same things that everyone else did.

Alice waved at the craft.

"We. Us three. I plan to take six hours."

Tiera tilted her head and then took down her fast craft, after handing the trays of food off.

"I plan to take snacks."

That decided, with her new brother seeming a bit worried for some reason, they took off and headed straight up. It took a bit, since Alice stopped and pushed the craft to the largest size she could manage, her hand on the arm of her captain's chair, looking out a vast shield window. The Earth was very far below already, and she shifted, so it was directly below the front of the thing. That made it look like it was right in front of them.

"I can't take my hands off the controls for long, which, means that for now we'll need someone in this chair at all times. Once out of the gravity field we can just stay in place easily enough, but it's a safety issue. We don't have guidance computers. It isn't hard to control, much like the other craft Tor made. I'll do the first orbit, then we can each take turns. Right now, I think that we should all have something to eat, since we have gravity."

That didn't take long, though the fare was better than any other meal she'd had in space. Tiera had mainly lived on paste that came from tubes the last time. It had been filling enough, but not all that tasty. This was better by far and the scenery was nice.

Gerent watched it all carefully, and misted over a little.

"This is more than I dreamed of. Thank you." The words were soft, but easily enough heard. Even over the soft hiss coming from an air vent overhead. Tiera looked up at it, but didn't know why it would be there.

Or, well, she kind of did, since it would be about recirculation of the air and making sure it was breathable. What she really didn't know was how her brother had gotten that built in. Then, hadn't he said the specifications had come from their grandfather? It made more sense at least. Count Lairdgren had mentioned that he used to live in space, for several years, once.

She stood and looked around.

"We need to check bathing facilities, water storage and cleaning, living quarters, and kitchen space. I doubt we can cook up here." How would they pull heat from outside, after all?

It took some doing, but it was clear they had most of those things, including the ability to make kitchens. The ovens and stoves got hot, and the room cooled a bit when she turned it on, clearly focusing the internal heat somehow. That would get uncomfortable, if they weren't careful.

Alice nodded.

"Clever. We'll need to remove internal heat anyway at times, once we have more people on board. Gerent, would you like to take the controls for the next pass?"

It really didn't take long, though her Aunt assured them that thirty-six thousand miles an hour, which was what her best guess was, wouldn't cut it for real travel.

"Even to get to Mars, the next planet out, that would have us traveling for over half a year. More if it's further away. This will do for trips to the Lunar base, and I think we can actually land this ship there, so that's a major plus. We need the ability to leave the craft on demand however. Can the clothing devices you use become environmental suits?" She didn't even bother pretending that Gerent was involved in that one, looking specifically at Tiera for it.

"I... don't know, but I think not. They're good, but the materials they're mimicking are wrong. On the good side, I bet that Tor, or even some of the others at the school, the Lairdgren group, can fix that for us, if we can show them what's needed. We need air for them too, as well as a way to move them around. I..."

She dug at her amulets and found her Tor-shoes. A flying rig might work better, but it was also harder to control in the enclosed space. It worked, which got Alice to regard her sharply.

"Good thinking. Water as well, and some way to cool the outfits from the inside, even in a vacuum. I'll let you deal with that project. You think that magic is the answer for it?"

That got a shrug. How would she know?

"I can ask if anyone else has ideas, once we start on that. You should get in touch with Lyn and Denno. Julie White too. I haven't really met her to talk to. Everyone says she's nice. Also that you need to have your shield on around her or she'll seduce you, and take control of your mind."

That got a grunt and a tap on the shoulder, that, Tiera realized, was hard enough that her shield had kicked on.

"That isn't a jest either. It's why I dislike Doris so much. When we were younger, a few hundred years old, she kept me against my will for a time. She was not cruel, or anything like that, but it wasn't what I wanted either." She put a hand on Gerent's shoulder then, letting it linger gently. He focused on his job and didn't let them crash, even with the distraction.

"Doris? She..." Wasn't Julie White, Tiera had been about to say, but the other Ancient didn't make her.

"White's sister. They're the same, however Doris is better able to control herself. I saw her at the second meeting we had recently, and she's made herself look very different, but that isn't her true appearance at all. Then, many of us have changed over time." She paused and then shrugged, toned muscle shifting under her orange top. "Brown is no darker of skin than Green is, for instance. That bit of cosmetic change is due to his love of his color. They're of the same lot I think, although no one can confirm that now. Your Kolb can also look very different, and that scaring on his face is pure affectation. He does look better for it, doesn't he? Less untrustworthy."

Tiera was given her turn at the controls shortly after that, and was asked to take the craft into a stationary orbit over Austra. That way Alice could get out her communications unit, and see if Brown was home at all.

For a moment Tiera was afraid that would set their defenses off and they'd try to destroy them, but nothing happened at all, until Denno spoke, his voice just as clear as always.

 "Good morning, this is Denno." He sounded smooth and fresh, so it probably wasn't that early in the day.

Alice cleared her throat.

"Orange here. We're above your continent, and have demands." She sounded slightly sinister suddenly.

"Oh? What would those be?"

"We want an ice cream cone each, soft serve, and at least five people that want to try their hand at being instructors with the new fleet. We'll be by in ten days to collect them, if that's within a decent time frame for you? Test them for us, we don't need morons, or people that have low adaptive profile scores."

Tiera tilted the ship a bit, so that they could all see the land below them well enough. It didn't fill the window, being too far away. She had to wonder what iced cream was, but didn't ask.

Tiera sighed and tried to actually think of what would be useful, as far as personnel went.

"Also folks that don't mind working with others. I think the plan is to have people from everywhere be a part of this, right? That's going to be interesting with the Tellerand." They'd try to convert everyone after all. It was required by their traditions and religious beliefs.

Denno didn't ask who was talking, he just answered, sounding like it had been his plan all along.

"We can do that. There's great interest already. We might have to have a lottery to find the winners. Tiera, could you bring Torrance by in a few days? Several of my scientists would like to run brain scans on him, if that's allowed. He's done something like it before, so he should understand the basic idea."

Like she could make promises like that for him?

"Ask him yourself. He can come over on his own, unless you need me in particular for some reason? If so, I can try to make time. I'll probably have to run the bake shop for him, if he's doing that, since he doesn't like to leave it closed."

There was a brief silence and then the sound of a long breath being released.

"Ah, I forgot I had this device and could simply get in touch now. Very good. In ten days." He said more, but it was just him trying to be diplomatic and polite, which was nice, but a bit over done for just them.

Then they did the same thing with Vagus, talking to Lyn Red. She seemed a bit baffled by the request, and they didn't try to extort treats from her at all, just asking for people.

"I have only a few that can speak Noram standard, and most of those right now are either mages or sailors. Will you accept that kind on your crews? The ship men tend to be a bit hard. Aggressive."

Tiera didn't care for the sound of it, but Orange didn't seem to feel it was a threat at all.

That was fine with her, since, odds were, she wouldn't be around for that part of things. It didn't sound like a good fit, but maybe those men would surprise her? A lot of people really had, over the last years. Even ones that she thought she knew. Family members for instance.

Being careful not to think about specific plans too much, in case her Aunt could figure out what she was thinking, she waited for the communications to be done. Then, when she spoke, she did it with the air of a person that didn't care about the answer, one way or the other. After all, it was true.

"Can we make a quick stop on the way back in? I need to do something real quick, and then we can head back to the school. I think I can take us in directly."

"What?" Orange asked, as the craft settled, very slowly in the atmosphere. Well, if by slow they meant several thousand miles per hour. Since they were starting around two hundred up, that meant that in less than half a minute they'd be there.

Tiera could have lied, and it might have even been the sane thing to do, but instead she just kept going, answering as she reduced the speed even more.

"I want to test the hull strength. By crashing into Count Morris's guest house. The Fast Craft can hold against things like that. Unfortunately we don't have any real weapons on this thing. That's Tor for you, isn't it? Never thinking of things like that." It was late enough that the man should be home, and unless he'd suddenly taken to going to see his troops for patriotic reasons, it would kill him.

Honestly she really expected Orange to stop her, or even Gerent to try and grab the controls to do it himself, if he just didn't order her to stop, but that didn't happen. Not at all.

In fact it was him that spoke first.

"I think you should. The man started a war with you, it's kind of fitting that you end it yourself."

Orange just went suddenly gleeful and clapped her hands once, powerfully.

"Move then. Let's see what we can do."

It didn't take long, the tiny house growing large, with her actually settling down very near it, so that she could look in through the windows. It was already dark out, which meant that the family inside was at dinner.

"Crud. I wasn't going to kill his daughter or wife. Well, not that little one at least." She seriously considered leaving then, but her Aunt was designed to be a warrior, which meant she didn't get that idea at all, so she just jumped in and pushed Tiera's arm forward suddenly. The house was hit at over a thousand miles per hour, by a thing that didn't bend or shift at all, which meant the place was literally gone by the time she came back around to look at it.

Her Aunt shook her head and waved for them to go, but Tiera sighed.

"No. If I'm taking the whole family, I need to do the complete job. Sorry, this will take longer than I thought. We have treats left." She felt pretty bad about the other two, but the Count being dead didn't bother her at all. That only left Sandra, who was in the direct line of succession, and there was no way she was letting the woman have her own County to bring into the mess. Not after killing the rest of her family like she just had.

The little cabin was kind of hard to find, and Tiera decided to simply cheat, not wanting some kind of vast, prolonged battle. It was a shame to let Sandra die fast, but she knew that doing anything else would be about the same as ordering the woman to kill her friends and family in retaliation. She started toward the place, ready to simply squash it, when a Fast Craft took off at full speed, colored black, to match the night sky.

"Well. The nerve of some people." She knew it sounded far too grim, considering this was a decently happy day, but she went after her, ready to kill the woman, even if it took the rest of both their lives.

The only thing was that something was very wrong. The Fast Craft moved upward and away, but didn't stop, climbing to high in a few seconds. It could have just been an attempt to make them stop following, but that would have been foolish, even if they didn't have the same limitations, as to breathable air. It was Gerent who stated the obvious first, as she wrenched the controls around, to head in the other direction.

"Misdirection..."

"Aye. Let's see what the payoff is then?" Orange didn't explain what she meant by that, but Gerent seemed to get it anyway. That was odd, since Tiera wouldn't have thought they had anything in common at all, the Ancient and the midget, but there it was, right in front of her, with her being the one left out.

The trick was simple enough, as they flew away, Sandra had come out from behind the tiny shack and was pointing something at them. Whatever it was made the whole craft shake and the front wall of it, where the window was, start to buckle inward. It was something that Tiera had seen before, at the hands of the giant Scott Ross, while he tried to kill her. That was a combat rage thing, an ability that could bend magic. This was different, if similar. A weapon meant to strip the field away, at least enough for the air itself to kill them?

Without waiting , Tiera headed straight for the woman, her black fuzzy hair wild, in front of her, getting ever closer. Then, without understanding why, she added a second layer of window in front of her. That worked to keep the craft together as they ran into her well enough.

The moment was too fast for her to track properly, but there was a rewarding splash of red mist in the air for a moment, Tiera thought. It was so brief it really could have just been imagination. She set the craft down and ran to the wall, making an exit, which she had to leap down from, to head back to where the other girl that been. Amazingly, bit of mist or not, she was still right there, alive and everything. Not well, since the ground had pushed up under her, ripping free, being carried by the shield that the girl wore. She also seemed to have a broken arm and was having problems breathing for some reason. Tiera took her shield down and held it that way, moving toward her, remembering not to be distracted.

She did speak first, making sure she was shielded herself, which was good, since the woman had an explosive weapon and activated it, even if it was too hard for her to move it into position quickly. It threw up a great cloud of dirt, and made the world roar in protest. That didn't do anything at all to Tiera.

Smiling she leaned in and took it from the bent and broken fingers.

"Countess Morris, how good to see you. I just came to finish our business. It won't take but a moment." She was being petty, talking and taunting when she should be killing, but the sob that broke through was nearly worth it. After all, how many times had Tiera sobbed like that for Reggie? She'd lost count, which meant it was more than Sandra would have time for.

"You killed my father?"

"About ten minutes ago. I regret to inform you that your little sister and mother perished at the same time. I'd been planning to let them live, even if they tried to kill me later, but it didn't work out that way. You understand why you're going to die now, don't you?" Not that she cared. It was just a chance for the woman to curse at her, or claim it was all Tiera's fault. That or say something witty.

"Because my father was an ass. I guess I was too. Do it." She spoke like a person that was trying to taunt death into happening, to avoid torture.

If so, she was smart, but Tiera didn't think she'd last that long anyway. She certainly wasn't lending her a healing amulet.

"All right."

It still took time and was very personal in the end. She finished the beating that the woman had gotten in the tavern from her, and didn't stop until there was no more life left in her at all. It was long enough that the others caught up to her and stood watching. Activating the cutter in the back of her right hand, she drew a line over the corps's throat, taking the head totally off. She didn't want to find that the woman had found a way to fake her way out of things. Not at this late date.

"I think the war is over." It didn't leave her feeling any better, and she had to doubt that Regina would have loved her for it, but she picked the head up anyway and held it by the hair for a while, waiting for the worst of the blood to drip away. That took a lot longer than she'd figured it would and meant, looking at the dead girls open eyes, that she had yet another thing to do.

At this rate the others would never want to work with her again. Either for clogging up the schedule with personal business, or for bringing home gross trophies. Who could blame them? She'd forgotten to bring a sack with her, but Gerent pulled out an amulet that made a box. The floating kind that Tor made. It looked like plain wood, though that could have been changed, but no one bothered.

"Almost done for the day, I promise." She walked to the giant craft, which they needed to make much smaller for the next part, and got into the pilot's chair, the box floating behind her the whole time. She didn't mention where she was going and wasn't certain that the place could be found in the night. Not by her. It took hours, mainly just to find the right city, which was in Thompson, her brother in-laws County. Then she had to actually walk up and down the street for a while to find the right gate. The place was nice enough, but not as vast as many that she'd seen. Reggie's father was a Baron, but didn't have large holdings. He'd kept them fed and clothed by building a large business, working, like a real person.

She knocked on the door, looking at her plain students clothing, contemplating shifting it to something nicer when the doorman came. He didn't know them at all, it was clear, though Tiera remembered him from the funeral. It hadn't been long before and she had a memory for faces.

"Is Baron Helmsley in, please? I'm Conserina Lairdgren, Tiera Baker. This woman is the Orange Ancient, and next to me is Gerent Lairdgren. This concerns the death of Regina." She didn't want to say too much, because, strictly speaking, taking heads was a bit over the top, as far as war went.

"The master hasn't been taking visitors. I'm not certain that he'll see you." The man seemed to be very sad about it, which she understood, totally.

"He wants to see us. Please tell him that." She didn't say more, but the man left and a few minutes later, came back, to take them into a well lit drawing room. It was nice, but a bit small as such things went, which reminded her of Regina, all over again. She was lovely, but not pretentious, like so many others of her station. They were brought drinks, but it took nearly an hour for the man, who looked older and more worn down, to find them, the box just floating in the air as she sat, sipping at some unsweetened tea. No one spoke, until he did, his voice coming as a surprise, being no more than a bitter and dead sounding croak.

"I didn't think that I'd see you again."

If a person could sound more defeated by the world, Tiera didn't know how. She stood then and bowed low, holding it for a long time.

"I'm responsible for her death. If Sandra Morris hadn't been fighting with me, if I would have acted better originally, when her father goaded me, Regina would still be with us." The weight of it drove her to both knees, and then to lay flat on the floor. "I forfeit my life for that. My work in the matter is done, as I promised you." It was hard to get the words out and they sounded stilted and uncomfortable in her mouth. It was her turn to sob again, even as the rather frail seeming man picked her up from the floor, tears in his own eyes.

"No, you loved her. I know that. What... did you promise me again?" He seemed to have forgotten, which seemed a bit odd, but she thought she understood. A little girl, grieving, had stood in front of him and swore revenge on powerful people. He'd probably never taken it seriously.

"That I would kill Count Morris, then Sandra Morris. I bring partial proof." She moved to the box, but hesitated before opening it. "This is a bit gruesome. It's Sandra Morris's head. Her family is dead as well, but we couldn't find enough of them to prove it."

Then she opened the lid and stood back, so the man could see, if he wanted. He brought a lamp, not wanting to touch it at all. Not even the clean and sterile container that held the slightly gray colored dark head.

"Oh... my." There was a long pause as he looked at it, his face hardening. "I... wouldn't have thought, not at all. How did you do this?"

She told the whole story, not sparing anything at all, and the man let his eyes go much wider than they were. He didn't smile, or seem glad, but he bowed to her in return, finally.

"Thank you. I'd thought them all beyond the reach of justice. Today you brought it to me. Thank you." There were tears, and she held him for a long time, but finally he rallied, and sent them away. It wasn't done roughly, but Tiera had to wonder how much longer the man might live.

Then she got them back to the school, diverting first to the training center.

"Oh, right, take the trays from the back. I guess I should check with people and let everyone know what's going on. Not that I have a clue myself. I guess I should go and get in trouble now, shouldn't I?"

Gerent hugged her and held her closer than she thought he would have. Not inappropriately so, but close enough that she could tell he was taller than he had been, before.

"Do you need me to do anything? I can stay with you, or..."

"That's the part that's got me too, that 'or'. Don't worry. I'll be fine. It isn't like everyone couldn't see this one coming, was it?"

Orange didn't seem impressed, just grabbing the trays and taking the Space Craft back, collecting the amulet after the whole thing was taken down.

"Remember your work on the space suit project. We don't have forever. Try to have those within the month." Then she took everything and walked away. Gerent looked at her and sighed, but didn't follow instantly.

"I guess being that old must make things hard, in a way? Everything seems bland in her world, I bet."

"I know. Well, I'll see you in a day or two?" Unless she was dead. Executed by the King and his forces, or just gone after dragging a cutter across her own neck. Either way. It really wasn't that late, she realized. She even had time for a full shower and long soak before calling the Palace. She took her time and really didn't know who to contact at first.

The King, by some mistake, didn't have one of the new communication devices. Neither did the Queen. Smythe of Westend did however, so she hit the name with a firm tap and waited, not knowing if he'd pick up at all. 

"Smythe." That's all he said, sounding remarkably fatherly, for the head of the military.

"Tiera Baker here." She was about to just tell him what was going on, but he spoke first, his words rather friendly, considering they didn't really know each other.

"Oh! How wonderful to hear from you. Is everything well there? I should have thought to call and check with you for an update. You are involved in the new program there, correct? The space one?"

"Loosely. I was just in orbit a few hours ago... Then, when I came back... I sort of killed Count Morris and his family and have his daughters head in a box. Not Heidi, Sandra. They were traitors, so I'm sure the new leadership there will be better." She waited, figuring that the man would gasp or growl at her, but the chuckling he did was a bit off-putting, to tell the truth.

"Excellent. Being done by a third party who had cause, no one will be able to blame the Crown for it, but it clearly speaks of why one shouldn't attack the Capital." He cleared his throat and sighed. "Or, clearly, harm your friends. Do you claim the matter settled then, or do you wish to destroy all of his people as well?" He clearly meant it, as dumb as the words were.

Like she had enough energy left to go around killing that many? Besides, even in her rage, which was mainly gone now, she wouldn't have done that.

 "Um... It's done. Do you think anyone wants the head? Otherwise, I'll just drop it in the ocean or something. Maybe even bury it, as if I wasn't a complete heathen."

"Do the latter. It costs you less to find a headstone, than have a bad reputation that way. Let me... I need to go in to the back room here... This is rather important, thank you, Kevin." He was speaking to someone else who was muttering at him, his both voices going low, but not arguing.

A minute later she heard the King, asking what was going on and the Queen gasping, when the situation was explained.

"Are you well, dear?" This was pitched in a fashion that made Tiera feel almost loved. She was actually concerned with her wellbeing? That or she could fake it on a level that was close to magical.

"I'm... at loose ends. I've planned this for a while, since... well, you all know. Now, I don't know what to do. I guess I figured that I'd die, one way or the other. I should probably see to that now."

That got the King to yell at her. Loudly. She nearly disconnected on the man, he sounded so angry with her.

"You will do no such thing young lady! You destroyed the leadership of a County, by yourself, and have already defeated their military forces. Again without the aid of others. You have a responsibility to these people to see they aren't abused or harmed now, that they do not go hungry, suffer no neglect, and to make certain that no one uses this vacuum to become too powerful. Especially since it's on the eastern border of my own holdings."

She nearly pointed out that she didn't care and really, all things considered, didn't like him all that much anyway. Instead she sighed.

"Fine, you can work up a list of people suitable for the job and I'll interview them, over the coming days. I need to get to class however. I doubt I'll do well, since it's meditation, but..." She was so downcast sounding that no one bothered to talk for a long while. "Or, I don't know, should I go and take control of the place myself first? Before some general or shopkeeper does it?"

From a bit further away, Smythe spoke, sounding thoughtful.

"That might be for the best. Even if you don't wish the job long term, taking control will be good experience for you. As long as you don't die while doing it. Do try to leave people alive, if possible. Otherwise it will be a mess."

She couldn't like it, herself, but nodded at the little focus stone device in her hand. "I'm getting a nap first. I'll be in touch tomorrow then, to let you know what's going on that way. Mid-afternoon?"

That seemed to be fine with them. It meant missing classes, so after meditation and sleep, she wrote out a note for Kolb, and passed it to Karen, who was back in their shared space. The woman didn't ask about it, seeming a little preoccupied, but finally she put out the light, so they could both sleep.

The next day she decided to use a show of force, if she could, rather than the real thing. It took a bit to arrange, since she'd gotten up early, but she managed to borrow three of the very large Space Craft and Judith Kerry, as well as Orange, her grandfather, Bonita and Carol Coltress, since she had some groveling to do. Apparently she'd done some already, but no beating had been applied so it didn't count. She clearly thought that she was going to get out of that, but it wasn't happening. Not with Tiera on the watch.

 She didn't really explain the plan, but it was clear that everyone got it, more or less. She just walked out of the big floating craft, which was decorated to look deep green, with a sky blue stripe on it, for both Lairdgren and Regina, and landed just outside Morrisberg. 

That, she decided, was a stupid name.

She had to wait nearly an hour for the guard to come, and from what she could tell, most of them along with the military, had actually scattered in fear, the night before, or early that morning. That was fine, since she was a little suspicious of anyone that had been in her enemy's military forces. Luckily she had a Truth amulet for that.

"Good morning!" She waved to them all, her voice happy sounding. "As you may know, last night, Count Morris and his immediate family died. By my hand. This was in revenge for the death of someone I loved and the breaking of treaties and a surrender pact the man himself signed. I chose not to take it out on you, since most of you are relatively innocent in this. As of right now however, I'm claiming control of this County. No one that was in the old military or guard has a position, at least here. Small town and city guard units are still in charge of their areas and will be paid. Any weapons that belong to the Count or County need to be turned in. On the good side, I'm currently hiring for very similar positions. If you think you can be as loyal to me right now as you were to Morris, then please step forward to prove it."

She held up the Truth amulet, but no one moved for a long time.

"The first man here gets to be general, then we'll assign things going downward from there..."

That got a response. Half the men moved and a portion just decided it was too uncertain, took off their weapons and tossed them to the ground. One of them ran at her, swinging a rather sharp looking sword. She caught the blow on her shield and then punched him hard, in the sternum. He was still standing, but looked surprised, which meant he had a shield too. That got turned off and a second blow was delivered to the side of his face, which put him down, hard.

She pointed up at the ships, as if nothing had happened at all.

"These are the new colors. I understand it will take time for you to get new uniforms, but please spread that around, will you? Also, this city is now called Bakersville and this is County Baker, at least until I change my mind. So, who's going first?"

It was a man that said he had been a Major and who was very surprised to find that he didn't have to claim he hated the old Count, only that he was willing to be loyal to her.

"It would be stupid to expect you to suddenly love me. Hate me if you want, just be true to your word and do the best work you can. I'm just doing this so I can clean up the mess I left here. Nothing else." For some reason that got some of the people that had been walking away to stop, and come back. A job was, after all, a job, wasn't it?

The next order of business, her grandfather informed her, was to get her Barons and Baronesses as well as a few High County officials in so they could swear to her.

He seemed to think the whole thing was boring, but was helpful enough about it all.

"Normally you'd need to get with your Duke or Duchess as well, but for this area that role is actually taken by Richard, so you can kill two birds with one stone there, only having to swear once. Or, I suppose, not at all, if you're seeking to overthrow him?" There was no weight to the words, but the man didn't blink or look away either.

She shook her head.

"Not if I'm in charge here." She said it loudly enough for everyone to hear. "The rebellion is doomed, or seems so for now and I won't take you people into that mess further. From this point on, you're all on the King's side. Even if you weren't two hours ago, or secretly hate the man. If so, swallow that and don't let anyone hear you say a bad word toward him. It's what I plan to do." She got a gasp from the listeners, which was loud, since half the city must have come out to see the giant craft, which were, clearly, something impressive.

"No longer will plowboys have to fear their lives being thrown away against the grinding wheel that is the Royal Army! No longer will old women and men go hungry, because their leader starts battles that he shouldn't! Now this County is under my protection, and, while I can't promise you an end to all strife, I can swear that I will see that you all get the best lives you can earn, without some loud mouthed idiot in the way stopping you!"

That got a cheer, and embarrassingly enough, chanting.

"Ba-ker, Ba-ker, Ba-ker."

It wasn't total power over the situation, but was a start, she thought.
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The trick to being charge, Tiera realized shortly after that, had less to do with personal ability to rule than it did the trappings of power. It was nearly funny, as she watched the collective crowd, half of them most likely unaware that Morris was dead, bow low to her. Or perhaps the three Space Vessels behind her. Or, possibly just because everyone else was.

There were things that had to be done however, as soon as possible. Green, in his bored and apathetic way that still reminded her of Tor, explained what those things were again, for the third time, as if she might just be too stupid to know what they were. The thing there was that he kept adding in other suggestions each time, hidden in the lines, that were actually really good advice.

"You should have the leaders of each Barony come here today and sign papers, after they swear to you. Showing that you have access to the new faster transportation methods will help reassure them that you aren't just a child, playing at taking over."

Tiera knew she needed things signed, but not what, though a man that walked from the crowd, an older fellow in a decently nice robe, with a ring of white hair, being totally smooth and slightly shiny on top in the sun, explained it to her.

"Papers of fealty are different than simply swearing to you... Countess Baker. In reality you don't even need that, though being without an army, it might help. The other method would involve going to each Barony and taking over by force. If they'll sign, it would be better, over all. I could draw those up for you?"

She didn't wait for the man to give his name, just casting around for her Truth amulet, only to find that the General of her new army, who only had one name, Justin, was using it to pick who was going to be in the thing with him. They needed more of those magics then. Luckily, once she explained this, her grandfather pulled one out and handed it to her. It was on a plain hemp string, which might have marked it as Tor's, except that she wasn't totally sure what Green did that way either and the two men were very alike in some regards.

Handing the thing to the older man who still stood there, looking at her politely, she started asking questions.

It didn't take long to find that the situation was a good bit more surreal than not.

"Would you share your name, sir?" It was probably too polite coming from a Countess, but her intent wasn't to stay one forever, and making enemies with people that might be friends was a poor plan on any day. Besides, he'd been nice to her and so far, really, she was just some girl that had shown up, claiming she was in charge now.

Without wavering at all, or even sounding hesitant, he nodded.

"Lawrence Morris, head archivist for the old Count. His second cousin." The words were both bold, and got the attention of everyone that could hear him. The man wasn't being quiet about it either.

She got the plan then. Most would have killed the man on the spot, since he was, at least in potential, heir to the County. That he was far enough away from that for it to never have been real to him was just a fact however, if he'd basically been given the task of being the librarian.

"I see. Are you willing to serve the people of County Baker, given that? It means not trying to kill me or sabotage my efforts. On the good side, if I'm screwing up, you'll be allowed to come and yell at me without fearing death or retribution for it, so there are perks too." She smiled, a bit hopefully, but the man nodded, his own look serious.

"I do." It had the formal sound of someone actually taking an oath, not just a person answering a random question. He also meant it, which the Truth amulet made clear, the brilliant glow around him never wavering at all.

Tiera nodded.

"Good." She raised her voice then, calling out and pulling the old, fairly dark skinned man around to face the people watching. "This man, Lawrence Morris, is now my top advisor and will be responsible for the day to day governance of County Baker. If anyone has questions, concerns or problems, please bring them to him for resolution. Pass that around, if you will? Now, if you think you can do something useful for the County, get up here and let me know about it. I can't promise instant wealth over it, since the County has had some minor setbacks recently that way, but you all know that people in charge tend to do better than those on the bottom, and I'm just passing out jobs here today..."

That actually got very little immediate action, but slowly, over the course of minutes, Lawrence was approached by several people. Some he sent away, after using the Truth amulet on them, but others were brought to her, one by one.

"Countess Baker?" He bowed to her each time, which was cute, but a bit overdone. She'd have to talk to him about that later. "This woman is a school teacher. The students haven't been at lessons for weeks however. Since Noram day, fearing conscription. You mentioned that was ended?"

"Right. Especially for school children. We'll be making a heavy educational push soon and..." It took a bit to get the woman's name, but she seemed to have enough years for it to seem real. "Clara Holt, will be overseeing that. Inside ten years I expect close to a hundred percent literacy and numeracy for all. Lawrence, would you make up a suitable title for her position? Clara?" The woman looked scared, but didn't back away from the duty, so Tiera smiled at her. "Don't let this go to your head. You still need to teach classes and keep your hand in that way as well. I also want some schools for higher learning set up, for common children of promise, as well as the nobles. Figure out what will be needed for that." How she was going to pay for it, she didn't know at all.

Between people, making an effort to smile at the individuals that had come with her when she could, even if it wasn't real, exactly, she pulled her new style communications device and started getting in touch with people.

She started with Timon, who answered with a slightly clipped and upset tone to his voice.

"Timon Baker, Fast Transport Service."

She grinned for a moment, then realized it might seem a bit out of place, so schooled her face.

"Hello, can I have an estimate for ten pick-ups? They might have staff with them, or family, so call it forty in all?"

He didn't even ask who it was.

"Over what distance?"

"All inside County Baker, which was County Morris, so you can actually find it. Probably no more than fifteen hundred air miles for each." It would be less, but it was better not to underestimate, in case someone had a problem and needed to go back and get their nice jacket or something.

"Will you want to send some guardsmen or functionaries with them?"

She rolled her eyes, since it was a good plan.

"Yes. About four for each trip, I don't want to seem aggressive, unless it's needed."

"Twelve hundred gold. I suppose you want a discount, for being my sister?" Now he sounded playful, almost as if she wasn't supposed to have realized he'd get who it was the second she mentioned County Baker?

"A steep, steep discount. I have... six gold. That means I have to eat in the student dining room too, so unless you want my last copper, I really can't go a lot higher than that."

There was a pause and the crowd watched her closely, seeming puzzled at her actions and words, until Timon sighed.

"Fine. Six gold. This time only, if you want my services in the future, I expect at least half rates. My people need to eat too, you know."

"Done. Thanks Tim. I already have Judy Kerry here, and... well, given the day, I doubt I should do any of it myself. That would look a bit underpowered, so..."

Her brother laughed.

"I have ten people that can come, if I scramble. Get maps of who is going where ready and we should have it all done about half an hour after the last nobleman stops screaming at us. Maybe sooner, if we can convince them that the privilege of taking the ride is worth it anyway."

One of the really nice things about power, she realized, was that she, personally, wasn't responsible for things like getting maps around. She didn't even have to ask. Lawrence had them, back at his library, and started to set out to get them on foot, when Judy stepped forward and bowed.

"I can get you there faster. Fast Craft pilot. I need to come back here, but if it won't take too long?" She looked at Tiera, which was nice, considering that the girl had tried to beat her up the very first time they meant, and had cursed her in the commons for several minutes. Now she was being nearly pleasant about the whole thing.

"Would you? I fear I can't afford to pay for such trips yet, but... perhaps we could work out a deal? Later payment or a trade of some kind?"

She just called for a spot to be cleared, and brought her Fast Craft into being, sizing it for two people.

"Sure. I could use some map copies. You can never have too many of those."

The man beamed at her, looking so happy Tiera was afraid he'd fallen in love with the very tall Conserina already. Then, if he had, he could apparently buy her good will with pieces of paper, so it might work out for him. She wasn't that good looking really, being a bit thin and plain through the face, but she had her solid points, and a discerning person would be able to get that. For instance, she was a sixteen year old girl, that had her own Fast Craft. Plural.

If Tiera had it right, she might also be a Space Craft Pilot soon. That was a person worth knowing.

The rest of the early day kept on in that vein, and while the assemblage of people wasn't exactly a party, drinks were served. She had water, from the same dipper that the new military men were using, and as their first assignment, suggested that they see to getting some for everyone else. No one complained, but one of the men did ask if there was a way to use one of the Space Craft for that.

Gerent stepped forward on that one.

"I think we can actually do that, if you don't mind being part of a test of the new devices?" He glanced at Orange who'd been almost silent the whole day, earning a small smile from the woman.

"Very good thinking. You and I will go to the sea and handle that?" She actually made it a question, though the craft were actually hers. It was very kind of her.

That got a greatly reduced vehicle coming back about twenty minutes later, and a station set up for people to drink the purified and cooled water from. That part, the cooling, was what had taken so long, Gerent allowed.

"We, erm, actually froze it at first, then had to collect heat to undo that. The system is a bit sensitive that way."

People were impressed and came to drink from it, standing in a long line, gawking a bit that the flying craft was able to change shape and carry water. She finally got a chance to call Tor, about two in the afternoon, which meant waiting for him to answer, since he didn't carry his communications devices on him at work. They sat behind the counter, off to the side. She didn't get him at all, but Sherri Bonner instead.

"Hello? This is Tor's device, Sherri Bonner speaking, what may I help you with today?"

"Sherri!" Tiera felt a little bad for not having gotten in touch with her before that, after break was over. They were friends after all. Lovers. It probably meant she was a worse person than she thought. Of course murdering little girls because they were in the way sort of trumped that, so she didn't comment on the idea. Not that she would have, in public. "This is Tiera. I was just calling Tor to see if I could get him to send me some amulets and possibly some coin. Or, well, I can pick it up, but you know what I mean."

"Tiera! I've missed you. Ali and I were just saying that we should have you over for dinner tonight, say at five? Tor has been helping me learn to make folded crisp bread, which he assures me will go very nicely with the fowl and cream sauce I have planned. Please say you'll come?" She wasn't really begging, but it did sound a bit like she intended for it to simply happen, even if Tiera was busy. Working things out, Tiera nodded to herself.

"I think we can do that. I might have to duck out on you, so if that's the case, please don't hate me? Things are hectic suddenly. That's why I need to get in touch with my brother." Probably more than one even, she realized. This was kind of a big deal after all.

"One moment." There was a pause, then Sherri called out, away from the device. "Tor? Tiera's on the communications device for you. I think it might be an emergency?"

There was a clatter, which seemed to be a tray or baking pan being dropped and the sound of running feet, not five seconds later a voice called her name.

"Are you all right? What do you need?" Not what happened, just what help she needed, since that was the important part, wasn't it?

"Um... I could use several copies of anything that can be used to start a business of any sort, outfitting for... call it four hundred city guards men and women. At least one magical river, and permission to steal some of Ali's orphans, to work in a focus stone manufacturing set-up." Not that she knew how to do all of that, but she'd figure it out. "Oh, and... can I have a million gold? I mean, just to have, not borrow. I probably won't pay it back or anything, so I don't want to misrepresent myself here." So, in total, enough funds to start her own County.

It was the job, so why not ask?

She expected laughter, questioning and perhaps being told no, at least in part. After all, he was her brother, but she was asking for more than anyone would ever have a right to. It was one thing for him to ask her to spend a free day baking, another for her to suggest he should just make her instantly one of the richest people in the land.

His voice didn't waiver at all, or hesitate.

"Certainly. It will take a few days to get the coin around, but I can do that. The amulets... I actually have most of what you'll want right here. Do you need some houses as well?"

If the words had come from anyone else in the world, she would have expected it to be sarcastic. Even if it didn't sound like it. This just sounded... real.

"That would be good, actually. I kind of have to fix that County I broke. I'm working on that today, but will be around for dinner tonight. At Ali's house? Sherri invited me."

"Perfect, I'll make sure to collect some things up for you then. I was going to mention something like this to you, but, well you were so angry with the Morris family that I didn't think it would work. I take it that something changed there?"

She let her eyes go to the ground, and her face go dark and sad at the same time.

"I killed them all. Even the little one and her mother. That was collateral damage, and not what I intended, but it happened. So now the King has me doing this. It's going to be hard, juggling it and school, but I'll have to make do." She wasn't quitting after all. That would be too much to ask of her, wouldn't it?

"Ah. I'm sorry. I know that has to be hard. We can talk more about it later, if you want? I have things that need to come out of the oven..."

He didn't wait, signing off in a rush. That was the life of a baker, the product came first, most of the time.

The people that eventually showed up, all in decently large craft, since Timon had ordered his people to put on a show, were mainly women. At least the sitting Baronesses were. Three men, seven women. Half of them claiming they were ready for war. That actually got shut down in a very nice fashion by Gerent, who had them all get into his craft and took them straight up in the air, trying to hold his position over Bakersville the whole time. He shifted some, and had to correct often, but it mainly worked and the people standing there, looking out the very large front shield window, didn't argue about "war" after that.

Or course part of that was down to Aunt Orange and Count Lairdgren.

"Green, remember when the coalition dropped rocks on Asia, devastating the population there?" She smiled at everyone and explained. "It's called Vagus now, because the real names were all forgotten. Before, it had been one of the most densely populated places on the planet, then in a war that few remember, one of the sides hung over it, much like this, and dropped big rocks onto it, from just about this high. It sounds minor, doesn't it?"

Count Lairdgren sighed.

"Yes, luckily that's forbidden now. Over a billion people died in those attacks. Of course, Tiera isn't a signatory to the Treaty making that something she could do. I don't recommend it however, dear. It plays merry havoc with the atmosphere and I don't want the growing season in Lairdgren changed that rapidly, if it can be helped."

She nearly suggested that she wouldn't need it, since she could slaughter their military forces without such things, but she realized that would sound too mean and pushy. People were just scared, or didn't believe that she was more than a child, which was a little unfair, since she was, technically, both an adult and their Countess, even if they didn't want to bother with believing it yet.

"Don't worry. I won't hurt my people that way, or let anyone else do it. If anyone has that kind of an issue with me, we can simply fight a duel over it, and replace them." She probably sounded a little too certain of herself, but no one called her on it.

The oldest man there, one that hadn't been against her vocally so far, snorted and covered his mouth, to hide his laughter. His gaze was on those claiming that they'd go to war over the whole thing though, not her, so she fought her annoyance down and waited to see what he said before punching him in the groin. He was tall. It would work.

Baron Lincoln, she thought his name was. She'd really need to learn all of that, she realized. Visit and stuff.

"There you go. Just challenge the child to a duel. Notice that when the old Count did it, he had to have his wizard daughter and some of his military help him? It was without honor, and he still lost. Now she'll be the one with an army at her back. We get the point however, we'd best get in line or you'll simply kill us all."

Tiera shrugged, and shook her head, which got everyone to stare at her for some reason.

"Yes and no. Someone is going to be in charge of County Baker. If you back me, then you'll get new businesses and an influx of coin to help make up for the fact that someone damaged the whole place earlier this year. If you don't, then you probably get to deal with years of infighting and less coin, as well as worse conditions for you and your people. There really isn't another way. Not that I can see. You want me to be on your side though. You may not know it yet, but you do. So, if you'd all line up and do whatever swearing you want, then sign the documents that Lawrence here has, we can get you back to your lives and start setting up a better future."

It sounded good to her, but she wondered if the first duel in space was about to happen anyway, when a grumbling man in his thirties moved in front of her and started to call her names. Whore was in there, as well as cunt, ass-licker and moron. She held her tongue, realizing that she had said he could do whatever swearing he wanted, so it was inside the rules, if a bit rude.

Then he knelt and said that he'd pay her damned taxes and back her in war, if it was needed.

She smiled and bowed to the man.

"If you'd sign the document too? Otherwise the people at court will think I'm just making claims. I never do that, but you know how the King is, wanting proof and all that." She waved her hand a bit, making it seem like a light and airy statement.

She didn't make them use the Truth amulet, since she understood that none of them probably meant it anyway. They didn't have to, just do what they were told. It was the classical arrangement after all. It meant that it was nearly four when they were all being returned to their places, and she had to hurry, taking her own Fast Craft out of there. When she got inside, she waved to Lawrence, calling out from the door.

"Can you meet me here, tomorrow? I should have some things for you. I know it isn't the best plan ever, but I don't have facilities here yet." She was surprised, because the man didn't even ask when, just saying that he'd be there. "Great, thank you, by the way. I should be in about one or so..."

Then she flew off directly and landed at the Palace, which was a lot closer to her new city than the school was. About ten minutes away, traveling at full speed. Less than that really, but she took the greatly reduced vehicle down slowly, which added four minutes to the whole thing. It kind of demonstrated why the King didn't want an enemy in charge there, didn't it?

She didn't even try to go in however, just motioning for George to come and hand her a Truth amulet.

"I'm Countess Tiera Baker, County Baker." It showed as being true, so she grinned at the slightly shocked faces of the guards, who stiffened, since it was new and nothing that they'd heard about at all. "Which used to be County Morris. Changed the name earlier today. I have some papers for King Richard, Also, please let him know that I swear fealty and all that? Um..." She bowed toward the door of the place, trying to make it seem cute, rather than like she was just in a hurry and didn't really want a big conversation with the man himself, even though that was the case. "I do so swear. Along with a rough mutual protection agreement, if he agrees as well."

The white and golden yellow glow around her didn't waiver at all, so the Guards all bowed again.

"Very well, Countess Baker. Do you wish to have an audience now?" George looked at her blankly, probably remembering the time that he'd hit her across the face, wondering if it would be a difficulty now.

That had been ordered however, by her, so why would she even think that? If the man didn't have oaths to the King, she would have snapped him up to lead her own forces. Since that wasn't going to happen, she just smiled at him and touched his arm gently. It was flirtatious, but she didn't press it, because the other Royal Guards would make fun of him if she did, even if he was in charge.

"Not today, thank you. Just, if the papers and little oath I just did can be reported? That should make it all real enough. I need to get back to school. If he needs to get in touch, Prince Alphonse has the ability to do so. Or my Brother Tor, but using a new communications device would be faster, since I have one with me."

"Very good. Congratulations." There was more bowing then, but no one seemed upset at least.

"Thank you. All of you."

Then she got out of there before anyone of note could come and require her to wait until dinner, missing her real work. She had meditation class and would probably be punished for missing her fighting practice the next day. That was fine. It had to be done, and if she had to scrub the practice square on her hands and knees for a week, then that was a fair price.

She didn't go back to her room, just making her clothing change into a pretty deep blue dress, one with only a bit of frill at the edges. It made her look young, so she added the whole package, with shiny leather shoes in black that had little girl buckles on the front, pure white stockings and then decided that white gloves would be too much. She took her craft down and got to the door, thinking she might be a little early, but knowing that it most likely wouldn't be a real problem.

That was wrong. It wasn't a problem, but she was, according to the rather nice and large standing clock inside the door, five minutes late. Sherri pulled her in and kissed her meaningfully, since no one else was there. Then they held each other for a bit, pulling back as Ali came into the room.

"Tiera, there you are. Dinner will be ready in a few moments. We're waiting for Tor, if that's all right? He normally gets here about this time."

"Not a problem at all." She gave the taller girl a hug too, and sighed. She hadn't really realized how stressful the day was, until she got to someplace safe. That she counted her brother's house that way, with his young wife and her school roommate as protectors, simply made sense. They were family after all, and that meant something real. Even when they annoyed the crap out of her.

She moved back to Sherri for another hug, getting a smile from both her and Ali, though they both had to run back to the kitchen to get the food. She traipsed along, since, as she pointed out, guest or not, it was proper to help do her share. That got a funny look from both the other girls, but they nodded when she finished the whole thing.

"After all, I want to be invited back, don't I? I'm going to have to be eating here most of the time for a while, until I can earn a bit of coin. I had to spend most of what I had with Tim earlier. He gave me a great deal on some Fast Transport work." She didn't go into the whole thing, since that would be for after the meal.

Tor got back a few minutes later, just as all the food was going on to the table. It was a family style meal, which meant they had all the dishes in front of them and didn't have separate courses. Except for the dessert, which was a pudding made from sweet rolls that Sherri was trying out. She mentioned it as they sat down.

"I'm a bit worried it might be too sweet. I didn't add sugar to the apples I put in, so... here's hoping?" She'd made the whole meal by herself, and it was a good bit better than anything Tiera would have managed, so she really didn't think that would be a problem. The folded crisp bread was actually flaky on the outside, and fluffy in, as it was supposed to be, despite the crunchy sounding name. It was a difficult thing to make for most people, and took hours to get right.

"This is very good. You could go into business for yourself, if you wanted." She meant it as a compliment, but knew it was risky. After all, as a Baronetta, Sherri didn't really expect to ever have to work. She could, but if so, it would be in something other than a bakery, at least later. She did enough at Tor's to really count, but he wasn't paying her for it.

No, he just gave her coin when she asked. It was more of the arrangement that he would have had with a girlfriend or lover, but they weren't sleeping together. Sherri had mentioned it, several times.

"Thanks. It's good to know. I haven't come up with any marriage proposals yet at all. I need to get on it soon, or all the good ones will be taken."

That was a real concern for a lot of noble women. Her people were a good example of that. For some reason, probably misadventure and a high rate of death for the young boys, nobles skewed towards having more women than men by a good percentage. It was enough that, given the three steps, Sherri might just not be able to find a husband that was considered suitable at all. It was a big part of why she was at school. She didn't really need to learn about homemaking, since she'd probably never have to do that kind of work at all, but going to school gave her a chance to rub elbows with nice young men that were from a similar background and social status. Plus a few that really weren't, but had very good prospects, like the Lairdgren Group. Sam and Guide were both probably going to be close enough to her in social position to count, in a few years. Sam Builder might be already, she realized. After all he was the aid to the Magics Counselor for the Kingdom. Since there wasn't one of those at the moment, it meant he was basically doing the job himself. Tor had been, but he'd quit.

To devote himself to baking.

They didn't talk about anything of note until after the pudding, which was excellent. They all gushed at Sherri over it and Tor asked for the recipe, which was the highest compliment someone could pay, when you came up with a new dish.

Then, without preamble, her brother stood and walked from the room.

"Be back in a bit."

It took longer than that, so Tiera helped clear the table, and they "retired" to the family drawing room, where she was offered her choice of either brandy or strong coffee. Tiera chose the first one, since coffee would keep her awake and alert, but the Brandy wouldn't do anything to her at all. It was sophisticated even and polite of her to accept something, but she noticed that Ali had a bit of coffee, and Sherri clearly came back with her own drink being apple juice, not the adult beverage at all. It was a bit strange, but made sense. They had real schedules to keep, after all, and Ali was a builder.

Tor came back eventually, with not one, but four large cases floating along behind him, the amulets for them being in his left hand, which he passed to her without comment.

"What you mentioned, plus some of the new communications devices, one of the hubs for that too, and a dozen of the larger houses. Some small ones as well, so that you can use them for schools and religious meeting centers or whatever is needed.

She popped up, drink in hand and carefully gave him a hug. No one else asked about it all, but she shrugged, since it wasn't a secret really.

"This is for my County. I think that's even official now. County Baker. I got the Baronies to sign fealty and swear to me, and the King has been notified. So you know, Countess and all that." She said it without a lot of weight, but Tor just nodded.

"Sorry about that. I get the basic idea, someone has to fix things there and you did kind of do some damage. Oh, Ali, she also wants to start that manufacturing system for the orphans? I put some extra gear in... one of the cases, for that, earth movers and compressors. The kids will have theirs too, but it can't hurt to have spares."

"Thanks. So, Alyssa, what do you say? Can I get those workers? They'll be well enough paid, and I think I can get plenty of land for it. They should be able to build their own homes too, right? That will make it a lot cheaper for them. I need someone to organize it all for me, but..."

For some reason, both girls started screaming and jumping up and down, pulling her to her feet.

Sherri kissed her again and looked nearly manic.

"You're really a Countess? That's incredible! We should have a party, or... many parties. You'll have to throw some too, oh, we need to get that organized. You don't have a staff even yet do you? What else do we need... Ali, do you have some paper and a pen? We need to make notes..."

It turned out that homemaking for Baronetta's was more of a home management course load, so in about half an hour, they had a whole lot of things that she'd need to take care of, or as Sherri pointed out, whoever she got in to do that for her to take care of.

"That's what people do, in the main. I can help, if you want, I mean? It's all right if you have other plans, of course." She seemed shy suddenly, as if she thought Tiera would say no?

"Thank you! I'm going back tomorrow, to pass these things out and set them up, so, if you could come? It's in the afternoon, so, if you have classes..."

"I do and I'm almost certain that if you don't mind a few others coming with us, that won't count against me. This is... Life experience, isn't it?" She looked at Tor, as if he'd know the answer for certain, and he nodded like he actually did. Tiera wasn't nearly as certain, but why not? Even if it was half the school, she could take them with her. Maybe that was even a good idea?

"I can do that. I guess we can all meet in the commons at noon? Or, well, after lunch. I'll need to beg some crumbs from my brother for that. If I don't want to eat spit at least." She shuddered and it wasn't totally fake either.

Then she realized that she had to run to her meditations class. At least that was the same as always, Though Doris was pickier about things and insisted that she hold her mind more still than before, which she sort of managed, thanks to the extra time she had to get it right. The first half hour was rough, but the rest worked out pretty well.

She'd taken the floating trunks with her and no one had mentioned that at all, though Sam had seemed interested at first and followed her out at the end, walking behind her, but not at a great distance or anything. She realized she was supposed to stop and talk to him, or at least smile politely or something.

"Hello!" She tried for bright sounding and almost made it she thought. "How have you been doing?" They weren't really friends and had even sort of fought a bit, if in a social combat fashion, which meant the very common looking boy from an orphanage had completely dominated her, getting her assigned to very bad seating at Lyn Red's wedding. It was kind of incredible and indicated to her that she didn't want to challenge him there again, if it could be helped.

"Pretty well. I have a new build planned in a few days and... Um, really, I was wondering if you'd like to... You know, do something? Mitchell, he told me that you and he sort of, well, proved that you weren't a Doretta? I know I shouldn't, but I haven't been having a lot of luck with women and..." He blushed and laughed nervously. "That probably isn't winning you over, is it? I guess I shouldn't... never mind." He said the words softly and started to back away, but Tiera tilted her head back and forth. After all, it wasn't like he was ugly, just poor, and honestly, that wasn't the case was it? He was one of the top fifty or so builders now and probably had a big chest of gold hidden away already.

If he didn't, then it just showed he didn't care about that kind of thing, not that he couldn't get it. Besides, it was kind of brave of him to ask, since they had a bit of a negative history. She liked Mitchell better already, for what they'd done, didn't she? Maybe it would be the same for Sam?

"Sure. I don't know if Karen is in the room or not right now, but if so, well, she won't care really, you know? She's an Instructor here, but not in your section, so, you know, you might ask her if she wants to do something too. She may say no, but if so, it will only be the fact she works here, nothing else."

They chatted as they walked, and he seemed even more nervous, which didn't make a lot of sense. Possibly it was about the Karen thing, since the woman was huge and not that great looking. Nice though, and from what she'd seen, most men liked sex enough that looks were a bit negotiable, weren't they? She took his hand anyway and led him to the room.

Of course, Karen wasn't there when they started, but showed up about halfway through, and started backing out the door, which was polite of her. Tiera just waved to her to get her to stop, urging Sam to keep going.

"Karen? This is Sam, you know him?"

"Certainly. Hi Sam." She sounded almost like she was fighting a giggle, which would have been bad, though understandable.

"Good. He wants to know if you'd be available for sex at times? He's not in the fighter's section or anything. I didn't know if it was allowed. Hmmm." That last bit wasn't put on, Sam just managed to really hit the right place distracting her for a bit. It was a little cold talking during things anyway, wasn't it? Karen didn't seem to mind watching though and sat on her bed, then surprisingly, made her clothing vanish and propped her pillows up, so she could see what they we're doing while reaching between her legs.

"All right. You can start now, if you want? Or, I mean, after Tiera finishes?" She didn't stop what she was doing and it led to an interesting hour after that. She didn't touch Tiera at all, but Sam looked exhausted by the end, and clearly learned some new tricks from Karen, who Instructor or not, was actually pretty cute without her clothing on.

It was a very strange situation, but Sam managed pretty well, kissing them both and promising that they could do it regularly, if they wanted.

"Or not, but, I really had fun."

Tiera nodded.

"Me too. Let's schedule that. Oh, not to push you around, but you should ask Sherri Bonner on a date soon too, if you have time? She's a friend of mine, but both of you will eventually need to get married, and even if you don't, she's a fun person to know."

Sam actually blushed again, and Karen smiled at him, her clothing reappearing, a very nice black shift that hugged her body and seemed like silk. She slept like that at times.

"That wasn't... I don't think she's putting you off Sam, the words were a bit vague though. Tiera?" She said it with a devilish grin, knowing that if she had been putting the man off, she'd be trapped into denying it now. It would be horribly rude otherwise.

She hadn't been however. He was a bit unskilled, but so was she, so that wasn't exactly a reason to not spend time with him, was it?

"Nothing of the sort. Just playing matchmaker. Though, I guess Karen and I are both in your potential marriage pool too, aren't we? Or will be, as soon as you get a title. Tor did it, so I don't doubt you can too. Good works and selfless action at a heroic level? Well within what you can manage, right?" She jumped up and moved to the door where he stood, kissing him again.

"I mean, I won't be marrying you, most likely, since I've been putting everyone off for that, at least for the time being, but it isn't outside of what could happen. In the meantime... Well, we should do this again."

The boy swallowed hard and smiled, but reminded them that he had another build coming up soon, which meant being out of touch for several days.

Then he left, looking back over his shoulder as the door closed. It was sort of cute.

Karen didn't wait long, shaking her head and settling back on the bed.

"So, trying to bribe me? I can't think of what you might want, if it isn't about getting out of punishment for missing today. If that's the case, I suggest you steer some women at Havar, since he's the one that actually got angry about it. Thinks that you've decided to go all spoiled princess on us and not take things seriously anymore."

That was a bit of a surprise, but made a weird kind of sense at the same time. After all, he'd been avoiding her, but it meant they weren't working with each other each day. Plus she had put in fewer hours than she had been. Most days she'd stayed late, and here she'd run a half day, and then missed the next. If he were actually focusing on her as a person, he might think something like that was really going on. True, she had a schedule that most people would never bother with, but change was always more noticeable than what you normally did each day, wasn't it?

"Oh? Well, I have plans tomorrow afternoon, which I can't get out of, so I guess he'll think I'm really gone, won't he? I should get some sleep then, so I can start early and see what he wants me to do."

Karen settled back herself and seemed to think it was a good idea, but what she muttered was very different than that.

"You've been doing well lately. I haven't heard anyone complaining about you being a Doretta at all. A few still refer to you as 'The Bitch' but since that's mainly me and Kolb, I don't think it's really that big of an indictment, do you?" There was sleepy sounding teasing in her voice, and it was clear she didn't mean it, not as something unfriendly.

It was more like she just didn't want Tiera to get lazy.

"That sounds about like what you'd do. Goodnight." She focused on the light plate, which actually turned off, even from all the way across the room. That was pretty decent, she realized. The meditation must be paying off.

Then she slept, which was free of memorable dreams, though she didn't get up until nearly four, which meant rushing through the morning showering to get things done in time. She added an extra lap to her running, and worked a bit more on pells than normal, which was what she was doing when Havar, Kolb and Karen showed up, and without even warming up, started to beat her for an hour. They were all better than she was too, and fresh, so it was pretty one sided.

If, she allowed, that "pretty" meant that her bleeding on them counted as a counter attack. She was armed, but with a sixty pound metal practice club, which was a deadly weapon. Right until Kolb moved in and broke her right ankle with the tip of his wooden practice blade. She could still balance, even as pain screamed at her, but swinging her weapon was out. The recovery from a swing put a vast amount of force on her lower legs, and just hurt too much to manage. They were all working together too, which they'd been practicing for years. It was almost choreographed and lovely, except the constant thumping they delivered was breaking things and making her cry. 

She tried to roll toward the weapons rack, blocking feebly with her club, holding it underhand, which made it nearly useless for anything else, only to have Karen hit it about twenty times, twenty-three to be exact, which made her drop it. Then she focused her blows on that arm, making it break too. The worst part was that Tiera had to try and hold her shield off, accepting the beating, so that no one would realize that she had one on.

When she grabbed a lighter weapon and could fight again the whole thing got worse, not better, and she ended up with half her teeth missing and part of the skin of her face hanging off. She was allowed to heal then, so that she wouldn't bleed to death. It wasn't out of kindness.

Then they started again. It was so brutal that everyone was standing around and staring by the time they were finishing up.

"Gods, what did she do to deserve that? I know she missed yesterday, but isn't that a bit extreme?" The words came from a fourth year girl that Tiera knew as Brettle, and thought might be a Conserina, but wasn't certain. They'd worked together, but not often at all. 

Kolb took the healing amulet when she was done and passed it to Karen who didn't need it long, and then Havar, for about the same amount of time. Kolb went last, being the least harmed, and waited until that was done before addressing everyone.

 "She sent a note, so the absence was excused. This was just her monthly full force exercise. You've all seen her normal routine, so... why don't you get back to work, instead of standing around gaping?"

Havar looked at Kolb hard and actually blinked several times.

"She sent a note? I thought she'd simply gone off to play in town. You might have mentioned that."

"And have you coddle her like you normally do? Hardly a sound plan. How did things go with that anyway?"

Tiera had mentioned what she was up to in the letter after all, since hiding it wasn't going to help. Apparently neither was sending it along, but she just cycled her clothing to get the blood off of it and motioned to Karen, picking her for the next bit of work. She was thinking something with full shields on.

"It went well. I took over County Morris, renamed it County Baker and was confirmed Countess. I'm taking some people down this afternoon to set up some homes and businesses. Do you want to come? I know it isn't weapons practice, but I could use the help organizing my new fighting forces."

There was a growl, coming from Havar, who glared.

"That isn't funny. Even claiming that could have you put to death, if Count Morris heard about it. I'd rather not lose you." Then he looked away, seeming angry, but didn't explain why.

Kolb chuckled.

"Not a joke. It was what she was doing yesterday at least. I heard about it from the King last night. He didn't know the situation on the ground, but did mention that it was real. So, not just Countess Baker, but the sitting Countess. An impressive day's work. She killed the Morris family, day before yesterday."

That got Karen to sigh and shake her head.

"Really, it's just your whole family then, isn't it? You didn't even get in like your brother Todd is, by marriage. I'd feel inadequate, if not for the fact that I'm clearly wonderful, and everyone loves me." She sounded very serious, but then bowed. "Countess Baker."

Kolb and Havar did it too, which got everyone to turn and stare, meaning that the whole story had to be told, from the beginning, taking up valuable practice time. She shorthanded a lot and then got back to work. Countess or not, Karen kept hurling her into the stones and Mitchell came over with Johan and Keras to take their own turns. Size really helped with grappling too, so she had to struggle a lot harder than they did on the throws. Most of the time she ended up under them, forcing her to lock her legs into place and fight from there, even when she'd started the motion. They all just fell on her when they could.

Hardly fair, but just physics.

When lunch came she went to see Tor, and beg for food, which got him to smile.

"Borrow a million gold from me, and you still can't afford two coppers for some hand pies?"

She shrugged and quickly ate the first of the meat pies she'd gotten. They were good, with just the right tenderness to the crust and a bit more body than a light fruit version would have. Not everyone did that, but Tor actually used slightly different recipes for each kind he made. The difference was subtle, but there.

"That's for the County, not to line my pockets. If I borrowed it, personally, I'd have to pay you back. This way I can assure you of your good deed and tell everyone how my brother paid for it all, because he loves them. That way they won't think I'm totally insane when I have to have them executed for committing crimes and all that." She took a bite, swallowed and then made a face. "I hadn't thought about that. I need to review the laws there, don't I? So that, taxes... making sure everyone has food..."

Tor nodded.

"I know. And to think, some people actually want the job. Well, as long as you need food, my door is always open. You know that."

"I do. Thanks. It's good to know. Anyway, I'm off to the County. What time should I be here tomorrow?" It was her off day, the first of two, so she was slated to work the Bakery. The set up was normal enough and she tried to memorize what he had in stock at the moment, so that she'd know what to prepare for the next day.

"About four is when I've been starting. I have a copy of the key." He did too, in his pocket, ready to go. Here, she'd thought she was showing how honorable she was, impressing him with her willingness to keep her word, even as a Countess, and he was acting like it was totally normal.

Which, she realized, it was.

That got her to smile and take the brass thing from his fingers, then keep eating. She washed up in the sink he had behind the counter, and took off for her room to get the chests she'd stored there. It would have been a risk, if anyone had known what was in them, since the school dorm rooms weren't exactly bank vaults and it would be worth the risk of stealing to a lot of people, but they were still there and a good sixty people were standing around in the commons, clearly waiting for her to arrive. Including the Headmaster.

Kyle Hardgrove.

"Countess Baker, so kind of you to have us all for the day. I do hope that you aren't put off by the number going?" He looked at the assorted bodies, which included several adults, including a few she didn't know, as well as a lot of girls that had to be friends of Sherri and Ali, since they huddled close to them, as well and a good twenty fighters.

"Not at all, in fact, it's very nice of you all to come help me like this. We'll need some space. We can all ride in the one vehicle." She tried to sound happy and, she realized, was.

Not everyone here was a personal friend, perhaps, but they'd come to help her, or at least get in on the free adventure, which was fine too. Sherri and her people even smiled at her and half the fighters section people made a point of waving, showing they personally recognized who she was.

So she took the time to make the craft really nice inside, making the exterior deep green with a sky blue stripe again. When people got into place, they all seemed impressed and said so, very politely. About eighty percent of them were nobles, including Farlo Ross and Mark Sorenson from the Lairdgren Group. Of the two, it was the good looking tall boy that seemed uneasy, and he actually walked up to her and bowed instead of settling into the back with the others.

"I know that things haven't been good between us all the time, so if you want me to not go along, I'll understand."

She was already seated, so gestured for him to take the front passengers seat. It was big and a deep green color, feeling like fine leather and so padded that the boy sunk into it, his arms going to the rests instantly. He looked a little surprised though and it wasn't about the seats.

 "Sam apologized to me with sex, and all you're offering is to leave? Hardly fair... Of course, I think that the sex might have been totally tangential to any apologies, to tell the truth, so maybe I should just take it, and call it good? The answer though is that you're always welcome. If you aren't, I'll find you and let you know. I don't generally hide things like that. You may have noticed?"

He gave her a nod then and turned to look behind them.

"Good. About Sam, I mean. People haven't been rude to him, but they've all been putting him off. It's hard for some of them to realize that he's not a just some commoner. Stupid of them, but he's short, and from a rural background. At the very least he's merchant class now, in his own right, and in less than a year. More than that. I'm... not happy about Sandra. I understand it, but she was a friend of mine. After she killed Regina Helmsley, we all sort of knew that she was done for, but it's still sad." He shook his head and teared up a little. "That probably sounds wrong, doesn't it? I saw it happen, if from across the way, so I know it was murder. Worse, we all know that she'd broken her father's treaty with you, even before that. It's just..."

He didn't explain it, but she knew anyway.

"That she was your friend, and it shouldn't have had to happen at all. I still place the blame with her father. He set it all in motion and could have ended it at any time with a simple apology. He didn't, because I was too short. It's a stupid reason to die."

On that, it seemed, they both agreed and the boy got up and moved to the back, either angry with her, or just wanting to hold a conversation with someone that wouldn't be tense and edgy the whole time, which theirs would have become, if he kept talking about how sad it was that his friend had been murdered. He might just have understood that, or perhaps it was something else entirely.

The trip didn't take that long, and no one moved in alongside of her, not even Ali, Sherri or Karen, letting her pilot in peace. Once they were on the ground, a large group of people waiting for her, many of them armed, she stood up and waved to the people in the back.

"Well, I see some friends, but just in case, everyone should have a shield on?"

That got most of them to do that, but a few of the girls looked frightened, since sudden attack was really a part of their worlds now. They had the devices to protect themselves, and with a little help managed to walk out with her. She took the lead, figuring that, if anyone was a target, it would be her. She might as well make it easy for them.

The assembled people bowed, going low and the man in front, her new friend Lawrence, smiled.

 "Countess Baker. We have some news, as well as some individuals that have come to seek new positions? These here have all passed truth testing and seem to at least have good ideas." He gestured to them, as Tiera set the floating cases on the ground, for unloading.

It was probably rude, but the first thing she did was open the boxes and when she found the right one, unpacked the communications devices. Without asking she set the first one up, writing the name on it, using the control screen and then showed Lawrence how to use it.

"We seem to have a hundred and forty-eight of them, so a hundred and forty-seven left. This will let us all stay in touch. Our Baronies will need at least one each as well, and it might be good if they had a few. Can you apportion those, or really, since I need you here, can you assign that to someone?"

That took the fellow about half a minute, and another five for her to show the new woman that ran up, a forty something female, in a guard uniform, who was to be in charge of the city it seemed, to learn what to do.

Then she let Ali and Sherri have-to on the rest, so that she could see to her own tasks. It was less fun, but a house sprang up near the city wall, and several people left to put up a palace inside. Everyone looked at them, impressed it seemed. Very much so.

 She mainly just watched people, listened to their ideas, and in a few cases had them given communications devices and once, an ice manufactory. She owned it, but the man suggesting the idea had been hoping that she'd talk to her brother for him about the very idea. Things happened fast then, and by the time the sky was starting to darken she was able to handle most of what was needed in the short run.

Then she waved to Lawrence, to get him to follow her.

"The first house, the one out here? That's for you. Sorry about the poor location, but it's a symbolic thing. The other one, inside the wall, is mine. I'll be back in two days, and then we can see to the rest of these things. If you need me at all, use the communications device."

The man didn't just bow, but actually sank to his knees.

"Thank you Countess. I promise, none of us will let you down."

Then, almost as if it were planned, the rest of them did the same thing.
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Tiera herself left shortly after five in the evening, but almost half of the people that had come with her elected to stay. That was a bit of a problem, since she couldn't really afford to feed them all yet, but Lawrence seemed to think they could handle it, without putting her in too much debt to anyone. What he had planned, she didn't know, but suspected it involved a bit of light robbery of a grocer. It wasn't a good thing, but as long as she got the needed funds to the establishment in a timely fashion, it should be all right.

Technically, she realized, it was legal, even if she didn't pay them. That would mean hardship for them, which wasn't what she'd promised earlier, so had to be avoided, even if it meant looking bad now.

She didn't even have food for herself, except some dried fruit in her room, which was better than going hungry. True, she could have gone to Tor's and Ali's for it, but her sister-in-law was just coming back with her, and hadn't had time to cook for hours. Sherri was still setting up her house, along with an Instructor, who was named Mary Hendrix. She was a very sweet woman, Tiera thought. Also, apparently very knowledgeable about what was needed and aware that Tiera herself was on a budget.

Eating slowly, all alone in her school room, which seemed a lot smaller now, being plain inside and just fifteen by fifteen, even if it was being shared with a Conserina first, she had some time to think about things. The main one was simply that, as a Countess, even if it was uncomfortable and annoying, she needed to pay a better visit to the King and his family.

It was literally one of her duties, and while she'd missed the Council of Counts, not being anyone in particular at the time, it seemed right for her to make an appearance. To that end, when she finished her lovely and delicious meal of dried apple, which wasn't enough for her to feel full, she got on her communications device and contacted Prince Alphonse.

Yes, it should have been the King, but she didn't have Count Morris's official communications device and wasn't certain it still existed. The Space Craft had turned the guest house into a scattered mess, most of the pieces no bigger than half her hand. A few had been larger, but even focus stone was just a kind of rock. Besides, that would say "Morris" on it. This one at least listed her as Tiera Baker.

"Alphonse here." The voice was calm and sounded decently happy, which was a positive thing to her mind.

"Hello. This is Tiera. Just thought I'd get with you and see what the real plans were. You know, all the secrets that Conserina's don't get to know, but Countesses do. The recipe to fluff cream and how to secretly signal that you want juice in your glass, but a kind that will make people think your actually drinking spirits." She sounded a bit blank and serious, which oddly enough got the man on the other end to reply in the same fashion.

"Ah. Well, fluff cream... I actually know that one. You just whip air into cream and add some sweetener at the end. As to the other, you simply request it of the head server, and let them see to it. It's more common than you might think to do that." Then, without so much as a chuckle, the Prince went on. "How are you doing? I mean, really doing? You aren't mad at us for forcing this on you, are you?"

That was actually a good question. After all, she didn't want to be a Countess, did she? It was a job, certainly, but she was supposed to be in school, not off seeing to the lives and fortunes of several million people.

"Angry? No. I can see that this was actually my mess, so I need to clean it up. It's a lot of work, so far. I think we can forgo the beatings for your father and Counselor Smythe, for now. You on the other hand..." She was joking and thankfully that came across in her voice, but the Prince, after she finished chuckling, sobered quickly enough.

"Tiera? Just a word of warning, jesting like that can be considered an act of war for you now. You've entered a new and wonderful world that isn't half as glamorous as most think. For the time being, try to be sensitive as to how anything might sound, and make yourself care about it, since we can't afford a petty war right now. Not with a rebellion going on. Your County wasn't as hard hit as some by the Gray Plague, so at least you have that going for you, but the whole economy is rocking from all of this still and might not stabilize for a long while. I don't suppose you have any reports about that from your area, do you? Morris wasn't exactly forthcoming with data for us."

She blinked at the tone of the whole thing, being a lot darker than she'd planned when she called. Not that she couldn't use some schooling on how to act, but going directly into the finances of her County seemed... Really, it was correct and what she should have been doing. Sighing she made her report, which didn't sound that good at all.

"No, nothing like that, yet. I'll get with my people, and see what I can find. I really wanted to know if I was supposed to come and visit with you soon? More to the point, your parents? Oh, I also need an invitation to your wedding. That's going to be a bit awkward, since I can't have you as my date..." She stopped, wondering if that statement was too out of place, but the Prince actually laughed.

"That one I can see to. It's in ten days you know. I have to admit it's a bit more nerve wracking than I thought it would be. I should get with Tor and remind him that he's standing for me. I don't think he'd forget, but he's been so busy lately, what with his new business concern." He sounded a little funny as he spoke, and she realized he was walking, the sound of his heels on the real stone floor of the Palace giving him away, as well as a bit of heavier breathing.

He stopped talking, without warning her of anything, but she got what was probably happening, especially when he started speaking again.

"Countess Baker is on with us. I believe she's trying to make certain that her duty as Countess is being upheld in a timely fashion. She's already agreed to get an assessment of her peoples well being, which is better than a lot have done in the last months. I don't know the meeting schedule that well, or hers at all..."

That got a low and rumbling voice to speak from the background, since, naturally, the whole thing was being addressed to King Richard himself. It wasn't so out of place for her that she expected anything too much different however, so wasn't surprised by it.

"Countess Baker. I believe that, given your ability to travel, you might be able to come to our evening meal here this night? There are a few minor things that I'd like to run past you, if you have the time?"

She grimaced, since she had a class and Doris wasn't likely to excuse her just for a fine dining experience, was she? Still, it was a bit before six, so if she got there early and explained, maybe she could be out in time to make it?

"That's at nine?" She didn't sound as certain as she should, or as confident, because unlike her brother Tor, she wasn't used to eating at the Palace. It would probably be a bit of a mess, but at least would get her first meeting out of the way.

"That's right. Are you available? I know this is short notice..."

"It isn't that part of it, just that I have a meditation class at seven. I think I can manage it. I'd... like to confirm for that?"

There was no laughter at the mention of classes, just a happy sounding voice from the side.

The Queen. Constance.

"We look forward to having you then, dear." There was a soft gasp, coming from the same location it sounded like, and a tight voice following. "Forgive me, I forgot myself, Countess Baker."

Tiera actually went silent and had to work out what had happened. It took a bit, just being too strange.

"Oh... No, that's fine. After all, we're family and I can almost guarantee that I'll get a thousand parts of protocol wrong tonight, so I don't want to start problems with something as minor as you being nice to me. Particularly since... Well, I'll explain myself more later, if that's something we can do?" She had to offer a way out, she thought, so that they wouldn't feel bad if they were busy. That or she was going overboard, but it felt correct at least.

The King clapped once.

"Definitely. Dear. We look forward to seeing you." He started to go into a long and flowery goodbye, but Alphonse laughed and took the device, she thought, walking away.

"There we go. We'll talk then?"

"That seems right. Thanks Alphonse. I feel like I'm barely keeping up with all this right now. I need to run to class and try to get a seat early."

The Prince let her go then, with little preamble, which was nice. Protocol was something that could take years to learn and she was trying to do it on the fly, which, as she'd mentioned, would probably be a disaster.

Doris saw her come in early, her eyes peaceful and holding a slight smile on her lips. Tiera walked up to her and whispered so low that she wasn't certain the woman would be able to hear her.

"I've come early, since I have to be in the Capital at nine. Meeting with the King. Is that allowed?" It made her sound a bit young and weak, but after a few seconds the Ancient lady gave a single nod, and smiled slightly more for a moment, then gestured to the side, for her to take a seat on the floor.

 To make up for being a pain, asking for special privileges, she tried extra hard to go as deep as she could, starting with a clearing of the mind, remembering what that was like from her best efforts before and then noticing and suppressing any thoughts that came in to her head. It still wasn't perfect, but she was getting better at it, she thought. Then she had to make that realization go away. She closed her eyes for it, which was part of what everyone else was doing, so missed the change in focus. When Doris touched her shoulder lightly the rest of the room was busily staring at a burning stick of incense.

The woman didn't speak, just gesturing to the door, indicating it was time for her to leave. She walked to it calmly, but started sprinting to her room, uncertain of the time. When she saw the clock in the commons, she had to shake herself a bit. Doris had gotten her out at seven-thirty, which was plenty of time to get ready and be there on time, as long as she didn't dawdle.

There was, she realized, a bigger problem than she'd thought. The higher your rank was, the nicer you were supposed to dress for any given occasion. That meant that, while some of her learned outfits were nice, they might not be exactly correct for a Countess. Worse, this was a Palace dinner, which meant she had to go in looking nice, and not doing so would be something that others might scorn, but if she looked too good, it would seem like she was saying she was better than everyone else. Now, if she had it right, from things Karen had said, at a large party or ball, the goal really was to do your very best, and even make the Queen look dowdy, if you could manage it.

Not at a normal meal though.

In the end she decided to wear the nicest dress she knew the pattern for, and hope that anyone seeing her would just assume she was downplaying her wealth for a reason. Since she didn't have any to speak of, that would work. It was a light colored dress that had body to it and layers of white mixed with translucent pearl colors. It would wash her out, so she spent a few moments using her disguise amulet to undo that. A bit of extra color to her skin, along with slightly redder lips and some blush to her cheeks. Given all that, with her very short and bristly fighters cut, she realized that she looked a bit like a made up boy in a dress.

That got her to smile.

At least she looked like a very pretty boy.

The trip went smoothly and Tiera was actually a bit early. Not too much she hoped. There was something about not showing up places on time, for show, but as far as she knew that didn't apply when going to visit the King at his home. It would be rude and demonstrate that she didn't care much for the man. That was still true, but she could swallow that for her new people, if she had to. They didn't need a war, just food, shelter and a chance to make a better life. That part they had to do for themselves, but it was something that she could help with a little, she thought. Maybe not though? Most Counts and Countesses didn't really do that much for the commoners, did they?

Perhaps it was too hard to really manage?

She took her craft down after settling slowly, and put the silver amulet around her neck. Then she slowly approached the Royal Guards that were waiting and smiled, since George was there, and she really did like him. Holding out her hand she took the Truth amulet and just affirmed she wasn't a threat to anyone that night.

"Except Carol Coltress, who I might need to beat later. She has apologies to make. To her daughter. If she hasn't already. Still, it's my job to make certain she doesn't relapse or anything, so I need to get in touch with people. But I won't do it here." That got a laugh from the others, even as they bowed. It wasn't just a polite one either. As she handed the device back she looked at George directly, and made a bit of a face.

"So, do I look completely out of station here? I can't do much about the height yet, but the dress and make-up?" She was hoping that they'd reassure her, but instead of saying anything, a tall dark haired woman was called to the front.

"Kara? Please fix her." It was a bit of a rude way to say it, but the woman just stepped forward and examined her closely.

"Magical clothing... and disguise amulet?"

"That's right." The privilege of having a brother that was a wizard. She nearly explained that, but the purple and black clad woman just touched her shoulder, closed her eyes, and focused.

It was an intense thing and her clothing shifted first, the color going to deep green and sky blue, interwoven in a complicated pattern. It wasn't all that lovely, but was in her colors and looked a bit older than what she'd been wearing before, she was certain. Then, almost shockingly, she started to grow hair. It wasn't real, but it felt like it to her. She didn't have a mirror, but the other guards stared at her and called out suggestions. If she had it right, she'd look about ten years older, and actually look like a female again.

Then, after Kara nodded, satisfied enough with what she'd done, George led her to the dining room himself.

"This is a rather medium sized meal. You didn't bring a companion, which would be the norm, so that's a thing for you to fix in the future. You were a bit overdressed for this sort of function, being that it's mainly a working dinner. Remember not to discuss anything of note until after the meal. When in doubt, complain about the weather." His voice was a little clipped and efficient sounding, but she made herself listen and not get upset. That part amazed her suddenly, because there was a time when she'd have been scolding the man for trying to help her like that.

Nodding she smiled at him, though his eyes were locked forward.

"Thank you, George. Anything else?"

"Yes. If anyone insults you at this time, I suggest just ignoring it. Several will test you, most likely. The last they saw of you involved a duel with a Count. The brave will want to assure the others that you aren't going to fight each of them for their Counties now over trifling matters. I highly recommend you don't do that. The ones here are actually on our side after all." Then, out of character for the man, he actually smiled, and waived at the door. "You'll do well, I think. Remember, avoid conflict."

Then he opened the vast wooden double doors, and bowed her in. Everyone was standing still, except a few of the very old people, who had soft chairs provided to them for comfort. The King and Queen were seeing people on the far side of the room, standing themselves, so she wandered over, hoping it wouldn't be considered rude. The Royal Guard behind them saw her coming and nodded once, as if letting her know that she was doing the right thing. That was more help than she'd thought to get, if the truth was going to be told.

Tiera approached at the measured pace, and it took a longer time to be noticed than she would have thought, since they were only talking to two other people. An older looking man that she knew, and a woman that she didn't recognize at all, that seemed to be his date. That was Count Isle, who had been very kind to her when they'd met. It didn't mean that he'd get who she was now, since she looked a bit different, what with the long hair and older face.

It was actually Constance that saw her first. She smiled and then lit up, as she got who was there.

"Countess Baker! You look lovely tonight. Do you know Count Isle?" It was a bit of a trap, but she just shook her head. After all, she'd met him, but it had been in secret, while she passed him a message. Twice. The man himself turned to her and bowed, going lower than someone his age should have to, which meant she did it back, going just a tiny bit lower than that.

They were, technically, equals in station, but she was new and didn't want to give offense.

"I'm sure I'd remember meeting someone so fetching. This lady next to me is Baroness Carlotta Jesset. I'm afraid I rather pressured her into coming. It's a sad thing, but when you reach a certain age, the women stop knocking on your door." It was, almost certainly, an invitation for her to make a mistake and give offense. The man knew her after all, and had good reason to believe she wasn't going to call him out personally, even if he started a fight with her. She was glad of George's warning, but it was also a bit nerve wracking. After all, she was going to have a hard time if she didn't know who was actually coming after her.

The problem here was that, if the Count was really going to do that, absolutely any response she gave could be taken as being the wrong thing.

Instead she smiled and bowed to the woman with him, then turned back to the man instantly.

"I'm so glad to meet you, Count Isle." Then, showing what she hoped was wisdom, she just stopped and waited for someone else to speak. There was a danger in that too, but it had to be less than if she walked into things.

The King smiled at her, as if she were brilliant and rare, rather than the most common looking person in the room.

"Thank you so much for coming. I hear you were in Austra recently?" The words didn't sound loaded, but could still be taken the wrong way, very easily.

"That's right. I took Countess Ward and some others there. Her mother and sister as well. We handed off the new Space Fleet to Alice Orange, and met with some spies. The ones that used to work here? They should be coming to Warden in a few days. I'm thinking of hiring your old butler, Quavel, to teach me protocol. If so, I promise I won't let him too near the secrets." As if she could stop him.

That got a wistful look from the Queen and a grimace from the Baroness. She schooled her slightly wrinkled face quickly, but didn't seem all that happy about what she'd said.

Constance chuckled though.

"Well, please send him my love? He was the best servant I ever had, you know. I can't blame you for thinking of him in high regard. It might be a bit hard to win him though, as I hear he's running a successful business in the Austran Capital?"

Tiera had to nod there. They weren't getting rich, perhaps, but the spies were helping each other, and doing well enough that they weren't starving at least.

"That's true. I may have to visit there in that case. Oh, I think the plan is to have an influx of students for the Space works, so perhaps we should arrange to have them all Truth tested first? Just to make sure no spies sneak in? Not that I don't expect them to report what they're doing, but they can do that openly, I think." It was a real point to her, and apparently the King. The others just seemed a little baffled at what she was saying.

Richard smiled at least and touched her shoulder, then went wide eyed and pulled back, but didn't apologize for it. That was clearly something, but as George had said, she'd be best off not taking offense at anything that night. To that end she tried to smile back and seem genuine about it.

His words were very calm and even though.

"A very good idea. Would you be available to set that up? Normally a Countess wouldn't be asked to do such things for the Kingdom, but since you have a link to the Ancients, being one yourself, it might go over better. Family bonds and all that."

She had to agree. Not that Aunt Orange would be a problem about it, or Denno, but they might not see things the same way that the people of Noram did in that regard. After all Alice had no reason to care what people were doing as far as passing information along, as long as they did their jobs well, and Brown was known to send in spies, so being called on that might make him upset. Or get him to laugh. It was hard to know with him.

"Yes, Sire. It will be done. We also should have people from other lands. Vagus has already agreed to send some for instance. I'll check them as well. I doubt they'll be a problem, but it takes moments to find out now. Of course that means we'll soon see far more clever spying tricks being used, I suppose." She said it dryly, but Count Isle and his companion both laughed politely, as if it were a joke. Constance smiled and leaned into her a bit.

"True, dear. We're about to begin the seating. We'll speak after?"

That got a nod. What they had to talk about, except small talk, she didn't know.

The meal was far more interesting than she thought it would be. She was near several Counts and Countesses, near the top of the table, which were assigned by rank, as well as twenty or thirty other factors she just didn't know about. The man next to her was familiar at least.

"Count Peterson, so good to see you again." His wife was nowhere to be seen. That was a bit odd, since she was the younger Princess and it was the King's Palace, but she didn't ask about it. It could be anything that kept her away. For instance she had a new baby, and might actually need to see to her.

"Ah! Conserina Lairdgren, I almost didn't recognize you with hair. You look lovely. You haven't been around lately to visit. I trust that everything is all right between us?"

She smiled and daringly put her hand on his thigh under the table. The idea was that they were "good friends" meaning they were sleeping together. They'd done enough that it nearly counted that way too.

"Well, it's been a busy few weeks. I removed the old Count Morris and his heirs, then took over the County, a few days ago. It's been confirmed, so I'm Countess Baker now. Still, that's no excuse to not come and visit. We should get together soon, if only for a talk. If you have time?" It seemed like the kind of thing a real Countess would say.

Surprisingly the man stood and bowed low to her, getting stares from the rest of the table.

"Countess Baker, forgive me for using the wrong title, I meant no offense." He didn't sit immediately either, and had spoken loudly enough that the whole room heard him. She had no clue what to do, so fell back on her country ways, standing and bowing in return, going low and then helping him stand back up.

"There are no debts between friends. Don't let it worry you. Besides, it's so new that no one could be expected to know about it yet."

They sat then and the large and manly looking, great bearded Count, who was huge, being at least nine feet tall, or close enough she couldn't judge the difference from the ground, smiled, his eyes glinting a bit.

"So, will your forces be flying ones?"

They spoke on that for a while, since it was possible that she might be able to get flying gear, weapons and shields for her people that most others wouldn't be able to. It hadn't been her top concern yet, but it wasn't a horrible point. Then they talked about marriages and that sort of thing for a while, which wasn't really interesting to her, except that, as it turned out, Count Peterson had stood for Timon at his wedding.

"I don't know that forcing the boy to marry at his age was the right thing to do, but his lady wife is a good catch, so perhaps it's worth the loss of his childhood? I should make a point of seeing to him soon."

The food came and she managed not to choke on it, throw it up, or use the wrong fork or spoon. She ate it all too, and had the same portion size that the Count did, which got him to smile and look at her more closely then he shook his head.

"You're going into your first major growth? I thought..." He didn't say what that was, clearly censoring himself.

It was the woman across the table that filled in the rest for him, obviously trying to be rude on purpose.

"I think he was going to say that he thought you were nothing better than a trumped up peasant, playing at being above your station." The words got a nice gasp from those that could hear it and Count Peterson glared, looking ready to fight the woman, who was lean and looked to be in her early fifties, for having mentioned it at all.

Tiera just shrugged.

"That kind of thing, size and musculature, are controllable. I should end up being about seven-six or so. The beef dish is rather nice, isn't it?" She smiled, and changed the subject. If the woman was really dedicated to her cause, she'd press the attack again, but then, Tiera realized, if she did it too much, she'd be the one looking bad.

Not that it would stop her.

"Oh? Well, once peasant trash, always nothing more. Don't you agree, dear?"

Tiera started getting angry, but pushed it down and made herself become very calm, seeking that true mental silence within, not knowing overly what to say. It was very nearly the woman begging her to fight. If someone at school had said that to her, she would be beating them by this time.

So she shrugged.

"No. Not at all. For one thing, commoners aren't trash. They're valuable people, that do much of the work of the Kingdom. For the most part I find them inoffensive and willing to try their best, if asked. I generally don't call things of worth, trash, so respectfully, I have to disagree with you." It was, she realized, probably a bit too confrontational, but this time the woman actually shut up, since half the table was looking their way. Probably to see who'd win the fight.

 It wasn't the last time it happened, two more people goading her on purpose before the dessert came. One man, several people down, openly suggested that she were a Doretta even. That he'd heard it from his own daughter, who went to the Lairdgren school. It wasn't hard to tell who that was, since the man was Scotty Ross, Farlo's father. He was further down the table than she was, but not that much, and on the other side, so she could look at him directly. He was big enough to be easy to see after all.

"That... Unfortunately, there's some truth to it. I've made an effort to fix things, but it will take time. How is your mother the Countess doing? I hold her as a personal friend, you know." Since the woman once offered to risk war with the Kingdom to get her to safety, even though it hadn't really been needed, she truly was.

The vast man made a strange noise and then shook his head a bit.

"I wasn't aware of that. She and her husband are at the country estate for the winter now. If I see her, I'll be sure to pass your regards along."

It was nearly grudging, which didn't make a lot of sense, unless he really hated Dorettas. It could just be that his clever plan to get her to fight him had failed. They'd sort of done that before already, even if the man didn't remember it. He'd been in a combat rage at the time after all, and most people didn't know what they were doing when that happened.

Then the only person that spoke to her politely was Raul, who made small talk about harvests, and his desire to get some of Timon's new fast craft, or even Tor's space vehicles for his flyers corps. That part was done with a slight bit of suggestiveness, as if he wanted her to help with it. Instead she suggested he get with Orange and see about having people train with her. If they had people already able to use the devices, then Tor would be a lot more likely to just make another batch of them for the man.

"I think anyway. I can ask him, if I see him? I wouldn't make the mistake of offering to pay him for them though. The things are worth more than the treasury after all. With him it's always better to just show that you have good plans in mind that might help people anyway. He'd give you his shirt if he thought it would aid someone else." She paused and grinned up at the man, his blue eyes lovely in the magical lights of the room. "Um, I mean that by the way. Don't ask for things you don't need."

They were interrupted, when Tiera was called to the back meeting room, along with Prince Alphonse and Princes Karina. No one paid all that much attention to it all, but Count Peterson stood when she did, being very gallant, as he was.

"If we miss each other later, please do remember to get in touch to make arrangements?"

"I will." She didn't promise it, but so far he seemed to be her best friend, as far as the other Counts and Countesses went. She needed to cultivate that.

The room they went into was a new one to her, and was nicely decorated as far as the walls went, having patterns made of wood tiles there, and a nice stone floor, but other than that there were just chairs. Two large ones, for the King and Queen, and on either side there were smaller ones that the younger people sat in.

Hers, it was clear, was the smaller one done in gray, rather than red, and while nice, was situated right in front of the other four people.

Smiling she pointed at it and then sat when the King nodded.

"Well, this is rather adversarial, isn't it? Me having to face off with all of you alone. In the tiny chair too, so that you can lord over me?" She shook her head, but didn't sound upset about it, just a little teasing. "I'd like to point out that it really wouldn't matter. You could all sit on the floor and be near as tall as I am standing."

This was addressed to the Giant King, but Prince Alphonse answered, his hands spreading.

 "Well, really it isn't that bad this time. That's pretty much why it's done this way however. Most don't pick up on it instantly, or at least don't mention it. I think it makes me look commanding, don't you?" He was trying to smooth things over it seemed, but it wasn't really needed. After all, she wasn't in charge here, they were.

"Really, it does. I'll try not to let myself be too intimidated."

The King moved his mouth a bit, as if starting to speak and then stopping, which was a lot more careful than she would have expected for him to be regarding her, Countess or not.

Finally he got his words out.

"I was hoping to make certain that everything was well between us? I didn't intend for the seating to be an insult, and as Alphonse so helpfully pointed out, you did understand the reason for it. Really, Connie was just worried about the situation with our Royal Guard, George and wanted to assure you that he'll be punished appropriately for striking you, that one time." The man knew the real score on it, but seemed willing to let George take the blame anyway.

Even to the cover story, which was that the man been ordered to do it, that was wrong though. The real facts were even more so, since she'd been the one that asked him to do it, to try and make her cry for show. From the way the others were acting, they all thought it was a real issue. Karina looked a bit upset, but the Queen seemed stern about it. Fierce even.

"We cannot punish Count Lairdgren for ordering it, but the tool can be. It's all we have to give you for it, I fear." She made direct eye contact and didn't look away, which made things oddly harder. It was pretty clear the woman still didn't know what it had all been about.

Her son did, which explained why he wasn't looking at her.

She had to think for a moment, because it felt like anything she said would be too harsh, that or give them away. Constance was trying to prevent the war she thought would be coming over a few slaps, and the King really didn't want the whole thing with her passing messages to be known? It was a bit of a mess then, wasn't it?

"Well, George and I have already made our peace, so that won't be needed. As you said, the tool can be punished, but I find that tools are best cared for and kept ready, not blamed for doing what they're designed for." She had to resist sticking her tongue out, it sounded so pompous. "Of course in this case he's a friend. Not a sword, hammer or bit of magic. I'd not see him harmed over this."

She didn't know if it was the right thing to say, but everyone seemed relived suddenly and Constance actually moved to her, and hugged her solidly.

"Wonderful. I know that I'll sleep easier, knowing that you won't call for him to be put to death over the issue."

Tiera blanched and didn't bother to hide it at all.

"Death? Over a few slaps? I was thinking you'd, I don't know, just slap him back for me. Unneeded, as I mentioned, but..."

The red haired Princess stood, and then sighed and started pacing, which got her mother to give her a look, one that said she wasn't supposed to do things like that. She didn't speak for a while, which was a bit odd, since it was very clear she wanted to. Finally the tall, very thin girl turned and moved closer to Tiera.

"So, that's one Countess that would do that. I think we could, between all the Counts and Countesses, sitting or not, say that four, maybe five of you would have said that just now. It shows a lot more wisdom than not, but in anger, well, people that have armies and the right to do whatever they want most of the time can be a problem." She took a deep breath and rushed on, saying something that Tiera was almost certain was an act of war. "If you start doing that... I'll have to kill you. I mean me, personally. I don't know how I'd get it done, but with your anger... Please understand?" The last bit was an actual plea, even as the others all gasped.

"Karina!" Queen Constance stood then, looking ready to strike her own child, or at least grab her and wrestle her out of the room.

Tiera tried to take a moment to actually think about it. It did make her angry, being threatened like that, but the alternative was probably to have her brothers or grandfather have to do it, if the need arose, which would hurt them, Tiera thought. At least she hoped they liked her well enough. Maybe not Count Lairdgren, but the others.

"Deal then. I'll try my best." That got everyone to give her very shocked expressions, and the Princess to sit before Tiera went on. "My current plan is to get the County on its feet, economically, and then give it over to someone else to run anyway. I don't know who yet, for certain. I'm thinking of my right hand man, Lawrence. Lawrence Morris, a second or third cousin to the old Count. So far he's been a good find, swore to me under Truth verification and everything. That's just what I'm having people do for now, so that my closest advisors are good people that don't particularly want me dead. It might not be him." She shrugged, then waited to see what they would all think of it.

The King gave her a blank and unreadable expression, and the others seemed... bored.

"Are you certain that's what you wish? It's a lot of power to give away. You could set up your man to simply run things, which is about the same amount of power, if you're generous. Then you can protect him, acting as a shield for the man, from the worst of the intrigue and back stabbing."

It took her a few seconds to get that the King thought he was joking for some reason. She didn't get it, but smiled politely.

"Maybe. For right now I have a few million golds worth of amulets, as well as a million gold solid coming, just to spend on that. Getting things back in order."

Richard sat back and went cold on her suddenly.

"You told Tor to lend these things to you?" Everyone looked at her as if she were evil all of a sudden.

She knew why too, since for once she'd been filled in on everything.

"Oh, he didn't tell you? He pulled that response, that bit that made him do that kind of thing, from himself. Plus he didn't know I was a Countess when I asked. So it wasn't me controlling him that way. I just said the words, and didn't even wheedle. He isn't selfish you know. It's not about him not having a choice either, he's a good man that way. Of course I'm going to have to earn some coin of my own, if I want to keep eating. Those funds are for the County, not lining my personal vault." Especially since she didn't have one of those. Not yet.

That got some slow and considering nods at least.

"Well enough then. I was told about that actually, the changes that he'd made to himself and Timon. Please keep us apprised as to what's happening in County Baker? It isn't strictly needed, but it will mean I don't have to send half as many spies in, which will save coin."

"And probably keep them from being caught anyway, what with all the Truth amulets around. I can't promise that I'll be regular or timely, but I'll see what I can do that way? Right now, if it isn't rude, might I be allowed to leave? I have to be up very early in the morning." She paused, then said the words anyway, even if these people might think she was stupid or something. "Running Tor's bakery for the day. That starts early." She didn't let herself yawn for affect, but it was tempting.

The giant King stood then and gestured to the back of the room. She couldn't make out a door there, but it seemed like it was that or where they did the beatings. There was a nice empty space for it, either way.

"Certainly. I hope to see you again soon?"

"Probably. Oh, Alphonse..." She called the words out brightly, but not too loud. "Make sure I get that invitation to the wedding? Or, you know, send a letter telling me that you're snubbing me if you need to, I won't take offense. And Princess Karina... I'd like to take you up into orbit soon, so you can report to everyone about it?" It sounded official enough and really was a good idea, she looked at her parents, which got a single nod and smile from the King and a worried, wide eyed look from her mother.

"Is it safe?"

"Very. Probably more safe than walking the Palace halls. Which I hear isn't all that dangerous at all most days. Everyone will expect at least one of you to go up, so that we can tell everyone about it and it will be believed." She wasn't going to fight about it if the Queen said no. That wouldn't be worth the effort and just get her to dig her heals in.

"Well, as long as it's reasonably safe, I suppose. When would this trip be taking place?"

Tiera had to fight an eye roll, since that wasn't just rude now, but would be a direct insult to the Queen from a person that it might actually be a problem if it came from. Things were easier when she was a nobody.

"When would be good? I'll see about arranging it with Alice Orange. Right now we aren't doing much, getting ready to train the Instructors is all, but sooner is better than later, because of that. Fewer bodies in the way."

They agreed on it being three days hence, which was a school day for Tiera, but didn't matter, since she wasn't going, most likely.

Then the King showed her how the door opened, which took both hands and squeezing clamps that were hidden in the woodwork. The panel swung into the room very quietly, and just entered the hallway outside the dining room she'd been in. That was just a bit further down, meaning she knew how to get out without help.

 Just as she put up her shrunken sky blue and green craft, the Royal Guard Kara, who'd helped her earlier with her hair and make-up, called to her. She had a small canvas bag with her, held over her shoulder by a sturdy looking strap.

"Countess?" She said the word softly, though the other guards on the door would still be able to hear her. "If I could beg something of you?"

Tiera turned on her and tried to think of what she might want. Nothing really came to mind, not that she had to give at least. Still, friendliness was important, and that meant to everyone, all the time.

"No need to beg. If I can help you, I will."

The woman actually relaxed then, as if it hadn't been certain that would be the case at all.

"Thanks. I was hoping to catch a ride to Lairdgren school? I can't afford to pay at all. It's... well, I'm actually assigned to watch Tor, but I don't have any other reason to be there anymore. I used to be a weapons Instructor at the school, when he attended. So I was kind of hoping you'd help talk him into letting me stay with him there?" It seemed like she meant it and everything, so after Tiera handed her a Truth amulet and questioned her intent for a long while, she agreed.

It was her job, after all, so why not help the woman do it?

"Let's go then? It's a bit late, but I know for a fact he isn't working first thing in the morning, so let's pound on his door and set this right. If nothing else we can claim that you're his new girlfriend and then he'll have to let you stay." That would be funny, but probably not needed. Tor wasn't mean after all, and wouldn't turn the woman away, Tiera didn't think.

They rode in near silence, and landed in front of the small, but very nice looking house. It was still four stories high, but narrow, compared to any other dwelling she'd seen like it before. It was Ali that let them in, her eyes a bit puffy from sleep still, but she hugged Tiera and being rather friendly, did the same with the Royal Guard, who she knew by name.

"Is something wrong?"

Tiera shrugged, and nodded at the same time.

"Yes. Kara is supposed to live with you and Tor, and has been, but no one knew how to tell Tor that his Royal Guard detail was supposed to do that, since he's a bit of a stupid head sometimes." She stopped and wrinkled her nose. "True, one of the best stupid heads in the world, but still... So I told her that you'd see to this, get her a room and talk Tor into keeping her around like she should be. In fact, you should hire more guards. After..." She nearly didn't say anything, but then decided that it wasn't a good thing to keep secret. "There was an attack the other day. Three clones of the Gray Ancient. I don't know that they'd come for Tor, but they seemed to be after Tim, so I can't promise that. Give Kara the gold and let her hire some people. Maybe some of the kids from the fighters section? I know they aren't real warriors yet, but some are pretty good, and it has to be good experience, doesn't it?"

That was all she had to do, and the other two took over by themselves. All they had to do then was convince Tor that it was the right thing to do. Tiera had no clue as to if that would go over with him or not, but she didn't really care at the moment, wanting sleep above almost all else.

Ali smiled and showed her to a room, since it was closer to the bakery anyway, she claimed, and she got to sleep only a few minutes later. It was silent, except for the beating of her own heart and the sound of her breath. That was all, until about three-thirty, when her door cracked open and someone called out to her.

"Time to get ready." It was Tor, so she sat up and rubbed her eyes, rather than rushing him while screaming to distract whoever it was from what was happening. People could only track so many things at once after all, so if you could overload that, they'd miss things. You didn't get to pick what they lost track of, unfortunately, but about half the time it would work in your favor.

"I'm up. I have the key. Thanks."

"Thank you. I need to hire a full time assistant or two, so I can take time off on occasion. Ma and pa never did, but I keep forgetting that they had two of them, plus all us kids. It makes a difference."

He had a point, and after running herself under some hot water, she could see it as a good one. Most new bakers had to work every day for a long time, so Tor had just assumed that would be him as well, except that his shop, while real, was mainly his hobby. That, or a disguise he was using while doing something else.

That didn't really seem like him, as far as she knew, but he'd changed a lot over the last years. She had too, even more recently, so it was possible that he had secrets now.

She felt better as she walked down the stairs, her nose suddenly hit with the scent of breakfast. It probably wasn't for her, but when she popped her head into the kitchen Tor nodded at the pan on the stove. It was a slick looking black thing that didn't need a fire, with eggs and sausages in a pan that seemed to be made of milky brown glass.

"Be just a minute here. I think you have time. You'll want to eat first, or the scent of the yeast will make you feel ill. I find that to be true now. I think it's related to the growth, so it might be both of us. Gerent too, but I don't think he can bake much yet." He focused on the food, making sure it was done to the right level, taking things off at what seemed to be the perfect time and giving her the first plate, which she ate at the table, using a real silver fork for it. He had nice things. Lots of them.

"Thanks. Oh, Tor... could I have a few thousand flying rigs and shields for my new military forces? Some weapons too? I was talking to Count Peterson about it last night and he suggested that I give it a try. Maybe some space vehicles for his flyers corps too? It can't hurt to have more people working on it. Not really."

That got him to turn and look at her, if not for long, since he needed to manage the new batch of food it seemed. That part seemed a bit overdone, how intently he was focusing on it, but her bite of egg showed that it was paying off. The sausage too, when she had some. Perfectly done inside and crispy all the way around on the outside, without being tough.

He nodded, but it had an abstract feeling to it all.

"No, on the magics for you. I gave you a starting batch, but you can make your own. I know you aren't wild about copying things, but you should learn. It will save me time, and you gold, in the long run, even if you never learn to build anything of your own. You can turn shields off from the outside, during a fight, which means you can copy without a template. After the first few I suggest you start doing them ten or twenty at a time." The sound of moving food was all that there was for a bit. "As to Count Peterson... I think that can be arranged. Really I should have you run those up too, but you probably aren't up to it yet. Maybe I'll see if Taman wants to take a crack at it?" He didn't seem to be making fun of her, but it felt like it anyway.

Taman was nearly six, but already a full builder. It was something that made Tiera proud, but also feel a bit inferior. She couldn't even make copies of things without a template. Though, Tor was the Master Builder and had gotten the Lairdgren Group to do it, making up to a hundred copies at once, so maybe it was possible? He really seemed to think she could do it too. It didn't sound like fun, and given her schedule would probably have to come out of her sleep time, but it wasn't unfair to ask her to do her own work.

"I'll see if I can manage that. Well..." She had food left, so just ate for a bit then and then started to rinse her plate, a nice china thing, only to have Tor gesture to the trash bin.

"Guide dishware." He said it as if that would explain it to her. Since it did, and she got the idea instantly, she tossed the thing. It would vanish when the field was turned off, so this way the film of grease on it wouldn't hit the floor, or table top.

Then she waved to him and left, the key in her pocket, next to her communications device. It was going to be a bit of an interesting day she thought, not knowing where anything would be kept. Except that Tor had recreated the bakery they'd grown up in as far as layout. The work tables and ovens were magical and looked like fine metals or stone, but they were the same size as the wood and brick things they'd always used in Two Bends. Tiera got into what would look like old school browns, so that she'd look like a baker, instead of a noble, and found the flour, sugar and starter exactly where she expected them to be. It was kind of telling, after a fashion. Easier for her though.

Then for three and a half hours she simply worked, making six kinds of bread, four types of sweet rolls, and hand pies, or something that should be close enough. She didn't have his recipe for those, but what she made was as good, she thought, eating an apple spice one, before opening the front door. There was more to be made, which was good, since no one came in until ten.

That was one of the girls from school, who seemed to be a second year, and had pretty blonde hair, and blue eyes. She looked a bit familiar, but it took a second for a name to come.

"Demis?"

The girl smiled at her and waved a bit.

"Hello! Is Tor in? I wanted to ask him something."

"Nope. He's down in the Capital today. He should be back tomorrow. Can I help you with anything?" She barely knew the girl, but if she was willing to come to talk to Tor, they must be friends.

"I don't think so. I was... kind of hoping that he'd go with me to the student dance next week. Alyssa said I should ask him, since she's going to be working. I mean, I asked her if it was all right first, but she said yes. So unless you want to go with me instead..." She dimpled and blushed a bit. "We never did get to sleep together. We should sometime, if you want."

Tiera nodded.

"Definitely ask Tor to the dance then. As to the other thing, I'd love to. I don't know if I ever get to have any free time again, but that sounds fun." She meant it, which the girl seemed to get, acting flattered for some strange reason, as if it wasn't all about showing the whole world that Tiera wasn't really an evil Doretta.

She got the girl a sweet roll and didn't let her pay for it, since they'd just been talking about having sex. She ate it at the table, chattering while Tiera worked.

"So, who are you going with? I heard from a little bird that Mitchell from the combat section was asking about you the other day. I also heard that you sucked him off by the wood pile?"

Tiera choked a bit and had to actually gasp for air.

"You heard that? From who?"

There was a gleam in Demis's eye as she took a nice big bite of sweet roll, the frosting being licked off her fingers gently as she looked directly at her. It meant she didn't answer quickly at all.

"Oh, from Alyssa. Her sister told her. Also about you and Sam Builder? Is he any good? I wouldn't have thought to try there, to tell you the truth. A bit common looking, though I hear that can have its charms." She grimaced and shook her head. "Sorry, that wasn't what I meant. I hope I didn't give insult?"

"Not really. I know that I'm short, for now. It's funny, but no one realizes that I've been growing almost an inch per week lately. You'd think that it would make a difference, but no. No special presents, letters, or even anyone noticing that it's going on. I'm going to be seven feet tall and everyone will still think I'm a commoner, won't they?" She could have sounded sad and felt it a little, but it came out comical and Demis stared at her and actually ran around the counter to stand right next to her, frowning.

She was taller than Tiera was, but the girl held a hand up by her head and made a face.

"You are taller! I thought, you know, with Tor and your other brother, Tim, both being small..."

"Tor is growing too, and Timon's only twelve, so how tall is he supposed to be yet?"

The girl bowed then and actually held it.

"Well, I apologize for my thoughts. That was horrid of me. Can you forgive me? I'll make it up to you..." It would have been sweeter if she wasn't clearly looking at the baked goods in the display case. Giants were almost always hungry. She got that now herself, and made up a little basket for the girl to take with her.

She wasn't the last person to come in, but ninety percent of them were school girls, and a few women from local shops, including the florist from across the way, who admitted that she was mainly trying to work up the nerve to ask if Tor was seeing anyone.

Tiera shrugged.

"Well, he's married, but don't let that stop you. Noble rules, and all that." She said it easily enough that it sounded almost like she meant it and everything.

It was a lot easier to apply those rules to yourself than people you knew, it seemed. That might just be her however, with her distinctly backwards upbringing.

It wasn't until the end of the day that things really changed much at all. The girl that came through the door was familiar, after all. Tiny and perfect, but also suspiciously alone.

"Hello, Taman. Come to visit?"

The girl nodded and tried very hard not to look like she'd been caught doing something wrong.

It wasn't quite working.
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Very properly, with great confidence, and all the courage that a tiny girl in a white dress could muster, Taman explained herself.

"I've decided to move from home. Mother and I have been fighting, and I think it's for the best." It sounded completely reasonable when she said it too. Except for the being five part. That was a bit of a sticking point, to be sure.

Tiera nearly just told her to go home. She'd gotten there after all, and it wasn't going to work. Their mother would rip the land apart trying to find her if she wasn't there by dinner time. True, she might be the Gray Ancient, in mind as well as body, but even if that was the case, no one had ever claimed that Gray didn't love her daughters. Still, it would set a bad example for the others if it were known she tried to escape.

"Why have you two been fighting?" That would be the key, wouldn't it? If it were something reasonable, like insisting the little girl bathe and brush her teeth, then it would be simple enough to fix, with a bit of coaxing and perhaps a few well placed swats. She wasn't a bad girl at all, so it seemed strange that she'd actually be fighting with anyone. In fact Tiera had to wonder if their mother even knew they were in particular conflict at all.

Taman didn't speak at all for nearly half a minute, and when she did it was a whispered thing that a normal person wouldn't have heard, not without moving closer.

"She said I was too young to be building things, and that I wasn't allowed to anymore. I know that she didn't mean I wasn't good enough. It's that she thinks I'll hurt someone with what I make. Only, I'm really careful and she's just bossing me because she's bigger. I think she hates me." The whole speech came with pouting and a single tear that decorated her left cheek. It was artful and meant to pull at the strings of any adult's heart. Tiera used to use the same tricks.

"I think I see. Well, you can't move in with Tor, and are a bit too young to help run a bakery full time yet. What do you plan to do?"

She had a plan, that was clear.

"I'll build things, and make copies. Then get a place to live. I just need someplace for a little while, while I get the rest together." It sounded cute when she said it, like it would really work. The problem there was that it might. It wouldn't matter if she was five or six years old, as long as the work was good enough. There was even a market for things that might not be as good, as long as they were cheaper.

That would make it a lot harder to get her to go home than not.

"Well, you should get in touch with mother and father at least, and let everyone know where you are. It might mean a fight with ma and pa, but that's better than just vanishing, even if it seems harder right now. Let's see..."

She used her new communications device to try and find someone from home that might pass a message for her. That meant searching by last name, since doing it by first would take far too long.

It was interesting, but the one she found was Terry, one of her younger brothers. That was strange, since she would have thought her mother would have one first, but no, it was the nine year old. Or at least someone with the same name.

She decided to try it anyway, which meant a short ten minutes later, the device picked up.

"Hello? This is Terry Baker. Who's this?"

"Terry? It's Tiera. It seems that Taman left home, and came here. I don't suppose you could find ma or da for me, could you?"

That was, it turned out, possible, but he recommended that she disconnect from the line, being that he might well have to walk all over the village to do it. It worked out, since she needed to pack things up to go to the Space Training center. Those went on trays made from focus stone, but had lids to protect the product from the elements or crushing, so they got stacked seven high, which cleaned the shop out that way.

No one connected back with her from Two Bends, so she started to fish her Fast Craft out, only to have her little sister move forward, holding what seemed to be a copper coin. When she tapped it, a tiny floating craft appeared. It was big enough for two small people and the baked goods, but Taman just opened the hatch on the back, as if it was only logical to take her vehicle.

Then she motioned for Tiera to get in, closing it up tight. It was a shining yellow color that seemed happy and like it belonged to a little girl. The seats felt like leather, but were also yellow, if a darker shade. It was nearly oppressive, it was so cheery.

She got in, not knowing what to expect, but they both had shields on, and it seemed solid enough, if clearly different than the other carriages she'd seen.

"Which way?" 

She looked around, but waved in the right direction which would be down the main road, in case the top speed wasn't that good, or it didn't fly at all. It was more one than the other. It was fast, for a ground vehicle. Easily faster than a military Tor-shoe. The girl slowed way down though, as soon as someone came into sight, being an old man leading a mule cart in the first case. The animal froze, clearly not all that excited about the bright new thing, but the man just shook his head and then gaped at the little girl driving it.

"It took hours to get here." Her voice sounded like a little kid pretending to be old, but was precise, and explained things clearly. "I know it isn't that fast, but I was thinking that, if I sold them for about five gold each, maybe people would let their children drive them? I could even go cheaper than that for a while, so that I can build a little coin to begin with. If I redesigned it a bit, I think that farmers might be able to use them too. Sell a village ten of them for a gold each and they could share?" It didn't sound like the girl had a real idea of how that kind of thing worked, and was really just guessing.

That she was probably pretty close to what people might actually want was surprising though. It sounded like she'd had help with it. Tiera didn't really care from who, since it all skipped merrily passed the fact that her little sister wasn't doing that. Not at her age. Not even if she had to drag her back to the forest kicking and screaming.

So instead of agreeing to the real plan, Tiera nodded, and started to talk about other things.

"Right, set it up to be able to carry goods directly from the farm fields, say in a floating wagon that could be pulled behind it? That... It's actually a very good idea. If you're willing to give them away, that would help a lot of people. Could you work up a few designs for that? I mean on paper." She looked out the window and guessed that they were moving down the road at about forty miles per hour. It was a careful speed, and Taman went even slower every time they passed a person at all.

Being very careful and not like a reckless hellion at all. Tiera probably would have been trying to go full speed, just to see what it could do, wouldn't she? Not the girl next to her. It made a prohibition against her working seem a bit heavy handed. Not if that was the real purpose behind it. Keeping her safe.

Taman didn't look away from the path in front of her, but smiled and nodded.

"I don't know how to read or write, but I can make the plans for it. Do you think it could really be useful? So far I haven't made anything like that. Not that's just mine."

"Oh, well, yes, if you make those and all that I'll buy them from you myself. Not, mind, that I have any coin right now. It will take a while, but first we have to get you home and figure out what the hell mother is thinking."

The girl next to her stopped suddenly, right in the middle of the road and turned to her, eyes wide. Really Tiera wondered if she were going to try and run off right then, hearing her plan, or at least intent, but she just tightened her lips a bit and shook her head. It was a lot more like da than ma.

"Watch your language."

Oh, hell. 

Tiera didn't let herself smirk at the girl, just nodding.

"Thank you for the correction. I'll do that. Now, can you tell me exactly what ma said to you about all this? The last I heard she was very proud of you. I can see why too. No one told me that you were a builder already, except in passing. I can even see how that might freak our parents out a bit, since it means that you have power. Don't let that go to your head, since you have a lot of relatives that can paddle you if you misbehave anyway. Not that you do..."

That got the girl to start again. The little craft floated onward without making a sound at all, which was normal for that kind of thing, but after a few seconds, she tried to articulate what had happened, as best she could.

"It's... Ma... Mother says that I shouldn't be working for days at a time, not moving or playing, and that it isn't healthy for me. I just want to build, but now she says I have to go to school, or get a tutor, and if I don't pick one, she's going to do it for me. I didn't wait for her to do that and left, because she won't listen to me. I'm just... little." She didn't grump at the end, or even pout, but it put a very different spin on things, to Tiera's ears.

"Ah." She didn't add anything for a long time, since she really didn't want the girl to turn the craft off and dump them both on the road to try and get away. It wouldn't hurt them, of course, because they had good shields, but the baked goods just didn't.

After thinking about that for a minute or two, watching the scenery pass, she mentioned the idea to her sister.

"Hey, could you make little shields that could be placed on objects? Like goods to be shipped, to protect them? It would really only need to protect against impact and being dropped. Maybe heat? The thing there is that it would have to be able to be turned off from the outside, by regular people. If you can do that, people could save on packaging for fragile goods, or things that can't really be packed up at all, like baked goods."

"I... think so. Tor could do it faster. I'm really not very good yet. Plus, you aren't going to let me, are you? You think I should go home and do what ma says."

Tiera nodded. It was the truth and lying to someone that could make anything she wanted happen, or at least would be able to eventually, wasn't a plan, it was suicide.

"Yes. You have to learn to read and write and do numbers, as well as history and probably how to fight. Maybe a few other things too. Especially if you want to be a good builder. Knowing what real people want and need is important, and..." she ran out of things to say to make it sound all lecturing and adult. "Really, you should see that. You're too smart not to. I'll talk to ma and make sure you can build sometimes. All right? It won't be all the time, but no one gets to do that. Tor has to work in his bakery most days, and the Lairdgren Group all have regular classes too. Stretching and dance to keep them limber for instance, and meditation. You should learn math as well and some languages. I only know this and home tongue, but need to learn the others too. So should you."

There was silence from the seat next to her, and instead of saying anything of note, the girl gave a soft gasp.

"What's that?"

"Our destination. Hopefully someone is here, or all my baking will get stale."

There was, thankfully. Actually they had a good dozen people around, with about half of them working to put in trees and bushes as Gerent pointed out what he wanted and used an Earth moving device to dig the holes. With the wall and all the palaces inside, plus a little glowing river around the outside it actually seemed very official. They had to drive around to find the main gate, and Gerent nodded to them both, his face seeming puzzled.

That would be the tiny girl at the controls, most likely.

Inside the courtyard there was a smooth expanse, and a single Space Craft in the middle. At least Tiera figured that was the case. It was all orange, and had two Ancients standing right next to it at any rate, as well as Bonita Coltress.

Taman didn't wait, stopping the tiny vehicle and hoping out lightly then running to them.

"Nita!" The woman got a hug and reacted with pleasure to seeing the girl, sweeping her up into a big hug.

"S'Taman! Have you come to join the Space Fleet then?" It was the kind of thing that adults said to children, not making fun of them, but gently poking at the idea that they might think they could do things like that.

For her part the girl shook her head.

"No. I moved away from home, but I don't think anyone would let me do that. I need to work on building, so I can eat." It wasn't what they'd just been talking about at all, which made Tiera want to sigh, and she felt annoyed with the idea. The little one was smart. Probably more so than she was. Like Timon, more or less, if with a kinder spirit, so far. The thing there was that Tim had been trapped as a child her age, having to do what his parents wanted, since there was nothing else in his world really.

Taman knew that she could make her own way. It wasn't the best plan ever, but it was a real thing, and her big sister clearly wasn't done trying to convince her of the validity of what their mother had suggested.

Count Lairdgren didn't seem upset by the news, but turned his slightly old looking Tor face away from them all and... smiled. He didn't let the girl see it, thank goodness. When he had control of it, seconds later, he turned back, making the move seem natural and flowing, then spoke calmly.

"Tiera, Taman. It's good to see you. Now, what's this? Taman is going to set up shop?" He examined the craft they'd come in and nodded. "I see. Well, perhaps..."

Ancient or not, he faltered and had to ask for an explanation, which took a while, so Tiera unloaded the back of goods, getting Alice to help her. Bonita stood by, going wide eyed at the news coming from the child.

"So I left home. I can do that, if I can make my own way. Can't I?" There was a sturdiness to the girl, and upright posture that Tiera took as her knowing that for a fact. 

Rather unhelpfully the Count nodded.

"That's true. Still, it would hurt your mother to have you leave so young. She cried for weeks when your brother Timon did. She told me that. At night when everyone else was sleeping. It would be worse if you did it. Perhaps you could come to an accord with her? Work out a time schedule, so that both of you get part of what you want? That's an important skill in life. A hard one, but valuable."

Then he started talking about complex ideas and social contracts. Tiera was able to follow it, but Taman got lost early on. That was the point, which she got after a few minutes. The man was showing Tam that she still had a lot of things to learn.

Knowledge that she could get in school. Or at least with a tutor. The Two Bends school mistress wasn't a bad woman, but she didn't run into philosophy too often, or advanced social information. Nita was helpful then, talking about her own tutors and managing to do it without sounding like she was trying to sell the idea as fun. Needed, and not unpleasant, but real work.

Orange started to nod along.

"Very good. You shall return home, but work part of each month on the plans you've made. Set aside time to come here, and work with me as well. What we need is an interface between these craft, and the ones to come, with computers. That will require a great deal of study to learn about. I think that Green here might be able to do it, but it would be better if we had more than one that could." She looked at Burks and then Taman. "We'll need special tutors for her then. Ones to do your kind of magic, others for technological processes."

Tiera shrugged, which got the Count to do the same thing, but she spoke, her voice low.

"All my younger brothers and sisters should be in on that. Fighting too, as well as the customs and traditions of all the lands." It suddenly sounded like a lot, but they were all smart. For a second she felt a little jealous.

After all, she'd have loved to know all that when she were a child. Looking around she was surprised to see that everyone except Taman was nodding along. The Count even clapped a few times. It was thoughtful though, instead of excited.

"That will help to keep Timon from thinking that I don't love you all equally too, so a win all around. Very good. Let's set that up now."

Tiera thought for a bit and then pulled her communications device. They'd need to get in touch with some people for it, if they didn't want a screaming Laurie to descend on them all later that day.

"Um, Tor for the building parts?"

That got Lairdgren to shake his head.

"No, Instructor Fines and his people. Tor will be too busy. He has to design the main drive system, and that will take years. We'll have to have the kids commute for that. And... Let's get with Denno for the science portions of the events? Normally I'd get one of the Blue's in on this, but again, they'll be far too busy. As for the other things, I'll leave that to you two. Though Douglas can teach them fighting. Etiquette... Their mother would actually be good for the Noram side of things, having a nice understanding of all levels of society, but perhaps we should see to others..."

Tiera didn't blurt out that she didn't think her father could fight at all. Not past what any baker in a small town would know, which wasn't much. If the Count said it was the truth, then it was, and she lacked information. As a Countess though, it was a bad plan to show how little you knew about things like that, wasn't it? She'd need to find out some other way.

She contacted Brown then, and got a helpful man instead, who informed her that the Revered One was sleeping. So she just ran the problem by him, which actually had him tapping away at something that she figured was his compact.

"I have a listing of potential candidates here. I can set up a time for interviews? They're looking for work and all single. Would men or women be preferred?"

Tiera thought for a moment and then looked at the others.

"Either. They'll have to live in a very small village, and be willing to travel with the kids for educational reasons. On the good side they'll probably get to go back to Austra a few times per year. Maybe more. I'll be there in a few days... eight or so, to see about that? If you could be available to help with the interviews? That way we don't have to take up Brown's time. I... can pay you. In trade? Some..." She had to think for a second, but realized she didn't know what that would be. She didn't have a lot and offering her body would have that cook from Carlos's restaurant scolding them or perhaps even being violent to protect her. "Produce? Or goods from here that you might want, and can't get there? We can discuss it."

The man didn't say no, and actually scheduled a specific time for it, speaking as if him doing that kind of work was completely normal. It might be, but Tiera was glad for the help. It reminded her that she had to get over there sooner than that too, because Maria was having a party. That was just for a pick-up. Counting she realized it would be in twenty seven days, she thought. So not really sooner at all.

"No rest for the Tiera." She muttered it, which meant everyone standing there except Nita heard her.

That done, she debated just taking Taman straight home, but didn't get a chance, since the device in her hand started to glow. It was flashing, and very bright, making the whole area light up. Even the workmen planting trees turned to look, since the river changed color in bright blue pulses. It was getting dark after all, and they were just finishing anyway.

She tapped the device to activate it, wishing it had some way of telling her who it was.

"Tiera Baker here. How may I help you?"

The voice on the other end was panicked and desperate sounding. Her mother.

"Tiera, Taman is missing, I think she's run away, we've been searching the woods all day! Terry said that you know something?" 

Tiera did something that she'd seldom done with her mother, and lied. Right in front of her grandfather and little sister too. They'd probably think she did it all the time or something.

"She's here, and safe. Apparently you told her to get tutors? She's arranging for all the younger kids to have them. We're going to Austra to see about one to teach them science and that sort of thing in ten days, and Count Lairdgren is assigning one of the best building Instructors to them as well. All the kids will get lessons. You're on tap for advanced etiquette lessons, I think, and I'm going to ask Princess Abbie to teach them about Afrak medicine and their language. Really, I'm jealous myself. We should see if any of the other kids in Two Bends want to sit in on any of this. I might too, if I can get the time. They'll need to travel a bit for some of it, but the plan is for whoever we get from Austra to live there, with you. They'll need a room."

She wanted to swallow, her mouth suddenly filled with saliva. She wasn't afraid of her mother, but the woman might just start fighting, she knew. It was part of her way, when she didn't get what she wanted. Except, if she'd done it right, even Laurie should see how valuable what was being offered might be.

"She's with you?"

"Right here, listening."

"Oh... thank goodness! Taman, please let us know if you're going to leave on errands from now on? I was worried nearly to death. Everyone has been out searching for you all day. Worried you fallen into a stream and drowned, or were taken for ransom."

Or, more likely, as a hostage in the war. She was small and easily portable. Or would be except that she had a shield on, and might just drive away in her little carriage. That would be hard for regular villains to beat.

"So, I'll get her back to you shortly. Oh, just so it won't be a surprise to you later, all the kids have been conscripted into the new Space Fleet. Very low rank to start with too. Real work, so tell them to expect to stand duty at least once a month." She managed to say it with a dry tone, not showing she was kidding, but Count Lairdgren spoke up then, sounding as serious as he always did.

"That's correct Laurie. It will be very safe, but an actual responsibility. I've been informed, more than once, that I've been neglectful as to my duties as a grandfather. To that end I'll be making an effort to be more involved in their lives, as I may. We'll be down in... Call it fifteen minutes? There should be seven of us. Is that too short of a notice?"

There was a pause and a female voice that Tiera didn't recognize say, "no ma'am, we shall be ready." in the background. 

"That's fine, you'll all be here for dinner then? Are you spending the night?"

"If we may? We have some other things to discuss. You, Douglas and the children as well. Tor and Timon should be there too, but I don't know if their schedules will permit that."

"Oh? Well, as long as it isn't bad news, I'd love to have everyone together. Terlee as well? Terry can use his Fast Craft to pick her up. It will be a party. Is Count Thomson allowed, or is this just for the main group."

There was a chuckle that sounded slightly sinister, but the Count sounded normal when he spoke next.

"Everyone. Countess Thorgood as well, if she's around? This isn't a secret."

Except, Tiera noted, that it was, since she didn't know what was intended. That didn't leave a lot of time, but they split up who was contacting which person and set to work. Bonita worked her device while Tiera set up to get the others down there. It was simpler this time, dark or not. Gerent sat in the front by her, but didn't speak at all. In fact, none of them did, except Bonita, who got in touch with Timon directly. She didn't have to explain a lot to get him to agree to come. Tiera however, decided to be rude and called out.

"Tim? Tor will possibly be there. I know things have been tense..." She didn't explain why, but her brother sighed loudly.

"If he tries anything, I'll have to stop him. You get that?"

The only way to do that, of course, would be death, which he tactfully wasn't announcing to everyone in the Fast Craft.

"I do. I'll handle that. Just try to get along."

He didn't sound pleased at all. Tor was a bit better that way. He was even back at his place already, which meant he could bring his wife in.

Terlee was Terry's responsibility, apparently. Tiera was baffled that he had a Fast Craft, and wondered what it meant, but decided just to ask him, if she got a chance. Things had, apparently, changed a lot in the last days.

Two Bends in particular. It was glowing. Magical lights and lanterns were all over the place, making it seem like a County Capital almost, or the city of a fine Baron, rather than a humble little backwater. The trees cut down on that a bit, but her parent's house had a nicely glowing green roof, and a ring of lights showing where they should land. It was convenient. Also the way they did night landings for the delivery service, so she recognized the pattern.

"And here we are. Taman, you should find mother directly. I'd keep my shield on if I were you. Scared parents might just decide on a spanking after all." Not their parents, but it got the kid's attention, she thought.

Inside there was a warm enough welcome, with everyone getting hugs. Including Alice, who pounded backs and avoided most of Tiera's brothers. It took a second for her to understand it, but that would be down to her natural distrust of good looking men. The boys were children, but it seemed that years weren't as important as all that to the woman, and they were all fine looking.

Douglas spoke to them all, his voice pleasant and his clothing made to seem like a high merchant, instead of a noble. It fit his look better. Tiera was still dressed in old looking student brown canvas, and hadn't bothered to change yet, being busy. She needed to, since important people would be showing up. Counts and Countesses. The others were all dressed more nicely than she was including the kids, she noticed and excused herself to go and get changed for whatever was coming. 

She had a dress that would work, she thought, looking nice enough, without overpowering the room. She added accents of deep green and sky blue to it, but the main portion was an off white. It was a more functional thing that seemed nearly businesslike, rather than a pretty party dress. Her shoes were white and shining leather with green stockings that hugged her legs closely. It was a bit odd, but she was fourteen, so decided that she was allowed the occasional quirk. Then she turned on her disguise amulet and looked in the mirror.

It was still set to what Kara had set up the day before, which... Worked. She looked a lot better than she'd thought, to tell the honest truth. Older, more sure of herself, and with hair. She decided to leave it that way, since it made for an easy and quick way to get ready for the evening.

Lazy? Probably, but something was going to have to give in her schedule, and it wasn't going to be eating.

She'd gone into the restroom on the first floor, which was a nice thing, done in what looked like black stone and green marble. It wasn't a huge space, but still larger than anything like she'd seen before leaving Two Bends the first time. That was a lot of the world though, wasn't it? A thing bigger and more impressive than what she'd grown up with. Even she was, if she looked at it in a certain light.

There was a bit of socialization and hungry kids or not, the meal was pushed back, so that they could all be there. No one complained, though she was nearly certain that some of the kids were sneaking off to grab cookies from the kitchen to tide them over. It was tempting to try it herself, but she held off, since, like it or not, she had to look like a proper adult now.

Terlee came with her husband, who each got hugs, since they were family. There was no bowing even, which made so much more sense here, than in the rest of Noram. It was restful, since she was always afraid that she'd get it wrong and bow too low, or not low enough, and look bad. Or, well, not afraid, really, but the idea was still stressful, which she'd always counted that way.

It was cute, but Taman came and sat by her when she moved to the room the adults were in, all sitting in large oversized chairs that looked to be made of cream material and wood, or on matching sofas. The talk was the small kind, which was very polite, except when Tess asked about any business coming up that she could act as a pilot for.

"I have a Fast Craft too, but Tim hasn't given me any work yet. Do you have anything?" It was a bit of a desperation move, but the eight year old seemed ready to try anything for a chance to try it out.

Tiera shrugged.

"Can you be on tap for me at need? I might need some things moved around soon, and while it won't pay a lot, it would be more than your allowance. We'll schedule that, so it won't interfere with other things." She wasn't just putting the girl off either. She knew for a fact that things were going to come up.

Tess grinned and wisely sat back, clearly thinking that it would be best not to speak anymore on the topic. Generally that was a wise plan. Talking almost always got you into more trouble than it saved, in her experience. Though that could have been down to the content of what she'd been saying. "Die, stupid head, die" might not be a winning conversation after all.

Count Thomson looked at the girl and nodded gently a couple of times, clearly thinking about something.

"That would be good for me as well. I've been wondering if the new Timon model transports could be used to haul lumber? If so it would make long distance shipping much easier." He held out his right hand, palm down and looked at Douglas directly. "Just as a test. If it works, I'll get with Tim and see if we can deal on the cost of the thing."

That got a nod, and a suggestion that they have some hard cider, out at the table. Tiera realized that she wasn't exactly invited, but that was fine. Terlee didn't go either, so it was probably a man thing. They'd talk about the war and what to do about it or something. That or hunting.

As soon as they left, Terlee leaned in, toward their mother, and smiled prettily.

"It's so nice of you to have us down. You should all come and visit us soon, if you get a chance. I love Thompsonville, but it's a bit hard for a Countess to make close friends with the grocer, for some reason." Her voice was smooth and very cultured now, which was yet another thing Tiera was going to have to practice.

Laurie nodded, and didn't say much, but Carol Coltress positively beamed at her.

"I for one have always found the same thing. Then again, that could have been the fact that I've been a bit... disrupted for the last decade or so. I do plan to change, so if you wish to come and visit with me, either at the Coltress estate, or in the Capital, please do. If nothing else we should get together for tea sometime?"

This went on for a bit, but she actually got it after a while. The woman was being nice, because she was social climbing. It was a good place for it that night, so she didn't call her on it at all.

Timon and Trice came in about five minutes after that, both dressed very nicely. Timon was in his normal black velvet pilots uniform, but so was Trice. He was using a disguise amulet to look older too, she realized. When he saw her he had to ruin things by mockingly bowing, but then did include her when passing out hugs, so it just seemed like a joke to everyone else.

Except Count Lairdgren, though he got a bow too, and so did Tovey when he came back in. Tim didn't speak and moved to the side of the room, seeming a bit moody, to tell the truth. Trice sat on the other side of Taman, and started speaking to everyone as if she'd been there for the rest of the conversation. It was a real skill. One Tiera didn't understand at all. Thankfully Tor and Ali came, along with Todd and Ursula. That was the last of them, and the kitchen had a full meal ready to go. It was at least as good as what the King and Queen would be having, if with slightly fewer courses and only four servants for the whole table.

That was new, having servants there. Everyone else acted like it was totally normal. The kids didn't even blink at it, just waiting to be given their portions carefully, as small carts were taken around to each person. It wasn't until the meal was over that they started talking about new plans. Tovey mentioning his desire to try shipping lumber by air, and Countess Thorgood trying to solicit aid from the new building concern that Tiera was starting.

Her voice was warm and seemed pleasant enough about the whole thing.

"I'd like to use focus stone to make permanent air facilities in different locations. I hear that you're going to be working with Ali and Sam Builder's orphans?" She waited, looking at her directly.

"Yes. They have to move of course, and I'll need to check the land allotments, to make sure I'm not stealing someone else's property, but that sounds like an excellent first project. We can discuss rates later? I might be open to trade, as long as it can be useful to the ones doing the work too."

When asked she said she really expected that to be operational in a few weeks.

"I need to make certain I have food for them all first. Facilities too. Perhaps a few could come down and build those?" This got asked of Ali, but Tor answered. His voice was friendly about it at least.

"I can lend some houses for that, so they don't have to sleep outside in the winter. You have a river already, so if you do it all right, they should have what they need that way. Not heating and cooling, but..." 

That got Count Lairdgren going about underground dwellings, which were his favorite kind, and that got Tor to promise some amulets that he already had, in order to make them.

Finally it was her father than cleared his throat, looking amused for some reason.

"Tiera? Did you come into some land recently?"

At least the others seemed surprised that her family didn't know yet. Well, Timon did, but that was just the way he was, all the time. He knew what was happening so easily it was like magic, except that she didn't think it really was.

"I did." She made her voice bright and tried to seem happy about it, but a sad shadow moved over her soul anyway. She would have given it all to have Reggie back. Even if the girl was just a crush that would have broken up with her in a few months, which was what normally happened in situations like that from what she'd heard, it would be worth it. Taking a moment to look around, she let herself feel it, and then closed that down as tightly as she could. "I took over County Morris and have been put in as the sitting Countess. That means of course that Timon is Countier first, because it always rolls down hill, so if anything happens to me..." She paused and smiled at him, not really caring at the moment. "Give him what help you can to see to my people?"

Tovey bowed and Timon shook his head a bit, but Laurie seemed upset by the news. Not livid, but like she just couldn't wrap her head around it at all.

"Is this a joke?"

Count Lairdgren shrugged and looked at his daughter blankly.

"No. Countess Baker, of County Baker. The main city being Bakersville now, following the tradition. Not a bloodless transition of power, but I believe that the King and Military Counselor rather pressured Tiera to clean up her own mess? She's still attending school however, and hasn't spoken about leaving her responsibilities there at all."

Tor nodded, as if that was all known to him already.

"She also worked all day in my bakery today, so she isn't letting it go to her head too much. She is wearing hair now I notice, which is all kinds of pretentious, don't you think?" It was light teasing, but this was the place for it, if it had to happen. No one here would even be truly mean about it after all.

She nodded anyway.

"That's just a fact. Why just the other day Sir Kolbrin and Sir Karen along with Instructor Havar gave me a special beating too. Speaking of special, Tor... Where's your Royal Guard?" If she was left back at the house, Tiera was going to have to mock him for it.

He shrugged and winced a little.

"Outside. I asked her to join us, or at least come inside, but she said that the lines of sight would be better out there. We should save her something, if anything is left?" He sounded worried at least, which was a lot better than Tiera had thought would happen.

It wasn't that Tor wasn't kind. In many ways he was the most generous person she'd ever heard of. Her whole family was better than average that way even, with a tie between Timon and her in last place. That wasn't so bad either, since they both tried to do their share. It was just that Tor was clueless about some things. Or had been, before. He seemed different now. Like he was another person. Not just when Cordes was popping out to visit either.

For the rest of the evening Tiera tried to play at being not just an adult, but an actual noble, one with power. It wasn't hard really, but she had to be careful not to make any agreements that she couldn't back up, it was clear. Also, without meaning to, Ursula and Tovey both pushed at her to do exactly that.

Thankfully, about fifteen minutes later Laurie changed the conversation to the kids' tutors. That got a reaction at least, from the others, including the kids. Terry seemed confused by the idea.

"What's wrong with the school here?" There was a bit of defensiveness buried in there, under a slight bit of skepticism.

 Tiera didn't try to explain it herself and while the others made polite words about opportunity and access to information, Timon just laid it all out, bare to the sun.

"It's so you can learn more. You're all smarter than the others at school. We don't tell you that normally, because it's important not to let anyone know that. It makes them feel like they aren't as good as you are, even though they clearly are. The thing is, if you have the intelligence, you can learn more, and do it faster than the school here can handle. It might not be as fun all the time, but it sounds like Count Lairdgren has been lining up some real adventures too, so maybe I'm wrong there. This is a good thing, and a special treat. Now, that doesn't mean you earned it. Not yet. You have to prove that you're worth doing all this for still. I think you can. We all do, or no one would bother with you. They'd just get someone in for Taman and let the rest of you rot. They aren't doing that for a real reason."

Tiera saw more than a couple of shocked looks, but nodded along. So did Alice, though her face had a wicked grin on it too.

"Plus, this way I'll be on hand to beat you, if you don't behave." She sounded gentle enough that the kids smiled shyly about it and didn't seem afraid. After all, no one really ever hurt anyone else, did they? Not in their worlds.

Which reminded her of something.

"Ah! I got side tracked. Carol, did you apologize to Bonita well enough yet? Or, really, Nita, how do you feel about all that?"

The woman sighed and looked at the far wall, which was actually decorated with some real art. Paintings of all things. They were of either imagined scenes or far off places, but looked well done. She let herself shake a bit and then nodded.

"I've accepted her word on the matter. She apologized and meant it, so..." That got agreement from all the kids at least, since it was how they were raised. Even Tor seemed only a little reluctant to nod.

Well, Timon just stared a bit, but there was no heat in it, just cool regard of Carol Coltress.

She clapped, and ordered the woman outside. That way, she let them all know, there wouldn't be blood on the floor. She moved quickly and beat the woman soundly enough, but not as hard as the last time. There was calling out and some crying, but it wasn't that bad, she didn't think. She was going to wait for Bonita to say she was satisfied again, but Terry tried to tackle her. It caused his shield to go off, so she stopped, not wanting to hurt him, by mistake.

"Enough! I don't know what she did, but-"

The big shock there was that Laurie, their own mother, stepped in and hovered a hand over the boys shield.

"It was a bad enough thing that a war could have started over it, Terry. A real one. I believe that's what your sister is doing here, telling you and the others that simple message. Baroness Coltress is a grown woman, one with power, but that doesn't mean she won't have to answer for mistakes. We all need to be more careful that way now. Things are changing in the world, and doing so at a pace that is rare. Many bad things can happen at times like these." The words made her sound very old. Like she'd seen much of the past with her own eyes. It could have been from a book she once read, or something along those lines, truly, but Tiera was already primed to notice things like that in her mother now.

Tess ran and got a healing amulet, glaring at Tiera, while Carol healed up.

Then, showing a lot more adult behavior than Tiera had thought she'd have, the woman laid on the ground and begged all of them to forgive her, for what her actions had caused. Nobody moved to help her up, until Terry did, glaring at the rest of them for not acting faster.

It wasn't a great way to cap an evening, but at least her part in it should be done, as long as the Baroness didn't get out of line with her daughters again. At least not at that level. 

They were led to rooms and she got one on the third floor, which was about the size of her dorm room at school, but nicely enough furnished. The bed was soft and warm, and she decided to sleep until she couldn't any more. No one bothered her or anything, so she got up before the dawn, and headed out, only to find her father leaving at almost the same time, to get the bakery ready for the day.

He started to speak to her in home tongue, so she answered the same way, the fast patter of it easier for her still than Noram standard. Not a lot, which showed how long she'd been away from her world. Her original home. It had been months now.

"A County. If you can hold it. I have to admit, it's a bit faster than I thought any of you children would do something like that. For a long time I figured that Tim would be the one for that kind of thing, but I know now that it won't happen. He won't let it. It isn't what he wants for himself. What do you have planned, really?" He looked at her sagely, seeming calm and relaxed.

She didn't answer at all, just smiling.

"Da? What did you do before you met ma? We've never met your parents or people, but you've talked about them, as if they're real and alive, just far away. Who are they? I know that you and ma had to come here, to hide, but isn't that over?" There was a rustle behind them, as Timon walked around the corner. He had a communications device out, but put it away, obviously having heard the words.

Their father nodded to him and then looked away, a bit sadly.

"I was a merchant. From a merchant family. Young, but good enough at my trade. I had to learn to bake for this you know, as did your mother. We were pretty dense about it all to begin with. Oh, how much we burned and left raw in the middle... you children would have made fun of us daily at the beginning. When the Count needed to protect her, he called on my family. A young man, perhaps not as tall as some, with a pretty young wife could fit in here. In this region."

Timon nodded, as if he'd told his life story in those few words, but Tiera couldn't work anything special out. A merchant family? There were about a hundred of those or more. It could be anyone of them.

"Sorvee?" Tim didn't add more than that, but his father lifted a single brow.

"Naturally. Who else would the Count send for the job?"

There was a chuckle then, but her brother shrugged, then looked at his sister closely, answering her questions for once, without making her beg for them or berate him.

"The Assassins Guild, more or less. A Royal Guard might have also worked, but mother would stand out in the city, and everyone would bow to one of those in Two Bends. Too tall. Here though, when she downplayed her looks, it sort of fit. No one would think to ask if anyone else here was a Conserina, would they?"

Her father tensed up in a way that even she got meant he hadn't expected that information to come out. People didn't do that when you were wrong, did they? It wasn't an accusation or anything, just a proclamation. A silly one, except that it was true, it seemed. She tried to stand away from the picture mentally and look at it like a fighter would.

Douglas Baker was wiry, but fit, especially for a tradesman in a non-physical field. Fishermen were sturdy of build too, but for a person that made bread and the occasional pie, he was hard looking. Small, but not a commoner really. Most of those actually were shorter men. It was hard to tell in their village, since a lot of the people tended to be a bit bigger than the surrounding areas. Mayor Tom wasn't a vast man, true, but his five-seven might be closer to five-nine, if he had good posture. A few others were like that as well, but all the poor farmers were small. That could have been a lack of good food as a child, but it might also mean something.

In movement he didn't seem special however. Efficient, but normal, like anyone else might be, seeming smooth in his own area, by the stove, but not as much while out and about. Which is what an assassin would be trained to be like, wasn't it?

She decided to pull a Timon and say something about it, thinking she'd probably just be wrong.

"Mayor Tom Smith? Mary Merchant? Douglas Baker? Those are fake names aren't they? Not uncommon, but most people don't have the names of their own trade really. I never noticed that before..."

Her father looked ready to bolt, which wouldn't work too well, since they knew where he lived. It was probably just habit, a lifetime of looking over his shoulder for killers, trying to protect the Count's only daughter. Tied to her, first by marriage and then in shared children. The odd thing was that they really did seem to love each other. For half a minute she nearly felt betrayed, but then had to let go of it.

There had been real reasons to begin with, and after a long enough time it probably just became habit.

Working things out she tried to get what she was obviously missing, but couldn't really see it all, though Tim seemed nearly bored. That meant he'd known some of this already? Or he was dead inside, and couldn't care anymore.

But, what if he knew? The Assassins Guild was real, and the Count could just order them around, in numbers, for the rest of their lives? Decades at least. No one had that kind of coin, if she had the going rates right. A general could do that, or the King might. So Count Lairdgren was the head of it all? But Tim knew...

"So, Timon, you've taken over already? Part of why you really married Trice?" She was dangling bait on a hook and fully expected him to not say anything like her father was, but he smiled, an actually happy thing, instead of just moving his lips.

"There it is! I knew you could work things out if you tried. Keep that quiet though, will you? I won't really be taking over for a few decades or so. I need to go and make visits now, so people know the face and name. I guess I should take da along too? Just so you can meet up with the family?"

Their father sighed and then made a slightly rueful face. It wasn't pleased, but he didn't try fleeing either.

"I suppose so. Now, I need to be off to the bakery before you work out where I hide all my weapons." He started to walk away, but, both at the same time, Tim and Tiera spoke.

"Pump house." Then they looked at each other and smiled, since it was kind of funny.

Douglas grinned.

"Not even close." Then, without saying anything else, he walked away.

They didn't chat about it, since people would eventually be around to hear and at least as far as she was concerned, they'd just found out about more of their family. It was a bit unsettling, but, so what? She had to go and see to her County now, which was a lot more so. Timon, for his part, just pulled his communications device, hit a sigil to activate a link and walked off into the brush near the house, away from everyone.

He was already at work, even if it was still dark out and she needed to be off doing the same. It was too early to be getting in touch with anyone in Bakersville, but going there would get her in... before dawn still. If nothing else she could land her craft and take a nap in it, or go for a swim in the ocean. Food would be good too, but she didn't have anything to buy it with and even raiding the bakery wasn't a real plan this time of day, they didn't even have dough ready yet.

The trip took about an hour, since she didn't have to hurry, and she landed by the Palace that she'd named her own, wondering it if was just sitting empty. It was on a nicer plot of land than she'd thought, with an actual lawn and a large wall around it already. Focus stone, meaning it was real, but it looked good. A nice tan color, though deep black in places. Two men with uniforms that were in her colors and had pikes scrambled to get into place, but didn't scream at her, just husking their commands.

"Halt! This is the Palace of Countess Baker. Trespassing is not allowed." The man didn't sound angry at least, which was a good sign. Just efficient, and like he really wanted to do a good job of things.

She nodded and smiled at him, which got one in return at least. Her clothing was kind of plain, since she'd come to work, meaning black trousers and tunic, and the hair that was showing was her fighters cut, not the long locks of the parties she'd been to. That didn't matter really, she knew. They'd never seen her picture, she didn't think. That meant they had no way in the world of knowing who she was at all.

"Very good, this time. From now on however, if someone lands in a craft of magic like this, go ahead and let them in. For right now you should know that I'm Countess Baker. I don't suppose anyone from the school is still here?" She wasn't hopeful, but the men both nodded.

"Yes... Countess. I'm sorry we didn't recognize you?" It was a question, and the sun was just coming up, so getting someone to confirm her identity might be a problem.

She could have, very easily, torn into them. It was her house, and they were her own guards. It seemed almost reasonable, but in this age of magic, she might have been almost anyone, if they had the right tools. Even a description might not work given that. Possibly even if she were just carefully selected to infiltrate, and got a haircut to fit the role. Tiera pulled her Truth amulet and stated her name and title. The men seemed relieved, at least.

It wasn't lost on her that they were at least trying to be polite about it all, even when it was clear they hadn't had a clue who she was.

"Don't worry, we'll talk later. I honestly need to get with Lawrence Morris, but I don't want to knock on anyone's door this early. So... how do you two feel things are going so far? Please speak freely. I might get mad, but rumors to the contrary, I hardly ever kill anyone over it." She smiled using the one she thought of as her "little innocent girl" look. The hair would throw it off a bit, but the men seemed to soften even more at least and the one on her left spoke, his voice still soft.

"Rocky, Countess. The new businesses are going up, services are being started again, and most are hopeful, but they don't know that you're... well, this isn't coming from me, mind, but some are saying you might not be totally sane, for all that you're doing all you have been. Folks are saying that you might be prone to the bad rage, or just not right in the head. Begging your pardon. Then those same voices, as often as not at least, claimed the old Count beat his wife, and was too often into his drink. It might be true, but the same could be said of anyone you don't know. After all, who can defend a person like that?"

The other man gave the speaker a funny look and rolled his eyes.

"There's also talk of shortages. We have food from the sea and growing here is easy, most years, so few are hungry, but solid metal goods have become hard to find. We don't have mining here, in the County. Just a few small ones that get pretty rocks, but not much else. People aren't really feeling the lack, not at this point, but the prices are up. On alcohol too, and that hurts morale. The old Count, he raised the taxes on it so high we near on can't afford a single bottle a month, and we're making more than most." Then he swallowed and grinned, which was kind of cute. He was only about twenty-five or so, meaning not way too old for her.

Especially here, since her words was actually law. 

"Metal and alcohol? I'll look into that. If you hear anything else, let me know? I can't give bonuses yet, but so far you're both on top of my list to consider for promotions."

That, for some reason, got both men to stand straighter, and look proud.

Now if only the rest of the day would be as simple.
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Feeling a lot more like a thief sneaking into someone else's house than entitled to be there, Tiera went into the rather nice and large palace. The outer steps were made to look like marble, and the door, while not too heavy to open, was a different kind of stone, that someone had taken time to refine greatly, with a nice, but simple pattern made of diamond shapes in it. There were two very tall columns holding up a covered porch as well. What it looked like on top was beyond her, at least at this time of day, the roof having simply been dark when she landed.

The theme followed on in that vein inside, she noticed. Lots of stone, with the occasional carpet of deep green on the floor, with sky blue in places. That was used sparingly, since the two colors, while not horrible together, weren't exactly perfect either. Then, she hadn't picked them to look good, but to show where she'd come from. If it was a little less than ideal, well, so apparently was she.

Tiera didn't make it out of the front room before a man, who wasn't good looking at all, but had a nice uniform on in her colors, and a strong looking gray mustache to go with it, scurried over to her from out of the room, his eyes wide. He also had a cup in his hand and from the sleepy look on his face she didn't guess it was for her.

"Morning Miss. Sorry, I didn't hear you knock." He spoke as soon as he stopped and didn't sound upset at all, or at least not accusing toward her, which was good enough. "May I help you with something? Do you need a room, or perhaps breakfast? Or other aid that we may provide?"

Tiera decided to like the man right then. For all he knew she was breaking in, and here he was offering to get things for her. She almost asked for all the silver, but doubted that she had anything like that yet.

"Some food would be wonderful. I know it's early, so just whatever we can scrounge up would be fine. I'm mainly waiting for Lawrence Morris to have a chance to wake up, or at least daylight, so that I don't seem like a total freak when I pound on his door. You know how that goes, obviously. You're awake too. Just starting your day?"

"Oh, yes miss." He didn't seem upset by the conversation topic at least and gestured without comment for her to follow him, speaking in low tones. "I haven't been given a lot of instruction as to how I'm to arrange my days as of yet, being that the situation is so new. I've held the staff to a strict four-thirty wake up however, just in case. Better to be here and unneeded than to be tucked in our beds during a crises." He seemed chatty, given the early hour, and explained a lot about what was going on without being prompted. "We have some guests here, but not that many for a household this size. Given the plague and the rebellion, that's only to be expected so far."

The dining room wasn't huge, but was nicely appointed, with a large linen covered table that looked to be made of real wood in highly polished oak, and a white covering on it. Tiera wasn't a master builder, but even she could tell it was real. Why they'd bother when the house could make them, she didn't know. Or ask. She wasn't going to second guess the man in front of her. If he thought they needed a real table, then it would be that way.

"I'm afraid there might be a wait for a proper breakfast. The kitchen is active, but at this hour we're only set up for the servants' meal. Hardly proper for a guest." He stopped and blinked a little, then bowed. "Sorry, I forgot my manners!"

Tiera bowed back, but got it wrong, going a bit too deep. It marked them as equals, so the man relaxed a lot, which was good as far as that went, but got her an offer to sit with the rest of the staff, if she wanted to meet them.

"That sounds... Good actually. Yes, let's do that. We should make sure that the guards out front get something as well, if they haven't. Any others around here too." It was an offhand statement, but the man didn't question it, even if she was short and funny looking with her close cropped hair. He just nodded.

"I'll see to that. This way please."

There was actual bustle in the back room behind the kitchen, with plain bread rolls being set out along with bowls of oat potage, and what seemed to be plentiful coffee. That part was expensive, and didn't match the rest of the meal at all. Why not have finer food too? She nearly asked, when the man that had met her gestured to a seat next to his, which was at the head of the table. The butler's position, she guessed. Then, he was the holder of the house for the servants, which was about right.

"Misty, could you see to a bowl and a roll for our young friend here? I'm sorry, I didn't get your name. I'm Clemance. The woman with the pot there is Misty, the head cook, then we have our footmen, Ronal and Steven. On the other side we have the chamber maids and Mrs. Holst, who's to be the Countesses personal attendant." That last got Tiera to mark the face. She was an older woman, who looked a bit prim, but tidy and alert, given the time of day. The women next to her, the maids who didn't get names yet, were three women in their twenties, who all looked to be commoners by blood. Dark and small.

One of the footmen, Ronal she thought, was very pretty to look at, and not that much older than she was, but tall and blond. Steven was a bit shorter, about Tor's height at a guess, so five-ten or so, and kind of homely, with a long and bucktoothed face, but he smiled at her as if he thought he might be able to get her into bed anyway. It was a bit early in the day for things like that, but he probably figured that it was best to strike off the mark, rather than wait and have one of the others get all her attention. That was a good plan really.

Clemance the Butler took his seat and gestured at them all.

"We're a good bit understaffed, but not knowing the needs of the place so far I've been reluctant to add people."

Tiera was given a bowl that was large and filled with oats that had bits of meat in it, and presented with a roll that, when she picked it up, was slightly stale. In her world that would have been normal. You ate that kind of thing early in the day, before it got too dry. If anything this was better than what she'd had in Two Bends, because the air here was moist all the time, as far as she could tell.

"Tiera. Thank you for sharing the meal with me." She planned to eat first, knowing that she was sort of tricking them, not explaining who she was. It was, no doubt, a horror for a Countess to sit at the servants table in the back. This table itself looked well used and humble, but was clearly part of the house itself. That meant someone had designed it this way on purpose.

She didn't eat yet, since no one was yet, just waiting for Misty to sit with them, as was polite. In fact no one touched their food until Clemance did. They all looked at her strangely when she pulled a poison detector and checked her food, but Mrs. Holst simply did the same and then passed hers down the table. That got Tiera to nod and do the other side. It came back shortly however, since everyone knew how to use it.

That meant... She tried to actually think about it, rather than let herself be a numb brain. It probably was just that some of them had worked in a noble household before. Most likely Count Morris's. Thankfully, if that was the case, she hadn't killed them all.

No one spoke for a while, but she was poured some coffee, Steven the footman jumping up to do it, as the chamber maids covered their mouths to hide their grins. It was a bit overdone, but Tiera thanked him as sweetly as she could anyway.

The talk of the day was meal service for the nobles they had present. Which turned out to be mainly school kids and a few fighters at this point.

"Conserina First Derring is in however, which is impressive. A very kind woman as well. We should go out of our way to see to her comfort." This came from Steven, who was promptly glared at by a suddenly dour looking Clemance. That was enough to get him to correct himself. "As we no doubt will with everyone, I mean."

"Very good. Does everyone know your duties for the day? Remember, when in doubt, come find me. This household is a marvel, but we can't become complacent or let standards slip. Mrs. Holst, to that end, have you managed to procure any magical clothing for the staff?" Clemance looked at her and his mustache twitched a slight grin showing.

The lady in question simply laughed.

"That's the dream, isn't it? I have my sister's girl making up the new uniforms for us all, it will take a few weeks. We'll need fittings. I can't say I love the colors however. The Green is too close to dinner servants and the light blue is pretty, but not strong enough for the men. I'm half tempted to put all you men in black for daywear. It would be proper enough, but..."

The others all nodded, as if it were a real problem for them. An actual concern. What colors to wear for working in. Tiera decided to just let Mrs. Holst and Clemance figure that out, but to see if she could dig up those amulets for them. It would save some time.

"Tiera, you mentioned being assigned to High Councilor Morris's household?" Clemance seemed to be fairly impressed by that at least, and the others seemed to think it was a good thing.

It was time to let things drop, she decided, but only after finishing her roll and the last of the coffee. The potage was already gone. She was just so hungry.

"Oh, no, I said I have to go and find him. We have a lot of work to do. I've been up at school for a few days, so haven't been available to him. Well, by communications device, but he hasn't been in touch, which I hope means everything is going well." It was tempting to just let them work it all out, and before she could speak one of the maids gasped, dropping the last bit of her own roll.

Everyone looked at her as if she'd found a bug in her food. That wasn't it though, since she was staring at Tiera, who smiled back at her.

She stood, her chair moving back from the suddenness of it.

"Countess Baker?"

No one else moved, as if that were something truly shocking or something, her being herself.

"Yes. Tiera, to you all, however. At least back here, or in private. I know, it's too familiar and all that, but I won't stand on airs with my friends. Mrs. Holst, I suggest you ask about those clothing amulets with the wizard Tor. My older brother, and not a scary person at all. I... would guess he's at his bakery right now. Or will be shortly. I'll lend my communications device for that." She smiled, trying to make it seem stately. "And yes, he owns and operates a bakery. Still a wizard, and pestering him for free things is totally allowed. For us I mean. If you want something new made, please get in touch with my younger sister, Taman. She doesn't have a communications device yet... Well, let me know and I'll see to it, if it comes up?"

No one was speaking yet, but slowly they all stood, looking mortified, and bowed with downcast eyes.

She sighed.

"None of that back here. Clemance is in charge, just like Misty is in her kitchen. When we get into public that changes, but I don't really care if you make mistakes there or not, so don't let it bother you. I'll regularly have meals back here with you, so feel free to berate me for whatever you want or need at that time."

From the looks on the collective faces, she was being the worst Countess ever. Tiera just shrugged and laughed a bit. After all, she probably really was.

Then she stood, and had to bow to them all so they'd stand up. Clemance was red faced and seemed ready to resign, but she winked at him instead of letting that happen.

"I don't know my schedule today. I'm going to try to get with Lawrence Morris, but after that I have no clue what to do next. We might be all over the County seeing to things. Oh, I don't have a firm date, but we should plan a party here soon. I was told by Baronetta Bonner that I needed to do that, so people would get that this is real." She thought about things and then shrugged, deciding that they might as well know everything. "While I'm not always happy with King Richard on a personal level, I'm not supporting the rebellion at this time. I'm nearly certain that Count Morris was doing that mainly because of me, at the root of it, so please don't think ill of him or his family for that reason. If any of you have questions of me, please come and ask."

It was meant to be a throwaway line, but Mrs. Holst, still standing, had something right then.

"The uniform colors, Countess Baker?"

She tried to be definitive that way.

"We'll go with your idea. Black daily wear for the men, and something pretty for the women."

That got a happy look and slightly efficient nod from the older lady, and the others seemed to be ignoring the whole thing, looking straight ahead. She sighed, getting that it was going to take a while for them to become comfortable with her.

"Clemance? Would you attend me? I'd like to discuss schedules with you."

That got the man to dismiss the others and move away from the table, hesitating so that she could lead. Not that she knew where anything was at all. They walked out into the hallway to speak.

"I'm attending school right now, up in Lairdgren County, but I'll get you a communications device so that you can be in touch at need. If we have any left at least. I'll try to contact you a day ahead of time when I plan to come down so that everyone can pack the card games away." She smiled, and the man looked ashamed for some reason, which she didn't get, even if they had been playing games in their down time.

"You clearly know this is a magical house. Do you know how to use it?" She was a bit surprised to find that he didn't, which had her demonstrating the whole thing, arranging furniture and changing the colors and textures of the walls and flooring. Then she put it all back, since they didn't need a hall sofa, she didn't think.

The man tried it himself and after a few rough starts, seemed to have the idea. They shifted the walls a bit and made an addition to the back, for the kitchen, to be used as food storage. She showed him how to make heating and cooling elements as well, which left him gasping slightly. Breathless from the strangeness of it.

"As Butler, you control the household. Unless I ask you to change something, naturally. You can teach the others to do this however, since it can be used to instantly make the beds and change the linens, that sort of thing. That leaves only the physical objects we bring in to care for each day, so the work should be lighter for people that way. You'll have to think of projects to keep them all busy." She was running out of things to say, but had a lot of time to say it in, and kind of liked the company, so she walked outside, through the front, to find her guards eating bowls of potage while standing.

She didn't mind, since it was so early, and the house was basically a shield anyway. They were there to impress people more than anything else. Clemance walked with her, as they went around the whole dwelling, with her making a few suggestions and the man changing things. The only time he balked was on the color scheme for the place. It was a deep green, with sky blue trim, which didn't look good at all. She thought they should go with something commanding, like brown and green, but he wanted pale cream with a lightly golden trim.

She looked at him for a bit as he stood stiffly, after mentioning it, then gestured for him to make the change his way.

"You're in charge of the place. Just make certain I can get in if I suddenly drop by."

Then after they killed time doing that, with her flat out telling the man that was what they were doing, she put her craft back up and got herself to Lawrence's dwelling outside the wall. This time she used her disguise amulet, so she'd have hair, and repeated a simple version of her velvet pilots outfit, only in her colors. It made her look like a guard, most likely, but it was a work day and the disguise was a bit too made up for that. She had to form a mirror in the craft and change it, making herself look less made up and a bit younger. She wasn't hiding her age after all. The hair had to shift too, she realized, but she still made it long, having it back in a complex braided pattern.

There were no guards on the door here, but there was a servant that answered the door, a younger looking man that seemed very nervous when he answered it. He bowed instantly and went low enough to show he meant it. This time she barely bowed at all, which was correct, given that she was the Countess, and it was her County.

She thought. Really, etiquette lessons were in order for that. She still didn't know how to curtsey, for instance.

"Good morning Miss, may I help you with anything?" He was about seventeen, and his voice was a bit unsteady, but he managed a smile at her anyway. The boy was tall, and had dark skin, which, given everything, probably meant he was a Morris relative, trying to make certain he wasn't executed. Hiding as a humble servant, or perhaps not even that, just working a job that would make him seem less than a threat?

"Hello! I know it's early, but I was hoping to meet with Lawrence Morris? If you could let him know that Countess Baker is here?" That would have been enough, normally, except that the boy went wide eyed and started to run. He actually got fifteen feet away, back into the palace, before he noticed that she was just standing there, waiting. With a smile even.

"Uncle Lawrence! Uncle Lawrence!" In all she had to feel the casual welcome Clemance had given her to be a bit more to her liking. She activated her shield and stood, looking around, in case an attack came. Nothing changed for several minutes and when it did, the scene was one of contrasts, to say the least. The young doorman was back, holding a force lance and looking ready to fight, if out of fear of her, and her High Councilor, who was in front of him seemed genuinely pleased that she'd shown up. Since he'd obviously hopped out of bed and was still in a robe, that had to be hard to pull off, what with all the screaming and no doubt being shaken awake.

Behind both of them an older woman trailed. She wasn't wearing a robe, and her clothing was a bit provocative, being mainly lace that hugged her body. She was attractive, but in a normal way, and from the fact that she moved in front of the others, Tiera had to guess she wasn't a prostitute, or even a kept woman. 

She bowed low, and held it.

"Countess Baker. Thank you for gracing our home. I fear we aren't ready for the day as of yet, but we shall be shortly." She didn't introduce herself, but thankfully Lawrence saw to that.

He bowed too, though the boy didn't, looking scared and wide eyed.

"My wife, Edith, and my second nephew, Jeffery. He..." The man turned and looked at him, after standing and sighed. "You can place that away, I think. I'm sure that if the Countess had come to kill you, she would have brought forces with her, and not announced her presence."

Jeffery swallowed hard enough that he winced, a thing that looked pained, but did it, making the force lance vanish. It was an early Tor model, which is why she knew what it was, having seen one before. A good weapon. Lethal even, if you didn't have a shield on. Useless against her.

"Why would I do that?"

Lawrence bowed again. "Jeffery Morris would have inherited, in normal circumstances, when the others perished. He'd been attending the Printer school, but was called home a few weeks ago, so that no one would hold him hostage. I... was planning to send him back, unless that is forbidden?"

She smiled and shook her head.

"Not at all. I need to review the finances for the County, can we afford to cover his tuition? If not I'll have to go and earn some for that. I can get in touch with Countess Printer and make certain she realizes that we're on the same side. That should keep him safe there." For now.

The boy actually started to pant and looked down, his hand patting the force lance in his pocket. He didn't speak, and Edith covered smoothly, offering refreshments, or perhaps a meal. They clearly hadn't eaten, so Tiera waved to Jeff.

"We'll chat while you two get ready for the day? We should make certain that everything is right between us anyway."

That was a real point, since the boy clearly expected to be killed, not given an education, or be cared for at all. He bowed properly this time, remembering his manners.

"We have a sitting room, over here?"

The others looked a tiny bit nervous, but Edith more so than her husband. They both left anyway, vanishing back into the house.

Tiera started, trying to think about what she'd have wanted to know if it were her family that had been murdered. She felt her breath catch, but before sitting, she bowed, which almost had the boy pulling his force lance again.

"I apologize to you for the death of the Countess, and her younger daughter. They weren't my targets and their deaths weigh upon my soul. I hold you no personal malice and would take you as a brother, as far as your care goes." She stood then, since the boy had frozen in place, too shocked to sit, it seemed. She did, which got him to perch gingerly on the front of the sofa cushion across from her.

"Now, how were you finding school? I don't know if you missed too much for the season or not, so that might be a problem, but I'll ask about it with the Countess." As if she knew her at all. Still, they were peers and part of the job meant meeting the others.

They chattered about things. He'd never actually expected to inherit, thank the gods, which meant that he had other plans. That was mainly to go into his Uncle's chosen profession as an archivist, which was a thing he loved anyway. Of course that was a little out of balance now too, since that position had been pretty much guaranteed before, the man in charge of it being a relative, as it were.

Tiera didn't promise it to him either, but half an hour later, when Lawrence came in, with a large leather bound book that was at least six inches thick, she had a feel for the man. Jeffery was terrified that he was going to be killed, but for good reason, since it was what happened to any heirs left behind, most of the time. He didn't have the funds to run away, or good enough contacts to protect him from the new Countess, who, he assured her with a bit of a manic grin, he'd heard was wonderful, and not vindictive at all.

Smiling, his Uncle suggested that his duties as entertainment might be done, and waved him toward the front door again.

"He's really a good boy. Not as dedicated to his studies as he should be, but the young often need time to understand that." Then he generated a table for them to sit at, a square thing that put them close together, and cracked the book open. "I don't know if you're up on accounting practices?"

That one was a bit odd, since she actually was, it turned out. She'd finished several years of mathematics already, in the first month. It was what she'd originally gone to study after all.

"Yes, at least the basics. Let me look here..." The books seemed to be real, and also indicated that they were doing... remarkably well, even with the harm that she'd done to the economy and the drain of a sudden military buildup by Count Morris.

"We have five million gold in the accounts right now, Countess Baker. Plus a million that came in suddenly, from the Wizard Tor? That was unexpected, to say the least. I wasn't aware that we had backing from there. Is it a loan? If so, I suggest you turn the funds back to him now, before the first interest accrues. We don't actually need it, if we're careful." Which, clearly, left a problem he wasn't talking about, since he took a deep breath. After a moment he cleared his throat too. It was rough, and a bit scared sounding, so she got ready for bad news.

Then, frustratingly enough, he didn't speak at all.

"All right, out with it. Better we work on it now than let whatever it is hang over us."

The man looked at the book, which was in front of Tiera and shook his head a bit.

"The problem is with the conscripts. Most of them didn't have a choice except to leave home under penalty of prison, but some truly need the work. They're untrained, but we don't need that many military men and women at this time. It isn't actually our problem, being that Count Morris's debts and promises clearly aren't your responsibility, but this is leaving around ten thousand able bodied men and women at loose ends. They don't have a lot of skills either, or they wouldn't have opted for the military at this time. After all, no one sane and intelligent would want to go into battle barely trained and holding a pike against modern explosive weapons. Especially after the massacre in the Capital. Do you know of that?"

Tiera nodded.

"I was there. One in seven that died did so at my hand. Personally. I agree with your assessment on that score. So, what do you recommend?" She didn't have any thoughts as to what they should do, but Lawrence bit his lips, and seemed to steel himself again. 

"I suggest we give each a three gold mustering out payment. This will largely be spent by most, but some will use it to start new businesses, if they're the kind to do so. That would end up being about fifty thousand gold. Perhaps less, but I can't assure that. We have the funds, but, again, it also isn't our responsibility."

Tiera thought about it for a long time, not speaking and finally came up with a counter offer.

"How about this. They're mustered out already, and can go home, but if they agree to try and use the funds to start a business of some kind, we'll open an office and bankroll their efforts, within reason. That might cost more, but I feel no great need to pay for Count Morris's mistakes. If people have ideas we can help them. If not, and they just want an assured meal... Well, we might be able to find work for them, but it will pay what it does. Farm labor and the like?"

That actually got a nod and the man modified it a little, so that the aid would be no more than ten gold maximum, and a break on taxes for the first year of business, which would be worth more to a lot of people.

Then there was a minor border skirmish going on between two of her baronies. That turned out to be over the rather good looking husband of one getting the daughter of another Baroness pregnant. It was blowing up, since no one could see a way out of it. Count Morris had been ignoring it, since he'd been busy, trying not to die.

It was early still, so she didn't just call up and try to manage it. Lawrence suggested they start the old fashioned way, with letters, suggesting gently that they not go to war over a thing that was already done. She agreed, mainly because she didn't know how to handle the thing any better than that, short of going in swinging, though she managed not to say that out loud.

 There were industry reports to look at too, and something called a "condition document" which was basically an assessment of the needs of the County. Lawrence had put it together for her, so that he wouldn't forget anything.

"Ah..." Tiera grinned at the man. "A very important thing here... what the High Councilor get's paid." She thought for a few seconds and then shrugged. "I don't even have an idea what that would be. How about this, you set your own rate, and if, at the end of the year, I feel you aren't worth it, I'll take part of it back? I know that sounds mean, but it's just to keep you honest. Give yourself a fair wage and try not to take food from the hungry for it. You live in a palace after all, and your servants are paid out of the County funds, as well as their food and upkeep. If you need magic, let me know and I'll try to get it for you. Otherwise... well, Edith's new jewels have to come out of your wages, so keep that in mind. Also keep in mind that we have Truth amulets, so that means you'll be totally trustworthy, even if greed tries to take hold."

The man smiled and bowed over the table.

"Enough rope to hang myself?"

She nodded, not wanting to admit she just didn't know what the rates were.

"Plus a bit for a good, sturdy noose."

She did have him take her to the chests of amulets and magics, which were still mainly full. He'd been starting businesses with people, which she actually owned, but people weren't lining up at the door yet, not realizing it was available. She got a few of the new style communications devices out and looking around the boxes actually found nearly a hundred clothing amulets in one, on the bottom. They were small and the chests weren't, so she'd totally missed them before. She pulled out half of them and handed one off to her High Councilor.

"For you. So that you can always look ready for the job, even when I wake you at too early an hour." Rolling her eyes, she gave him several more then. "Edith and Jeffery too, as well as your servants, the main ones at least."

There was more bowing then.

She set the communications devices, showing him who each was for, which also had him bowing again. It was probably good exercise, but she wasn't certain a councilor needed to do it as much as he was. It was polite of him, so she didn't mention it, not really knowing the rules.

"One for my man Clemance, the Butler at my house. One for Mrs. Holst and one for the house itself. That's the one that says County Baker, in case you need to use it. These are for Edith, Jeffery and your place here. You have one, so that should be enough to start with." Then they discussed getting them to her generals and the head of the County guard, so that they could keep up with her at need.

"Not that anyone will bother you, Countess. But it's good to know the option is available."

That was all they had to do, which got her back to her own place before noon, where she found Karen and Havar teaching a few homemaking students how to fight, or at least escape if someone grabbed them. They had shields, but, as Havar explained gently, they probably wouldn't be wearing them while having sex. Very few did, since a little bite could cause an activation and that would lead to lost teeth for certain, ruining the mood.

They weren't good, but they mainly tried, which was nice to see. Sherri was out there, working against Karen, and failing to escape, since the bigger woman wasn't making it easy for her at all. The Baronetta kicked her in the shins, which didn't do much either, Karen being used to pain.

"So, if that doesn't work, what next?"

It was clear Sherri didn't know, but to demonstrate Havar walked over to Tiera and grabbed her right wrist. She had to hold her shield off for it, but managed in time, since she understood a demonstration when she saw it.

"Kick to the shin." Tiera delivered it. It wasn't the move she'd have used first, but she angled correctly to turn it into a nerve strike, and explained what she was doing. Havar didn't let go, but shifted his weight back. "Apply leverage against the thumb, using your arm." She got free, since she was stronger than the rest of them, even though it still took work and a bit of skin. "If that doesn't work, pull into the person and hit them in the eye. Pick one and focus all your force on it.

She pulled the move, but did it for real, which made the Baron scream and let go, the girls all gaping at them.

"Kick to the groin. And then a blow to the throat. It's overkill, but if you don't have a weapon, which was the exercise, you can't give anything to a bigger attacker." She did those too, then explained how to kill the downed man. She got out a healing amulet though and used it on him, since she'd done some real damage.

Havar stood and nodded to Sherri.

"Sir Karen won't give as easily to a blow to the groin. Do what Tiera did."

That didn't happen at all, the tall thin Baronetta actually being kind, but she did the right moves, and actually got Karen to let go, scratching her face in the process. She was gasping at the end of it, from the exertion and a fear of having hurt someone. That was real enough, and a good reason to practice like they did. You had to be willing to do damage in a fight, or you'd probably lose.

It was a little odd, since Tiera had come in ready to spend her entire day working on things for her new people, but her advisor was actually so on top of things she was nearly useless. A few decisions were given to her, but they were minor enough. It was, she knew, pretty normal. Even Tovey had told her that ruling wasn't half as hard as people made it out to be. Mainly delegating tasks, and handling a few major problems per year.

He also mentioned that she might not want to spread that around.

The house staff had cool drinks for them ready to go and a meal waiting, as well as offers to draw baths for those that needed them, which was more than a bit of a hint, and also not needed, since everyone that had stayed was a noble of some sort, and had that one down. Tiera took the chance to call Clemance over and find Mrs. Holst, since they were the ones needed for the time being, and not directly in charge of the meal. The Butler, it turned out, was to be there while they ate all the time, to make certain it all went well, but it was just a light luncheon. That meant only five courses, rather than a lack of things to eat.

Tiera smiled and showed them the communications devices first. That took a few minutes, and even though there were clearly enough of them, they both seemed scared when she handed one to each of the two. Wide eyed at least, and drawn around the mouth. She didn't understand the reaction herself. It wasn't a bad thing, she didn't think, and really, they seemed grateful at the same time, so it wasn't anything like that.

It was Mrs. Holst that explained the thought to her.

"Countess... Many high magics are forbidden to those of low station. Shields and powerful weapons, as well as some other things. Is this really..."

Tiera blinked.

"You know, I have no clue at all. Why don't you get in touch with... Hmmm... Prince Alphonse would know I bet. He won't be at luncheon until later in the day, either. Go ahead and do that." It was done, since she'd given an order, but Tiera was pretty sure that Mrs. Holst was also about ten seconds from passing out, from the lack of color on her face.

"Alphonse here, how may I help you?"

"Um, Hello, your... Prince Alphonse. This is Wanda Holst, I work for Countess Baker as her personal servant? She's... gifted the Butler, Clemance, and I with these devices, but we aren't nobles, so..."

Tiera was a stupid head that didn't know things like that, but Prince Alphonse didn't need to hear anything else at all on the topic. He didn't even pause in his answer.

"Perfectly fine. Anyone that can get one of these is allowed it. They're very handy. Always best to check that kind of thing however, if you aren't certain. I'll double check myself, with the King. One moment." From the words, he was actually asking, which got Richard on the device less than ten seconds later, and it sounded like Karina crowding in too.

"Yes, that's well within the law, and I have no plans at this time to change it. A very good point. I should codify that. Not to be rude, but do you know where Countess Baker is at the moment?"

"Right here. It's just that we're neighbors, so I thought I'd let Mrs. Holst and Clemance try the devices out. Clemance can call Tor next. I have a report on the County though. Do you want that in writing? I think I get some time this afternoon and can drop it off on the way back. Things are actually looking well enough right now. A minor dispute in the north, over a pregnant daughter, but the food supplies are good and there are no reports of the Gray Plague. The rest are work programs, new businesses and so on. Mainly things I'm doing. We had all those conscripts that are going home now, since we don't need thousands of completely new people under arms yet. I am returning the forces to their prior strength, over time."

That was mainly for economic reasons, not military ones, but it never hurt to be prepared and her new forces weren't. She herself had run most of them ragged and done almost whatever she wanted to them for over a week once, after all. That was partly due to superior magic, but some of it was poor planning.

"I can get it in writing and everything? I would like that, but you can go at your leisure, having given me the report already. It sounds much better than I feared. When people stop talking to me, I always have to assume the worst."

Then he tried to do that long, drawn out and very correct goodbye thing, but Tiera decided to try and move past it, if at all possible. It took valuable minutes out of her day.

"Oh, not to be annoying, but I need to get onto a conversation with Austra and possibly Lyn Red. We need to get these devices out to everyone else too... I don't really have time yet. I can't..." She knew a person that probably could. Her own brother. The one that owned a Fast Transport service. "Actually, let me see what I can come up with. So no need for me to visit tonight? That would be good. Unless some of you want to come here for dinner?"

That got a panicked look from the help, even as Karina chimed in from the side.

"That sounds lovely. Are you serving at nine?" That was the Capital's norm, but this wasn't there, it was Bakersville. She looked at the others and smiled sweetly, as Clemance muttered that they normally ate the late meal at about six, but that it wouldn't be enough time.

"Let's plan for earlier than that? Say seven-thirty? Be warned though, this might end up being sandwiches in my bedroom. I'm putting the staff here on the spot. I mainly want to keep things interesting for them. Casual dress however, for real." She double checked, but it was just going to be school friends of hers and Karina. That would be more fun. The others had all left already, but a few were headed back to Lairdgren that night, with her.

When Karina disconnected, she clapped once, happily, and bowed to the two wide eyed and slightly put out looking people in front of her.

"Seven and a half hours. I think you can manage in that time. If not, I did warn her about the sandwich option. This is Princess Karina, so keep that in mind." She smiled, since of all of them, Karina was the one most likely to not care at all what she got that way.

They bowed while walking backwards, a thing that was discordant and out of balance, then scurried away at the door, though they took their communications devices with them. Rolling her eyes, Tiera called out.

"Come back, we aren't done yet!" She sounded playful and they both did come. The whole thing seemed a bit overdone, to her way of thinking. It was just a meal after all, and while they'd want to do a good job, they didn't have to be perfect. Not yet. She hefted the bag in her right hand, that had held the communications devices, it clattered a tiny bit, the focus stone tiles inside tinkling like wind chimes.

She pulled one out and handed it to her personal assistant.

"You were looking for clothing amulets for the staff? This is fifty here. If you don't need them all, please pass them back. Others in the government will want them."

Then, after making sure they were released, they scurried again. Never truly running, but so close to it that it almost counted anyway.

Then she just had to wait for everyone to come down for the mid-day meal. She had a sitting room near the main dining space, just for that purpose, with a wide door, so that you could see when people arrived. Given that, she was able to be there as soon as the others came down. Not a minute after they all sat, the food started to arrive, meaning they were being spied on. That was a servant thing, of course. They knew everything about you, including how many times a day you used the restroom. As long as they didn't sell the information, she didn't care.

They had roasted pigeon, stuffed with olives and spices, as well as several other dishes. She ate it, but to her, if she were going to get a choice, pigeon wouldn't have been it. The dessert was nice, just being a mix of berries on top of a small sugar cake.

They all made appropriate small talk, and the homemaking girls were all very proper and polite. Karen was too, but Havar and Mitchell kept trying to talk about "Men's topics" which didn't get a lot of interest from the rest of them. Sherri and her friends tried really hard to pretend they were interested in combat techniques at least. It was almost cute. Especially when one of the girls, one that had called her a Doretta, more than a few times as they passed in the commons, flipped her hair and asked Mitchell if he had a date to the student dance at the end of the week.

"Oh, no. I..." There was no graceful way out of it for him, which Tiera understood suddenly. Not that he wanted out, or was being rude, but something was off. "I can't dance."

The girl, who she thought of as snooty bob-hair, but was actually named Felicia, smiled weakly and looked away. That caused Mitchell to look absolutely horrible. Tiera thought she understood. It wasn't, as the girl thought, that she was being put off, but that he really didn't know the dances. She didn't either for that matter, which was probably a point, since she'd eventually be expected to. Court functions had a lot of parties and there were several large balls given each year. In fact, if she had the right idea, she'd be expected to put her own together at her Capital house, which for the time being was either Tor's place, or Timon's, not having one at all herself.

It was Karen that interceded, but so gently that Tiera nearly missed it all happening.

"That's true, he can't do the dances at all. He's coordinated enough, but from back east. They have their own style out there. It isn't the courtly version either, so that might be a problem."

The trick there was that Mitchell had to make it work, if he wanted it too. Anything could be said, really, but if he made a counter offer that seemed like he wanted her company, it would mean he wasn't just being picky. Snooty bob-hair was decent looking in her own slightly goofy way, and certainly not someone that should be ignored for the reason of appearance. Tiera didn't like her, but Mitch wasn't her.

He rallied then, smiling a bit.

"If... I could get some lessons, then it would be great fun, Felicia. I don't have a lot of time, but as long as you don't mind having your toes stomped all night long..."

She smiled, relived it seemed, rather than happy.

"That would be wonderful. I can show you the right moves, later if you'd like? After the meal, I mean."

It was sweet, watching them and Mitchell started to reply, when the whole world shook, just a little. There was a booming sound from outside, but it had to be huge to be heard at all. Tiera didn't wait, tapping her throat as she ran.

"Shields on! Household staff, be ready to flee. If you have a shield, come with me." She led the charge out, since no one else was even half as fast as she was there. She left the front door open, figuring that they'd be hit as soon as they got outside, so she got her Fast Craft up, meaning they could fly, if missiles came. She'd been in a missile attack before. From the smoke and debris off in the distance, this was bigger. "I'm going up."

That got everyone that had been at the table to get in, with Karen, Havar and Mitch all pushing into the front with her, so they could act as spotters. It wasn't hard at all to find the place however. It was a low rent neighborhood, and not just one, but five houses were down from it, with a fire spreading. Nothing else seemed to be happening however, just that.

In the confusion she saw a child pulling at a woman several houses away. She seemed to be dead, but Tiera set down by them anyway, getting out fast and slapping a healing amulet on the woman without waiting to see if she were breathing or not. It caused her to gasp, and then howl in pain. She had pieces of metal in her flesh and more than a few things on her body, like her right arm, had been pulped, but they were still attached, so there was some hope it would work.

It took a long time, almost fifteen minutes, with Karen leading the firefighting detail, using air choking stilling devices, and a bucket brigade made up largely of school girls. At first. Without being ordered to it, the neighbors came out, and seeing what was going on, pitched in without a lot of hesitation at all. Havar roared orders, but those were mainly to Mitch.

"Guard the rear flank, we don't know if this is an attack yet or not. Civilians, as soon as we get the fire out..." Then he stopped, not knowing what to tell anyone at all. Anything that could do this was going to take their homes too, if it hit them.

Tiera looked at the scared faces, since even the slow people had it figured out, didn't they.

"Once this is out, everyone get to my house. The new palace. It's shielded and should keep you safe. Children first, then their mothers. If you're able bodied and willing to risk it, get with the mean looking giant here and get ready to move."

To her surprise that actually worked and the area emptied of people. Not the ones fighting the blaze, which kept trying to spread on them, but the little ones were all being herded up, and pushed toward her place. She got her communications device out and dialed Clemance.

When he answered she didn't let him speak.

"Some kind of explosive attack. My guess is chemical at this time. We have the local people evacuating to your location. Let them in and protect them. The house should hold if more attacks come. Keep the guards there, in case there are ground troops involved." She didn't give her name, which she realized after she tapped the thing off, but got in touch with the only person she knew that might have experts in the area of chemical explosives around.

"Denno! This is Tiera. A bit of a problem here..." She described the scene, which got him to ask for a picture of it. Their communications devices didn't do that, and she felt a flash of annoyance that made her want to lash out at him for being dense, but instead she thought for a second, and looked up. "Satellites? We could... Darn it. I'll suggest to Tor that he figures out how to do that, send pictures on these things." It would probably end up with people sending nudes of themselves in the shower, but she didn't really care, it was a good idea, but not a helpful one at the moment.

Oddly enough a voice interrupted, a bit rudely, from the other end. The person, a man, asked a lot of questions, and repeated what she said for some reason. After a bit he just spoke.

"That sounds like someone set off a bomb, or that a large batch of explosive compound detonated. The blast would have been different if it had been a missile or rocket attack. We have a team standing by, to examine the scene, if you want them?" Then he started in on some nonsense about understanding if they didn't, the King being uncomfortable and a few other things she didn't bother to listen to.

"Yes. We'll be there as soon as possible for pick up. Have everyone go to the docks we normally use, please? Put someone in charge that can get around here without starting a war." She didn't know who that might be, but when Brown asked, she could only really think of a handful of people really. "Grab one of the people from The Royal Table for it. Come straight here, or... Yes, do it. Thank you. I'll set that up now."

She called Timon, only to get Trice, who knew for a fact that Mark, her brother, was headed that way as they spoke. He wasn't that close, but when she connected with him he claimed that he'd hurry along, as if he hadn't been already. It was still good to hear anyway.

Then she called the Palace, who were making ready for their own attack about two minutes after she started talking. Havar was in the background, setting a line of men and women that clearly didn't know how to fight for the most part, around the blast area. It was like he was guarding it, but she really doubted that anyone would be attacking the hole in the ground again.

Karen was busy with the fire, so Tiera moved to pitch in on the line for that herself. The buckets got heavy after a while, but it worked, and they had enough water for it. People came from further in the city, to see if they could help too, which was needed, after about two hours. They had to watch the rubble, since it could catch again, but the workers, all covered in soot and ashes, stood ready to do it all a second time if they had to.

"Thank you all for coming so quickly. We don't know what the situation is yet, but we have experts coming to find out. People from Austra that actually know about this kind of thing. Friends of the Brown man, the leader there." People did not seem all that interested in getting outside help for it, but they didn't whine at her either, so she smiled and forced a chuckle. "I know, Austrans... But these are the people we need right now and they too, just like you all did, are coming when the need arose. Remember that, in case they need us someday. I like to think we'll be ready to help if it comes."

It wasn't meant as a rousing speech, but a few people started clapping anyway, mainly because there wasn't a lot else to do.

Nothing else happened for a long time, but she knew that they couldn't let their guard down. She recalled something that she hadn't thought of before, which was that the city guard worked for her here. It was all just so new that she'd forgotten.

Ten minutes later they had eyes out all over the city, with word being passed to everyone that had a communications device. That meant people started to get in touch to tell her about it. It was kind of them really, since she was the Countess, and if she hadn't been there personally, it would have been useful to know about.

It was hard for a while to get a break in the incoming stream trying to reach her, but she got with Clemance, who sounded like he was about to pull his hair out. There was the sound of a crowd on the other end too. The din that a large amount of people made, just by talking and moving around.

"Countess... We have about a thousand children here and half that in adults. I fear they'll destroy the house from within! What should we do?" There was desperation coming from the little focus stone rectangle in her hand.

"Pretend that each person is a nobleman, and remember that the dwelling itself is magic. If they break something real, I'll replace it. Hopefully there isn't that much of that. Oh... I think the dinner is off. I'll get with the Princess on that now, if I can."

She couldn't. That was mainly due to the fact that the woman herself flew in, piloting a Fast Craft. She landed slowly, near where Tiera was, and hopped out with a weapon in her right hand. It seemed to be an explosive weapon, from the sigil on it.

"Situation report." She didn't bellow it, but covered the crowd and the line of fighters that were being given instruction as to how to handle an attack. It wasn't sophisticated, but nervous or not, no one ran away yet. They would, and probably should, if another explosion took place, but this gave them something to do, which seemed to be the point.

Tiera just pointed, her eyebrows going up.

"This. It looks like a chemical explosive, but not a missile. We have a team from Austra coming right now. A special explosives team that will be able to find out what took place. No further attacks, if it was one, so far. The people from this and surrounding areas have been evacuated to my place. It's a shield after all. We have about fifteen hundred there. There was a fire, but Sir Karen and her forces here managed to battle it. We lost an additional building to that. Also, we aren't feeding you a quality dinner tonight." She sounded tired, but the Princess snorted.

"I'd imagine not. You have them in your own home?" She bowed, going fairly low about it, which got some of the kids from school to do the same thing and a couple of the city folk, clearly not understanding the idea. "Few would have thought of that. I need to get this report back to the palace. The guard will flip if they find out I left without them." She shook her head and sighed. "As if they don't already know. I'm on that part then. Keep a line open if possible." She started to get back in her craft and stopped, hanging out of the door, a full step up. "Oh! Make sure to Truth verify everyone here, and the Austrans. People will flip otherwise and Smythe of Westend will look at us with sad and hurt eyes if we don't collect the needed data."

Tiera wanted to kick herself, and then everyone else for not mentioning it sooner. Not Karina, but certainly the people from the school. She had one on her at least, so could start doing that immediately. They'd need more though, if it were going to help.

She didn't really have a clue as to what to do, so fell back on habit. When it came to magic, she knew a half dozen people to get in touch with now, more than that really, but that many that might actually do something for her. 

So she called Sam Builder, and asked him how to get them.

Oddly enough, even though no one had them at the school, he had an idea who might. Debbie, down in Warden.
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What she didn't have was a new communications device, or even an old one, though it would have done Tiera no good at the moment if the merchant had. It meant taking a trip and that would mean taking guards. The polite number was four. More than that, she was informed by Karen, was a sign you were aggressive, less than that could mean anything, from being poor, to simply having come for something so pleasant that no one would even think you had an ulterior motive.

Worse, she insisted on the idea, as if Tiera had ever really needed anyone to protect her before. That's what shields were for. She didn't argue, since ignoring her advisors in public would make them all look bad and cause others to distrust her judgment. On the good side, no one insisted she stand there herself waiting for something to happen.

It took time to get people around, since her guards had done what she said and stayed to protect the civilians in the house. It wasn't the location that took that much time however, but rather that Mrs. Holst had grabbed them, stripped them naked in a hallway filled with people and gave them new magical uniforms. They all matched and looked perfect, being all in deep green with only a sky blue arm band on their left arms. Someone had clearly explained that part to the woman then. It looked good, she had to admit.

She changed to a white gown, one without lace, that covered everything on her body, except her face, and gave herself hair, but no makeup. Then they left from the blast site, and headed toward the Wards Estate. It was where the older guard next to her, a man named Lister, told Mark Morgan to meet them with the Austran guests, since it would be more efficient to have a Countess around to make sure they could work unbothered than not. That gave them two hours, plus a bit, to find a way to get what was needed.

Tiera was thinking that she might try begging, since she certainly didn't have the gold on her for that kind of thing. Not on short notice. Banks took weeks to move funds around at times, because of their own protections. A real Countess would have had some coins stashed somewhere, just for such an emergency, but she hadn't had a chance yet for that. So it was going to be something else.

It didn't take long to get to the Wards, and she hovered the large and well appointed craft over their lawn. There seemed to be a bit of a celebration, with lights and music, but everyone, drunk or not, figured out that they needed to get out of the way. That or she'd just crushed a bunch of people. It wasn't like she'd know without looking, which she resisted, since no one was screaming at her yet.

On the good side it did get the Wards out, along with an extra tall friend of theirs, Kedrin, the King's brother. They'd met, so it wasn't a surprise at all, really. The man practically ran to her, stopping only because her people moved to protect her with their bodies. It was cute, but a bit unneeded.

"It's all right. These are friends." She collected hugs then, from Kedrin first then Marvin and Maria, who made a point of grabbing her behind while she did it, it wasn't a playful thing either. She held the gesture and moved closer their cheeks touching, makeup or not. 

"You have guards? Treachery?"

Impulsively Tiera kissed her cheek and then cleared her throat primly. She smiled up at them all and people were starting to look, the ones from the party.

"No. I'm Countess Baker now. County Morris is no more." She didn't go through the whole story, which was good, since Countess Ward apparently loved that idea, and started talking about all the things they could do together, being so close. Practically neighbors, after all.

"That sounds lovely, but I need to do some things here, I'm afraid. We had an explosion in Bakersville, a huge one, and have Austrans coming to find out what caused it. That's a thing there, an actual full time occupation, I think. They'll be here first, because I wanted to see if I could beg Debbie to sell me some Truth amulets for the investigation. It's the same problem everyone has I'm sure, take over a County and forget to gather some coin from the vaults on the first day for things like this." She tried to keep her voice light, but all the others laughed, causing her to have to fight the indignation from her face. They were amused by her plight?

It wasn't that though, thankfully.

"That isn't just a problem for the new. Emergency takes us all unaware, most of the time." Kedrin allowed, moving in to touch her on the shoulder gently. A bit familiarly really. If they were alone, she'd have thought that he wanted her. As it was, she had to go with the idea that he wanted her to think that. Or perhaps desired others that might be watching to? She was still the special currier for the King, after all. Maybe he had a message? Or perhaps he just wanted her naked and on her back? Or front?

Well, he wasn't homely, though he was a bit too tall for her. She was almost certain that sex with him would be a thing either done very carefully, or in great pain. For her at least.

Marvin was as big, which was a real point, come to think of it. He always flirted with her, but even his wife was taller than normal now, nearing six five or six. If he was built to the normal noble model, then he had to have a huge penis too. She'd have to ask some time.

Smiling at the thought she looked around.

"Would it be possible to get directions to her place? I know it's horribly rude, but due to the emergency, I have to hurry." She winced a little as if it would be a real problem, which it wasn't, since Marvin both offered to lead them himself, and it was only a few streets away. They had to go to her home however, since she'd closed for the day, already, being in her slow season. Tiera got this from the Count, who knocked for her.

Tiera didn't push to the front, but tried to angle herself so she could be seen. It was a bit dim out, for all that there was a magical light above the door.

It opened slowly, with a creaking sound.

The face that popped out was a lot like one of her sisters, which really did set her at ease when she saw the woman each time.

"Hello?" There was a wary sound, but then she had reason to feel that way, a woman alone in, what for her, was a strange place. "May I help you?"

Count Ward smiled and gestured to the side Tiera was standing on, drawing the eye, it seemed.

"There's an emergency in County Baker and the sitting Countess, Tiera Baker, came to request Truth amulets, if you have some for sale?"

The woman bowed, and it was an interesting thing, since she clearly got that Tiera was herself, title change or not, and hadn't bowed to Marvin at all. Yes, she might have merely forgotten, but it was probably something different than that, wasn't it?

"Thank you Countess, for considering my wares. I have them at my shop, just down the way? We can go there now, or I could run and fetch them for you?" She sounded very, very pleased to be of help which made Tiera feel a little bad.

"I can't pay you today, and I need a lot of them, which-"

The woman interrupted, by bowing low at the waist.

"You made her apologize. To me. A merchant. Not some false thing either, and then you beat her, to protect me from her wrath. I'd give you my store if you needed it."

Tiera grinned.

"Well, she actually apologized on her own, so I think she's really learning. You're welcome on that beating, but really that was just so you didn't do it yourself and accidently kill her. I won't need them for free however, I just need a bit of time to get the gold to you, from the accounts." She was trying to be honest, but it either didn't matter to the woman, or she thought this was Tiera lying to save face for someone else. Given what she'd said, that was probably Debbie herself, if it was what was really happening in the woman's mind.

"I trust you. This way." She didn't yell it, but simply secured her door and walked out without a jacket at all. Then, it wasn't cold, was it? The partiers had heavy clothing, but not that much of it, and some of the dancers had loosened theirs, exertion producing enough to offset the evening chill.

The shop itself was a marvel of glowing lights, and in a few places sounds, that came from a good variety of magical things. There had to be close to fifty different things in stock, just on the shelves, and not all of them from people she recognized. There was a set of things done on simple wooden disks too, with very primitive sigils on them, burned into the wood somehow. They had holes, and when she touched one, and focused hard enough, she could feel the presence of her littlest sister.

Tiera went wide eyed, once she figured out what it did.

"These are shields? Ones made by my little sister..."

That got a happy nod and a smile.

"Yes, I got them from Tor. He's been acting as her mentor, I think. They're enough to stop a fist or even a club, and on wood, but she's willing to sell for silvers a copy, which means that almost everyone that sees them buys one. Even if they only last a few months, it's a good investment for the lower nobles, the ones that can't afford the higher end things."

"Funny, but she neglected to mention that the other day. Well, as I come begging, I can't ask for more, so, what will you offer me as far as Truth amulets?" The answer was the same as before, but the woman had fifty of them, and Tiera thought she could get by on twenty, if people worked in shifts. They were too useful not to have, but this wasn't for her, and the County wasn't in the straights she'd thought before. She'd hurt them, but she'd figured they were crippled. Instead she'd been more of an annoyance than anything to the Count.

That had been the problem all along. If he could have even made believe that she was a favored pet of someone else, and even pretend to apologize in the first place, then this wouldn't have happened at all.

Five minutes later she had a nice basket with all twenty of the pink sigiled pieces in it, and on impulse gave the woman a hug. It wasn't a proper thing, not knowing her well, but she whispered to her anyway.

"You should come visit? After we settle this bit of a mess, I mean."

That got a sad smile from her, and a bow, but no words. Why that was she didn't know. It probably had to do with...

Nothing came to mind. Maybe she just thought that it was too out of her current station, or couldn't afford the time off? Those were normal enough things after all.

Marvin led the way back, walking freely in his city without a guard, or even an idea that there would be a need for one. That or a spine made of steel that forced him to insist on that kind of thing, even if it wasn't the world's greatest idea during a war. After all, the Count next door and his whole family had been murdered, hadn't they? Most of them in their own capital city.

They moved back to the party, and no one asked her to dance, which was good, since this wasn't her region at all. Some of them just looked like bouncing to her, but she'd be willing to bet there was a pattern to it all. It was tempting to count the number of steps on each foot and try to find the rhythm, but she was distracted, by a large hand on her shoulder. There was a rustling from the guards, but it was just Kedrin, and even if he was trying to take over the Kingdom, she didn't think he'd try to hurt her, personally.

"Countess Baker, I was wondering if I could have a brief word with you? Alone?" The implication was that he wanted to have sex. It had been in the lessons Karen had been giving her on the topic. It really wasn't that hard, once someone actually mentioned what you were supposed to do, but until that point it was a riddle, for someone like her. She was actually supposed to be a slut? It hurt her head to think of, but sex was fun and she was protected from accidental birth, so as long as it wasn't bad of her to do it, she'd cope.

"I'd love to. Maria, Marvin, would you excuse us for a brief time? My men can stay here, to keep the party safe." They might not like that, but they didn't complain either, not there.

"Oh? Certainly, please. Kedrin, perhaps the second bedroom?" That could have been code, or it might have been the room itself, but it was actually something different all together, not having a bed or chairs and being so tiny that the large man could have touched either wall easily. He tapped one of them, which made no more than a dull thud.

"Layers of silk, a foot deep, with leather on either side. No one can hear us in here. I-" She wasn't getting on her knees, not unless she wanted to lick his, but she started working on the front of his pants, hoping that he hadn't been about to ask her to a party of his own. It was hard to tell, because he stopped talking about then. She was right about him however, which would probably be the same with Marvin then. They were too big down there for her. She didn't think she was just being a squeamish school girl about it either. He was vast, and not even fully up to the task yet. She worked her hands and kept doing it until he made a mess on the wall of the closed space, which was starting to get a little stuffy, then, since it had been her doing it all, she refastened his clothing.

"Ah! Excellent. I'd been told not to expect anything like this, from Maria. I was wondering if I could borrow some coin? Not now, but in half a year? I know this is strange, but I've been taking a collection for the rebellion, and frankly it's a bit paltry looking right now. If we still have it then, I could use an extra few thousand gold?" He sounded pleasant and not like he was talking about treason openly. Not that this room would be that, would it?

She made a face, and his locked down, not moving.

"I'll have to earn it first. I think it's possible, but so far my new businesses haven't produced much. It's been two whole days and everything..." She smiled and wondered if the man could kneel enough to do anything with her that wouldn't require a healing amulet later. She gave it up, knowing that it wasn't going to work this time.

The fact was, she didn't care if he was going to take over. Not really. It didn't seem likely, but if she had it to give then, why not?

"Do I get it back at some point? Or is it the kind of loan that I'd best assume is a gift?"

He actually sighed and shook his head.

"The last one, most likely, but it's really for show. I wouldn't be shocked if they don't run off and spend it all however. Nobles are like that. Now, what can I do for you?"

They worked something out and while it was a bit acrobatic on her part, she found that she was more capable in certain ways than she'd thought. It did hurt, after a bit, but she managed to get her portion before they had to leave, which was just on time to see a shining craft on the horizon. She patted the giant, aiming for his back and ending up lower than that, but to good enough affect that everyone would just assume that they were doing... about what had happened.

Of course, Tiera was waiting for the scorn, and to be called a wanton, or a slut, but that wouldn't be happening. Not to her. Or if it did, she could handle it.

That being the case she waited with everyone else by the Estate, hoping that Mark Morgan was a good enough pilot for the space he had. He landed very accurately, and his blue and silver craft glowed enough to show what was below him clearly. Then he slowly got out, and opened the large door on the side, which swung up on his design, and exposed four men, two women and a boy.

Ken.

"Welcome to Noram everyone. I'm Tiera Baker, Countess Baker, and will be taking you personally on the rest of our journey. Ken, would you help everyone get settled, while I thank these fine people for their hospitality?" The boy did it after bowing low, first to the Wards, then her, and then, almost as an afterthought, to Kedrin. The rest of the people looked baffled as to what would be correct, but copied the boy anyway, his eyes a little wide.

They had gear that needed to be transferred, so she started to help, going very carefully as one of the women, who had purple and brown hair and a star on her left cheek went wide eyed. Tiera went slowly and used both hands, cuddling the thing gently to her middle like a child. That got a comment.

 "Oh, good, you understand. These things are delicate. Thank you, that's exactly correct." She looked like she expected a beating for her praise, which was a bit patronizing, but everyone else followed along with what Tiera did and had the work finished in a few minutes, even moving at a glacial pace.

Then she had to run and pass out hugs to everyone she was leaving behind. Or at least say goodbye. Kedrin was being a little aloof with her, which according to Karen meant that he was probably only looking for a onetime thing, meaning that she shouldn't press him again, unless he asked.

"Don't worry, we don't understand what you have in those bags at all, and being an explosives unit, have to imagine you have some of those with you. No one wants to make a mistake right now. Not after today. We'll be there shortly.

Ken started talking almost immediately.

"This is a Tor made craft, capable of transonic travel, like the last one we were in. It's perfectly safe, and possibly the most efficient mode of travel on the planet at this time. It functionally has no energy cost, which yes, means that it's violating the laws of physics, but don't let it get to you. They do that here, from time to time." He looked young, about ten or so, though his face was a bit bonier, he was no taller than before, when he'd been shipped back to his land for being a spy. "Now, technically, back there, you should have all bowed with me. If it happens again, honestly, if you see anyone at all bow, do it too. No one will fault you for bowing too deep or often. There's a whole etiquette to that, but you'll have to read my forthcoming book if you want all my secrets." He winked suddenly and they chuckled a bit, more nervous than not.

It was fascinating to listen to what the boy thought they needed to know in order to survive in Noram however. He'd been there for years, and done well, so it might just be true, but it sounded so very different when he spoke about it.

"There are three things you really need to understand about this place to get along. People are going to look away from all of you, for about half a dozen reasons. Mainly it's the hair and piercings. Don't think that means they aren't watching you, everything will be seen here, by someone. They also don't have technology, but will think that everything you do is magic instead. That's real here. Just accept it and your day will be easier. On the good side, if you see a new magic, it's all right to look. Do not touch though. No adult here touches a thing they don't understand. That means that your gear is nearly perfectly safe as well, by the way.

"A point that will make this four things, I guess.

"The second one is that people barter and haggle for everything here. There are no listed prices for anything, but you'd have to pay in coin, which you don't have. Don't worry about it. Countess Baker will make certain we have food. That's common here. They invited us, so they'll take care of us to the best of their ability. With the poor they might even not eat, for days, so that a guest can. If someone offers you something that you think of as pricy, a piece of fruit, or some handmade bread, or fresh flowers, take them. Bow and thank them, no matter who they are.

"Last, if a noble asks you to have sex, given everything right now, do
it. I don't know if they understand marriage vows in the same way we do, and we can't afford a war. Tiera, would you make sure that doesn't happen? We shouldn't be here more than a day. Two or three tops. You understand, with the last bit being us living in your palace and eating all your fresh food?"

That got a laugh from the back, but she nodded.

"I'll spread the word about the first thing. As to the last bit, you're all welcome any time, for as long as you want. Well, stay too long, a year or so, and I'll put you to work, but otherwise..." That one got a laugh too.

Even from Ken, who kept chuckling, if a bit darkly.

"That. Right there. To us that seems insane, going to a stranger's home and simply staying with them. We'd call in the police if someone came to our door and asked for such a favor, possibly even if they were a cousin or aunt. Here they will often do it. It tends to stay in class, so merchant to merchant, noble to noble. No one here would be mistaken for a commoner. They're all very short, and often have dark eyes and hair."

"Ken, a few things?" She called him up, and said it so softly that he nearly lost it again, stifling a laugh, even if the whole thing was deadly serious on the ground.

"Corrections then. Notice that she didn't do it in front of you? That was to protect my dignity. Copy that when you can here. First, this is a craft Built by Timon Baker, not Tor. That might be important later, so memorize it for the test. Second... She wasn't offering to let you come later, though that too, but saying you can all stay now, if you wish. For that year she mentioned. Last, both she and I might pass as commoners."

They didn't ask about that, but she felt attention go to her, hitting the back of her head.

One of them called out, which was a bit out of place, but she simply wrote it off as curiosity. Austrans seemed to be that above all else, most of the time. Every time she'd been there, they'd looked at her, examining the new person closely and without shame. Ken had covered that though.

"Say, if you can just go and knock on some door and expect to be fed and all that, why does anyone work?" There was a sound from behind her, but she just answered, even if it had to be clear to them, didn't it?

"Well, the shame of the thing isn't in accepting the request for aid, that's duty and custom. The hard part is humbling yourself, begging for scraps, and for someone else to care for you like you were a child. In my home village we had something like that happen a few winters ago. Six, I think. A man let himself and his family starve rather than ask anyone for help. He'd gotten ill, and his wife isn't a strong woman, so couldn't do all his and her own work each day, though she tried. As soon as it was figured out, people did what they could, but those kids had gotten pretty skinny before that." For some reason no one spoke for a long time.

When Ken did, it was a little jarring.

"So when in doubt, bow a lot, and do what you can to be helpful. This is a Kingdom, and there are evil people here as well as good. Some are... So bad that the Revered One would send the Larval after them, if they couldn't be stopped by the law. I saw The Tor kill a full baron, beating him to death with his bare hands, because he was molesting his own son. He only did it in his Barony however, so his word would be law there, unless his Count or the King wants an actual war about something. That kind of thing is rare, and I think mainly found in the noble and merchant classes. The commoners are better that way, valuing family more. I don't know why."

Tiera had that one then.

"About two thousand years ago King Cordes the First, and the Green man tried to make Noram better by changing people genetically. It took a long time I think, hundreds of years, but they messed up, I guess. They ended up making a group of submissive slaves, the commoners, and powerful and entitled overlords that view them as less than chattel. Not all the Nobles are that bad about it, but if you're too small they'll instantly assume they're better than you are, and can't honestly help it. It's been a problem for so long it's normal now. You should all be fine, being merchant class. That basically means unaltered, more or less." The strange marking might help too, since that would make them stand out. Maybe not, it would be interesting to see. "There it is. Bakersville. That still smoking crater is our destination. I don't know what you need to do, but I'll stand by to aid you. Ken, would you lead on the ground? It's your position here."

"Oh, I forgot that, here in Noram, if someone is put in charge, you follow their orders. No matter what. You can be put to death for disobeying, and in this case it won't be me making the decision." He was being serious, though it wasn't really true. He just didn't want them running off, she realized.

"No, here, that's my job. So, in the name of peace between our lands, please listen to the small looking boy who's more than he seems."

For all they didn't understand the customs, these men and women knew their job and moved so fast once on the ground that the watchers, who were all exhausted already, standing guard over a smoking hole for hours, seemed impressed by them. Tiera was too a bit, but waited for the first problem, which wasn't one really. They asked for some clean water and a woman ran from her nearby house with a bucket and a dipper for them. Oddly, one of the machines was filled with it for some reason, even though they drank too.

Kolb and Karen came over, to watch, but didn't ask questions, which had to make them feel like they were being stared at, but for all the world the new people didn't even notice it. Ken raised a hand, walked over and bowed from five feet away, which, since some of the others saw it, they tried to as well. They were spread out, so not knowing what was going on the ring of commoners and merchants did the same, trying to make sure they didn't give offense. It was very funny, but she didn't let herself even smile about it. The strangers were trying their best and that was worth a lot with her.

She just did her own bowing, remember not to go very low at all.

"They're taking samples right now, of the soil and air. Then they'll run them through sensors which will give them the findings. I think it's safe to assume if nothing is the answer then it was magical. It wasn't, you can smell the chemicals in the air. I can't identify them, but that won't be too important, the machines should. My best guess is that this wasn't a person attacking anyone, but who killed themselves when they made a mistake. Unless someone really important lived here? We should find that out too, if you don't... Sorry. Shutting the trap now." He made a motion over his lips, but Tiera didn't know that one.

Kolb pointed to the basket.

"Truth amulets?"

"Yes, I forgot, of all the stupid... Kolb, would you set that up. I need them back, so get receipts, these are County property. Most will go to the guard to clear people of crimes." Or find them guilty, but that sounded less optimistic than not. She needed to act strong, even when she didn't feel it, in public. It was harder than it sounded.

The work started in the dark, since it was winter, and kept going after her guards got the High Councilor to send some magical lights. They worked well enough, though a few of the men complained that it washed out their readings, which probably slowed things down, but not as much as working blind would have. They knew their tasks well, but for some reason one of them, the older man that would have lead the group normally, kept assuring her they were going as fast as they could. She didn't understand what he meant by that, since they'd flat out told her it would be two days, and a vacation stay.

The man seemed really eager for her not to get angry however, which was strange, after all, while she was upset, and probably would be after this for days, longer if it was an attack, she wasn't going around pounding the ground or ripping at her hair, was she? She didn't even glare at anyone. Finally she motioned to Ken, when the man came to her for the fifth time inside seven hours.

"I'm not getting his meaning here, Ken. They're clearly working right along, and with good speed, should I order food and drink for them or... Oh, restrooms! Forgot that." That, she had on her, a magical one. It wasn't a thing she'd ever used, but it had been free at the time, and now, suddenly useful. They all used it, looking much happier after, at least in set of shoulders.

It even took Ken a few minutes of talking with the man to get it all.

"Food and water would be good too, and sleep soon. It's just that back home, in Austra, people would be pestering them for results already. It takes time and they can't rush it, but most don't care that much about reality, especially when there's a story to get on the air."

Oh. It made a lot of sense. Austrans were like that. She'd seen it.

"I see. Please let him know that we stand ready to assist them only, and aren't here to hover or second guess their work. I'll see to housing... No, they can sleep in my craft. It actually makes a nice little house inside, if you do it right. I'd put them in my place, but it's filled with the women and children of this area, in case a second attack came. I won't turn them out into danger."

That got the same man, called Bradley Peterson, of all things, to come and set some minds at ease then.

"We know it wasn't any normal kind of attack. There are human remains in this ash, enough that there were bodies, three of them at least, and possibly more, all male. From the reconstruction to date, it seems that one of them was standing at it, about waist height when it exploded. Powerful but the stone and earth walls of the sub dwelling they were in contained it and sent most of it up. This was a mistake. A stupid one too. Chemtrex is highly unstable until it sets. Then you can run a tank over it, and nothing will happen, unless you hit it with an electric current. Then it goes. Early in the procedure however? A good sneeze may well have done it. That doesn't answer why they were doing it, and we most certainly won't be able to, lacking data. We might have good likenesses of the men from their genetic readings however. That's part of what's taking so long right now. We generally make a hundred passes on each sample, then use the averaged data to prevent things from skewing as much as possible. It won't be a perfect likeness, but it's good."

Tiera looked at Ken and nodded.

"Ah. That's a lot more impressive than what I thought you were doing, which was just going to be telling us what kind of missile it was. That's Austran though isn't it? Chemtrex? So someone had information that was either from there, or close enough that it didn't matter?"

Blue probably had it, since she kept all the information about the whole planet she could find. It was her job. The task that she'd taken on for the world was to collect all the information and keep it safe, in case it was ever needed. That way, no matter what happened, it would always be there for the future.

Except, as Cordes Blue had pointed out to Tiera on the moon, information wasn't enough in most cases, and you never had the time to build a complete industrial base in an emergency, which meant having all that data was really a bit... less than it seemed. Helpful if you could use it, but the treaty prevented that, in most cases. Though it was suspended at the moment, because of the things that were coming from space.

None of the Blues had thought that sounded right either, that there were three incoming fleets. It was probably a trick, or a way to allow some old tech to be used that would do something that most of them wouldn't like, if they knew about it. 

The whole group of Austrans turned to look at her, afraid suddenly, except Ken, who cleared his throat.

"That's the most likely case. Of course the fact that it was botched might mean anything from some of our people being here and having an allergy attack, to some of yours trying to test the explosive without total information as to what was supposed to happen. I'd like to point out that these Austrans aren't the kind that make that sort of thing, they just examine it and stop those that might be experimenting in their living rooms." Young looking or not. Ex-spy or not, the boy moved in front of the explosives team, to guard them with his rather small body.

Tiera shrugged. It was a horrible habit that she was picking up, and not something that a Countess should be doing, she didn't think.

"We have Truth amulets if people are afraid that I was accusing them. I wasn't. We just need to run this down, no matter where it takes us. If we can." Most of the amulets were off being used, but Tiera had hers still, if the people desired the use of one for comfort.

It took a bit to find someone that could do it, but she asked for food to be brought in, and set up her craft for the people doing the work, which caused her to have to form it into a rather strange, very long and thin shape, so that it could be on the road near the blast site. It took a bit for the gear to be moved inside, since part of it was still being used, even as they moved it, which meant it had to be carried with utmost care. She didn't try to help this time, or do anything, but get those standing around to move away, since going to their own homes would be safe enough, unless someone else was busily making something similar in their own dwelling.

"We can test for that, if you... I don't know the laws here on that. But if we take a scanner up, we can test the whole city in a few hours, and locate any air born particles. From there we can pinpoint where their highest concentration is." Bradley Peterson looked at Ken then and included his other people. "How do I explain rights violations? At home we couldn't do it without a warrant, but here, I don't know..."

Tiera actually got the idea, she thought, and looked around as the people that had been standing around all day started to dissipate. Most either back to their own homes, or in a few cases, staying with their neighbors, since their houses had burned down.

"In this case you'd need the permission of the local ruler, I think, if they knew what you were doing at all. It isn't a thing that we can do, so there are no laws or rules against it. It doesn't matter here. If you will do it, I'll endorse it. Thank you."

Then Ken had to explain that it was basically the same thing as a warrant, her saying that, except it couldn't be overturned in court. That lost her, but the rest of them got it, so she decided that she'd help them settle instead of learning all the differences in their legal systems that day. The food came, which was very plain, considering these people were guests of a Countess, but they seemed impressed anyway with the bread, meat and vegetables. For some reason they seemed a bit shocked that they were given wine with it, but there was also a nice berry juice that was locally made. She checked it all for poison, which was a thing that Ken noticed, and didn't mention to the others at all.

Then they picked rooms, each getting their own, and she moved to settle in the first one, so that if attack came, she could meet it first. That was actually a real problem, on two fronts. The first was that her guards, who needed to sleep too, quietly insisted that they be in the front rooms, to guard her, because it was their job and all that. The other was that the Austrans thought they were being held prisoner for some reason.

That led to a discussion about coming and going, if they wanted. It wasn't a problem, and she pointed out that they could wander the city when they were staying on in a few days, if they wished, or even go that night. She didn't have guards for them of course and if anything happened to them, she'd look pretty bad. It made sense to her, but she wasn't certain they really believed her. Still, they got rooms and didn't come out after a bit, so she was able to get some rest herself.

In the morning there were more guards around, all in green with light blue trim and funny round hats on their heads with chin straps to keep them on, as well as black leather half boots. These men and women, who were of varying ages, went door to door asking questions with the Truth devices. No one knew anything really.

She however, as well as all the other school kids, needed to get back to their duties, since this didn't seem like a real emergency, but just a mishap. A scary one, but nothing that would keep her there. She had people for that now and they actually seemed to be doing pretty well.

She called Clemance, to keep him in the loop, and explained it all, then asked if he'd be available to come to the site, so that she could introduce Ken and the others. That way, when they showed up at the door, they'd be let in as they should be.

"I'll be there directly, Countess Baker." The voice was calm about it, and it was still dark out. In fact the Austrans were just starting to stir, because buzzing things had been going off, forcing them awake to check their findings. One of them, a woman, stumbled out and looked at her tiredly, yawning and stretching. She'd already cleaned up a bit, since the rooms they had did contain small showers, but no baths, due to size constraints. Then, as if remembering something, she bowed, blushing as she did, though she still got it right, going low.

Tiera returned it, and waved to her.

"We should have food coming. I need to get back to school, but my Butler is coming to make certain you all have what you need, and for introductions. Do you know how long you'll be staying? I should call Denno and make sure he lets your people know what's going on..." The other woman looked at her and smiled, but didn't speak yet, so she did that directly, talking to Brown no more than a few minutes later.

"So, they're staying on for a bit of vacationing here. I'll arrange for them to have a communications device, so they can get in touch with you at all times. They should at least go to the Capital for a tour, and see some other things. Am I missing anything?" Denno was always good for things like that.

"Hmmm... Well, they have families, of course, so I should get word to them. I can't think of anything else at the moment, but when it comes up, I'll be in touch. This is a nice mystery, isn't it? I'll have my people here analyze the data as well. Perhaps we can figure a few things out?"

"Great. Anything you can do. I want to know why anyone would be doing that here. Well, I know why, so do you. They were going to attack something and were residual rebellion forces, or working for them, most likely. They may have even been working directly for Count Morris."

The woman looked questioning, but didn't interject anything at all, just standing in her tan jump suit, which had numbers on it instead of names. Some people like that worked in Denno's house. If she had the right idea, it marked them openly as his personal guard.

When the conversation was winding down she just handed the activated device to her, "you probably need to report or whatever. I'll be outside."

It took longer than she liked, getting everything in place, and while the others were getting back to school, she was going to be late. It would probably mean being punished for it too, Countess or not. Kolb really didn't seem to care about things like that. The other instructors might, except Doris, who wouldn't punish her at all, just suggest she keep up with her work, which she tried to do standing there on the street, at the early morning light showed people walking back to their homes.

After taking the Austrans up to search for more explosive, and then making sure they were settled at her home, she ended up getting back to the school at about one in the afternoon. It couldn't be helped, but she didn't think that would matter much.

She turned out directly to the practice square and warmed up, did her exercises and started working, planning to go until the meal break. Kolb didn't beat her for it, or suggest she spend her time scrubbing the stones on her next off day. Instead he put her to working with some other first year students, ones that she'd seen before but didn't know really.

Kolb waved at each of the others however, his face grim and hard.

"Nic, Bannor, Elie and Tiera. Now you know each other. Nic, I want you to work sword with each, since that's your skill set, Bannor will do grappling, and Elie, if you'd help them all with knife work. After that, I'd like all of you to work against Tiera full force. There's a lesson here that I need you to pay attention to, do you understand? All of you."

It wasn't hard to see. The others had clearly been practicing for years and were very good at what they were showing her. Nic was a first year, and only fourteen, but with a light blade the tall boy was at least the equal of all but the top instructors there, and they were some of the best in the land. Elie was nearly as good with a knife, and Bannor, who was already huge and strong for a kid, dominated them all in grappling so easily that it was practically a joke.

Nic looked at her and then shook his head.

"Yeah, so we all know this one now, don't we. I've seen you practice, and this is going to hurt." He took a deep breath and they went at it with swords, using practice wands, but still, his skill was much better than hers, so he was right, it hurt. But she also won, not five minutes in, the other boy laying on the ground, weakly grinning as he gasped, bleeding in several places.

She waved for him to get up and keep going, since that was the task, but on the third time he went to the ground, he couldn't make himself.

"I think I have a broken hand." It was clutched to his chest, so she decided not to push it overly. After all, it was their first practice together.

Elie's knife skill fell apart at full speed. Tiera hadn't counted on that, because her ability, which wasn't half of the other girls at all, stayed about the same. She also gave up more easily than Nic had, which was bad for a fighter. She wasn't bleeding or broken at all, but a little pain set her to moaning.

Bannor at least didn't do that, and instead tried to grimly hang on, even after she broke his right arm and they slammed each other into the ground several times. No, what happened there was that he went into a combat rage, which sent everyone else running off. That made it a lot tougher, since he apparently got a good boost of strength from it, and while he didn't have a clear disorientation aura, he managed a nice direct effect power blast that knocked her back several times. It was a bit like one of Tor's force lances.

That went on for about twenty minutes, and the boy finally stopped, seeming befuddled, during one of the breaks in what they were doing. They were both on their feet, but she noticed it as she was about to move back in, so managed to stop.

"Out of it now? Let's use the healing amulet. I hear that people end up with awful headaches after things like that, otherwise." They were a bit slow too, befuddled and prone to slipping back into the things. She had to get the device for him, the large young man's eyes clearing after a while, and a pop coming from his right arm.

He started to bow, but Kolb walked over and waved for the others to come too, stopping the action.

"So, Tiera, what did you learn from this?"

"Well, they're all much better than I am in technical skill. I think that was what you wanted me to get for my part?" She thought she had part of what the others were supposed to get too, but telling people they were wimps was not going to go over well at all. She wanted to avoid doing that, unless it was also the point. Bannor wasn't that however, was he?

"Nic?" Kolb moved on smoothly, not making an issue of her words, thankfully. His head was shining in the sun, because he'd been working with some people too, before he'd come over.

"I suppose I could say that I'm a delicate little girl, but that would just look wrong right now wouldn't it? Also, it's clear I need to round out my skills. I was taught sword and single stick, along with boxing. Bannor showed how useful that would be for me against him at least." He grinned easily and nodded to each of them in turn.

Elie sighed.

"The same for me, except... I just fold under pain. I don't know what to do about it, I always have. I try not to, but..." 

That actually got a considering look from the Head Instructor. After a moment he spoke, his voice nearly pleasant. "Some can't. That just means you need to avoid it. Greater skill in a wider range, as well as more full work, to help you push that level back over time. Knowing what to fix is a good start on doing it. I expect the work to be put in however."

Then he looked at Bannor, who was about the same size he was, but broader across the shoulders. Since he was probably fourteen like most first years, that meant he'd end up being huge.

"Bannor?" He looked at him blankly, just waiting for the young man to say something. After a bit he shook his head.

"I... Forgive my loss of control. I shamed myself..."

Tiera looked up at him, catching his eye, since he was looking down at the time.

"Did you? Isn't the point of combat rage to help you out in a dangerous situation? We were working full force, and actually hurting each other already. It gave you an edge, but that isn't cheating under those conditions. If I wanted you out of it I would have stuck a healing amulet on your back, or Kolb would have. Now, it's a good idea to control that, but it wasn't a shameful thing. I mean, I don't think so at any rate." She meant it but the boy blew air out, making his cheeks puff cutely. It didn't make him seem bright, but the way his lips protruded a bit was endearing. His hair was too long though. Not girl length, but not a proper fighters cut either.

Kolb chuckled a bit.

"Correct. Now, Tiera is normally in the early classes, but comes here often in the later part of the day. I'd like all of you to work together as often as possible when that happens. Repeat what you did today, but actually attempt to teach the others your areas of expertise instead of just using your skills. Now, go find other partners for the rest of the session, unless you have a class."

That was interesting, because they all did. They only came in for about two hours a day after all. Then, she was sort of on the fighting track, wasn't she? That, and maths. She needed to do more with economics too, clearly. That being part of her new job. She mentioned it to Kolb, who nodded.

"I'll set that up. A book and a test on it? Like you did before?"

"That would be faster, I think, than attending a class halfway through the year."

He walked away, moving to another group of students, these being older and while not better at everything, they were all more well rounded, it was clear. A big stick was placed on her shoulder from behind, which meant that she grabbed at it and rolled away, narrowly avoiding the incoming attack.

It was Havar, and regardless of what he'd intended to do, they fought full force for nearly an hour, with her trying as hard as she could to take her frustrations about his biology out on him. He didn't back off, but for once it was him that ended up being on the ground, waving a stick at her weakly while she beat him unconscious. She got the healing amulet for him, since she'd actually hit him in the head a few times and didn't want him to accidently die from it.

That was the hard part for her. The Baron was one of her favorite Instructors at the school and she still wanted to be his friend, but didn't know if he could ever return that. It made her so angry that her blood wanted to boil up out of her ears, but it was just what she had to deal with.

She noticed something however. His face had been pock marked when they first met, but was smooth and regular now. It had been after the first healing that he'd done. That wasn't new, and yes it made him better looking, but wasn't her actual thought on the matter. No, it was that the scars faded, after one healing session. But Kolb's hadn't.

That meant something, didn't it? He used the device, just like the rest of them, since not being crippled for weeks was useful, but that always stayed and shouldn't have. It was a trick, clearly, but how was it done? 

Something on his skin, outside of the body perhaps? Nanos? She didn't know, but it was glaring, now that she realized it.

Her communications device, along with everything else that she had that wasn't clothing or inside her skin, started to glow, over on the weapons table. She jogged to it, moving around people with proper distancing, since she didn't want to end up in their fight at the moment. After tapping the device, not picking it up, a man's voice came across clearly.

That was different, since she knew he was twelve, so had to be faking it.

"Tiera? Tim here. I... could use a bit of help. It seems that grandmother..." There was a horrible retching sound then and all talking stopped for a minute. "I think I've been poisoned. I haven't worked out the delivery mechanism, but I'm in the middle of Ross and don't have a Healing amulet on me. I lent mine to someone whose family was showing symptoms of the plague, I was going to it, but... I don't think I can make it."

"I'm coming. Where are you, exactly?"

He didn't know and was fading while they spoke, which wasn't good. He had his Fast Craft, and she got him to make it light up, as brightly as he could, in red so it would be distinctive.

"On my way. Hang in there." She was panicked and sounded it, collecting her things up and getting her Tor version craft out. It was simply faster after all. She didn't run out of the practice square though, just shouting instead.

"Get back! Emergency. I'm leaving from here!" She slapped the vehicle into being, as if extra force would make it happen more quickly and scrambled into the seat, only to find that some girl that she'd only worked with a few times before was getting in too.

Tiera didn't have time to push her out and simply took off, explaining as she did it.

"My younger brother was poisoned somehow, and is in the middle of Ross. I have a Healing amulet and need to get to him as fast as possible."

"Right. What do you need me to do?"

"On the side toward you, in the pouch, I have a communications device. Do you know how to use it?"

"Yes." The words didn't explain much but she scrambled it out without making them crash, so had clearly gotten the idea. "Who do we need."

Tiera had to think for a second. She wanted Timon, to make certain he was alive still, but people might need to be warned, which meant someone that wasn't rushing to aid others, but would be listened to.

"Prince Alphonse. When he gets on, explain what I said and that we need him to spread the word, since we don't know if this is just Tim or all of us. Anything that might take my brother down would likely slaughter the regular people of the world."

The woman, Mags, looked shocked, but found the right sigil and didn't ask if Tiera meant it.

The device activated in about ten seconds.

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

"Um, this is Mags Helms. Timon Baker is down, poisoned, somewhere in Ross, rescue is in progress, but all concerned parties need to be contacted, in case of further attack. Please alert them." She didn't turn the last bit into a question.

"On it. Who's on the rescue?"

"Tiera Baker and I. We're headed there right now, estimated time..." She had to look over, since it was clear she didn't know.

Working out the math, Tiera estimated it all, trying to be close to right. It was hard to think of, since worry filled her mind. Timon may very well already be dead. Gray knew what he was and if it was her, or another Ancient, then they'd know that her brother could survive a lot, and plan for it.

"Fifteen minutes to the edge of Ross, five to eight more to the center. It might take longer to locate him."

"Understood. Find him, Tiera."

"I will." No matter what. That was her duty.

Mags tried to call Timon then, but for the longest time there was no answer. When it finally came, he sounded so soft and near dead that he really couldn't be understood. The fifth year girl started talking, so he could hear them.

"We're coming. Help will be there shortly. Keep fighting. Do you understand me? Don't give in! This is important. We're nearly there." She didn't stop, even as they were nearly over the right area, with nothing to be seen at all.

It could take hours to find even a glowing craft there, the area being so large. Finally she nodded and looked at the larger girl.

"I'm taking this thing up. It's not going to be fun, and you won't be able to breath, but we'll have a better view. Get a big breath and let it out slowly."

The climb hurt, her ears popping and she did it so fast that her lungs felt like they were going to burst even when she exhaled hard. Mags started to desperately try and breathe, but the pressure inside the little craft wasn't keeping things up well enough at all as far as oxygen went. She realized then that if she'd set it up better they would have been fine for a while, just breathing the air they had, but she'd let it vent out, since that's how it was designed. Stupid of her.

On the good side she saw the glow and lowered the vehicle directly toward it, just as Mags passed out, which gave them better air, and got them to Tim fast. She could see him, sitting in his vehicle, which was large and bright at the moment, the front clear so he could see out. His eyes weren't open and it didn't seem like he was breathing, though that was hard to tell at a distance at the best of times.

She scrambled hard, leaving the other girl in the passenger's seat, gasping for air still as she used everything in her system up, trying to get to her brother. The door was open a bit, thankfully. He looked pale and so still it was frightening, so she tore the amulet from her neck and held it to his forehead.

Tiera couldn't tell if it was working at all, but the only thing she could do was wait and hope.
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Most of the times that Tiera had ever seen a Healing amulet in use, it simply worked. It wasn't truly instant, but the person would feel a flash of pain, even a few minutes of it, or longer if the injury was bad, and then be better. Wounds closed, poisons left the body and things were regulated. Teeth would even grow back. It was an amplification of what would have happened naturally for the most part, a speeding up of things that took a lot from a person, but in all but the most dire of cases, left them alive and better than well.

Perfect.

Timon just sat there, slumped in his chair for a long time as she pressed the green sigiled focus stone to his head. He was breathing though, which meant it should be doing something, at least in theory. It just didn't feel right at all. She waited, not knowing what else to do. Minutes passed and Mags tried to come into the craft, but Tiera yelled at her, sounding upset.

"No! Stay out!" Relenting she bothered to explain, since it was clear she wasn't going anywhere for a bit anyway. "We don't know what caused this, or if it can spread. If it takes me too, then you need to make sure we're both destroyed utterly. Fire at least, and probably from a distance."

It sounded brave, and like she had a real plan in mind, other than dying with her little brother if this didn't work. She couldn't lose him too. Not now. It was selfish of her to think that way, wanting him to live just so she wouldn't have to grieve even more, but it was a thing inside her. It stung her mind, more than a bit, making her decide to simply kill herself rather than go through it again.

If she did it there, before anyone found them, or were called in by Mags, then no one would know she wasn't just making a noble sacrifice to save the land. She didn't think that using a cutter would work, since the only ones she had took focus to keep on while in use. That...

Count Lairdgren had suggested that was a safety measure, so that she didn't accidently go around chopping things apart, since she had one embedded in the back of each hand. It was different than that, she realized in the moment. He had to know that the discipline of holding one of those on would mean she'd be hard pressed to do it in a real fight. So if it was driven by rage, it either wouldn't be an issue, or she might just kick herself out of it, using that much focus.

Clever. She had an explosive weapon on her too, and that just took tapping a sigil. She'd have to hold her shield off to do it, but she could. She practiced that daily, while being beaten and attacked, didn't she? It was the same thing, more or less.

It was a plan and if no one would ever know about it other than her, it was what she'd be doing, possibly shortly. 

Timon however, seemed to have a different idea, opening his eyes and groaning a bit.

"That, is not fun." It sounded like him, and not someone near death, though he grabbed at the healing amulet when she started to take it away. "No, this isn't done yet. I... I'm not certain, but I think someone tried to suddenly change my pattern. Into a dog."

There was a bit of a smile on his lips and he went on, giving her information about it, either so it would be remembered, or because he thought he might still die from it.

"I was in Printer, making a delivery to Holly. Countess Printer, I mean. It wasn't anything big, just some produce from Soam. On my way out a man, who looked to be a merchant, walked up and asked me to look at something he'd made. It was clearly a tech device, but different than anything I've seen. It had a bright light that bounced between mirrors and through a thin film that he said was a tissue sample from a dog, held in glass. It hit me, right through my shield, but I figured it wasn't anything really, just kind of neat, for one of us to make here. Then he packed it away, and left, not giving me his name at all."

Tiera just sat, memorizing what was said. It was certainly strange enough to be what had caused this, wasn't it?

"Did the man seem like Gray? You said..."

"Not really. He was friendly and seemed excited to get to talk about what he was doing to someone that knew it wasn't magic. I should have realized that it would do something, but I can't see how it would work at all. I need to get a drawing of him made or something. That's not a thing I know how to do well at all yet." He seemed stronger as time passed, and was almost normal, but didn't let go of the healing device at all, pressing it to the same spot on his head that she had.

"I want to make sure this is really fixed. It was... strange. I don't know what that thing did to me, but I was so close to dead I saw people. Dead ones. Mainly those that died from the Gray Plague. They are not all that happy with me, do you know that?" He said it with a bit of his old charm to the words as if his withholding the healing devices from their rebelling Counts was cute and clever, rather than mass murder. It was a thing that she wouldn't have done. Of course, due to that one action they were engaged with a few clever people trying to attack in ways they weren't ready for, rather than mass armies and conscripts from all over the Kingdom, just waiting for spring, so they could march out and kill them all.

Which was better in the end? She knew enough of history to get that invading armies didn't normally just pat those conquered on the back, did they? They'd rape and pillage, burn and kill the men. Often the young boys too, so that they wouldn't grow up to attack them later.

It wasn't better, what Timon had done, but it at least benefited their side. In the end, that mattered too.

She shook her head.

"No doubt. You'd probably best avoid dying for as long as you can, because the shades of those people have no reason not to make you truly miserable. I'm a bit surprised you aren't being haunted already. Except that isn't a real thing."

He chuckled, a dark and brooding thing.

"Oh, isn't it? It makes sense, a pattern lingering past death like that. I've seen a few things... Well, it might be nothing, which is why no one takes it too seriously. Ghosts, if they exist, aren't a real threat. Not to the living. I think I'm better now." He took the device from his head and turned it off, finally looking out the window, where Mags stood, the tall fighter staring at them. That got him to wave at least.

Tiera did too, which got her to come in, looking much relieved.

"You live then, and we don't have a new plague to consider?" The girl wiped a strand of slightly sweat soaked hair out of the way. She'd come from combat practice after all.

Tiera nodded.

"It doesn't seem likely, it was... different. Like a... I don't know. I think you have to stand in front of a specific device however, so as long as we don't do that, we should be fine. I'm not certain what to do at the moment however. Get in touch with the Prince and spread the word, I suppose?"

It was a thing to do and really did make sense, because they had some information and armies wouldn't be needed to fight off a hoard of attackers, most likely. Mags did that, which took time to get in, the Prince actually calling others almost constantly. At the same time Tiera called her own people, updating them. Lawrence Morris promised to spread the word to everyone to be on the lookout for the man, who Tim described to him in high level detail.

Tiera grunted once at the end of it.

"Try to take him alive, if possible. We can bring Timon in to look at anyone we find and see if it's the right person. The odds of him running to County Baker are really small, but we should be on the lookout, just in case. It's probably overkill, but I'm worried, since someone tried to kill my little brother." She wouldn't have done well with that at all, would she?

Her High Councilor made a noise that sounded nearly as distressed as she felt.

"Indeed, Countess Baker. The attempt to kill your current heir will not be taken lightly by anyone here. We wait word as to your other orders." By which he meant getting ready to march out to war, which wouldn't be what she was doing, unless they were attacked first, or it was required for some other real reason.

She felt pleased by the words anyway.

"Thank you. We'll try to do this with as little harm to anyone as possible."

It was all she could promise really. Oh, some people were going to die for it, that was just what had to happen, but it didn't have to be innocent farm kids that would be just as happy going to the harvest dance or sneaking off to hold hands behind the hay barn, would it? Not if she had any say in the matter. Commoners weren't fighters by nature. They could do it, and might at times, with each other, but from what Kolb had mentioned to her in lessons, and what she knew to be true from home, anyone too tall awed them all so much that they'd rarely fight back against them if it came to it. Not even to save their own lives, or those of their families. Putting people like that in harm's way was barbaric, and almost as bad, ineffective.

Count Morris had been willing to do it, which meant it was probably a bad idea.

Timon tried to assure them that he was well enough to fly back to his palace alone, which got Mags to smirk a bit, since he was a kid claiming his home was that grand. It was absurd, so she rightfully thought of it like that, and Tiera didn't correct her. She also didn't let her brother go alone.

"No, I don't think so. This is at least two attacks directed at you, personally. I was there for one, so I didn't really think of it that way, but this changes things, doesn't it? No one else, just you. Why is that, do you think? Are you into something that caused that, or did you figure out a secret plan that someone wants to keep hidden?" Her eyes narrowed, but she couldn't see what might be going on at all. He may not talk in front of Mags either, she realized, since she was an unknown in all this. Some girl that had come to help, because she was there. She might have been involved in something, or just planning to jump Tiera when she wasn't looking, going for a sober version of round two, which they should do anyway.

It wasn't the time for it, or the place, but that was really when she'd stand the best chance, as long as it didn't seem like a real attack.

Timon shocked her then, just explaining. It even sounded like the truth.

"Julie White," he looked at Mags and explained. "She's the leader of Soam, she told me that Gray had a pattern put into her that would cause her to despise me, since I'm the first son of her line. Any son would do, I'm sure. That means that she's been after me since we've met. Our mother is... a duplicate of her, in a way that we don't use here, but... It's similar to how all the Larval Assassins are all one man, but many, you've heard of that?"

"Yes, it's hard to believe, but well known." She still smirked at him a bit, but at least it was that kind that seemed like an attempt to humor someone, rather than an inner battle not to mock them. Tiera wouldn't put up with that toward Tim right now.

"Something like that. So, she doesn't just hate me, on a deep personal level, instead of seeing me as the darling grandson that she's never had, but fears me in a way that means she almost has to try and destroy me. The only good thing is that so far she hasn't been going after the others. Tal or Todd. It was a biological attack, this thing today, but not the kind that she normally uses." 

Tiera nodded and moved them to her Fast Craft, simply because she felt more comfortable piloting, which meant taking Timon's down. She expected a fight or argument, but he kept talking the whole time, mainly to Mags.

"So, Gray is the Gray Ancient, they're real, by the way. You've probably even met some of them. Count Lairdgren is the Green man, but there are others around your school. You look to be one of Tiera's fighter friends? So you know Kolb. He's one. Both of us too, except, as you would probably guess, we aren't that old. I'm still twelve. Tor is one too, if you've been around?"

She made a disbelieving face, but one that spoke of good humor, and winked at him.

"Pull the other one, or I'll limp. Those are just cautionary tales, meant to keep children in line with the environment and duty, all that." She looked over at Tiera for support, but found something else, which was her tapping her Truth amulet on.

"What he just said about the Ancients is true. There aren't a lot of them left, but Gray has been making clones, those copies, like of the Larval, or at least someone has." It didn't flicker and she tapped the thing off, since in regular conversation, people lied and hedged all the time. Even she did. Just being polite could be an untruth, if you didn't mean it.

Mags didn't talk for a bit, as they headed to the Capital, no one did. Big events could have that effect on a body after all. Finally she realized that they'd just run off from school, while screaming emergency, but hadn't contacted them to explain the results. Once mentioned, Mags did that for them, getting in touch with Sir Kolbrin directly.

After the update, she did something that Tiera hadn't thought she would.

"Are you really one of the Ancients? Thousands of years old, from before the Cataclysm?" It was blurted and sounded a lot more exasperated than not.

After a second, and an audible sigh, Kolb answered.

"Yes. We can speak of it later. It doesn't mean much for your studies, except that I have no plans to retire in time for it to benefit your class marks."

"Oh. I had to ask, just to make certain I wasn't being made fun of. Countess Baker said it was truth, but..." She winced, since implying that a Countess might lie, even when it was obvious and clear at the time, was dangerous. Doing it after you knew she was being honest was a thousand times worse.

Tiera tensed, anger coming, but fought it back, since it wasn't that, really, was it? Mags didn't think of her that way, she was just some bitchy girl that had helped beat her one day. One that she'd come to help without hesitation anyway.

She could let it slide.

When they got to the Capital, not too long after Kolb had to go and actually eat something, Mags let out a low whistle and pointed.

"There in the battle field, in that orchard... Who lives there?" She pointed, but so far there was only the one place, which really was impressive. It was late enough that the silver river that ran around the top of the wall, floating in the air lit the whole thing, and the place inside was simply grand, having four stories and a few out buildings in the back, including a lit and finished landing area in the front, which Tiera used.

Timon waved at it, his arm not moving, but visible to the woman in the back.

"This is my place. You're welcome to come visit whenever you like. In fact we'll save you a room for King's week. Anyone that comes to help save my life gets first pick of spaces. Do you want to come in?"

It was kindly said, but Tiera stared at him anyway. If she hadn't known better she would have been certain that he'd just not only invited an adult woman to stay with him, but did it in such a fashion that she'd know he was "grateful". Not that he was beyond light flirting, even if he was too young for it, but this had the marks of a person actually intending to follow through with something, and really, he wasn't of age. Married, so that would mean he could have sex with his wife, by special dispensation, but not anyone else...

Not legally.

Then, did Timon really care about the law all that much?

Tiera sighed. It was his life and he had to live it. Mags wasn't all that pretty, but she wasn't hideous either, and she really had come to save him. On the other hand he was successful in business, wealthy, and had good connections, for all he was young. If the woman didn't at least try to be his friend she was a fool.

Tiera didn't let her answer however.

"We're going to the Palace to report on this, then... I need to go and talk to some people, maybe take them some of the new communications devices so the next chat won't take three days of travel to get done. Kolb is going to kick my ass for this, but I think it has to be done."

That got a chuckle from Mags at least.

"Kolb always kicks our butts, and if you let him know why you're going to be gone he doesn't even punish kids. Besides that, you have all that extra time in already, doing extra practice and kissing up. I'm pretty sure if you explain he won't be angry about it. Just don't come in and tell him you were off getting drunk or laid, without having given notice first. I can't imagine what he'd do to you then." She looked at Timon then, talking past her a bit. "The instructors in the morning beat her all the time. Leaving her bloody and with broken bones, at least three or four times a week. She gives her own back, but no one else has to put up with that kind of thing. Even after she won her County they did it, ganging up on her and tearing half her face off. I didn't see it, but a bunch of people told me they flat out lost their breakfast seeing it. They were about to call the guard to try and save her. So how they could punish her for anything I can't see."

Timon shrugged and moved to climb out.

"Easy enough, make her do something boring like clean the weapons or wash the floor. That sort of thing. Anyway, come visit soon, Mags. We'll be looking for you. Tiera, keep in touch? I'm not certain I should go anywhere right now. Given what's going on. Be safe about it." He finished going out the door and walked to his palace, jogging a bit to get inside quickly. She didn't lift off until he was.

Then she called Prince Alphonse again, so that he could get them cleared with the Royal Guard and the shield wouldn't be up, which it hadn't been at any time that day according to him. There was always something after all, and locking yourself in constantly made you look weak.

To that end, after a clothing change for both of them. Mags had a clothing amulet on, which was a gift from Tor, she confided, even though she didn't know him personally. They dressed nicely for it, since it probably wasn't a direct attack on anyone at the Palace yet, if she had it right. Except possibly Karina. Really, that girl needed to go into hiding soon. Possibly that day.

The Royal Guards on the door truth tested them, asking enough questions that Tiera was pretty well convinced that Mags wasn't a spy, or in on any plans to get anyone that day, including her. Then they were taken to the Prince, since he was handling the crises. That made sense. You didn't learn how to do that kind of thing from a book after all, and he was the one they'd contacted for it.

There was a few minutes of waiting while Alphonse and Smythe of Westend fielded communications, some of them to the military, since, it seemed, they'd gotten some of the generals such devices. They'd gone to a higher level of alert, but not that much. They were mainly just putting out the word to have people keep an eye out for Timon's attacker.

"That's right, about six-two, black hair, brown eyes. Dressed like a mid-level merchant, mainly in brown and tan the last he was seen, no scars or markings, but may be carrying a wooden box with glass tubes inside of it." It was hard to explain technology to people that weren't used to it, and the Prince clearly wasn't going to try.

After that they both stopped and smiled at the women, but didn't stand to bow. Tiera threw one off, since Mags was there and needed to realize these were important people. She went low. Almost commoner low, for all she was over six-six herself and clearly of noble blood.

"Tiera, anything new?"

"Not particularly. I just need to let you know that Princess Karina should be wary. It seems that Gray is behind this, and she's less than thrilled with her. So far it's all been about going after Tim, but..." She didn't point out the rest, since Alphonse knew the story, having been there as Gray had beaten the Princess nearly to death. It had been a duel, a challenge that the girl had been forced to accept, since Gray had poisoned everyone in the Palace and claimed that she'd let them all die if the girl didn't fight. Bare handed against a super humanly strong Ancient that had managed more than a bit of time to practice. One that had looked like Denno Brown at the time, but wasn't. Now it kind of made sense that she might not have actually been her at all, just a copy with her memories in it. Designed to do exactly what had happened. Except the part where Karina had actually won in the end.

The real Gray or not, this seemed to not be totally over.

"I'll see to that, thank you. Both of you. Mags Helms... I don't know that name I'm afraid..." The Prince seemed baffled, which made sense. There were only a few thousand high nobles, but more relatives without power or grand position. It was a bit rude to point it out like he was doing, but he was the Prince and Mags didn't as much as make a face.

"That makes sense. I'm at Lairdgren thanks to my great Uncle, Baron Marks. He's covering it for us. Prince Alphonse."

He just nodded and smiled at her.

"Well, I know who you are now. Thank you for your service today, we owe a debt to you for what you've done. This will of course be repaid the traditional fashion. By giving you more work." He smiled at her charmingly though and spread his hands in the air. "I'll try to get you the nice ones though. It's supposed to be a reward, not punishing you for daring to do something good."

Mags bowed, looking a bit flat.

"Thank you, Prince Alphonse. I'll try to do my best."

"Excellent. I don't mean to be rude, but we should be getting back to work, passing this information around. Do you two have plans?"

It sounded like he was asking if they wanted to make the calls, but Tiera nodded.

"I'm leaving for a few days to try and track this down. Soam, the Antarctic, Afrak and Tellerand. I can just talk to Lyn and Denno, so that will save time. Mags needs to get back to school however, unless she's needed for another task at the moment?" She was being a bit leading, but Smyth of Westend nodded a bit and smiled, seeming genuinely pleased by the taller girl.

"That would be fine, but you should check with Tor and see if you can get a communications device. When you do, please contact me directly. We'll set things up from there."

Mags bowed, but looked like they were asking her to kiss a toad. It was funny, in an awkward way.

Then they were able to get out and go back to the school.

The world was dark under them, and after they left the bright city, Mags sighed.

"Not that I'm claiming I did much today, but more work doesn't seem like a great prize, does it?"

"With these people? If you play it right you might find yourself working for Smyth directly. Sure, it's work, but if you do it well, that's about as fast a track to power as you can get. Even sleeping with the Prince isn't as good, I don't think."

"Oh? I guess that is better then. Most of the time when people ask you to work, they just want to use you."

Tiera nodded.

"And they do. I didn't say otherwise. They know that you're cool under pressure, willing to take action when others didn't and to go into possible danger to save a life. Those aren't little things. Now you'll have to prove yourself hard working and clever too, but you aren't bone headed, so you can do it. I'd stop drinking though. Right now. Just don't do it for the next few years, so if a call comes in, you can go instantly. Really, you should ask Timon for a Fast Craft too. Or Tor. You know where his bakery is?"

The girl was silent for a long time, but when she spoke, her voice was soft and gentle.

"I... go there sometimes. His prices are good and he's pretty easy on the eyes. I can't just ask him to give me a communications device, and I can't afford fifty gold for it either. That's... I don't know. It felt like an order, for me to get one of those, but there's no real way to make it work, is there?"

Tiera rolled her eyes, but didn't speak, flying for a long time silently and setting her bright pink and blue craft, which currently looked like a teardrop, in front of Ali's house. It was late enough and she needed to talk to her brother anyway, to get some communications devices for the other Ancients, come to think of it. That and tell him the whole story for the day.

He came to the door himself and gave her a hug, then smiled at Mags.

"Hello, please, come in. We're going to have dinner in a few minutes. Would you like to stay?" He gestured for them to come in smiling at both of them like they were actually guests.

Tiera held up her hand for silence as soon as the door shut.

"We have news and need some of the new communications devices. Mags needs one, so that Smyth of Westend and Prince Alphonse can put her to work. She helped save Timon today. That's the rest of this." The explanation wasn't that long of one, since she told the conclusion and a bit of what Timon said, not the blow by blow. "So, devices for the Ancients, if you have them? Oh, and make sure you remember Mags. She's at the school here, so you can call on her too if you need anything. Especially if you have a Fast Craft you can part with?"

Tor shrugged and left without speaking, coming back a few minutes later with a little floating case for Tiera, and several amulets in an even smaller one for Mags. It was about the size of both of Tiera's hands put together and looked adorably cute, hovering behind him like that.

"I don't have a Fast Craft right now, so I put in a Space Craft, since Alice Orange has told me they're safe. Get out to her compound to learn how to use it. Then a new shield, some weapons that the school would strip from you if you mentioned them, and twenty gold. That will keep you in food if we have to send you on errands or what have you. Tell me when it runs out and I'll give you more. I set the communications device with your name already."

The woman, who was nineteen, Tiera thought, bowed low to him, which got him to do it back, barely moving. It was technically correct, since he was a Countier in his own County, and had just given the woman a Space Craft. As far as she knew that was the only one owned by a private citizen at all. It was, essentially, priceless.

Tiera smiled.

"Good. We need help that won't be identified as a close personal friend. It could be important. I can't prove that, but..."

Tor nodded.

"She went to save our brother. I won't forget that."

Then they left, which had Mags frowning a bit.

"I'm not really certain what just happened there. Was I hired for something?" She sounded a bit uncertain that it was real as well, even as the little case hovered along behind them as they walked.

"You need to call Smyth."

"Oh... Right." She did it though, stopping at the edge of the school commons. She knew how to use it though and Smyth picked up almost instantly.

"Westend." He was efficient sounding at least.

"Mags Helms here. I procured a communications device, under my name, and a craft for travel. A-" Tiera elbowed her, causing a small woof sound and mouthed the word fast. "A... Fast Craft?"

"Excellent. I might have something for you to do tomorrow then, if you're prepared to that level. Very well indeed. I'll pass the word to King Richard."

"Thank you, sir."

"Until we speak again, Miss Helms."

That did it, and Mags, if she wanted to eat her normal meal, needed to get to the dining hall or they'd close and she'd be forced to spend coin on it. She had it, now, but suddenly going out for fine dining would be suspicious, wouldn't it? That wasn't lost on her at all, though as far as either of them knew her position wasn't covert or anything. They didn't know the opposite either. That being the case, they parted ways, with Tiera heading back to her own room for a nice bit of dried fruit, before collecting up the last of her coin, so she could purchase supplies for her trip in the morning.

It wasn't late at all, so she made a point to find people, since she had time. Kolb first, since she could talk to Doris after meditation class. It took some effort, since he'd gone into the little town for dinner with the other weapons instructors, which meant going to the cheapest restaurant in town, and waiting outside for them to come out, since she wasn't going to be eating there. On the good side that gave her Karen, Havar and Kara the Royal Guard all at the same time.

  "Hello! I've had some things come up and have to go and find out who's trying to kill my brother, Timon. I'm heading out in the morning, so I won't be at classes for three days or so. I wanted to let you know the plan, so you wouldn't keep pounding on my door, or hassling Karen over it." She said it brightly, making it seem like a grand adventure, instead of a vast pain in the behind. No one bought it though, if for different reasons.

Karen glanced at Kolb and then shrugged.

"If it's allowed, I should go too. A few more of us maybe? I don't like the sound of someone trying to murder children. Even if it is Tim Baker." That one nearly got a growl from Tiera, who was feeling more than a little protective, but Kara, oddly, nodded.

"I hear you there. For a boy, he's tough. Not much of a fighter yet however. Stronger than most adults, in more ways than one. Still, we should set something up. I have my duty here, unless Tor is going too?"

Tiera shook her head.

"This is just fact gathering, so I doubt that I'll really find much. Still, I could use some company. Even in Fast Craft, things can take some time."

Kolb mentioned for them all to keep walking, and spoke softly, so as to not be overheard.

"It's dangerous. I'd go with you myself, but I can't see Black. Orange has problems there as well. Our systems don't mesh together and we'll fight. I get along well enough with Alice, if we aren't kept together for too long. It's one of the reasons I'm waiting for her to train some people before going up, so I won't be trapped on a ship with her. You... Might consider taking Doris."

That got a snort from Havar.

"The old meditations Instructor? What help would she be in a fight?"

Kolb actually had to bite his lips to keep from laughing at the man.

"She's not what she seems. Truly, if we get a chance, we should have her in for practice someday. I think you'd find it... educational, to say the least."

That got the man to glare as if insulted, and then look at Tiera from the side of his eyes. What he was thinking, she didn't know at all.

Until he spoke.

"I could go. Tiera is one of my students and letting her go into danger, without adding my own skills to the situation seems a poor plan."

Instead of telling him no, or asking what he was thinking, Kolb just nodded.

"You'll need to stay on the craft in Soam. At least when Julie White is around. She's afraid of tall people. It sounds minor. It isn't. We should get you a builder too, if Tor isn't going."

That started an argument, again with Havar, who thought that wasn't needed, though Kara called him an idiot after a bit. Tiera agreed, but had, with a lot of work, managed to hold her tongue on the issue.

"You're going into an unknown situation. True, most builders aren't Tor, but the good ones can read people, even Ancients. Grab one of the Lairdgren group and you might be able to learn far more than you would otherwise. I'd expect you to be a bit more far thinking than that, Baron."

He glowered, but stopped talking. Luckily they were headed back to Tor's because he was going to have to lend her some coin, at this rate. Though they could just stop at her place and collect some provisions the next day, she realized. It should work and she'd be able to make certain her Austran guests were comfortable and being provided for well.

 That made her feel better, since they just had to drop off Kara then, and go on from there, without asking for things again, like poor relations begging for crumbs. She was still poor, compared to him, but she had enough, she thought, if she were careful.

She had to peel off to see to her last class, which she tried very hard to do well, and after it was over, she stopped, not knowing if Doris would tell her no, or simply walk away when asked to do something dangerous.

The woman was old after all, and wrinkled, Ancient or not, which made her look weak and frail. Her hair was white, and she was pale all over, as if from never going out in the sun. Hardly someone that Tiera would have picked out for the job of finding a would be killer. More like the old woman in the village that watched the littlest children on the rare occasions their mothers had errands to run.

"I need to be gone for a few days..." She explained it all, going into as great of depth as possible, which got nearly no reaction from the woman at all. "I was hoping that you might come along? I don't know if your schedule allows for it, or if you can do that, but..." Before she could say that it would make her feel better, if nothing else, the woman nodded, once.

"At what time will we depart?" Her hands were folded in front of her as she sat and was serene. It was a pure and total thing that came off of her in waves, ripples in the air of the stuff hit Tiera, she realized, which had to be the fact that the woman was technically producing some kind of field that caused that result. Organization at the most basic level of being. It was a state that Tiera should learn to master, sometime.

Clearly it would take a whole lot more work than she'd been putting into meditation yet.

"Just after breakfast? In the commons here."

Then, as if that totally settled everything, Doris waved to the door, gently, one time. It was a bit strange, but she left, since it seemed that the Ancient was in it with them. It felt almost shocking, and she wondered if it was really that great of an idea? Kolb thought it was, so maybe having a more familiar face would be a bigger aid than Tiera thought. She'd met all the people she'd intended to visit herself, but seen once just wasn't the same as being an old friend or family member.

After that she got a small floating chest together, which was the one that had the communications devices in it, and added a few things for the trip. Like her toothbrush and some extra soap, pencils, pens and paper, in case the need to take notes came up. It didn't seem likely, but what did she know about things like investigations?

Then she got into bed and slept. Or tried to. She wasn't that worried about anyone attacking her personally. They simply hadn't and if it had been part of the plan, the school was a great place to do it. She didn't have a real lock on her door, and at least in theory the other students could be used against her as shields, or hostages to her good behavior. It wouldn't work very well, but it was a thing to try. She also knew that, despite being halfway decent in a real fight, thanks to rushing in hard, some extra strength and not quitting when it got painful, she wasn't all that wonderful as a fighter yet. Oh, pretty good for a first year, in the main, but even some of them had had years to train, as she'd learned earlier.

So, that probably meant that no one that would go after Tim would hold back out of fear of her awe inspiring abilities. No, she just wasn't a real target at this point, for whatever reason.

The reason sleep didn't come easily was that first Karen came stumbling in, trying to work in the dark, which didn't work, then turning the light on to full brightness by mistake, which was nearly blinding, and did mean the large Instructor had to wait a bit before going on, since she'd had her eyes open. She smelled of wine, which was a bit annoying, since she was too drunk for the night before a journey, in Tiera's estimation. It wasn't a huge thing, but it was enough of one that she secretly wanted to punch the girl a few times for being stupid.

On the good side, she didn't feel angry about it, she realized. Just really annoyed and ready to correct her. It was an improvement, even if it did have a tendency for hitting in the mix.

Then, almost as if knowing she was being a pain already, Karen decided to cap that one off by climbing into her bed, cuddling to her... And crying.

"It isn't fair. I know I'm not the best looking person in the land, but why do I always have to be alone?" It was said loudly and whined. Hardly like what Tiera would have thought she'd be like in bed, with just the two of them.

"You aren't alone. You never are. You've just been working on this three steps idea so hard for so long that you can't see that it cuts your marriage options. Even someone like Collette Coltress has to fight to catch a nobleman that's a baron or better. Too many girls and too few boys in the batter. If you can move outside that, do something unexpected, then there will be more opportunities for you." That or set her sights on Terry. He was as well placed as Karen was now, Tiera realized. Nearly at least.

Karen sobbed anyway, and gave a half coherent ramble about the things that had happened to her, with her father. It wasn't all understandable, but she really wished the man was alive again, so she could fly to his home, and kill him. It was probably just as well, since she knew that she really would have done it too. Her trick with the Space Craft had worked too well not to use again.

This took up most of the night, and her bed wasn't huge, so it meant being pressed against the much larger giantess the whole time. After a while the girl rolled on top of her, and slapped clumsily at her throat, leaving her naked in the dark. Tiera sighed. It was a bad idea, after all. She'd feel upset about it in the morning and get mopey over it, if they did anything, afraid Kolb would find out. That had been her rationale before at least, when explaining why she wasn't going to hit on Tiera.

In the dark, she couldn't see much, but tried to actually think through it all. Which was worse, in a scene like this? Rejecting an already hurting person's advances, or testing the bounds of what a newly minted Countess could get away with at Lairdgren school? Really, she knew the answer, didn't she? If it came to it, she could just explain it to Kolb, and while the man might beat them, or give them extra duty, Karen wouldn't be out of a job or punished too harshly. In fact, if the woman had been sober they could have claimed that it was all a test, to make sure that Tiera wasn't being a Doretta anymore. It was part of her job to ensure that.

"Roll off me." Tiera said it calmly, even managing to sound only half asleep, not like she was upset.

Karen did, slowly, sobbing once, until the move was reversed, ending with her much smaller person on top.

"That's better. I do so love to breathe when I can. So, what do you have in mind?" She tried to sound loving, and managed it well enough. It was weird, but she realized that Karen, out of everyone she had left now, was probably her best friend. Prison guard or not.

It turned out that she didn't need Tiera to do much at all, and twenty minutes later she was content just to cuddle for a while longer, then fell asleep and started snoring loudly. Right in her ear. It was a pain, but she didn't let her go, so that her friend would know she was loved. What was a little sleep lost anyway?

In the early hours, just before sunrise, she got up and washed, then went for a quick run to wake up and headed to the practice square. No one else was around, so she did her normal thing, working stones and then pells, and was busily punching the wooden poll in front of her four hundred times as hard as she could manage when a person finally did come. It was a strange one too, for this time of day, being the Dean. Tiera wouldn't have thought he bothered to wake before sunrise on most days, being old and not having to for his job.

"Countess Baker. I was just passing and thought I heard something, is everything well? I'm... not altogether certain that pells are meant to be used that way. Don't most use weapons for that?"

Tiera stopped and smiled at the man, who was visible in the near dawn light.

"I've noticed that, but it's part of my training. The hard part is doing head butts. Such a headache. I hardly cry at all anymore though, so I figure I must be toughing up, at least mentally." She meant it, but the man chuckled anyway. Then, she had sounded pretty friendly about it all. "I have to leave today, along with some of your staff and probably at least one student. It's important, but..." Really she just didn't know where to start explaining it all.

It turned out that wasn't needed by the man at all.

"Ah, thank you for letting me know then. It can be a delicate balance, working with a Count or Countess in a schooling environment. On the one hand, they, more than most of our students, need to have certain information, but on the other, you can't really punish them, if they step out of line. Even speaking too harshly might lead to a war, and while the students here are capable, I've rather promised your grandfather that I'd try to avoid that, when possible." It sounded strange, as if he was saying something, without actually mentioning it at all.

The problem there was that she honestly had no clue what that might have been.

"Well, not a problem. If you think I'm being too much of a brat just come and beat me in the commons. Or, well, I suppose you could yell at me to good effect too. I don't really carry grudges. Well, not over little things." She didn't, which was probably her saving grace in life, since even when her anger had been twice as bad, she'd been willing to forget the things that didn't really matter, and not try to hurt people over them, hadn't she? Eventually?

The old, gray bearded man smiled, a thing largely hidden by his facial hair in the dim light.

"Ah, so I won't wake one of these mornings to find the singing department denuded of talent? I've been worried on that score for a while now. It was a prank, but one that... Honestly, I don't know what the little monsters were thinking. A pitcher of urine over the head would set even the calmest of people to violence at the insult, and you're rather known for not being that, aren't you?" He looked at her directly and didn't back off from the statement at all, even if it was aimed at a sitting Countess.

It was just the truth.

"Oh, I'm angry enough about that, and I doubt that any of them will ever be close friends of mine. But to answer the real question there, no. I'm not going to kill anyone over it, or go to war, or even hire professional tricksters to haunt their days, pranking them over and over again when they least expect it." She stopped suddenly and grinned. "Is that even a thing, do you think? People that do that? I can't justify the funds for it, but it almost sounds tempting..."

The man laughed, getting that she was playing, thank goodness, so she didn't have to have a lecture about being an adult, but shook his head.

"Not that I've ever heard of, though I don't doubt you could hire a few clever individuals to do such things if you desired. Now, changing the subject, before you think that's actually a good idea, I was thinking that you might need some other classes that your prior life experience and education has left out. Etiquette, Courtly rules and procedures, Legal courses and Economics. Fighting is a worthy course of study, and as this shows," He gestured with an open hand at the bloody pell behind her. "You don't lack in either will or work ethic. Even on a day you intend to take off, you still practice, which is admirable. It also won't help you run a County at all, unless you intend to leave that to others?"

Tiera took a deep breath and stood up a little straighter, "Yes, in both cases. I should have those courses and I do intend to leave the bulk of the day to day running of things to advisors. You know, ones that aren't fourteen, and from a tiny village in the woods? That doesn't mean I shouldn't know how, or the tricks of it, so that no one runs off with all the gold or tortures people behind my back. Being in charge means that you have to take responsibility for everything, but I can't claim any special knowledge as to what each jailer or guard is doing right now. There must be some secret to it."

The man shook his head, which ran counter to his first words.

"I can set that up for you. No rush on it. As to knowing those things, it isn't really possible, even with the best spy network and people that love you. The distance between a ruler and their people is always great, even for the best of them. You could live in a humble shack and talk to them daily, on the street they live on, and most wouldn't mention the guard that forces them to pay protection, or who abuses their daughters, knowing that they're protected from punishment for it, since no one will believe the daughter of a shop keeper over them. The best you can do is let it be known that you actively seek to destroy corruption and insist that people do their best. That and watch for policies of your own that can lead to such things. That's the hard part, because so many things that actually make good sense at the time are actually traps, that will end in tyranny, if one isn't careful." He winked at her, and waved at the pell. "Sorry to bother you so early. If I could have a list of who's going with you?"

"Oh, sure. I... do you have one of the new communications devices?" It wasn't likely, but she had a few extra with her, it would mean going to Tor's again, but she could get that done, if she had too. He was a Baker, which meant already up for the day, after all.

"I do. You're brother made certain that I had one, first thing, which was very kind of him."

"Tor is good that way. It's how I've gotten most of the magic I have too."

"Indeed, the same is true for me, but it was Timon that provided it to me. He also connects about once a week to check on your progress. Nothing untoward, just making certain you have what you need and seem well, without bothering you for the information. In fact, the only people that have used it to reach me have been him and Prince Alphonse, so far. Esteemed personages, but slightly odd. I would have thought a few more parents of students would have used it."

Tiera had to hide the expression of shock from her face then. Timon wasn't really stingy after all, but he normally wouldn't just give away expensive things like that and she was almost certain that the Headmaster of a school didn't have a lot of spare coin floating around. The man dressed well, but that was probably magic. Though he took pains to hide the fact, leaving wrinkles and stains on his clothing, so that it would seem real. Most of the people here, including the Instructors, had those however.

Reaching out a bit she confirmed that this man did too, as well as a very high end shield, and an explosive weapon, she thought, and a cutter that wanted to reach out nearly five feet. In short, the slightly stooped old man was ready to go toe to toe with a group of twenty or more regular soldiers if the need arose. It was...

She wanted to claim it was strange, but was it? He knew Tor and Count Lairdgren both, though the work was clearly Tor's, since the Count felt so old it was easy to tell that, despite being similar otherwise. The school had been attacked once in the last year, with something like Austran Death Dust, though it had been different from the description. Still nanos, but with a different way of killing. Could she blame the man for getting ready to face troops after something like that? It was part of his job to protect the kids after all, a trust placed by their parents. Standing in front of armed men and begging generally didn't work that well, so he was trying to make sure he could bring more than that to any given situation.

That, or he thought he might have to fight her, or a well armed Lairdgren Group member some time, if they lost it. They were all armed after all. As well as he was, most likely, even after the weapons had been confiscated by Kolb. You couldn't force a builder to be disarmed for long.

The man bowed to her, going halfway deep, since he was in charge there, not her, which she returned, going just a tad lower. Then he walked off, leaving her to quickly finish her work.

It hurt, but she pushed herself to hit the pell both hard and fast, so that she finished everything she had planned inside half an hour. Then, after healing, she worked into the baths, having to wait for a shower and tub, getting ready for the coughing that would cover the word Doretta. Instead a girl she didn't know waved her over.

"Climb in. I'm not planning to get out for about half an hour, and this thing is big enough for six, if we don't mind being friendly." Tiera had seen her around, a girl that she thought was a third or fourth year, but didn't have a name for, even if there weren't that many kids at the school. She'd sheltered herself away from most of them after the first few days. Even in the fighters section she didn't do more than work with most of them. Mitchell was the exception and even they weren't friends. Not really.

Tiera slowly climbed in, already naked, since nobles didn't have a nudity taboo, even though just standing there with only girls seeing was a bit of a problem for her still. When the silky, nicely warmed water hit her chin, her behind firmly on the wooden bench of the tub, the other girl smiled at her.

"You're a friend of Ali Baker and Sherri Bonner, aren't you? They're nice girls, aren't they?" The words were small talk, but true enough. "I'm Wendy Boris. Baronetta third, Dart." it was said without a lot of pretension at least. That made Tiera feel a lot better about her.

"Nice to meet you. Tiera Baker. Countess Baker." She made herself look pleasant and explained that. "It's new. Where County Morris used to be, if you need to find it on a map."

The girl, who was at least tall enough that the water was at the top of her breasts, not her chin like Tiera, went very still and a little wide eyed.

 "Oh."

The brown haired girl didn't try to scramble out, to get away from her, so at least there was that. She didn't claim that, being a Doretta, she should leave either. The other bodies in the place started sharing the tubs too, and only a few glared at her at all.

Tiera didn't really expect any conversation then, but Wendy seemed to want to talk, even if it was with her.

"Are you related to Ali then? I didn't know she had ties that way. I mean, I know that she's Tor's wife, which I heard was a convenience thing? They live together, which gives a lie to that, doesn't it? She's Conserina Derring, right? Conserina four?" The woman seemed to know already, so Tiera just nodded, getting her to go on. "I haven't really been invited to any of her parties, but I hear she and Sherri really do them right. For school kids anyway. Full meals and all that. Demis Sands said that she's asking Tor to the student dance. If so she'd best hurry, since that's tomorrow. Are you going? I don't have a date, but figured that I'd see what the situation was anyway. You never know who you'll meet after all."

It was a lot of talking, but the pleasant kind so Tiera didn't protest that she was too tired for it. Besides that, using her healing amulet fought off the worst of fatigue in a moment anyway, so it wasn't an excuse at all.

"I'm headed out of the Kingdom for a few days after this, which probably means I shouldn't soak too long. Errands for some family members and all that."

"How exciting! I've never even gotten down to the Capital, much less further away than that. Well, most haven't, so I suppose I can't complain too much, can I?" There was a wry and slightly self depreciating tone to her voice and a smile that was loopy, rather than seductive or suggesting that she be included immediately. It wasn't happening after all.

"Really, what you should do is go check out the Space Training Center, down the road toward Lenders? Go see if you can get in on that, if you want to travel. You might have to sign on as a low level ship hand at first, or scrub the floors or whatever, but they'll take you, if you can work and are willing. That might get you into other lands too." Tiera shrugged and had an idea. One that she should have thought of before, but hadn't really. "Certainly it's a good time to try, before everyone else in the world realizes it's available. I'm going out there later in a bit myself, to set up transport. If you have the time and want a ride? You'll probably have to walk back, but it might be worth it."

Wendy blushed for some reason, but seemed tolerably pleased with the idea, even if it did come with grunt work attached.

"That would be lovely. Thank you, Countess Baker."
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In the commons they found a strange scene, for the school at least. Probably any of the schools. In the center of the smooth stone expanse stood several adults and only one student, all near each other, but not exactly cuddled together at all. It seemed like they were getting Sam Builder as their magic specialist, which wasn't too bad, as young as he was. He looked like a tiny child next to the others, especially Havar, who towered over the rest, even though he was only about seven feet tall.

Karen looked well rested, which Tiera figured had to be down to a healing amulet, after the night they'd had. That or a drug that she just didn't know about. The school didn't serve coffee after all, and the tall girl had never seemed to be hiding a bag of it in their room, as far as Tiera could tell. Her clothing was made to look like fighting leathers, all in a gray-brown that made it look both old and real, the straps loose, which meant she was ready for real combat, and probably had ten different weapons hidden on her. It wasn't a horrible idea, but they could check that out for each of them when they were away from the school.

Havar didn't glower, which was nice, and even smiled at her tentatively as she walked up with Wendy. His black fighting leathers where a shiny black version of what he wore each day. The only concession to style was that he'd turned a "V" shaped patch on his chest a deep vermilion.

It was the last person that stood there that got her attention, if only for a few seconds while she worked out who it was. At first she thought it might be Julie White. The skin was the same, a unique pearl color that shifted ever so slightly in the early light, showing hints of other things in it, blue and pink, with occasional green. It was incredibly faint however, not something big or obvious. The hair was still white however, and hadn't changed much, but all the wrinkles were gone, altering the overall appearance of the woman. She dressed in a simple pale blue outfit that Tiera realized was just re-colored student browns. Still made to seem like canvas even.

"Doris, Sam, thank you both for coming." She winked at Karen and threw off a small bow to Havar. "I knew you two would, but thanks as well. We have... About seven ways to do this, I was thinking we'd get out to the Space Training center first, and see if we can go that way." She said it like it made perfect sense and everyone could get it, but only Doris did.

"Yes. Using orbital travel with the new devices should be very efficient. I'd like to try it. Tor mentioned to me that the testing had been successful as to radiation."

Tiera nodded, not certain what that meant, but she really had heard something like that from Orange.

"Wendy is going out with us, and we're going to trade her hard work and willingness to travel to all the different lands for a ship. Part time, of course. She still has school." She was kidding, but the girl nodded so seriously that no one even cracked a smile about it, not even Sam, who stood holding a canvas sack. He was in black, but it looked nearly like a military uniform, which did serve to make him seem a little older. Maybe sixteen, instead of his true age.

Tiera got her Fast Craft out, the Timon built one because it was a bit nicer inside once fixed up, and set it to be small, but very comfortable, with a rich looking interior. Then she let everyone load up first, wondering how long it would take the normally meditative and ponderous Doris. That answer was a bit surprising. She was still clearly in a deep state, her eyes a little dreamy looking, even as the few students on the commons stared at her, more than a few clearly interested in a way that was funny, given who she was the evening before. The contrast was more than a little stunning, but with just a little observation, it was really clear who she was. To Tiera.

The others were all a bit questioning even though the name had been used, and kept looking at her with varying degrees of intensity. Sam was working very hard not to stare, or even do more than look with the corner of his eye, his chair in the back between Doris and Karen. Wendy was less interested in the new woman, but only a bit. After all she was distinctive looking, and attractive to a level that most humans just never encountered. It was as if she'd been specifically designed just for that. Which was, Tiera guessed, the case.

She didn't bother with an explanation, since her trip to the Space Training Center was over already, and she gently put down on the focus stone inner courtyard without ever actually going that fast. There just wasn't time for it. The others looked around, but only Sam and Wendy seemed all that shocked that this new complex had sprung up on them.

"Let's see if we can find anyone?" Tiera waited for everyone to get out, but left the vehicle up, the deep green and sky blue looking distinctive, if nothing else. It wasn't taking up that much space, and no other vehicles where in the middle of the seven magical palaces, so it still looked rather empty, as far as that went.

They had to walk around for a bit, nearly half an hour, to find Orange outside, running with ten others, all of different ages. They were a mixed bag, but seemed to be mainly from Noram. Half of them were actually commoners, and they were running right behind her, not in the back.

"Bring it around... and stop. Better. I expect improvement each day. Right now I want you all to go change and bathe, then meet back here for piloting practice. Remember, only three days until we do the live, week long, exercise." The group, which was all men, stiffened for a moment, all at once, then jogged off, to see to their orders, Alice brushed her long honey blonde single braid out of the way, not even sweating at all. "Visitors! Very good. Come to join up? We could use some females. Actually we need to have a fifty-fifty mix, but the early applicants from the local area have all been men."

Tiera tilted her head at Wendy.

"Her. Part time, after school and on off days. We can try and get her cleared for the longer off planet work sessions, with the Dean. I'm pretty sure you can tell him it's worth full class credit and he'll just agree with you. I mean, space. Hard to be a stick in the mud about it." She grinned and got picked up into a big hug, pounded on the back a little at the same time.

The girl, who was actually taller than the Ancient, bowed, deeply and looked very proper suddenly.

"Wendy Boris, ma'am. I was told that I might be able to try?"

Alice looked her up and down and then nodded a few times. "Let's do that. This is the early Instructors section, so the standards are high, but if you come with a recommendation from Tiera, you'll likely do. Welcome aboard."

Then she turned back to the rest of them and smiled a bit, though she looked darkly at the meditation Instructor.

"Hello, Doris. I've been avoiding you a bit. What have you come for?" It was both blunt, and a little too eager to please, all at the same time. It was strange to see from Orange really.

Doris regarded her coolly.

"Someone keeps attempting to kill Timon Baker. I was asked to go along with these others to visit the ruling body. It was suggested that you might be able to provide us with an orbital, so that we can save some travel time?"

Alice got a look on her face that was more than a bit vulpine then and started pacing, if very slowly. She didn't speak for a long enough time that Tiera figured she was just looking for an excuse not to let them borrow one of her vehicles. They were hers to command, so it was totally fair, if that was the case. After a while though, a time that was far too long to go without speaking for most people, she turned and spoke, again, to Doris directly.

"I need you to be in control of yourself. Can you do that in an enclosed space?"

"I can. Much of my work, over the last few hundred years, has been directed at that capability. It's not even an effort for me at this point."

Orange continued, but spoke as if she trusted the pearl colored woman.

"I also cannot go into Tellerand. Or at least shouldn't be in direct contact with Black, when there."

"Agreed."

"Fine. I need six hours to prepare the crew for it. We'll need food supplies for a three day voyage. Can that be arranged?" She kept looking at Doris, but she, finally, glanced toward Tiera.

"Oh? I'm back in the conversation about my mission? Thanks." It was a bit dry, and her face had a forced smile on it, but she didn't let the bitterness at being disregarded linger. "I was going to get that from County Baker, but I should be able to call ahead and set that up. How many will be going?"

That, it turned out, would be seventeen, which would cost more, but let Orange spring a real job on her current trainees. It was part of the training, getting supplies, so while she was the one to call down for them, asking them to be staged on the Western side of Bakersville, off in the open, it was one of the small common looking men who actually had a list of what was needed that he read off into the device for her. He didn't yell, but he spoke very clearly, making sure each word was well projected, if slightly over enunciated.

When he got to the end, Lawrence set to making it happen somehow on his end and tried to chat for a bit, being a pleasant person.

Orange interrupted that.

"Excuse me. I need Countess Baker and these others now. We need to work on what will be needed as to rooms and cooking facilities. We'll spend the nights sleeping in orbit." Then she rather rudely cut the man on the other end off, as if it couldn't possibly matter.

"Hey!"Tiera actually felt annoyed and pointed at the device. "A bit more politeness with my people, please."

That didn't exactly cow the woman into apologizing. In fact, Tiera thought that Orange figured it as a joke she was telling. At least she smiled suddenly. Then she called for some of her people to come over and help make diagrams of what was desired. The only really good thing there was that even Orange agreed that they wouldn't use her color for it and they decided that pure black or white was so stark it seemed a bit hostile. Sky blue was just about invisible too, during the day. In the end they landed on tan, at Sam's suggestion. It was neutral enough to not be a problem for most people, and that was good enough.

It had a single room for each of them, with the crew being held away from the passengers a bit, though Tiera couldn't tell why. The rooms they were given were all decently nice, but not highly decorated, and most of the particulars had to do with heat reclamation, rather than other comforts. That was important, and one of the reasons the rooms weren't all that big. They needed to capture it in the walls, using them to hold it for latter, or exhaust it into space via radiation.

Tiera realized as this discussion went on that she eventually needed to learn this stuff too, so tried to ask questions and memorize it all. It had seemed easier before, but there was more to it than she'd known. The water and restrooms were the next concern, then air. It wasn't enough to tell the ship to do it, not for long term situations, it had to actually be monitored and controlled carefully, at all times.

It really did take six hours, but they ended with a nicely large craft that had about ten thousand upright narrow slats along the top of it, which were to let go of unneeded heat. It was tan and looked sharp, even if a bit more jangly than she would have designed it to be. She thought the idea made sense though. It was about increasing the surface area. In sunlight they could reflect or absorb, based on what color they made them, and in the shade they could insulate from the inside, or let space take the energy they didn't need. The shape, other than that, was still a six sided thing, because Alice liked it that way and she was in charge.

She seemed happy with it, on the surface, but called for two different men to check out every part of it, before they got in. The strange bit there was that Wendy was coming along too, as crew. She seemed shocked by the revelation, but the Training center had gear for her, so that wasn't needed. She wouldn't have to pack even. It did mean Tiera having to call and explain to the Dean what was happening, but she just sighed and did it, even if it hadn't been her plan. For his part he simply acted like it was and promised to get them all cleared from their normal duties for the next few days.

It was easy, even.

"I wasn't aware that Miss Boris had an interest in space travel. Not that I blame her, the idea is fascinating. Well, keep in contact regularly."

Tiera nodded, speaking over the device in her hand with a slightly bowed head.

"We'll do that. Oh, Alice also wants to teach a class on this stuff, particularly for girls. She said that you'd probably want to offer it as a real course next section. Seeing what all this involves, I think she's right. It's far more complex than it sounded like at first. I know that the Blue's craft had some of this, but they did it all, so I wasn't in on how it worked... It's incredible really. If we weren't on such a time crunch right now, I'd ask if we could take everyone." She was selling it pretty hard, but the Dean, on the other side of the thing, just cleared his throat.

"I'm not certain that will happen, but I'll get with you on it after you return. For now, be careful and come back as soon as duty allows."

She'd tried, if with a bit of lying, which everyone pretended not to notice for one reason or another.

The trip to County Baker wasn't even worth going out of the atmosphere for, it turned out, and the commoner man, Digs, who was in the pilot seat, actually made the call on that one. It was good to see, since he had to be fighting hard not to simply defer to all the big people in the command center on that score. Most of the crew was off doing other things and, Orange assured them all, they were only getting to be there because it was the first real voyage.

"On other missions we'll have an observation deck for that kind of thing. We won't have any space walks this time either, since Tiera hasn't developed the suits for it yet. I suppose I'll have to let that one slide, since she's only had a few days on the idea." It was a dig at her though, as if she'd had time for things like that at all? 

The landing in Bakersville was smooth and they were met by twenty armed men, dressed in her colors, along with Lawrence. It was a bit daunting, so she went out first, in case a fight was going to start. She couldn't imagine why, and as she exited, walking down the ramp that Orange had one of her men provide for it, they all bowed, which was reassuring. When she got to the bottom of the thing she returned it.

"Good to see you all. Is everything all right?" The food was there and Lawrence walked up, wearing a green robe, with light blue trim. It wasn't actually the right color of either, but matched his dark skin better.

"I thought we might want aid loading? I didn't know how quickly it needed to be done." He didn't mention the price of the stuff, which was a full wagon load, a thing she learned when it was pulled around by the large and sturdy horses that drew it. There were only two of them, and one was a light color that reminded her a little of Alice's hair. The other was a chestnut, who stomped once when they stopped and seem to be irritated by flies at the moment.

"Fast would be good, if only to test what we can do." She guided him to the side as the ship's crew ran to do their part. She wasn't in on that, and didn't seem needed at all, so took a moment to make certain this hadn't broken the bank.

"Oh, not at all. True, we're spending a lot on new business right now, and schooling, but this isn't a hardship. I've allotted ten gold per day for your personal expenditures, and this only came to four of those. You have a reserve already, as you'd suspect. You can also take more than that if you require? The old count required fifty a day, according to the old books. It seemed excessive to me however. If that needs to change..."

Tiera shook her head.

"I shouldn't need that either, I should start my own personal businesses, since there's some land for it here, not just County ones. How are things going with the new focus stone facilities?" That started them on a conversation that probably would have taken longer than the rest of the day, if they'd kept going on it. Instead she was waved into the craft by Alice, who actually wanted to do their first landing in daylight. Not that they wouldn't do it in the dark too. That would just come later.

Laughing a bit, she said her goodbyes quickly and got on board, since she really didn't want to make an Ancient angry with her on the first day.

The hallways were well lit, the ceiling glowing and the colors bright, but mainly running to blues and greens with some brown and tans mixed in. Natural colors. Nothing too drab or boring. It took a few minutes to get back to the command deck and they finally got underway, going straight up at first, and tracking the rotation of the Earth, and then locating the big central city of Soam.

"Maya." Alice looked at Doris for confirmation for some reason, even though she clearly had the location down. The other woman got it before Tiera did.

"Yes, Julie still lives there. I believe you will want the large central square?"

It was still up to Digs, the efficient man, who wasn't very good looking, working carefully to match the complex rotations that were needed while changing location in space. Then, slowly, he started to move the thing down. It wasn't that slow, only taking about twenty minutes, but they had to be very careful when landing, since the thing they were in was so vast that it would have easily crushed a few dozen people as they fled in terror. They didn't, because the people, who only wore skirts, all brightly colored, just moved back a way and waited to see who was getting out.

Doris smiled.

"These people are very well behaved. Not overly violent and rather friendly with strangers. You'll want to have a shield on however. It helps to prevent Julie from influencing you, according to Tor. He also suggests that you resist allowing her to touch you. It should work, as long as she isn't making an actual effort to entrap you." Her voice was peaceful, but she clearly seemed more interested now. As if things had finally become real for her.

Orange grunted and looked at them all. "You heard her. Shields on. If White isn't enough for that, the bugs here should be. You'll sleep better tonight without a thousand bites, and the swelling they bring."

Tiera did hers instantly, having met the woman they were going to meet before, herself. It had been intense, even with a shield on. Slowly, as if not knowing if it was a joke, the others did it too. The crewmen didn't have things like shields, which meant they'd have to stay well back from Julie.

Alice had them all outside the craft not ten minutes later explaining it all again. "Don't wander off too far. We may be here for hours, or have to leave in a few minutes. Stand ready. Digs, rest as you can now, but in the command center. When your shift is over you can come back out and look around. John, I want you to stand as second in command for now. If anything happens to me, make certain the rest of the mission goes as smoothly as possible." She went on for a bit, but the gist was, she wanted her people to be ready at all times, which meant Havar and Karen checked their weapons and Sam flat out pulled his, looking both scared and determined not to show it.

Julie was just standing there, when Tiera turned around. Alone. She looked an awful lot like Doris, when you saw them close up, but she almost forced you to pay attention to her with her presence. It was like they were all metal and she was a magnet. In fact, Tiera had to resist going and hugging her when she opened her arms in greeting.

"Welcome! Thank you all for coming. To what do we owe the honor of this visit?" She addressed Doris first too, but then shifted to include Orange and Tiera, then the others, one by one, including the crew members that were of common stock.

Something clicked in her head. The man that had been placed second in command, John, he was nearly eight feet tall. The woman in front of them was terrified by giants. The rest of them were big enough, but not like that at all. Havar was close, but the woman merely smiled at him. It was good enough, it seemed. No one ran away screaming at least.

Tiera was just going to start in on the idea of someone killing Timon, but Doris intervened quickly, just as her mouth opened to speak.

"We would request an audience. On our vessel. In orbit." She smiled a bit, but Julie moved away from them and went to touch the side of the thing, her eyes going wide and looking impressed. Very much so.

"This is a craft that can do such? Already? Torrance Purple's work?"

Orange didn't really look at the woman, having taken several large steps away.

"That's right. It lacks a fast enough drive system yet for interstellar work, but we have hopes. Would you like to join us? After assuring everyone here that we will be back inside a few hours?" It was nearly polite sounding, though cautious. Why that was, Tiera wasn't really certain.

It was handy however, that the woman had been close by. Both Tor and Tim had mentioned having long waits each time they went to visit her, having to sit and just hope they were noticed. Then she always came flying out on a plain stone cube, somehow. One with horns being played on the top. This was different than that, wasn't it? It was like they were expected or something. It was, of course, possible. While Soam wasn't supposed to use the old technology, the craft they were in was big, and some new use of harmonics, whatever that was, might have let them be tracked. Or, of course, she could have some things hidden away, that she brought out after the Treaty was temporarily rescinded. That even made sense. After all, how was she supposed to know what was going on all over the world, otherwise?

It took clearing her mind for a few minutes to really get ready to test the Ancients field, but she finally managed, with Sam Builder bumping her arm familiarly the whole time. That would have been fine, otherwise, since they were friends, but it was a bit distracting in the moment.

White's field was similar to Doris's. The problem was a thing that she got almost instantly, having dealt with the problem before. Julie was much younger than Doris. Not just years, but the woman, if Tiera had it right, felt to be about twenty, in her body, with a very old brain stuck in it. One that wasn't White at all.

But Cordes.

Tiera had to force a smile she didn't feel, but got it done in time not to be overly noticed doing it.

"Yes. We even get to have the first meal up in space, which is going to be an adventure. Well, you understand not the first, but the first one for this program. I'm taking lead on that, unless you have a chef in the crew too, Aunt Alice?"

"I don't. I just figured that we'd have to muddle by. Thank you for stepping forward. Anyone else?" She looked at her crew and being all men, they hung back from the women's work, except one of the commoner fellows, who tentatively put up his right hand, like it was grammar school still.

"Ma'am? I can't do much, but I can do what I'm told." It sounded meek, but Orange nodded at the man and then looked at the others in the line before they could smirk about it.

"Done. Thanks Smith."

Tiera didn't wait, just winking at Julie and then pointing at the others she wanted anyway.

"Sam, Karen, Havar and Wendy, along with myself and Smith. That's a full team for a crew several times this size, but that way no one will have to do too much on their own." If the fact that she was supposed to be there with most of those others to see to the questioning didn't occur to Doris or Alice, she was going to be more than a little shocked about it. "We should also add in that observation deck now, so that we can dine there, I think. It will make a good meeting space." One not right by the controls, just in case things got interesting.

It was remarkably easy to take Julie away from her land, at least this one. No one leaped forward to protest or insist they come along at all, just watching from a distance. They seemed to be interested in the process, but no one insisted they be given a free tour even. So about right really, for her world.

Alice did the redesign, using it as an opportunity to teach, even if it meant taking longer, and Tiera got everyone in her team to the kitchen, to get started. She had no clue what to make really, but decided on meatballs with a white sauce and vegetables, served with mashed potatoes and gravy, along with a side of carrots, served drenched in butter.

"It's not a healthy meal, but this is a celebration, after all." She said it to everyone in the room and set them to the proper chopping tasks, making sure they had stoves that would heat and that the meat balls were roasted in the oven for forty minutes before they even left the Earth at all. Just as they got all the dishes ready, she called everyone together. 

"Havar, Karen and I will go in first. Sam, I'd like you and Wendy at the door. Shields on everyone. Smith... Here" She slid her second shield off and put it carefully around the tiny man's neck, which got Havar to make a face.

He actually seemed angry about it for a moment, which was out of the norm for him.

"Commoners are forbidden such things." It was spoken with a gruff air that made the smaller man shrink away, but Sam moved between them, before a grab could be made for it.

"In Noram. We're so far outside of the King's domain that I doubt we have laws here, except what the Captain says. Like on the sea. Only more so." There was no threat to the words, but Havar didn't bull through either, just stepping back after a moment and making himself bow. It was clear it took a lot of work on his part, but he did it, which made Tiera want to smile.

"Forgive me, crewman Smith. I erred."

"Um, no issue." The much smaller man still looked frightened.

Karen, at least, realized that most diplomatic meetings didn't have shields involved. Not at the meals.

"Something of note going on?"

Tiera started to nod then made a face.

"Really I don't know. Julie White, the one in there, isn't the one I met before. She feels like the version of King Cordes that Tor has in his head."

That got emphatic nodding from Sam.

"Exactly. I tried to point that out earlier, but that's really hard to do with nudges. What do we do?"

"Feed them lunch. Everyone in fact, since that was the plan. Unless we can get the crew separated off? If the version of Julie in there seems to be attacking, or trying to take over, stop her, but alive if possible. Smith, I want you to take the outer hall. Here, grab something to eat now, before we go. If for some reason we lose control and she's taking over the ship..." Tiera looked at the man, not knowing anything about him except that he could, by his own word, follow orders. "In that case, I want you to touch the wall, and try as hard as you can to turn the ship off. It will kill us all, so don't do it lightly, but don't let yourself be taken or coerced either. Do you understand? If you have to do it, you can't hesitate, even for a moment."

That he did was clear, from the fear in his eyes, but he took a breath and stood a little taller.

"I do. No one will take our ship by force or guile. No one." The sound of his breath was raspy, and he was sweating just a little, though that could have been from the heat in the room. It was warm. The temperature equalizers didn't work in space, it seemed. They probably needed to get the crew to shift the heat into storage before the meal then. It was their job, if that would be a good way to get some of them away from fake Julie, who might well be able to steal their minds from them with a few magic kisses, or whatever it was she did.

That, it seemed, wasn't going to be needed. Orange had made a separate crew dining facility for them, so all that was needed was running back to the kitchen and splitting the portions between two sets of dishes. They were magical ones that, when she checked with Sam, had been made mainly by Farlo Ross. The things were very nicely decorated, but weren't real, which meant that one of the crew had to drag a tiny chest of things around, but they couldn't functionally break either.

When they got into the executive dining room, the others were already speaking at the table, which looked like old and heavy stone, rather than polished wood or glass. It didn't exactly fit, Tiera didn't think, but it did leave an impression of power and made a statement.

No one thinking that would get the idea that the new Space Fleet was less than a rough and ready organization, would they?

"Here we go. Sorry it took so long, but we had to learn our way around the facilities here. It's a bit different, using recaptured heat like we do." Tiera turned her outfit a deep green, since that's what servers wore, and made sure to plate the food herself, which put the others at the far end. Orange nodded to her and then looked boldly at the door, which was so obviously being guarded by Sam and Wendy that it was nearly funny. After all, neither of them was an overt threat, where they?

Havar and Karen were at the far end of the table and seemed relaxed, both of them looking like they dined with Ancients all the time. That, and they gave the impression that they were truly more interested in the food than the meal probably deserved. It wasn't fine cooking after all. Tiera was hoping for edible.

As soon as she worked her way around the gray stone expanse, the world hanging beside them out the window, Tiera shifted her clothing again and sat down, which got more than a bit of attention from Julie.

She didn't touch the food, but licked her lips a little, staring at Tiera, who'd moved in by Havar at the far end.

"Thank you niece. I must say, this is all very nice. I can't believe that you all went from horses to this in a few years. It took hundreds to make that step the first time humanity did it. It's far beyond impressive." She was actually trying to be seductive, which was a little odd, from what she'd seen of the woman before. That time she'd clearly tried to down play everything.

Tiera waited for Orange to stand, which she didn't, just obviously taking the first bite herself. The Noram people all used poison detectors, including Doris, who made a point of checking Julie's food for her, and then passing her amulet, an older kind on a small copper bit, to Alice. The food was clean, but it was a good point. If it had come on tainted, they could be in danger after all. She should have checked it in the kitchen.

Julie looked at the door again, understanding that having a guard there wasn't exactly right, since no one would be able to attack them easily, but she didn't comment on it. Orange did though, lying about it so smoothly that Tiera found herself believing her for a moment.

"We're experimenting with ceremony. That sort of thing draws an organization together after all. It marks them as a specific unit, which is binding. I don't know if I like the idea of guards all over the place, myself, but it's a good idea to have something. Perhaps a valet or two? This ship is a true marvel, White. It lacks weapons, or a true faster than light drive so far, but it's nearly indestructible and can be made to do things that we would have loved during any of the old wars. Tiera destroyed a house, in atmosphere, ramming it. She plowed up earth doing so and the hull was perfect after the event. Plus, the whole thing can be carried in your pocket, on demand. That isn't a joke either. Literally in your pocket." She spread her hands and then slapped the table. She grinned while doing it, and her plate didn't move, then fixed the woman with a hard glare. "The best part? It uses virtually no energy. No fuel at all. We can collect heat from the sun, or our own bodies, but that's all we need. Even if the Treaty wasn't in abeyance, this would be allowed in any land, and should be."

Tiera nodded. It wasn't that she cared that much about some Ancient Treaty, it was that she understood what Orange was doing, making sure that Julie had the information she needed to do her assigned job, which was making sure no one hurt the world, with the rules being gone for a bit.

She nodded and touched the table herself, petting the rough stone, making it seem more like she wanted to hop up and mount it than like she was considering policy. Havar noticed, and so did Doris, though she wasn't having to cover nearly as much as the large man was. He wanted Julie and it was work for him to pay attention to his food instead of just staring. Even with a shield on.

Sam was doing better, over at the door, but it was clear that he'd dropped into a trance to make it happen. Wendy watched, and was busily digging her own fingernails into her left palm, trying to keep herself under control. That meant, whatever it was that this version of White was doing, she was working pretty hard to influence everyone in the space with it.

It actually was needed, but wasn't what the real Julie should have been trying to do. She might mention that the guards were too much, or ask if they could join them, but she wouldn't try to steal their minds. Tiera...

Felt fine, really.

The woman was attractive and she could see the allure, but her shield seemed to be keeping her mind clear without too much struggle. She took a bite of meat ball, which was decent really, having just enough onion and green pepper to keep it from being bland, and then looked up at the woman, not knowing if anyone else was catching on to the whole thing. Orange was clearly working to resist her, but Doris seemed very much like her normal self.

Tiera smiled and looked at her meditation instructor.

"Doris, are you immune to this kind of coercion?"

She didn't ask what was meant, and simply nodded.

"Yes, dear. As are you. I think that it's rather a sign that something is wrong. Julie, what is it? Do you fear us so?"

White... Laughed. It wasn't something that fit, being too manly by far. Tiera got it, and finally, it seemed so did Orange. She moved quickly, a single blow lashing out faster than Tiera could follow, which, amazingly, White dodged by throwing herself backwards before it happened. It was still close and the fight didn't last long, even with the pearl colored woman showing far more ability than Tiera would have dreamed. She seemed to know what was coming and acted before it was launched.

Still, Orange was faster, stronger and in the end the superior fighter. She knocked Julie out with a few sharp blows and then looked at the rest of the room.

"We'll need a brig. Is she working against us? Why?"

It was Doris that answered, her voice calm and not showing any worry over the fight at all.

"That's an unknown. She feels wrong however and has been working to subject the rest of you since she came aboard. She also doesn't fear the Baron here, which should be the case. I can't work out why Julie would try to do that, in particular. If asked I would have said that she was one of the more avid supporters of this program."

 Tiera moved over and took the woman under the arms. White was larger than she was, but she dragged her to the corner of the room and formed what seemed like a thick glass box around her there, to keep her in. Then, as an afterthought, she made certain it had air flowing both in and out. She had a sudden urge to just send her off into space, but held back, since they needed to chat with her first.

"She's likely a clone of White, not Julie herself. The mind inside her is Cordes however. I can't say for certain, but it seems to be the same one that Tor and Cordes Blue have..." That worried her, a thing that overwhelmed her own fear suddenly. "Gray, or at least a clone with a Gray mind, told me once that she was planning to wipe out everyone, except for clones of the Ancients, trying to make a perfect world or something. There were a few lines in there that sounded like she was talking about bringing back the dead too."

That got a grunt from Alice and an angry look that seemed half ready to go on a killing spree. Tiera could feel that herself, but tried to keep the rage in. She was so angry at the moment, but didn't know why. That had been her life for a long time, so she had coping skills for it at least. Casting around as hard as she could, she fought for silence within her mind again. It was a struggle, but helped a bit.

Alice moved and hit the table top, hard enough it made a powerful thump, though it didn't move at all.

"Damn them!" Her accent was suddenly a lot thicker than it had been, and she hit the thing several more times in frustration, her eyes getting huge. "They have no right to do this! We're only now getting the world back, and they want to kill us all off? Cordes is behind this, I don't doubt. Even dead the bastard can't let well enough alone, can he?" She glared at the waking form of White, who didn't stand, or even sit yet, just groaning a little over in her new home. "So, we need to strike, find out who's working with him, who he's infected with his warped mind, and kill them all. Before they can do whatever it is they have planned."

That got Tiera to move toward her, both understanding the sense of her solution, and agreeing with it, and ready to fight, right then, if she had to.

"Except that Tor is one of them and I won't let you do that. We have to find some other way." Which started a whole lot of different reactions from the room suddenly.

Karen started to cry, if silently, and Havar looked just a little too vindicated for the situation. Sam had a weapon in his hand, and Doris was holding very still, watching Orange closely. That last one made sense, because it was clear she was about to attack, and it had been Tiera that was telling her what to do.

Instead she gritted her teeth hard, making powerful jaw muscles stand up on either side and exhaled in a long hiss. It made her sound like an angry cat, but she didn't lash out at anyone at all.

"I understand Tiera. I'll try to think of another way for your brother." It was a remarkable concession, but Karen sobbed a bit, wet tracks going down her cheeks already.

After a moment of silence, the room refocusing on her, she shook her head. It was one of the most forlorn things Tiera had ever seen. The move of a person truly defeated.

"We can't though, can we? He isn't just some Ancient, or only a good fighter, he's Tor. He's The Builder. Perhaps one of the greatest that has ever lived already, and he's only twenty. Every moment we wait he gets more powerful and we have less and less that we can do to stop him. We can't take him prisoner. I don't mean we shouldn't, I mean we can't. He'd fight us on that, or run, and in either way he's better than we are. I'm not even certain we can kill him really. Maybe if he disarmed and lost his shield, but if it was all out, and he had just what he normally does on him? No."

That got a dark laugh from the new cell on the far side of the chamber, the black glasslike floor and walls gleaming, but coldly now that the mood had changed.

"Ah, a bit of a wrinkle in the plan then?" Julie spoke warmly, but not in the same voice she'd used before at all. "It's more than that you know. You can't stop us. I planned this out for over two thousand years, setting every piece in place perfectly, readying the day. Everything had gone well, within what I expected as well. Everything. I'd ask you to join up, but I don't think so. Not now. You aren't going to change your minds." She sighed, and then chuckled again, seeming almost pleasant and conversational. "No worries, you won't be totally lost. We've recorded all of you, you know. Blue saw to that. The fact is that you can't win, and never could."

There was a pause, one that seemed to take forever to Tiera, as she watched the woman reach down, her knees bending, to touch the floor. At first she didn't get it, but Sam did, and he yelled suddenly.

"Off! Off!" It was panicked, and an odd way of communicating it, but Tiera got it anyway.

She dropped into a focused state, not having a choice, and ran at full speed toward the glass wall she'd put up, making it drop just before she smacked into it. Cordes White was still bending down, which was slower than running, but she didn't have near the same distance to travel either, so it was a real race. The woman looked up, her incredibly lovely face smiling at her, the ice blue eyes twinkling.

 The soft hand touched the floor, well before the distance Tiera had to travel was covered, but nothing happened for a moment. Just as the impulse started to go out, into the ship, seeking the amulet to turn the whole thing off and kill them all, there was a crunch, as White collided with her shield, which was an hard as stone compared to her delicate flesh.

Then they fought, which ended a few moments later, with another sickening crush, as White had her head caved in by Orange. The woman stood back and looked at the scene, not moving at all.

White was dead. Probably even past saving with a healing amulet, since the back of her head was truly caved in, bits of gray matter showing from under the blood. Tiera was on the ground, and had been under Julie, trying to keep her from touching anything, while getting ready to do something similar to that herself, if she could.

Teamwork was a good thing, so she didn't feel bad about it, over all.

"Crap. Fucking, total, unbelievable crap! Well, a little flaw in our plan then, if all the clones are willing to die in order to see this done." Alice looked at Doris and seemed ready to lay waste to anyone that got in her way.

Sam spoke, having not left his post by the door, an explosive weapon still trained on the fallen form of White.

"I... Agree with Karen and Alice. We have to stop these people and we can't take any more risks. This one, White... I nearly started fighting with you when you moved, to protect her and I knew she was bad. If the rest can bring anything like that to the fight at all, or look like people we know, then what else can we do?" The worst part there, for Tiera at least, was that she knew he was right. They all were.

But Tor was her brother. There had to be something that could be done. Some way to make it so that he'd be spared.

"The others, at least this one and Blue, Cordes Blue I mean, they both had those sets from childhood right? The Rhetistics that put a full mind in place? Tor is different, he has a personality too. Maybe he can fight it? I..." What she was doing was busily grasping at straws.

Doris however regarded her peacefully and after a few moments of deep thought, agreed.

"I cannot assure that, but it seems our best hope there. Tor is a formidable person, for one so young. He dedicated himself to his chosen task and in doing so has learned great control over his own being. Cordes, the version inside him, is much older however. About five hundred years. To think that he has no influence would be foolish, but perhaps we can do something to..." She faltered, which wasn't like her at all. Her face locked into place, looking like a slightly rounder version of white. Not as pretty, but so close that it didn't matter as far as most people went, if she wished to push things with them.

 Tiera nodded.

"I know. I can see it. I just can't do it. I have to try and save him, even if it's stupid and gets me killed."

It was Alice that changed everything, back in control of herself suddenly.

"Well, right now we need to do some things. First we need to see if Julie lives. The place to do that is in the Antarctic. I believe, if we are careful that we can take Cordes Blue without issue. That won't work if all the Blue's are against us however. Either way, we can use their equipment to find her. Let's get Digs to set a course and sequester the body. I don't wish to frighten the crew."

Havar nodded.

"We should also assure Crewman Smith that he doesn't have to turn the craft off yet. Tiera set him the task of making certain the ship wasn't taken."

That got Alice Orange to give a very fierce looking grin.

"Excellent. Very good thinking."

They had to fix things and hide the body in a floating box, made to look more like a casket than something with treasure in it. It was plain and looked like raw pine, made with no decorations at all. There was a seam that showed where the lid was, but nothing else.

It didn't take long to find the right spot, only about fifteen minutes, and another twenty to descend on the icy place at the bottom of the world.

The first time Tiera had seen it, the thing had looked wrong, like it didn't fit, but now that she'd seen other things with similar construction, she got the idea. It was made of seamless metal, assembled slowly over a long time, but super strong and durable, as well as being highly insulated, so that they didn't lose much heat to the elements. A kind of metallic foam, was how it had been explained to her by Blue three. It was gray at the moment, but looked different depending on the light. It was a bit dark out right now.

The full craft they were in was far too large to fit in the entry dock, which was in the side of the artificial mountain the Blue's lived in, so Tiera waved at Alice with an idea.

"We can use my Fast Craft to go over. We'll need an air lock..." That, even though she'd been to the moon, was about the end of what she knew in that regard. Luckily Alice had a plan for it already, so that part didn't take long.

It involved a very large, and empty room at the back of the vehicle, one with plain flooring and a high ceiling. There were even lines on the ground to tell her where to set her craft up and then where to float it around, in case they had other such things in there. It was very efficient seeming and not a thing that Tiera would have ever bothered to dream up at all.

The dead clone was loaded into the back, by Karen and Havar, who didn't need to be asked to do it, and for some reason they all climbed in when it was time for them to leave. Not Wendy, who opted to stay on the bigger craft, feeling more than a little worked up already, but Smith, who'd held his hand on the wall in the hallway, ready to end them all, he got in and looked frightened, but determined to do what he could, no matter how little, or much, that was.

His boss, Alice, didn't stop him either, so Tiera didn't mention it.

No one even said anything when Sam passed the slightly older man that looked a lot like himself a force lance either. They both glanced at Havar, but he didn't even blink about it.

Aunt Alice shook her head, instead of giving concrete orders.

"We don't know what we'll find. If we need to fight, do it. If it seems like we're losing, then the fighters will stand and buy time for Sam, Doris and Smith to run. Someone has to make certain they see to ending this, if we fail."

It was actually a very good point, wasn't it? They were already in the docking section of the fake metal mountain, and unlike last time the open gap closed behind them, the outer room warming enough that when she got out, her breath wasn't showing in the air. It certainly made it all much more pleasant.

 She took the vehicle all the way down, leaving the casket in the back to float along behind Karen, who had the control for it on her. Doris moved directly to the main control panel and spoke with an even tone that sounded a lot less like an invasion than what Tiera had been planning to use. It was the smarter thing to do, but she was a bit worked up from the fight still. Ready to do more if she had to.

"Hello, within. This is Doris, of command section two. We have several visitors from Noram, as well as Alice Orange. May we come to visit?" It sounded polite enough that the wall didn't keep them out this time, a door simply forming to the right of them almost instantly, a panel in the blue-gray expanse simply sliding to the side.

That led to a little room that was hard to fit everyone and the box into, but with a bit of careful arranging they managed it. Then it felt like they were falling briefly. Moving downward, at a bit less than the speed of falling.

 When the door opened they were met by Blue Four. She was the youngest, and being a clone, looked like all the others, exactly, except that she was smaller. The Blues all went by she, except for Cordes, and they did look like decently attractive, if less than busty, women. They weren't though. They were hermaphrodites, which meant they had both genders, not just one.

They also all had the personality of a throw rug, but weren't hard to get along with, just flat and emotionless for the most part. Again, except Cordes, who was just a bit... off.

Four bowed however, getting one back from everyone, including Orange. She was the Noram Ambassador after all, so she knew the tricks now. She'd taken time to learn them when she'd been visiting.

"Greetings. I am Blue Four. May I inquire as to the reason for your arrival here?" It had that same bluntness that all but Cordes used. It was expected, so Tiera moved forward and put a hand out to touch her arm.

"Hello Four. We have some serious things to discuss. We'll need to talk to all of you about it, if possible. I also have a communications device for you, back on the new ship. You'll like that, I think. Space worthy and decently quick. It would be most efficient to explain to all of you at once, if possible?" She made the effort to speak clearly and logically, since all of the people they were meeting with did.

"I will enquire. Perhaps refreshments? I can have the processor make almost anything you wish."

It was true, but also a waste of energy, which meant she was trying to follow Noram guest rules, rather than the ones the Antarctic normally held to.

"Not needed, thank you. We recently dined."

"Very good. One moment."

If it had been anyone else, Tiera would have expected a trap to be sprung and still stood in the hallway they were left in with a level of alertness that she normally reserved for being actively attacked. Karen and Havar did better, and the Ancients looked nearly at home, just chatting lightly in some language that she didn't know, but no doubt Blue would. It had some similarities to Noram standard, but wasn't.

Sam worked himself into a meditative state, and she followed along, trying to be perceptive of the flow around her, the fields and information coming in.

Only Smith seemed really nervous then, but the man was very far from home and it wasn't that strange for him to seem that way, was it? He was fighting his very genetic pattern to do what he was, and so far, winning. It took more courage than most ever showed and more than that, he had to do it over and again, each day. Like the others in the program with him. Even the merchant and noble types were taking a risk, going into the unknown.

She was thinking that when Four came back with the others, and gestured for them to follow into a side room that had chairs and a table. It was a very blue space, everything decorated that way, from the table top itself, to its legs, the chairs and every surface around them. The only variation was that some of the shades were slightly different from the others, so that you didn't go mad from it. Just nearly.

 It took work to get the box in, but a few minutes later they were all settled, Cynthia Blue regarding them all blankly, her nose covered with just enough freckles, all very light, to break up her otherwise pale skin.

"You have information for us?"

Alice stood, and nodded, smiling a bit.

"Correct. There is a massive attempt to take over the planet, one which includes the mass extinction of humanity, which is happening right now. We know that Cordes is instrumental, and believe that Gray is also involved. We have the body of a Julie White clone with us, that holds a Cordes Rhetistic set. The head is caved in, but you should be able to tell enough to assure yourself of the validity of the claim. Right now we need to take your Cordes in, and possibly kill him."

Tiera waited for the fight to start, or at least something like that to happen, instead Blue just regarded the version of her that was Cordes and nodded. Then she turned back to Orange and made a very atypical sidelong glance at Doris.

 "Understood. Naturally the assumption will be that since I put the Cordes Rhetistics in place, I might be involved in the rest of it? If this is the actual situation. First, we should examine the evidence you bring. Cordes, please go to the holding chamber, until that is finished? Then we can hold a civilized conversation about the whole thing and see what might be done about it, whatever it actually is."

Cordes stood, but reached into her pocket, the slight swell of hip giving the heavy blue fabric enough of a bulge to hide what he pulled from it. It wasn't a standard weapon at all, looking like a thin crystalline plate about the size of Tiera's palm, instead.

He looked at Blue directly, smiling and seeming a little too pleased, given everything.

"No. I think it's time for me to leave instead. Thanks for all the help, Cynthia, but all good things, and all that." Hefting the tiny card he waved it a bit. "This is a bioactive film covered high yield explosive. If I drop this, or die while holding it, it will create a blast so large that none of you will survive it. Not even with your rather brilliant shields." Then he winked once. "Or you might, but-"

He froze, the decently good looking mouth suddenly hanging open, as Smith turned on his heel, and ran away.
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Sam followed, and after about three heartbeats, never even bothering to look surprised by the turn of events, Doris did too. That was the plan after all. If it looked like they were losing, those three were to run away and the rest of them were to stay and buy them time. To that end, Tiera carefully moved in front of the still open doorway.

"Cynthia, can you open the doors for my craft?" She managed to sound like she wasn't about to die, which was a good thing. She did sound a bit like she was going to rip Cordes a new hole, somewhere in his body, but the situation was tense and that, anger, even rage, was her main fallback position in life.

Changes aside, you had to go with what you knew, didn't you?

"Open the bay doors, seal after three pass. Then lock the facility. Cordes may not leave." That seemed to mean something to the bomb holding Blue.

At least she made a sound that seemed like she was gargling for a half moment.

"Do you think that matters? If I die, another will take my place. A thousand more at need. You can't stop me. It's too late for that. All you can do is die. The only choice you have is to go gracefully, or screaming against it." Then she sneered, derisively, which was the wrong thing to do, to Tiera's way of thinking.

She attacked. It was an very different thing than anyone would have expected from her, no doubt, since she leaped on the woman and grabbed her arm, pulling not on the metallic looking crystal, in it's very shiny silver color, but on her thumb, breaking it almost instantly.

No one else moved to help, but after staring for a second Havar pulled something from his jacket and closed with them.

"We can take her arm with a cutter and not kill her, can't we? Then heal her?"

Tiera didn't really know, but grunted a single word anyway as the Blue started to fight back, slapping at her shield and almost getting away several times. It seemed that she didn't want that to happen at any rate.

"Now." If she were wrong, they had to hope the others could get the word out and not die in the blast. The Baron didn't hesitate, taking her hand instead of the whole thing.

Tiera was holding it and it still tried to move, clutching at the device, but not with any strength at all. After she pried the explosive free, she tossed the thing across the room, only to see that Karen was already healing the woman. Cordes.

With the hand off.

That made sense, if they were going to end up killing her anyway. She was very tempted to do all the limbs, but they needed to have her cooperation at some point, and doing that would make it a little hard to get. At least Tiera wouldn't have told someone anything if they'd done that to her, so had to figure Cordes wouldn't either.

She pulled out her Truth amulet and put it around Cynthia Blue's neck first. After all, if she were guilty, they had to know about it fast.

"What did you know about this? Be detailed and do not lie."

The cream and yellow glow surrounded her perfectly, and the woman spoke without hesitation.

"Over two thousand-five hundred years ago, Cordes came and asked me to help him store his memories, fearing that he might be of diminishing capacity mentally. That turned out to be the case. I first created the copy, as requested, then developed a technique to implant large Rhetistical sets in place, in a young mind. That hadn't been feasible before, but utilizing several disparate technologies, I can now manage. Occasionally I would add these sets to individuals as they were born in different locations around the world. Normally those in impoverished conditions, so that the Cordes mentality could improve the lot of those around them. It was as he requested."

The story was a very long one, but the underpinnings were clear. The man had set Blue up, knowing what to say and do so that she'd thought he was being selfless, and that the project had both merit and value to the world. It was kept secret as well, but that wasn't hard, since, as she clearly stated, until recently, most of the others hadn't been communicating regularly.

Cordes Blue made a face and glanced at her healed stump.

"And then eighty years ago a little clone was hatched right here, and mommy put my big bad brain, right in her little darling, never giving her a chance to be anything else. Then I used every opportunity I could find to spread myself far and wide. I made an agreement with Gray long ago, and we've worked closely, having similar goals now. It doesn't matter what you know, because you can't find us all. You can't stop us." There was a wink that seemed smarmy and nearly got the woman punched by Tiera then, and did have Blue Two take a single step forward.

She wasn't angry, but had something in her hand anyway. A needle.

"You used our facilities for your plan? You used us in an attempt to destroy humanity? That cannot be allowed." She walked to him and gave the Blue in front of her the shot, her eyes misting a bit as she did.

Tiera was a bit amazed by it. She knew it wasn't a thing to make Cordes talk, since she already was, or do anything good in particular, because what would that be? Pain medication? No, this was either something that killed, or that would really hurt.

It was the tears, from Cynthia, Two and Four. Tiera had actually thought they didn't have that kind of emotion at all, but it seemed they could show grief.

Cordes smiled and shook her head.

"You think this means anything? Weren't you listening? Nothing you do-" Then, instantly, she fell to the left and stopped doing anything at all. No talking, or breathing, not even a twitch was left. She fell from her blue chair, in the blue room, having never really been Blue at all.

Orange made a face, but at the fallen form, not the others.

"Too bad, we might have gotten a bit more from her. Well, let's see to this then, and connect with the ship. We aren't done. We came to find Julie, and if the rest of you can function, we could use help with that. Then... We need a plan. A very good one, because I fear that Cordes there was right and we are at a very serious disadvantage here. The best we may manage is to take everyone out, leaving nothing for our enemies." She sounded dark about it, and as if that actually made sense.

Tiera felt it, sure, but she knew it was wrong. It was better to have some kind of world left than nothing, even if they weren't in it. She didn't say that, because she was more than willing to change her mind and being willing to do that might be all they had as leverage against the others.

Four stood, tears still streaming down her pale cheeks for her now dead sister, but she nodded at Alice and left the room at a jog. That probably meant something, but it could have simply been that she needed to be sick. It wasn't that, since she returned a few minutes later, holding a small screen that had a white blinking light on it. One that showed a position, overlaid on a map.

"She remains in Soam, in her main city there. Maya. This will lead you to her, or at least to the bio-signs that match hers. I shall begin a cataloging and tracking of the historical data on the rest of the immortal population."

Tiera nodded, then gave the woman a hug, after she passed the pad off.

"Right after you and Two are cleared."

They weren't, thankfully, part of it at all. Two had more information than Four did, but it wasn't anything important, just observations that seemed different about Cordes, now that she knew that there was something going on. Trips that had made sense at the time, but could have been more complicated, things like that.

They were all very sad, Tiera realized, but they didn't let their loss paralyze them, working through it instead, trying to make up for whatever they saw as their part in the whole mess. It was touching, but Tiera had to make herself be sensitive to their feelings, not really caring at the moment. That was wrong of her, she knew.

Tor was exactly the same as Cordes Blue. Less controlled by the Ancient King, perhaps, but more dangerous, if he was handled wrong. Like the others, she didn't really think they could do anything to stop him at all. Much less save him. They hadn't been able to safely remove Rhetistics at all yet. Not ever. Those that had tried, always perished in the attempt.

Alice filled them in on that as they stood in the blue room, trying to figure out what to do next.

Karen sighed and shook her head.

"We need to talk to everyone and make sure they aren't part of this. If we find those that are... We kill them. We need to be better about getting information from them too, even if it is just ranting and lording their victories over us. Anything we can find out might make a difference. I... How can we fight the Ancients? How can we win? Can we at all?"

Cynthia looked at Karen and then spoke with no inflection or facial expression.

"Yes. This is a clever operation, but so far you've encountered two versions of the man, and defeated him both times. They are not without flaws. We all have them. The important thing now is for each of us to stay on plan and not deviate, unless required by new circumstances." There was no hedging to the words, even though there was no real plan yet. What could they do?

Alice looked at Havar directly.

"Black next then. My brother. He respects men more than women, so it will be most effective for you and Sam to approach him. The women may go, but I think that will work better than Tiera speaking." She looked at the younger woman and blinked very slowly, as if it had meaning. She didn't really get it, but tried to pay attention to her field, reading her as she finished the statement. She tapped along as she did it, as if agitated.

"Listen Tiera, I want you to go and watch them, but not speak, unless spoken too. He might remember you from before, or he may not, either way..."

The field said something very different though. Listen, I want you to remember.

Like she didn't always? 

Then, as if things were simply done, they left, flying out in Tiera's other Fast Craft. It was her Timon one, so slower, but larger, which was good, since it was going to be a long trip.

Alice surprised them all then.

"Back to Noram first. We need Green and then Brown first. They might be used in this, but won't mean to be. Like Blue. Then Lyn Red, I think."

Karen didn't make a face but did look a bit less than perfectly with the program.

"Why tell Blue that we were going to Tellerand then? She was cleared..."

Tiera answered, knowing that one herself. Green had told her.

"We need supplies, and to regroup. Black is probably with us as well, but he still needs to be handled carefully, from what I've seen. This is very dangerous and every single place we go, we're being watched. Perhaps all of us. I don't know if the sensors can hear us inside here, I don't think so, but outside, anywhere, even in a house... We have to just figure that's going to be heard."

The nifty thing about growing up a noble that both Karen and Havar had that Tiera had totally missed out on, was the natural and pervasive knowledge that there were spies everywhere. Both of them simply understood it the second the words where said and stopped talking, just in case.

That wouldn't work either, but it was a real start.

Alice agreed, and then sat back, reclining her seat to take a nap, since it was going to be twelve hours or more from where they were, given everything.

"That, plus I need to check on my crew and make certain they aren't readying for war without me. It wouldn't do to simply leave them at loose ends, being as new as they all are. I haven't even gotten the people from Austra yet."

Those were all good points, weren't they? Besides, Tiera really had to find a way to do something about Tor, and the current plan gave her more time for that. So far there was nothing at all that she could think of, but maybe Timon, or one of the others, would be able to?

If nothing else it was a chance for him. She wasn't just going to let them kill him, unless there was no other way. If that happened, well, then she'd have to do it herself, most likely. Tiera was the only one that could get close enough. Maybe at least. She'd failed Regina, and that was partly his fault, but not totally. Especially not if Cordes had made it happen, trying to weaken her.

Had he been responsible for the changes made to Timon too?

She didn't know. But she had to find out.

Then, really, she knew, the whole thing suddenly coming very clear to her, she didn't, did she? What she needed was a way to save Tor, and the rest... well, that would have to wait. She could save him, and then blame him for the rest of his life, if it turned out to all be him.

Of course that all meant she had to survive. That... Well, with something to do like save the world, she was a bit more interested in that, for the time being. It may not last, and she was ready to go out in a blaze of heroic glory, of course, but for now it was enough to keep her interest.

 "Can we stop by the Capital first? I need to let Timon know about all this, or..."

Alice shook her head, emphatically, then relented a little.

"Sorry, he's a bit too good looking for me to trust, young or not. I suppose, but when we fill people in, from now on, or talk about things, we do it in orbit. Understood? Don't even trust to magic for this. We take no risks we don't have to. Anything less will probably get us killed."

Tiera shrugged with one shoulder, not caring if anyone saw it.

"Agreed. We'll probably all die anyway, but hey, what is life for? The hard part will be making sure that Tor doesn't find out."

That got agreement too.

Then they didn't speak until they got back to Noram, no one wanting to make the mistake that cost them everything.

Tiera made plans, some of which were going to be very, very hard. She'd need to learn to control her mind like Doris did, and do it fast, or Tor would figure it all out instantly.

Timon... Well, he was upset with Tor anyway, so it might work for them to just not talk, but it would be better if he got further away. He'd been supposed to attend the Printer school in the fall, but hadn't. He could do it now though, Tiera bet. She'd get with Countess Printer and use a little leverage and a bribe or two to make that happen. Trice would be the hard part. She and most of Tor's close friends. They'd give things away, thinking about it, if they knew, which meant...

They'd have to lie. Keep things secret and do their work as far away from Lairdgren as possible. While she stayed there and pretended that everything was perfectly all right.

On top of that, she'd have to go and confront her mother, which was a thing that she'd been avoiding. If she was Gray... Well, it was easy to say that she'd stop her, but could she? That would have to be very soon, she realized, hoping that something would come up to let her avoid it altogether.

It was an almost impossible plan, but when nothing else was available, you did whatever you could.

No matter how much it hurt.

Then, not waiting, still piloting her Fast Craft, Tiera held her mind as silent as possible, and didn't think at all, for a very long time.

Doing nothing but her task and feeling the growing silence within.
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