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Tor had been angry before in his life, but it had never been like this. Not exactly. 

Rage swept through him, a red-hot thing that made him feel like he wanted to kill someone. Like he had to and there was no real choice in the matter. Honestly it was a lot worse than that, because it didn't just feel like he should kill a single person, but everyone on the whole planet. His heart raced with it, his body shook and he felt like he couldn't breathe it was so bad.

The feeling was one he'd had before, but again, this time was different. 

Once, nearly two years before, he'd gone into a combat rage and nearly destroyed part of the Capital, just because his fiancé had been calling him names in public. It had been petty and silly of him to let something that small get to him, but it had at the time. At the moment though he knew there wasn't any kind of excuse at all. He had to bite his lip and turn away from the woman standing beside him, so she wouldn't see the pure rage on his face.

Because his oatmeal was cold.

Tor forced himself to take a deep breath and blanked his mind like he did when a combat rage was about to take him, not speaking to the serving girl for nearly a minute, even though she stood right next to him anxiously, obviously understanding something was wrong, if not what. Finally he made himself smile and shook his head, a thing that he hoped wasn't too negative. He still felt severely upset, but really didn't want her to know about it. It wasn't her fault and even if it had been it was only cereal. 

He'd asked for the meal to be ready at seven and it had been delivered perfectly on time, but then he hadn't come down to the table until nearly half an hour later, because he'd been too sore to move, so soaked in the bath for a longer time trying to use heat to loosen himself up. It had even worked to a small degree, so he really couldn't complain about the effect. Even if it did mean cold food for breakfast.

"Um... Thanks. Sorry I didn't get down here when I said I would." There. It didn't fix the anger totally, but it let the girl actually get back to the kitchen so he wouldn't accidently yell at her or something rude like that. 

It was a bit scary, but calming down before speaking had probably saved her life, he realized. More than a just a little bit too. He'd been really close to lashing out at her, an innocent. He wasn't a killer, so feeling that way, like he'd strike at someone who was only trying to do what had been asked of them was crazy. Real, honest to everything, flat out insane.

Tor took a bite of the food, sticky and dry now, thanks to sitting about for the extra time he'd taken and choked it down. It tasted like death, which got him to calm down more once he noticed that part of things. After all, cold death was slightly preferable to it being warm, wasn't it? The flavor wasn't real, just something his subconscious mind had cooked up for him, to punish him for having killed several people. To his way of thinking he only deserved it for one of them, but that didn't seem to matter to his deeper self. Death was death and killing, no matter how needed, was murder.

The thought got a voice to whisper in his right ear. It was a soft thing, menacing and female. The voice of Daria Serge, the now dead daughter of the equally dead Glost Serge, who until three days before had been the Premier of Austra. Tor had pretty much collected the data for the plan that killed them both and suggested how it could be done... to people he knew would act on it. That meant it was his responsibility. His guilt to bear.

The girl from his subconscious mind laughed at him.

"Oh? Am I the one you don't think deserves it? I can't for the life of me see who else it could be."

Tor didn't respond. It was just a voice in his head after all. Talking to it would look worse than just hearing it did. At any rate she was kind of right, wasn't she? It wasn't so much that Box, the brother of his friend and business partner Debbie, hadn't needed to die as much as that death shouldn't have had Tor involved at all. He'd reacted and executed the man, a confessed murderer, to keep Debbie from being forced to do it as his only local family member. That didn't mean Box was innocent. Tor knew for a fact that the man had raped and killed women, some of them just girls. He'd confessed. It wasn't coerced even. Tor had been there for the whole thing.

Shaking his head he ate the oatmeal, not leaving any, even though he probably didn't have to be that careful about it anymore. It was just habit not to waste anything if he could help it. After he finished Tor didn't bother moving at all, since that would hurt. Instead he just sat, wondering what he was supposed to do for the day. Get some gold for his ship's Captain, Petra Ward, and probably check in with the King. As long as he could calm the heck down first. Otherwise he needed to run off to the woods or at least go hide where no one innocent could find him. Otherwise he was going to murder someone else and things would just get worse. If the scent of rot and death in his nose got any stronger, Tor was probably going to have to take a cutter to it, or maybe remove his head at the neck. It was awful already, he couldn't stand it if it got more powerful.

The girl came back and hesitated at the door of the room, just waiting for him to leave, or say something to her. That would be the polite thing for him to do, especially since he was the one being a jerk and getting mad for no reason.

"I'm finished. Thank you." He looked at her for a few seconds as she moved closer to him, her eyes averted for some reason. At first he figured it was just so she wouldn't have to look at him, being as ugly as he was, but then he made himself remember that he wasn't really. That was something that existed only inside his mind. People claimed he was nice looking even and the mirror showed that he was no worse than average. It was a built in thing to keep him from being too vain or something. His grandfather, Count Lairdgren, had it too. 

Unless he was lying about the whole thing. That probably wasn't the case, but Tor just couldn't help being suspicious of everything for some reason. The man may be him for the most part, if a vastly older version, but that didn't mean they were exactly alike. For one thing, Burks had probably just eaten his own breakfast like a normal person and not sat at the table brooding when it was finished. 

That thought got Tor to stand up and stretch, which hurt a lot worse than it should, producing a wave of red pain that washed over him. Trying to cover the wince he smiled at the new serving girl and took a half breath to steady himself.

"Sorry, I don't think I know your name yet. If we've been introduced and I've forgotten, I apologize in advance." He smiled at her again, which got her to blush a little, even if she wasn't looking directly at him. 

"Forgive me my lord. I'm new here. My name's Sandra... Mills, sir." She sounded humble and even a bit contrite, though that shouldn't have been the case. Of course she was new and didn't know to just call him Tor, like everyone else.

"Nice to meet you Sandra. If you need anything while I'm here, please let me know. I mean, you know, if you need help settling in or anything. Well, or gold, that kind of thing. I mean, not to waste, but if something important comes up. An emergency or something." He felt stupid for having said it as the girl turned a deeper red, but she didn't run away or do anything except start clearing the dishes. His bowl got knocked into his lap by accident, which oddly enough made him feel better, even as the girl started to panic and made a grab for it. Dropping his water cup on him at the same time. He'd left a swallow in the bottom, which now slopped onto his lap, leaving a cold wet line of slightly darker brown. 

That got the cup snagged from his lap as he yelped a bit.

"I'm so sorry. I... My lord..." She looked mortified at least, but it was funny. At least nothing had been too hot. And here he'd been angry about it being cold. That showed him, didn't it? 

"Don't worry about it. I need to change for my day anyway. Here..." He didn't close his eyes to make the clothing amulet shift to his work clothes, which was basically an all black military outfit, though done in what looked like velvet and silk. It was probably a little showy for everyday wear, but he liked it and it was free. He'd made the amulet himself.

Sandra gasped.

"Magic." She said it as if it was unusual, but the whole mansion they were in was made of the stuff. Almost everything in the place was too. Still, she seemed impressed. That would fade in a few days, Tor figured.

"You don't have one of these yet? How about the rest of the staff?" He watched as she shook her head.

That probably meant they didn't have anything else either, like temperature control devices or shields. They should have those if they were working for him, just in case anyone tried to kill him for some reason. It wasn't common, but it had been known to happen now and again. The day before in fact, as an example. Tor would have to get on that. 

More to the point he'd have to get the Lairdgren group on it. It would be good practice for them. Farlo could do it. She was the slowest at making copies still, so could use the practice. Not that it was his job to assign her duties, but he knew her boss... Sandra Morris.

Tor laughed again and reached out with his mind, using his own field pattern to sense the girl next to him. It wasn't something he should be doing, field reading like that, but it happened almost as a reflex, even if he was damaged at the moment.

"You even gave me your real first name and you almost fooled me! Impressive. The shocked look over me using magic was probably a little overdone, but in all not a bad job." 

He didn't even get through the last sentence before the girl tapped her chest, using focus to turn off the disguise, and shifted into her normal form. It made her better looking, darker skinned and about thirty pounds lighter. It was always easier to add weight than take it off with the devices. After a few seconds she screwed up her mouth and shook her head.

"Well, That's two golds gone. Sam bet me I couldn't fool you for half an hour. I barely made twenty minutes. You didn't even have to read me first. Hardly a good job." She didn't seem too upset about the loss though. Then she shouldn't. If she wasn't rich yet, it was only because she'd spent most of her time working for the Kingdom instead of moving out into the world and setting up shop. Most of the kids had deals going on the side though, making enough coin to keep them all fed and housed plus a good bit.

Tor shook his head, but didn't comment on the bet. It was probably a sign that they were getting bored. That or Sam had a plan he hadn't shared with Tor for some reason. A thing that might need the others to be able to pass for different people on command. That was fine, since Tor had one for him too.

"We need to have a meeting, as soon as everyone has breakfast. Could you see to that? I mean, since they're your crew and all." Tor didn't want to boss her around, but the Lairdgren group, made of school kids or not, was kind of working for the Kingdom at the moment. He was paying them for it too and everything. He was even the Kingdom's Counselor of Magic, which sounded official and everything. It was a made up title the King and Queen had come up with when it looked like he was going to die, but he'd managed to survive, which meant they were stuck with him now. At least until one of them decided he was too much of a pain in the rear to bother with and suggested he resign.

"Got it. Say in an hour? I can hurry everyone along if you need." She smiled a bit at him and put a hand on his left arm. It was too much contact for him at the moment, having recently been enraged like he was, but he didn't pull away from her. She meant well and was just trying to be his friend. It wasn't like he had so many of those he could afford to alienate any of them.

"No, an hour is good. In the side sitting room?" It was the only one Tor knew how to find for certain. They had more, but they could change location from day to day, depending on how Collette decided to decorate and where she wanted the rooms to be. She always left that one though. Probably figuring that he'd get lost otherwise. She was right if that was the case. His house was changed nearly every day.

Sandra nodded, then took the dishes away with her to the kitchen, her disguise going back on with a flick of a finger. Hopefully they wouldn't be too upset about losing their new worker on her first day. Then... it would be a good thing for Sandra to at least finish the shift. After the meeting of course. She was a Conserina first, which meant she didn't exactly have a strong working background. Her position was about as noble as you got without being one of the actual royal family after all. Between that and building magical devices for a living she'd be half useless in any kind of real situation as things stood. She needed some training in that kind of thing no doubt.

The whole group did. Including him. It wasn't like he was totally prepared for everything was he? At nineteen he wasn't exactly the worlds expert on anything. He did OK making magic, most of the time, but at the moment he was so damaged still that doing anything active would probably kill him. He could read fields, if he didn't do too much of it, but other than that he was pretty much useless as far as that kind of thing went. At the rate he was going he would be for months longer too.

Tor sighed and wondered what he was supposed to do again, and how he should get it done. Before he could face the pain of moving enough to leave for the day people started to walk into the room, a group of nearly twenty people in a large cluster. Austran spies led in by Denno Brown as if it was a secret mission or something. Well... Tor knew that not all of them were spies. Thirteen of them were real spies and two more had been sent by Austra as an emergency measure when the war had started, but they didn't have complete training so had mainly just hung around trying to get a feel for public opinion. The rest were family of the others. One of them a girl about ten years old, with brown hair cut shoulder length and Noram style dress in city tan. 

She looked scared, and he couldn't blame her for that at all. It turned out both her mother and father were spies and kind of had to leave the Kingdom as fast as reasonably possible now that they'd been found out. That made sense, Noram couldn't just leave them hanging about to do more spying, could they? The unfair part was that the kid had never even heard of Austra as more than a place her Kingdom was fighting with, that it was filled with evil, warlike people that wanted her dead and now she was going to have to go live there for the rest of her life. 

It wasn't kind or good, but what else could they do? Her parents just couldn't stay and being who they were didn't have other relatives the girl could go and stay with or anything like that. If she'd been a few years older he would have offered to foot the bill for her to go to one of the schools in Noram, so things wouldn't be too strange for her.

That would mean having to ferry her to her parents on breaks and things though. It could be done, if she wanted it. She looked pretty bright, eyes not dull, and attentive to her surroundings at least.

Denno smiled at him his hands going out as if he were going to deliver a hug, though thankfully he stopped almost five feet away.

"Tor. I assured everyone that they could just come down for food, rather than staying in their rooms the whole time. Is that alright?" His voice was silky and persuasive, as if it were something he might have to wheedle out of his brother.

"Of course it is. You all have the run of the house here and can even go into town if you want. I don't recommend that for most of you, since people may not be all that happy about having been spied on, but you aren't prisoners here. If you need anything, please feel free to ask. If you really need to go outside, please wear a shield and take guards with you. I'll have a box of things put back out by the front door. I... don't have guards. We can get some of the Lairdgren group to go though." It was the deal made, that they wouldn't be abused and would be treated like guests, not prisoners. Tor thought for a second, but couldn't really think of anything else he needed to provide for them. 

Maybe some music or light entertainments? Cards for games or something? Possibly some books to read? That could be done.

The whole group went very still then, except Brown who closed the distance between them and took his shoulder gently.

"Thank you Purple. That's very kind of you. Do you know when we're leaving?" It was said loudly enough for the whole group to hear, even though they kind of huddled together for protection for some reason. They'd earned the right to be afraid though, but it was wasted. If anyone tried to harm them before he got them home he and his friends would protect them. Even at the cost of their own lives. It was the agreement the King had made with Brown... that Tor himself would see to their safety and well being. Unless they turned out to be murderers, which no one here had at all.

Tor nodded, having been thinking about it already, it was based mainly on the soonest possible departure time. The faster they got out of the Capital the better off they'd all be. He hadn't been kidding when he said that some people might hold a grudge. Oddly enough those would likely be the regular people, not nobles, who were so used to being spied on they took it all as a matter of course and even applauded the Austrans on their good placements.

"As soon as we have the goods ready for the ship, which is being put together in Warden as we speak. I have to ship some gold in for that, but we should have it all ready by early tomorrow morning. We'll fly from here in Fast Carriages, which should take about an hour and a half or so to get there, maybe less, if no one has to stop to use the facilities. Then we leave directly. It should take about five days to get to Austra or so. We could make it faster if we just flew the whole way, but that kind of lacks the feeling of luxury we want. The King doesn't want it to look like we just loaded you all up as cargo and shipped you off without ceremony. Unfortunately we don't have time to put together a real crew. You get to eat my cooking for the trip I'm afraid." That and be waited on by a group of young builders. It probably wasn't the best idea ever, but they just didn't have time to get a full staff on board. Not without stringing things out far too long.

"I can help with that, if you want?" This came from a man that used to work in the royal kitchen as a baker. He was good, of course, or he couldn't have kept a position there. Tor hadn't planned on making them work at all, but shrugged.

"Honestly I could use the help. We don't have that many people going, about fifty I think, but that might grow pretty quickly. We should be set on bakers then, since several of my family are going to be with us. Can you cook too?" He might not be able to, Tor knew, if he'd specialized.

The man nodded though, smiling a bit.

"I can. I was a four star chef before I enlisted. It was why I was groomed for this position." He looked down, a bit embarrassed for some reason, but didn't explain why. It sounded like he was proud of the stars he had. Maybe it was a military thing? Like a rank?

"Good, um... Carlos. You can be in charge of the kitchen then and I'll do the baking. We may not even starve at this rate. Can I get with you later as to supplies? We'll want a list. Feel free to call it in to Warden if I'm not around. Ask for Petra Ward if she's there, if not just leave a message for her. She'll get it done." 

Everyone stood around staring at them both like they'd lost their minds, except Brown, who gestured toward the table.

"Erin, why don't you come sit by me? Your parents too. I don't know what they have for breakfast today, but I bet we can work out some kind of sweets for you." He addressed this to the little girl, who looked more than a little scared of the man, even if he was just about the best looking person in the world. For men at least. Julie White, the leader of Soam, was probably the best looking person over all. 

The girl didn't move and her parents looked at her uneasily, as if she might start crying at the man or something. She looked pretty upset, like it was just possible she could.

"Alright." She walked over to the ancient of Austra, eyes down the whole time, wiping her hands on the sides of her tan dress as she did. When she got to the table the good looking fellow pulled out a chair for her easily, as if they were old friends, not someone that had met her the day before. He was good that way, easy with people all the time.

Not like Tor, who always felt just a little shy around people he didn't know well.

He waved at the table, knowing it lacked grace, but not wanting anyone to feel awkward. Not more than they already were.

"Let's see what we have today. I had oatmeal myself, but I imagine the kitchen is up to a lot less boring things if you want them. I'll duck in and check." It was his job after all. Literally. That didn't mean he had to wait on them himself or anything, but he could at least make certain they didn't have to search out crumbs of food or beg at the kitchen door.

It took about three minutes for him to get to the right place and find Glaren, who was busily talking to her daughter Colette while her older daughter Bonita looked on. Glaren was divorced from their father, but both girls were still Baronettas for all that. That kind of thing didn't go away just because the mother changed part way through, for some reason.

"Mother..." Collette saw him and waved, which functionally told everyone to stop talking about whatever they were plotting. It wasn't against him, Tor was nearly certain of that, but it was suspicious anyway, since it hinted at trouble of some sort. That was probably just because of his mood, he knew, taking little things too seriously, but still... It bugged him.

"Hey all. Glaren? We have people looking for breakfast and more should be down soon. About thirty, I think. I said I'd see what was possible. I don't know what we have."

She clapped, which got six large people, all dressed in identical green uniforms, to grab large platters. They were covered, but Glaren didn't make him guess what it all was.

"Egg toast, fresh fruit, sweet rolls and fried ham. I know it might not seem that elegant, but we can also make whatever people want to order, if they don't mind waiting?" She grinned, because it sounded like a feast and the kitchen boss knew it. 

She was good at her job.

"Sounds perfect. I'll just hobble back and make sure everyone has enough. I... need to talk to all of you, before I leave. Tonight would be good. Your father too? And Nita, if you see him before I do, get Burks in for it? This is important. Don't invite Carol. Please, I mean. Not to this." It was rude to not invite someone, of course, especially their step-mother, but the woman had kind of promised to kill him, which was a good enough reason , socially speaking. Not that he was worried. Death would be a bit of a relief at the moment, to tell the truth.

No one asked why it was he didn't want Carol, though Glaren looked baffled as to why she'd been included. She shouldn't though. Tor liked her. Besides it was about her daughter, so of course she needed to be there. Family first and last, after all.

"OK, so, here I go... Walking out now and leaving the room as fast as possible... Seriously, going now..." He really did hobble, since everything hurt. Two days before he'd been in a fight. With a giant. The man hadn't touched him, but just delivering the beating had damaged him, as weak as he was at the moment. It felt like his whole body was sprained and that might not be too far from the truth. He couldn't use magic at the time, so he'd cheated in a different way, using mental tricks to make it seem like time had slowed, and pushing his body to the limits of what was possible for him. Now he was paying for it.

In more ways than one.

The food got set on the table and dished out to each person as they indicated what they wanted, the servers doing a good job of the whole thing. It took a few seconds for it all to click into place, but he recognized several of them. They weren't friends. Not even people that worked for him, or regular servers from the palace, though they dressed like they were.

No, they were Royal guards. There to keep an eye on things no doubt. 

It would have been nice if someone had mentioned it to him, but Tor decided not to make a big deal about it. It was likely that the King had ordered it and just figured that he'd pick up on it all instantly, so saying anything would be wasted effort. Then, the Royal guards might have just snuck over to do it on their own, if the actual command to do it had been forgotten. They weren't supposed to do things like that without being told too, but they weren't all that shy about taking advantage of Tor when it came up. Possibly other people too, but he knew they did it to him.

Brown nodded at the food.

"This is marvelous. Thank you Tor." He beamed as if serving them breakfast was special or something.

"Don't thank me, thank Collette and Glaren for putting it all together. I just live here." Tor grinned.

"Thank the nice Royal guards for serving it to you too. They volunteered to help out, since, you understand, the King wants to make sure nothing happens to anyone before we get you home and you aren't our responsibility anymore. Obviously it isn't meant as anything else, since they aren't using disguises and half of you probably know them all on sight." He raised his eyebrows but several of the Royal guards just nodded as if that was literally the truth.

One of them, an older man that Tor didn't know by name, but who'd helped him out with things a few times spoke, his voice gentle and calm. 

"Exactly, my Lord Baker. Her majesty suggested that we send some people over, and we volunteered. We were supposed to blend in, but we aren't here to act as guards, so no disguises, as you mentioned. We couldn't expect to get past Quavel or Kenner here at all without them." He got a roll set up on Erin's plate and smiled at the young lady, who looked at him wide eyed. After all, if you lived in Noram, you learned to fear the Royal guard, by reputation if nothing else.

"Would you like honey on your egg toast? Or perhaps maple syrup? We have both." He waited for the girl to decide, even as her parents both indicated they wanted the maple.

"Honey please." 

Tor nodded. Everyone in Noram had honey on their egg toast or pancakes. Maple syrup was eaten, but mainly on cakes. Most of the Austrans seemed to prefer it, but Erin and the others from Noram ate honey as was proper. Because they were of the land they were in. The one they all had to leave for whatever reason. It made him think hard for a few moments, being distracted only when the Lairdgren group came in to join them. 

They all looked a little shy about it, except Lyn, who took the chair directly next to Brown, and Tor's own brother Timon. He wanted to be called Weasel still, so Tor made the mental adjustment again so he wouldn't insult the boy by mistake. He was only eleven going on twelve in a few weeks, but a full Builder already, even without having gone to school for it. His mother and sister Tiera had gone to stay at the Thomson estate in town, since Count and Countess Thomson were there for another two weeks to see to matters of state after Postern. 

Weasel grinned as a strong looking tall woman in green stepped up behind him and started loading up a plate, leaning in to ask what he wanted very softly. Sandra got instant service too and so did Farlo. Everyone else had to wait though. The older man grimaced a little and shrugged at Tor, then walked over to where he stood near the wall, out of the way.

"Well, this skews things nicely, doesn't it? The nobles get served first, of course, but who goes after that? It's clear that the wizards are all important people and we were told to treat the Austrans as honored guests... There is no protocol for this though, or if there is, I don't know it. Any suggestions?" He sounded serious, so Tor thought about it for a moment. It was potentially important, wasn't it? 

Well, there was only one thing to do really.

Ask Quavel.

Spy or not the man had been the Queen's personal butler for over a decade. If anyone knew how to handle something like this he would. Tor made his way over slowly and whispered the problem in the man's ear, which got him to smile for some reason.

"Ah... Simple enough, in a situation where the rank, or relative position of a person is either unknown or cannot be judged, the correct thing is to start at the highest ranking person on either side of the table and then work down to the left. In this case it will require doubling back, since the highest ranking people sat in the wrong places, but I doubt anyone will mind overly. They probably won't even notice. All my people are just glad you haven't decided on a spot of torture first and the Lairdgren group is young enough to not worry overly about position yet, I think." He'd whispered all of this, so that no one else could hear him, except Tor. 

"Thanks." Tor went back to the Royal guard and explained it all, which got a simple nod from the fellow. He gave Quavel one too. 

Then they probably knew each other, having worked in the same place for all those years. It wasn't something that made Tor happy at all when he thought about it. They'd been very close to the royal family after all. Undetected until the Ancient of Austra had ordered them to all turn themselves in as a goodwill gesture. The shocking thing there had been that they all had. Tor would have bet they would have scattered, fearing for their lives. Apparently, for all their faults, the Austrans believed in their Ancient totally.

Then, they were from there, and Brown really was a good enough person. Not the sort to tell his people to sacrifice their lives on a whim.

That just meant that the Noram citizens going there for love, or in Erin's case because her parents had to, needed to be cared for by their own people in return. Some things were very different there, like the fact that people didn't hold to family as closely. The government didn't protect the people as much either, not that Noram was perfect that way, at least if you weren't wealthy or of noble birth. Still, that didn't mean he was going to leave them hanging in the wind, did it?

"Weasel, how much do you think it will cost to take someone to and from Austra once you start your fast transport service? It's about five thousand miles each way from here." Possibly more, but Tor thought that was about right.

The boy tilted his head a little and after a bit counted on his fingers.

"Ten gold for every thousand miles. The whole trip would be a hundred gold even." He took a bite of egg toast, which he ate with nothing on it, then watched Tor closely, as if he expected to be chastised for having his prices too high. 

Tor thought so, but Denno, and oddly Kenner, both nodded. It was Brown that spoke though.

"That's about right, given everything. It's less than a trip like that would be expected to cost otherwise going over land and sea and will take a fraction of the time. Really, given everything we might want to open a regular trip between each of the continents. Slightly better communication can't hurt." The Ancient looked wistful for a moment.

"We used to have a lot more travel, before things fell apart."

Tor shrugged.

"Alright. Well, for now, I'd like to open up free transportation for our citizens that are moving there. If that won't have them named spies or anything, on the Austran side I mean? I don't know, maybe some of you would want to hire on with Weasel as drivers? Then you can visit your friends and family here regularly." He swallowed and looked at the far wall before saying the next part. Someone had to at least offer though, didn't they? Erin was one of theirs and shouldn't be yanked away from her homeland totally. She wasn't even old enough to decide not to go on her own.

"I... Would it be alright if Erin came to spend summers here? Or, really with some of my relatives? If she wants to I mean." He asked Denno, who beamed at him again, but then looked at the girl's parents, since it was their decision, though he nodded that it would be OK. They both looked freaked out by the idea for some reason.

Not just a bit either. He really didn't get it at all, and Denno seemed just as baffled until Quavel spoke from his own seat down the table.

"I assure you all that Lord Baker is a most honorable man. You heard that he killed Baron Rochester the other day no doubt?" He addressed this to the parents, both of whom looked uncomfortable with the topic.

The father answered.

"Saw it. Most frightening thing I've seen the whole time I've been here. Straight up executed the man with his bare hands. Didn't have to either, from what I could tell. Not that I blame you, sir, after the man pulled a knife on you like that in an unarmed fight, but still..." He didn't finish with how that didn't mean he'd want to trust his own daughter with someone that could do that. He was thinking it though. Tor could feel it pouring off of him without even trying.

Quavel smiled. It was a look more genuine than what he normally managed.

"The Baron was..." He looked at the youngsters at the table and then at Tor, censoring what he said as he went.

"He was harming a young boy, most probably several as that sort is prone to do, and had promised to harm more when the fight was over. A child that Lord Baker had never even seen before. That was why he killed the man and made certain he'd stay dead. I'm not saying you should have your daughter coming and going like that, it's not my decision. Just don't think that Tor is a danger to her. Probably already thinks of her as a family member or something. That's the Noram way after all." He chuckled a bit and for some reason most of the others did as well. The spies did at least.

Brown ate through the whole thing, not looking at anyone while he did. Finally he glanced at Weasel and smiled.

"I get a discount on rides, don't I? Being family and all?" 

Tor knew the answer, but his little brother spoke without hesitation.

"Of course. Free even. Erin and our other people moving there too. Still, it would be good if any of you wanted to try it as a job, at least part time. I know that Austra has their own speedy craft, but..." He just stopped talking as Denno shook his head.

"Not exactly. The military has some fast airplanes, but they don't take passengers. It's forbidden to have commercial craft that use non-renewable resources. Your "Sky carriages" don't have an energy load though, do they? I don't understand it, but the sensors say it's true."

Then the Ancient got stuck explaining the idea of the treaty. It was an accord of the Ancients that outlined what each land could do or not, in order to protect the planet. Magic wasn't listed in it anywhere, and since what Tor had built didn't stress natural resources at all, it probably wouldn't be an issue later. That was good to know, even if Tor wasn't strictly bound by it anyway. At least that's what Green kept saying.

Denno gestured toward Timon. 

"So, really, it's a good idea. Maybe a very good one. True, only the very wealthy could afford it at first, but that just means that their wealth has a chance of going back into the population. Especially if some of your employees live in each part of the world."

They chatted like that while everyone ate, which took about half an hour. Most of the people there didn't have a lot to do until they left, so they had no reason to hurry. Tor didn't either, but most of the Lairdgren group did, his meeting. He paced a bit, trying to keep from stiffening up totally as he waited, finally heading out to the sitting room where the get-together was to be held when it got close enough in time to not look lazy for sitting down. It was empty inside when he got there, but the room was bigger now than it had been last time he'd been in it, two days before. Touching the wall he focused on having the house produce some nice brown sofas. They popped into place, just appearing as if he'd blinked and they'd always been there.

They came out seeming like leather, which was nice enough, but not that comfortable. He changed the four huge things to being covered with soft cloth for comfort. It wasn't real at all, obviously, it just looked and felt like it, but there was no reason not to make it as nice as possible. It wasn't like it would wear out, so using soft cloth that was slightly fuzzy wasn't a problem.

Then, knowing it might be a while, he slowly settled onto one of them, his back to the wall, looking at the door. He settled in to wait, deciding to meditate for a while, figuring that no one would come in until just before the meeting time. People had food to finish after all. That proved to be wrong when Ali, his wife, and their girlfriend Trice came in.

"Husband! I slept in, I hope that's not..." Whatever it wasn't he didn't find out, because she started kissing him about then, leaning in to do it, then sliding in alongside of him. Trice stood back, smirking at them for a minute. Except it wasn't really a smirk, he remembered, that was just her happy face. He'd read it in her field before, so didn't need to bother trying to do it now, just trusting it was the same. Her hair was still two colors, white blond at the edges with deep brown showing about four inches at the bottom. It would probably work pretty well in Austra, where things like that were considered normal.

Ali who was younger, and a natural blond, dimpled at him and gestured for Trice to move in on the other side.

She didn't hesitate, but waiting wasn't her long suit most days. She proved that by patting him on the arm with her left hand.

"So... Are we going with you to Austra or not?" Blunt, but that was her all over.

The thing there was that Tor just didn't know. He really didn't think they should go particularly, but having another person along that could fly a Fast Carriage wouldn't be a bad idea and Trice had her own that she carried with her everywhere. Ali... was his wife. It didn't feel right leaving her on alone for who knows how long. If it was just the trip to Austra, he'd have probably said no, just delivering the spies and coming back inside a week or so. It wasn't that simple though.

There was a meeting of Ancients, a summit, that he was supposed to go to though, along with the other immortal members of his family. Where they even allowed to bring guests? Then again, if the girls wanted to go to Austra with him, they could always fly back from there if it wasn't OK to go on to Vagus with the rest of them. He'd have to check with Burks on that one. Or Denno. Whichever he saw first.

"Sure? For the first bit at least. After that I don't know what the plan is really. I do get the idea that these summit things can take a while. Sometimes months or even years. If that's the case I'm just coming back after a few weeks. There are limits to my enthusiasm." He winked at each of them though, as if it were a thing, rather than him just not knowing what to expect.

"Goodie." Ali spoke quickly, her voice mellow and slightly relaxed.

"Maybe Petra will let me steer the ship? I've never done that before." She seemed excited by the idea.

Tor nudged her just a little, noticing that she was slightly taller today than she had been even a few weeks before. Pretty soon she'd be taller than he was by a lot no doubt. She was a royal giant and he wasn't. It would look a bit funny, but then all the women he knew were taller than he was anymore. Except Lyn and she was his sister in a weird and messed up fashion. In the same way that Denno was his brother. Even though he was over three thousand years old and Tor just wasn't. Denno, Burks and Tor each had common genetics even. Closer than his natural brothers, if Tor understood it all correctly. Denno looked nothing like him though. Burks did, almost exactly in fact, close enough he could pretend to be him at will. Taller though, by nearly five inches. Tor would be too, in a few millennia.

He shook himself a little and went back to the topic at hand.

"Ask her about it. She'll probably be willing to teach you and have you take the night shift so that she can actually sleep. We need to get this done as quickly as possible once we hit the water." He should probably take a turn himself, or maybe get Sandra to do it. She was responsible enough. That was up to Captain Petra though. 

Ali clapped a little.

"I'll ask about it. It sounds more fun than just sitting in my room the whole time. I need a hobby I can take with me. Like Sara Debris and her bead work. Or Trice and her perfume making." 

She chattered for a few minutes until everyone else finally worked their way in, led by Sam. He wasn't the oldest in the group by any means, one of the youngest in fact, only fourteen, but he was a builder, meaning he could make his own magics at need. He was also getting decent at making copies too. 

Tor pointed at him before anyone could sit down.

"You're not going to Austra with us." Tor noticed everyone else stiffen, but Sam just nodded, as if that kind of thing where expected. Like it was because he was from a poor family or something, instead of the real reason.

"Instead I want you to stay here. Or possibly in the palace. If any emergencies come up that require a Builder, you'll have to handle it. Including recalling us all if needed. The others should be back in a week or two, so nothing should come up, but just in case... I don't want to leave the Kingdom unguarded. I'll see if you can work with Smythe of Westend directly. He's the military counselor and will make a good contact for you to build. You'll have my proxy while I'm away for making decisions and control of my accounts with the treasury. That's for Kingdom use though, not buying you a new... Whatever. I'll also leave you a copy of all my work, just in case you need it for anything." Tor looked around, wondering what everyone else thought of the idea. He couldn't tell from the facial expressions at all.

Sandra finally just smiled.

"That will work. Kind of stints him on the adventure the rest of us get, but it's an important task. Is one person enough?"

Tor shrugged and pulled Ali a little closer, even if it hurt to do it.

"Yes. I think so at least. Sam's up to it. If anything too big comes up, call us back home though. I really can't think of anything, but you know, you have backing if you need it. I'll take you over to the palace with me to introduce you and explain it all. After we finish here." He looked around and decided to be heavy handed and overbearing. It wasn't fun, but someone had to do it or everyone would get lazy and then where would they be?

"OK. Sandra, we need you to get your disguise back on and finish your shift in the kitchen. Try not to get caught. If you manage it for the rest of your shift I'll give you four golds. If you don't you'll have to try it again when we get back." He had it to spare after all. Tor turned to take in the others.

"Um, not a lot to do for most of you. I'd like copies of the clothing amulets and temperature equalizers for everyone here, the servants and a few extra for gifts, but that won't take all of you. Farlo, you have that right? Batches of fifty for each... Have it done in five hours or so?" She wasn't that fast, and couldn't do that many at once yet, her best being a batch of twenty every three hours or so. She'd done that once at least. It meant she could do it though, if she tried.

"The rest of you should set up copies of everything else. Get carriages and what not. A house like this one maybe?" Those were complex fields, even when it came to making copies, but they could do them, if they were careful. 

Farlo looked at him like he'd lost his mind though. He knew it was pushing her a bit asking for that many copies, but it seemed like it might be something else. Finally he stared back and just asked about it.

"What?"

"You'd let us just make copies of your work for ourselves? I mean... to keep?" She actually looked troubled by the idea, as if it were wrong or something. 

Tor didn't get it, not at all. Why wouldn't he let his friends have some copies of his stuff? Especially since he wanted them to make more of it for him. It was Sam that explained it to him, Guide, the other first year boy and Mark the third year guy agreeing with him with some half vigorous nodding.

"I know Farlo, it seems strange, but I think it has to do with the fact that the Counselor is trying to form an army of Builders for the Kingdom. We can't do that on the same ground that we've normally worked as a group. Builders tend to be a little coin hungry, but it doesn't have to be that way. He's setting a good example for us. We should probably do the same with all our own work too, at least with each other." He shrugged, which looked forced, not being something he normally did. It was a thing Tor associated with Burks Green really, though he also did it himself.

"So if anyone wants a table mill, just let me know and I'll get one for you to make a copy of." 

Farlo shook her head, but the words she used next were happy enough.

"I... That's... Millions of golds worth of stuff. Potentially at least. What if I just took it and started selling it?" She seemed pleased enough by the idea.

Tor held Trice's hand absently, stroking it just a little not realizing he was. It was comforting. After a few seconds Lyn spoke up, her voice sounding a lot older than it normally did. Decades at least. So... still youthful and full of life but slightly commanding. She looked as young as almost anyone in the room, except Weasel, who at twelve really was the youngest. Eleven. He shouldn't turn twelve for a few weeks Tor thought.

"But Farlo, that doesn't matter... don't you see? If you, personally, took all of our work and started making copies of it for sale, all that would do would result in would be a lowering of the overall price, meaning more people could have it. Even if you gave it all away for free and all of us worked on it all the time, doing nothing else, we couldn't provide enough for everyone even in this one land, not to mention Vagus, which of course we should all be doing too. Everything there is measured in horses and animal hides though, not gold, so not nearly as portable." A serious look covered her face as if to let them know she was dead set on the idea. As far as she was concerned they should be sending part of their things to her people. Probably for free.

It sounded reasonable to Tor. 

"Besides, how much do we really need? If you all start today you can have all your housing, transportation and clothing needs taken care of by tomorrow. Possibly for the rest of your lives. Then all you need is some land and a way to grow or buy food. Since most of you already have enough gold for that, well, anything you really want past that you can pretty much learn to build. It might take time, but in a way this group is probably pretty close to the richest collection of people in the Kingdom right now. Maybe the world." OK, so it was in an odd way, but once they had what they needed, gold was just a token, wasn't it? It lost all meaning.

Weasel snorted at him though, shaking his head as he did.

"Seriously Tor... Not everyone thinks like you do. I get where Farlo is coming from. A part of me wants to have all the gold, to be rich and famous and loved by the masses. I understand what you're saying, that those things aren't really needed and you're probably right, but I still feel greedy and like I should grab hold of everything I can for myself."

The words shocked Tor to no end, his mouth actually fell open a little as he stared at the boy, his own flesh and blood, who was apparently some kind of demonic creature in disguise. He didn't even have words to chastise the kid with. A slow anger started to build in his gut as he stared, but Sam shook his head, interrupting that process. 

"Yeah. I get you Weasel. Tor is right though. Gold is a means to an end that, as a group, we can all just pretty much sidestep. Fame? I guess everyone wants to be admired, so there's that, but doing good things for the Kingdom will do that, as well as making interesting builds. I mean, what would you do with mountains of gold anyway? That you can't do in some other way I mean."

The room went silent as everyone sat thinking for a few minutes, finally Ali answered the boy.

"If I had a mountain of gold... I'd set up works to help orphans and street children in all the major cities. Life is really hard for them and people rarely think to do anything for them at all." Her voice was soft and sad sounding. Of course, she'd lived on the streets for years, hadn't she? She knew what she was talking about.

Sam laughed a little.

"OK. I can see that. I bet we can do a lot of it without too much gold though. We should try it. I don't know how to really do all that, but if you figure it out, I'll build what you need for it." He sighed.

"I know that the orphanage I came from could use a bit of help. They get a stipend from the King for the kids upkeep, but it isn't a lot. The Sisters of Faith really had to work hard to keep us all fed and clothed and there wasn't a lot of opportunity for the kids. Most ended up being miners, or if they were good looking enough, prostitutes. If I hadn't learned how to copy things from Nox I'd probably be selling my... Well, you know."

Tor blinked. He hadn't known the Sam was an orphan, but it wasn't that, it was the other bombshell.

"You know Master Builder Nox?"

He nodded and sighed again.

"Yeah, he pretty much saved me. I asked him to teach me building and he showed me enough to pass Countess Printer's scholarship test and took me to the testing center himself, along with a recommendation that got me a spot. If not for her giving me that chance..." He just shook his head.

Guide smiled.

"Giving us that chance. I have parents, but the overall situation wasn't that different. My kin are mainly thieves and brigands. If I hadn't gotten my shot in town that day, if ma hadn't said I should try, I'd be waiting by a trail for someone to pass by about now with my brothers." He looked ashamed of his family and stared at the floor.

"Um, don't tell anyone that. They're still my family, I don't want them to be hurt or anything, even if they are all criminals." 

Tor nodded slowly and so, oddly, did Trice. 

"Got it. It won't leave this room. OK, so you all have the orphans and Vagus tied up, plus all the building the Kingdom needs in emergencies? That means I can steal Tor away for a while, right?" She hugged him with one arm, then leaned in to kiss him on the cheek. It was cute, but then she meant it to be, earning smiles from everyone in the room, except Sandra who seemed a little sad for some reason. 

Tor was pretty sure it wasn't over him and Trice.

Everyone broke up then, leaving to do whatever it was they wanted. He'd assigned tasks, but it wasn't like they all had to do them instantly or anything. They were mainly kids after all, so they might just want to explore the city a little or do something fun. Tor wasn't much in to that for himself, but he'd heard that others liked that sort of thing well enough.

Sandra hung back, waiting for Trice to leave, which she didn't, apparently really wanting to take him away for something. Hopefully not sex, because while it was intellectually tempting ,Tor just didn't have it in him at the moment. Too sore by far. Finally the tall dark skinned girl moved forward to speak anyway, frowning still. She seemed almost angry.

Tor wondered if it was about him suggesting she finish her day in the kitchen, which was really below her station and not something that would ordinarily be asked of someone like her at all, but she surprised him.

"Why Sam and not me? I thought I was supposed to be in charge. Second in command at least." She held herself stiffly, upright and regal looking. Then she was going to be a Countess some day, so she'd been taught to do that since childhood no doubt.

He blinked at her. It made some sense, because he hadn't filled in the rest of it for her yet. Really though, she should have figured it out for herself, shouldn't she? It was really clear to Tor at least.

"Um, because you're the Kingdom's representative for our section? To Austra I mean. There's an Ambassador and you'll be backing him or her after I leave. The Ancients and I are taking off about the same time we land there, after the first day at most. I'm not in charge of that mission, which means you have to be. We can't send a military force, not this close to the war being over, so if anyone attacks it's up to you and the others to get out Ambassador out safely. If given my druthers Lyn would be the one staying here, but she's the Ancient of Vagus, so it came down to one of the others. If something happens to you over there, Mark is in charge, so it couldn't be him. Farlo is... A fine girl, and going to be a great builder soon I have no fear, but she needs a few more weeks to get up to speed. So it was Sam or Guide. Sam has something like three hours of seniority as my attaché, so..." It made sense to him at least. Trice too, from the look on her face.

It did get the tall noble girl to soften a bit.

"Oh. Well I feel petty now. I thought you were saying I wasn't good enough, or maybe that the King and Queen don't want me around. Or, you know, Karina. I thought we were getting along better though."

Next to him Trice yawned, which made him feel like doing it too. The darned things were catching and Sandra did it a few seconds later, which got him to follow along, laughing softly. 

"No one there is snubbing you Sandy." Trice spoke as if she knew that for a fact.

"Really you're kind of a hero right now. The noble that 's leading the "magical army". General Morris they're all calling you, and only about half of them are mocking even. Once they realize what you can all do, that will probably just become real. Though I think we should give you some other kind of title that isn't military. Not if you are going to mainly be doing public works projects and helping poor kids like it seems... You should all work on rehabilitating the Wildlands first. Get some of those orphans out to help maybe. Tor can pay them for it and it will be legitimate work even. Maybe get the military to take them on as apprentices for focus stone manufacturing. Gift each of the kids with their own compressor and earth mover to get them started." It was said casually, but shed clearly been thinking about it already.

Brilliantly too.

There was so much to do, wasn't there? Luckily it wasn't his to manage. He just had to pay for it. Why not though? They had the gold and Ali wanted the Kingdom's orphans and street kids provided for. He nodded after a few seconds.

"Alright. Trice, Sandra, would you two arrange that with Sam and Ali? Maybe get Rolph in on it too, since he's in charge of my finances. We should use the house funds for that though, or the stuff in the Debris vaults, not the Kingdom's treasury. I want it to be our project." It felt right, besides, those funds were building up pretty fast too. Tor didn't know where they all were, or who ran them, but he apparently owned hundreds of businesses now, or half owned, having provided the initial funds for it. It was better than letting a mountain of gold build up though.

Trice winked at Sandra playfully and waved her toward the door, as if she had something naughty planned with Tor. The dark girl waggled her eyebrows a bit and looked toward the door wistfully.

"I should get back to work in the kitchen then. I'm not really sure I understand why, but if it's the job, I guess I should see to it. Unless, you know, you both want me to stay? I'm not too related to either of you for that to be interesting." The dark skin girl smiled prettily. 

Trice shook her head.

"Not this time. Later though? It sounds fun. Right now I actually have some things to discuss with Tor, and I'm trying to keep it low key. Kind of private matters..." She didn't say more, but Sandra ducked her head.

"Oh. Sorry. I'll just go and do that work then, if I haven't been fired yet. Disappearing like I did... I'll have to come up with a story." Then she left without another word. Most nobles would spy on you if they could, but they tried to be discreet about it in the main, leaving the illusion that they weren't. Tor didn't bother with it himself. He was technically one of them though, his blood nearly as good as Sandra's even if he hadn't been raised that way, so he knew he should probably look into it as a pass time if nothing else. It was kind of the tradition after all.

For once Trice didn't wait to explain herself to him. No hedging or beating around the bush. It was refreshing. She often did that, as if drawing things out for some reason he couldn't guess. He half expected her to try and get him to at least make out for a while, but she didn't, stepping back from him instead.

She looked slightly scared suddenly. That or worried, it was a little hard for him to tell he realized.

"Tor... I... Have some bad news. I know this can't be the best time for it..." She hesitated just an instant before powering forward. Probably because he was wondering who died, a sense of dread filling him.

Was it one of his family? No, she would have opened with it if that was the case. The only one that made sense was Debbie. She might kill herself he knew, trying to atone for what her brother had done to all those girls. The Wards were watching her though and for all that Maria wasn't his all time favorite person in the world, he didn't think she'd leave Debbie unguarded for even an instant.

Especially since her own mother, Baroness Coltress, was probably hiring someone to kill her at that very moment. It was misplaced, but the woman was angry about her daughter having been murdered and raped. Tor could understand that part, but she was also a horrible person in general, so something would have to be done there. That was what the meeting with Collette and Burks was about later.

The words Trice said next had nothing to do with that though, or anyone he knew dying at all.

"Um... There's a man, near Galasia... He's... pretending to be you. He has some amulets and magics of yours and used them to protect a town that came under attack by a gang of marauders. I..." She froze, as if waiting for him to explode over it. 

Cold oatmeal got his ire it seemed, but not someone just claiming to be him. It was a little strange, but he didn't see what the big deal was. 

"He's claiming to be Tor Baker, or... The "Wizard Tor", something like that?" He really couldn't bring himself to care if he was. Technically it was illegal to impersonate a noble, but he didn't care about it at all. If the man wanted his life that badly, he was welcome to it. He could even move out of the house he was in and give the fellow his gold. At least if he'd take the headaches that went with it.

"No, just calling himself the "Troll of Galasia" and helping people, as far as anyone has heard. Still, that's what they call you there. Do you... What do you want done about it?" She seemed to think it would be something bad for some reason. It was clear from her face. He'd never been that great at reading faces, but he got it now for some unknown reason. She was definitely worried. Maybe he was gaining a new skill?

Tor shrugged though, and took her hand.

"Well, if he wants to be the Troll of Galasia, I can send him some gold and whatever supplies he needs for it. Update his magics for one thing. Get him a flying carriage if he doesn't have one. As long as he's just helping people I mean. I never really wanted to be a troll anyway. We can build him up with the name and make people think the plays where about him the whole time."

Trice just stared at him for a long while. Then, as if worried about him, chuckled just the tiniest bit.

"OK. I'll see to that for you then."
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"What did you think I was going to do, have some guy I don't know killed? Freak out and go to war with Galasia because someone from there used a nick-name that someone gave me as a joke? Especially if this person is actually off doing good things..." Tor was a little amazed that Trice hadn't gotten that about him yet. They'd known each other for years after all.

The woman patted his shoulder and shook her head slowly.

"That's pretty much exactly what I expected. It's what everyone thought would happen at the palace. If you were any other nobleman it would be what happened almost exactly. At least having the man locked up, probably killed. War with Gala would be a little over the top just for this, but it could happen. Plus... Well, everyone knows you'll kill now, so it's throwing expectations out of joint. Two weeks ago you were the one that always solved things as non-violently as possible. You didn't even kill those Larval assassins, just took them prisoner. Today you might just slaughter whole cities if they do the wrong thing. I mean, I get the whole thing with Baron Diddles and Box, I really do. You were standing up for other people in each case. Making sure the innocent weren't abused. How many people actually know that about you though?" She stood, black velvet outfit with black boots making her look slightly stern for some reason. The little purple and red dragon amulet she wore, the one that moved but looked like it was trapped in a glass disk, waved at him though, seeming happy enough. It gave away her real mood, Tor figured, which wasn't half as serious as she was pretending.

"No they just saw you walk out for a fist fight that no one really thought you could win, even if you were healthy, and beat a man to death. Most figure it was about him angering you, but they don't get why. Not really. The main rumor is that he beat Lady Pricilla and that you two are secretly lovers, so you made sure it wouldn't happen twice. The second one is that he pulled that knife, which changed the rules or something. That was really stupid of him. I mean, think about it, if he killed you in a fair fight, well, someone would have probably challenged him to a duel to the death over it before the day was out anyway, but they might not. If he stabbed you in an unencumbered fight like that... he wouldn't have walked from the field. At least fifty people would have killed him for that and some three hundred out there could have done it on their own, even with his guard present. Connie had elite military waiting at the back of the crowd. Uncle Richard didn't know about it, but... yeah." She looked directly into his eyes and leaned in.

"I don't know that he was planning on surviving the day. That isn't exactly sane though, is it? What was the upside in it for him? If he thought he could win honestly, he wouldn't have brought a weapon and given everything, he had no reason to think it wouldn't be more than a few minutes work for him. The jerk had to know you were almost dead anyway, people told him."

Tor laughed gently and then stared back, feeling more than a little breathless, like the air had been stolen from his lungs. He wasn't the only one laughing either. Three separate voices in his head did too. Glost Serge spoke though, his voice less sane than it had been in life most of the time. It told him that someone else was obviously behind it. Had steered the man at him like a weapon, to make him jump one way or the other. 

"It was a set up Trice. I don't know why, or who did it, but the Baron wasn't bright enough to think of anything nearly as complex as he did. I mean the whole challenge took brains to put together. Sending it to the King's court, naming me as a Knight first, so I had to fight and couldn't pull out or put it off... The man was a hothead, and perhaps of average intelligence, but that kind of thing would have taken a genius to put together. All the possible escapes but two had been cut off and killing him before the event would have made the Kingdom look bad in the long run."

"Two... What was the other?"

Tor didn't want to admit to it, but it was the thing he'd pretty much planned for originally. Until he'd threaten to rape his own son after he killed Tor.

"Me letting him win." Or just losing, but it hadn't gone that way. The idea wasn't lost on his friend though. She grimaced.

"Ouch. Well, glad that didn't happen. This way we don't have to worry about your ego being bruised at least." 

Rolling his eyes he stood and walked over to her, hugging her to him tightly for a second.

"But it means someone tried to have me killed. If they're smart enough to set that last bit up, they're probably good enough to know it wouldn't work too, not for certain, meaning their intent was something else. Probably controlling what I'm going to do next, or later at least. It may have even been designed to force me to kill the man. I..." How did he explain it all to her? Normal people felt bad when they killed, but it didn't seem like what he was going through. This was awful on a level he couldn't explain at all.

He waited, wondering what to say, but decided not to. Trice was his friend, but that hadn't always gone smoothly and he really didn't want her to think he was weak or vulnerable at the moment. He was, he knew, on just about every level, but he couldn't afford letting anyone know that. Not if he really had an enemy that could set up complex plots like that.

"So, anyway, this Troll of Galasia? I don't know... let's sent him a care package and make sure he knows he can come here for help if he needs it?" That would be enough, right? He really wanted to avoid being responsible for another death if he could help it. Kind of the point of the mind control that he'd been born with, no doubt. Rhetistics, Tor thought it was called. Whatever the heck that was. He needed to get with Burks and figure all of that out soon. Maybe there was some way to remove it or something? That would make his whole life easier if it was the case. For some reason he knew it wasn't though. for one thing Denno and Burks would have removed theirs a long time ago if that was the case. 

When they got ready to leave the room it was nearing ten in the morning, which meant it would be safe to call the Palace and see about arranging a visit. It was probably fine to just show up, but they had a communications device now, which meant he could at least warn everyone they were coming. It seemed the polite thing to do and if there was a long wait to get an audience with the King Tor could just show up closer to the time of the event, waiting in his own home, which would be more comfortable for him.

No one answered the device at first when he activated the palace sigil, which just was a glowing word on the white stone hand piece that spelled out the word instead of a real symbol. It was easier to remember which one was which that way. He watched Trice for a while, wondering what she was thinking as they waited. After the first five minutes she smirked a little and hugged him again.

"Well, we kind of stole the kid they had answering the device, so that's probably slowing everything down a bit. I have to hand it to the Austrans, they really did a good job setting up spies in the palace. The only thing they didn't have was someone sleeping with the King passing along his pillow talk. Well, they didn't have that for anyone there, so at least there was that, but it was too close." Trice didn't seem happy about it either, for all that she sounded grudgingly impressed.

"I know. Well, everyone there is getting checked out from now on. The Royal guard will see to it. If they don't I will. What would have happened if Glost had ordered them all poisoned or just stabbed in their sleep? They might not have gotten everyone, but one or two of the royal family being killed would be devastating."

Almost as if it were planned the device picked up suddenly, the sound that came across took a second to understand, since at least ten people were yelling, and it didn't sound happy. In fact it sounded like a fight was going on, with someone crying in the background. 

"Tor?" It was Rolph, Prince Alphonse Tor amended, since they were in the Capital, not back at school. "Um, help!" Then there was a clatter and the device turned off again.

Tor started running. His body protested and he moved too slowly, so he tapped the front of his shirt, activating his Not-flyer, which let him levitate along about four inches from the ground. Then he moved a lot faster than was safe indoors. His friends were under attack. He had to hurry.

"Help! Help! The palace is under attack!" He tried to think of what he was supposed to say if something like that happened but didn't know at all what to yell.

Trice did.

"To arms! Defend the King!" It got a response. Not a huge one, but it was real enough. The Royal guards that were watching the spies boiled out of the dining room along with Quavel and Kenner. The others stayed behind, which was probably wise. Except Denno Brown, who ran out as well. Sam and Lyn came down the stairs with Guide and Weasel following hard behind. It wasn't exactly an inspired combat group, but they all had shields and weapons. Well, the Lairdgren group and Trice did. Tor grabbed the box kept by the door noticing that it was back out already. The light tan thing looked plain, except for the glowing stone pieces within. It didn't have weapons in it, but had an assortment of nearly everything else.

"If you don't have a shield get one from me now. We're going in hard. Two waves, guards and builders first... everyone else in the second wave. Go!" Tor didn't wait to see who was getting what, just passing the box to Quavel the spy. He started handing things out as Tor floated over to the front door faster than a person could run. He had his Fast Craft set up with a few deft movements and a thought to activate it, climbing in painfully, the door still open. Ten seconds later it shut, all the guards inside along with Trice, the Ancients, and Sam, who was clutching something hard in his right hand.

It was a good point and Tor reached in to his own pocket for his multi-weapon. Having it out just made sense, not knowing what they were facing on the other side of this thing. He should have thought of it himself, but he wasn't a warrior. That Sam had... Probably meant something about the life he'd lived. Tor didn't have time to figure out what, but it almost certainly wasn't good.

"Shields on, we're going in hard and fast if we can. Hang on!" He yelled the words, which got most of the people to actually grab something. It wasn't needed though. The whole thing moved as a single piece and slowed the same way. It didn't feel like you moved much at all when it took off and he landed it faster than he ever had before, not bothering with a slow settling that was the normal protocol at the palace. The trip normally took several minutes even though his house wasn't far. This time it was done inside ten seconds. Tor was kind of surprised they didn't smack into the ground. When he hopped out, running for a second before he triggered the Not-flyer with a thought, he realized that they had. The craft was buried nearly two feet deep in the lawn. He hadn't even heard a noise from it. Interesting.

Then he flew, not waiting for anyone else to catch up. He couldn't make all the corners going full speed, but went as fast as possible anyway, hoping it wasn't too late.

It really wasn't at all, thought the scene in the main audience chamber was surreal. A dozen men stood, pointing weapons at each other, screaming, while two other men, both vast giants, hit one another so hard the air itself shook. Since one of them was the King and his guards were trying to subdue the other men it didn't take long for Tor to take sides. He flew at the man attacking the King first, hitting him at nearly a sixty miles per hour. They crashed into the stone wall behind the thrones so hard it knocked a stone block loose. It wasn't a small thing either. Twice the size of Tor's head at least.

His man wasn't getting back up quickly, though he was trying his best, which meant he probably had a shield on of some sort. Not one that he'd made, obviously, or the guy wouldn't have moved at all. Tor spun in time to see Sam crash into three of the blue and gold liveried guards at a run, sending them flying. He didn't go down, his shield stopping that from happening, but the men on the ground didn't just stop trying to fight, hitting this new threat with several different kinds of weapons. They didn't touch the boy, of course. He just walked over to them and pointed what he had in his hand at them. Tor wasn't certain, but he thought it might be an explosive device. 

"Everyone stop!" He bellowed the words, his throat suddenly raw from it. Without waiting, since no one actually did anything but keep fighting, he started kicking downed guards. Trying to take the weapons from their hands. It took few minutes, but no one seemed overly harmed at least.

Other than the blood pouring from the King and the man that Tor had subdued with the aid of the back wall. They looked a little worse for wear. Then, both had been beaten by a giant, which kind of had to hurt.

Taking out his amulet, one of the three he wore under his shirt, he handed it off to Rich and pointed to the right sigil.

"Hit that one there." It was green and had the shape of the outline of a man. The King didn't wait to see what it was, just doing what he was told. 

After a half minute he handed it back, deactivated.

"Thank you Tor. We should probably heal my brother and his men as well if they need it. Bit of a misunderstanding... Perhaps..." He didn't move toward the man that Tor had hit, who was still alive at least. Thank goodness. Tor had just assaulted the fellow pretty hard. If it had been a bar fight, Knight or not, Tor would probably be off to execution about then. The King's brother... As it was, since the man had been hitting the King like that, well, they'd probably cut him a little slack.

He took back the healing device and approached the man as he tried to stand again, attempting to raise his hands to fight, or at least ward off the blows he expected to be delivered. That was pretty tough minded, since the man looked like half his teeth had been knocked out. Either by Richard or the wall. Tor held up the device in his hand, showing what it was and carefully activated it for the man, catching just a bit of the healing field as he passed it over. It left him feeling better, but stressed his biological field too much to let happen. If it went on for another minute or so, it would probably kill him, he was so weak that way right now.

The big man in front of him just held the amulet hard, shaking silently as it repaired the damage, even regrowing the teeth that were missing. About ten minutes later the man handed the amulet back, sighing.

"Well. Remind me never to get in a fight with you again. Make my brother look like a little girl. Still, thanks for the healing there, I can get back to thrashing this thief again then. Might as well be at that now." He moved toward Richard who just raised an eyebrow and pointed toward the back of the room, where a good three dozen people stood, holding weapons, slowly moving toward the man. 

It was an odd group, made up mainly of young people, or ones that looked young, most of whom were dressed in purple and black outfits not so different from what Tor was wearing, if slightly more colorful. He really did like the purple, even though his was in a stately solid black. Behind them came a larger man, Smythe of Westend, who also had a weapon out and a bunch of Royal guards. Behind them though, looking most professional stood an armed Quavel and Kenner the communications device answering boy.

The King, distracted, pointed at them with another raised eyebrow, getting Tor to shrug.

"They heard you were being attacked, so came to defend you. Representatives of their land and all that." It was, as far as he could tell, just a simple fact. Oh, true, Quavel had probably come to make sure the Queen was safe, since she'd been his whole job for over ten years, but the basic idea was the same. Tor ignored them then, as if having enemy spies running around with weapons was perfectly normal and turned back to the King's brother.

"I don't suppose you'd like to explain to me why you were attacking the King and calling him a thief? Before we lock you up in your room without supper or whatever punishments the royal brother gets when he messes up. A spanking maybe?" Tor wasn't trying to be funny, but almost everyone laughed.

The man, who Tor had never met, was a giant. Well, a lot of people around the palace were, but he was bigger than most of them, bigger than the King even, by a bit, about two inches or so, making him about nine feet four inches tall. Not the biggest man Tor had ever met, but close. Oddly enough the man looked at Tor when he spoke, except for a few fleeting glares at the King every few words.

"He, is a thief, because he's keeping my stipend from me. Claiming I only deserve half of it for some reason. Probably pocketing the rest. That's my birthright, and keeping it from me is against the law. One he can't change either. Written that way to stop things like this. I'll go to war over it. Stupid..." He turned as if to start fighting again, which made Tor pissed suddenly. It wasn't his fight, but still, attacking the King over gold was moronic... and trying to hurt your own brother was even worse.

"Stop that." Tor moved in front of the man, not knowing his name. He glared though, trying to remember it. Something Rolph had told him once.

"Kedrin, is it? Alphonse and the girls Uncle?" He waited for the man to tell him he was wrong or something. 

"That's right. I'm sorry, you are...?" This came out in a gentle enough fashion, almost polite even.

He was well trained if nothing else, at least when it came to people not his family. Then, for all Tor knew it was only his brother than he'd fight with like that. Shameful though.

"I'm Tor. Friend of the family, which makes me your friend too I suppose, so don't make me order the kitchen to only serve you cold potage for supper. I'll totally do that by the way." He would too. That or end the man where he stood for attacking his friend. The only thing stopping him was the idea of the man screaming at him all night while he tried to sleep like the others had done the night before. It wasn't very restful.

Oddly, for some reason Kedrin smiled and spread his hands.

"Of course. Pleased to make your acquaintance. Excuse my... displeasure. I simply came to get my annual draw and found that it was being kept from me. I've rather spent a lot of it already and owe several, shall we say, noble individuals, recompense for work already done. True, I won't be harmed if I fail to pay in a timely fashion, but I gave my word and this one seeks to undermine me out of spite." That he meant the King was clear, but the whole thing barely made sense. 

Everyone standing at the back of the room looked tense still. Actually it was everyone altogether that looked that way. The man kept looking at Tor though, his thick brown mustache moving when he smiled.

"Wait, you wouldn't happen to be the Wizard Tor, would you? The Counselor of Magic? The one banging my sister in-law? Not that I blame you there. Well worth the effort. She used to be most flexible if I remember right. Took her virginity you know. Bit of a strumpet back in the day. Used to spend most of her time with Laurie Lairdgren. Now she..." The man went down with a thump, groaning as he did. It was the kick to the groin that had done it, Tor figured, not even realizing he'd moved. As sore as he was it surprised Tor that he could kick that high without screaming himself.

Richard laughed.

"Yes, that Tor. Torrance Baker. Laurie Lairdgren's son. I'd point out that he's also kicked your behind twice in the last ten minutes. Keep it up dippy and we'll see if you aren't stuck in a small room with only a cold bowl yet. At any rate, as I said earlier, I'm not trying to keep your stipend from you, we simply can't afford the whole thing this year. I just asked that you defer a portion of it this time and let us repay you later. It isn't theft, I'm asking a favor, moron. I'm half tempted to cut you off totally and have you in irons for what you've done already here today. It would save golds all around."

He was answered with a groan from the floor. An upset and angry sounding one, but it was clearly pained. To his credit the man didn't answer the King's insults at all, just standing and bowing toward Tor instead.

"Um... Ow." He said first. Then he took a deep breath, followed by a bit of panting.

"Forgive me for the insult there. I didn't know that Laurie was your mother or I'd have kept my mouth shut. On that bit at least. I was needling my brother with the fact that I was more popular as a child than he was. At least with the girls. Not nearly as much with the Count or the instructors. Well, anyway. No hard feelings?" He had a charming way about him, when he wasn't trying to be a complete prick, Tor decided.

"Right, well, things are a bit heated. Now, how much gold are we talking about here?" Tor figured it would be a lot, Maybe a percentage of the treasury. The guy was a prince after all. Not in direct line for the throne now, but still, it had to be expensive to keep someone like him.

"A thousand gold annually. Due the day after Postern. And look, here it is two days after and nothing..." He glared again, getting Tor to roll his eyes and nearly offer to just pay the man out of pocket to shut him up. Just giving away funds was a bad idea though. Everyone said so. It made people feel entitled to things. This situation kind of showed where that could lead, didn't it?

He glanced around the room then, understanding that some kind of resolution was really needed though. Otherwise Kedrin would probably attack Rich again, which would make his men start fighting and then they'd be taken out by the new people that came. It was very clear exactly what would happen, down to when everyone would move even.

"I see. Well, even Prince Alphonse and the Princesses were down to half allowances this year. I don't think it's meant to be personal, everyone has been tightening their belts, since we've been at war and that only ended two days ago. It would be good if you'd give the Kingdom a little time to recover. In the mean time, how would you like a job?" He didn't know what to have the man do, but there had to be something, didn't there? He was the King's brother.

The man stared for a minute and then laughed.

"Well, I have no building talent and don't really have any great skill in the bedroom, for all my early popularity, so... what would you have me do? Dig ditches?" 

Tor nodded, since that would be hilarious, even letting the guy think it for a few seconds was funny. They'd have to build him an extra large shovel just to make it work for one thing.

"Of course not. I do own a whore house though, but it's on a military base, so not a lot of women for you to service there and most of the men wouldn't be interested. Well, not past once or twice for the novelty of getting to use you. No, I was thinking about having you act as a figure head for the new public works project. Helping orphans and street kids. You basically just have to sweet talk some nobles into not being pains in the rear and collect some golds to keep kids from starving in the winter. I'll pay a gold for every day you do useful work for the project and double that if you go over two hundred days in the next year. So up to seven hundred and thirty golds just for helping some people get a fair shake in life. It probably won't be that hard. We'll even cover transportation and reasonable lodgings. I'll give you a magic cottage for that and a carriage. I mean if you aren't arrested and locked up for attacking the King like you just were. Over gold too. You should be ashamed of yourself. That's no way to treat family." He crossed his arms and glowered at the man who... hung his head.

Then he knelt on the floor, bowing at the waist. Towards Rich.

"I'm sorry. Your friend here is correct and chastises me fairly. It was wrong to strike the King, but worse to lash out at my own brother like that. Anger got the better of me. I hope it can be forgiven?" He stopped talking then. Most of the time people carried on for a while, listing how they'd messed up and what evil people they were, but Rich simply bowed back. Not kneeling, but then, he was the King. He did help his brother up, which was the polite thing to do in a case like this.

"I apologize as well, for not having your full draw ready for you. It honestly isn't meant as a slight brother. We will have it to you as soon as possible. Now, perhaps we should move to another room and see to some refreshments for everyone? It's good to know that I have such staunch defenders." He bowed to the people at the back of the room, then turned to Sam and bowed again, gesturing for him to move closer to them, now that he wasn't needed to subdue Kedrin's guard personally. He reached out to shake his hand as he walked up, instead of bowing.

"Thank you for your assistance. I don't believe we've had the pleasure?" Everyone stared at Tor for a second, since Sam was clearly one of his. That made the introduction his to make. It was what he'd come for though, so kind of handy that the King was getting to it right off.

"Rich, this is Sam..." The next part was dicey. Sam didn't have any other name, not even a family one, being an orphan. His name wasn't anything else either, not Samuel or Samwell, just the one syllable. He'd need something a bit more impressive for work in the palace though. Even the servants would mock him with just that. Quietly and in private, but it would happen.

"Sam Builder of Lairdgren. Attaché to the Counselor of Magic. He's my replacement for when I leave to Austra and that meeting of Ancients. While I'm gone he'll hold my proxy and all my funds to use for the Kingdom. Plus, obviously if you need anything made or copied, he's your man." Tor leaned in a bit and whispered. "I'm hoping to get Smythe to look out for him at first, if you could suggest that to him?" The King nodded.

"A full Builder? Young for that, but I'd heard a few had made it in their first year at Lairdgren. Amazing and humbling." He turned back to Tor, ignoring everyone else for the moment. 

"Do you know when you'll be leaving?"

"Late tonight or very early in the morning. Probably call you from the ship if all goes well. Petra Ward is setting that up In Warden for us right now. I need to get some gold to her. Or... Well, I need to go see to that, I just wanted to introduce Sam and Lyn to you. Connie too if she's around? Alphonse already knows them both and so does Princess Karina. Old friends in fact. Honestly I'd get them to hang out with Sam for the week or two we'll all be gone, but I didn't think about it before. Where is everyone anyway? I know Alphonse was in here earlier, he was the one that asked for help, so we all came, did the Royal guard hustle everyone away? It would explain why there were so few of them in the room with you all."

That, it turned out was exactly what had happened. They couldn't exactly run up and start beating up on Kedrin, and his men, though sworn to protect him first, were still Royal guards, so extremely dangerous. Moving to open combat would have meant death for someone. It had been close though, when Tor and the others came in. Sam blanched when he heard that but didn't say anything. Tor didn't blame him, since he didn't know these people at all. Royal guardsmen wouldn't hold a grudge for him having taken them down though, but how was he supposed to know that? It wasn't until the Prince was summoned back in with Karina that the boy said anything and that was only a whisper in Tor's ear.

"Um, why is your roommate here Tor?" Sam made a small gesture with his head, noticing the clothing on Rolph, which was nice, but still just a clothing amulet, exactly like what he used at school. It was what they all used now, since Tor had handed them out to everyone to help cut costs for the year.

"Oh... Right, well, since you're going to be around here a lot, I guess I should explain. Rolph is Prince Alphonse. You get the idea, a second identity for school, so that people won't try to kill him there? That or to keep the girls from wanting to date him too much. I've never really been certain which it was, but it works both ways."

Sam just nodded.

"Alright. I can see that." He stared at the Prince for a second and shook his head, then looked at the thin girl behind him and smiled, earning one back.

"So you're his sister Kari then? I don't suppose you remember me from the one time we met?" He bowed to them both a bit, then nearly panicked did the same to the King and his brother. Tor hadn't bothered earlier, so he hadn't thought of it no doubt. Everyone bowed back, though Kedrin looked to be doing it ironically.

"I do remember you Sam. Flirted with you fairly outrageously if I recall correctly, and here you are come to visit! If I didn't know better I'd think you actually liked me or something. No flowers though, so must be all business. Well, sigh oh put upon and heartbroken sigh." She giggled though and touched his arm, which really was pretty flirty considering everything that had just been going on. 

The boy blushed and fished in his pocket for a second, pulling out a bit of metal about the size of his finger. It was silver with black glowing bands around it. Tor had to admit it looked fine. With a small movement of his thumb he activated it, causing a full flower arrangement to pop into being, a delightful thing that looked just about real, but didn't have any scent as far as Tor could tell. It was good work though. Karina took the arrangement and went wide eyed.

"Magical flowers? Did you make this yourself or..." She looked at Tor who shook his head and looked back at Sam.

"Not mine, his I believe. Attaché Sam is good, and doing his own work now. Which is why he'll be around here while I'm gone. Will you two watch out for him? Make sure he doesn't use the wrong fork or eat at the out of turn?" He felt bad for having said it that way, but Sam smiled and nodded.

"That would be most welcome. I've never been to proper meals before, except for what Tor has been feeding us, so I probably don't know all the rules. Any help I could get would be a godsend." It was a slightly odd way of saying it, but then the kid had mentioned being raised by the Sisters of Faith. They probably had a bunch of strange sayings like that.

Anything you weren't familiar with was strange though, right?

Karina didn't seem to mind, smiling at the younger boy agreeably. Good, maybe they'd be friends? It would certainly be worth it for both of them to try. Sam was going places in the world and Karina was already there. If they couldn't see the mutual benefit Tor would have to think less of both of them. 

Looking around he noticed Lyn standing with Denno and Trice and waved them over. Technically Lyn shouldn't have been in Noram at all without being introduced to the King almost immediately, being the leader of the largest land on the planet. He kind of had a feeling that she'd snuck in and tried to avoid Burks as well as she could, just to learn building. She was good enough at it to make that a valid reason at least. There could have been others though. 

Like finding him to set him up for death? 

That didn't make sense, but then neither did seeking him out to learn how to make magical devices. There were some twenty schools that taught it all over the Kingdom, coming to him would just make it more likely that Burks would notice her. Especially since the Count owned the school she attended. When she got up to them Tor stepped back and gave her a half bow, so that everyone would get she was important. Rich smiled at least and looked at her directly, without speaking.

Tor opened his right hand to her, which was the polite way to indicate someone very high ranking.

"This is Lyn Red. The Ancient of Vagus. She's been around for a while though, learning building at Lairdgren, and is one of the best new students there. I don't know why she didn't announce herself exactly, but I think she was avoiding Count Lairdgren." Tor looked at Kedrin and raised his shoulders ever so slightly with a small smile.

"Her brother. I'm sure you understand things like that?" 

The man laughed and bowed, even though Lyn looked about fourteen at the moment.

"I truly do. I may have to avoid my own family for a while after today. Master Lord Baker here too. I don't suppose I could borrow that healing thing again could I? That or get some ice. Even a cold brick would be good." He smiled about it, but grimaced too. Tor could sympathize having been hit in the groin before too. He was half tempted to say no, after what the man had said about Connie and his ma, but decided to let it go. Kedrin had apologized after all and even seemed to mean it. It was rude to ignore a good apology.

Once that was taken care of and Lyn was invited to dinner with Denno and Burks, if anyone could find him, the King suggested that Tor come as well.

"Connie would love to see you. All of you no doubt." He sounded very correct and even happy, but Kedrin guffawed at him.

"I bet Connie would like to see all of him. Alone, in a locked room, with no clothes on." He said it quietly, but to no one in particular. 

Lyn glared at him anyway.

"I see. So you wish to make an enemy of Torrance Purple? You'd be better served by declaring personal war on any of the other lands of this world. At least then the rest of us could try to protect you and possibly survive it." She didn't sound happy suddenly, a lot older and more formal sounding in accent than she ever had before. A bit mean to tell the truth.

It got a nod from Denno though.

"Not a bad point. I personally was going to take the royal brother aside and mention that later though Red. Let him save some kind of face, but it's a real enough point. Of all the people to anger in the world today, Tor is about the last one you want to risk. Especially just to goad your brother, as fun as that no doubt is. For that matter I'm rather fond of the Queen too and so is Green. Keep it up and you might just find not one, but three, of the worlds Ancients deciding that your life is currently too simple and relaxed." It wasn't a threat exactly, and came from a man that was, after a fashion, the leader of an enemy state, but Richard just bowed to both the Ancients and then threw a casual wink at Tor.

"Exactly. Though in his defense, I really do believe that was intended solely as a barb toward me, as if I'd take it amiss. Then Ked always had troubles with jealousy that I never bothered with. A personal failing on his part no doubt." He looked away, fighting a smile.

Lyn pointed at him a bit rudely.

"Stop teasing your brother. It's not fitting for the ruler of a Kingdom." She sounded like his mom just then, Tor realized. More... she sounded like everyone in histories mother.

The King let it go though and didn't even seem to take offense. She probably sounded like his mom too. Plus she was correct. Rich was good about not discounting good advice, even if he didn't really want to hear it at the moment.

"Of course. Why don't we go and see to those drinks I'd suggested? I could use a nice fruit juice after that. Tor?"

"That sounds really good actually." He didn't drink alcohol and the King did, but not during the day or at important meetings. Both for basically the same reason, to keep their heads clear for when situations arose. 

They were led by a man in purple and gold livery to a sitting room that had a dozen sofas and some twenty-six cozily cushioned chairs set up, with people sitting in them tensely, sipping at drinks, most of them trying desperately not to drop them or spill anything. That just made sense though, since the whole room was done in white and cream colors. The only people that looked easy about the whole thing were Karina and Rolph, along with Trice who'd spent a heck of a lot more time at the palace than anyone else he knew that didn't live there full time. Everyone else looked a bit stiff for one reason or another, including the King and his brother. It wasn't a party though, so that kind of worked.

Tor gestured to Rich, getting him to lean over a bit. It was the only way to keep from having to shout to be heard given the size difference and the general low hum of the space.

"I can't come tonight. I have an... Event at my house. A secret meeting to plot someone's well deserved destruction." He stopped and looked around, wondering if anyone else could hear him, they probably could, the room wasn't special in any way to prevent it and they had ears. 

"Social destruction, by the way. I think that's all at least. Not plotting anything too bad. Has to be done though. If I find him I'll need Burks for it as well, since its actually closer to his problem than mine. Red and Brown will be available for you though, along with the rest of the Lairdgren group that isn't actively working. Some of them might be, but you and Connie should meet them all personally, in case you ever need to call on them for anything. Oh..." Tor wondered if the man was just going to order him to show up, but he just gave a single short nod, which signaled that he could continue, Tor hoped.

"Also, who's in charge of the delegation to Austra? I've set Sandra Morris to the task of being the Kingdom's magical representative and guard detail, since I have to run off directly with the Ancients and my family to that meeting we talked about."

Rich did his own looking around and finally waved to someone, a woman that looked to be about forty or so, was tall, lean and had a rather long face. It was what he liked to think of as attractively homely. She wore a rather nice looking dress that had a jacket with it, made of heavy looking material. She was sweating more than a bit and using a dark blue kerchief folded into the palm of her left hand to dab away the excess on her brow and neck covertly. 

"Ambassador Callings? This is Tor. Tor, Ambassador Samantha Callings. Ducharina first. She's been the Austran Ambassador for some twelve years now I believe?" This got a nod from the woman who smiled and waved at her face as if trying to fan herself.

Tor hadn't thought to bring any extra amulets for anything, just his own and frankly the three he had were too dangerous to just hand out without explanation first, but he could get the woman something for the trip if nothing else. She just seemed so hot. The clothing she was wearing didn't help, being heavy and thick looking, but Tor still felt bad for her. He was just about to give her his own anyway, even if it did have a few extra things on the same device, when Lyn walked over holding up an amulet on hemp string. It was in his style, on focus stone with a glowing sigil, not hers which was normally done on metal still.

"I grabbed some extra from the box earlier on the way past. Actually I got some of almost everything. Here you go." She handed the string to Tor, who smiled and tried it to the Ambassador. Her face went fixed though, instead of happy, and she glanced at the King as if not sure what to do.

Tor blinked.

"It's just for the heat. Nothing major or anything. We all have them, most of us do at least. It isn't dangerous or anything." 

The woman still looked flustered and tense, almost as if she didn't know what to say. Tor didn't get it, but a familiar voice came from behind him, getting him to spin in place to look at the man. Burks Green. His grandfather.

He looked his normal age of about thirty or so, which was about as old as he could manage. It was handy in a way, since it made him look slightly different than Tor did. Otherwise they could pass for twins, except Burks was a little taller than he was and wore all green. It was his favorite color after all.

"I believe the difficulty here is that the Ambassador is worried you might be trying to bribe her. That amulet is worth several hundred golds. More now that Miss Smalls had to close her local shop. To get around that you should hand it off to Ricky and let him give it where he sees fit." The man looked pleasant, but wasn't smiling at all.

The King winced, but didn't mention why. Tor knew that one though, from very nearly the first time he met the man. He hated being called "Ricky" since that rhymed a bit too well with "icky" and had been used to tease him as a child. Since he would have been a prince at the time, Tor kind of figured that the one using that most often had been his younger brother who didn't seem to be overly disposed to be kind to the man. It was a little odd. Tor got along with all his brothers and sisters after all. 

"Rich or Richard please. He doesn't like to be called Ricky or Rick." Tor made his voice firm and stared at the Ancient, wondering if he already knew that and had been needling the King anyway. If so he didn't respond to being called on it at all, except to look surprised and turn his attention to the man himself.

"Sorry, didn't realize that. Well then, Rich it is from now on." 

Everyone else was staring at them about that time, which got Tor to hand over the amulet, wondering what would happen if the monarch just tucked it in a pocket. That would be awkward. Kind of funny though. Tor smiled about it and nodded at the device in the giants hand.

"Gift for you then, to do with as you please." He waved at it, but didn't look at the poor woman trying to melt next to them.

Rich didn't make her wait though, or pretend the situation was anything but what it was, handing it over directly with a small bow. The woman was decently tall, about six-ten or so, but the Monarch towered over her anyway.

"Ah, these really are wonderful Samantha, please, take this one as a gift. Also, for the duration of this mission, please assume that any magics given to you by Master Tor or the Lairdgren group are part of your upkeep. Otherwise things won't run as smoothly." He turned to Tor and winked.

"That means if you really want to bribe her it will have to be using gold or sex." Everyone laughed at that as if it were funny.

It really just reminded him that he was too worn and hurt for sex at the moment. Gold then, if it came to it. He'd have to remember to pack some extra along with him just in case. Not that he wouldn't anyway. Of course if they were going to buy things in Austra they'd need currency from there, which was all either on paper or kept as a credit record, whatever that was. The same with Vagus, except that was animal pelts and horses. They really should take some gifts for people to, shouldn't they? It was what you did when you went to visit people.

Maybe everyone would like some nice, decorative gold coins, with a raised picture of the king on them?

The Ambassador, Callings, Tor made himself remember to try and fix the memory, put the amulet on with a smile and hit the sigil on the front, then sighed.

"Oh... Yes, that is nice. Thank you Your Majesty. Master Tor." She bowed to everyone then, including Burks and Lyn, even though she probably had no clue who Red was. Then that was part of being a diplomat, wasn't it? Making sure you didn't accidently slight anyone.

"I look forward to this trip, to help cement the ties between our land and the great continent of Austra. I fear things may be a little unsettled there. Do you think it would be possible to have an audience with Denorian Brown before we leave? It might prove invaluable. I do like to be as well prepared as possible. We've never met, but I hear he's a splendid fellow."

Tor waved to him from across the room, getting him to say something to the man he was talking to, an older giant man that Tor hadn't met yet, and walk over. He was dressed all in brown still, but the clothing was nicer this time. For all that the man couldn't make himself believe in magic at all, he could use it easily enough. Expertly even.

He smiled warmly at the group and held his arms out as if he hadn't seen them all in years, rather than seconds. 

"We have met, dear lady. Twice in fact. Once in Austra at a reception and once a few weeks back when I was working in the Palace guest house. I did have a disguise on that time however. Greg the room servant? I saw to your fresh linens." He'd really done it, but the woman looked disbelieving.

Ah well. It didn't really matter.

Tor waved at him.

"He's traveling with us, so you should have full days to pick his brain. These other two ancients as well, if you want."

That started a long conversation, but Tor managed to get away from the group with Trice and Burks in tow after about half an hour. He didn't know how to tell anyone about the meeting exactly, but it was important. Still, it had to be done in code, or at least not so obviously everyone in the land would know about it by dinner.

Nothing came to mind that Trice would understand. So, he'd just have to leave out the good bits.

"Um, skip the dinner here and come to my place for a meeting. It won't be fun, but I think both of you will want in on this. If not, well, I'll feed you anyway, so it won't be too much of a loss. If you both decided I'm full of it you can come back here easily enough." They could just land in the hole his Fast Carriage had left. 

Tor started to feel bad about it, but chose not to bother. It could be fixed, and it had been an emergency. Plus the landing had been incredibly smooth from inside the vehicle. That in itself made the whole thing worth it. It meant that a crash was a lot more potentially survivable in one of those things than he'd thought. So valuable just for that. Nearly so at least. More, he really just didn't care. That part was strange, a dark feeling that he hadn't had in a long time. Like maybe, just possibly, life wasn't really worth it. Not the one he had.

It was because he was a killer now. It tainted everything he did, making it so that even standing in this fine room, with the King himself delivering presents for him and people treating him almost as an equal lacked substance. It didn't feel important at all. Nothing did. Maybe nothing ever had? What was the point of being him after all? 

Tor smiled, trying not to let his thoughts show on his face for once, because important to him or not, it was his life now and people counted on him to at least get his job done. Right now that was...

He blinked and shook his head a little. What was he supposed to be doing anymore? He couldn't build right now and might not be able to for months more. The claim was that he'd worked himself nearly to death making a device to stop Trice from setting off combat rages in everyone all the time, but it wasn't really true. The rage she'd sent him into first, one that lasted for days on end before he could stop it, had really done the damage. It took almost everything he'd had. The building itself had been pretty much incidental after that, even though it took months. It was a good work, a true master work even, but it had saved his life, not the other way around.

When it had happened, or rather nearly two months later when he woke up, Trice had been in such a state that he decided to not let her know about that part of things and just played it all off as him being too ambitious. It didn't matter whose fault it was anyway, right? She couldn't help the way she was born after all, so blaming her for it was wasted time.

The short answer there was that he wasn't going to be doing anything useful that way for a long time. Especially if he didn't get a chance to rest up for a while. The fight two days before, on top of all the killing, didn't help either. He hurt. It was a deep thing that rested in his bones constantly now. So what was he going to do? Spend gold and pretend to be someone important? That would work well enough, for a while, but only because Rich and Connie would back him on the idea, being good friends. That didn't mean it was true though. He was nearly useless now.

Burks was talking to him he realized, which made him shake his head a little, not having understood a word of it.

"We need to be the first ones to the summit of course. The others will trickle in over the next weeks, depending on how they have to travel. Orange will probably be coming in by foot for instance, which means she's nearly always the last to get in. She bothers to come though, which is better than about half of us. Has to be done though. Have you been in touch with Miss Ward? Captain Ward I mean?" He sounded bland and relaxed about it all, as if it almost didn't matter.

"Weeks?" Tor kept the anger out of his voice, but just barely, "what the hell Burks... I agreed to go to a meeting and chat with some people about a problem. I didn't realize it was just about me going and sitting around for weeks, waiting like a moron while everyone else showed up as they please. They've had six months to get there for goodness sake. Not to be petty here, but why waste everyone's time? This is up to Brown and you. I get the idea that Lyn needs to get there, since it's her land, but I don't need to be wasting my time sitting around doing nothing and neither do the rest of us. It would have been nice if you would have mentioned all this earlier. We could just send you three off in a Fast Carriage with a communications device and show up on the first day of the actual thing." No, Tor realized as he ended the statement, he hadn't really kept all the ire out of his voice at all. Not good. The man was his grandfather after all. Still, he hardly knew him for all that.

Burks rolled his eyes.

"Well, it's the way it's been done for over two thousand years. Sorry we didn't think of you back when we originally made the rules." He didn't sound sharp or anything, but managed to come off as a little bored.

Tor went still, rage suddenly spiking through him. It was almost like a combat rage it was so strong and sudden. It took all his will not to punch the man in the face. He almost did it anyway, his fist curling and starting to move on its own, even though doing that would probably have his butt kicked almost instantly. Burks was way better at fighting than he was after all.

Tor clenched his jaw then and let out his breath slowly, trying to stay calm. Return to that state at least.

"I see. Well, if the rules say that's what has to be done, then I don't see any need for me to go at all, do you? I'm sure the rules also preclude anything I say or do from being taken seriously at all anyway. This is your problem Green, and Brown's mess. Why don't you take care of it without me?" It was rude, but Tor just spun and walked away. He knew if he didn't he was going to kill Burks. Sure, he couldn't take him in a fist fight, but he had enough weapons on him that he could kill them all were they stood and even his own shields wouldn't protect them.

He didn't stomp off. The truth was that would hurt too much. Instead he rose into the air about a foot and floated out quickly.

"Tor..." This came from behind him, but he honestly couldn't tell who said the word and didn't really care at all. He wasn't really needed for anything then, was he? The only reason for him going to Austra at all was just to get him to the summit, but if the rules the Ancients had made dictated everything the way they seemed, it wouldn't make a difference.

Inside his head Glost Serge roared with laughter, followed several seconds later by Daria, his daughter. They didn't say anything, but it was clear they found the whole thing amusing without end. It wasn't until he got to the door of the palace that he realized that Lyn and Sam had followed him out, jogging behind without saying a word. Burks hadn't, but then the man didn't really care about other people at all, did he? That was horrible, Tor knew. Worse than anything else in all this, because eventually he'd turn into the same man, more or less.

Maybe he already was? It wasn't like him to get that angry and just storm off. Then that wasn't something he associated with the Count either. He kept floating, not speaking to either of them, heading to his Carriage. It really was stuck in the ground pretty well. He'd have to be more careful landing in front of his own place. The area was going to be a mess if he started leaving holes the size of this one all over the place.

No one said anything, but they climbed in and waited, so he just left, taking off faster than was normally polite from the Palace, but settling slowly a few seconds later, drawing it out over most of a minute. He even waited for the others to climb out before he turned it off, though it occurred to him he didn't have to. Tor wasn't mad at either of them though, he was just angry. Way more than he should be, even if he was annoyed by Burks and his stupid Ancient rules. Going weeks early just to wait for people when they didn't have to? It didn't make sense at all. Not for Tor. Probably not for any of them.

Sam peeled off at the front door, mumbling something about getting ready for the dinner later, if he was still supposed to go to that. Tor just nodded at him and grumbled something about it being totally separate from anything else. Even if he wasn't going on to the summit he'd already told everyone that he'd get the spies back to Austra safely. It was his duty.

"So that part still stands." He smiled, not meaning it, but trying not to blame a fourteen year old boy either. Man. Sam was young, but not a boy any longer. He probably hadn't been for a long time and that very day he'd fought with three very dangerous men to defend the King. You didn't do that if you were a child.

"Go to the meal and flirt with Karina. She's only two years older than you, or three, so you two could date or something. Probably not high enough ranking to marry her yet, but I don't doubt you will be in a few years. The King had to have noticed you tackling those guards of his brother's earlier, which is practically an act of valor. Two more and you can be a Knight. Then you just have to get a title as a duke or better and you'd be all set." Tor was teasing, but shrugged.

"Or, you know, you could just be her friend. That's probably easier anyway. Lots of women in the world after all and you're still really young. Might as well get to know some of them before settling down." It sounded like good advice to him, but Lyn chuckled.

He glared back, his anger at Green spreading to her. It wasn't fair though, so he tried to hold it in.

"Yes? You have a comment on what I said?" It sounded like he was about to hit her practically, which got her to sigh and shake her head.

"No, it's just that to me you both seem so young. I barely even remember being your age. Just lost dreams of a world that was very different. It really isn't a bad idea Sam. Befriending a Princess is a good political move. Really, befriending almost anyone is, until they fall out of favor. Why don't you go see to your preparations? I think you can talk to the woman in charge of the kitchens here for hints on how to act at the meal? That or your Sandra? She's a Conserina, so she should know what will be needed." She waited for the boy to make a hasty retreat before turning to Tor, the pleasant look gone from her face.

He didn't wait for her to speak, cutting her off with a growl.

"What's up with you neglecting to mention that you're the Ancient of Vagus anyway? No one likes to be fooled like that you know. Indeed... you probably have to know that, don't you? Being as old and wise as you no doubt are. So, I don't suppose you had a real reason to blind side me like that?" The words just popped out, anger behind them. He didn't mean it, but she nodded at him and took a single step back.

"I... Originally, when we first met, I didn't know who you were for certain. I thought you were Green you know. I almost called you that, but you just sat and shared a meal with a bunch of children you didn't know. It seemed so out of place. Green is a kind man, as are you, but he wouldn't have trusted a group of new people so easily. Age causes you to become jaded. We've all had children used to try and kill us. Except you of course. I wondered then if it was just happenstance that you looked like him. Good looking people of the same race all have similar features after all. Then I saw the magics you wore. So many of them and all things that marked you as Tor. People talk about you, in the Capital. It didn't take me too long to figure out that part of things.

Magic was why I'd come, all those years ago, setting up as a cooper, since I know that skill well and everyone needs barrels and casks eventually. I tried to learn how to build on my own, then save enough to get into a school after I decided that would be easier. I hadn't even thought of a scholarship for it, since I'm not actually a child, until you suggested it. 

I wasn't trying to trick you Tor, I just didn't know what to think when we met, even as I figured out that you must be a clone of some kind. I still haven't worked out how Burks and Lara did it. Even if Green had sex with your mother it's impossible for you to be as identical to him as you are. Nearly perfect. I figured that someone had to interfere in the genetic line directly, but Burks claims he didn't. My bet would be Lara anyway, she's the master of such things." She spread her hands and smiled.

"So I didn't mention who I was. Because honestly, there are only a few people in the world that could create you, and I don't think Burks would lie about it if he was the one behind it. Lara wouldn't either, not that I've asked.

Brown could do it, of course, in fact he's probably one of the best in that field in the world, after Gray, and has been for thousands of years. That only leaves Blue. Since she and I are pretty much enemies, I want to blame her for it, but it probably isn't the case. That's the suspect pool though. I don't think anyone else could do it, not that has a reason too that I can see." 

Tor blinked. It was a lot more information than he'd expected from her. Really he'd figured she was just going to claim he hadn't needed to know about her.

"So, you hid who you were because you think that someone is watching me?" 

"Oh... Tor... I know someone is watching you. Trying to kill you too. I even know it has to be one of us. I'm just trying to figure out who it is before they succeed."
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"I know. The voices of all the people I've killed keep telling me that too." Well, not all of them. Count Derring hadn't been bothering him at all lately and when he had it was brief and rather more polite than the man had been in life. True it was all about Tor's own subconscious mind, but it meant that he knew that something like that, people trying to kill him, was going on, at least on some level.

"It could be any of you. Denno seems nice, but for nearly two years I was hunted by his Larval assassins. The first time they tried for me I wasn't even anything more than a school kid. Tried for me at Lairdgren, kicking me down some stone steps. Do they normally get used for annoying schoolboys though?" He knew they didn't. They didn't even get used for pain in the rump world leaders most of the time. Mostly just other killers, people that couldn't easily be controlled by any other means, and most of the time that was done in Austra, not Noram. They were the last resort when the law couldn't handle what a person was trying to do and no one else could stop them. Tor would have thought it sounded heroic, if they hadn't come after him so many times already.

"Burks could be the one, but I can't see why'd he'd be doing it so quietly. He's a Count, he really could just order it done. Well, not now maybe, because I was named Magics Counselor, but before that he could have. Or, you know, just hired it out to someone that would take care of the job quietly.

You're kind of in the same position. If you wanted me dead it would have happened already. Not that I think you do, but I can't see why any of you Ancients would. Most of you haven't even met me, and this has been going on for years, hasn't it?" Tor locked eyes with the girl in front of him, the Ancient woman, who didn't do anything at all for quite a while.

"That's the problem then, isn't it? Your whole life has been monitored and measured, controlled and influenced by forces that shouldn't even have known you existed at all. This might have even started before you were born. But no one going through all the trouble of making you in the fashion they did would try to kill you now. Whatever the experiment is with you, you aren't a failure. If anything you've exceeded the design in many ways. You're a better builder than Green is for instance and he invented the skill. You're also getting work out of kids that clearly has to do with your direct influence ability. You tell the kids to succeed and they managed to do things far beyond what's considered possible and keep doing it. I've felt that effect myself you know, it isn't a minor thing. Clearly a command level power. What I don't know is if it's related to your building skill or if it's genetic." She paced then, not saying anything for nearly ten minutes as she covered the fake marble floor of the front room many times. It had throw rugs done in cream with a fringe of tassels on each, which were delicate looking things. The large staircase leading up to the second floor having been redone to look like smooth marble stone as well.

Tor waited, wondering if Lyn was thinking or just getting some exercise. When she spoke though the girl moved close to him, shaking her head.

"That, the ability to "encourage" people like that, beyond what they'd be able to on their own, it's a lost command line skill. All the people that had that are dead now. Except you, if you have it. Only... the Green pattern is a slave line. So is Grey and Brown. I need to see your genetic work-up. I don't suppose you have a copy of it do you?" 

Tor smiled.

"Lyn, I barely know what that is, of course I don't have a copy of it. Burks said he had one and..." He stopped , his head tilting for a second.

"I think that I may be able to get one actually. I can ask at least."

"From Green? I figured you weren't talking to him for the day at least. Those rules really aren't his fault you know, things get out of hand over time..." 

"No, I think that Princess Abby might be able to do a genetic thing like that. She's from Afrak, Lara Gray's granddaughter. A doctor. It can't hurt to ask, if you really want to know. Burks said it was the same as his, except that I had the gene for combat rage too. He figured it had worked in from my father's side of the family somehow."

That earned a snort from Lyn, "right, because that could happen. Argh. OK, if you can get a test like that before we leave? I'm going to have to refresh my memory on genetics. I used to be pretty good with the subject though. We all were. Why don't you go do that now?" Then without saying anything else she walked away abruptly. It was off-putting, but since he'd done the same to Burks not an hour before, Tor really couldn't complain, could he?

Getting in touch with Abby would mean either going back to the palace, which Tor really didn't feel like doing at the moment, still angry at Burks for annoyingly being himself, or sending a message. True, Tor could have used the communications device, but Abby was a guest there, and it felt awkward doing that. Who could he get to deliver a letter though? For that matter, who could he get to write it? His penmanship wasn't the best in the world. He also couldn't write it in Afrak, though he could speak the language. He only knew two people that might be able to write in that language and didn't know if Abby could read Noram standard to translate it. 

It wasn't until he walked into the kitchen that it hit him. He was being a coward. What he needed to do was go and see Abby himself and not worry about running into Burks. If the man wanted to argue with him, or take him to task for something, it was going to happen anyway. Avoiding it wouldn't change things at all, just alter the timing of the event a little. They were going to be on a ship together the next day anyway and Tor wasn't planning on hiding in a locked room the whole time. That would be childish.

With that in mind he grabbed an earth moving device and headed back to the palace, landing beside the hole he'd left there earlier. Tor took about ten minutes to land and he was a little surprised that the Royal guard on duty didn't slap up the palace shields to keep him out, not after the lawn damage he'd done the last time. They didn't though and no one rushed him when he started to fill the hole back in, trying to make it as even as possible, so that it wouldn't look too bad. Still like bare earth, but that was how it had been before. This was the regular set down point for transports, which was kind of hard on the grass. They really should make something more permanent, possibly out of focus stone, or even regular cobblestones. That would look nice enough, he figured.

Just as he finished and stowed everything away Rolph came out, grinning at him for some reason.

"I see you came back? I was worried that you might have run off to become a fisherman or open a bakery someplace. I know that Denno and Count Lairdgren were both very concerned. I thought Brown was going to cry after you left, but I told him that you probably wouldn't skip the whole meeting, if he could guarantee that you'd be listened to. If it makes you feel better he did promise to make sure that happened. It seems rather central to whatever plan he has that you show up. Something about rigging a vote or two? Say," Rolph took a deep breath and rushed ahead as if asking for secret information, "do you know what this meeting of the Ancients is supposed to be about? I don't know if you're allowed to mention it, but I'm curious." His eyes looked doubtful, expecting Tor not to say anything.

Like he cared to keep Brown's secrets? He wasn't really sure Brown cared. It wasn't so much a secret at all as it was just something he hadn't shared with everyone yet.

"Um..." OK, it was kind of hard to explain, wasn't it? Tor thought for a second about what to say and finally shrugged.

"There seems to be something coming from space, if what I was told was real and not a trick or meant to throw us all off the real reason for the meeting. Burks and Lyn seem to think it sounds real enough, though I don't know that they're fully sold yet either, since no proof has been given yet. It seems that a long time ago the ancients, not the ones we know, but the people from some time after they were all born, sent out a bunch of ships into space, in case the Earth died. The people on board were barely human, designed to be really tough and survive whatever they found. Those ships seem to be returning, along with two other kinds that no one recognizes. So it could be anything, from aliens that live on other planets, to a different design of ship the people that left built themselves in space. They had the time after all.

Or, of course, it could be a trick, or a trap. Brown claims he wants us all to go because he wants a large voting block to back him up. Which I guess is kind of like rigging a vote, yes. That's all I know really." It was too.

The Prince tilted his head, finally nodding.

"Yes, the problem with people that deal in intrigue is always that they do so. Even when they're being honest you can never really know what's real or not. Well, go armed, wear a shield and be careful. I'd go with you, if not for that little side trip to Austra first. Can't imagine I'd be welcome there right now." It was an understatement and meant that way, the tone dry and humorless, which wasn't Rolph's normal pattern at all.

Prince Alphonse. 

They weren't at school anymore and probably never would be, not together at any rate. That just hadn't worked out for Tor too well. He'd tried twice and things kept getting in the way. Kind of a shame because he was a pretty good student over all. Tor even liked classes, unlike most people his age. The rest of school hadn't been that great all the time, being a scholarship boy putting him at about the bottom of the social heap, but hey, it was something to do that he could at least pretend mattered. Right now there wasn't anything worth doing at all, his whole life was just a wasted bit of time.

Going to Austra with the spies was just a formality that anyone could have handled. Even finding out which of the Ancients might be trying to kill him was kind of just something to do. Hiding would be more effective really, if he wanted to stay alive. The thing there was, in the moment, he really wasn't sure he wanted to. Oh, he wouldn't kill himself, but that didn't mean he had to keep struggling against what came at him.

"Say, Alphonse, do you think you could lead me to Doctor Mutta? I have no clue where she is and need something checked out before I leave, I think." He said it blankly, which made it sound weird. He knew that because his giant friend looked down at him, worried.

"Are you alright? Maybe you shouldn't go..." 

"Oh, this is about something that isn't health oriented directly. Um, some kind of test that Lyn wants so she can see how I'm put together on a basic level. I get the idea, but don't have a clue how to do it, but Abby might. Besides, she's family and I should say goodbye before I leave the Kingdom. I'm kind of responsible for her here. Not that she won't be in good hands with you and your family."

The walk went quickly, because Alphonse just walked fast all the time and Tor kept up by using his Not-flyer, the new one that didn't need hand controls. His friend watched him do it and sighed.

"That is so much more interesting to look at when you don't need to stick a hand out. Can you work that into the flying rigs or Carriages? Maybe even the boats..." His eyes went unfocused as they hurried down the hallway, an empty thing lined with wood and gray stone, filled every few feet with small statues of people and animals, most of them new. At least they were made of focus stone. Not bad work either, though clearly more than one persons.

Taking a second Tor considered the idea.

"Yes to the flyers, this unit has the basic controls for that already, even the Carriages are doable... Boats though, I mean, it could be done... that would be easier even than flying, but I wonder if they could be made to drive itself? That would be dangerous for things on land and maybe even flying, if you went too fast, but on water it could work. Until you put in to dock at least." It was a clever idea. Then his friend was smart that way. Most of them were.

"Not that I'm going to be doing it any time soon. Right now I'm not even making copies. Part of the reason for leaving Sam and taking the others with me, just in case something comes up."

"Good. You work too hard anyway. When's the last time you did something just for fun. Or to relax even?" The Prince stopped and stood with his arms crossed. 

"No fair counting meditation or sleep for that, I mean something done just because you wanted to that wasn't to help anyone else or work related." 

Apparently Tor was actually expected to actually answer that, because his giant friend didn't move, just stood in place. Tor had to float back to him, which he did while rolling his eyes.

"I can't have fun right now Alphones. I mean that literally. It's impossible. I killed people, and the way I'm built means I have to suffer for it. It's the cost of doing things like that for me. Food all smells and tastes like rotting death all the time now, I'm constantly angry and know that I shouldn't be and nothing has any spark to it at all. It's like someone made the world over during the night and leached all the meaning from it. Even trying to relax right now is wasted effort, since the voices in my head keep screaming at me when I do. All of them except Box. So... Not to be a pain in the rear, but could we save this conversation for later? I swear I'm not working too hard. I can't do anything but talk to people. I'm even back to using the Not-flyer to get around..." It was dismal. Tor didn't sound sad about it though, no... even to his own ears he sounded angry and nearly ready for violence.

"You called me Alphonse twice in a row. I think that may be a record." It was a deflection, meant to turn the conversation away from what he'd just said, since there was nothing to be done about it anyway. Tor nodded and forced a smile.

"Yep. We're not at school now and it's your name. I should hire tutors for Ali and myself or something. Maybe get Denno to help me out with math again while we're on this trip. If I have time. When I'm not cooking. Carlos the spy said he'd actually run the thing for us though. Do most of the work, so I should be down to about half of what I did last time, when we went to Afrak I mean."

The Prince started walking again, thinking as he did it was clear from the silence.

"That makes sense at least. If he's in the Kitchen making the food and they serve themselves it will be a lot harder for anyone to poison them. Not that we'd do that, since this is all arranged already, but it has to have crossed their minds. It would mine at least."

It was Tor's turn to stop then, dropping all the way to the floor with a thought. 

"Ah. That does make sense then. I was almost going to suggest we get some of the staff from my house to help, but that might be scary for the spies and their families. I guess I should check with them and see what they want done. I know I'd feel better if I got a choice, if it was me in their place." He didn't care for himself what they did, not in the moment, but if it made them feel better it would be the right thing to do. He could still tell right from wrong at least, no matter how he felt.

That didn't get a response, in fact nothing else got said, since they were in front of a rather nice door, made of highly polished red colored wood that shone in the dim light of the corridor. Alphonse knocked, then waited for a while. Nothing happened at all for a long time, but finally the door opened and a dark face, one that was nearly a true black it was so deeply brown, poked around the corner.

"Alphonse! And Uncle Court Jester! I..." 

What she planned to say next Tor had no clue, since a familiar voice piped up from within.

"S'Tor?" The door got pulled open further, revealing his sister Terlee, who was adjusting her clothing. Normally in the palace that would have meant the women had been doing something that involved sex, but he really doubted that was the case here. Not that Abby wasn't cute enough, but Terlee was normally fairly shy, and worse, related to the woman. Abby was kind of shy that way too. No, this was something else.

A professional visit.

"Sorry to interrupt. I need to see if it's possible to get a full genetic work-up that Lyn Red, the Ancient of Vagus, can read? I don't know if that's possible, but it might be important. She thinks that my genetic profile might be different than Green's in some way." He spoke in Afrak, taking the chance to practice. Plus he'd learned about genetics and biology in that tongue, so it made sense to use it now.

Abby smiled at him and nodded.

"I have the needed gear for that here now. It just came the other day in fact, which is good fortune. Along with the first part of your payment for the magical sky rivers. It's mainly seeds to rehabilitate the land you own. Some marvelous and unusual plants. Trees with a dozen kinds of fruit that will grow year round and others that take water from deep in the ground and brings it to the surface to provide for other plants. Plus some wonderful fungal spores that can work miracles in the right places." She waved them both in, which got Terlee to give him a hug, then as an afterthought a much warmer one for the Prince. It went on long enough that Tor cleared his throat.

"A little discretion in front of his fiancé?" He meant it as a joke, but it came out sounding wrong, mean and spiteful. For one of the first times in her life Terlee spun on him, eyes going wide, pushing Alphonse away as if scared.

"I meant no harm. We're just friends and..." She was acting like she'd actually done something wrong , like Tor was really correcting her. He shook his head as Abby covered a smile with her hand.

"Sorry Terlee, I was trying to be playful and it just came out garbled. If it had been a real problem Abby would have corrected you herself. I just sound like a complete ass today. Again, sorry... it isn't you or anything you've done at all. It really isn't anyone."

For some reason that got him another hug from her, as if she knew the real reason. Then, given how extensive her spy network was, which had at least one person in it, so was huge compared to his, maybe she did know? Possibly by simply asking their mother. Or being told unasked. It wasn't a secret after all.

Abby clapped her hands together and smiled, but didn't say anything for a bit, waiting to see who said what. Finally Terlee did, gesturing at her stomach, which was flat again. She'd had her first child already, a girl named Veronica. After the Princess of the same name. It was a good name. His sister looked directly at Abby again though and spoke in very well accented Noram standard.

"So, am I pregnant again yet? I wasn't planning on it, but we haven't been..." She hesitated and blushed, but finished the sentence, which kind of shocked Tor. His sister was normally pretty shy about everything.

"Using birth control. I don't want another child yet. Besides, Toverland suggested that I make some "friends" and I don't want to have the wrong child."

Tor figured he should blush, but honestly he didn't care enough to at the moment. His sister was going to sleep with people, probably men, other than her husband, at his urging? It fit the social model at least. Most of the nobles had scores of lovers and friends that they did things with that would have gotten them killed in Two Bends, where they both originally came from. Terlee was Countess Thomson now though, and very good looking, so a lot of people would expect her to have relationships like that and would probably be insulted if she turned them all down. That could lead to war, or at the very least not being allowed into the best parties.

"Good thinking. Don't take ma as an example of how many children to have. Two is a good number I think. Certainly no more than three. Eleven is a few too many." 

Not that anyone would care what he thought on the matter, but he wanted to show support for his sister anyway.

Alphonse apparently did too, since he gave her a small half bow.

"Well in that case, we should meet sometime soon. Perhaps for s..."

Tor hit him.

It wasn't a little tap either, but a full blown punch that caused his shield to trigger and made the floor, which was solid stone, pop a little when the force got shunted downwards into it. Everyone froze for a second and Tor surprised himself... by hitting his best friend again even harder.

It didn't hurt him, but it made the Prince blink.

"I was just going to say we should meet to discuss some plans for Noram day or some projects to work on, to help make connections. Gods Tor, do you really think I'm going to proposition your sister in front of my intended? That would be beyond rude." There was a grin with it, but it looked a little confused and baffled, as if he didn't get that Tor was responding to his propositioning his sister in front of him.

Which only made sense. He wouldn't get it as wrong really, would he? Oh, his friend knew on some level that Tor was more provincial than anyone else he knew, but it didn't really translate to the idea that he'd lash out over something like that. If they'd been in Two Bends and someone had suggested they run off with one of his sisters for illicit sex he'd have been fighting still and not stopping until he couldn't go on any more. Even if it was his best friend.

It was a double standard of course, based on different situations. This was a noble place though, a royal one, so it was up to Tor to try and bend to their rules, not the other way around. He knew that, and normally did a decent job of it. He thought so at least. Maybe he just wasn't blending in as well as he'd imagined? 

He'd had sex with all the women in Alphonse's immediate family at some point and his buddy had done no more than tease him gently over it. He didn't even do it seriously. Even the King had just smiled about it and they were his wife and daughters. By Tor's way of thinking the man had a right to have him killed... or do it himself. Even if he wasn't the ruler of the whole land.

He sighed and made a half bow to everyone, starting with Abby. After all, she was the one from a place where violence virtually didn't exist. Him hitting someone, even if it wasn't meant to really harm anyone, had obviously shaken her. Her eyes showed fear, a white rim around the ice blue in the center under the brilliant bird red hair. It was incredibly apparent that he'd miss-stepped with her. Of course, in the room he was in the only one that got what was truly happening was his own sister. She'd be within her rights to call him on it, maybe even ordering him out of the Capital all together for embarrassing the family. It wasn't a minor thing, attacking someone like that. Oddly enough, by the rules they'd grown up with Tor was the one in the right, except that Alphonse was a royal. That would have changed things normally, even a year before, but now Terlee just...

Laughed.

Her hand came out and touched his shoulder gently, which was meant to be calming he knew, then explained to the others before Tor could form a real apology.

"I understand the feeling Tor. I nearly hit him too and I'm planning to send a note later asking if he'd be free for such "discussions", it isn't easy to straddle two worlds like this. I'm sure Abby gets it, though with less lashing out, no doubt." Her words started warm and ended dry and slightly country sounding. It was just a hint of an accent though, not slipping into home-speak totally. If she'd done that Tor would be the only one in the room to understand her.

He nodded and puffed his cheeks up.

"Sorry Alphonse. I forgot myself. Won't happen again. Until, you know, the next time. I'll try to do better though." It wasn't a good apology, but there were no debts between friends, right? 

The Prince laughed gently.

"I stand rebuked anyway and will strive to be more discreet in the future." There was a bow that came back, but it was just a bob, one that could have been taken as being self-important, but wasn't. Tor couldn't do a lot of bending at the moment, so by keeping the move subdued his friend made it so that he didn't have to try and get his own head at a lower angle that just couldn't be easily managed.

Abby gathered some tools from a low table and turned back towards him.

"I... Let us take tissue samples. The testing itself will take several days to finish, that can't... It cannot be helped. Is that alright?" The words were in Afrak, and sounded like she expected to be beaten at any moment. It wasn't really fair, but Tor got that Abby really couldn't help it. She had no coping skills for such things at all, except medical ones.

"I can come back and get them in a week or two, if that's good for you? We can chat using the communications device when it's done. The only reason for the boat ride over to Austra is to give the appearance of comfort and luxury to the people there for their agents. It isn't enough to not abuse the guests in our care, we need, as a land, to show that we respect them as a people. We had their leader and his heir killed. I had them killed. Even if it was needed, and the best way to end the war... that has to be atoned for. Otherwise everyone will keep thinking it's OK to just kill off the leaders every time an argument takes place between lands." It made a lot of sense to Tor, but it wasn't the tradition. Normally you didn't kill the leaders at all, you just killed their people until they gave up.

Terlee went wide eyed then and stared at him.

"What do you mean you did it? You were here. Thousands of people saw you. Was it some kind of magic? The duel with that evil Baron..." It was her turn to be baffled now. 

Tor rolled his eyes.

"I was here. It... It was my plan. In part at least. There's no escaping that part of things at all for me. I got the information, made the plan and gave it to people that I knew might well implement it. It had to be done, and I'm not sorry about it, but..." Tor suddenly felt exhausted as laughter entered his ears from the ghosts in his head. Even Box chuckled this time.

And spoke gently as two of the voices faded.

"There you go. Taking responsibility will shut those two down fast. Same with the rest of us. Think about it Tor, you know that for you, killing is wrong. If you want to be free of us mentally, you have to admit to yourself that it was needed. That won't make you feel better about it, not really, and it shouldn't in the long run, but that's what has to happen to get a good night's sleep. It won't fix it all. That's clear. There are things and things in your deepest mind here that you have to deal with Tor, things you haven't been, matters you've been denying and hiding from yourself. At least two things that are going to be central to your continued existence. You need to look into that soon, or everything isn't just going to fall apart, you're going to die and a lot of other people will be going with you." He laughed again inside Tor's mind as the others stood quietly, just looking at him strangely.

Baron Rochester growled.

"I didn't deserve to die! I have a right to use anyone under my power as I will. Connor was my own son and that means-" What it meant Tor decided not to care about. Instead he took Box's advice and examined why he felt bad about the Baron being dead at all. 

It wasn't what he'd thought, not when he really looked at the issue. It was wrong to kill and more than any other person involved, the Baron had been killed out of anger. Tor was, on a very real level, afraid of feeling angry. It kind of shocked him, but it made sense. Anger had never caused him to do anything good, had it? Just lash out and act like a little brat.

 Oh, he'd tried to fix it when it happened, control it and make sure his actions weren't too bad, but that was the problem there. It was a deep thing, but he hadn't just coldly killed the man, he'd done it out of rage. To protect others, sure, but that wasn't all of it. Not even close. The responsibility was all his and had to be. No matter what other people said, Tor had murdered Baron Rochester because he hated the man.

"Fuck you." The voice in his head sounded farther away then as the Baron left as well. It was a relief, but tiring, like he'd just run a great distance and had just now noticed how hard it had been.

Box sighed in his ear and waited for a long while before going on.

"I'm... not a ghost Tor. None of us really are. I'm just a part of you trying to make sure you don't turn into a monster. Really I shouldn't even be here. Why do you feel bad about killing me? I deserved it you know. If you hadn't have acted they would have made Debbie do it. That would have scarred her for life and that evil bitch of a Baroness knew it too. That was her point, trying to punish Debbie for what I'd done. She didn't even know or she would have tried to stop me. How could she? It wasn't like I started the dinner conversation with a list of the girls I'd raped and killed that day, you know?"

Tor shrugged and wrinkled his brow, then spoke out loud. It got him some worried looks, but he didn't try to explain.

"I should have known though. I should have realized that something was wrong and stopped you sooner. Most of the girls that died here were my fault. If I'd just paid attention..."

The answer came silently, for his ears only.

"Then what? You want to blame yourself for my actions? For not noticing something that you'd never even imagined was possible before? You aren't exactly worldly you know Tor. Not yet. Give yourself enough room to learn. I took pains to not be found out and that you didn't search my mind for clues, well, that's normal isn't it? No one goes around looking in other people's heads for secrets like that. Now, forgive yourself for that. Before I go... Would you make sure to watch out for Debbie? I was an awful person, but she was my sister, I don't want her to suffer because of what I did. Not more than she has to." 

"OK." It was a given anyway. Debbie was his friend.

Alphones reached over and patted Tor's shoulder gently, letting his hand linger. It was so huge it easily wrapped over, the huge fingers on his back.

"Alright there Tor? You seem to be talking to yourself. A bit off-putting to tell the truth." There was no smile with the words, even though the tone was friendly. 

The voices were all gone then and, Tor noticed, the room didn't smell like rot anymore. Just strange medical things. Not pleasant, but still a thousand times better.

"Oh... just dealing with the ghosts in my head. I wasn't kidding about that earlier. Box was just asking me to look out for his sister. Like I wouldn't. Sorry for being weird. Really though, blame the Ancients for that. They, made me this way."

Everyone just stared more, not speaking as Abby went about taking bits of his hair and flesh, a sample of blood and a swab from the inside of his mouth. Then without even a pleasant word she waved them all out. It was abrupt for her, but Tor thought he understood. She was freaked, and had to be wondering if he was going to start killing people left and right. That or just hitting people more.

There was a strange thing happening too. Tor could still feel the rage simmering within him. It should have gone away when the last of the voices did, when the scent of death faded, but it didn't, it just stayed, eating at him like acid in his stomach. He didn't mention it, but felt it flash and ebb as the others spoke of normal enough things. He just floated along, keeping his mouth shut. It was something to figure out, wasn't it? He was at a low physical point though, so maybe it was just that? Beaten up and pained enough to cause him to have unwanted emotions? 

What to do about it though? Meditation came to mind, so Tor focused, letting his mind sink to a deeper place instantly. It was one of the few things he could still do it seemed, concentrate like that. It helped. He went from feeling snippy and angry to mildly annoyed by the world as a whole. It wasn't where he wanted to be, but it was a start. Especially since he'd need a clear head about him later.

"Oh..." That reminded him and he nearly frowned at the other two with him.

"Dinner meeting at my house. Kind of an emergency. Nothing life threatening, but a matter that I think both of you might be needed for. Though there's a thing here Alphie, a state dinner." Tor smiled, having never called him that before. It sounded strange coming from his lips, but the Prince was used to it, that being his regular nick-name that everyone in his family called him anyway. It kind of lacked a certain dignity though, didn't it?

"I'll beg off. Unless there's something I'm needed for here? As heir it's kind of my duty to meet all the right people and so on. Did anyone mention what it was about?" He seemed vaguely curious as they walked, but not worried. Most meetings at the palace just weren't that interesting. Mainly large people arguing about things that a few minutes of calm discussion should have handled.

"Oh... just introducing the Ancient of Vagus to everyone, and saying goodbye to the others since their going off with me tomorrow. I was supposed to be there too, since they're kind of family, but I got your dad to let me out of it, since there's this other thing. Intrigue and all that."

The giant red headed man just shook his head.

"Too bad I'm going to miss it then. The Ancient of Vagus... That's... Red? If I met her I'd have almost the whole set. Just needing to meet white and blue, right?"

"No, there are a few more I think. Orange at least, and possibly some others. But you know Red."

"I do?" He sounded baffled and amused, like it was a joke or something.

Tor wanted to draw it out and make it more interesting, but couldn't summon the energy for games at the moment. Kind of a shame since this was a good one. Why should he be the only one to be clueless, right?

"Lyn Cooper. Turns out she came to learn building about a decade ago or so. Totally fooled me and everything. She claims that wasn't just to make me look bad, but I'm not certain I trust that yet. So, you know, you don't just know her, you've taken care of her while she was working and everything." That even meant leading her to the bathroom and so on, which was delicate and not talked about, but also meant the woman had no secret charms that his giant friend was unaware of. Tor was in the same boat. At least he'd never been attracted to her, that would have been really awkward, since she was kind of his sister or something. Great Aunt too.

The Prince just nodded.

"I see. Well, that makes sense then. Are the rest of the Lairdgren group Immortal too or is that it?" 

He sounded a little... cold, but Tor forced a smile in return and blew out a gust of air.

"Nope. Just her... And Timon. Though I think he's going to be the first of the Printer group. That's up to you and your dad though. He's young after all, builder or not. Maybe if we shift Mark over? Or Farlo if she keeps improving at the rate she is. She's some kind of noble too. I'm not really sure what the station is though, I never asked." That was bad, he realized, since she could take offense at him not knowing. Tor didn't even know her last name.

The Prince did.

"Farlo Ross? Scottland Ross' daughter. Do you remember him? Big fellow that saved Collette when that drunk attacked her last King's week? Or, as he pointed out at the time, he probably saved the drunk from her when it came down to it, but him. Farlo's dad. So a Conserina... Um, four... I think. High enough ranking to take over a working group, if she can do it I mean. She's kind of been the slowest to pick things up. Then she's only been in the building program for a year and a half. She told me that she transferred over after you saved her family and the Ross Capital from burning to the ground. Before that she was in the homemaking section. Bit of a side-step there."

That was news to Tor. It really showed how much more attention he needed to be paying to people, if someone like that could just be hanging out under his nose. Well, he'd have them on the ship with him for a week. If he couldn't be bothered to learn about them then, he needed to quit his job and do something else. Maybe go off and be a hermit? Well, him and Ali. Though she probably wouldn't like that much. She had a lot of friends and was constantly making more. Of course in her world that was done by having sex with them, even though she was married to him. It wasn't something that made him happy, but that was the rule. She didn't even care if he had sex with other people, which made him feel even worse about it all for a few seconds. He had to adapt, and really, had thought he was doing a good job of it, over all, but at the moment it was hitting him pretty hard.

He didn't want to be a hick, making his narrow little decisions based on his own backwoods rules, but it was so hard suddenly. They were married, weren't they? Shouldn't Ali have to follow his rules? Even if they were in the Capital or the noble world. It only made sense.

To his deep woods mind. 

The rules of the nobles had been created for a reason though. Jealousy was real enough, but was mainly a product of training. Something that society set up for its members from an early age. He was having problems that people like Ali and even Rolph... Alphonse, just couldn't really understand in the same way. Trice was the same. To her mind it was natural to have a bunch of partners for sex and if he suggested that she not, he'd have been the one that looked foolish. It was the truth too. There was no reason to be jealous and petty. 

Ali was his wife, and even seemed to like him well enough. She couldn't have kids, having been sterilized by her father, and Tor couldn't either, not for the first five hundred years of his life or so. That meant that there was no downside to what she was doing, except that he was a stupid country peasant raised to think that there was only one right way to be.

Worse, the nobles' rules had been created by Burks, which meant, in a very real way, that Tor was the one that set it up, if an older version of himself. It didn't feel like something he'd ever do, but that was down to training, right? 

Tor shook himself, realizing that Terlee had said something. She sounded concerned, but he'd missed it totally.

"Sorry, got lost in thought. So..." Neither of the others mentioned what had been said at all. Kind of frustrating, because he wanted to know, but asking seemed just as rude as not paying attention in the first place. They all walked for a while longer, waiting for the other person to be the first to say something.

"Um, what is the meeting about then?" Terlee put in finally, obviously asking for the second time, and not feeling at all certain she should. 

She was right on that part of things. Tor didn't want to say much where anyone could hear, since this would almost certainly involve spies at some point, if they weren't around already. The Coltress family had a vast network of them, given their relatively low social standing. More than most by far. It wouldn't shock Tor to find out that they were involved in the Kingdom's network somehow too.

"I don't know what I can say here. I don't think it's that dire, but it's important to me and might be to you. For that matter Terlee, could you wrangle ma and Tiera for it too? They may just want in on this."

That apparently didn't help explain anything, not from the look on the face above her rather nice green velvet dress. Tor noticed that he was floating along. It made sense, being easier on the body than walking, but he hadn't realized he'd gone into the air. Not noticing something like that was... not a good sign as far as his mental state, was it?

His sister raised an eyebrow, managing to look almost stately about it, but didn't say anything else.

They left him at the side door, his friend and sister moving off together before he even got outside, saying they'd see him at his house at nine, that being the traditional time for dinner in the Capital. What they had planned together he didn't know, but they were giving each other strange looks. Ones that spoke of something other than sneaking off together to ruin some marriage vows.

Probably talking about him then.

Well, he was acting like an insane person, so why not? He'd have been trying to figure it out if he wasn't inside the whole mess already. Who could blame them?

He felt better though, thanks to imaginary Box helping him to get some things sorted. Just having a world that didn't reek was worthwhile. As to the rest of it, not hearing voices... That helped a lot too. He was nearly back to normal, except for the bad mood. Normally that kind of thing was lighter when it happened to him. Most of the time he just felt a little like everyone else was better than he was, not like he wanted to strike them. Thinking of that got him to concentrate harder until the sense of anger faded almost totally. It wasn't really gone, just hidden, but that sense of distance and perspective made everything easier to deal with.

No one bothered him on the way out, which put him back in his own room not ten minutes later, even if he did walk up the stairs slowly. He needed the exercise though, so didn't let himself use magic for it. As it was he'd been losing weight and he didn't have any left to spare. If it wasn't for the magical clothing device remaking everything to fit him each day it would have probably caused a stir in the people around him already.

It was only about five by the time he settled on the bed, cross legged and centered, trying to meditate as deeply as he could on a sense of self, which would allow him to rebuild his field strength a little faster that just sitting would. The moment passed in nearly a blink, going from him being alone to gently shaken, causing Tor to open his eyes without thinking about it.

"Husband? The guests are arriving for your meeting. I... should I see to that... or is it secret?" Ali stood by the bed side, dressed very nicely in a fluffy creation of pale material that made it look like a cloud had been wrapped around her. Unlike most women she didn't bother enhancing her bust line, since she was so well endowed anyway, but she did have some jewelry on. It was silver, a necklace and earrings that matched. Tor knew they were real, not part of the magical field she wore for clothing. The clothing amulet could do that, but this had a different feeling about it. 

He hadn't gotten them for her either. Anger flashed through him, because it had probably come from someone that she was sleeping with, but he kept it off his face. She noticed where his eyes went and smiled demurely, touching the right earring gently.

"Trice got them for me. Aren't they lovely? She said to mention that they're from you too, since she took the funds for it out of our vault." Ali smiled and laughed a little, covering her mouth with her left hand.

"I love her, but she has a very free idea of who the gold and magic belongs to around here, doesn't she? I still feel awkward asking for funds for anything." The next words should have been her asking for something, but she went quiet instead, waiting.

"They're lovely. I feel totally jealous that I didn't think to get you something first. I'm not being a very good husband to you still, and I said I would. Being busy is no excuse." He leaned over, still sitting, to kiss her. His body didn't respond at all, but he sold the action well enough that she moved to the bed, breasts pressed against him.

She started to move down his body, trying to free his clothing when she suddenly stopped.

"Oh, guests for the meeting. How are we handling that?" The real question was clear, was she wanted for it or not?

She was of course. Bonita was her friend too. If they weren't lovers then they were closer than sisters. Either way his wife would want to be a part of this.

"Please come. I assumed you would be there. This is family business after all."

She didn't clap, but her hands moved as if she almost were going to. Instead she nodded trying to look adult and serious.

"Later for this then? I know that you've been feeling poorly, but we haven't even kissed for days. I don't want to force you, but if you're ready..." She had a look that was so gentle and innocent it practically left a sweet taste in the air.

"Um..." Tor didn't feel very manly about it all, but it was the truth, and she needed to know it, before she started to think it was about her or something like that. It wasn't. She was great.

"My body isn't working that way right now. I could do some things for you though. That sounds fun actually, just don't expect me to really function for a few more weeks." Or months. 

It took her a second to get what he meant, but instead of seeming embarrassed for him or anything like that she pulled him off the bed slowly, hugging him for a minute before standing back.

"To be expected. I'll take you up on your offer though. Trice will too, if you can handle it. I want you alone tonight though, if that's alright? I mean, if it's not... Is it OK for me to have you to myself sometimes? We haven't really established our rules together yet."

They were supposed to have rules of their own? It made sense, but he'd kind of figured it would be based on whatever they'd been doing. Him going around being silly and her living up to her cultural mandate too well for his comfort. In other word... he didn't get what she meant.

"Of course you can have me alone. That should be the normal thing, really. I mean, well, where I'm from things are different that way, you've been to Two Bends, so you know. I'm not saying we should be like that, just that if you want attention from me you get it." It just made sense to him, but she shook her head a little sadly.

"I know that, but I don't want you to feel like you have to. I mean, we're married, but I know I wasn't your choice. You just did it to save me, because you're so good. If you don't want me around, I understand. I could go live at the Lairdgren house, or even in Two Bends if you want me out of the way, or get a house in the Wildlands or something. You really are a good husband you know. Better than most even. I just don't want you to wake up some day and realize that having me around ruined your life." 

"What the hell?" Tor sounded mad, and he was a bit, but not at his wife. He grinned instantly, which kept her from showing more than a half second of blankness. She didn't scowl or get angry when someone else got going in a negative way, she just locked down and showed nothing at all.

"You're my wife and partner Ali. That's real and it means that I want you around all the time. Well, not when I'm using the restroom, but you know what I mean. I'm not parking you off in the country and if I get jealous sometimes because you have so many friends, well, that's my problem, not yours. I'm trying to learn how to be an adult in the noble world. It may take a few lifetimes, but I'll get there eventually." 

She raised her hands up and spread them, palms toward the ceiling. It was an odd gesture, but she looked both happy and a bit perplexed at the same time. He was doing well in regards to keeping his loved ones off balance lately it seemed. Not that he wanted to.

"I'm doing things that make you jealous? I... We need to go to the meeting now, but we really need to cover these things. I didn't know that I was doing anything like that at all. I'll try to fix it if I can. Just as soon as you explain what it is I might be doing that's causing it." She said it like she really didn't know. Like him walking in on her having sex with other people, or coming to the door of her room at school and knocking to find her with some other guy, or girl, adjusting their clothing and reeking of sex was hard to figure out.

Then for her world maybe it was? Maybe to her it was all just so normal that she honestly couldn't see him being jealous over things like that?

He shrugged, trying not to let his annoyance creep in again.

"Later then. Not a huge thing. Like I said, I'll grow up and adapt eventually. Shall we go see to the guests before everyone leaves?"

He started walking toward the door, snagging her hand as he did, so that they could go together and seem like a real couple. That was part of the problem, he understood. Ali was his wife, but she'd been thinking of herself as just another burden on him instead of as a partner. She wasn't though. In the last months she'd gone from a rather simple seeming girl that looked to be about sixteen, and wasn't, to his wife. She was younger than that, maybe too young to get married at all, but that had been done in an emergency...

It hit him then that maybe he was being selfish. She kept trying to let him out of the marriage, or get herself out of the way, but what if that was just her way of trying to get away from him? Tor didn't think he was all that bad of a person, but in the last days he'd gotten two people killed, executed one and flat out murdered another in public with thousands of people watching. Then earlier he'd attacked the King's brother in a way that should have gotten him thrown in a dungeon somewhere and a short time later punched his best friend. His shield anyway, but the intent had been real enough.

That didn't sound like a nice, healthy person to be around. 

Maybe she was just scared of him and wanted to run away? Here he was trying to reassure her it was all fine and that she was loved, and she may well be doing everything she could to save herself. From him. It wasn't reasonable, but it fit the pattern of her life, didn't it? To her he was just some powerful man with connections. Like her father. He'd been a monster before he'd died, a true one that had almost given up on any claim to humanity, but that didn't mean she wouldn't see Tor in a similar light, given everything. The easiest thing to do would have been to ask her questions and read her field for information, but that wasn't something you did with your wife. It would be rude for one thing.

That meant they really needed to talk and to do it in a way that she'd feel comfortable leaving him if that was what she wanted. In his mind marriage was simply a thing you did, and once done nothing but death would change it. The noble world made provision for annulment and divorce at times though. He didn't know those rules, but if that was what she needed, he could research the concept.

The idea was both a sad one, since he liked her a lot, and oddly a relief. There was a lot of stress in his life because of her, wasn't there? Not more than he could handle, but it was hard at the moment. The fact was, even though he was fond of her, he didn't love Ali. Tor never had. He wanted to though, didn't he? Didn't that count for something? If it did though, was that enough to make it worth being attached to him?

She squeezed his hand and smiled in a way that looked content to him. She nearly floated in her dress of white, her shoulders just above his own now. She was going to be a lot taller than he was, when she finished growing. Not that it would be hard to do, since he was maybe five-four. Five-five if he wore boots. 

Maybe they were just too different to make things really work in the long run?

He hoped not. That was the final part of the whole thing for him, bad mood or not. They were married and he wanted to keep her if he could. Not enough to enslave her to a partnership she couldn't stand anymore, but if she could, he didn't want her to go away. That meant that he needed to do something about how he'd been treating her, didn't it? Romance had never been his strong suit though. In fact it was almost an unknown to him all the way around. The only thing he could think of was getting his wife some flowers and possibly some other gifts. 

There had to be more to it than that, didn't there? Writing poems or songs for her, taking her places she'd never been, just because she wanted to go. Spending actual time with her instead of just visiting for an hour a day or so as if she were a burden or a pet he was forced to take care of by necessity.

How he was supposed to manage all of that he had no clue. The first thing he thought of, building his way out of it with magic, wouldn't work at all. Or rather, it might have if he could have spared the time and energy for it, without dying from the workload. That wasn't happening though, which meant he had to come up with some other way to do it. Maybe if he got her something that...

No.

Not bought. What if he made her something? Not magic, but something real, to show he cared? He could start with those flowers he kept thinking about, the ones he'd never gotten her. It would take some doing, but he'd done a flower arrangement before, once, so he knew the basic rules of such things. It would take some planning to pull off while traveling, but if he did it carefully, it might work. It wasn't enough of course, but it was a start. Hopefully he'd be able to win her over before she got so fed up with him she gave up.

It annoyed him that he had to do all that, but Tor ignored the feeling. That, why ever it was there with him, wasn't her fault. She was perfect for her own world and if he couldn't see that all the time, it was his problem to fix.

Just like the meeting he was about to go to was.

A problem to be fixed before it turned into a major disaster.
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They were meeting in the large dining room, since Tor hadn't bothered to explain that anything else should be done. That was a trouble with secret meetings, wasn't it? This one was probably only half-secret too, since they wouldn't be plotting death or total ruin. At least Tor wasn't planning that yet. 

It wasn't a problem, being in the nicely decorated and long space with its cream colored walls that looked like silk and the bold black wood table that could sit about a hundred people without bumping elbows. It did however mean that all the Austrans were at the meal as well, and most of them seemed more than a little nervous about the idea. It was odd since they hadn't seemed as uneasy to Tor at breakfast... Though now that he thought about it for a minute, it was clear they had been and that he simply hadn't gotten it for some reason. No one had ever been poisoned at his table though and he wasn't going to start that day. 

For a few seconds the idea that they thought otherwise started to boil up inside of him, a churning that would have turned to anger if even one more thing had happened. One more bad thing. Instead something good took place, which was Glaren being led to the table and given a seat next to Alphonse at his right hand side. It was his table so he was at the top and Ali was next to him, with Collette giving her normal place away to Tor's mother. Or normal for a meal where he was at the table with everyone else at least, which wasn't all that often. Things came up.

The only hard part of the whole thing was that technically someone had to be put at the far end of the table, in what was popularly called "the poison seat". It was referred to that way because the tradition went that the person doing the death dealing would want the nasty business as far from themselves as possible. Hence putting anyone in disfavor well away from them. Really it was mostly an implied threat, more than anything else. A way of telling a person that the host really wasn't all that happy with them personally. 

Only Tor wasn't angry at anyone in particular. Not enough to threaten their lives. He'd have taken the place himself to save on worry, but that would just shift the dynamics and make the bottom of the table the top. In the end he decided to tuck Quavel down there, but provide him with a poison detector. It was, he hoped, a sign that he didn't want the man to die, but also a signal that he wasn't any too pleased with the fellow. Bad enough he'd been a spy, but he'd been with Connie, the Queen of the whole realm, for over ten years, touching her over and over again, with access to her food, her rooms, the make-up she had applied to her skin, the salts that went into her bath... A position of trust that he'd ultimately been undeserving of. If anyone had to worry a bit, Tor felt best about it being him.

They put little Erin by Weasel, half way down the table, since they were about the same age, and most the rest of the Austrans further down. It wasn't a statement about anyone, but someone had to sit there, didn't they? The whole thing was confusing to him. Not really the placement, but the complex rules that made things like where you sat important. If those weren't so rigid, then no one would have to feel slighted if they were in the last place or halfway down the expanse.

He certainly didn't feel better than anyone just because he was at the top. Really he felt kind of exposed and watched.

That just meant he had to be careful to take the first sip at the right time, after everyone else was served, so they could take their bit of food or sip one by one as their turn came. It worked pretty well at his end of the table, and even the girl next to his brother got her timing pretty close, taking the first sip of juice when she was supposed to. After that it kind of fell apart since a lot of the spies didn't know the formal dining rules. That made sense. After all, when had the cartwrights helper been using that information? Or the man that worked on the river crews?

Then, as if trying to add comedy to the whole thing Quavel jumped up and checked everyone's food with the poison detector Tor had provided him. It took ten times as long, but Tor didn't mention it, just waiting to really start eating. They were still on the opening wine though and it had taken a long time. If they had to do that again, it would throw the whole night off. Especially with each course needing to be done that way.

Signaling covertly Tor got one of the servers, the same older royal guard from earlier in the day, to come over. He moved smartly, as if it was his actual job all the time, not something he was just doing as an excuse to be in the room without actually being a prison guard. It was a pretense, but one that Tor would have appreciate if it were him in the Austrans position.

"In my room, just inside the door to the left there are six or seven chests. In one of them, the second one away from the door I think, on the bottom, are a bunch of detectors, like this one." He held up his own for the man to see. It was on glass like focus stone with a star like sigil glowing on it in a tasteful cream color.

"Would it be possible for you to get one of those for everyone here please? I think it might speed things up." 

There was an efficient nod and a heal click and the man spun hurried away from the room fast enough that everyone watched him leave, some of them nervously. Before the next course came, the opening salad, he was back and had the other people on his team deliver one of the devices with each plate, almost as if it were simply part of the meal plan. True, some of the people already had one, but it meant no one got left out. Glaren for instance didn't have her own. 

That was a mistake he realized, since he wanted her to be able to check all food going in to, or out of, her kitchen. For that matter, the entire staff should have them. Including the Royal guardsmen and women. 

That was a thing for later though, for the moment he reached over and took his wife's hand under the table, which felt about room temperature, thanks to his devices. She didn't let go for a long second, which was nice. Trice winked at him from down the way, seeing what he was doing, but no one seemed to think anything of it in particular.

The rest of the meal went smoothly enough, with a lot of small talk being made, most of it about the trip coming up. It was genial enough in tone, most of the people decently excited about going home. After all, they were given up by their government, so it wasn't a screw up on any of their parts, meaning they were all due full wages for their efforts. The Austrans were a lot of things, including not overly concerned about their people all the time. They paid what they owed though. Even the government. If they made a deal with you, they delivered on it exactly as stated, no more, no less. Every time.

"Where will we live mommy?" Erin, the little girl, spoke softly, her voice not sounding very happy about the whole idea of going to this enemy land. 

Her parents didn't respond right away, just shushing her instead. The girl didn't keep insisting that they explain, catching that it might not be the best time for such questions perhaps. Tor wanted to add something, but didn't really know what they had arranged, if anything. It wouldn't be a Noram style house though, he'd be willing to bet. Austran housing was efficient, close together and crowded. A lot of times it was smaller than what people should have. It wouldn't be sleeping outside or a wood shack in the desert though either. He hoped not at least.

The dessert was a cake that had some wonderfully ripe and juicy berries on top, an assortment of them and a light frosting spread under them to keep the cake, a white one with a lot of sugar, from absorbing all the juices. It was decent. Well made and fresh, probably assembles no more than minutes before being served. It was chilled, which was pleasant enough. It wasn't really that hot outside yet and the room was kept comfortable all the time, so the instant of coolness lingered in his mouth for a moment with each bite.

That made him remember the Ambassador...

Who'd been sweating up a storm in a room that should have been no more than just comfortable. Then, maybe the woman was just delicate? Different people had different needs and all that. She was possibly ill too, which he needed to watch for if it was the case. He didn't want her to fall during the mission after all.

Just as the last person finished eating Tor realized he didn't have a good exit strategy. At the palace if one or two people were leaving for a meeting, they could "withdraw" for it, and everyone just knew what that meant, but he was taking a third of the room. It would be awkward to just tell his other guests to go away, wouldn't it?

Besides, they had some work to do together too, didn't they? No time like the moment for it either. Literally, since they were leaving the next day.

"Um, well, I have a meeting here with some of you to get to, but first, Quavel, since you're sort of in charge of this... mission for your people, going home I mean, perhaps you could help me out?"

"Sir?" The voice was formal and so polite Tor wondered if he'd taken the man off his guard.

"I'm not certain I understand..."

Ah, right. Tor was probably being obscure then. He waved his right hand and tried for a smile he didn't feel.

"You're my guests and it's my responsibility to see to your comfort and safety. I was charged with this directly by your Ancient, Denorian Brown and King Richard. You've all met Brown? Anyway, he asked that I see to all that for you personally and the King agreed to it just as personally, but it was pointed out to me earlier by Prince Alphonse that you might have concerns about your safety on this trip. So, what would you like to see done, in order to help make everyone feel secure? I can try to provide anything you need. It's a little short notice for performers, but I was planning on enlisting the Ancients for that. They have to know some good stories if nothing else. That plus some card games is about what I can come up with, but that doesn't mean you'd feel secure, does it? So, any ideas?" He didn't figure they'd mention much, but they all seemed to have something to say.

Some of it not half bad, once they mentioned it. One of the men, a man in his fifties that looked thin, but slightly soft, like a cleric of some sort, pushed his wire rimmed glasses up his nose. He was wearing his Noram style clothing, an outfit all in gray, with a simple tunic and trousers.

"Well, I know for one that I'd love to have the use of one of your shields, at least for the trip. I understand that it may not be allowed, but that would help me feel safe. Even asleep nothing much could harm me then." He sounded like that wouldn't be happening and the Royal guards all shook their heads a little, probably forgetting that these people weren't prisoners. Tor felt that way too, a bit, so could sympathize. The fact was though that these weren't criminals particularly, not bad ones at least. They stole information, but that was pretty much all.

If they didn't want to go back to their homeland they didn't have to, so it wasn't likely the shields would be abused as weapons on the trip.

"Alright, I can provide one for each of you, to be returned when you leave the ship in Austra. Anything else?"

The room went silent. Not just quiet, Tor couldn't even hear breathing for about ten seconds. Not until Nita spoke, her voice sounding a little shy.

"That's very kind of you and shows great trust." There was no skepticism when she said the words, but there was a few seconds later when the older Royal guard spoke.

"Indeed. We'd be at a disadvantage if it came to... problems, were that the case." 

Tor really needed to learn the man's name, but didn't want to ask in front of everyone, it was his house and everyone probably assumed he already knew. Not that the Royal guard ever asked his permission for anything, but if he was there, Tor was going to be thought responsible for it. He looked at the man and smiled though, shaking his head.

"What problems would those be? That they might try to take over the ship so they don't have to go home? If that's the case I'll give them carriage, supplies and some gold and they can go their own way without issue. These are our guests... If being safe means knowing no one can easily attack them, then that's what we'll do. Even for Quavel." Tor looked at the man and shook his fist, grinning while he did it, getting a soft chuckle from a few people. The older ex-servant just looked down at the table though.

"Thank you sir." He was always so polite. Years of practice no doubt.

Nodding Tor continued.

"So... Carlos is in charge of the food for all of us and I'll be working with him, everyone will get a poison detector, um, just keep the ones you have, and the Royal guard will act as servants to see to your comfort. The Lairdgren group is coming to crew the ship and wash dishes... Am I missing anything?" 

Kenner, who looked about ten still, even though he was fifteen, thanks to some Austran growth stunting technology, piped up in a clipped accent. It wasn't the one Tor was used to hearing on the boy, but his words were obviously meant to be funny.

"Dancing girls? Maybe some working women to see to... fun? I'm not getting any at home for years, looking this young and being under age there." He got a laugh. 

"Um..." Tor thought about it and shook his head slowly.

"I know some women, but we're leaving in a few hours, as soon as everyone gets a chance to sleep and first light comes. I mean real first light, not full daylight. I don't think we have time to get that arranged. Maybe I can signal ahead to Warden and see if they have anyone willing to go?" No one laughed when he said it, but that was fine, since he was serious.

After that everyone that wasn't in on the meeting left, all as one group. Huddled together almost, as if expecting a sudden attack or something. It kind of made sense, but he'd been honest enough about what his plans were. No one really loved spies overly, but it was just a job, wasn't it? Tor waved to the Royal guard that he hoped was in charge.

"Would you hand those shields out? Make sure your own people have them too, if they don't yet." 

Tor had weapons that would go through his own shields, but almost no one else did. If they were attacked though, they'd be pretty safe. Even if one of the spies used a nano weapon.

"I... disagree with that sir. It's enough to protect them physically, that's the duty you were set. What if they steal one of them and take it back to Austra with them? Our secrets might be exposed."

That... Tor shook his head, smiling.

"Well, the government and their Ancient won't be doing much with it. I agree though, it might be tempting for them to steal one of those. Please tell them that they can keep them, as long as they let us know first, before getting off the boat. I hate it when people just take my things. So far no one in Austra can even figure out how to make basic fields though. They already have devices to study though. Let them. If they can figure it out, more power to them. I'm surprised they didn't send someone in for schooling it in, to tell the truth." It was a real point, their current way of doing things was so wasteful that it kind of mad Tor sad to think about. It was bad enough that it almost had to be a treaty violation.

The man moved to go get the amulets, at least Tor figured that was the case, but he stopped him, touching his arm gently.

"I'm sorry, I don't know your name. Are you in charge of the Royal guard for this mission?"

"Carver sir. I won't be in charge one the mission itself, since we'll have protected individuals on board. That will be handled by their primary watchers." He bowed and left before anything else could be said.

Wracking his brain led to nothing though. The Royal guard protected the royal family and the high ranked nobles... Oh. Burks. He was a Count, as well as the Ancient of Noram. That made sense at least. He looked at the man down the way and waved to him a bit.

"Shall we get to plotting then? I don't really know how to do this kind of thing, but maybe if we seal the room to keep spies out? I take it no one here is in the employ of Carol Coltress directly? If so, let me know and I'll pay you double not to mention any of this to her." He tried to make it sound light and playful, but half the room stiffened. They didn't glare at him though, in fact the Baron himself started to nod.

"I see. You mean to have her killed then? I understand, given the threats she made toward you. Thank you for not taking this to war. I... can't really say I blame you. I wish it could be done in some other way however." There was real diplomacy in the man's voice, especially considering he thought that Tor wanted to kill his wife.

"What?" OK, he sounded shocked, which got everyone to stare a bit.

"I'm not plotting her death. Sure, she made some threats, but she was just worked up. I can't really blame her for it given everything, it was a horrible situation. I stole part of her vengeance from her. I understand I'll probably have to pay for that someday. This isn't about that. This is about something different altogether. I don't know exactly what to do about it, but I recommend we look to something other than death. Mainly because I've had enough of that for the time being."

People just kept watching him, so he explained, his eyes looking at each of the people involved in turn.

"Alright. So, Burks here is getting married to Bonita. That was set up the other day and as far as I know is still planned?" He looked at the two in question, who both smiled. Bonita took the Ancients hand, which sent a pang of jealousy down Tor's spine. He really liked her after all. It was why he set them up in the first place. He probably would have married her himself if he hadn't been needed to see to Ali first. 

The thought made his blood run cold for a second though. She was his wife, and a good one. Dwelling on what might have been wouldn't help anyone. They'd never even been engaged for goodness sake, Nita and himself.

"So, I noticed that Carol was being a little reticent the other day, trying to stop that from happening, because, at least she said, that she feared Bonita was being played with again. That this was some kind of trick to break her heart, like had been done before." He stood then, and leaned forward for affect. It hurt but was worth it.

"Except when I risked reading her field I could tell she knew for a fact that wasn't the case, because she hadn't hired it done, like she had all those other times." He hadn't meant to growl the words, but he did anyway. Nita was his friend and it burned through him how badly mistreated she'd been.

No one said anything, but Nita turned a beet red color. It wasn't shame either. Tor had just never seen her actually get angry before he realized. The Baron was holding his breath and Collette actually pulled a weapon and put it on the table. One of the new multi-weapons too. Not one he'd made either, though from the style it was clearly a copy. It was about ten inches long and made of brown focus stone, looking glassy and sleek. It had the same glowing sigils on it, so someone good had made it. Most of the kids didn't bother with that at all, since it was extra work, nearly as hard as making the field itself in some cases. Tilting his head Tor got the idea. It wasn't made by the kids. Burks had done it. The third and fifth designs were green. The Ancients favorite color. On Tor's they were purple, for the same reason. It translated when the work had been done. If Lyn made it they probably would have been red.

He didn't shrug, but did nod toward it.

"Put that away Collette. You won't need it, I don't think. We need to... Simply instruct the Baroness that doing such things to her own family isn't allowed or proper. Any idea as to how that would best work?" He sat then, hoping he hadn't just stared a war. After a few seconds he realized they might not believe him. He'd have wanted it confirmed if someone had said that about his own mother or another family member.

He hit his truth amulet with a single tap on the front of his black shirt, causing a cream colored aura with two horizontal golden rod stripes to appear, making everyone but Burks and Weasel jump.

"I affirm that what I said is true and correct to the best of my ability to understand such things." The field didn't change, of course, because he was telling the truth. If he tried to lie, it would have turned black. He wasn't in a position to fake it either right now, since he couldn't build anything to save his life at the moment.

Bonita got what it meant, she'd seen the trick before. In fact she probably had her own Truth amulet. Tor hadn't remembered giving her one, but Trice liked her and made sure that the important people got one of everything, didn't she? His friend was squeezing Burks hand so tightly it turned white, her own fingers red from the pressure in places.

"It makes sense. She's always hated me. I... Kind of suspected it was her for a long time, but I never had any proof. Well. I'll just call her out and have this done then. No need for anything fancy Tor. I'll handle it." She stood, as if to storm off and challenge the women, her own step-mother, to a duel to the death right then, but Green wisely pulled her back down, shaking his head.

"Calm love." His voice was almost bored sounding it was so relaxed.

"Tor already asked that we don't spill blood over this. Besides, we can hold that in reserve, in case we feel she's too great a nuisance later. I'd rather you not have to kill anyone, if possible." 

Nita made an angry sound and Collette stood, weapon still out, because she was nearly as upset as her sister was. Tor didn't blame her of course, but seriously, this wasn't where he'd thought they'd all go with it.

"Right. I'll challenge her and then Bonita won't have to bother with it. That evil... vile woman. Do you have any idea how much harm she's done to my sister over the years? Hiring people, actors mainly no doubt, to court her, then mock her over it, cruelly, to a point I was almost certain Bonita was going to end her own life more than once." She gasped then, looking at her sister and trying to apologize, but she didn't need to it seemed.

"It was close. More than once." It was a dark admission. The kind of thing most people wouldn't have made at all in front of people they didn't know.

Tor was surprised when his younger sister Tiera started talking, nearly as angry sounding as Collette, once she heard everything. As far as Tor knew she'd never met Bonita before. That didn't seem to matter to her however.

"OK. So... We should punish her by taking away her most prized possession then. Anyone know what it is? I mean, just to start with. Then we should take away all her friends and move outward from there. Destroy her good name with the public and all that. Have some plays written that show her in a bad light?" 

Tor blinked.

"You know, Tiera, you sound evil when you talk like that." She did too. Scary even. He nodded, trying to make sure he never wronged her to the level she had to come after him. She was immortal too, so she might just be around for a long time. It paid to be careful around people that could back up a threat hundreds of years in the future.

His sister laughed, a dark thing that didn't make her words seem better at all.

"Well, you don't hurt my family or friends, do you? Not ever. So what's her main focus in life? Her children? Horses? Um... books?" Tiera was obviously floundering now, but the Baron shook his head.

"No, she only prizes her own beauty and appeal toward others. She's lovely and knows it and uses it as a weapon. I should have never married her. If it wasn't for the fact that her father would have gone to war with mine I'd have stayed married to Glaren. We should have just fought the war." He sounded miserable, but probably didn't mean it. No one sane wanted battles fought and lives lost.

Tor's mother, Laurie shook her head too.

"That's in the past now. We can only deal with today. So, we set up an attack and have her face cut up? That sounds like an act worthy of war itself if not done carefully. Safer to just challenge her to that duel."

Everyone agreed to that, but didn't have any better ideas. Tor just sat quietly, thinking. If it were up to him, he'd just create a field to change her looks. They already had disguise amulets that could do it, the trick would be making her wear it somehow. One preset to look how they wanted.

Burks looked at him and nodded, as if having an identical thought. That was probably likely, wasn't it? 

"We could lock the field to a very tiny ceramic sliver, one so small that she wouldn't even realize that it had stuck into her skin. We fix the field to make her look the way we want and then lock it so no one else can change it. We need to do that, else her own will would eventually do it, no doubt, being a narcissist as she is."

Tor nodded.

"We can get that done tonight I think, if you can get the needle ready? I can't do the transfer or the new work on it myself, but the basic field already exists and you're The Green man, so I'm willing to bet you can figure something out. Then we just have Collette or the Baron deliver the jab with a pat on the back or something..."

Burks stood and bowed to Bonita.

"I'll have that before we leave in the morning. Off to work then. I need to collect some things first, then I'll come back here, if that's permitted Tor?" He looked at the younger version of himself as if he'd say no for some reason.

"Of course it is. I wasn't mad at you really, just the foolishly complex and annoying rules of the Ancients as a whole. They need to overhaul their system, but given everything that would probably take decades to work out, wouldn't it?" He was joking, but sounded pretty dry about the whole thing. Like it was just so likely even his voice wouldn't let him try to say otherwise.

"About like that." Burks waved and walked out, turning to smile at his fiancé. 

"This will work much better than simply killing the woman. It might even get her to eventually learn something."

After he left everyone turned to stare at Tor, waiting. It took a while but he eventually got it, they wanted to know what the plan was. Burks and he hadn't actually explained had they? It just seemed like it to Tor, who thought in a very similar fashion.

"We're going to put a tiny disguise amulet in her skin, one so small she won't know it's there. One preset to make her look the way we want. Then we can work on the rest of the plan. I kind of like the idea Tiera had, with the play. You know... we should get that Gala girl to write it. Heather? No... Meryl. I'll have to check on that. She did a great job writing the one where I'm a troll that had to be begged to save Galasia. I mean it was a kids play, but it worked pretty well, didn't it? Half the people in Noram think I'm a mean little man with warts on my nose." Thankfully he didn't even sound bitter about the idea. Suddenly it seemed almost... cute. The girl had tried to make him out to be a magical creature, probably because she didn't think a mere person could do what he had. 

It could have been taken as an insult, sure, but he thought he understood it all now. She'd been horribly afraid of all the death that had happened when the plague had hit her city and needed something that was more than what she knew to cling to... So she invented a magic troll that could be bargained with, if with difficulty. An imaginary protector that could be bought, even if a person didn't have a lot of gold. She'd also kind of made Sara Debris into an almost mythic protector...

Because she had a lot in common with her. It was a way of making herself into the hero of the story after a fashion, showing that someone like her, just a normal person, could affect change that helped others. He'd never thought of it that way before, just thinking the girl had been confused or something, but it might not have been that at all.

Collette nodded happily enough and moved to sit next to Bonita. Ali got up and moved in on her other side, holding her hand. She was good about comforting people that way. One of the reasons that everyone liked her. 

"Don't worry Nita. Tor and Count Lairdgren will handle this, along with the rest of us. We'll all help. I don't know this women, but I won't let her get away with this." 

That got a general murmur of agreement from the table. Glaren was the only one that didn't seem to think it was good enough. She didn't say anything, but she looked ready to kill over it. Nita had probably meant it when she said she'd challenge her step-mother to a duel, but it was a momentary thing, said in anger. The same was probably true of Collette, though she might actually do it if it turned out to be the best option. There was just a difference in temperament. Bonita was nice and sweet all the time. Collette was too, but she could turn it off if needed. It was part of her training as one of the King's spies no doubt. Technically she was probably spying on Tor, but he'd already told Richard not to bother. It wasn't like he had secrets to keep. Not from the King. Just from Baroness Carol Coltress.

Nita's mother shook her head slowly though as he stared at her.

"That conniving bitch nearly made my daughter kill herself. Master Tor... This cannot stand." She didn't scream the words or cry she didn't even say them loud enough for most of the table to hear, but there was a deadly air to her. The kind of thing that Tor hadn't seen in women a lot. It wasn't even real anger, just a certainty that this person that had harmed her little girl would die.

"I know Glaren. But give us this chance first? We aren't stopping with a few wrinkles here. This is going to be something deep enough that Carol might just reconsider her own way of life before it's all over. If it doesn't, if we have to kill her... then it will be done. It really can't support that yet, if we can help it." 

The woman didn't seem happy with that answer, but then why should she be? Nobles almost always got away with whatever they wanted, didn't they? As long as they outranked the person they wronged, almost anything went. The only reason this plan wasn't an act of war was that no one was actually being physically harmed. Even then it would probably have repercussions. Tor just couldn't stomach the idea of that harpy living in his head for any length of time. 

The woman was pretty, perhaps one of the best looking he'd ever seen that wasn't an Ancient, but it wasn't enough to hide her personality. Even her own daughters hated her. Not just the step kids either, but children that had come from her body.

That didn't say good things about her.

They chatted about what to do for hours after that, longer than Tor had thought possible for such a clear cut issue. They had a plan, but almost everyone had an idea they wanted to try out, including hiring actors to act horrified by Carol and children to run screaming from her in horror. That seemed a little over the top to Tor. Not wrong... just like it would make things too obvious. The woman had made certain the Bonita didn't know who was taunting her all those years. Shouldn't they be at least as subtle?

Of course the second that she changed appearance everyone would have to suspect him or Burks. No one else would care enough to bother, would they? The device they were using wasn't even on the market yet and would have cost more golds than having the woman killed would have. Who just used magic like that in the Kingdom? It was pretty much just him. Even Burks was more careful than that, not building all that much at all, even though he could have. For a few seconds Tor wondered why that was. The Green man didn't hide who he was, though almost no one knew it anyway, but he was the inventor of their magical system. Even if, as Lyn had hinted, Tor was better at building than he was, the guy was still really good. That and he'd had thousands of years to make stuff. Why didn't the people have a lot more of what he made?

It was almost like he was keeping it back from them on purpose.

That didn't make sense though did it? Unless... Was it about preventing people from doing too much to the environment? There was clear damage done to the land in Austra for instance, and Tor didn't want that to happen to his homeland either. He didn't see that as possible directly, but what if he was missing something? He'd have to ask about it. Maybe there was a good reason to not just build a new world like he was tempted to? 

Tor loved the process of magic and the fact that it let him be good at something that almost no one else bothered even trying, but if it was going to be a bad plan in the long run, well, maybe he could do something else? Learn to be a fisherman or a farmer maybe? Burks wanted him to take over his duties as Count eventually, in about fifty years or so, but Tor already knew enough about leadership to understand that would be a chore, not something to be sought out. Only a fool would want to lead other people.

Oh, the basic allure was there, the drive to be important and loved...

But people didn't love you just because you were known. In fact a lot of them would hate you for it, even after you helped them over and over again. They might not spit on you in the street, but that didn't mean that just being in charge would make you feel better about yourself as a person. It probably shouldn't. Anyone hanging around the palace for a while should have picked up on that. It seemed like a good thing, being powerful, on the surface, but when the day was done Richard and Connie both looked tired and worn as often as not. Like their spirits were being ground down by the burdens they were forced to carry.

That was something Tor could happily avoid.

So, fishing. he liked fishing. At least the easy kind where you sat by a stream and dangled a line in the water. The kind done on the ocean was different. Harder and holding less of a margin of error. Technically he owned a few fishing fleets, renting out the magical boats used. Not that he could have done it himself. He didn't know enough about the process for that. Maybe if he worked for someone else though? Hauling nets and cleaning the decks, that kind of thing?

Everyone else got up to leave finally, so he passed out hugs and made sure those going with him stayed the night, so that they wouldn't be forgotten in the morning. They were going to be leaving in about three or four hours anyway. Tor was exhausted, but it wouldn't help to wait too long, since the more time they had around people, the greater the chance of something bad happening. Sighing he moved to the communications room and tapped the Warden sigil on the plate that was mounted on a low table. 

It was a nice wooden looking thing that fit the room.

Tor expected to have to wait to talk to anyone and then just leave a message with a slightly annoyed servant. It was about four in the morning there after all, so he didn't expect anyone to be up for hours. If no one answered he'd just give up and try again before they left.

"This is Count Ward, to whom am I speaking please?" The voice was deep and rumbled, but didn't boom. Probably because it was so early and he didn't want to wake everyone else in his place up.

"Hi Marvin, it's Tor here. Sorry about doing this so late, but we're planning on invading you in the morning with a bunch of Austran spies, so I figured I should check in and make sure the ship was ready. Oh, and I wanted to get some prostitutes for the trip, maybe dancing girls, and some musicians, if anyone wants to go on short notice? I'll pay... Um, tell them that I'll pay everyone that goes a gold per day, with a minimum of ten golds, no matter how short the trip is. Any entertainers are welcome, though we'll have to check them first to make sure they aren't agents for anyone else. Could that be put around do you think? Should I pay more? I know it's short notice."

There was a low rumble that wasn't exactly a laugh from the other end of the device.

"Tor... At those rates I think you might find that your ship couldn't hold them all. What do you need? Ten people in all? Constant entertainment or..."

He didn't know. 

"Um, Yes, ten to fifteen, depending on what they do. If they have more than one skill that would be good. Is this too much of an imposition? We'll be there in a few hours, probably about six or so." He probably shouldn't have mentioned it at all. The man was a Count, not someone to send on personal errands.

"Nonsense Tor. This is the Kingdom's business, which makes it mine. I'll have something for you. Of course I'll need you to vouch for me with Maria that my early morning trip to the whore house wasn't all for fun. I don't want her to think I'm losing my standards after all."

Tor didn't know if he was supposed to laugh or not, though the voice sounded playful. He decided to take it seriously for now. It would be funny and besides, it was true, so he would back the man at need.

"I'll do that of course. Thank you. Is everything alright there?" He meant with Debbie, since the Wards were watching out for her, but that didn't mean the man would have done more than get her set up with a place to stay and possibly a store front. She used to run a bakery and magical items shop in the Capital, both of them successfully, but had left all that. She still had her inventory though. No one had raided the shop or burnt her home down before they cleared it all out.

"It's... Well, as expected probably. Debbie is sad to near death about what had happened with her brother, she's in with Maria now, which is why I'm awake at this hour. Hopefully we can get her to sleep soon. Not... I don't want you to think I'm complaining. She needs us and I don't begrudge that. Even at the loss of my own sleep. It's just that she has to be exhausted by now. I don't think she's slept in three days. I... fear for her Tor." There was genuine worry in the words, which surprised Tor a little.

Marvin Ward was known for his good looks and habit of getting women pregnant, along with a reputation for not being overly bright all the time, but his concern for Debbie was just bizarre. Or it would have been, if Tor forgot to incorporate the fact that the man was still a human being. Tor had asked the Wards to care for his friend, to keep her safe from harm over what her brother had done, but he hadn't expected them to take it as seriously as they appeared to be doing.

He'd underestimated them. Again.

"I'll be there as soon as possible. Thank you for all your help. Tell Maria that too, if you see her to speak with."

They got off the line and Tor decided to see if two and a half hours of sleep was better than none at all. As it was he hoped that someone that knew how to fly was going to be around in the morning to take them all. He had a few spare Fast Carriages, they'd need them, since each one would only comfortably hold about twelve people at full size and they had nearly forty, now that the Royal guard was coming along, his family too. Part of it.

He found his bed, with Ali already in it fast asleep. Tor laid next to her, listening to her breathe for a few minutes before he settled into sleep himself. It was comforting. He really didn't want to lose her. Not due to neglect or being a bad husband. That was the last thing he thought before the yelling started.

Ali was sitting up in bed next to him, eyes huge at the sound as Tor stood on the bed and jumped over the foot, his shield taking the brunt of the fall, even if it was only three feet. He started to stumble, still mainly asleep as he lifted himself into the air, hoping no one was being killed. He used the Not-flyer to get down the stairs, which was faster than running, and changed his clothing as he moved, into black leather combat gear. He'd slept with his multi-weapon in his pocket, so it came out before he got to the bottom of the stairs to find two women pulling each other's hair.

Inexpertly too.

Glaren was hitting the woman occasionally, taking one or two blows herself. It wasn't done very well, but left Tor not knowing what to do. It wasn't a battle to the death, clearly. He put his own weapon away and floated over, not recognizing the other woman at all. She wasn't great looking, about forty, with a slightly mannish face and muddy brown hair. The eyes were a drab brown and from what Tor could see she was missing a tooth. Since that was on the floor next to her it probably explained the blood, didn't it?

"I'll... Kill you bitch. I know this is... you're doing."

What that was about Tor didn't know at all, but no one got to assault his staff unchallenged. It was a rule. One he just made up, but something so common sense he didn't really have to think about it. He grabbed the new woman and pulled her off, his shield being kicked as he did, making the whole thing a little harder. Things got a bit slippery when you tried to handle them with a shield on. He managed though, finally moving the woman away, throwing her to the floor with a thump that caused her to cry out.

"OK, what the heck is this? People are... were, trying to sleep." He looked at the clock standing against the wall and shrugged. It was nearly time to leave anyway, but still not the way he wanted to be woken up.

"Glaren... should be in the kitchen. What's this about? Are you..." Tor came up blank. He just didn't recognize the woman at all. Her clothing was drab and had a "town peasant" look to it, meaning it was clearly bought at a store, but inexpensive and meant to be worked in. It wasn't filthy, but it had enough wear to show it wasn't new either. Something this woman had around for a while no doubt.

Just about perfect for fighting though, it looked nice and sturdy, for a dress at least.

The woman turned on him, her voice raw, as if she'd been screaming.

"I don't know how she did it, but this witch turned me into this... Hideous thing!"

Oh.

Tor got it. It was amazingly fast work on Burks' part. Tor kind of wondered if the man had the thing ready to go when he'd mentioned it then. He almost had to, didn't he? If so, it was great foresight. Tor wondered if he should get some things ready like that too? Maybe that's what the Count did instead of making new things for the public all the time? Tried to get ready for any possible event?

Still, there was a plan in place, so Tor shook his head, not having to try too hard to seem confused.

"I'm... sorry. Are you saying that Glaren made you wear that dress? How? We can get you something else to wear, if it's an issue. It seems like a fine thing to wear for kitchen work though. Or even out in the barn. We don't have one of those though. Are you looking for work?" Tor watched the woman carefully, knowing that it had to seem like he was watching a madwoman for weapons. Mainly because he really was. Glaren didn't have a shield on for some reason. She needed one though, that was clear. People going around attacking her and all that.

"No! I'm Carol Coltress! She turned me into this... hag!" That started about five minutes of screaming and yelling, most of it not very coherent. Finally there was a lull.

Looking back he noticed that about thirty people were standing around holding their luggage, ready to go. Efficient of them. No one tried to intervene though, probably not sure what to do about a crazy woman in the central room. How would Tor have handled it if she really were insane?

"Ma'am..." He spoke to her gently, trying to sound like he was speaking to a rabid dog or a scared child.

"I can tell you're upset, but what you're describing isn't possible. No one in Noram could physically change you into another person. I'm probably the person best able to do such things and I couldn't even start to do that. I don't think there's anyone that could make a biological change like that in the world... I met Carol Coltress the other day and you aren't her at all. I, well, let me check this here... I'll need to touch you, it that alright? I promise it won't hurt." He turned his shield off, and stepped toward her, his hand going to her face slowly. 

The implanted device used a shield to reflect light, but also added the correct texture. The woman still sounded like herself, but all her yelling was disguising that too, making her seem rough and old.

She let him stroke her face, which really did feel right to him. They had to get a mirror so that she could see he was really doing it though, since she couldn't feel it.

"I... I'm me. I really am. This... am I having a nightmare? Why can't I wake up?" She sounded manic and scared at the same time, her hands brushing her dingy skirt over and again, as if trying to wipe it away. Then she started crying.

Tor almost felt bad for her, but he didn't let that influence him. She was being punished after all.

"Can you tell us who your people are? We can send word to them perhaps?" He sounded diffident, since he was speaking to an insane person.

She gave him the Coltress family address in the city. That would have worked, except that Bonita and Collette came down about then, Burks right beside Nita. They were dressed, but everyone was, since they needed to leave in a few moments.

Collette was the first one to speak, her hands going out toward the woman slowly.

"Nan? What are you doing here?" She looked truly baffled at first.

Tor shook his head shrugging.

"Is she someone you know then? She... seems confused. She was attacking Glaren and then claimed to be your stepmother? I don't know why she thinks that, but it isn't possible. Do you know what we should do?" Tor wanted to be in charge and sound strong, but he knew that if this was really happening he would have just been left confounded himself. He looked at the women for a long time, wondering if they'd get the general idea.

"Girls! I don't know what's happened, but I woke up this way. Someone did this to me. I don't know, maybe they exchanged my body for Nan's? I need help. I can't be trapped like this!" She started crying, the girls both going to her as if unafraid of attack. 

"Don't worry Nan, we'll fix this. Everything is alright. We know that Ginger dying like that had to be hard on you. You were closer to her than mother was by far. It seems to have affected your mind. That can happen with extreme grief. Don't worry, we'll get you the best care. Won't we Burks?" 

The Count nodded and patted Nita's hand.

"Of course we will. I know a wonderful spa that will have her back on her feet in no time. A bit pricey, but if she's a servant of your family she deserves only the best."

Tor looked on, making his eyes wide, knowing that he couldn't pull of real acting. Instead he waved to everyone else, gesturing toward the door.

"I don't want to be mean, but we need to be going as soon as possible. We have a bit of a tight schedule I'm afraid and need to go to the palace before we get underway, so that we can pick up the Ambassador and her people." It was only half true. He could have gone to get the woman, Samantha Callings, on his own, but he really wanted to get away from the scene in front of him before he gave it all away.

Poor crazy Nan. It was cowardly of him to run off like this, leaving it to the Coltress girls, wasn't it? Plus he had to make sure he didn't give it all away by laughing. 

He sighed, trying to make it seem real.

"Collette, do you need for me to do anything here? I can... Actually I'm totally outside of my depth, but like Burks said, if she's one of your people, that makes her one of mine too. Anything you need, just ask. I'm sure I speak for all of us." Tor looked around and realized that over half the people in the room that he was talking for were actually Austrans.

They all nodded though, just like everyone else.

It was touching. It also got Carol Coltress to freak out, start screaming and trying to run away. That meant everyone got to spend ten minutes trying to subdue her. Luckily Carver really had made sure that everyone had shields, so there were no injuries even as the woman panicked and struggled.

Tor reconfigured a regular Carriage, since he had more of them than the fast kind, making a locked compartment in the back, and handed it off to Collette. Carver and one of the Austran spies "helped" Carol into it. They were gentle with her, but the woman didn't go easily.

As soon as Collette and Bonita took off with the poor woman Tor thanked them all.

"Not a wonderful way to start the expedition, but I think we handled it pretty well. Hopefully Nan will be back to normal in a day or so and can return to her day to day activities." Remembering something Tor jogged over to where Glaren was standing and handed off his healing amulet.

"Are you OK? I'm so sorry about that. You work for me and I should have seen to your protection better." Tor bowed to the women. Standing and a bit stiff, but deeply enough to look humble. It wasn't like he'd attacked her after all, so it was about right.

"Please forgive my lapse and know that I'll take steps to make certain it does not happen again. I apologize, and hope that if there is to be blame for it you place it only on myself and not those I serve." He didn't stand up, not on his own, but Glaren took his shoulder, righting him instantly.

"Thank you Lord Baker, but this is my problem. Nan is a wonderful soul that saw to the raising of all my girls from an early age, and Carol's as well. Losing Ginger was hard on us all, and had to be doubly so for her. I didn't recognize her at first, being attacked like I was, she's changed some since I last saw her. I hope she'll be alright, like you said." 

If the woman was gloating, she didn't show it externally at all. That either meant she didn't get what had happened yet, or more likely, that she did and was just that good of an actress. Tor thought about it for a second and decided that probably meant she was a professional spy too. No one else was given training like that, were they?

They had three Fast Carriages ready to go, which was enough for the group they had with them. Tor was a little surprised when Weasel pulled his out, but not too much. The only problem there was that no one wanted to ride with him being so young. It was silly of course. It wasn't like driving a flying carriage was hard, and he told them he'd already made several cross Kingdom trips on his own.

He started looking embarrassed though, which got Ali to take her floating luggage and climb into his bright silver transport without a word. Tor didn't protest. After all, it really was safe.

Oddly Erin, the little girl, followed then, which got her parents and about half the Royal guard to climb in as well.

It took longer than it should have to load everyone up, and then another fifteen minutes to land at the palace proper, going extra slow, since they had a crew of invading Austrans with them. Literally. Tor wasn't planning to go in or anything like that, but was a bit surprised to find that Richard and Connie were standing outside waiting for them, along with the Prince and Princess Karina. Plus Ambassador Callings and her staff. All fifteen of them.

Tor didn't roll his eyes, but felt like it. They had the room on the ship, but not in the Fast Carriages they had with them. Not until the others came out. Lyn, Denno, Sandra and the rest of the Lairdgren group, along with Trice.

Tor blinked.

It was a whole lot of people.

"We're going to need a bigger boat." He muttered.

Ali grinned and shook her head.

"No, just more beds. The rooms are huge on that thing. Easily big enough for six to ten people each. I brought extra beds for it, in my case. One for everyone, just on the chance." She seemed proud of herself over having thought of it. 

Tor felt that way too. She was brilliant.

"Thank you love! Now we just need to make sure we have enough food and we'll be set. You know what?" He waved his hand toward Ali, smiling gently, "from now on, for this trip, she's in charge of all the non-ship stuff. Clearly doing a better job than I am." He wasn't kidding even though she blushed and a few others chuckled. They were mainly the diplomatic staff, so it was a polite thing, meant to reassure him that his joke had been well received, not a mocking of Ali.

Burks walked over and patted her on the back softly, getting her to stiffen and her face to go blank. It wasn't about him at all, Tor knew, it was about the fact that he was a Count. Ali was more than a little afraid of people with that kind of power, thanks to her monster of a father.

They all pretended not to notice it.

"I suggest you get with Quavel dear. He's a master of arrangement. Knows all the most correct rules for both cultures represented here as well."

Tor looked around.

"Good point. We definitely could use all the help we can get to make certain nothing goes wrong. "

Then he had to wait while everyone said their goodbyes again. He got a hug from Karina and Alphonse, who also hugged Ali, a kiss from Connie and a handshake from Sam and then the King.

"Contact us daily Tor. I'd like to be kept in the loop here?"

That earned the man a shrug, he had spies in place already, and an Ambassador, but why not? They were friends, besides they didn't have a communications device and Tor did. Two of them actually, one around his neck for emergencies. It meant he could hand off his to someone else and still talk to Rich.

"Should be doable. If I don't do it myself I'll get Sandra or one of the others to take a turn. Not that I think I'll be too busy, I just want them to all be well known by you here, so you can call on them directly at need without a go between." It was a real enough point. Oh, as the King he could call on anyone at any time, of course, but if he knew them personally, he'd know to actually do it, and not rely only on Tor for his building needs.

Trice and Sandra both had Carriages and put them out. It surprised Tor that Sandra did, but it was a fast one, a device that he'd made. He could feel the resonance from it. It felt like him. Well, or Burks, but this one wasn't. He didn't know how he could tell, but he could. It called to him, claiming him as its own. Tor hadn't realized that the girl would take him seriously when he told her to get one of everything though. All the Lairdgren group should have one by now. No one else pulled out a carriage though.

"OK then... I'm riding with Trice." Tor spoke quietly, and no one questioned him, even though it meant the things would be a little more crowded. He was too tired to fly safely and knew it. There was no good reason to take the risk, so he wouldn't. 

Not this time. Maybe he could even catch a bit of sleep on the way? He decided to try. He took Ali by the hand and guided her along with him, most of the Ambassadorial crew loading in with Weasel, who kept up a sales pitch for his new business while they did.

"From Printer to Ross in less than an hour, from the Capital to Warden inside an hour and a half, with a break to see the great bay. Weasel Fast Transport will pick you up on your own doorstep and deliver you to your destination safe, fast and happy. Remember to tell all your friends about our service. Soon putting in routs to Austra and Afrak!"

Lyn giggled.

"Put one on for Vagus too while you're at it. Maybe people will start to come and visit us from someplace other than Tellerand."

Timon nodded once.

"And Vagus. In fact, reduce rates to Vagus, only ten gold per person for a round trip if you schedule a full load in advance... and free if you promise to bring business for the people there with you." He'd clearly been practicing his spiel, in fact it was smooth enough that Richard walked over to listen for a bit.

"Hmmm. I'll offer you three hundred gold per round trip for all my Ambassadors and their staff, it will save on normal transportation costs a good bit." Since he could just order the boy to do it, it was nice enough of him.

"Sire, as long as it takes less than three transports and I know at least a month in advance I think we can arrange that. I have school and need to make copies of these beasts. Right now Tor is the only one that can do it though. I may have to beg some from him to make sure people get trained quickly enough to operate them."

They shook on it, which got Ali to go through her case and pull out four more Fast Carriage amulets and hand them over.

"Just until you can make your own, naturally." She sounded very grown up when she said it.

That got Alphonse and Karina to walk over, excited.

"This is great Weasel!" The Prince patted him on the back, stooping over a bit to do it. A good bit.

"If you want I'll get a group together and we can go on a world tour. Take a few months and see everyplace of note. It will have to be on your long break, but I bet people will jump at the chance."

They started chattering about that eagerly. Tor shook his head.

"Load up. Time to go. Everybody on board or we're going to miss the tide." That was a thing, he thought. The water being in or out when they wanted to leave. That might only be for regular sailing vessels, but what did he know about it? That's why they had Petra.

The trip itself was remarkably smooth and he did manage to get a bit of a nap, drooling on himself a little, which was embarrassing, but beat not getting the sleep at all. No one was even screaming as they came in to land. Trice guided them all into place in front of the Ward Estate, which was basically their palace. Tor had been there before, so didn't goggle, but his mother seemed impressed.

"I know it's a waste, but I do so love a good mansion. It would be out of place in Two Bends I'm afraid, or I'd grab one of your houses for it Torrance. Well, maybe someday I'll break down and do it anyway. What we truly need though is a new school house. That has to come first. The one we have is barely fit in the winter. Last year we had a boy get a mild case of frost bite when he was put in the corner for speaking out of turn." She actually looked surprised when she turned around to find Ali holding out two amulets.

"For the school. They're just the little cottages, not the larger more impressive ones, and don't have furniture, but they should keep people warm in winter." 

Trice nudged Ali, her arm snaking around the younger girls shoulders, holding her close with a slightly protective air about her. She watched Tor closely for some reason. More so than was normal.

Not knowing what to say, he nodded.

"We'll get you a house later, if that's alright? We'll get Weasel to start working on a full size mill as well. That or beg Sam to give it a try. Of course then I have to pay for it, but it's probably worth it. Two Bends is turning into a transportation center, so it needs one."

Then, for some reason, everyone just stared at him. He looked down, but his clothing amulet was still on, so he didn't understand what they were going on about, staring like that.

Until Trice explained.

"You got through two whole lines about building without saying you should do it all on your own. It's a miracle!"

Then they laughed at him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter five

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Things actually managed to move pretty quickly after that. Petra had things well in hand, and unlike Tor, had actually bothered to check with the palace as to how many people would be coming in all. Then she got provisions for fifty percent more than would be needed. For twice the time the trip should take. If it came to that they'd all be eating dried fruit and bread by the end, but they'd be eating. Tor felt impressed. It was like they didn't need him at all or something.

Then, they never really had.

 All he'd ever added to the story was some nifty magics and occasion trouble just by being around. Now there were people to take his place for those. The only things holding him there at all were his friends and family. It was revelation for him... that he wasn't important. 

True, that was mainly enforced modesty, which wasn't false, just the Rhetistics that made him a true copy of Burks, rather than an actual individual that had a chance to be an real person like everyone else. Sure, Denno, Lyn and Green had similar things going on, but real people got to make up their own minds, with only genetics and experience in the way.

Tor had to wonder what he'd have been if that was all he had to deal with. Well, it wasn't something he could find out, not unless he learned to get rid of those innate instructions. If he could figure out what they were and sense them, he might be able to eventually devise a way to get rid of them using magic. Unless they were just thoughts. If that was the case, he was stuck. He couldn't just start erasing parts of himself. Not if he wanted to survive at all. No one could do that. Memories were too linked together for that to be safe.

Needed by the world or not, he really did want to survive. So at least there was that. He hadn't been pushed into feeling suicidal. According to his grandfather he actually couldn't be, not for long at least. Another gift from the Ancient scientists that had created his line.

He'd intended to get Petra and go directly to the ship, which was already set up, if she wasn't out there already, but the situation required him to go and find Debbie, who was sitting in the front room of the giant house, dressed, with a bag packed. Tor looked at her, eyes dry and face miserable, clothing all in black, a plain shift that could have been a long shirt for a noble, and might have been for all he knew. Mourning clothes. Technically you weren't supposed to grieve when a murderer died, but there were different rules for family.

For a second Tor thought she was going to yell at him, curse his name for having killed her brother. If that was the case... then he was just going to have to take it. He might still be in a poor mood, but you didn't argue with grief. It made no difference and only made the world a worse place for people already in pain. He took a deep breath, ready to absorb whatever came at him.

It was different than he expected.

"I..." She stopped and looked at the bag on the ground, then raised her eyes proudly, mouth fixed.

Maria cut her off.

"Tor, she says that she has to leave, because otherwise she'll bring shame upon us. I told her it was silly, but she feels that if she stays here it will hurt us, since we aren't in that great of favor right now with the Kingdom either." She was obviously looking for him to help her with the situation, to tell Debbie she had to stay or at least be sensible.

It was a good plan. Wise in a way.

"Alright. Debbie can come with us on the Austran mission. We'll set up your shop here when we get back. You'll need to come back with Petra, since I don't know if you'd be welcome or not at the Ancients summit. Though honestly they shouldn't mind too much as long as their protocols aren't being broken. I don't know. I should ask Burks, but he's avoiding me."

A voice came from behind him then, Tor almost wondered if it was going to be Burks, since he'd just accused the man of not wanting to be around him, but it was Denno. What he said was sensible enough.

"Not so much avoiding you as trying not to further anger you right now I think. I was afraid you might not come after what you said, but your Cordes Prince said that since we were family you had to come, because I need you. Is that right? Kind of a convenient rule if so." The teeth in the smile he gave were white to gleaming. The brown skin, about the color of walnut shell, was smooth and unlined.

Tor shook his head.

"Not that convenient at all. Not for me. Still, I'll go, but I'm not following any stupid rules. If people want me to go along with them then what they have planned better make sense in the modern world and at least have an explanation that isn't just about some person that lived two thousand years ago having said it once." 

Holding out his right hand he walked to Debbie and pulled her up as soon as she took it. That she didn't just sit listlessly was a good sign. Her words had the ring of someone bitter and defeated, but she wasn't done yet. There was fight left in her. Maybe at least.

"Debbie, this man," He gestured for Denno to come over which the man did at a decent pace, " is Denorian Brown. He's... The Ancient of Austra. Which probably means nothing to you specifically, if you were raised like I was, but you know what the Ancients are at least, since Lyn is a friend of yours." That was an over statement, they'd only met once, Debbie crying most of the time.

Brown bowed over her hand.

"I'm sorry for your loss Miss Smalls. Well, I think my little brother Tor has the right idea, we'll take you to see my home and let you get away for a bit, without bringing hardship to the Wards. Good people, but not the King's favorites at the moment, and linked a bit too closely to me, or I'd invite them to visit as well. Perhaps later Countess? Once things have calmed a bit? I do believe that your King intends an outreach program, to help cement ties with my land. It might work well for you to be seen there. Delicately though, perhaps not in the first wave of the thing?"

Tor didn't think it would work at all, since the Wards had once been thought to be working with the Austrans to try and destroy Noram, or possibly steal the crown. They hadn't been, and it was mainly Tor that had thought that at the time, an idea that had mostly stayed in his head, thank goodness, but it wouldn't be a good idea to spread it around for say, twenty years or so. 

People would eventually forget the part where The Count and Countess Ward had declared war on the rest of them. On the good side it had been resolved without any actual fighting at all. That made it a lot easier to forgive as just being a mistake.

Still, it might work, someday.

"Better, we'll send them to visit with Julie in Soam first, get them to run the peace tour thing that Weasel and Prince Alphonse are putting together." 

Denno looked at him, curiously, just the lightest smile on his face.

"I missed that. I thought it was just about a world tour for fun. Going to see all the places spoken of only in legend. Yes... I'm almost positive neither of them spoke of peace, just fast flying craft to take people around."

Tor put his hand on Debbie's back and took her bag for her. It was handy that she was already packed, if she was going with them. He spoke to Denno, but started walking out slowly, getting everyone to follow along.

"I remember hearing that too. I wonder where the idea of a peace tour came from? Oh, well, I do that sometimes, saying things that don't make any sense. Shall we? We want to get to the ship first, or all the good rooms will be taken and we'll have to draw lots to see if we're sharing with the performers or the prostitutes."

"Heh." Maria Ward had her hair back, but tried to flip it with her hand anyway, it was a pretty golden blond now, about the same color that Collette had. Then they were sisters, so that made sense. Collette was prettier. Not much, but Tor liked her better. A lot better. He was supposed to be the Countesses friend now, but it was still hard for him to remember at times. She wasn't a comfortable person for him at all.

"Well, Marvin has them already loading onto the ship, so I doubt you'll get lodgings with them. Took away my favorite band too. Make sure to keep them safe for me, will you Lord Baker? They wrote a song about me that doesn't even involve removing my clothing, if you can imagine that. Also one about you. That one does have you naked though." She smiled, a mischievous thing, but she didn't explain what she meant. 

Tor decided not to ask. It probably wasn't good, if it involved him being naked.

Debbie chuckled. It was a bit dark, but Maria smiled at it, going suddenly hopeful. Debbie sighed then and shook her head in an exaggerated fashion.

"Lord Baker. No offense, but it sounds like you should have the best pies and cakes in the Kingdom doesn't it?" She looked down at the floor then, her face falling a little.

"Of course you aren't at that level yet. Close though. We should run off and open a bakery somewhere. In a place no one knows us. We can bring your wife, don't worry. It will be all proper."

Maria sniffed.

"That would leave out the other dozen women panting after him though. Hardly fair. He's very sought after you know, and hardly sleeps with anyone. It's the only thing I can console myself with at night. Then he goes and sends my husband off on errands in whore houses... If I didn't know better Tor I'd think you were plotting against me." She smiled though, so he nodded until she looked slightly surprised.

He gave her a tired smile back.

"Not against you. Some plotting going on though. Um, I know this is a little rude, but could I have your ear for a few moments? There's some news from the Capital that you should be aware of. It's about your fathers lady, Nan?" Tor had botched the delivery of the words a bit, since she wasn't a lady, but a servant, but calling her that was a little rude. At least to him. He'd never been all that comfortable with the idea of servants.

Maria seemed half panicked, her eyes starting to water.

"I see. In private?"

Tor nodded, but smiled warmly.

"Denno, could you get set up in my Carriage? I'll be there directly, ten minutes tops." Tor held out Debbie's bag to the man who took it without hesitation.

They all left, including a sound from the wall behind him that he assumed was someone listening in. There could still be listeners though, so he got out his amulets, then searched for the right sigil, hitting it firmly.

"Alright, no one can hear us now. I have to ask you to not get angry over this, or it will look bad. Or laugh. Take a second to keep yourself under control..." He smiled a little bigger, making his eyes light up.

Maria swallowed hard, looking a bit shaky.

"OK. I think. Is she alive? She must be or you wouldn't be smiling like that. You aren't a monster. What's wrong?"

Tor tilted his head to the right and waited for a second trying to think of the best way to phrase it exactly.

"Well, it turns out that your mother was the one that hired all those people to play those cruel games with Nita. I found out... and she's being punished." Tor took a breath and let it out fully, then did it a few more times, giving the Countess time to work it all out for herself.

"That... bitch?" It was a question, so Tor agreed.

"Yeah, sort of. So Burks made a disguise amulet that's incredibly tiny, and set it so it will look like Nan. Everyone knows about it, in your family at least, but it really does look like poor Nan has lost it and thinks she's Carol. The idea is to show her that it isn't a good idea to do things like that to other people."

Wide eyed and fighting a smile from her face Maria choked out a reply.

"That's...Marvelous. Normally I'd be mortified, I mean if it had happened to anyone else, but mother really deserves it and more. What's my part in this?"

"Don't know, check with Nita on it? This is about her after all. That was pretty much it. Just thought you should know in case one of the Nan's shows up on your doorstep begging aid. They'll have to send the real one somewhere out of the way. Get her a disguise of her own maybe? Collette should have extras. Suggest it to her if no one else has thought about it yet."

The Countess clapped like a little girl for a few seconds, but then schooled her face and posture. Tor took that as a signal to return sound to the room.

"Thank you for the sad news Lord Baker. I do hope that Nan can recover. Such a horrible affliction, thinking that she's my mother. I wouldn't wish that on anyone." It was a bit harsh, but heartfelt.

Tor had only taken about five minutes and got them to the ship all at once, Trice doing the actual flying. She hadn't gone in to visit Maria, which saved time, but was a little odd. He didn't ask about it, but hoped they hadn't had a falling out. They were close after all, and it was important to have good friends.

Especially since if they did have an issue he'd have to butt in and try to fix it, if he could. That was part of his job as a friend to them both. You didn't let a person close to you suffer, did you? Not if you could do anything about it. 

The docks at Warden were real ones, but not big enough for the ship he had. It was five hundred feet long and about two hundred wide. Something like that. He'd never measured it, just guessed how big it was when he was making it. Everything in it was slightly oversized, since it was supposed to have giants as passengers originally. They got on board by simply landing the craft they were in on the empty expanse of the black deck and off loading, then putting them away. It was pretty fast and meant that they didn't have to use a smaller boat to get out to the one they were on.

Petra wore an actual Captains uniform like she was in the Navy, except that the colors were in royal purple and gold with the King's livery instead of a Navy patch on the front. It looked pretty impressive to Tor. Ali waved at her getting a small smile in return, but nothing more. She stood waiting for them to come to her. It was a ship thing. Maybe a boat one. On their ship, the Captain was King. She'd have waited even if Richard himself had come on board. The only time that didn't work was on an actual Navy ship. In that case there would have been a huge ceremony. Really, there should probably be one now, but no one had thought about it. Well, too late. He started to walk toward her, waiting for the Ambassador and waving Quavel over. As an afterthought he gestured to the Ancients and his family, everyone except the Lairdgren group, who were the crew after all.

It made an interesting cluster as they approached. 

Without being informed as to what was needed Sandra gestured for her people to go and stand behind Petra. It wasn't planned and didn't look military, but as they walked all of their outfits shifted to match the captains, only without the bars on the shoulders. The hats matched though. Tor wasn't certain, but he thought that meant they were all in officers dress. He just hoped they realized they were still washing all the dishes. 

It was mildly impressive. More, the Royal guard all followed, eight of them in all, their clothing turning green, except for the two in front, Kara and George. 

Tor was glad to see the familiar faces. Those two went into regular Royal guard uniforms, signaling that they were there to actually protect someone. Tor took it that way at least.

It didn't all match, but it looked like they actually had a real crew. Uniforms were good for things like that.

"Welcome friends, and dignitaries all. I'm Petra Ward, Captain of the Royal Palm. Our trip is expected to take five days, provided we don't hit harsh weather. If we do, we're capable of running against the wind in any direction at best speed, indefinitely. There should be no need for evacuation, but if such a need is required this vessel has over twenty craft capable of taking the passengers to safety. We have entertainers, musicians, singers and dancers provided by Lord Baker and Count Ward, as well as more adult entertainment upon request. If you have any questions or need anything, please don't hesitate to ask myself..." She looked over her shoulder and made a face that Tor nearly misread as annoyance, but realized, when she turned around, to be her version of restrained glee.

"Or our crew here. If you'll follow me we have all the rooms pre-assigned for efficiency. This way please?" She gestured, a strong thing that seemed more military than she normally did. She changed when she was in charge, Tor realized, becoming more adult somehow. More in control.

There were four rooms on the top deck, one of which was given to the Ambassador, the others to Count Lairdgren and Denno. They were the nice rooms, bigger than the others and with slightly better furnishings. It made sense that the Ancients would be given those rooms, but that left out Lyn, who probably didn't care at all. Petra didn't know about her yet though or... No, she did. She'd been there for the whole story. It baffled Tor for a minute, until they went below decks.

"Ancient Red of Austra? Master Tor had ceded his person room to you for the voyage. We regret we don't have accommodation fitting a person of your stature, I could give up my own quarters if you need more?" She looked mildly embarrassed, but held the door open.

"Oh, not a problem at all, this will do wonderfully. It's huge. Honestly I don't think I've seen a room like this on an ocean vessel in two thousand odd years. Are all of them like this?" 

They were, which she knew, since she'd made her own copy. On the good side it meant they had a back up ship if something came up, one capable of carrying them all. Maybe more than one. Tor answered anyway, since it was clear she was pointing out how equitable everything was for a reason.

"Almost exactly like this, except for the position. There are restrooms in each compartment, but the baths are at the back of the ship. The dining room too. That's on this level. There are two levels of course, the baths and showers below."

His room, it turned out was right next to Lyn's, with his family in two rooms next to it, meaning that Weasel had to share with someone. Looking around it was obvious that there was only one person that fit the bill there. Tor raised his hand and waved toward the spies.

"Kenner? Mind putting up with my little brother for the trip? He'll have to work, but you're both right up front here, so if there's a problem everyone can come to you two and not have to bother the rest of us." 

It didn't sound like an attractive offer put that way but the boy smiled anyway. All the Austrans did.

"Sure. I don't snore or anything." This was said to Weasel who grimaced. 

"I hear I do. Sorry in advance." 

Everyone chuckled pleasantly.

There were no problems with the rooms, since everyone was willing to share and most didn't have too many in their space with them. Ali had the extra beds ready to go, in case some people didn't want to share with a stranger. Not all the Austrans knew each other it turned out. That was so they couldn't have said who else was around if they got caught. Kenner hadn't known about Quavel for instance, or the other way around. This even with the fact that they'd seen each other almost daily for over a year. It was just good spycraft.

The first problem happened after Carlos came to get him to start working on the mid-day meal. A few of the other people came too, an Austran woman named Teresa and her husband who was one of the Noram citizens that had decided to go with their love, even if it would be hard, named David. They weren't professional cooks or anything, but were willing to work just to be useful.

They also got Denno, who promised he could cook, which was probably an understatement given who he was, and Tor's mom, who was a professional baker by trade and had been for over two decades. This arrangement of bodies flustered the Austrans more than a little bit. Of course Brown was their Ancient, so it kind of made sense. A bit like how people back home would respond if the King came to help them raise a barn or something. Though that would actually be useful, since the man was so tall and was pretty strong for all that he sat for a living.

No, the problem wasn't with them, or not having enough help. They actually had several more volunteers, including Debbie and Quavel. They were taking the dinner shift though. Along with Weasel and Tiera. Lyn didn't volunteer to cook, because she was busy making copies of things to give away as gifts once they got to the meeting in Vagus. Burks was just absent for some reason. That was fine though, since they had plenty of people. They wouldn't even have to scramble to find someone to wash up after for them.

It was the Ambassador that had a problem with it. She actually came into the kitchen as they worked, having found a nice rhythm with each other quickly, and stood looking horrified for some reason. She looked pretty bad, pale and a bit damp again, even though she had her amulet on for the heat. Tor walked over to her slowly, trying not to scare her, treating her in much the same way he had "Nan" earlier in the day.

"Is everything alright Ambassador? Do you... Need something to eat or drink? I think we have some juice in the cool room. Or water? Is it sea sickness?" They had wine too, but she looked sick, not injured. Everyone knew you gave water for illness, not alcohol.

"I..." She stammered gently, her voice low. Scared rather than angry. Perhaps she feared that the Austrans would poison them all? That wouldn't happen for a half dozen reasons, but maybe she couldn't trust that yet?

It wasn't that though at all. It was just them doing the cooking.

All of them. Each and every person in the room.

"This is a diplomatic mission to deliver people back to their homes... and we're making them act as our servants? We have their Ancient slaving away as well. If there's a bigger insult I can't think of what it is. Plus... You, Lord Baker, are one of the top cabinet officials of Noram and your own mother is here, a Conserina. I... this is a disaster. It may well restart the war. I'm... mortified." She sounded it too, which got chuckles from David and Denno. The Ancient spoke from his position at the stove, not wanting to leave the sauce he was working on. 

"Don't worry yourself dear. It's all well in hand. Carlos here is in charge of the kitchen, which he volunteered for, to show how much he appreciates the kind and gentle treatment your people have shown him and his. Besides, the fact that you have Tor and his mother here should more than serve to offset any idea that this is something other than an honor. We're going to make Green play servant for dinner. It will all even out, don't worry." For some reason, even though he was his normal relaxed and happy seeming self the woman wasn't reassured at all. 

She ranted a little bit, turning red in the face, which got Tor to get her a glass of cold water and a chair. She could yell at them sitting down just as well as standing. Carlos clapped several times to get everyone's attention, a pleasant enough look on his face as he did.

"Back to work everyone. We have just enough time to have everything served at two. Then I want the baking to be done for the evening meal as quickly as possible. The ovens here seem good enough for it. Better than what the palace has to be perfectly honest. We have three people that can bake on board?" It was a question that was put not to Tor, but to his mother, who shook her head firmly, mouth a tight line.

"No. We have more than that. Six. At least that are professionals. We'll have to take turns or else the kids will be arguing about who gets to work." Her words softened at the end, turning playful.

"I'd guess we should count my father too... he taught me how to bake you know. Denno, how about you?"

He shook his head.

"Oh, no, I learned to cook in school, just like Green did. Same class in fact. We used to compete to see who could impress Julie White the most with our wonderful creations." He got lost in a dream of the past for a few seconds, at least Tor figured that would be the case from the look on his face.

"Right. White." Tor didn't try to sound menacing, but his mother caught the tone.

"Is she... a problem?" 

"Yes. Not so much her personally as her ability to enslave the minds of men using sex. Possibly women too. I recommend keeping your shield turned on around her at all times. She's also very pretty, but it doesn't stop there. It's hard to see, but I think most of it was blocked by my shield the one time we met. Mainly at least. Sweet enough for all that, but I could see them competing to get her attention, even if she was their sister."

Denno stirred for a bit, then started speaking to the wall behind the stove, not letting his attention waiver at all.

"Not a biological sister though Tor. None of us really are. Burks and I were raised together and Lara was developed from a stolen sample by a researcher. She and her sisters were raised by a group of women that wanted to do away with men altogether. We didn't meet her for hundreds of years. Julie was of a different line totally and Black was created in Europe. So was Orange. Be a good idea to keep your shields on around those two at first too however. Both were designed to be warriors, so if they feel threatened they'll attack instantly. I don't think they can beat your force fields, but..." He stopped at Tor cleared his throat.

"Black didn't seem to be able to when we met the first time. It took him a while to calm down after that too. Just something to keep in mind if it's both of them."

Shifting suddenly to remove the focus stone pot from heat and transfer the warm sauce to a cool dish so it would stop cooking, Denno went silent. he didn't speak until what he was doing was done, the bowl of fresh sauce covered with a plate. 

"That leaves Blue and her kids. I like her well enough, but she can be a problem. Highly intellectual, but not so great with people skills. It's why she took the Antarctic. Stuck Red with Vagus and the horse people, even though she wanted the science job originally. Had to give it over because Blue really can't handle anything else. Really I'm surprised it took this long for Red to scamper out of her lands and try to find some other way for her people to live. That or wait for one of these meetings and kill Blue."

He worked on various things while Tor started a fine pastry dough for the dinner meal. They had some bread, but it was quick rise, not yeast. Not exactly what he wanted to serve at each meal himself, but they didn't have much time initially to get something better ready, not for lunch. Finally Denno started talking again.

"Those are the people I expect of course. The others could show up too. I don't know. We don't count on them for much. I'm also not certain which way they'd vote if it comes to it. I think there are ten of the others left alive, maybe more than that, but the ones I mentioned are the ones that always make the meetings. I'm a bit upset with Green for leaving his son Dan in Noram. I understand why, since he still thinks this might be a trap and he doesn't want to leave the continent undefended if it is and you all die, but it shows a bit of a lack of faith. Plus our side could really use the extra vote. It can be hard to know who will jump which way. Things that make sense to me can be nonsense to some of the others at times."

The herb rubbed chickens were done about then, and the potatoes were mashed nicely and served with vegetables and drinks. It was a bit plain as meals went, but everyone got to eat and the next meal would be far more elaborate. The fare wasn't up to the standards of the palace yet, or even Tor's house, but it was better than most of the people on board ate from day to day. Even Ambassador Callings seemed to think so, though she was clearly going with the whole mortified that anyone ever worked idea. She kept apologizing to everyone.

That was her job though, and she got to do it her way. It wasn't what Tor would have done, which was chip in himself to make sure everyone knew that cooking wasn't considered a punishment, but the woman admitted she couldn't cook or bake to save her life. The way she kept sweating and turning colors Tor was afraid to put her in the back washing dishes too. It wouldn't serve to kill the poor woman, would it?

Almost as if to goad her Denno really did get Burks to head up the team of people serving everyone, and they did a superior job of it. Tor knew that for a fact because Quavel made a point of telling them all. It got a small nod from Burks, but what he said about it both made sense and was strange enough to catch everyone's attention.

"Thank you Quavel. It's rather easier for me to follow all the rules for serving, since I made most of them up in the first place. They're based on what is convenient for the person being served. Not exactly hard." It wasn't just that he was being humble when he said it, which was very clear to Tor suddenly for some reason. It was that he seemed to legitimately believe that his having invented the whole thing made it less important, rather than more.

Tor thought about it for a second, wondering at it a little. Did he do that too? Undersell his own work and ideas because of his innate programming? It was something to try and understand, he decided again. How he was really going to do that he couldn't see yet, but most of the information that those scientist foisted upon their creations all those thousands of years ago just didn't work for him now. Oh, he didn't want to be vain, but it would be nice to know if he was OK looking or not for real. It also would be great to feel that he wasn't constantly struggling to keep up with everyone around him mentally either. People acted like he was pretty smart and some had even mentioned he was really brilliant, but it always came across as flattery to him, not a simple comment on reality.

Burks was in the same boat though, and had been for thousands of years. Trapped by the rules of an age long dead and mostly forgotten. A time when people played at being gods, reshaping the very stuff of life to fit not only the needs they saw, which might be forgiven, but their own whims and desires.

Tor nudged Ali a little with his leg, since she was sitting next to him like she was. On the other side of him Trice had been settled, which was nice. Technically she should have been sitting with the Ambassadors people, being that she was there to represent the King, but wasn't that high ranking, then Tor wasn't...

He blinked as it hit him. Really just drove into his mind for once, almost as if he were wearing a Truth amulet and been caught in a lie, a powerful line of thought rippling across his mind. He wasn't the lowest ranked person in the room. Not on this trip. 

He was...

Probably the third most important person on the boat. Part of that was simply because he owned it, of course, but it was also a collection of other things. He was the Counselor of Magics, which meant something, even if it was a made up position. In fact all the Counselors' jobs had been created at one point, hadn't they? The same was true of royalty in general... On top of that he was an Ancient, if an incredibly young one, but that part didn't seem to be overly important to anyone yet. It probably would be at the summit he knew. If he were thousands of years old, he probably wouldn't take a person under twenty all that seriously. Not unless their ideas were really good.

Then he was a Countier, a Knight and a Master Builder.

That's what really shook him...

He was a Master. Looking around at the ship he could see it, as if the fabric of the world had been torn open, uncovering what was really there. His work had some flaws in it, things that he could correct over time, that was true, but he'd created two new types of magic all by himself. The use of shield material to mimic real objects and the use of fundamental energy to power things. Or if those had already existed in the past no one else had been using them at least. That wasn't what would be expected of a simple school boy, was it?

The revelation didn't fill him with pride or anything like that, it was just a truth. Tor knew he had a lot more to do, more to learn about almost everything in the world, but the fact was, unless he'd been lied to by the other Ancients... something was very wrong with him. Those were things he shouldn't have been able to see about himself. Ever.

Leaning over to Ali he whispered to her, not aware of what he was going to say. The words surprised him, but in a good way.

"Could you make sure that the entertainments are set up for later? Check with Petra on it? Oh... Also ask her to show you how to drive the boat and see if she wants help with it. I know how, but learning to navigate is needed too. I love you." The last words just popped out, an automatic thing, but one that sounded warm and caring. Which he felt.

He really loved her.

Totally.

Thinking about it he realized that he loved Trice too. That was something that had been there for years though, so it wasn't a big shock. No, the shock was that he found he loved everyone. All of them on the ship. Everyone he could think of back home. Alphonse, Connie and Karina. Varley, and even Richard. Really loved them too. 

It was...

Not right. Oh, he was fond of them all, but not to that level, this was something different, something forced it felt like. As he thought about it the feeling faded a little, but it was definitely not a normal thing.

He finished eating and signaled Burks and Denno to come with him. Lyn was off in her room working still. Before he left he kissed his wife on the cheek gently.

"I have to see to some things now, but I'll join you and Trice for the entertainment later?" He smiled at her, truly feeling warmth for her. It was a nice change, totally different than how he'd felt even the day before. A powerful thing that almost overwhelmed him for a moment.

"That sounds fun. I'll go check on all that now. I should take Trice with me, since I don't think she has anything else to do right now. It's going to get boring pretty fast if we don't keep busy."

That was just the truth, wasn't it? Tor kissed her again, then sent her off with a soft chuckle.

Denno saw it all and softened a bit as he walked over with Burks not two steps behind.

"Well, you seem in a fine spirit. Is there something you'd like us to do? Maybe help with a special dessert for this evening? I saw some wonderful looking fresh strawberries in back as well as some heavy cream. It's been ages since I've had a real Strawberry shortcake. Austra has many charms, but the food leaves something to be desired. Most of it is prepackaged for convenience and berries just don't keep well in packets. It's hard to get ingredients for anything anymore. Especially on a ship like this. In fact... if you increased the number of performers this would work wonderfully for pleasure cruises. Maybe put a swimming pool on the deck? I could sketch out a design for you if you want." He seemed wistful but seemed to have forgotten that the ship was made of magic.

"I do have something I'd like for you to both do, if it's not too much trouble?" He smiled, feeling a bit less loving suddenly. Just blank though, not angry or mean.

"Could you explain Rhetistic neuropeptide sets and how Green managed to transmit mine to me in a cross generational set up, when my mother doesn't have one at all? Why is mine identical to his for instance? That doesn't make sense, does it? Also, and I don't mean to be alarming, but why has my Rhetistic set just broken down? Or been shut off, I suppose. I know that the complex is self-contained and constantly corrects errors and damage to prevent deviation from the base instruction set, so it should never fade like this." Tor grinned, a slightly manic thing that had to look a little wild.

"Also, how do I know all of that? I've never been given most of this information, which would indicate that something else is going on here, not just a simple break down of an information set. So... Any thoughts? Is this some clever idea that one of you has had? If so, explain why please." It sounded calm and quick when he said it, not scared at all. He didn't feel worried even. Just confident. It was surprising, since he wasn't certain that he'd felt that way before. Not anywhere near this strongly.

Burks put his hand on Tor's forehead, checking for a fever and then Denno did the same thing. Looking at each other Burks shrugged and looked concerned, his too handsome face slightly blank. Denno went wide eyed and hurried Tor over to a chair, as if he feared that falling down would be the next course of action.

"No fever that I can tell... Tor, can you tell me when the symptoms of this first started? Think back, when was the first thing you noticed happening that was out of place?"

He tried to focus his mind on the idea, a simple enough thing, and rewound the memories through the last days. The answer was murky, but he thought he had about the right timing.

"It was yesterday, either just before, or just after I met Ambassador Callings. I was angry at the time, and if that's a symptom then it started before that. It was when I worked out that I had to accept that I'd killed those people and let it go to be free of the symptoms. You know the scent of rot and the voices?" Tor looked at them, but both men just nodded as one.

Green patted his shoulder.

"You killed two people first hand and have already broken free of the programming? That isn't possible Tor. That was certainly a sign of something being different. We need to... Honestly I have no clue what to do. You don't seem to be in danger physically at this point, and we have no way to track what's going on internally. No fever, but that could just be due to wearing your temperature control device. I... Denno, thoughts if you have them on this?" It was a weak sounding thing, lost and baffled. 

That wasn't a good sign. If a three thousand year old man didn't know what was going on, that meant it was likely something pretty new. How many new things would be left for someone that old? Tor didn't know, but was willing to hazard that it wasn't a lot. 

"I... nothing. Not at all. It's like he's simply broken his conditioning somehow, a thing that none of the rest of us have ever done. It could be that whatever process you and Lara used to put the Rhetistics in place was faulty? How did you do it anyway? I would have thought the only one around with the technological knowhow and equipment would have been Blue. Was Cynthia in on your little experiment?" 

The name Cynthia... Blue... Caused Tor to flash on a face, a tall cool brunette, attractive but thin, blue eyes that had a haunting quality about them. They weren't friends...

"Um... Guys, I don't think that my Rhetistics just broke down. I... there's information here too. I know who Cynthia Blue is for instance. I remember the time when we were all about sixteen or so and... Remy Nineteen was caught having sex with her in the second orange section storage closet? It was a bit of a scandal because they were both hermaphrodites and weren't supposed to be sexually mature at the time? Then it turned out that one of the lab techs, um, Brian? Had been accelerating their development because he was going to sell the germ line on the black market. It was probably him that stole your line and sold it to that women's group. Kind of a creep, wasn't he?" Tor blinked, and so did they.

Then they all just stood for a while as Tor flashed back on the whole of his childhood. It wasn't complete though, not at all. And not Tor's. It was weird, a slowly building thing being lived in a way as he watched it develop. Like it had just happened to him personally.

"So yeah, I don't think this is normal at all."

Neither did they, it was clear.

"Denno..." 

"Yes Burks?" Both voices seemed scared now, slightly harsh.

"Get Lyn please. We need everyone we can get in on this I think." 

Then, even though it was uncharacteristic and probably wouldn't help in the long run, Denno Brown, Ancient of Austra and three thousand year old man, a being who'd laughed while being tortured and beaten, who'd been poisoned a dozen times and survived it unharmed, turned and ran from the room at full speed.

It was impressive.

"He always was faster than we were. Couldn't keep up on the endurance side though, could he? Interesting that, since we came from the same line... Or... Well, he was from the third batch, younger than you were by a half year." Tor said the words calmly, knowing they were true. How he knew that he just didn't know.

Not yet. It was coming though. It was clear that a sub-personality was being built in his mind. Of course the problem there was that if it was going to be that complex, starting with memories from thousands of years ago, Tor's youthful mind would be overwhelmed. It wasn't a scary thing for some reason, but it certainly didn't seem like something Burks would have done on purpose. It wasn't a copy of the man either. In his memories he could see the others, hundreds of them. Remy and Blue, Nico and Maverick. They were all young looking, and not all of them were given extreme longevity so that meant they were honestly young back then, just kids. It was largely... a zoo.

A testing facility to see what could be done with the magic of genetic influence.

"Burks... that was given to you by one of the doctors as a joke, because you were so smart but didn't know it. Berk... It meant idiot. Kind of mean really. You took it on to show the man he couldn't affect you with name calling. Why you kept it as long as you did I never knew..."

Tor shook his head and smiled.

"Something is taking over my mind Green. I don't know what it is, but we need to stop it. At the current rate of growth I don't think I'll still exist in three or four weeks unless this is undone. Not in any form that can control my own actions at least."

Lyn ran in, her form shifted for speed to her weaponized shape. A tall evil looking skeletal thing. It made her faster and stronger, stretching to over seven foot tall, but the mass didn't change from her girl form. The talons were pretty much just for show though. Real enough, but when they'd been created everyone used firearms, so it was just to create a specific impression of menace. Kind of like her fangs. Things meant to be intimidating, but otherwise useless in the real world.

She stopped and stared at him, then started asking questions in her deep and resonant voice, the worlds slightly slurred, like they always were in this shape.

"Tor... do you know who I am?" It was a funny question. Of course he knew who she was.

"Yeah, your Lyn Red. Eighty-seven, Lot four, command prototype. Also the Ancient of Vagus and a better than average builder with a lot of potential. Still a bit sloppy at times, but powerful. Am I missing anything?" Tor laughed, actually feeling happy. It almost overwhelmed him for a bit. Taking a deep breath he tried to collect himself before continuing.

"I mean I have to be, but is that what you were looking for?" The chair, one made to seem like focus stone, if it wasn't actually made of it, made a scrapping sound on the deck as Tor pushed it back slightly. He felt too short for some reason. Looking down he saw that he really was, like a little child.

Then, he was the way he'd always been, just Tor.

Lyn kept looking him directly in the eyes.

"That will work for now. So... this is interesting. We don't have any way to check you out here. I'd love to do a full blood panel and a brain scan, but no one has that kind of equipment. Except Blue." The idea didn't sit too well with Red for some reason. It was odd, because the two had been friends for a long time, Red and Blue.

Tor knew the answer there though, why they weren't still close, even though it wasn't in the new memories. Denno had told him in the kitchen.

So he still had all his Tor memories, which was a relief. That meant he wouldn't lose his modern world skills. Not if whoever he was becoming was intelligent enough not to just try to bury him. He hoped not. Then, maybe that would just be for the best? He could just rest and let someone else do his work for him. That was lazy though. He wasn't that kind of person. Was he?

Nope, not at all.

"So, we meet up with Blue and get her to take me to her equipment to be check out? I think we have some time. I don't feel like any of this is bad or dangerous, but... Could it be related to the things you mentioned earlier Red? I mean Lyn." Tor tried to think through it all and map out the possible connections. Too many pieces were missing though. All the attacks had seemed potentially lethal, but what if there was a secondary reason behind it? Behind them? One not easily seen?

"Denno, your Larval assassins carry a nano hive net, right? Is it possible that some of the structures they have could include Rhetistic information sets? I don't know how you built those originally, but that makes sense, if you wanted to create a hive mind. New learned information is shared on contact right?"

Brown tilted his head, a mannerism all the slave line subjects had, a quirk built into their systems by the same technician that decided they should all show how playful they were by sticking their tongues out. It would make them seem childlike and harmless. They didn't have a choice in the matter.

It really was cute though.

"That's a good description. A bit too good for Tor. I know that he's had some instruction, but the Noram school system doesn't seem to have included the dynamics of integrated nano-structures. To answer the question though, I think I see what you're suggesting. You've had several points of contact with the Larval and they do indeed have the ability to pass Rhetistic information to one another. It should be only with each other and I can guarantee that information doesn't carry memories from my childhood. Nothing in their structure should have affected you at all." He spread his hands, palms up.

Pulling a chair over for herself, Lyn sat, staring at Tor intently, examining the new phenomenon no doubt.

"There could be other vectors. Tor, you went to Afrak, right? Met with Lara Gray? Did she hand you anything, or give you food to eat?"

Tor nodded.

"Of course, she even tried to use a tailored virus on the whole party, she said it was to keep us calm while we were there, but the shields handled it. Well... most of it. I smelled it first, which triggered my shield. Before that I could have been breathing it in for a while, a half minute or so. I didn't notice any effects on myself or anyone else in the room, but if it wasn't really designed to take effect instantly, if it was targeted only toward me, it wouldn't have, would it?" That made sense, but it was only one point of possible contamination.

"Of course Burks has had access to me for my entire life, even if I didn't know it. It's pretty clear that I wasn't sent to Lairdgren school by mistake. Probably put in with Prince Alphonse on purpose too. Did everyone at the school know who I was back then?" He was just curious about it, not angry. It was in the past and important only in an abstract way after all. Something that he should have wondered about earlier, but just hadn't. Even after he learned that there were spies in his own life.

"Only Kyle... who you know as Dean Hardgrove, and your Royal guard protector. Most of them were kept in the dark about it, which is why Captain Wensa was suspicious of you to begin with. Spies hide things about themselves and a lot was done that way for you. I wanted you to have as normal an upbringing as possible. It didn't work too well, but I did try. Your guard Kara was surprised when you were given that position as a Knight Esquire you know. I'd told her that the goal was to keep you in the dark for as long as possible. Things just didn't work out that way. You did a run around us all and kind of ended up forcing Richard's hand you know. After you built the sky river and saved those children in the waste pit, he had to respond. There were too many rumors about you in the Capital to keep it all quiet. I had to beg him to keep you from being Knighted right off, or turned into a baron." The Ancient shook his head and sighed, a thing which sounded long suffering. He didn't explain that part though.

"There were a few others that knew who you really were. Richard and Connie for instance. They kind of had to, since I arranged a special scholarship for you. They would have been shocked to see you otherwise, since they both know me well enough to recognize my youthful form. A bit surprising that you managed to get Connie's attention like you did though. She never cared for me in that way at all. Ricky said that you won her over in mere hours. That might be a sign of something going on even back then."

It got nods all around. Tor had to make himself focus to keep from being distracted by the idea of the King and Queen knowing who he was for years before they met him. They'd both acted like he was an unknown back then, hadn't they? Then he hadn't been nearly as good at reading people back then, so it wouldn't have been hard for them to hide that from him.

"There are just too many possible points where this could have been put in place, including before I was born. What mechanism did you and Gray use to put the Rhetistics in me?" Tor stared at the man, wondering how something that complex could have been done at all in their medically and scientifically primitive society. It must have taken years of work, planning and high tech equipment not available in Noram at all...

Except it didn't. Green had figured out a way around all that.

"I made a visit to see you when you were born, and did a full genetics work up then. When I found out that the pattern had successfully carried to you, I snuck into your room and gave you a blood transfusion. It didn't take much. We're the same person after all. Nearly. At the time it looked like we were truly identical. That was a magical process, not simply a genetic one. Lara and I worked together to make it happen, so that we could see to generating replacements for ourselves, in case we fail. Attrition has taken its toll and eventually we'll all die, one way or the other. We need to come up with a way to make replacements that won't let the Earth be destroyed. Tor was the first attempt at passing the Rhetistics like that and it seemed to work."

They all nodded again, except for Tor who shook his head and sighed.

"So you had me made to simply be your back-up copy? Worse, you and Lara seemed to botch it all, didn't you? The combat rage for one thing. That doesn't belong in the slave line. Neither you or Gray have that and neither would have thought to add it in, would you? Gray fears violence on all levels and you wouldn't have wanted to take the chance that the Rhetistics might not work properly with a new element like that. It could have caused me to go insane, or possibly out of control somehow. For that matter it might already have. I think I was close to really losing it all when this started to happen."

He stood and paced for a bit, tired of sitting, even as weak as he was. Worn down by the days long combat rage episode caused by Trice. That got him to stop and stare at the others. Then he explained it all.

"So, what if that was the trigger? Not a coincidence, but something built into the Morgan line and triggered in Trice to cause exactly what happened? It worked on other people, but the effects were always strongest with me, weren't they? The overload should have killed me, but I managed to survive. I thought that was thanks to my brilliant discipline and internal strength, but what if it was all just part of someone else having planned it all out. A very clever person that 's way too good at intrigue. It would pretty much have to be one of you, wouldn't it? Or more than one of you. The prime suspects would be Lara and Green here, but it could have been any of you others. Or all of you. If that's the case, I suggest you come clean now and explain yourselves? It will save loads of time later." He waited, but no one came forward to throw themselves on his mercy, or even suggest it was to help him or someone else that wasn't in the immediate picture.

They just looked blank.

Well, it had been worth a shot.

Tor felt very small again. Even as a child he'd been larger, and by the time he was in his teens he'd been over eight foot tall. His skin had been darker too. Not black like Sandra or Abby, not of African descent at all, but a deep tan that was pretty close to that, for protection against the sun. He could remember what he looked like in the mirror. Not nearly as pretty as Brown or Green, but good enough for most things. The height spoiled the delicate features a bit, which made him look a bit hard. Women seemed to be fine with it though, except White, who was afraid of him for some reason. That was built into her Rhetistics, since she kind of feared all the command line people. All the other ones. She was one after all.

Tor shook himself and tried to stay in the present, since those memories weren't his. Not really. The only thing that was really clear to him about the whole thing was that, once the pieces came together, it was clear that someone had planned for this to happen to him all along. Probably from before he was born. A complex plan with so many levels that other family lines had been influenced, just to reach the point where Tor came into existence. It probably didn't have to be him even, just one from the old lines with Rhetistics in place that could be influenced.

"So..." He looked at Lyn, suddenly realizing they'd been good friends once. Lovers for a while, which was odd, since Tor had never been particularly attracted to her at all for his own part. She felt important to him now though.

"The information was probably planted in Greens blood, lying dormant for who knows how long. Then passed to me. His information was the primary influence, the one that showed, but was just a mask over the rest of this information. We can get Blue to check that out for us. That means..."

The idea was obvious to him, but no one else seemed to make the connection. It had to be though didn't I?. There was only one person that he could be, that could have set this whole thing up like it had been. Well, two, but he wasn't turning into a copy of Lara Gray, thank everything in the universe. She was probably the physical agent though, and intended to do something similar to Laurie, her daughter. The plan had to be old then, if he was right. Thousands of years at least.

Denno raised his eyebrows.

"Means what Tor? Don't drift off on us now. Kind of curious as to how all this could come about, aren't you?" 

"Oh... Yes, I really am. I just kind of figured some things out. It all makes sense. Well, OK, it doesn't, but everything is forming a picture. An Ancient did this to me, possibly several, but I doubt most of you suspected anything in particular, being manipulated into it. You didn't even see it happening at all. Can't blame you there, I didn't either and wouldn't without these new memories."

Lyn stomped her foot cutely, like she used to when they were dating as teens. Tor leaned forwards an kissed her hard, licking her upper lip just a little, like he used to. It tickled and she liked it a lot more than was strictly normal. It got her to take a step back as if shocked, hands touching her lips. She didn't seem mad about it or anything, just a little shocked.

"I... Cordes?"

Everyone else looked at her, baffled. Tor shrugged, another slave line habit he'd have to break.

"Back and in the flesh, so to speak. Still Tor too though. He's a good kid you know, we really should save him, if we can. I honestly didn't think this plan would ever pay off. It isn't supposed to be like this though. I won't steal this boy's life from him like this. Not if I have a say in the matter." The words were Tor's, but he wasn't saying them directly. It was... strange. 

He kept speaking.

"So, which of you had me killed? I always figured it would be Black or Orange when it happened. The rest of you would have had a hard time trying to get it done."

Shaking her head Lyn leaned in and kissed him, which was warm and sweet, though a single tear fell down her face as she did it.

"In the end it was all of us. We all killed you Cordes. We had to."

The others just nodded.
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"Everyone killed me? Not exactly what Tor here remembers from history, is it? That had me being taken down by an angry mob, upset that I was putting social rules in place restricting sex. That doesn't exactly sound like me though, does it? So what was it really? Did I try to take over the world or something? Enslave the populous to my will with strict controls. Religion maybe? I always thought that was a good way to go. Black had the right idea there. Turn the people into willing slaves to some kind of higher power that can never be proven or disproven and so can never be overthrown."

Green froze, but finally shook his head.

"No... it was... you started to view the common people as cattle, just to be used. You... Well." The words seemed to freeze in his throat, and the other two looked away, not explaining what it all meant. There was a flash of irritation from Tor. He hated it when people did that, stopping a sentence half finished. He shook his head and tried to regain his sense of self. He wasn't that far gone yet.

"Right, so what did Cordes do then? If he's trying to take over my mind I kind of need to know. If I should be fighting this, tell me now, because from I can perceive about him in here... he... seems fine. Nicer than me even. He actually feels friendly and happy all the time, and loves everyone. I caught some of that leaking through earlier. It's pretty different than the way I am most of the time. Hard to think of someone like that doing something very wrong." It was kind of alluring, though Tor didn't mention it. All that love and actually feeling good like that. It was tempting to just give in to it and let go. To be happy for once. Maybe forever.

They played it off and didn't explain. Not really.

Lyn whispered the words as if trying to hide them from Cordes, but tell Tor about it at the same time, even though the idea was clearly silly. 

"He went insane. It wasn't some little thing Tor, it was bad enough that we all decided to take him down. Really, you need to fight now, just in case. Stay ready to at least. I don't want to tell you the whole thing, in case it sets the copy inside you off, but it was bad." 

Burks walked over and patted him on the shoulder gently, letting his hand linger.

"Remember what Count Derring was doing to his children? How it was so horrible that even Richard and Connie couldn't believe it at first? It was magnitudes worse than that. He left half the land of Noram in shambles, the people broken for generations, a quarter of them died outright. He wasn't stopping either, he was going to try and take the whole world. I don't know if someone as young as you can understand it. Not really. For that matter I lived through it and still don't know that I totally comprehend it. It was one of the first times that the rest of us actually got together and simply killed one of our fellows as a unit. It was hard to do. He'd been my best friend for nearly a thousand years at that point. Then I went away to think for a while and sixty years later he was gone into an insanity so severe he couldn't come back at all. I tried so hard to help him. It didn't work. Nothing did.

We hid that it happened, changed the history so that no one would remember him that way. No one except us." The words held old pain, but it seemed real for Green, even two thousand years later.

That didn't mesh with the Cordes in his head though, the memories of the happy child that made friends easily and laughed often, really meaning it. Tor had always thought of the Cordes King as being a myth, and kind of rough, a barbarian ruler or something, but the memories he had were gentle and kind. Almost sweet. He was physically and mentally strong, or had been, but cooperated with almost anyone that wanted too, thinking before taking action and taking responsibility for what he did without hesitation.

In short, a lot better at being a person than Tor was.

People could lose it though, couldn't they? If the Cordes in his head was going to end up a monster, then he had to stop it. Even if it meant Tor's death. Luckily there was a little time left before it reached that point. Tor thought so at least. He still felt like he had free will. Not that an old enough being might not be able to fool him on the score. If that was the case the whole thing would be a lot harder.

"So, what now? We need help with this, and Blue won't get to Vagus faster if we rush over, will she? We have Tor's mission to finish too. You know Brown, he's really taking your request to guard your people to heart. I mean, I'm taking it to heart? This is so strange. Do you think I can talk Cordes into not trying to take over my mind like that? I don't think I'll hurt anyone, not yet. If it comes to it, I guess one of you..." Tor shook his head.

"No, I'll get George to do it. If I start to lose control, he'll take me out. Not kind to him, but it will hurt him less than the others or if one of you had to do it. I guess that should be the first thing I do. Just in case this moves faster than I think it will." Tor stood and started to walk away, then stopped, staring at the others closely, one by one, trying to figure out if one of them had really had anything to do with it.

"I'll be back to help with dinner, could you help with that Denno, just to cover for me and keep an eye on things if I forget myself? I guess we should just tell everyone about all this rather than trying to hide it, but how do we explain? Well, I'll think of something. Possibly running away. I'm good at that."

He was too. His go to move in a fight. Or at least what he'd been trained to do. Come to think of it his fights had never really had him running away, had they? Tor always charged in, often without concern for himself. The Cordes part of him seemed to admire that about him, finding it brave.

It was just too strange to handle. Tor had to try and stop this from happening if he could, but didn't have a clue as to how to do it. Could he hold it off using meditation? If he wasn't so weak it would kill him at the moment, Tor might have been able to removed the memories as they formed. That would probably damage him though. Maybe forever. Still, before he did whatever it was the got Cordes killed, he'd try it. If that didn't work he'd take a cutter to his own neck and make sure no one else had to do it for him. 

The rooms had name plates on the doors, which meant that Tor was able to find the one that Kara and George shared easily enough, only about six down from his own, but no one was inside. It turned out that most of the people were on the main deck, chatting and watching the gentle waves from the railing as they powered through, leaving a large wake behind them. The Royal guards were all taking time to practice unarmed and weapons combat. 

They were good at it. Better than Tor...

Except that wasn't true, or not totally at any rate. It was another thing his old programing had put in place. He was actually good at fighting. These people were all just bigger than he was. Good too, and possibly better, due to years of constant practice, but it was a lot closer than he'd imagined before. He could see it now. Of course Burks could still kick his behind, a lot of them probably could, since being big helped in that kind of thing, so Tor didn't let it go to his head. There was a lot of room to improve still.

He watched for a while, enjoying the skills being displayed. After a while about half the people stood watching, as if it were an entertainment. The Royal guards ignored them all perfectly. They didn't change what they were doing at all, or try to throw in flashier moves to impress people. They just did the best they could at any given moment and kept doing it. Tor figured there was a good lesson in there about always doing your best. Really, that was their power. What truly set the Royal guard above ordinary soldiers or even most fighters. Practice... and trying as hard as they could all the time. 

When George called a halt Tor went to the set of pitchers set up on a low table along the black wall of the upper deck. The ship was smooth and glassy looking, shining slightly in the sun, but the bench looked like unfinished and slightly weathered wood. He poured two large focus stone cups of water, which was still pretty cool and had bits of ice in it, and took them over to Kara and George.

They drank smoothly, not gulping it, even though they looked to be covered with sweat. They exercised nearly perfect control of themselves all the time, in every way it seemed. When they were finished he took the drinking cups back and asked if they needed more. They decided to wait a bit, because it would be more efficient. You could only absorb so much water at once after all. Kara had taught him that, come to think of it.

"OK. So... Um. A bit of a situation has come up." Tor didn't know how to explain it, or if he even should try, but they needed to know, just in case, right?

"It's hard to explain, but I seem to be turning into the original Cordes. Mentally I mean. I won't get any extra height out of the deal or anything cool like that. It's some kind of lost Ancient trick to force memories and thoughts into place. We don't know how it got there, but it's already caused personality changes... and well, if I have it right Cordes kind of turned into a raving monster at the end. It wasn't like what the history books said. If I start to do that I need one of you to kill me." That should be enough, Tor decided. Who could possibly need more than that?

Kara raised her eyebrows, slightly thick and dark, but shaped like the ladies of the court did theirs. Her hair was jet black and she had a great nose, one that was slightly hawk like. She wasn't that old, about thirty by looks, maybe slightly more than that. It was clear she thought he'd gone insane already. He could tell by her expression, which seemed shocked.

"What? I... are you drunk Tor? On drugs? Or hit your head maybe?" It wasn't sarcastic or mean, just concerned.

"Unfortunately no. I seem to be the lifelong victim of some kind of Ancient plot. Yay. I'm finally interesting. On the good side this seems to have broken that old programming that made me seem like a moron and troll, at least to myself. On the bad side, no one knows what may happen at all in the coming days and weeks. So, for the duration I'm not wearing a shield or carrying a weapon. At least until I have a handle on this thing and know I'm not going to be a danger to everyone else. If I flip... Well, I don't know, to tell the truth. I'd say kill me as fast as you can, but I'd kind of like a chance to survive this. Remember Cordes had full combat rage and could control it, even better than I can. I have all the shield and weapons information I've come up with too, so don't think that I'm really unarmed if it comes to it. I've made high powered weapons and even flying rigs and complete shields before in a rage. There will be a lag though, before I can build anything, even with direct effect. About thirty seconds or so, depending on what I make. Use that time if you have to." Tor smiled, not even having to force it, actually feeling relatively content. Almost happy even. It was a bit of Cordes bleeding through. That was a good sign though, since it was only a tiny strand. Way less than before, not more. It affected him, but it was clearly being damped down.

Tor wasn't doing it, so that meant Cordes was.

"If I feel myself going and have any control left I'll try to take a cutter to my neck. Don't let anyone stop me if I do that, alright?" 

He didn't get to say more, because Ali ran over wearing a ships uniform in purple and gold. His favorite colors. She looked cute too. Busty and with just enough weight on her to support the growth her body was about to do in the coming months. A little young to be married, but not so much so that Cordes felt bad about it. It was a different culture and those rules tended to be arbitrary anyway.

Tor smiled, and tried to stuff Cordes down inside his memories. He wasn't a real personality yet, so it was easier than not. If it would just stay that way Tor might manage to live through the whole thing. Maybe not though. He'd have to see. It wouldn't hurt if the Ancient in his head tried to help with that though. Just thinking that got the internal thoughts to go very quiet suddenly. Almost as if he was being listened to on the idea.

"Ali! I see that you're the first mate now? Congratulations." She had the right uniform and insignia on the shoulder.

"I am. Petra let me pilot the ship by myself for an hour, as a test. It wasn't hard I just had to hold the heading and not hit anything. Since it's the middle of the ocean, that wasn't too difficult. Normally it would take a harder test, but apparently she actually wants to sleep at night part of the time. She'd been planning to use drugs to keep herself awake originally, but I think this will work better. I need to go get a nap if I can. Hey, um, husband, would you save me some dinner? I took something so I can sleep and won't be going." She looked down, embarrassed for some reason.

Tor actually understood why. The idea of being able to relate to another person almost caused his mouth to drop open, but he controlled it. She was putting him on the spot and still thought of him as important, not someone to ask favors of. How he hadn't seen that before Tor didn't know. Or, really he did. It was the Green pattern thing. It made it hard to see himself as valid and real, even in other people's eyes. Luckily being without that hadn't turned him into a heel. He still had a life time of habit to fall back on after all, if he got confused as to what to do.

"I can do that love. What time do you need to be woken up, so that you can eat?"

"About eleven? Petra said she'd send someone for me, so I wouldn't oversleep." The cute blond yawned hugely, patting her mouth. It was only about four in the afternoon or so, which gave him some time to walk her to their room. He took her hand gently, trying to enjoy the time they had together, in case it ran out soon.

"You're amazing, you know that Ali? First mate on a ship and everything. I've never been anything but a ships cook." He nudged her with his shoulder.

"Well... and a ship builder, which is decent I guess, but first mate is pretty fantastic. You know I've never steered this thing myself? I don't think anyone except Petra has. Not on a real mission like this. I love you. I really do. I know that I haven't always seemed like it, but that doesn't mean you aren't special to me. Remember that, will you? Whatever happens." He kissed her but just on the cheek, doing anything more would get her going and keep her from getting the rest she needed. Plus, his body still wasn't participating properly. That kind of made it hard. Or rather lacking in hardness made it difficult.

A bit unfair too. If he disappeared in a few weeks it would have been nice to spend some time doing fun things with his wife and Trice. Possibly at the same time. He'd never done that, not with them.

He felt a little guilty over the idea, but realized that had to do with his country upbringing, nothing else. Sex was fun and not bad or evil. People were made to feel that way because of ancient control systems used to keep them feeling guilty. Jealousy itself was largely manufactured, though people in Two Bends probably couldn't see it that way, having lived it their whole lives.

The information came from the new memories of another time, but it felt about right. He didn't have to feel bad about sex, not with anyone.

It was still off the table for the time being. Maybe later though? He hoped so. It was one of the good things in life. Too much so to ignore or have issues about.

His wife laid on the bed and murmured that she loved him, getting a hug and another kiss as she drifted off. Tor changed her amulet so that she ware a loose shift of silk, all in white since it was her favorite clothing color and then backed out of the room slowly, watching her sleep, head resting on the pillow full daylight coming through the giant window. It was a four foot diameter circle of shield material, but it kept the rooms from being claustrophobic. Not that a space that large would set anyone off. The rooms were huge for a ship.

The Austran vessel Tor had been on had tiny rooms, about an eighth the size of the ones here and those had to be shared with several individuals too. He'd gotten his own, but had noticed that the ones for the crewmen seemed to be even smaller than what he'd had. That had been a military ship though and with more people on board.

The door was shut gently, so as to not wake her. She was going to be responsible for them all while they slept, so he wanted her well rested. Otherwise they might end up in Tellerand or Afrak.

Tor walked quickly toward the kitchen at the back of the ship, not wanting to shirk his duties, even though the whole being taken over thing was kind of a big deal. To him at least. People still needed to eat and really, sitting alone and worrying over the whole thing wouldn't save him. He had to know more, and just didn't. It would have stolen his breath away before, but the truth was he felt... good. Better than he ever had.

There was no worry, or self doubt, just... him. From what he could tell it wasn't Cordes showing through either, not yet, that would feel different when it happened, if he didn't just blink out of existence. There had already been a taste of that when the man had spoken through him. 

No, this was just natural Tor. What he really would have been like if he hadn't had that crap put in his head by Burks when he was just a baby. He might even have had a real life this way, he thought. Not just a bunch of events that his own angst and feeling of responsibility for everyone else had gotten him into. 

The idea didn't make him feel angry though. He was capable of it, but whatever had been setting him off before was gone, at least for now. He didn't have a lot to be angry at for the time being. It was like the world had changed in the course of a few hours. It was only inside himself, but he had to like it. Most of the worst things in his life where gone now. In the span of a few heartbeats. It didn't make him perfect, probably less so than before, but he sure felt better. 

All the Ancients were sitting in the dining area, with Trice as well as his mother, brother and sister, apparently talking about him. They all looked at him with scared expressions at least. Trice spoke to him first, walking over and giving him a hug that got an impolite growl from his little sister. Tiera wasn't Trice's biggest fan, because of the way she'd made fun of him in public, causing him to break up with her. It seemed kind of petty now and unimportant. He could remember the feelings and why he'd felt them, but it wouldn't be the way he'd have responded to it if it had happened now. He probably would have gone to her table and joked about what a bad kisser he was. That or started making out with Sara Debris and letting her tell the others if he was all that bad or not. Sara would have backed his play, even at the time, had he done that. She loved him after all.

It was so clear Tor nearly lost track of the conversation Trice was trying to start with him. How he'd never noticed it before he didn't know. Sara really loved him and had for a long time and he'd ignored her, more or less. He was really going to have to apologize to her sometime soon.

"Tor! What are we going to do? We should take you home... or, I don't know, what should we do? I don't have a plan for this."

Smiling he shrugged, enjoying the feeling of her body against his for a moment, but not too much, since his family was watching. Talk about awkward.

"First I need to find out what's really going on here. I may not be able to do anything about it. It may just end up being an extra set of memories, not me being taken over, which is probably about the best case with this. If I start to go all monster crazy... I've set it up so that some of the Royal guards will try to take me out, if I can't do it myself." He held out his right hand as his mother and sister reacted to that. They didn't seem pleased, looking tense and concerned that he'd made a bad choice no doubt. Oddly enough Weasel just looked hard suddenly, jaw clenched and lips a thin line. After a few seconds he nodded firmly.

He, it seemed, got it.

Tor spoke to his mother directly, but reached out to snag Tiera's hand for a half second.

"That's the very last thing that I'll try, I promise. There are a dozen other things to go through first, like getting with the Blue Ancient and seeing if she can help me fix this, or if one of the others has an idea. After that there are a lot of things to look into. If I have enough time, I might be able to remove it with magic for instance, or maybe Lyn can, if the clock starts winding down before I heal enough for that to work. Or maybe I can just learn to live with it? So far it really does just seem like memories for the most part. I can sink into them and kind of "pretend" to be Cordes, but it doesn't feel like I'm being buried, not yet. Unfortunately that could happen, even if the rest of this isn't a threat. Even if the Cordes copy in my head helps and tries not to take over, well, he was what, a thousand when he died? I'm not even twenty yet. Weigh that on the scales of life and I could find myself gone pretty quickly. It's not a given though. I'm definitely not giving in yet or even thinking it's going to the worst case. If it does go that way though, make sure that George has a good chance to take me down before I kill a bunch of people." The man was a better fighter than Tor, flat out, so if magic wasn't used on his part, it could really make a big difference. The Royal guard would be armed... That reminded Tor to take off his shield.

He handed it to Trice, along with the Multi-weapon in his pocket. At least she didn't ask what he was doing. It was just common sense.

"Did you try asking this Cordes in your head what he's planning to do?" Timon looked at him, his eyes bright, but face blank, almost steely in a way. He looked young, maybe ten or so, but was getting taller every day. Somehow he seemed to be growing a lot faster than Tor had. Then he wasn't anyone else, just himself. What made him up also made him immortal, but Gray had never had a son before. It could be that something along the line had altered her basic pattern so that her boys would end up taller. Maybe about six foot or so? Tor wasn't, but he wasn't Gray's son. He was Green.

It might make a difference.

"I haven't. Not at all. I should probably do that, shouldn't I? It just feels kind of crazy to try. I don't know if I get to have an actual conversation or anything, or if Cordes would tell me the truth, if the plan is to do bad things to me he wouldn't, but not asking won't help will it? Good idea." Closing his eyes he made an effort to think at the Cordes memories, tried to get a response that made any kind of sense. To his surprise he got one.

Cordes didn't know. 

It was really clear that he didn't want to harm Tor, or steal his life from him. If it came to it, the presence was willing to be destroyed to save him. No questions asked, no hesitation. It felt real too, not like a trick or anything to buy time. The set of memories would seek its own destruction if it had to, just to save one boy.

Tor spoke this out loud and then looked at Lyn, her eyes an emerald green right now, though they'd been brown when they first met, Tor thought. She was using a disguise amulet to change her appearance, not a lot, just dressing it up a little.

It worked better than make-up.

"So, what do you think, is he lying to me? Is this part of some vast plan to steal my life and take over the world? A way to buy time?" He didn't bother to fill in the blanks, they all got the idea.

"I... how could I say? He wasn't a liar in life, not overly. Good at complex plans, but that doesn't let us know what he'd have done in a situation like this, does it? You said it seems like the memories are growing in chronological order as well... At the end he was different. Not well at all. If that's when he set this pattern up, then all bets are off anyway. We can't let that back into the world again. Especially not coupled with you Tor. Yesterday I thought you were potentially the most deadly person on the planet, but today you're ten times as dangerous. An insane Tor really can't be allowed to live. The world might not survive it. I'm not sure we could take you at that point either. Not for certain." She sounded so serious that his mother glared at her. She didn't say anything though.

Tiera did.

"But... that's not fair. Why should Tor have to pay for this, this is some kind of Ancient trick, so you old people should all fix it." The crossed arms and scared face worked enough so that no one pointed out to her that they were going to be trying that. It was the plan after all.

It just probably wouldn't work. 

"Of course that assumes that I've got the only copy of Cordes in my head. Or that if there are more they're all the same. If it were me doing it, I'd have put out tens of thousands of the things, just to make certain some of them took. For all we know that's how the work got done to begin with, some other copy of him putting this all together. If that's the case we don't know how far this reaches. Cordes could already have control of the whole world for all we know. Maybe I'm just step three hundred and twelve or something. This doesn't seem like a random thing to me. Of course that could just be me being self important." Tor also didn't have enough information to go on yet. It was a mystery. A real one that had so many layers and possible players it sort of made his brain hurt. He couldn't trust that anyone was who they seemed to be, could he? Literally anyone could be some version of this Ancient King. Or even someone else. If Cordes could do it, who was to say some other Ancient hadn't done it too? Or more than one. There had been hundred of kids in the special programs. Maybe thousands. About a quarter of them had some form of extra longevity even. Hundreds or thousands of years to plot and plan.

No one had a lot more to go on than that, but an argument started then, between Burks, Tiera and Laurie. Denno tried to interject some sense, but got shouted down by Tor's mom.

"I don't think so Brown man! This is your fault too. If you hadn't sent assassins after us for years, who knows where we'd be now? Possibly safe at home or school, actually living our real lives and not stuck on a boat in the middle of an ocean going to the stronghold of our enemies! Which I might point out is your homeland." Her fist curled, which looked pretty violent, but Denno didn't shy away.

"Those Larval weren't sent by me. Rest assured that none of us will let this go lightly. I'm certain we all will want to have Tor strong and ready to face the coming threat, even Cordes will want that, if he isn't insane. He really wasn't a bad person. Not selfish or petty either." He was trying to sound placating, but Trice whistled, a shrill thing that used her fingers to make the sound louder somehow.

"Wait, what threat? Tor, or I mean, Cordes? I don't think that's really that big of a deal, not as long as we follow what Tor wants done. He seems to have a decent plan. Not one I like, but it really should stop him from hurting anyone. He even disarmed himself..." She held up his weapon as if shoeing them something they didn't know.

Tor looked at her and shook his head.

"Nope. Not me at all. Um... short handing it, there are three groups of craft coming from space and they may or may not be friendly. Some ancient mathematician worked out that anyone that can cross the far reaches of space would probably be hostile, so we have to get ready. They're about nineteen years away though, so we get a little time. If you want to know more, I suggest getting with Brown later and getting the whole run down. It can't hurt." Keeping it secret was foolish anyway. He was about to mention that to Brown when the man simply agreed with him.

"That might be for the best Patricia. It's a real enough thing and largely an unknown, but being unprepared is the worst thing we could do and I'm not certain we aren't already too late. We don't have much time and most of the world isn't technologically advanced enough to stop invaders from space. They could just hit us with some rocks and we'd have to give up."

Tiera piped up, her voice a little higher than normal.

"Like a meteor storm? Or a comet hitting us? Only a lot of them?"

Denno looked surprised.

"You know about meteors?"

The girl flipped her hair back with a wave of the hand and rolled her eyes at the man.

"We have schools in Noram you know. You keep acting like we don't know what basic things are. I also know that space is a vacuum and that storks don't actually bring babies. Any other questions?" It was funny, but also horribly rude of her to say. Tor laughed anyway, not overly worried about how Denno felt at the moment. 

"Apologize Tiera, you're talking to your Great Uncle. That isn't proper to be flip with him, even if he did kind of deserve it." He didn't sound mean about it, but the girl flinched as if he'd raised his hand to slap her if she didn't comply.

"Alright. I'm sorry I was rude sir. Still, we really do get some of this stuff. Just, why would anyone want to leave Earth? It's just about perfect, isn't it?" She seemed baffled, but no one explained the idea to her, she'd heard it before.

Tor decided to change the topic.

"Alright then, if we can all agree that I'm not going all insane monster right this second, we should get to work. We have dignitaries on the ship and all that. Besides, I'm thinking we should hold a baking contest in a day or two. See who actually has the right to claim the title of head baker on this boat." Maybe it would get their minds off things?

Tor didn't think it would work and he was right, but they all got to work without any more problems. No one mentioned the growing thing inside his head, but they watched him closely when they thought he wasn't looking, everyone but Carlos. He just gave orders. Not being short about it, but also not excepting any incompetence. Then he was used to working in the royal kitchen. You didn't go in there to play. By the time the meal was done and everyone had their fill, Tor was exhausted. He made up a plate for Ali, making sure to take her an extra piece of cake. It was a spice walnut that Tiera had made. Enough for everyone, but it was mainly eaten by the Royal guards and musicians. The Lairdgren kids each had some, but they all seemed gloomy about something. 

Well, he really had warned them they'd be washing dishes. Maybe he should duck his head in and take a turn too? He sat next to Farlo for a moment, and just asked what was wrong, in case it was something he hadn't thought of yet.

The girl, who was already a foot taller than he was and rail thin, turned to him with tears in her eyes.

"Trice told us, about the thing. We don't know what to do."

It wasn't exactly enough information to go on.

"Um, which thing Farlo? The fact that the Ancient King Cordes might be taking over my mind or the possible attack coming from space? Or was it some other thing? Like that some of us are going on to Vagus and you're staying for a bit with the Ambassador and her people in Austra to keep them safe?"

It made a difference as to how he'd respond and a convenient excuse to fill them all in if anything had gotten missed. Better to have it all out early. That way if someone cut his head off, they'd understand why and not try to take retribution for his death. That these kids would if it came to it was something he understood now. They were his friends.

"Both!"The voice was a little high pitched and loud, getting attention from everyone else in the room.

"What do we do?"

Tor looked down the table and took a deep breath. It was obvious, wasn't it?

"Well, first we get with the Ancients and try to figure out what we'll need to stop an invasion like what might be coming. Tomorrow though. I want rested minds on this. After breakfast. As for the situation with me... Well, stand ready to help if you can, and if I need to die, make sure it happens. Let George or Kara do it if you can, but if they can't, if I'm too strong, or run away too fast... make sure it happens, no matter what. I don't want any of you to have to kill anyone, but better one person dies than a thousand or more." He put an arm around Farlo and hugged her to him, which reminded him to have a chat with everyone in the group and actually learn a bit about them. They were worth it, even if it was his last day alive.

"Though so far so good. It may not be a real problem, or I might end up being a different person, but still alive and not bad. As long as I'm not evil, try not to kill me!"

Then he waved, picked up his plate and walked out of the room, wondering if anything he'd said that day made any sense at all. It didn't feel like it, but he still wasn't feeling the dread he should be. He was about to be... consumed by the mind of an Ancient madman that was so bad his own lovers and best friends had killed him. Tor wondered for a minute if his current feelings were being controlled somehow. 

That wasn't what was happening though, at least he didn't think so. This was still just a side effect of not being forced to be a slave. That was what had happened to him. His entire life he'd felt guilt over things that most people wouldn't even have noticed. Every harsh word had impacted him as if it were fully deserved. Every dark glance he felt as a slap and each blow he felt as a personal failure. He'd always put other people ahead of himself. 

That wasn't a bad thing of course. Good people tried to do that, make sure they did for others first, if they could. The difference was that he hadn't had a choice in the matter. Worse, Burks still didn't.

Of course if they could remove the Ancients Rhetistics it probably wouldn't help him at all. Not after three thousand years of living that way. It felt good enough though that Tor wanted to share it if he could anyway.

It wasn't like anything he could describe. He just felt... Like a real person finally. He could make his own choices and decide what was wrong or right for himself. True, he'd be influenced by the rest of his life, and that was fine, but maybe it would mean more when he did something good now? Before it had always just made sense to give away what he'd made, or hand out gold, because other people needed it. Now it would be a true gift when he did it. If he did. He was free. 

It was hard to see, because he hadn't understood that he wasn't before, but it was true. Even if he died in a day or two, or in a month, or year, it was fine, because whatever happened would actually be his decision, not the will of some nameless doctor from before the great cataclysm that had mainly been showing how wonderful his skills were. 

Smiling as he did it Tor opened the door to his room slowly, taking care not to tip the plate in his hands. That would mean a cleanup for someone named him, since the staff really was a little light on the ship. He should have hired some more people for it, but the idea just hadn't occurred to him. Next time though. Or he could bring his house staff. Maybe they and their families would like a trip sometime anyway? It wasn't like he needed to hold onto his gold that closely. That part had just been him he realized. 

Giving away all that gold, starting businesses with people just so they could have a jump on the future, that made sense for so many reasons. He needed to do a lot more of it in fact. Even the giant parties that the finance minister liked so much. The only difference now was that he could do it because he wanted to, just to be nice and helpful, rather than feeling guilty over not doing it. That would have been hard to explain to any of his friends, how driven by guilt he'd been before, but it was so clear and real to him now.

The room was finally dark, but he could hear her lying on the bed, the light from the moon coming through the window just enough to outline her form. She was actually alone, sleeping like she'd said. It wasn't always a given with her.

Tor found the light plate and activated it with a thought which made it glow brightly from its place on the wall. The nimbus of brightness was as golden as sunlight on a cloudless day. The whole room was suddenly too bright, so it got moved back a level the glow receding enough to not be painful. The food was placed on the table with its single chair and both nice looking but serviceable instead of artistic. Someday he needed to remake the ships design, making it prettier inside and perhaps a bit larger. It wasn't like it had to put in at a dock or anything. Even this one wouldn't fit in most.

"Wake up honey, it's time to eat and then get ready for work." 

"Sleep a bit more?" She mumbled it like a petulant kid, but sat up anyway, smiling. Then she yawned and stretched out, the thin white silk outlining her body nicely. Her eyes didn't seem focused yet as he watched her stand, so he crossed the room to make sure she didn't stumble as she walked and realized he hadn't gotten her anything to drink. That got him to roll his eyes and run out, floating back from the kitchen with a cup of juice, because it was faster and smoother that way. He didn't even spill any.

She looked at him with a bite of roast beef in her mouth. It had been really good, marinated in wine or something to make it more tender, then beaten with hammers to show it who was boss. The idea was funny, but oddly enough a memory from Cordes' life interjected itself, explaining how the meat had fibers that could be broken by pounding, making it more delicate. It seemed odd to him that Immortal people would have been given cooking classes like that, but they were all there. Green and the rest.

She ate very properly and let him place the juice alongside her, taking a sip with a raised eyebrow.

"Married and with an important position... and still I have to drink juice? At least it's not apple. Berry at least looks right." The look she gave him was far more grown up, but he laughed anyway, noticing that her face slipped into hurt for just the briefest of moments before returning his smile.

"Of course juice, that or water. No one that drives or pilots anything has alcohol before work. Or during. Um, no sex during either. You have to wait until after. Or, well, it might be safe enough, but I'd make sure you know what you're doing first. I mean as far as ship steering. The other part you should have covered well enough." They all did, except his brother and sister and honestly, Tiera might look young, but in a few months she'd be of age. Tor would have to make sure that his wife knew not to sleep with her. That would be freaky.

"Oh? It's not because I'm still basically a child? I heard your mother say that earlier. I don't think she meant it to hurt me, but it sort of did. She's right of course, but..." Ali had a worried look on her face and her eyes were on the table in front of her.

"But nothing, I'll talk to her about it. I mean, yes, you're young for being married, but you still are, and she needs to either get used to the idea or at least wrap her head around the idea of pretending she's alright with it in public. Saying something like that where you could hear... Of course she still thinks of me and my older brother and sister as kids too, and they're both married and have children, so it might just be a mom thing. Don't worry about it. I know she likes you anyway, even if she does say silly things like that." It was kind of stupid of her to have done that. Really. Feuds and wars could start over less, and had. That and hurt feelings.

He stood up, knowing that his mother was still in the dining room. He'd have to pull her away from the music, but just mentioning that she might want to watch what she said in public at times shouldn't take long. A quick kiss on the cheek for his wife and he turned to leave.

"Just going to have a quick chat with mom, make sure it wasn't anything personal or simply misheard, you know... things like that could happen. She could have been talking about some other girl married to her son that's too young for it or something." He winked at her, trying to be reassuring. It got a pained look in response.

"Sure. Well, don't get into a big fight over me, but thanks for believing me. I didn't know if you would. I mean, I know how much you love your family..."

"I do. And you, my dear, are my family now. Wife trumps mother any day, especially if she's the one saying silly things. She's old enough to know better. I'm almost certain of it. Really though, this sounds exactly like what she'd say, doesn't it? OK, so I don't want to get into a fight over anything on a ship, but just mentioning it and asking a few questions should be fine and what is she going to do if it's not?"

The answer to that, he found about ten minutes later, was yell at him loud enough to make the musicians stop playing and cause everyone in the room to look at them as if she'd lost her mind.

"How dare you tell me what to think! I'm your mother and you are the child, I tell you what to think, not the other way around. I'm of a mind to tan your hide in front of all these people for saying that. The girl is too young and now that the threat from her father has been removed you should have the marriage annulled, you're both far too young to be married." She didn't throw anything at him, but had picked up a heavy mug with some kind of beverage in it and hefted the thing like she was considering it.

Tor smiled and shook his head.

"That won't work on me anymore. I know you used to come in yelling and pretend to be violent to cow me into doing what you wanted, knowing that I didn't have a choice in the matter, since I'd view it as being my fault, but that isn't working right now. Kind of refreshing. For me at least. So how about a real conversation where you deal with your own problems instead of trying to use your temper as a way out? All I asked was that you try not to insult people to their faces, especially my wife. I know that you like her as a person, so it isn't that, and Tarel got married at seventeen, at your urging, so I don't get where the idea that I'm not old enough is coming from." Then he waited, expecting another outburst to try and assert her dominance over him.

Except that was gone now, wasn't it? All the real stuff at least. His parents didn't have a hold on him now, other than familial ties. He had his own house, life and work. She couldn't kick him out or even threaten too, and if she tried to kick him out of the family he'd get Burks to scold her. They could write a script so the Count didn't give in to her ranting.

As if the thought had summoned the man he walked over, his face blank and smooth, unconcerned. Only that was just the surface, wasn't it? Tor remembered what it had been like and knew the man was probably close to being in a panic internally.

"Is there a problem?" He started to add more, but a shrill line of words ripped through the air from Laurie instead, interrupting him. It went on for almost two minutes before she finally wound down.

"Is that about right Tor?" He asked when that finally happened.

"Just about, as long as we take out some of the negatives there. I really don't think that asking her not to insult my wife counts as being ungrateful, do you? She's been challenged by a male and can't stand it, so has to try and cow me into doing what she wants. This time the answer is no and will remain that way. This isn't about her opinion being as valid as anyone else's, it's about being polite and courteous." Tor turned to look at his mother, still trying to look friendly. He wasn't in the wrong after all, or the one acting like a shrew, plus everyone was busily watching. Some of them looked scared. Those were mainly... Everyone in the room that wasn't an Ancient or his direct family member.

Burks turned to his daughter and smiled too, though it had a strained edge to it.

"That doesn't sound unreasonable dear. Tor is simply asking that you treat your family as if you care about them and not as puppets or playthings. I believe we've talked about this before, it's part of your pattern to do such things, I believe. It can be defeated though, if you keep trying."

That sounded about right, but she felt attacked and tried to berate them both, which finally had Burks wanting to back off. Tor just smiled and nodded at her, a little annoyed, but not even angry yet.

"I've heard your opinion, four times now mother. If you wish to keep going this way, may I invite you out into the hallway, or perhaps on deck where you can rant and rave to your heart's content without disturbing others? I'll warn you now that I'm not changing my mind on this one. Either start treating Ali as she deserves and that includes when speaking to other people, or don't bother talking to me until you do."Then he leaned in and whispered soft enough she had to stop talking to hear him.

"Since we don't know if I'll be around in a month to accept your apology, perhaps you could make your decision rather more quickly than usual this time?" On that note, still feeling decently good about himself, he spun on his heel and left, everyone fallowing with their eyes.

Back in the room Ali was gone, the plate still there, but cleaned of food. Tor rinsed them cup and utensils in the restroom sink, then washed the plate with his fingers. All the water was pure and filtered, but would just be returned to the ocean when it was finished, and a few food scraps wouldn't harm anything, he didn't think. It would mean he didn't need to take it back to the dining room immediately. His mother could take a while to cool down. If she did. Normally that was in hours, not days or weeks, but Tor had never stood up to her at all before and definitely never suggested he could do without her if it came to it. How she was going to respond to that information he didn't know.

Maybe insist that Tor get her home?

Well, he could lend her a carriage if she wanted. He wasn't even angry with her. If she couldn't treat his wife with due respect though, then she was certainly allowed to leave. It was part of a husbands job to do that after all, to protect the well being of his wife form anyone seeking o harm her in any way. It seemed to him that the one that had taught him that had been his mother, come to think of it.

Tor didn't want to bother Ali at work, but he did let curiosity drive him to walk by the pilot house and look through the door where she was watching the wheel and through the big shield glass window in front of her. It was hard to see anything, but there was a enough moonlight to see ships or icebergs by. As long as you were paying attention. He didn't bother her, but waved a little when she turned around. She waved back but returned to her job almost instantly and didn't call out him. Which was just about perfect.

That byplay caused Tor to almost walk into Trice when he turned, his face actually hitting her in the chest.

"See, that's more like it, a little forwardness is refreshing at times." She grinned at him, a look he used to think of as a smirk, but that he could see as a genuine smile now. It was the same expression, it just felt different to him. More warm and friendly and less sneaky. So that had really been about him not being able to see certain emotions the whole time and not her at all? What else had he just been getting wrong about people?

"Tor, can we talk?" Her smile slipped, meaning it might not be something good.

Probably coming to take him to task for fighting with his mother or something. If that was the case then she was in for a surprise, because he'd fight with her too. Or at least correct her gently. There was no need to make more trouble than he had to.

"Sure. Here or do you want to go to my room? I'm not up for much, sex wise, but we can cuddle if you want." He said it in a teasing way, but she nodded.

"That sounds good. Um, here though first, in case... I don't want to blame you for anything, so, this isn't about that. I mean... Um, I kind of put some things together and, well, Denno mentioned something... It kind of scared me." She stopped talking then, collecting her thoughts or trying to come up with a tactful way of asking something, Tor guessed.

"Did... I... almost kill you when that combat rage thing happened. I mean, you said it was from the building you did, but was it mainly me wasn't it? You can tell me the truth, I can take it." She swallowed though, nervously. 

Tor didn't know what to say, if he told her the truth and she didn't react well, then it would be his fault. If he lied and she already knew the truth, he'd have to call Brown a liar, which was kind of rude, especially if he was being honest with her. Tor decided that the truth would have to do, but that he could at least give her the whole of it and what he suspected was possible. OK, it was probably a bit outlandish really, but it was something he'd mentioned earlier.

"Yes. I think so at least. I didn't mention it before, since you were kind of worked up back then, but I don't know how I made it through three days of combat rage alive. I'm starting to wonder if it was all a set up though, something orchestrated to do exactly that. I mean, not you leading Maria Ward to my room like that, which started it, but the actual fact that you set off combat rages as your own rage ability. That was probably specifically built into your family. You were probably driven toward me in particular, if that idea is right, but maybe not. I don't know enough to do more than put out random guesses right now. For all I know it was just a random thing all around. Just thinking out loud here. It doesn't really matter... I thought that someone was trying to kill me, but maybe they were only trying to get Cordes going in my head?" Something occurred to him then that simply hadn't before.

"Or... one of the ancients could have been trying to kill off Cordes. If they knew about it I mean. If that's the case it could be anyone. Even Burks, though I doubt that. Lyn or Denno.... that could be very possible. Lyn used to be his girlfriend. Maybe even his wife, if you can believe it. I didn't ask, but a bit of that is coming through the memories as they build in my head. Or uncover. I'm not exactly certain how it all works. I think it may be possible that this has been in my all along and is not just becoming something I can notice."

Trice just stood still for a few seconds, her face bleak and sad. It turned hard after a bit, her jaw setting as she brushed her two tone hair, blond fuzz on the outside and straighter deep brown at the base, out of her eyes. A soft breeze played over them carrying the scent of the sea. It was both strange to Tor and relaxing at the same time.

"So... my nearly getting you killed is maybe going to do it again? I'm a curse for you aren't I? Everything bad that happens to you has me right there, involved in it. It's like I just attract horrible things to you." She didn't tear up or anything, which was good, since that could start her crying. 

Changed or not, Tor knew he still hated to hear her cry. Not for good healthy reasons like caring about her feelings either. She could go on for hours and get loud about it, sobbing and moaning in a way that for a long time he hadn't thought could be real. Besides, this time what she said wasn't true at all.

He took her hand gently and smiled at her.

"Oh... No. I mean, yes, there is a chance that some small biological part of you played a role in this current mess, but you're far from being the one that brought everything bad into my life. That position goes to Alphonse, with Burks and the King playing a strong secondary support position. Do you know they both knew who I was the whole time I was at Lairdgren? Maybe even before that? I mean, the whole Tor being a double of Green thing too, not just that I was my mother's child. Burks even gave me a shot of his blood when I was a baby. Kind of absolves you of the major portion of things for this, doesn't it? The thing is though, with the Ancients involved we can't really trust anyone, even the ones we like. We have to stick to the facts and even that might not be enough. They're all too crafty by far. Anything we can think of, most of them have probably lived a half dozen times already. They've had practice and the idea that we could out think them is probably insane." Tor hugged her, enjoying the feeling of her lean body against his for just a moment. It was always a little awkward, since she was taller than he was, but then most people he knew anymore were. It was just something he needed to get used to.

For her part she returned the moved without hesitation and didn't seem as tense after a few seconds of contact. Tor could see that Trice had never been adverse to touching him. Now he got it at least. She'd even tried to initiate it when they'd first met, but he'd always pulled away or broke it off, worried that she was stooping too far below her station or that someone else would be angry over it. This time when he moved back, he kept a hold on her hand, the left one, which wasn't real, but could still feel the texture and warmth of his skin. It felt like an actual hand, almost perfectly so. If he hadn't built it himself he wouldn't have known it wasn't.

The pretty girl was outlined in the moonlight, her slightly tan skin smooth and clear. Tor knew he must practically glow, being as pale as he was, but that could work. Bad for night combat missions, but good for not being lost at sea if he fell overboard. She spoke, her voice soft and warm again, rather than guilty or worried sounding.

"So you don't blame me for all this? You aren't mad?"

"Why would I blame you? Blame isn't going to help me now, and really, when it comes time for that, to find someone responsible for this, I doubt it's going to be anything as normal as one of my friends playing a prank or being in the wrong place at the right time. No, this is probably one of the Ancients and the plan here most likely goes back before either of us was born. Kind of hard to beat something like that. The really rough part there is that we can't trust anything that happens as real anymore. Not as far as any of them are concerned. I mean that. We have to watch them all. So, you know, great fun." He started walking slowly, tugging her hand just a little.

"So, come sleep in my room tonight? I have to be up early to help Carlos with breakfast, but it will give Ali the impression that I'm not some kind of unmitigated prude. Um... Again, I can't do much yet, so I understand if you want to find someone else for the night." He really did too. It was hard to say the words, but in her world it would be the right thing to point out. 

Trice was kind of known to be only medium level friendly that way, not having hundreds of lovers per year or anything, but not likely to spend all her time alone either. Tor was kind of country still. That apparently was all him, because he still felt a twinge of guilt over taking a woman not his wife back to his room, even if they weren't going to have sex. 

Patricia giggled at him just a little.

"I'm good. Surprisingly enough Marvin didn't hire any male whores for the trip. I think he just assumes that women can get sex whenever they like, so they don't need them. That just leaves the musicians or the Austran spies. True a couple of those guys are nice looking enough, but it could be awkward politically. So it's pretty much you, Ali or one of the Ancients. Denno seems likely there, doesn't he?" She was teasing, which showed in her voice, but her facial expression went still after saying it, like she wasn't sure how he'd respond to it.

Tor started to say something, then stopped and shook his head.

"No. Political reasons again. We've just been at war with Austra and he is, like it or not, their real leader. A lot more so than Burks is for Noram. Lyn maybe, but she's never shown any interest in girls that I know of, even great looking ones like you. Burks... but if you do that it would really bug me. A lot I mean. I don't know why, but I think I'm a bit jealous of him."

They didn't talk again until they got into the room, the light having been left on, since it didn't burn any fuel at all. Trice didn't do anything at first, just standing, but her face seemed sweet and happy for once. 


  

"Where do you want me?"

"Such a loaded question." Tor grinned getting the idea. She meant it that way, but he shook his head, knowing sex wasn't in the cards.

"On the bed though, and ready to sleep, perhaps with some cuddling. Wild and saucy cuddling." He meant it to be funny, and for once it got a laugh from the girl. She normally just smiled when he tried to make jokes.

He went to the restroom first, hitting the light plate on the wall making the decently large space bright and cheery. Tor just wanted to brush his teeth before bed, that being his habit. It meant looking into the mirror though, something he always tried to avoid when he could. It wasn't that he was hideous, but his face was just kind of plain and average looking to him. Or it had been.

This time when he looked in the mirror someone else was standing there staring back at him. It wasn't his face at all. Or rather, it was, but up until that moment he'd never really seen it for what it was. Tor really did look like Burks and more than that, he was... Really good looking. More than he'd ever expected from the descriptions people had given him. It took a second for him to recover himself, because the idea was just so different than what he'd thought. Tor had been told that he was good looking by a lot of people, but even knowing that the programmed beliefs in his head stopped him from seeing it, he'd never quiet understood it before.

"Oh..." The mirror was a magical one, a thing that reflected light perfectly and was built in to the wall. The noise must have caught Trice's attention, because she came to the door of the room and watched him carefully, her eyes a little wary.

"Is everything..." She let the words trail off as he smiled and gave a nod still looking into the reflection, reaching out to touch it with the fingers of his right hand.

"Perfect. I'm... not ugly. I can see it. In the mirror I mean. I guess that when you kept talking about "people like me" acting aloof and stand-offish all those times you didn't mean "Troll like short guys" at all, did you?" 

"Nope. You're fine. Incredibly attractive. Everyone I've ever talked to thinks so, even people that kind of hate you for it. Marvin is all jealous of you, you know. He honestly still thinks that you're going to come in one day and steal Maria away from him. Even after the whole thing with... you know." She waved at the mirror her face going mock serious.

"Are you going to get all into yourself now and start sleeping with anything that moves? I wouldn't blame you, but I kind of liked being one of the main women in your life you know. Hard enough having to compete with Collette all the time for attention, and Connie. They're both so pretty."

Tor sighed and loaded his toothbrush with paste from the tube he had, proper anise flavored stuff finally, having run out of the other that he'd been using for half a year. Cinnamon. It wasn't horrid, but made his mouth feel funny.

"I don't have time for anything like that Trice. Maybe, if I can get through all this with Cordes and still be a person in the end, I can learn not to seem all cold and off-putting to everyone. I... it's so strange, I can see it all now. How I must have seemed to people before. Kind of cold and distant, even when I wanted to be warm and show how much I cared. Even when I really thought I was."

He started brushing his teeth, wondering if his body would allow him to show Trice that he wasn't cold or distant from her at all? It would be interesting to find out at least.
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The next morning, after being woken up by Ali, who pounced on him and Trice a little, kissing them both in places that should have made him blush and squirm, but didn't, Tor got himself down to the bathing chamber and hit the showers. He'd gone in alone, but the tubs filled up rapidly as a few of the Austrans came in along with a man Tor thought played the steel drums in a band and five women that were most likely the whores. They were all pretty enough and looked fit, so probably dancers too. Good economy of funds if that was the case.

One of them looked really familiar though. Martya, one of his business partners. Tor blinked water out of his eyes and waved to her when he realized who it was. She waved back, stowing her clothing on the bench along the wall, walking over to him nude, her body a nice even brown shade.

"Tor! I missed you yesterday. Marvin contracted me to set up the girls for the trip, since I have family connections. I figured I could chip in, just to help out for the Kingdom. I'm not taking gold for it though." She laughed as the others looked at her. They didn't seem upset by her words, not even the other women, in fact they looked almost like they respected her for it.

"I'm not a whore anymore. Still everyone here is good looking enough and clean, so why not? It isn't like I don't know what to do. The ice houses are all set up to care for themselves, along with the other businesses, so no need to worry there, not if I'm back within a few months. I was thinking of coming to visit you and Collette in the summer. In the Capital I mean." She chattered merrily, not letting anyone else speak at all for some reason.

"What do you think? Can you introduce me to any merchants in the area so I can gain contacts? Please?" She started the shower next to his with a tap on the glowing sigil, causing clean warm water to spray out of the nozzle above her.

Before she could go on about how she'd make it worth his while, Tor just nodded.

"No promises, but I do know a few people. Like the head of Debris house and the Finance Counselor, Johansson. Maybe a few people from some other merchant houses? Not that you'd need me to introduce you. You and Collette are kind of big now yourselves in your own right. Kind of taking over the ice business for the Kingdom, aren't you?"

"Yes. But there's so much more to do. We've also been planning to do something with focus stone, since no one else has yet, not outside the military. It could change the world." She soaped her body as she thought, looking at him closely while soaping up her lady parts, fingering herself enough that some of the men in the room were staring, even though that was more than a little rude. Her fault though, acting like that. Kind of her plan though, wasn't it? She was trying to get him interested in her. Probably for business reasons, but maybe it was just because they were friends. He wondered what she wanted exactly, but didn't have to wait long for her to simply ask.

"So... could you introduce me to the Lairdgren group? I hear they're very nearly a manufacturing concern all on their own and don't have any official ties to anyone yet. Putting out more devices in a week than Debris House does in a month? We could set up shops in all the major cities... " She watched him carefully, still stroking between her legs, but it was an almost absent thing. Enough of a show that some of the men were obviously getting aroused though. A bit mean of her.

"Sure, if you have time after this I can make the first intro for you. Actually, why don't you all come along? Everyone should get to know one another. Having contacts can't hurt. Martya gets first crack at business deals of course, but knowing a troop of young wizards can't hurt in life, even for musicians. I suggest making friends at least." He went back to washing, studiously ignoring Martya, who washed in a more normal fashion after that. Tor looked down and realized that her show had gotten him slightly aroused as well. It was a good sign, since it meant he wasn't completely broken that way.

He hadn't wanted to admit it before, but that idea had worried him more than a little.

When he got to the Kitchen he found Carlos there already working, as well as Timon, his little brother. Tor didn't want to alienate the kid, but calling himself Weasel kind of lacked in dignity and he was, eleven years old or not, a real builder already. He looked at him and grimaced slightly.

"Um, Tim? We should probably go back to using your real name for the rest of this trip I think. The Austrans might not respect you as much if you have a name that sounds quite so..." Tor didn't know what to call it that wouldn't be rude, but Timon just flipped a hand at him and went back to making the bread dough.

"Got it. It sounds like I made it up when I was a little kid, trying to sound tough or something. Which is where it came from, but I get the idea. Useful at home though."

He didn't have to explain that part at all. Eleven kids, all with names that started with the same letter. It was easy to get lost in the crowd there. Maybe that was the point? Making them all seem interchangeable and common? It was an unusual thing to do though and a vast family. Most people had no more than three kids, but his mom had decided to go for a huge family for some reason. Three of her children were Immortal too. Possibly more than that if any of the younger kids started to show signs. That was a problem. The world could only take so many people that wouldn't die for a long time. He'd have to mention that to her, if they were ever going to speak again. It would start another fight no doubt.

She didn't show up to help with breakfast or eat with them, getting Tiera to take a plate to their shared room for her instead. His sister rolled her eyes at him, but didn't say what he expected at all. Tor kind of figured she'd blame him for everything, but she didn't.

"Ma is being a brat. I know, don't speak badly of the elders and honor your parents and all that, but she knows she's wrong and just doesn't want to admit it yet. Made a fool of herself in front of everyone and can't bear to pop her head out the door. Not that anyone here would make fun of her for it. She should have just mumbled an apology and left it at that. I mean, what are you supposed to have done? Ali is too young to marry, but that isn't her fault. The whole story is romantic enough, isn't it? How you protected her from her evil father and then stood by her afterward, even though the King and Queen tried to make you leave her? Someone should write that down into a story or make a play of it. I might do it myself if I ever gain the skill. Anyway, I don't think Ma is angry with you at all, just in shock that you suddenly grew a spine and aren't taking her... Words... anymore."

Then in typical Tiera fashion she left, having never let him speak at all. It was nice to hear she was kind of on his side though. It could very easily have gone the other way. She and his mother were close. Perhaps more so than the rest of the children, now that Terlee had left home.

Tor didn't see his mother for the rest of the trip and tried not to worry about it, working each day in the kitchen and taking some light exercise on the deck between the mid-day meal and dinner. Unlike the trip to Afrak, which had taken ten days, this one went much faster, since not only did Petra push the ship a good bit more, but they weren't stopping at night. 

Ali was doing a good job it seemed, not only keeping them on course, but also making sure all the entertainment was taken care of, a slightly different show being put on each night. Everyone seemed happy enough by the time they reached Austra, coming in from the south to their major port on Brown's orders. 

"There we go. Home sweet home. Let's see about stopping here and letting them know who we are. I'm sure they have an idea, I did let everyone know we were coming and what to expect, but best not to frighten anyone if we can help it." The Ancient seemed confident enough that they weren't about to be attacked, but the others seemed to think they might be in for some rough treatment for some reason.

Tor hoped not, the mission had been going so well to this point.

Quavel it turned out had a small communications device with him, so he could call ahead, which he did from the deck of the ship as soon as Denno gave him permission. It was just a plain looking black box made of some kind of material that Tor didn't recognize by name. He'd seen some of it before, he thought, in Burks basement, but what it was he didn't really know.

Except that he did. Rather Cordes did. That was a little eerie, since he had the first hundred years of the man's memories now. A bit more in fact. They were all pre-cataclysm, which was odd, since he'd kind of thought the Ancients were from the time of the event, not that far before it. It was like someone had seen it coming for a long time first. Centuries.

The memories told him it was "plastic" and the device was probably a radio. It might be something else he knew, since there had been thousands of years of possible technological improvement made, but it looked right. It wasn't like being told that this was the case, more like Tor just remembered it all. It took a bit longer than his own memories to come to the surface, but otherwise it felt the same.

That would be how it would take over no doubt. Tor would just grow with the memories and soon they'd be most of who he was. He still felt like himself and wasn't acting different that he could tell. Not like someone else. But then, even that was so hard to be certain of. In fact, what sense of personality there was seemed to be actively trying not to influence or interfere with Tor at all. If that was taken away he'd probably be in trouble, or at least have to fight for his own mind, but so far it wasn't a real problem.

Quavel spoke into the device after hitting a code on a flat pad. Then he waited for a voice to speak. Tor couldn't hear what it said, just what Quavel said in return.

"Good day. This is Robert Kinnesy, Protective Services long term undercover Noram detail. I believe we're all expected? We have the Revered One with us, as well as a host of dignitaries from Noram, including their Revered One... That's right the black luxury craft off the coast. Permission to dock?" He waited, sighed and then handed the device to Denno, who had to speak for a minute, his face looking a bit strained about what was being said.

He looked at Tor and then Petra, hunching his shoulders a bit.

"They wish to board, to make certain this isn't a combat vessel in disguise. I said it wasn't, but they can't be certain I'm not being held against my will, since apparently the story here was that Tor Kidnapped me. It should be alright. I don't think they'll try anything." He didn't sound as certain of that as he normally would though. 

Tor nodded.

"I'd do that too, all things being given. Why not have them send out... I don't know, ten people? They can get a good look at us and tour the boat. Maybe see if any of them wanted to take one of those trips you mentioned? We're looking for good will projects anyway, right?" Tor kept his tone light, in case the people on the other side of the device could hear him. No need to be a jerk and make things tense after all.

Then they had to wait about two hours for the invasion to begin. On the nice side they sent the Noram Ambassador with them, who knew both Denno and Samantha Callings first hand, and he'd insisted on bringing his own people, so they only had four guards with them at all, which seemed more than reasonable to the rest of them, particularly since their weapons wouldn't do anything to them at all. Except Tor, who still wasn't wearing a shield, to make it easier to kill him if it came up.

The Ambassador to Noram was an older man, not overly tall, and a little heavy, but with nice gray hair and a genuine smile. He wore a dark blue suit that was different than most of what Tor had seen the last time he'd been to Austra, not being a jumpsuit for one thing, which was the most common form of dress. The man had a strange green tattoo on his face, but most of the Austrans that came had something different like that. Strange hair colors, tattoos or piercings in visible places. One of them was dyed entirely purple, which made her look very distinctive. When she caught him looking she came over and put her right hand out to shake. That was an odd thing here. Everyone shook hands.

They did were Tor was from too, but in the cities everyone bowed. At least he knew what to do and returned the gesture easily enough. The woman started talking in her clipped accent even before she let go of the hand.

"I saw your video and then the museum display of the hologram you made. Bought a share of it as soon as I could manage. How do you do that? More, can I talk you into making more? If you let me have the rights to them for Austran distribution we could make a bundle. I have connections here." The woman smiled, brilliant and very straight white teeth showing.

"Excuse me, I'm Fornia Stergis. Currently with the Office of Noram Affairs. So this is even kind of my job, bringing in new art forms and increasing communication between our lands." Her smile was infectious. The words were scary though.

"Um, video? I..." He knew what it was. Those images on the screen. He'd only had one thing put out like that in his life, a scene that looked like him and Denno having sex. It was a trick, a seeming he'd created to cover their escape. A mortifying and horrible illusion.

Which was apparently a thing they kept in a museum now?

Wonderful. Tor really didn't want everyone in the world knowing about that, even if it wasn't real.

"One moment please Fornia Stergis. I have to complain to your Ancient. Denno! Get over here please. Now." He sounded a lot more stern than he'd intended, but it worked well enough. The man left what he was doing and actually jogged over, smiling.

"Ah, Fornia. How are you doing? I haven't seen you in what is it now... Twenty years? Looking as youthful and vibrant as ever I see." He was smooth and shook hands with the woman in a way that looked like an invitation for more than just light contact.

"You as well, Revered One, look radiant as always. I was just asking the Tor if I could get the contract for his amazing sex shows. If we could set up a touring schedule it would be a beautiful thing. Are you involved in that too? I know he used your likeness. Do you know that his display even feels correct? I managed some time alone with it for a while. Everything was perfect on both of you. By the way I'm also fairly certain we're all dating now. It just plays on a loop, but one of the government scientists worked out how to turn it off and on so we could move it. You just think at it. Most amazing." 

People were starting to look and listen to them, and Tor didn't want to be mean, just get the woman to shut up about it while he was there. His mother and little brother and sister were over on the other side of the deck as well as all the Lairdgren group. It was kind of embarrassing, since it showed him having sex with a man.

Fornia didn't stop talking though.

"It's the most popular show in all Austra right now. Adults only of course, but still a full ten percent of the population over twenty has seen it in person. The lines on the museum often stretches around the block. If you made one that was more family friendly it would be even more accessible to the public. Maybe like a movie that played for ninety minutes? Can you do special effects do you think?" The woman kept speaking for several minutes, staying excited the whole time. Finally Tor shook his head.

"I've been... sick for a bit, so I'm not taking on any work like that for a while. I suppose I could eventually come up with something like what you described though. It will be about a year or so. Maybe less, but, um, could I have that one back? I'd really rather it not be shown to any more people. I have family here with me and..." Tor didn't know if the idea of him being embarrassed would translate at all, but Fornia went wide eyed and swallowed.

"Right. I'll get it shut down for your stay here. I didn't know. I... do we have to give it back? It's making several of us rich. Plus... You're already kind of a celebrity here. The moment people heard you were coming the Ambassador had to start fielding calls from news services and entertainment programs that want you as a guest. It's going to be a little bit hard to hide everything at this point. Like I said a large portion of Austra has seen you close up and personal."

At least she looked properly mortified. Tor felt that way too, but finally just decided that passing out wasn't going to work. On the good side he had an excuse to leave in a few hours. Along with his mother, brother and sister. True, other people he knew would find out about it, but they didn't count. He'd just have to make sure they knew not to mention it to anyone back home.

He really should have just fought his way out of the room at the time. Of course that would have meant people died, most likely. Was his pride worth other people's lives? He knew the answer when he thought about it for a moment. It did strike him that even a week before he wouldn't have had to give it thought at all. Was this what it was like to be free then? Having to actually think about what to do in almost every situation. It was different.

Not bad though, as long as he didn't let himself turn into someone evil.

"I don't have much time here personally. Um, have to run in an hour or two, can't even go ashore right now. Maybe some other time?"

Denno smiled, looking like he was pleased with everything and wanted to go ashore right then. It made sense, having not really been allowed to be free in his own land for nearly a year and a half.

"That's right, some of us have a trip to take, but I'll see if it's possible to bring Tor back with me when it's done. I have some excellent ideas for the show, based on my adventures in Noram. Wonderful stories filled with action and intrigue, as well as a heartwarming tale of bravery in the face of overwhelming odds." The idea got Fornia to pay more attention to him, letting Tor make an escape. Sort of. He had to go and meet with the rest of the delegation from Austra and finally suggested that they tour the ship.

"That way you can see if any of you would like to take a trip with us some time. Maybe come to Noram and visit for a while Ambassador? I think I can clear that with the King. You're all invited though. Um, we will check to make sure you aren't intending to spy first, but other than that please feel free to come as my guests." 

Half the delegation stiffened almost subliminally. It wasn't until Quavel, who was apparently named Robert in his real life, started laughing.

"Lord Baker means that as in being a real guest. It isn't a suggestion that you'd be held prisoner, recent war or not. They didn't even lock us up for spying you know. Simply trusted us to be on good behavior and let us stay in luxury at Lord Baker's personal palace. Well, I recommend looking at this vessel for an idea of that. It isn't as nice as where we stayed in Noram, but I think it will illustrate the point well enough. Shall we?" He gestured toward the main stairwell, taking over smoothly, which was odd, but put everyone at ease again. Obviously if the spies had the run of the ship, the prison couldn't be that bad, right?

Apparently that was the point. 

They scoured the ship anyway, checking every single compartment and room, even the walk-in cool room for food supplies, looking either for weapons or the torture chamber. They didn't find it of course. One of the guards had a camera out, a small thing that had a single lens on the front and must have had either some kind of direct mental feedback or a computer driven auto focus. Tor didn't even realize that he'd thought all that for a few seconds, it had integrated so smoothly. 

It was useful, but frightening in a way. He shouldn't have know what the thing was at all. He not only could tell what it was, but knew the basics of how it worked now. Thinking about it, he knew a lot of thing suddenly.

More than he could really handle. As he started to panic it all shut off instantly. It was there, he got scared and boom, it was all gone, leaving Tor safe from even feeling overwhelmed. Protecting him.

Tor took Denno by the arm and started to explain the facilities, getting Brown to go over it as soon as he caught on that he should be the one talking. The Ambassador asked questions and Tor tried to make certain that the spies answered them as often as possible, deferring to them by name when he could. Especially Quavel and Kenner. Ambassador Callings walked along with some of her people, making polite noises when she should, but not interfering for some reason, even though it was her job. Maybe she just figured that getting him an Denno to do it made sense to begin with?

When they got to the bathing room things changed a bit in tenor, the older Ambassador spinning on Quavel in shock.

"There's only the one facility? How did that work?" The man sounded scandalized about it. Angry and like it was a major and massive insult.

Quavel just shrugged.

"Very well sir. From ten to noon the facility was segregated for women only, then again for men from two to four. The rest of the day it was handled communally, which is the Noram polite mode for such things. Every effort was made to ensure no one felt out of place however. The other sanitary facilities are in each individual chamber, so that wasn't an issue at all." Then he demonstrated how it all worked, filling a tub and hitting the various sigils to make the water warm or cool on demand. It apparently wasn't that different than what most Austrans used at home, though Fornia did mention that it looked rather nicer.

Surprisingly Denno explained why, knocking on the wall firmly enough to make a thunking sound.

"The tubs, the whole ship, isn't really here. Made of virtual particles. This entire craft was created by Tor alone..." He stared into the camera and gave a winning smile.

"That's just Tor by the way, not "The Tor". His full name is Sir Torrance Green Baker, Magics Counselor for Noram and Knight of the Realm. Both titles he earned through heroic service. Tor is his nickname. He's also one of the new generation of Immortals come to help preserve our world. Developed by a special project of the Green and Gray Immortals. I hope to have them all in Austra very soon to aid us as we build a better and brighter future." 

It was a strange speech to give, since Tor always felt that kind of thing should be a little bit secret, but it made sense from a certain perspective. Denno was introducing the concept of magic as a real thing to a land that thought it didn't exist by presenting it in scientific terms. He literally couldn't believe in it himself, even when he saw it, so he was basically lying to everyone, trying to make sure that they'd have hope when the news broke about those invasion fleets coming. It was smart. Very smart. Tor looked around and saw that none of his family were in the room and decided to bite the bullet, and speak about things openly, even if he didn't want to.

"A lot can be done with such technology. For instance, some of you may have seen the..." He didn't know what to call it, but Fornia jumped in, apparently following along very well, even if not having all the information. Probably why she had her job in the first place.

"We call it "The Tor's Magical Escape" or sometimes just "The Kidnapping", though I guess that part was incorrect?" She smiled and licked her lips a little. It showed that her tongue was purple too.

"Yes, that. It was hastily put together on short notice. A lot more can be done with proper planning and creative input. We also have flying craft that are made of the same material, some of which can go faster than sound through the air. Not as fast as your own best craft, not yet, but we still hope to open flights for hire to the public here in the coming months. Austra is a major player in this plan, and we hope that some of you will join us as drivers and service crew on some of our new ventures. I have no clue how much that pays, but I can guarantee it won't be boring." Because they were going to need people to go into space and if they made the controls of the fast craft similar to what would be used for those, it might just give them a leg up. It would mean they needed a lot more fast craft and that they'd have to be bigger, but it was worth trying wasn't it?

Denno, instead of thinking he was insane, actually clapped him on the back and supported what he was saying, almost as if it had been planned.

"Exactly. The time of living separated from our fellows in other lands is done. It's led to senseless wars with good people that hold us no ill will. My hope is that we'll all take the time to get to know our neighbors and learn their ways, their hopes and dreams, to become a true family at last."

Tor smiled.

"I feel like we should all hold hands and sing now or something. It's all true enough though."

Then they finished the tour. It wasn't until the camera got put away that the man announced it had gone out to every household in Austra live. 

Just like he'd figured.

"The Tor's Magical Escape? Well it could be worse. I don't know how, but I'm almost positive of it."

That taken care of he just had to get the people leaving for Vagus on the deck, which he announced to everyone clearly. He set up his Fast Carriage, only to find that Trice came out and did the same almost instantly. All the Immortals walked out with chests floating along behind them at varying heights, depending on how they were carrying their amulets. Kara and George were there with canvas duffle bags and Ali walked out with her own floating chest and his, a determined look on her face. It looked darling.

Tor had wondered if that would happen, and got ready to argue with Burks or Denno over having an non-immortal or two with them. Neither man even blinked. They didn't even look sideways when Carlos came jogging over with his own bag, a simple cloth sack made of canvas that he held by the top. The Royal guards looked concerned, but no one else did.

The man waved at Lyn with a huge smile on his face.

"Hired me to cook for you all. I get paid in animal hides, isn't that exciting? Probably have to get Tor to help me again, but I couldn't turn it down. How often do you get to cook for most the worlds Ancients? When I get back I can truly advertise that I worked both in the King of Noram's own kitchen as well as being your personal chef. Start my own restaurant or maybe get you to hire me on as the head chef for your new cruise line. I kind of think I'll like that better than riding a desk, which is all the Protection Service is going to let me do now. Kind of a public figure after all this. We should find something for that kid we had at the palace too. No one will want to hire him for years and it won't be easy for him in school, looking like he does."

Tor just thought about it for a second.

"OK. We all have to eat. Denno, Kenner is one of yours, so I think you should think about what to offer him. I'll back you on it. Shall we then? I was going to fly, but if Trice is coming too we should let her do it. She's better at it than I am. We should all fit in one craft, even with the luggage. Lyn, will you take the second front seat, so you can tell her how to get there?"

Five minutes later they were in the air and moving fast. It still took nearly five hours to get to Vagus, since they had to search for the capital a bit, but it wasn't hard. It would be a lot faster to find the next time, since he had some landmarks now.

"Make a note of where this is Timon. I don't know it for a fact but we may be making a trip for supplies in the near future. Carlos might want things from Noram or even Austra." That got a snort from his mother in the back seat. It didn't sound happy at all.

"If you're just going to be flying about like this, why didn't you leave us at home instead of making us suffer that hell trip? I'd rather a twelve hour flight than put up with that again. Hmph." Tor didn't even have to turn around to know that she'd be sitting with her arms crossed and nose slightly in the air, looking off to the left. She always did that when she was trying to show how wronged she was.

Next to him Ali went totally blank, and looked straight ahead, which got Tor to take her hand and lean into her a little, just to be reassuring. If his mother got mad for the whole summit it would suck, but it wouldn't lead to any kind of lasting harm. For all her bluster she wasn't a violent person and even if she was, he didn't have to put up with that kind of thing anymore. 

Not from anyone.

"Hell trip? Well, we did put you in the bad room... You know the one with all the bats and spiders, since they're virtually identical luxury rooms otherwise. It took a lot of work getting those in there you know, plus aging the food for you so it was all spoiled like that... so I really don't think you should be complaining about it. Hours of extra work just for you. Don't you feel special now?" Tor didn't laugh or indicate that he was teasing in any way even, but it got another snort from his mom.

"Don't try that with me Torrance Green Baker. You're not too old to be taken over my knee. Why I should get a belt and do that right now. Ungrateful little..."

That made Tor laugh out loud. She'd threatened to spank him a good dozen times growing up, but had never done it. He hadn't been the kind of child that had needed beatings to learn and for all her bluster, she wasn't a badperson. She went quiet though as he kept chuckling softly.

"Actually, I think I may be just a bit too old for that now. That threat kind of fades about the same time you realize that even adults bleed. Why don't we set this aside and just move on? You were wrong, you know it, you can admit it now and we can all be happy and enjoy this meeting as much as possible, without further strife." 

"I was wrong?" Her voice was shrill and sounded ready to go into a rant again. Tor interrupted her, smiling and throwing his hands in the air.

"Exactly. Good to hear you admit it. Now just apologize to Ali and everyone else for making their trip tense and uncomfortable and we can all move on. Easy as that."

"You want me to say that I'm sorry for holding my own opinions?" She wasn't less shrill this time either, but Denno was smothering a giggle attack and Carlos was looking out the side window, hiding his smile from the clearly mad women in their midst.

"Yes. Just like that. Now everyone say you accept her apology and it will all be fixed."

Burks went first, his face straight and sounding rather polite about the whole thing.

"I accept your apology dear. Very glad to hear you're coming around. Minor misunderstanding. No lasting harm done I'm sure. So glad that's over. Kind of a minor point to be having an argument about anyway." 

Lyn chimed in as well, then everyone else went. It did get Laurie to shut up for a bit though.

When she spoke it was a little grudging but not half as harsh as she had been for the last few days.

"I'm sorry everyone. Especially to you Ali. I'm still angry at my son, but there's no excuse for me saying you were too young to marry. Obviously the immature one in this arrangement is him."

Tor nodded at that and looked forward again to hide his own grin. No need to goad her now after all.

"What I was saying the whole time. Good, so Lyn, you're being wrangled into hosting this thing and as far as I can tell you didn't actually get a say in it, what do you want us to do to help?"

That at least got everyone else to change the subject. Tor didn't really think the whole thing with his mother was done, that would be silly. No, she was a person that could hold a grudge for a good long time. What he hoped for was that she'd be nice to Ali and everyone else. If she still wanted to be angry at him, that was fine. A waste of her time, but if it made her feel better, or like she was getting something done, it didn't really affect him at all. It was probably a sign of something new going on he realized. Before he'd always kind of just forgave everyone, no matter what they'd done to him. For the most part that even worked, but now he understood that he didn't have to. He could just wait for her to change. 

Or Cordes could. 

Either way though, it would be fine, unless it wasn't. Unless the thing growing within him was a trick or a lie. Something that started out harmless and even good, but that would suddenly turn on him. Of course if that was really the case he needed to know how to stop it. It might not be possible, but not trying wouldn't help either. What he needed was to get Lyn and Cynthia together and have them hash out what to do. They were the two best people amongst the Ancients when it came to tech. 

Though according to Lyn they didn't really get along. That part could be tricky. It all could be.

Tor found himself distracted by some low bumps on the horizon. Lyn smiled and pointed at their destination happily. It got him to shift forward to see what it was. It was hard to tell, but they landed just a few minutes later and everyone piled out quickly enough, taking it all in.

The city really didn't look like much, once he saw it. Low to the ground and mainly made of mud, supported by sticks, the place smelled just a bit of human and animal waste. It seemed to be summer here though, so the dirt streets were solid and not pits of muck, even if they were probably made of that for the most part. He could see the bits of partly digested straw worked into the pale soil. People came out of their dwellings and stopped the daily tasks they were engaged in to stare. Outside the town there were large fields with a variety of food growing, looking more like big garden plots than cultivated single crops, except to the west, at the foot of the large hills there, which were covered with grass for the animals. At least horses and something like big cows were grazing there. If it was their grain crop some farmer was going to be ticked.

A small crowd gathered around, dressed in loose long tunics that seemed largely to be made of animal skins, making them look a fairly uniform tan color. Some of them walked a little closer, not smiling, but not doing anything aggressive either, which got Lyn to change form, her body stretching up into her more skeletal and pale combat shape. Tor didn't know what was going on for certain, but felt the lack of a good shield suddenly. Regardless he moved in front of Ali and the others, stepping up right alongside Lyn. If there was a fight, running from it here would be their best bet, since they had the superior craft, but they'd all have to get to it first. Maybe Tor could help hold them off for a few seconds while the others fled? He doubted he was up to really fighting yet, but he had been exercising a little. He wouldn't go down instantly, even if they killed him. Especially since they all seem unarmed. The best they could do here would be spears and bows, ones without metal tips, Tor was pretty sure. He tried to ready his mind, dropping into a deep trance state, letting time slow around him as the group moved closer.

Right until the people started singing something.

It sounded a little ceremonial, but kind of happy. They seemed pleased to have their "wise mother" back it seemed. Tor knew this, because even though the language had shifted he kind of understood the Chinese being used. Enough to get a few words at least. It was in the Cordes memories.

Lyn Red stood, her arms out, hands spread wide, skin pale in the bright sunlight. More so than Tor was, an almost chalk white. Everyone stopped and waited for her to speak, which she did with a vicious grin.

"Children, I come bringing friends and my family of the Most Old Kind. They are our guests and more will be coming for a short time. More, I have good news, that should be spread far and wide through all of our lands! My brother has delivered to me the knowledge of true magic and taught me it's ways. No longer shall we have to crawl in the mud and dig with sticks of wood. We shall be a land equal to any on the planet!"

It was a rousing speech, and got a polite murmur from the people watching. They seemed almost defeated, or like they didn't quite believe that things would ever really change. At least that's what the older man in the back said, his wispy beard blowing gently in the wind. Softly... but loud enough that others nodded in agreement, looking sad about it.

Giant skeletal looking Lyn let out a big puff of air that Tor realized was a sigh.

"It's true! The time of change has come! Rejoice!"

They didn't. They kind of milled around instead. Tor turned and went to the Fast Carriage, tempted to just turn it off, but wanting to make a bigger impression. Instead he got his trunk out of the back and dug out one of the larger magical houses. This he handed off to Lyn gently, making her smile when she realized what it was.

"Alright then. We're supposed to see some rejoicing here people. It took over a century of work to learn this magic and bring it here. This isn't some small thing or a couple of conjuring tricks done with eggs and a hat." She growled the words, which got the people closest to her to take a few steps back, clearly not wanting to make her mad. Tor hadn't really considered it before, but for Lyn to have held control over the largest contingent on the planet with nothing more than simple weapons, she had to be pretty tough didn't she? All the Ancients probably were in some way or another.

"Follow me!" She screamed the words, which sounded rough and bloody, then started running toward the edge of the city toward the river, right hand held high, holding the magical house. It didn't take long to get there, the place wasn't that big, but Lyn was fast in this form. To keep up Tor had to use his Not-Flyer, which most of the others quickly copied. Denno didn't, not having one but he was fast on foot. Luckily it wasn't a long trip though, because the villagers and Carlos were having trouble keeping up at all. In fact they had to wait for about ten minutes for the oldest to make it over, not having bothered to do more than gamely jog.

Lyn didn't let them catch their breath either, holding out the House amulet, which had a glowing sigil, for everyone to get a good look at. That got a bit of a happy sound, since some of the people seemed to think it was pretty and obviously something different based on the color alone. Plus when the only light you saw was the sun or a fire, glowing things were kind of neat.

"Behold the future of our land!"

Then she hit the amulet with a single black talon and a small house appeared. Tor thought people were going to pass out from shock at first, but Lyn started to make it grow, expanding fast, reshaping itself to look first like a version of the mud huts everyone seemed to live in here, so that they'd know what it was, then to a shimmering dome of shining reddish metal. It was impressive looking and huge, clearly pushing the limits of the thing. Tor knew for a fact that the amulet was one that he'd made, but that shape wasn't something he'd directly created. He'd never even thought of it before. Lyn had found a way to get the tool he made to do what she wanted, even though he didn't know how she managed.

That was Interesting.

Then she made it start to glow, which was truly and easily within the normal specs for the device. Without waiting to hook up water she led them all inside, calling out for everyone to come with her, to see what wonders would await. The inside was just empty though. Oh, it had a nice big space, with a smooth white and blue marble floor that shone with light reflected from the glowing ceiling above.

When everyone got inside she started to decorate and make rooms. A central pillar appeared, thick and sturdy looking, nearly a hundred feet in diameter, with three circles coming out of it, with about twenty feet between each. On these platforms tiny houses grew, making the entire thing look like a tree with two dozen forts in it. Nice ones though, that glimmered as if encrusted with jewels, even though they looked to be made of wood. Then she closed her eyes and really focused, mouth set in a tight white line. The sides on the bottom of the dome grew rounded sections that were clearly rooms for functions. They were all long and narrow looking, but plenty big enough for everyone to be in at once.

She pointed to the one on the far left.

"That's the kitchen We'll need to hook up water though. The river is out back. Tor would you do the honors?" She said this in Noram standard, walking toward the door. The purpose then was to show that it didn't take her to use the great magics? That made sense.

Tor floated a little higher, taking the lead. The pump could be placed anywhere on the outside, being built in as it was. Tor set it up to siphon a thick stream of clean water from the brown and muddy river, returning it constantly so twin streams of perfectly clear water flowed in large arches in the air. It worked better with the red and shining dome than straight lines would have, he thought. He made the wall of the house glow an intense red that would carry down both streams when it got dark. You could just barely see the effect in the daylight though.

Then the people started to sing and dance, as if joyful. There was one thing Tor didn't get though and he asked Lyn right then instead of waiting, like he normally would have before.

"So, why weren't they impressed by the flying device coming in, or us floating around, but freaked out when there was a house?" Maybe homes had special significance or something? The thing was certainly big enough now and looked grand, but they'd gasped in awe when it had been just a tiny hut too.

Lyn shifted to a form that wasn't as young as he was used to seeing, but was definitely human, a woman that looked about forty or so, with fine lines around the eyes. She didn't look pretty... Except of course that Cordes knew she was. She wasn't funny looking, just of a different race than Tor was used to seeing. Asian. All the villagers were. He looked around and finally saw it. They looked different, more gold than tan, with different bone structures, but Lyn was probably better looking than average and they weren't a homely people at all.

No, Tor was just a small minded country hick from the backwoods of Noram that hadn't seen enough of the world yet to grow that much. The thought was an eye opener. It wasn't that he was being bad, thinking Lyn wasn't great looking, but that he was being unfair to a whole people, just because he wasn't used to seeing them. He'd always thought of his new sister as homely, but she wasn't at all. He felt bad for a few seconds and then decided to work on it. Maybe he could learn to see these people for what they really were, if he tried hard enough?

She smiled at him, which was pretty, he realized, now that he got the idea of her peoples shape.

"Those devices are something they haven't seen before, obviously a great thing, but not theirs, not made by one of them. I'd announced that my brother had the ways of magic, so they didn't let themselves hope it had anything to do with them. This structure was something they watched me create in front of them. Their own Great Mother. It shows that we have magic too now and that we won't have to live in filth forever. We don't have to be people of the stone age any longer, with nature slaying us at the smallest change and flicker. Now we can be safe and keep our children and grandchildren protected from things that the rest of the world barely remembers most days. Now we can learn and struggle out of the muck to become the people of magic."

Oh. That made sense then. He wouldn't have wanted to live without even basic metals or tools either. No wonder she was so set on learning to build. It didn't even break the Ancients rules for her land, being that it was a thing they could learn to do using nothing more than their own thoughts.

Brilliant.

She clapped, gesturing people inside, which got a group of children, some with smudged faces and not very old at all to follow them. They didn't beg or do anything but watch closely, though one girl of about fifteen walked over and touched Ali's face. They were about the same skin tone, but different colors even so. Timon was approached by several kids who poked at him a little, but smiled while they did it.

"Does he talk do you think?" One said to another, her voice soft. She looked to be about ten and talked to a slightly older girl, who seemed about Tim's actual age. They all had black hair.

"He does, but not your words yet. Would you teach him? He is... a maker of things magic, already." Tor knew he had a thick accent but the girls eyes went open wide anyway, clearly understanding what he meant.

"But he's so young... Can we learn to do this too? Is it hard? Is it a think allowed to those like us?" This came from the older of the two girls who stood back a step when Tor spoke, as if nervous about it now that the words had been blurted out. He could have seen it with the others, but he was shorter than the giants with them. These people were regular sized, like his family and friends back home. It was comforting. Still, he'd been seen flying around and might just have been taken as being the brother that Red had been speaking of. 

Tor nodded.

"You have to have the talent for it, but if you do, it is a skill that can be learned. Anyone has enough talent to learn to make copies of magics and that's the first thing to try. It can take years to learn and more time to become very good at it, but if you're willing to do what's needed, you can. Come back in three days, with anyone that wants to see if they can gain the skills and we will see. Anyone who tries and does so successfully will earn an object of magic to keep." Which was literally true, since they'd have to make a copy that showed they could do it, from a template. They didn't have to do it well of course, just enough to prove they could. The rest was all in the teaching and their own hard work. 

He needed a something easy for the testing though.

"Tim, I'm going to walk you through making a basic template for a cutter, so that you know how." He stopped and looked at Lyn who was smiling at him.

"Is that safe do you think? They don't know what cutters are. Useful, but some of them are just kids." He spoke in his language, so he wouldn't insult anyone, but Lyn nodded.

"I'll explain it to them all. If they lose a limb it will teach the others to be more careful. It's our way here. Each person is responsible for their own actions. We'll warn them though, it shouldn't be an issue, even with the youngest."

That gave them something to do while they waited for the others to arrive at least. Tim could make a cutter on his own and would have to, in order to make the template. It was far easier to make a copy from one of those, but it took more work on the original builders part to make. It was only his brothers second build, but then Tor had built a full template on his first and made something far more complex than this. Sure, he'd had years of schooling by that point and lessons in it, but Tim was probably better at building than he was, or would be with practice. Tor couldn't have done an original build at eleven after all. That showed real promise. Maybe more than anyone had ever shown before.

He wasn't telling Timon that though. The boy would end up with a swelled head.

They found a room, one of the little huts on the top level, to work in. It was decently spacious and had a restroom in it, with a private shower and bath, like his house at the Capital in Noram did. It wasn't his room though, since he wasn't sharing with his little brother. It would make having his wife and possibly girlfriend in with him too nerve wracking, even if they were good and didn't do anything. Which would be the case if anyone else was in the room.

Tim worked for hours without a break and kept going through the night. Tor stayed with him, daring to check on his progress and once, even though he really shouldn't have stressed his field that much yet, making one tiny correction in the field. His brother picked up on it instantly and kept working without pause. Lyn and Ali came by with food, and gestured him out of the room after the feeding was done, to chat. The kid wasn't so deep he couldn't eat after all. It was important to keep a builders strength up. Without food and water they could die, just like anyone else.

Once the door was closed they spoke freely. It was pretty close to sound proof after all.

Ali hugged him to her and held on for a long time. 

"Tor, husband, I was wondering, could I try to learn building too? I don't know if I can do it, but making copies is useful too, if I can figure it out. Lyn said I could try, but I know I need your permission first." She looked happy about the idea though, if a little too nervous. It was only building after all, what was he going to do, say no? For one thing she didn't really need his permission at all. She was a Noram noble woman. They had a tendency to just do what they wanted anyway, unless it was forbidden them. Kind of their thing as a class.

"That's a marvelous idea honey. We should get Tiera to try it as well and probably my mother, if she's willing to listen to an idea that starts with me yet. After all, I'm thinking of quitting after we're done here. Maybe just work on the space projects for a while. We have enough gold, but someone has to keep the family name good while I lark about and play merrily. I can work with those orphans in the Wildlands fixing that while you do all the building work for us. That sounds fair, doesn't it?" He smiled and so did Ali, but Lyn didn't.

She just looked suddenly serious and nodded, a big and obvious gesture of agreement.

"That actually seems about right, to be honest. The space craft alone might take years, even for Tor to design. Plus we need space stations and all the builders we can get. Ones that can work together maybe? You mentioned that to me once Tor, but no one has tried it yet, we're all waiting for you to show us how." She gave Ali a single nod, one that seemed almost military for some reason, which got one back that was almost identical.

Adult. Not something he was really used to noticing on either one of them, but it was always there, wasn't it? That sense of ancient presence in Lyn and at least age beyond her years for his wife. Enough hardship would do that to a person.

It took two full days for Timon to finish the build and three more corrections, but by the testing day they had a template for everyone to work with. Looking out the front door Tor had to smile when he saw the turn out though. Sixty people stood ready to give it a shot, half of them with woven carry packs on their backs and horses tied up in the distance, showing they'd traveled for the chance. Lyn did the actual work though, putting them all through their paces. She, rather wisely, had made ten copies of the template itself, so that eleven people could try it at once. It was an advanced skill making a true template copy. Most people could only get devices out of them. Tor knew he could do it, and thought that all the Lairdgren group could, in theory, but it was good to know that Lyn had the ability for certain, since she was going to have to kind of prop up her new industry for a few years, the way things looked.

It gave Tor an idea.

"Say, Lyn, would you mind if I started a school here? For training? Get some people from Noram in, I'll train them and all that, maybe have each of the King's builders take a stint doing it or something? You know, Sandra and Mark to start with. They could take turns. We could use this house here for that once the summit is over, unless you want it somewhere else?" He said it casually, since it wasn't his land at all and he had no responsibility for it. Plus he'd have to actually exist to see it done, but it made no sense to assume he wouldn't be around. 

So far Cordes was being a good boy and had even learned to keep his memories to himself for the most part. Some things got passed forward, but it was almost like they were being filtered, so Tor wouldn't be overwhelmed.

It was a good thing too, or he'd have already been gone. He sent a thought back into his head, focusing a bit, saying thank you. It couldn't hurt to be polite after all. For the time being he had to live with the man, so it would pay for them to be friends.

"That would be... thank you Tor. Why though? We aren't your people. Just horse riders that live in squalor most the time, or is that the point? Pity? Not that I won't take it, if it helps these people get ahead. I'd give up my life to do that. It's been so hard for so long. This is about the last chance I think." She looked saddened by it, but only for a moment.

Tor tried for a serious look himself.

"Not pity at all. I just think that if you do a training program right and people are willing to work hard at it, you can have a much larger and more active building population here in Vagus than what we have in Noram. People there think that magic is hard. Here it's just something new. Just make sure to start it with the wizards having to work for you directly, so they won't get into the golds or idea of fame instantly, and you might be able to do some amazing things in a really short time. I figure it will prove a good idea to make sure Vagus and Noram are close friends after that. Mutual aid treaties and whatever else we can think up. Pacts that say all disputes must be settled with a bake-off or basket weaving contest. That kind of thing. I'm an official there, after all. It makes sense for me to try and get in on the beginning of this. Start banking trust and cooperation early, so that all your Builders here think of my people as friends." 

They chatted about the idea while the first eleven people tried to make something happen with the template. They might not get anyone in the first group, or even the first day, Tor knew, but there would be someone eventually. They actually got two after five hours of work. Both girls.

Both the same girls Tor said he thought could do it.

Interesting. Tor smiled about it to himself, wondering if it was more than a coincidence. Not sure it wasn't he made a point to talk to the next group before they went in personally, giving a little speech.

"Thank you all for coming. Building isn't hard, it just takes focus and concentration, which all of you here have. I know that you can do this and look forward to seeing you all in classes here in the future." That was all he said, and no one even thought anything of it, since it just sounded like what anyone might say. A bit of talk to help get people going in the right direction and feel confident. It couldn't hurt.

Four of that eleven managed it, making real cutters on their first try. It took two more days to get all the work done on the testing, and Carlos insisted they send for provisions, which meant half of them took off to Noram, to do some shopping. Tor had wanted to go himself, but what they were doing was just too successful. In all they had fifteen people pass the test. Out of sixty trying. 

Tor had expected two. 

It was tempting to start a school right then and there, but Lyn assured him that they could wait until the summit was over. After all, people would be showing up any time. They should have already, but no one wanted to be the first one in, since that would mean waiting for Orange, who could take weeks still, even if she'd left home months before. She lived a simple life and didn't have advanced transportation, not even a horse the last anyone knew of. She took her duty to attend seriously though and always showed up eventually, even if it was normally an adventure for her.

It got Tor thinking. 

"Why not go and see if we can find her? I mean, do we know where she'd be coming from? I can't promise anything, but I could go and look. It should take less than an afternoon or two." If nothing else it would let him get out and about for a while. He didn't feel trapped exactly, but he hadn't gotten to see much of the land itself. It was a good idea though, since he wasn't going to be in Vagus every day or anything. 

Tor decided to do it, even as Lyn looked at him like he was being silly. 

Cordes had memories of what Orange used to look like, and she wasn't a shape changer at all, so other than aging a bit, she should look about the same. Black had aged over the years, so she might have too, being of a different line than Green and Brown.

A warrior line.

Tor decided to wear a shield, just in case she got edgy, and fly using his rig, instead of a carriage, it would let him see everything more easily.

She should have been coming from the south-west. That was all anyone knew at all, so Tor just went that way for hours, seeing some people a few times, but discounting them, since most of them seemed to be scared and ran away pretty quickly upon seeing a strange pale man flying in the air. Orange didn't feel fear really. He didn't see her though, not until the trip back, then he noticed a form walking along the major river in the area between some trees, a pumpkin orange pack on her back. 

After a bit she seemed to notice him too and waved excitedly. She didn't look like black at all, having light hair and cream colored skin to the man's black and even paler face. She was dressed in rough leather clothing though with fur used in several places. It made her look pretty wild, but she had a smile on her lips and didn't seem to be actively holding a weapon or even going for one. 

Tor landed well away from her anyway, not wanting to spook her into attacking and walked forward with his hands held out and up. Truly up though, not in an assassins fighting pose. He had a shield on, which was a risk, but so far Cordes hadn't taken advantage of either that or him being away from people that could kill him if he went all mad man on them. It was a great sign as far as Tor could tell.

He slowed and then stopped about fifty feet back.

"Hello." He called it out, but didn't shout it, just in case she'd recently had to fight or something. Black had seemed cranky both times Tor had seen him coming off a fight, and they just might be similar that way.

The woman laughed and jogged toward him her hair in a long blond pony tail waving just a bit behind her.

"Burks? I didn't expect to see you out here. Is everything alright?"

He smiled and nodded hugely.

"Yes, it is, but I'm Tor, Burks grandson. We just decided that you might like to be one of the first to show up this time instead of last. He's back with the others, Denno Brown, Lyn Red of course, my mother whole you'll recognize as Gray, but she isn't, lacking the same Rhetistics and being only half as difficult to deal with, and my younger brother and sister. Those are the Immortals there so far. We also have my wife and our girlfriend, along with a cook that Lyn hired. No one else had shown up when I left, about eight hours ago. So, would you like a ride?"

She looked at him, smiling, but not seeming upset about anything at all. She shook her head though.

"Sorry, what? I think you lost me there... Plus, I don't take rides with strangers." Her accent was heavy, but understandable. 

Tor nodded.

"Well, we're family right? So not strangers at all, even though we don't know one another. Why not ask me some questions to prove who I am? That or at least let me set up a house so you can rest while I go and get Burks and Denno, so you know to trust me."

She just laughed and waved a hand in his direction.
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Orange looked at Tor as if he were a child being cute, or possibly slow, but didn't explain why for a long while, just standing and watching him like he should be catching on to her complex thought processes. After a almost two minutes he thought that a picture was forming, based on the memories that the Cordes in his head was suddenly tossing at him. Burks, when they were younger, was as innocent and kind as anyone could have ever wanted, but Orange and Black hadn't come into the picture for almost eighty years. They were from a different laboratory system altogether. For some reason Orange had always assumed that both Burks and Denno were trying to tease or trick her. Probably because she just didn't trust good looking men. 

She couldn't understand that they were just responding to their own innate conditioning, even though she had a powerful set of instructions as well. Most of hers leading to rather dangerous combat reflexes. The woman in front of him truly believed that Tor was Burks, just playing a game with her, most likely. She probably would no matter what he said or did.

It made for an interesting dilemma.

Tor shook his head. How to best explain? Anything he said would likely seem like a joke and surprising her would be a bad plan. The only thing he could do was tell the truth and get her to come along anyway. That, or, Cordes chimed in with an actual voice for the first time, leave her. She was strong and would eventually make it on her own. True it would be rude to do after finding her like this, but it beat having her attack, since that would really be getting off on the wrong foot.

Sighing Tor shook his head and scuffed at the tan dirt and grass at his feet under the black boots he had on. If Cordes could talk at all, respond to the situation and answer what Tor had been thinking about, that meant he wasn't just going to be a set of memories didn't it? A sinking feeling started to take him, but there was work to do in the moment, so he forced himself to rally and smiled at the woman.

"Seriously, I'm Tor, not Green at all. It doesn't actually matter though, I just don't want to shock you later when you see him. Um, I have a vehicle, if you don't mind me getting it out? It will kind of appear out of nothing when I do that, so, you know, don't be overly shocked." He didn't wait for her to say anything, the good looking Ancient just giving him a knowing smile that said a lot about what she thought was going on.

She jumped when the Fast Carriage came into being anyway, a purple and silver craft in the shape of a teardrop. It was strange looking, but kind of elegant for all that. Sleek.

"Oh." The woman didn't have a frightened air about her, new thing suddenly there or not, nor was she angry. In fact she looked at it for a second and then whistled, a sound of low appreciation.

"Nice. What can she do?"

"Um, speed wise? About three thousand miles per hour right now, a bit slower than the best Austran craft. It might be a little slower than that actually. It's surprisingly hard to get a good reading on things like that. It can also change shape, color and configuration as well as some other things. We can even make it clear, if you want. Most people that don't fly on their own don't care for that too much though." He shrugged, waiting for her to do something. 

The answer he got was her walking over to it and knocking. It made almost no noise of course, being made of shield material. Like his clothing. Tor wondered for a minute if he should keep talking, trying to lure her into his lair or something, but the woman climbed in on her own. At the controls.

"So, what do I do to make this work?" She put her hand on the control knob, which was a little small for her and just floated in the air. Right now it was a smooth metal looking piece that fit his hand perfectly, but she was only a bit bigger than he was, not a true giant. About five-ten or so, maybe a little shorter. Almost like a normal person.

"The controls are simple enough, but sensitive. Start by simply pulling straight up. Do it slowly please." Tor got the door shut at about five hundred feet. The air sucking out with a sudden burst of activity that made his ears pop. Then he settled into the front passengers seat next to his... he thought about it and wondered if sister was the right word here. She wasn't even Burks adopted sibling, he realized. Just an old friend. So... Not really family at all. She hadn't seemed mad that he'd said that though, so at least there was that.

"Go ahead and bring the control down just a little, to about five thousand feet. If you fly too high the air will get hard to breath. Too low and people tend to crash into things. Once you get that taken care of, slowly move the hand control straight forward. It won't feel like much of anything, since we'll speed up at the same time as the craft, so don't slam it forward. North-east please..." Tor looked around to get his bearings, but realized that she'd already been walking that way, meaning he didn't need to point.

A few seconds later the woman grunted softly.

"Not bad. Who makes these, Blue? It has to be pretty high tech. Is it covered in the treaty? I haven't seen anything like this before."

"I make them. Noram magic, not technology at all. You'll want to start slowing down now. I think we're nearly there. The big red dome on the horizon is our destination. Overshooting is a pain."

There was no comment, just an almost instant deceleration that caused the landscape to go from being a blur to just moving fast under them. Tor waited for her to stop, but the woman didn't try to land the thing herself at all, she even started to move to let him do it. That wouldn't make much of a first solo flight though, would it?

"Just ease it down as gently as you can. Try to leave it hovering over the ground about six inches. Take a few minutes to get down. It makes holes if you do it too fast."

For some reason that just made the woman seem genuinely happy as if envisioning little ship shaped pools being made all over the land. When they were on the ground Tor put the craft away, getting her to shake her head.

"You know Green, this is impressive. This building here too. I guess I've been out of the loop too long, I didn't even see this coming. Maybe I should finally rejoin society a bit? I have to admit that I'm starting to miss being around other people." She'd grabbed her pack instantly, so Tor didn't try to carry it for her. Besides, she was probably ten times stronger than he was or something. Black was and she would be in about the same mold, Tor figured.

"Not Green. Black kept making that mistake too, and he actually knew better, having the man himself right there with us. I think he finally learned the difference though. It took some work." A few beatings too, but Tor didn't mention that part. It would be harder to hit Orange. For one thing she wasn't being a complete ass the whole time. Black had been worked up though, so couldn't really have stopped himself, Tor didn't think.

They walked in without seeing anyone, until Lyn waved from across the expanse on seeing them and jogged over, her form looking a little younger now, but not the youthful girl he was used to. She was using her disguise device for make-up and looked a lot better than normal, but still like herself. Just like Lyn trying to impress someone.

"There you are Alice. I didn't expect you for weeks. No one else is here yet." The woman got a hug, one that lingered for a while. It was just friendly though, not something that spoke of greater interest than relief and happiness at seeing an old friend.

Orange finally stepped back, looking around with a rather impressed look and finally shook her head.

"Like what you've done with the place. I kind of expected to be sleeping in a tiny shack or have to build a lean-to. This is rather more than that. Can you explain?" She didn't seem to be being mean about it, but there was skepticism there. Like Red had been breaking the rules.

"Sure. The treaty never addressed magic, so I went to Noram and learned how to build from Tor here. He even paid for my schooling, so it wasn't direct help from any of the others. Torrance Purple isn't a signatory, so there aren't even any by-laws to get in the way. This place was originally his work, but I can make my own now, a copy of it at least. Totally within the rules. I'm switching my entire land over to one that uses magic as soon as possible. If any of you try to get in my way, I'll fight. Not trying to be a bitch about it, but living in mud and twig buildings gets old after a few thousand years. I feel like I've been camping out ever since I left Noram. Or would feel that way if not for this place. My people deserve better." She looked feisty and like she was actually ready to start throwing punches if it was needed.

Orange looked around and nodded, "I can see this is something different. I'll want a full breakdown on how this new system works, but if it isn't too much for the world to handle you have my vote. That flying craft was something I'd like for myself, if I can work out a deal for one. Much faster than walking." She patted Tor on the back then, which required her to move several feet first.

"Now, are you claiming this isn't Burks too? He keeps saying he's "Tor", and that isn't supposed to just be a new name for him? I don't think I buy it yet. Good looking men always try to trick you, don't they? Normally into bed, but Burks and Denno always went in for far more subtle amusements. This seems almost heavy handed for one of them really."

Lyn went serious and shook her head slowly, as if worried about making a miss-step.

"This is Tor Purple, named that by Julie White in Soam. He's... I'm not totally sure, to tell the truth, kind of like a clone is my guess. Until recently he had all of Burks Rhetistics, but broke free of them about a week ago. That's a... problem we need to address. It may be a danger eventually, or not. I don't know yet. We're planning to cover that when everyone else gets here and we can lock you all in a room together, in case it's a plot."

The other woman just looked at him funny and nodded after a few seconds, clearly not trusting it all yet no matter what Lyn said. She did a few seconds later, when everyone else found them. 

Hard to argue with the fact that Burks Green was standing right there, trying to give her a hug, Denno pushing him to the side playfully to take his own turn. It was different than what Tor would have thought Ancient beings would have done, but the tradition really did seem to involve warm family welcomes it seemed. He'd imagined stuffy ceremonies in foreign languages, possibly with robes and incense being involved. This way made a lot more sense.

No expensive robes to purchase for one thing.

They left Lyn to get Alice settled, and Tor started to go see about when dinner would be ready, that being the closest meal. He didn't get all the way to the kitchen though when there was a commotion at the front door, which was being left open, so that anyone could just walk in.

When Tor got there it was a group of four people, or rather one person and what would likely be three identical copies. Cynthia Blue and her children. She actually wore an all blue outfit, which was helpful, a nice thing that matched the other three with her perfectly. They all looked very similar and all seemed like women, with mid-sized breasts and wide hips, but weren't, most likely. Her line was hermaphroditic, having the sex organs of both males and females. Tor found that a little off-putting, but tried to let it go.

It was just who they were after all. In fact they were meant to be that way, so it wasn't a mistake or anything. Blue wasn't a freak, she was just herself. They all looked nice, pale like he was and with the same blue eyes on each. Not truly identical, but nearly so, with only the size being different. So kind of like him and Burks that way.

"Hello! I'm Tor. Um, Torrance Baker of Noram. Burks Green's grandson. Are you the Blues?" It was just a throwaway statement but the leader answered anyway.

"We are. We have come to participate in the mandatory summit called by Denorian Brown and Burks Green as is required by the treaty." It was said with very little inflection, sounding very formal and proper. Tor bowed by reflex, getting a similar move in return from the whole group.

Cynthia Blue looked around the large space, examining it, but didn't say anything more for a long time. The others all seemed to pay attention to different parts of the environment, then started speaking in a slightly strange fashion. The oddest thing about it was that Tor recognized it and understood most of what they were saying. It was "home tongue". What he grew up speaking in the back woods. The accent was a little different, but it was clearly the same basic language, built on Noram standard even. The words came quickly and fluidly, not following a strict pattern, but understandable for all that, once you knew what to listen for.

"First, this seems to be a self-contained structure with full climate control. There are no apparent sources of power or obvious energy draws, though physical work and light are being provided, power source unknown." The Blue saying this was the second tallest.

The shortest seemed to agree, pointing at the central column.

"That building style is atypical, likely meant as a show of power and material wealth. That or control over the environment. The open layout seems designed for visual impression, rather than most efficient use of space. The light quality seems to mimic full spectrum. This would be useful as a botanical unit. I concur with Second, the energy use is different than what I would have expected."

Tor smiled and waved a hand at the room, answering in the same fashion they spoke automatically, "it's magic. Noram style magic. This particular structure uses virtual particles and quantum origination for most of the power requirements. The heating and cooling is a new form of geo-thermal energy. That also uses quantum mechanisms. Functionally it is here and real, but for the most part doesn't exist. By the way, it's also outside anything addressed in the treaty and I'm not part of that either, so all arguments as to that should be deferred- until it doesn't matter anymore." It was a joke, one that Cordes provided. For some reason all the Blues in front of him laughed as if it was devastatingly funny. It looked like the one called Second was going to burst something in her face she was doing it so hard.

The noise got attention, which got the others in. It was a bit of a relief, since the four in front of him were different. Not bad or anything, but a bit strange. It was like they didn't work under the same social rules at all or something. Being dressed alike in heavy clothing with thick cloth belts that had several pouches on them set the group apart a bit at well. It did look like useful design though.

Blue made her little speech about why she was there again for the group and then just stood, waiting for something. Lyn frowned at the woman the whole time, right fist clenching in anger. It actually turned white and Red started to grow both thinner and taller, if more slowly than normal, as if she was trying to fight her combat transformation, but wasn't quite making it.

"Easy there Lyn. I explained the magic thing to the Blues and no one has given a good reason it can't be used here at all yet. It really isn't in the treaty, and it isn't going to negatively impact the planet directly, so I doubt anyone will have a problem with it. Isn't that correct Blue?" Tor spoke gently, like Lyn was about to lose it to a combat rage, but none of the Ancients seemed all that concerned.

It was the Blue that hadn't spoken yet, the third tallest, that broke the silence, her voice a good bit less stiff sounding than the others. She used Noram standard easily and sounded remarkably happy.

"I have to concur First. I've studied the treaty and find nothing in it that would make the use of this process or technology forbidden to Red of Vagus. If it works as described by Tor of Noram this seems a very workable solution to the low infrastructure requirements of this land. We should study the magic used here to make certain, since it is different from the other Noram magics we have, but even if it isn't as efficient as it seems we may not have any recourse if Vagus wishes to use it."

That got Lyn to calm down fast, staring at the Third Blue hard. It wasn't unfriendly though, just shocked and a bit confused.

"That's... pretty much my whole argument. Let's make certain that this Blue gets one of the good rooms. What's your name dear, I don't think we've met." There was a lot of direct eye contact then, but Lyn broke that off after about fifteen seconds, because doing more would seem aggressive no doubt.

The woman that was also a man didn't blink, just explaining after a few seconds.

"I'm... I was once known as Cordes, Lyn. I made copies of myself and set plans in motion to make certain there would always be at least one of me in the world. Blue introduced a Rhetistics pack to the infant version of me, which allowed a five hundred year memory download. That seems about the limit of the technology. I'm also Blue of course, but while it may be hard to understand it's also me..." The body language changed then and she took a step forward toward Lyn, hand out but not touching her red tunic top.

"It's good to see you. I missed you, you know."

Tor sighed loudly.

"So that's two of us. I don't suppose you added the Rhetistic package to me too then, did you Blue? We seem to be having a bit of a mystery as to how that happened." He waited, but that announcement just got stares from the new party... and Orange.

That got everyone to move into the meeting room off to the right, a long hall with a large table that seemed to be made of light colored wood in the middle of it, and nice Noram style chairs instead of floor cushions for sitting. Tor liked that better himself, but hadn't suggested it. They were in Lyn's land, so it was all her choice. 

They talked over things for a long time, hitting all the main factors about four times, but the main point that Tor appreciated was that none of the Blues seemed to think Cordes was dangerous to him.

Cordes Blue even seemed to think that he'd be just fine.

"I hit this body when it had no personality at all, so it formed to my mentality. There are biological differences between us, and you don't seem old Tor, but I know that if I'd come in at a later time I wouldn't have tried to supplant the hosts mind. I don't have that right. This was just to make sure I didn't fail in my duty, not some open bid for a longer lifespan. I came up with it as an idea when I was about six hundred years old and started noticing that I was breaking down physically. Not fast, but there were copy errors that didn't seem to be happening in some of the others. I tried to make sure I didn't add in any mental errors from the breakdown process. I lived for slightly over four hundred years past that, so I think I caught it in time. The only danger here is if Tor is a later version of myself, made after I started to really lose control of myself. I have no record of ever trying that, but I knew how and if I went insane, well, I might have thought to try it.

We should do a brain scan First, if I may use the equipment in the Desolo?" That Blue turned to the others to explain. 

"The name of our craft. It's out front."

Cynthia Blue looked blank and stood, her moves smooth, but body language almost non-existent. It made her hard to read, and almost alien seeming to Tor.

"Yes. We need to assess this as a threat. If the danger is too great we should seek to end the experiment as soon as possible." She stared at Tor, her face blank and eyes a little icy but clearly suggesting they kill him if need be.

Tor shrugged, since it was a good enough habit to fall back on, one that was his as much as anything he ever did. He didn't want to turn into Cynthia with her lack of... anything.

"That's the plan. I'll take my shield and weapons off, in case it becomes needed. Here..." He struggled out of the amulets, except his clothing, and then remembered that he hadn't taken a weapon with him at all. It was a bad habit to get into over all, going unprotected, but for the moment he kind of had to, didn't he? Go unarmed into the world and risk death to protect the others around him.

The scan was painless, and made a picture of his brain that appeared before them all in the air, like it was floating. That part was fascinating, since it glowed lightly in multiple colors. Tor didn't understand it all, but it was kind of unique looking. Almost pretty in a way. 

The craft was small, but the sides opened, turning it into a tiny building with only a little extra work. One with a silver roof on it. With the addition of some fibrous material on the sides it could be turned into something like a tent. They didn't bother with that though, since the weather was dry and warm enough for everyone. 

Cynthia and Lyn looked at the image and nodded, pointing at things and speaking a language that Tor didn't know at all. Cordes didn't either, but the other Blues and Burks did. Denno looked at him and shrugged. 

"I was never that into medicine past cloning. Mainly nano's to tell the truth. I like the simplicity of the field." 

Tor waited for a while not knowing if he should expect a cutter to the back of the neck or not, since the conversation got excited at more than one point. That was a little nerve wracking, but he tried to breathe deeply and stay calm and relaxed. If he had to die it might as well be before he did any real damage to the world. 

Finally Lyn spun and winked at him.

"We all agree that you should be fine. We don't know how much this will affect you from now on, but the Rhetistic pattern is identical to the one in Blue Cordes. That means that it only has the first five hundred years of his life. We were mainly discussing some differences in brain structure that none of us have seen before. You seem to have unusually dense connections between neurons. I was wondering if it had to do with all the deep state meditation and building you've done. We're going to run scans on everyone else to see if they have similar things too. Burks is up next. This is fascinating... But probably not that interesting to you, since you aren't familiar with the science yet." She turned back and started working to move Burks into place, which meant Tor had to stand up and get out of the way.

Head still attached to neck and everything.

Tor didn't get it though, the part about why Burkes needed a scan too, so finally left, wondering if they were actually going to feed people that day or not. It was pretty late. 

"Anyone hungry?" He said it lightly as he started to leave, but there were some nods of agreement, so it wasn't just him. It might just be horse meat and local vegetables, but that was better than starving, wasn't it?

He popped his head into the kitchen to find Carlos and Ali running around, with Timon and Trice backing them up. Tiera was sitting off to one side shelling something that looked like peas next to their mother.

"Hey! You're all back. Wonderful. Is the Kingdom still there? I've been talking to the King, but he might be lying to keep me from running back to try and save things."

Tiera spoke first, sounding like she was giving a real report.

"Minor crises, but Builder Sam took care of it. Major fire in the north, so he ran one of your rivers through the area and set up pumps to actually fight the blaze. Worked really well. He's also setting something up like that in your Wildlands. Already has a small army of kids from orphanages up there camping out and planting seeds. Nothings sprouted yet, but then they wouldn't have. The King's brother is helping him. Staying at the Palace and dunning everyone past the rank of Baron for funds and materials to help out. It seems to be working too. I don't know the exact figures, but everyone kept trying to avoid the man, which has to be a good sign. He even got a gold out of me and Timon each. Probably would have been more, but we don't carry much. That's half a year's allowance after all. Speaking of which, can I borrow some coin if I need it later?" The girl dimpled at him sweetly.

"Hmmm. No. Make your own. We have a template set up, learn to make copies and sell what you make. That or do some deliveries. You can do both." She could too, he was certain of it. 

Ali, moved carefully, holding a large focus stone tray with a deep side, hot pads wrapped over the side. It looked like roast meat, but more like lamb than horse. It smelled good either way. After she set it down on the smooth black counter that looked to be made of obsidian glass, she spoke, a proud look on her face.

"Yeah, building is easy, at least making copies. Lyn had me do one up this morning." She said it casually, like it wasn't a big deal, looking at the tray in her hands and not making eye contact with anyone. 

Half the room rushed her, doling out hugs and pats on the back. Tor almost felt like crying. It was great, a wonderful thing that he hadn't really been certain she could do. He kissed her hard enough that his own mother cleared her throat. Prude. He pulled back though, so as not to embarrass her.

"That's enough in public. We don't want to set a bad precedent or make everyone think that the people of Noram have loose morals." She looked at Trice when she said it for some reason, which got a blush from the girl, even though that wasn't something she normally did at all.

It probably meant that Trice had slept with someone and got caught by his mother. Possibly someone inappropriate. Who that would be Tor didn't know. She wouldn't sleep with Timon, he was too young. Tiera too, though that was closing in on legal. It would be a little bad though, because his family wouldn't understand it at all. Besides, Tiera didn't really care for her that much. She didn't offer to fight the girl in the kitchen, but there was a physical distance between them even now as they worked, so it wouldn't be that.

It didn't make a lot of sense to Tor, since his mother wasn't really a prude, and short of doing something like that she wouldn't care what Trice did, would she? She'd been raised as a noble even, so would probably be a lot less concerned than Tor would. The nobles didn't get jealous very much at all as a group. He stared at Trice who looked away from him obviously and noticed that Carlos was... snickering. At him. 

Ah.

"I see. You heard about the illusion I made to get Denno free?" He was about to get angry over someone having told, but didn't bother. It would come out eventually.

His mother chuckled at him darkly.

"Heard? I saw part of it. By accident. Scarred for life. Denno has a recording of it in his things. He did swear it wasn't really either of you, but said that you made it. It seemed rather... enthusiastic, didn't it? Not that I blame you, Denno is quite attractive." She was trying to be playful, which was almost better than scorn or ridicule, so Tor decided to just go with it. The odd thing was that everyone else seemed to know about it too. Well, not the kids, but Ali winked at him.

"How the heck did that work then? Was he just showing it to everyone on the ship for entertainment while I was working?" 

Carlos made a noise, like a choked off laugh.

"At night too. That was how I saw it. Rather good quality video. Three dimensional. No wonder everyone is waiting for you to produce the next one. I can't wait myself. Maybe put a woman in it though? I'm not into men myself. Everyone has seen it at least once."

Timon shook his head.

"Not everyone. I refuse to take part in this, thank you. I want to remain pure of thought and untainted as long as possible." He looked at Tor solemnly. 

"Besides, I know that this will bother Tor. You should all be ashamed of yourselves." Timon glared at the others, especially their ma, and grimaced a little. 

"There are some things better left alone. He did it to save a family member in mortal danger, who was being held by a madman. Making fun of him with it is beyond wrong." It came out softly, a little kid voice, but everyone else looked down, as if ashamed.

He waited for Tiera to say she'd done the same thing, but the girl just sat shelling peas, finally she looked up and made a face at Laurie.

"It was gross. I didn't even know men could do that. Did it hurt? I mean, when he put his thing up your behind?" She said it innocently, too much so.

Tor sighed, feeling anger build in him, real anger, with a real cause. He kept it out of his voice though.

"It wasn't real, so I don't know if that would hurt or not. I imagine it would though. Now if everyone will excuse me, I need to let everyone know that dinner will be ready soon. About fifteen minutes Carlos?" Tor started walking toward the door, the Blue following him, her eyes slightly dilated. Wary, but of the others it seemed, not Tor.

Carlos called after him.

"Twenty-five, the dining room next to us here. Towards the back, not the front one we've been using, it's too small now."

"Got it!" He waved as he left, then jogged a little thinking as he did. 

Denno was faster than he was, even at the best of times. Tor could outpace him using a Not-flyer though. The man didn't have a shield on, Tor didn't think, but could probably fight a lot better than he could, all things considered. You didn't live to be thousands of years old without knowing how to protect yourself. Tor decided not to give him a chance to do anything fancy.

At the open sided craft, everyone pointing at different things in the air, images that floated in place, slightly transparent, seeming to be in agreement about something. Denno was watching closely, but saw Tor and smiled. It seemed creepy now. Predatory. 

Mean.

"Hey everyone, dinner is in about twenty-five minutes, Denno, could you help me with something?" Tor tried to sound innocent and not angry, but the man wasn't totally fooled at all. He was a master at reading people, body language and all that. Or at least good at reading people that seemed about ready for combat.

When he got to him, about twenty feet from the side of the craft, Tor sighed.

"Does anyone coming have allergies that you know of to any kind of foo..." Tor stopped, furrowed his brow and pointed with his left hand. 

"What's that?" 

Denno turned to look, and seemed almost surprised that there was something there, it looked like a

 stone block with four people on the top playing horns. It bounced a little in the air, as if riding a wave up and down. The thing was huge and gray, but Tor couldn't tell anything else about it yet. There was a low buzzing sound that got louder as it came closer.

"Oh... Julie!" The man's voice got suddenly excited.

That was when Tor hit him. 

Right in the back of the head, as hard as he could. He wasn't a hundred percent as far as physical things went, so the Ancient didn't go down, but Tor didn't let that stop him from doing it again and then delivering a blow to the left kidney, followed by a stomp to the back of the knee.

He kept going, with blow following kick as fast as he could make himself move. It wasn't a blazing pace, and Denno managed to crawl away fast enough to start running and awkward thing on all fours. Tor rose into the air about four inches and followed, hitting the man with a boot to the behind as he caught him, sending him sprawling.

Denno crawled weakly then, which got him another couple of kicks. One of them to the head. It didn't take him out though. Sneak attack or not, the man was tough.

"Decided to make me a laughing stock, did you? Showed my fucking mother and little sister things to make me look bad in their eyes? Think your clever? How's this for clever you jerk." Tor kicked again as hard as he could, targeting the small firm hip instead of anything vital. He was going to aim for the head again, but two explosive weapons were being pointed at him.

Kara and George. They probably thought he'd lost it and were going to kill him. Great. He'd totally forgotten about that part of things in his anger.

"He... Showed my family fake dirty pictures of us having sex! I'm not crazy, I'm just kicking his ass. So stop acting like you're going to kill me and get me a stick so I can do this right." They didn't do that, but they did back up and lower the weapons. Hesitantly.

Kara spoke softly, but the words didn't help a lot.

"That was a good show though. I saw it at the palace before we left, when he showed the Queen. I especially liked the part where you..."

Tor kicked Denno several more times, making the man grunt loud enough to drown out whatever the Royal guard said.

"Kara, are you looking to have your turn next? I can do this all day you know." He kicked one last time, knowing it wasn't true. He didn't let himself pant of gasp for breath, but he was tired already. Stepping back he glared at Denno and spoke in a low growl.

"If you do anything like that ever again, I will hunt you down and make sure the worst thing you can imagine is played to every Austran home on a repeated loop. That's if I don't just drop you out of a Fast Carriage at five thousand feet. You knew that I was embarrassed by that thing. I should have never saved you." Tor walked away, knowing he seemed childish, but also knowing that it had been more than a dick move to show that to anyone. He should have had it destroyed, but instead Denno used it to humiliate him. Even showing it at the King's palace.

Why?

He would have asked, but really, that didn't matter. Denno would just claim to have some good reason, or that he didn't know that it would cause Tor to feel that way. Except that he did. It was too obvious that the whole thing had made him uneasy even at the time. Brown had even said that he understood that. So it was just meant to goad him? Or insult him? Of course Tor was just supposed to take it, wasn't he? Maybe say something and storm off, but not do anything about it. Well, that was the old Tor. The new Tor wasn't putting up with this shit any more.

He walked back over to Denno and kicked him under the chin as hard as he could, knocking the man out, making him shake and spasm a little. It was just to buy him a little time to subdue the man. He didn't know if they had any rope around at all. No one helped him out that way, except that one of the city people came running up with a coil of thick strands about three minutes after he started looking for something. Denno was awake again already. That was too dangerous, especially since the man was clearly lying in wait for Tor to close with him to counter attack. It would have worked too, but Tor didn't give him a chance, pulling out his Fast Carriage amulet and parking the vehicle right on top of the man, holding him in place. Painfully. At least the gasping sounded that way.

Working carefully Tor wrapped the rope around the man's neck, since it was the only thing he could reach and tied it off around the driver's seat inside. Then he climbed in and slowly raised the craft while everyone else screamed at him to stop. He had to make the floor clear to see what he was doing, but as soon as Denno stood, standing on his tip-toes and gasping for breath, Tor jumped out of the Carriage, using his Not-flyers to catch his weight, so he wouldn't have to take the twelve foot falls impact.

"Now, Denno. You have twenty-four hours to have every copy of that thing in the world destroyed. If I ever even hear of anyone having seen it again I'll finish the job. Do you understand? Gasp once if you do." Tor waited, but there wasn't a reply, not a real one.

"Fine, be that way. Twelve hours." He didn't growl the words but he was still angry about the whole thing. Who did that to a person? Showing his little sister pictures that looked like him having sex with a man? That was...Evil was what it was. Sickening. 

 He barely restrained himself from kicking Brown in the groin full force. It was only the fact that it would kill him that stopped it from happening. Everyone else was just standing around looking at him like he was the one in the wrong. Everyone except Orange. She looked at him, but had a small smile on her face.

"I agree. You aren't Burks Green. Still, is Denno's prank worth his life? Not that you're being unreasonable, giving him a full day to at least start repairing this. It might take a little longer to do however and there are limits to how controlled information can be in a technological society, so he may not have power over all of it, but if you kill him, he can't do anything." She spread her hands gently, the movement slow, as if trying not to trigger combat reflexes that she had and he just didn't. 

She had a point.

What was he going to do then? Destroy an entire land because he was embarrassed and hurt? That would be silly. Criminal even. Worse than what Denno did by a magnitude of millions. 

"He's not dead yet, he still has time to fix this. Though really Brown, I suggest you get moving. I'll give you that full twenty-four hours, just because Orange suggested it, ignoring the fact that I'd already lowered it to twelve, probably trying to help you out. You won't get two chances though. This whole thing has been a set up from the start and I'm done with it. Do you understand? Take your stupid pictures of me, your faked up invasion from space and all of it and put it in a vault, because I don't need it anymore, and I don't need you." Tor moved to go inside, leaving the man dangling, dozens of people watching, including the new comers from Soam.

"Might as well go home Julie. This was just Brown trying to set us up for something. Let's not fall for it."

She looked at him, walking toward him with a hand outstretched, her eyes soft pools of ice blue and skin shining in the sun like a pearl. She was white, but had multiple colors at the same time. This time she wore clothing at least, thought it just looked like a plain white nightshirt, instead of just a short skirt, which is the only other thing he'd ever seen her in. The fingers tried to touch him, but he stepped back, avoiding the contact.

"None of that please White. I just got my mind free, I don't feel like being anyone's slave anymore." He wasn't sure if it was her touch, but she could enslave a man to her will pretty strongly, turning them into devoted puppies that didn't seem to realize it was happening.

"What is this Purple? Brother? Why do you lash out in anger at Brown? Has he wronged you in some fashion?"

It was reasonable to ask, but Tor didn't feel like explaining. Still, since he may still have to kill the guy over it, he might as well do it sooner rather than later. He sighed and ran through the whole thing, which she already knew part of, then told her how Denno had betrayed his good will by showing it to people to humiliate and mock him. As Tor should have expected the Ancient sided with her own.

"Are you certain that was his intent? Perhaps there was a greater meaning behind it or..." At least she floundered there and went quiet. It was pretty hard even for an Ancient to come up with a good reason to do something like that, wasn't it? It just didn't make sense.

"Perhaps. It was still an insult and there is no other way that it could be taken by me. I matter in this case, and he did it in such a way as to destroy my family relationships. With members of my immediate family that will be around for a long time. My mistake was in helping him. I won't make the same one again."

She tried to reach for him again, which got Tor to stand back sharply.

"I said don't do that. If you try to use your tricks on me, I'll have to kill you to make certain it doesn't happen. I actually like you well enough, and consider you family, but it's pretty clear that some of you old people are trying to do something to me. I don't know which ones, but I'm not sticking around to find out." Not that he was certain he could really take Julie in a fight. It would be too hard to actually hit her, even if she just stood there taking it, which wasn't guaranteed at all. Plus her people looked ready to throw themselves in the way to protect her if he did. They didn't fight as a rule, but that wasn't the same as being cowards. One of the women had even picked up a rock about the size of her fist. Julie didn't seem to notice, but Tor didn't figure she was holding it to comfort herself. If he moved on White, that woman would at least be trying to stop him, pacifistic culture or no.

Everyone was looking at him still, accusing him with their eyes. He walked away then, not listening to what they were saying even though someone called his name several times. That was Burks most likely, planning to call him to account for his actions no doubt. Fair enough, but he was still too angry to not think he was justified. Tor just walked into the kitchen and plastered a smile on his face, trying not to look insane. No one said anything about how he looked, so maybe it was working.

"Good news everyone. It turns out Brown was just playing a trick on us to get everyone here, so we don't need to actually stay. Bit of a waste of time, but we can head out now. Or after dinner. I'm planning on going home myself. I suppose we can eat first, so as to not waste the food, which smells delicious Carlos. They've probably cut Denno down by now, so we can take my Fast Carriage. It's already set up out front." He snagged a roll and tore off a bite of it. It was fresh and warm, still just a tiny bit too soft yet. Good though.

He was shaking just a bit from all the fighting and yelling, but he managed to keep it out of his voice, even though he did look sullen. Trice tilted her head at him, obviously copying his traditional mannerisms, though probably on a subconscious level. People did that when they were around each other a lot.

"Cut down Denno? Did you tie him to the Carriage...?" She was holding a pot of something, gravy, Tor figured.

"I kind of hung him from it. By the neck. I left him alive though. If he doesn't destroy all those copies of that thing he showed you all, I'm going to hunt him down and kill him." Or at least kick his behind again. It would take another sneak attack no matter which, but that was fine. He could do it, if he was clever enough. He wouldn't be going unarmed if he did it though. Brown would be better guarded against him the next time.

Then, for some reason, everyone ran from the room.

He looked around for the threat, or to see if he'd slipped into a combat rage, but there was nothing. That meant they were just going to see about Brown. Probably fair enough, but if no one sided with Tor on this one he was giving up on them for the last time. Part of being a friend meant backing your people, not just siding with the loser because it seemed more sympathetic in the moment. He got that Brown really did seem like the victim, if you were able to divorce yourself from what he'd done. If they did though, Tor was just through with them all. It would hurt, but he had a long time to make friends now, or he might at least. The whole immortality thing kind of stretched things out a bit. That and gave you more than one chance at things when you screwed up.

He walked after everyone, since it wouldn't be fair to not let them know it was a test after all. If you were going to force people to pick sides it didn't make sense to do it in secret, did it? He got there after everyone else, not hurrying, knowing that he might have to fight again, if Denno had recovered enough. Tor might have to fight them all, he realized, if there was really some kind of plot against him. Or even if they just couldn't see his side of things. He'd taken his shield off and hadn't been carrying a weapon at all, but he had some spare shields in his room. It was at the top of the fake tree, which meant walking up a lot of steps that spiraled up the middle, but it made too much sense not to do. Shields were useful.

Especially since it was very possible that he'd be driven away directly after he went down. Not that he'd blame everyone, because violence was scary. It had been justified though, because no one else in the entire world could have punished Brown for what he'd done. It was either do it himself, like he had, or let the whole thing go, which would tempt the man to do it again. No, even if he felt a little bad about it, it was the right thing to have done. 

That he felt bad about it was normal enough, but it wasn't as sharp a feeling as it should have been. He just felt a little guilty, but still angry and like it was OK for him to have stood up for himself. Before he would have been wracked with remorse and trying to justify having taken any action at all. Really... he probably wouldn't have been able too, since this was mainly just about him and his own embarrassment.

By the time he got to the front of the building again, shield on this time, Denno was already free and had been healed. He didn't even look slightly sweaty at all. Perfect almost. When he saw Tor he smiled, hands spread, white teeth shining.

"They... were just joking with you Tor. It backfired a bit, but they didn't mean harm I'm sure. A simple misunderstanding, that was all. I'm sure it's nothing for us to hold a grudge over." He sounded placating, but the words were wrong. Like he was denying he'd done it? But everyone had said they'd seen it. That Denno was showing everyone...

"Um, what?" He looked around at everyone, feeling suspicious. Brown might just be trying to save himself after all. Place blame on the others or something.

Burks stepped forward and sighed, his eyes not rolling, but the feeling he had about him was similar to that. Exasperated and a bit annoyed. 

"It seems that Trice and your mother heard of the ruse you used to help Denno escape and Laurie thought it would be humorous to tease you with it. She got the others to go along. I don't think she meant to harm you, I..." He stared at his daughter and looked horribly sad for a few moments.

"Sometimes pranks can be ill times and misplaced. Like when a person is undergoing unknown massive psychological changes due to outside factors... I wish I had a better explanation for you, but that seems to be the only one."

Tor started getting his amulets out, which made everyone tense, but he just wanted the Truth one. He slipped it over Denno's head, making the man wince in fear and glow a nice cream and gold at the same time.

"Denno, it all that true?"

"Yes." He said it smoothly and fast, but a black streak cut across the brilliant glow.

Before Tor could ask for the truth he corrected himself.

"What I said was all true. It also seems obvious to me that it wasn't simply a prank or joke, but your mother using a bit of information to hurt you in retaliation for not letting her run all over you anymore. It was meant to be a psychological attack from any perspective I can see."

Then it stayed pure.

He checked the others, one by one, getting about the same result. For the most part they really did think it would be funny. Then they didn't care about sex that much, either being too young, or from a different culture than he was. His ma simply refused to put it on at all, crossing her arms.

"You brought this upon yourself by not listening to your mother. I can't believe you attacked an Ancient like that. What were you thinking? I have half a mind to send you home right now young man." Her voice lacked it's normal conviction and her body language seemed more subdued than normal. Arms crossed, but slightly hunched over as if trying to cover herself.

Tor wondered what to do for a long time, just staring at her, trying not to lash out. Violence was bad and he'd hurt someone by mistake. That was horrible of him. Probably the worst thing Tor had ever done and he'd killed people. It had happened because his mother wasn't a very good person though. That was pretty clear. Something would have to be done there.

"OK." He nodded for a bit, thinking about what he was going to say next. She was family and that was important, but if she didn't think he was worthy of respect it wasn't worth bothering with her any more, was it? 

"Fine. I brought this on myself and so did you. I'm no longer your son. Don't speak to me, don't ask for my help or aid. Don't seek comfort from me when all around you falls apart because of your hidebound and stupid insanity. You've driven me from you time and again and only now am I strong enough to tell you this. No more. You are often a horrible person, a bully with words and a harpy of the first rank. I'm finished with you now and for forever." Everyone was staring at him, but he looked at the Carriage hovering about twelve feet up. He had to float toward it, moving almost six feet off the ground, using the variable setting on his Not-flyer to just reach the bottom. He turned it off with a thought, which caused the remaining rope to fall down, laying in a loose curl on the ground, limp and fraying at the ends. 

Kind of like his life.

No one said anything as he went and packed his belongings, which wasn't a lot of stuff, then came back and set the carriage up again at a level he could work with. The whole thing was a mess and he couldn't see any other way out of it than to leave. No one moved to go with him.

"Alright. I'm going back home then. I guess I'll see you when you're ready?" He looked at Ali and then Trice, who both just looked back, not saying anything. Well, he was angry, but he wasn't writing them off. Just his mother. That was hard, but it was time. She deserved it.

Trice started crying and Ali locked down totally, nothing getting past the wall that she turned her outer self into. His mom started yelling at him... Because that was the right thing to do given the situation no doubt. If you were a bully used to getting your own way through intimidation it made perfect sense.

"Don't you leave without permission young man. If you leave here now, don't ever come back! I'm serious!" She sounded angry and like she really was. 

Tor knew differently and shook his head slowly.

"No. You're not serious. You had your world challenged and couldn't take it, so tried to hurt me in a way you knew actually would. Guess what, it worked. Congratulations, you're successful. But you'll reflect on this and eventually realize you were just mad at the time and don't want one of your children to go away forever, no matter what you say now. The thing there is... I am serious. This is what you earned from me."

"How can you say that, after all I've done for you..." 

"You have to weigh in all you've done too me as well. You just managed to tip the balance. Anyway... Goodbye." He started to close the hatch when someone actually spoke up. He expected it to be Ali or Trice, maybe even Tiera, but it was Denno. He sounded scared now. More than Tor had ever heard before. He looked it too. Terrified. 

He'd been only mildly pained while being kicked.

"Tor, I didn't try to fool you at all. I need you to help us. If we have as little time as it seems, you might be the only person on the planet that can get us ready. I know that they might be friendly, or have a different purpose in mind other than attack or harm, but if they aren't and we haven't made preparations, we won't stand a chance. Just being capable of defending ourselves might make the difference... Don't leave us. Please?"

One of the Blues spoke then, Tor wasn't certain which one, but it wasn't Cordes Blue, she sounded a little different. One of the others.

"There is truth to that statement. We lack conventional infrastructure to prepare the needed vessels in time. If what I've been told is true, you may be the best practitioner of your kind of technology available at this time. While others will appear past this point, we may not have time for them to become your equal. Is your current anger worth the lives of everyone else? Is it even worth the potential for damage to our world, if that is the cost of your lack of involvement in this project? It is clear we need a unified force in this. Nothing else will work given the time frame and resources."

Tor watched them all through the open hatchway, his mother already standing with her arms crossed, looking smug now, as if she thought that she'd won something. The woman that used to be his mother. It was a real enough argument, what Blue said, at least in potential. Yeah, other people were good at building too and should be able to build the needed vessels physically. A version of the larger house field should actually work, reshaped and with the needed modifications for air and water. Combined with some kind of propulsion. But that didn't give them faster than light travel, which they needed if they had to face things that moved across the void of space. He didn't have an understanding of how to do it either, but taking even one person away from the effort could be the thing that caused it to fail.

It embarrassed him after making so many declarations, but he couldn't abandon an entire planet. That would be wrong too. What could he do? Just give in and be the weak one again? Be the good little slave that everyone expected him to be? That didn't seem like something he really wanted to bother with anymore. Oddly enough the solution came from the Cordes in his head. It was simple enough.

All he had to do was hold to what he'd said about his mother, it didn't have to be him that left, did it?

"I'll stay. We need to arrange for her to leave then. She isn't welcome where I am. If that isn't acceptable, which I do understand, then I'll leave." He pointed at his mother, as if no one else would get who he meant.

She screamed at him. Not yelling, not just a raised voice, but a blood curdling bellow that had no articulation at all. A sound of pure rage and hatred.

"How dare you! How dare you try to make me irrelevant! I'm your elder young man and not someone to just cast aside on a whim. I'm your better and not a hidebound male that always thinks with their hormones. You're just a foolish child that doesn't know what's good for you!" 

At least everyone else stared at her like she was being a moron too. It was kind of nice to know someone else actually saw it as her problem for once.

Then she told them all that she wasn't going anywhere. Tor just shrugged, tired of it all already.

"Fine. If you all vote to do something about this, let me know and I'll see if I can help build something. Or perhaps Laurie Baker here will do the work instead? Since she's my better after all. I won't make a personal problem into something for the whole world though, when she fails to even try. You know where I live." Tor looked at Ali, who simply looked away, like she was mad at him, or frightened. What did they think he was going to do though? Just take their crap yet again?

It hit him then. That was precisely what they all expected. He'd just buckle under in a day or two, accepting whatever bits of kindness they had for him, just so he wouldn't have to be alone. Only he didn't have to be anyway. Theirs wasn't the only love or friendship anywhere. He could do without it.

It wouldn't be easy or fun, because he actually had a heart left, for some reason, even after everything, but that was life. You did what you had to and then dealt with the remainder, no matter how bad it got. Even if it meant being alone forever. This didn't though. It couldn't. Tor wasn't who he was before, which meant he could see some things for the first time, but he wasn't evil either. He didn't want to hurt anyone, he just didn't want to be abused.

It was hard, but maybe walking away was the only...

Something came out of the north in the sky. It reminded him a little of the Austran craft he'd seen before. It left a cloud behind it in a thin line, but was smaller than the others. It was thinner and more like an arrow than anything he'd seen in the sky before. then he saw there were several of them. Ten, no... Fourteen.

"Um... things!" He pointed knowing what they were, but searching for the name in the Cordes memories, they were coming in fast, faster than his craft flew even.

"Missiles! Get into the house! Everyone. Inside, inside!" He kept yelling as he ran switching to Chinese, which got part of the villagers to run, though not all of them in the right direction. One of the Blues ran to their craft, but the others moved inside as fast as they could. Tor stopped though. Those  weapons had to have come from a craft or a launcher nearby. They wouldn't have the range to come from too much farther away.

Doubling back he got into his Carriage and sealed the door. He didn't have time to get out of the way, but maybe it would survive the blast. He tried to lift anyway, just in case he could beat it. His first guess turned out to be right and not one, but three of the explosives smashed into him, spinning the craft as it was knocked back, throwing him around several times, because the new movements weren't synched to the motivational field. A bit of an oversight on his part. His nose crushed into the flying control panel in front of him so hard he lost consciousness. Even with his shield on. He woke with a broken arm, the right one, and his face gushing blood hard. 

On the good side he still had all his teeth. 

Smiling Tor rose into the air and headed toward the place where the aircraft most likely was, flying away faster than he could go. It had the right familiar triangle shape and blue-gray color.

He followed it anyway, even as it kept gaining distance on him. He chased it for an hour, but finally it got too far away for him to see anything. It hadn't just gotten away, it might as well have vanished. His arm ached, bulging against the skin, but not breaking it. His nose was broken too. He was familiar with the sensation of that. It burned in his nasal passage from the damage and he could taste the blood, a bitter taste of copper and iron.

Using his left hand to steer, which still felt awkward, he headed back to Lyn's hoping that everyone was still alive. It would be a hard thing to handle if not, but it was clear that one of the Ancients had tried to have them all killed even if everyone was alive. The logical people to look at would be the Ancients that hadn't shown yet... and Denno.

Those were Austran craft. At least they were built to look like it. Same shape and color. Tor didn't notice any markings, but then he never had on any of their "Airplanes", had he? No need for that, because there were so few of them in the world now. There should be less than forty.

Unless Black or Gray had some hidden out? 

They were both late, but not unexpectedly so, not yet. It made sense that it was Denno though, didn't it? If they were from his land, he could have called them in somehow. Even Tor could see ways it could be done, if he really wanted too. Was that what his plan had been all along? Get all the Ancients together and kill them all for some reason?

Tor didn't know if that could be the case, but he'd find out.
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Oddly enough, it was the Cordes in his head that got him to calm down before he got into the meeting house, suggesting that it might not have been Brown that called in a death strike right on top of his own head. No one would have done that, not just to get at a bunch of people they could have taken out with a strike that didn't kill themselves too. It probably gave them all a reason to at least be considered innocent to begin with. Or insane. But if that was the case it shouldn't be that hard to figure out who was guilty.

Crazy was kind of hard to hide long term.

Tor started to limp inside, his right leg aching too, even though he didn't think it was that badly injured. Just a bruise on the thigh where he'd landed on the top of the seat, just before his arm had broken. Floating in was faster anyway. He didn't know what to expect inside, but what he found wasn't good. Several of the villagers were dead and had been dragged into the huge open space. Ali was going around and tending everyone that was still alive, while the rest of them stood around yelling at each other. 

Apparently even Ancients could get worked up when people tried to kill them. that was good to know, since eventually he'd be as jaded and world weary as they were. It was pretty clear to everyone present that Denno looked pretty bad, since he'd arranged the whole thing in the first place, getting them all in one place. Orange was busily shaking him by the neck for instance, causing the smaller man to turn bright red.

"Get us here then slaughter us all? Who are you working with? Is it Black? Gray? What do they hold over you to make you willing to sacrifice yourself? Talk damn you!" She backhanded the smaller man, knocking him out instantly. 

Tor shook his head.

"Orange, wait..." It surprised him a little, but the woman turned to look at him and relaxed a bit, dropping the man in her hands allowing him to land on the ground limply.

"Let someone else have a turn."

He smiled, a grim thing that he didn't feel, but this was way deeper than just a prank or something like that, and a lot of it was confusing, which probably meant they were all being led around by someone that had taken a lot of time to plot it all out. 

Ali ran to him, looking at his arm and face, eyes horrified.

"Tor! Here..." She had a healing amulet ready to go and tired to touch him with it, getting him to float away from her. It left her eyes looking hurt, like it was a rejection of her aid, or worse, her. Tor understood now why she hadn't said anything earlier, it made a lot of sense. He'd been angry and violent, which caused her to lock down her own expression, even if he wasn't mad at her. Even Trice had probably been doing something like that, since they'd had some issues with her not treating him as a real person in the past. That wasn't Ali's intent at all. Tor got that now. Or rather the Ancient in his head did. Cordes, for all he'd gone crazy at the end seemed to be a well balanced and nice person over all.

One good enough to try and keep his Rhetistic programing from effecting Tor too much.

He shook his head and tried to look sympathetic toward his wife, speaking in a soft tone.

"I can't use that for healing yet love. Remember the damage to my pattern? I'll have to heal up from this the old fashioned way I think."

"Oh..." She went blank again but put the amulet away. "What do we do then?"

He didn't know, his medical knowledge was pretty scant. The bleeding nose had stopped at least. His mother snorted from behind him, in the door way. 

"Set the arm girl, and fix the broken nose. Stupid boy has gotten himself hurt. No doubt fighting when it wasn't needed. It's what men do for fun. That and exploit nature." She looked young... and wasn't his mother at all.

She was taller for one thing, and looked younger. That plus the fact that his actual mother was standing across the room was a good sign that it was his grandmother, Lara Gray.

"Shut it granny. You don't have all the information yet, so you need to collect that before running your mouth. We were attacked. Austran craft firing missiles. The Fast Carriage I was in got hit by three of them. This place weathered the attack well enough it seems. It's basically a shield anyway. Right now we need you to go over to Orange there for questioning, since you and Black are the most likely suspects, having not been here for the attack itself." He looked at his wife and smiled.

"Ali dear? This is my grandmother, Lara Gray, would you be so good as to provide Orange with a Truth amulet and help her use it for the questioning? I probably shouldn't recommend beatings for family members just yet. Even the annoying ones. Shields on everyone. She's a master of contagions and what not, so we might need to filter those out if she is the responsible party, here for clean-up."

That got action and for some reason his wife suddenly seemed happier. Still frightened, sure, but she didn't seem as stiff. It was the kind of thing he'd have missed before, he thought, thinking she was mad at him or hated him now.

There was an apology needed after all. Not to her, because he hadn't wronged her. Or his mother. She'd made her own pie and could taste it first.

But he hadn't apologized to Denno yet, even though the man had been cleared of wronging him with his own Truth amulet. At least for the reason Tor had beaten him. It might not work on the man, but Tor kind of thought it probably would. He hadn't been ready for a real one to be used after all. There was still the question of how Kara the Royal guard had gotten to see the scene of Brown and him, but Tor thought he knew and didn't want to ask in public. It was likely that Brown had mentioned what Tor had done to the King and Queen and actually given them proof somehow from Austra, since the Ancient wouldn't have believed Tor could pull it off at the time. Then one of them had let some of the guard see it, probably not thinking it was anything other than heroic on Tor's part. Or possibly just interesting being different than the magic they were used too. It didn't really matter though. The people he didn't want to know about it, his own family, did. The rest was just embarrassing, but not something for him to get worked up over.

Still, he'd wronged the man without cause. Nearly killing him for it in fact. You didn't get a lot closer to that than hanging a man from a magical carriage for all to see while falsely accusing him. More, he was the leader of a foreign land. It was a huge problem and went beyond mere family issues.

Tor used his own healing amulet, one of the many sigils on what he considered his second set, handing it off as soon as Brown woke up and pointing to show which brightly colored glowing sign to hit. The green one that looked like the outline of a man.

Then he laid on the floor on his stomach, gasping as his broken arm tried to take his weight briefly, nearly passing out from the pain. He panted for a second while everyone looked at him funny. Well, most of the Ancients did. The people with him, Trice, and even his mother got it. It was the noble tradition when apologizing for something when you knew that you were fully and truly wrong. The kind of thing where you knew you were guilty, on a basic level, of a thing no one could, or possibly should, truly forgive.

"I cannot beg forgiveness for the wrong I've done you brother. I cannot make true reparations, but offer you all I own, past what is needed for upkeep of my Lady wife, including my life if it is required. All lands, titles and concerns are yours. I know this isn't enough, but please be satisfied with retribution against myself. I acted for no other and no one else deserves punishment for what I did. I shall accept your judgment in this even to mortality." He stopped talking, not knowing what Denno would do or really caring. It probably wouldn't be death, but the man could order him into exile with a clear conscience, or to slave away for the rest of his life on projects for himself and Austra. If he was actually guilty of trying to kill them he might even order him to try and kill all the others. 

Tor wouldn't do that though. There was honor involved, but it had to have limits or it just became an excuse to be petty and cruel to others. If he sent him away though, or into slavery or torture, Tor would just have to go. He waited while the Austran Ancient looked baffled, then worried.

There was a gasp behind Tor, that sounded like Ali, and a rustling of fabric as someone knelt beside him, then laid on the floor. At first he figured it to be his wife, but looked over to the right, which hurt like heck, to find it was his mother. Her cheek was on the floor as well and somehow Laurie managed to sound actually contrite when she spoke.

"The wrong done you was due to my... error. I cannot allow my child to take responsibility for it alone." 

Tor noticed she didn't offer anything up, but then Denno should be pretty happy with having everything Tor had. It might bankrupt Noram if he packed it all off to Austra though. Hopefully Burks could talk the man into spending some of it in Noram? Maybe buy goods with it or something.

Instead the man laid on the floor too.

"It is I who should apologize Tor. In my absent mindedness I allowed a thing to be seen by many in my land, without taking time to consider that it might be harmful to you. It is the curse of being old. After enough time things such as embarrassment and even anger lose their sting. You forget that others feel things more acutely than you do yourself. I promise that I'll do what I can to make sure the device you used to save me is removed from public view and that people understand the harm it does you. I... cannot take it away from all that own it. That isn't possible at this point, but I promise I'll do everything I can."

Then he stood.

"Notice I didn't absolve you though Laurie? There won't be beatings or taking of all your worldly goods, but we will be having a talk about this later. With Lara and Burks. I know I expect more from my own niece and I imagine they will have similar feelings about their child." He moved to help Tor stand up, but he activated his Not-flyer instead. It was still agony getting to and upright position, but it wasn't as bad as it might have been. 

No passing out for instance.

Orange let Ali help her do the questioning, which had Denno cleared of any obvious wrong doing pretty quickly, though even he had to admit that the technology seemed Austran in nature and that he might have been influenced by some means he didn't understand yet. Things got a lot more interesting when they started with Gray though, the woman telling a lie right off the bat.

"I know nothing about any of this." It was a broad statement, but an untruth. She knew something at least, or thought she might. It took a while to get it out of her, since she was being cagy about it all.

Orange nearly slapped her after about half an hour of it, and stopped only because Alyssa put her hand out and moved in front of the woman, cringing as she did. The blow stopped in the air, a scant hair above the girls shield, not engaging it at all. 

"Wait. I think I know what's going on here. May I try asking some questions? I don't know if it will fix it all, but I've seen this kind of thing before." She held her ground bravely enough then, as Orange stepped back, a smile on her face.

"Can't do worse that I have. Do it. Make her talk."

Ali did.

"Gray... I need you to be very specific in your answers now. Do you know who exactly attacked us today for certain?" 

"No. I said that earlier." She sounded peeved, but then she normally did.

The field didn't go black though and Ali smiled.

"The questions left things too vague, so you didn't actually say that at all. Do you think you might know whose may be behind this attack today?"

The woman froze, her familiar looking face going so still she didn't look alive for a moment, even her loose gray robe stopped moving.

"I... Have a guess. It may not be correct." It was true, at least to the best of her knowledge, which was made clear by the nice strong cream and yellow glow.

Ali nodded, as if trying to encourage her to go on, but she didn't. Finally Burks raised his head and walked over, looking a little annoyed.

"Who then Lara? No need to keep us all in the dark. This is obviously something fairly convoluted." 

"Fine... It's... I think it might be... Cordes. I know that seems unlikely, but hear me out..." She stopped talking, and found that no one was trying to stop her.

Tor nodded and so did all the Blues.

"That makes sense. Whose head is he in?"

Lara went wide eyed and tried to pace, which got Orange to take her arm and growl at her as if she might be getting ready to flee. There was no word involved in the action, but it worked to get the Ancient woman that looked like a girl to hold still. When she spoke her voice shook softly, something that Tor wouldn't have thought she could manage for real. It was nearly fear based, as far as he could tell.

"Heads, plural. It... About a thousand years ago... no, wait, I'll start at the beginning. Four hundred years after it happened and society failed all over the globe, the cataclysm, Cordes came to me in Afrak and gave me a nano hive with an imprint of his mind in it. He said he was afraid he was dying, if slowly, and wanted to make sure that Noram was provided for in the future. This was before Green stepped in to guard the place, so it was a real enough fear. He just asked that I see to placing it in a proper host if the need ever arose.

So... after he was killed I left it for some time, not finding anyone worthy of it, besides, Green was in charge of Noram and while it changed he seemed to do a good enough job aver all. A little too violent and not controlled enough, but decent. But then he came to me about a thousand years ago and asked if we should be thinking about protecting the future. After all, we've lost many in the last three thousand years and don't breed fast enough to replenish our numbers. Not even close. So we started a program to try and make copies of ourselves that would work within the treaty." She looked around at everyone, and got a nod from Burks. He chimed in, his voice calm.

"Yes, we held to the letter and I believe spirit of it. Laurie and Tor aren't clones, they're guided in development but natural offspring. I created a field to try and hold the pattern as closely as possible, which got Laurie to be born."

Gray nodded.

"Only she wasn't me. She was genetically, but she lacked my Rhetistics. Anyway, that's later in the story. I knew that we might fail when we started, so I set the nano colony loose... in Denno's Larvals. They used a similar system to pass information already, so for generations they've been carrying the Cordes consciousness within them. It shouldn't have woken up unless they were placed under vast stress, but they are used for assassinations and other dark works. If they woke up at any point, even in one of the clones, well, he'd be there with all of them. I kind of suspected that he would have come forward though, if that happened. Cordes was a fine man before he went insane. Why wouldn't he make himself known?"

It made some sense. The Larval weren't immortal, but they shared all their conscious information and it built up over time, carrying from one generation of the things to the next. Tor grimaced as the Cordes in his brain started screaming. He seemed to think that was a horrible idea. So did the rest of the Ancients, except Gray.

Tor looked at them and sighed.

"So... Two of us at least have this dead guy in our heads and so do, what is it Denno, fourteen hundred Larval assassins? That's going to end well, isn't it? Didn't you say that having that many would drive them insane eventually?"

They talked the whole thing out, but it was the puzzle piece they needed. The threat, the one that had been hunting him his whole life nearly, was from them. Insane Cordes super killers. They'd infected Burks with the Rhetistic set well before Tor was born most likely. Maybe even just by bleeding on him or being around the man. It hadn't done anything to Green, of course, already having his own set in place. The new one couldn't gain purchase, so it just lived in the blood, waiting.

For Burks to get clever and realize that he could make an almost perfect copy of himself with just a tiny shot of his own blood into an immortal baby. Then if anything happened to him, Noram would have a back-up. Someone to watch out for them that wouldn't have a choice in the matter.

A slave. Like Burks was.

"Except..." Cordes Blue put in, her pale face looking slightly stern as she stared at the others.

"The Cordes Rhetistics were meant to act faster, so they got into place and formed a second personality, then stayed dormant for some reason. The one in me activated early, when I was only about twelve days old. My personality and current mentality is based on a combination of biology and that template laid in at an early age. Tor Purple seems to be an individual personality however, not influenced in a similar fashion. Perhaps it was due to the early triggering systems encountering a different set of biological sub-structures? That or the multiple Rhetistic competition in his system early on?" 

Tor forced a chuckle, not really finding it funny at all.

"So. I can't do anything about any of that at the moment. Anyone have an idea about what to do with the Larval Cordes then? They obviously want us dead. Or one of us at any rate, and don't care about the others. I'm not vain enough to think that's really about me, though... they really did seem to want me dead each time we've met before, like it was a personal thing. Of course if they were going after Cordes to get rid of the competition I could see it... How would they know though? That would make Blue a better target to take out anyway, don't you think? Truer to the initial form, if I understand it all correctly."

Timon shook his head and walked to the middle of the group.

"No. That doesn't make sense at all. What if they were trying to make it seem like you'd die though Tor, in order to trigger the Cordes thing in you? I mean, they're assassins and there are a whole lot of them. They could have killed you if they wanted to. Instead they just kind of pushed at you. Teasing you. I mean, I could be wrong, but it has to be at least as likely as them failing all those times. If they wanted you dead they could have just used these missiles on Two Bends and we'd all be gone." His tone sounded older than his years, which got most of the Ancients to nod slightly.

"Possible." Orange stroked her chin and just stood for a while doing that. It looked funny, like an old man, not an attractive looking young woman, but he wasn't going to say anything about it. Not his place.

"We could... Work with that as an assumption for now. It seems likely that we have to deal with the Larval anyway, right after we fix Tor's arms and nose. Though leaving it a little crooked could help. You're a bit too pretty the other way. You look like a girl." 

It was a joke of course, so Tor ignored it. He couldn't help how he looked, could he? Besides, she looked like a girl too.

She smiled at him and took his right hand firmly, placing her left on the front of his chest.

"Relax the muscles of your arm and tell me when you are ready. We have to set it. It will be painful."

Tor didn't wait, dropping into a trance instantly, relaxing as best he could feeling his face go slack and arm limp. He stood away from the pain, but wasn't deep enough for it all to go away. He doubted he had time for it. Orange would probably start pulling in a few seconds, so he couldn't brace himself for the pain.

The woman didn't though, just waiting patiently.

"Alright. Go." He said the words and forced himself not to tighten up as she pulled gently, straightening his right arm. It didn't pop or anything like that, but it did hurt, even with him killing off the pain as he was. Then he felt warm hands on his arm at the point of the break guiding the bone back into place. His eyes were closed so he didn't know who it was. When he opened them his mother was there, her face white, but the bones felt right, except for the pain.

He built a splint without waiting, using his clothing amulet. It was handy for it, providing what was needed without extra materials. It was a soft thing though, built out of layers of shield material meant to look like stiff leather and lined with soft cotton, for comfort.

Then Orange grabbed his nose and pulled without warning, which did make a popping sound and started the bleeding again. He had to make a rag to hold against it and tilt his head back. It was annoying since it tied up his only good arm. What if he had to fight someone? What if the Larval hit him with more missiles? The craft he'd been in had held, but the impact had nearly killed him anyway, even with a shield on. It was, he knew, due to the fact that that force had nowhere else to go, since the shield of the craft couldn't take it like the ground would have. that meant it had coursed through his body in waves until he absorbed it all. It was probably worse than if he hadn't had the shield on at all. He was lucky to be alive.

It hit him suddenly. He hadn't thought about it before, but Tor had been a lot closer to death than it seemed. If the meeting house had been a real one, made of the metal it looked like, or maybe even just a different shape, they could all have died. A sense of dread came over him then.

"OK. We need to take out the Larval I guess. We need weapons and a real strike force. Can we do it without them catching on to what we're doing do you think Denno?" This was the hardest part, getting the Ancient to help.

The Larval were, in a very real way, Brown's children. The only ones he'd ever had. Now Tor was blithely talking about killing them all. It was a thing Brown couldn't do personally and probably would have to argue against. Tor shook his head slowly.

"Sorry Denno. I know how you must feel, but they aren't just your creations now and really seem to be insane. Maybe on several levels, we're going to have to act before they get a chance to respond and we can't be divided on this. I understand if you can't help us, but we need information to do this right. If we can at all. If we wait too long they'll probably just attack again. They already killed several people today trying to get to us. Provided it was them, of course. If we miss any of them, they'll scatter. For that matter some of them already have, most likely. I would have with their kind of numbers. Cordes too, I think. I mean it feels right." Tor looked over at the Blues who stood in a loose group, surrounding the tallest one, Cynthia.

Their Cordes nodded.

"Agreed. It would make sense to be certain they didn't present too easy a target. If it were me I'd keep one large group and then send about half of the others off to random locations. All over the world in fact. After this they have to suspect that an attack will be coming, particularly if they saw Purple trying to follow them. Still, we can't do much about it at the moment. We need the Tellerand Ancient, if he still lives, and to discuss the reason why we were all called here, if indeed it wasn't about this Cordes situation?" She knew the answer, it was clear, but was letting Brown have a chance to bring up his real concern. Like they were working together and had a plan to convince the others.

Denno stepped forward, and spread his hands.

"No, it's the incoming fleets. I believe you personally were involved in observing them?"

That Blue gave a single dip of the head and closed her eyes, thinking.

"Yes, we used remote sensors placed in permanent orbit. They are most definitely coming. They do seem to be spread out and in separate groups, but other than that we can't determine much. The lead ships look like the historical records of the four-ten, as you were told, the others do not. That could mean almost anything." She went still as Cynthia Blue took over without so much as batting an eye to clue the other version of herself in on the idea.

"The mathematics of the situation are clear. Beings that bother to travel such distances either do not need resources to do so, or are seeking them. If it is the later kind of situation, odds are that most groups would be hostile if they encounter a more primitive society. We've chosen to hold our technological levels on Earth to a low point over all. We cannot at present resist a hostile attack from space."

Brown agreed. Loudly.

"Right. We need to prepare for war as fast as possible. I don't understand how it works, but the Noram magical system has advanced in recent years to the point that I think it's our best bet for such a defense. To that end I think we need a vote to place the treaty in suspension until after the danger is known or disproved. After that point, if it isn't a real situation, it should go back into play, of course." 

He seemed to have the others right up until he said that, then they all started arguing. Tor slowly walked to the dining room, hoping that some of the dinner meal would be salvageable. It was still in the kitchen and was cold now, but he'd eaten worse. He'd made worse and thought it was good, so didn't complain, even as his nose ached and his arm throbbed. Everyone else had followed along, and ate, though not a lot. It wasn't the food though, just nerves and confusion, he figured. That along with the dead bodies in the outer entrance.

The bickering about things didn't stop, Denno insisting that they needed the freedom to act without rules for a while, in case the answer required higher technology, but Gray and Orange thought it might be the start of a power grab, if for different reasons. Gray openly wondered if Denno had control of his own mind, or if someone had taken it from him and was using him as a puppet.

They went off on a tangent, for a long while. Several of them in fact. To make it more entertaining few were simply bizarre. Like Alice suggesting that they try to enlist the entire world into a single military to fight the alien menace. It wasn't practical at all in her vision. It left no room for farmers, mothers or even children. She wanted them all it seemed.

Gray argued for dropping the population numbers for some reason. She didn't explain it clearly, but the idea was to make it look like Earth was a dead world and not worth going to. 

"Stupid idea Grandmother Gray." Timon said, his eyes on her alone, as if expecting an outburst.

"We have water and air. Minerals and building materials. Any group coming here wouldn't be after the people and wouldn't be scared off by disease. All your plan would accomplish is death for a lot of people." Tim held his ground on the matter, even if she did look like a younger version of their mother, even when the woman started screaming at him. She got so angry seeming that Laurie finally stood up, something cupped in the palm of her right hand. A force lance it looked like to Tor.

"I suggest you treat my child with a bit more respect madam." The whole thing looked ridiculous to Tor, but Lara just nodded stiffly and shut up about her plan then.

 Tor could kind of see what Brown had meant earlier, about not all the Ancients always seeing eye to eye. It was clear Lara thought she was right. It seemed a real and workable plan to her, make the world seem unattractive by killing most of it.

Then they went back to arguing about the treaty at least. 

It didn't seem like a huge problem to Tor and fighting about it was just people wasting time as far as he could tell.

He mentioned it, several times, but no one listened to him. This was their way after all, it was clear. Finally Burks called for a vote, seeming slightly annoyed with the whole thing too.

"Yes means you want the treaty suspended as Denno suggested, no means that you want it held to as always. I vote no." It was a strong statement, which clearly ticked Denno off.

Gray and Orange voted that way too.

Tor shrugged.

"As long as it's not part of a power grab, then I vote yes. They're just rules, it's not like we're voting away knowledge of right and wrong, or can't call someone on their mistakes if they start to make them."

That got the Blues to all vote yes, as well as his mother. Denno voted yes as well, but that wasn't surprising, it being his idea.

Tiera, for some reason voted no, and Timon rolled his eyes at her.

"Yes. I agree with Brown on this one. If it's a real enough problem to be worried about, then we need to treat it seriously and not let a set of largely broken rules guide us." The words made him sound  a lot older than he was.

The final vote was set at four against to eight for, with only Red abstaining. She didn't say why.

Denno grinned, looking happier than he had a right to, given they were discussing an invasion fleet.

"Good. I think we need to start a push for this Noram technology then. We have the Noram builders... I mean, Tor, do we have them? I believe you're in charge of that for your Kingdom?" He looked at him closely, eyes focused on him as if he might just pull out or something, even having voted for what Brown wanted already.

 As if he could.

"I can do some there, if the King agrees with it. I can put in my personal effort and have some friends that might help regardless. I'll ask. We should also put all our efforts into helping Lyn start as large a building infrastructure here in Vagus as possible, even if she did just dodge out on that last vote. Do we need to vote on that? It seems pretty common sense to me." It turned out they did. The Ancients had to vote on almost anything it seemed. It was a rule.

Everyone agreed to it though. Even Cynthia Blue. She didn't make eye contact with Lyn as she did it though. She may not understand the social aspects of things clearly, but she could tell that Lyn was angry with her about things. She also seemed to know her well enough not to want to provoke her now, even when she was getting her way.

They still needed to get with Black, but he wasn't needed as a tie breaker on either of those votes, so it didn't matter as far as that went. The voting took hours to get through, but the sticking point was actually who should pay for it all. Burks looked at Tor with a meaningful stare after everyone gave reasons why it would be hard for them to foot the bill, but he shrugged.

"In case you didn't notice, I gave almost everything I have to Denno earlier, he's the rich one now. I'm just hoping he doesn't take it all at once and break Noram. We could use it to build up both the building programs in Noram and Vagus though, if we can talk him into it." That got all the Kingdom people to stare at Brown, who blinked several times.

"I... assumed that my own apology wiped that away. Besides, it was just a gesture right? Like offering your life knowing that I couldn't take it?"

It was slightly odd, but it was Carlos the spy who'd lived in Noram for years that answered, looking at his own Ancient as if the man had lost his mind.

"It wasn't a gesture, it was a... surrender. Or maybe a judgment really. Tor was saying that to his own mind he'd done something so wrong and bad that he was leveling a fine against himself and left himself destitute. Not just his coins either, he gave you everything, but a bit to keep his wife alive and well. He... Technically you own the clothes on his back right now. All the magics he's made to this point and his titles. That doesn't mean you get them, of course, just that he no longer has them. If you decided to take it all he wouldn't be a Knight or a Counselor from the second you spoke the words. Be daft of you to do that though, sir. He has real power in Noram right now as Magics Counselor and a Knight, not to mention actually being popular. The thing is, if you tell him to strip and walk off into the wilderness nude and covered only in ashes, he'd do it and never come back. Having his life could also mean having all the product of his work forever too. My suggestion is that you absolve him of all that as soon as you can. We might actually need his help. Especially since if you do send him off like that I probably have to make myself go with him, since I was part of the cause of the whole thing. That kind of honor is hard to keep up with and I'd much rather just set to cooking rather than trying to figure out which insects are edible here." 

Burks leveled a look at his brother and gave a single nod, as if he'd known about it all along. It was clear that he'd figured that Browns apology had settled the matter too though.

"Sorry Den, thought you caught all that. Figured you were just stringing it all out to get back at him for that ambush. That or you were going to grab the funds for yourself. It's enough to make a good start on what we'll need."

Brown smiled and spread his hands.

"Well, that solves that! We'll just use that to pay for things. What a relief." He looked away then, grinning, but Tor just nodded once. It was only gold after all and didn't seem like he was demanding the businesses at all. Didn't even take his personal amulets to embarrass him, which it would, leaving him naked like that. Finally Denno shook his head and laughed.

"Just teasing Tor, I absolve you of all that you mentioned earlier, fully and in all ways, even if I don't know what they are. I don't want to break you just for making a youthful mistake. Next time though, would you at least ask if I've actually done whatever it is you plan to thrash me for first? Anyway Austra will do its part financially. I'm sure Green and you can get Noram around as well. Julie? Do we have your support?"

"Always brother. Besides, I'll need to be around to keep an eye on the rest of you. This situation still seems wrong to me somehow. I never trusted Cordes. He scared me even in life. The idea of thousands of him coming back frankly makes me feel weak. I want to vomit and can't. No offense Tor, or to you Cordes Blue. I don't find you personally objectionable. You aren't giants."

Tor shook his head.

"Oohh... You don't like giants? Too bad, Prince Alphonse of Noram was going to go and visit with you. I'll have to warn him off then. He's pretty big." Tor meant it as a joke, but she agreed with that readily.

"Anyone over seven feet tall tends to send shivers of fear down my spine." Then she cradled herself as if cold, illustrating the point. 

That would make a difference as to who they sent as an ambassador, wouldn't it? He'd have to tell the King about that. It would go over wonderfully no doubt, since it meant either sending a child or the shortest noble ever. One that would remember to wear a shield all the time, unlike the royal family and their loose and lazy habits in that regard. Tor thought for a minute and shrugged. He could suggest they send in a woman. Trice could do it maybe, or Nita. Both should be good that way. Though Trice's mom might make the cut too. She was only about six-eight. It was a thought.

He shrugged though.

"The Larval are all short enough then. So it's just their insanity and desire to kill us all that's off-putting. I'd send a note suggesting they look into changing that part of things, but I don't think they'll listen for some reason. Who does what and when? If nothing else we should see to the rites of those that have died here and make certain their families don't suffer from the loss. It wasn't their fault we set up this close to their city." Nor did they insist the people hang around, but it was a curiosity, so why shouldn't they? 

No one had sent them away. Then no one would have known there would be an attack of that nature. Except possibly Gray. She was pretty quick to put it all together, wasn't she? Tor had a sudden urge to force an amulet around her neck again, but if he was wrong that would start a fight. Except that with Box he'd failed to even read the man more than casually, trying to leave everyone the sanctity of their own minds, and that hadn't worked out well at all, had it? A half dozen women lost their lives because of that failure.

He sighed and retrieved the amulet Ali had from her with a smile.

"Gray, would you put this back on? I have more questions and it will take a lot less time if I know I can trust you. Not that you aren't trustworthy, but you know... all you old people freak me out. I just don't have a good handle on how you think, so it would be helpful to me, being so young and inexperienced. You understand, don't you?" He held the pink glowing amulet out to her, already activated, a white nimbus around him. Everything he said was simply the truth, which everyone could see easily. She took the device without comment and held it in her right hand, sighing back at him, clearly bored with the whole thing.

"Why did you think that Cordes the Larval hive or whatever it's called was behind this?"

It was as simple enough question, but the answer wasn't what he expected at all. He figured it would be a lucky guess or that she'd just been expecting it to happen for a long time, or some combination of something she'd seen while traveling and what they said.

It wasn't that.

"Oh. I sent an activation code to the Larvals through Glost Serge. It should have had them going after the worst threat to Austra, but they seem to think that's us, instead of Serge himself. I didn't see that happening, since he's such a horrible leader, but it makes sense, if Cordes is involved. He wouldn't have taken Glost as a real threat, would he? Not even being in control of one of the largest militaries in the world. You remember boy, I sent you with a letter to him? That's what it was. I told him it was a Larval command code, which it is. One that Brown had in place as a failsafe. Meant to be given if more advanced commands couldn't, say if he were held prisoner or something like that." She waved her hands in the air, as if to say it all didn't matter.

Maybe it didn't? Tor looked at Denno who seemed to be considering something and finally grunted softly.

"Yes. That would do it. If it's the one I'm thinking of. I didn't know anyone else had it. I would have made an effort to change it if I did. They probably decided that someone here, or all of us, are the biggest danger to them, thanks to the influence on them of a man we all helped kill. I know that would be enough to make me leery of a group like this in his place. We..." Denno spun and started pacing, a rapid thing that would have had Tor falling down at the moment if he tried it. His leg throbbed a little just imagining it. 

"We need to do something about them. I agree. We can't reset any codes if they've been imprinted with another intelligence first, like what happened to Tor. They have protections against that to prevent someone from co-opting them. This time that seems to be working against us. We'll... have to do what Tor suggested earlier." It was clear that the man was miserable when he spoke, his light brown jumpsuit heaving a little from the soft panting that was going on.

They needed a plan and to move quickly. So the others decided to sleep on it, with only Orange agreeing with him that they should set a team to attack as rapidly as possible. Tor thought they should at least move locations, but no one else thought a new attack would come that night. After all, the Larval had limited military resources to work with. They'd probably had to steal the plane and missiles, Brown assured them all. Several times. It seemed to make the others feel better, but if they could take one, couldn't they get two?

Or six?

No one listened to him though, just taking off for their own spaces to sleep. He did the same, just hoping they were right. It would be annoying to wake up in the middle of the night being killed. He, for one, was sleeping with a shield on. He'd get Ali to do the same. Trice too. It shouldn't be too hard, since both of them were following along behind him, about ten paces back. He nearly missed them, as preoccupied as he was, which was silly of him.

They both wore guilty expressions on their faces. Still.

"Sharing a room with us tonight Trice? It would be good to have you. Obviously I'm not up to anything fun. You don't have any drugs do you? Say for pain?" Tor glanced at his arm and floated along, traveling backwards slowly so he could look at them.

"Not normally my thing, but short of a deep trance state I can't do a lot tonight for the discomfort. It's a bit intense." 

She looked at him funny then, as if wondering if he was kidding or not.

"Yeah, I have some things that might help. Aren't you mad at us? For earlier? We shouldn't have gone along with your mother, I knew it was wrong, I told her not to do it, but... she's your mother. I don't have a right to tell her not to do anything at all. She even outranks me in almost every way imaginable. I... Really I didn't want to get between the two of you." He grabbed her left elbow, which made her wince, looking down at the straightened arm. It looked real, and was totally fake, even though it was really hard to tell.

Tor had made it for her, the very first thing like it that anyone had ever heard of. More people had them now, but hers had been the very first. A thing that even the leader of Debris house had agreed to distribute for free, since almost no one in the world could afford to buy one at fair market price. She was clearly remembering that conversation, or something along those lines. Did she think he was going to demand it back? It wasn't her prank after all and she wasn't his mother. Neither was Ali.

"Yes. I'm a bit angry with you both and yes you should have said something to me at the time, before I turned into an idiot and nearly killed Brown. That part was my fault, but a bit of warning before that would have been useful. What did everyone think I was going to do, go off and feel responsible for it in the first place and feel miserable? What would any of you have done in the same place?"

Alyssa looked down first and then away, fighting a bit of a strange look from her face, it was fearful, but she also had a small smile.

"I would have asked for a copy? I'm still kind of curious to see the one of you and Denno. He's very attractive and so are you. We could make a lot of money selling it in Noram, to bored Countesses and rich merchant women. Except it wouldn't work, as the... Technologies aren't compatible? I think that's what he said when I asked." Then her face went blank again, clearly afraid he'd be very upset with her.

"Well, um, no. Let's not do any of that, OK? I love you both, but I can't take anything like that right now. I'm... I don't know if I can explain it properly. A week ago I was Tor, the way you all knew me the whole time, the strange guy that would work himself near death just because it was needed in some vague way and who seemed to always do the right thing, even if it was stupid at the time. Now... Almost all of that is gone. I mean, I have my own memories and desires, but before I didn't have a choice in what I did. I was constantly at war with myself, trying to just do what everyone else wanted. Fearing that I was failing everyone if they didn't get their way. Now I have to figure out how to be a person again. I never developed an actual moral center, because I had one that was there from my earliest childhood. It influenced everything. Now I'm free and not a slave anymore. I don't really know how to behave at all. Which... is kind of what happened earlier, with Denno. I thought he'd wronged me and that you wouldn't have said he had if it wasn't true, so I acted impulsively. Now I'm having to deal with real emotions for the first time. It's strange." He smiled though and let Trice get the door to the little cabin for him. It looked like a small hut made out of polished wood, about twenty feet by twenty, with a steeply pitched roof on the top that was colored deep red. It looked like tile made of clay, but fired so it had a glassy sheen. The door was red too. 

Tor wondered if the color preferences that the Ancients had were actually built in. He liked purple, but it wasn't the only color he used on purpose. His houses weren't all that color for instance. Green wore green almost all the time and Brown did the same. Lyn didn't, but she'd been in a situation where she was hiding herself the whole time Tor had known her, mainly at least. Now she wasn't and her color was suddenly everywhere. It was an interesting idea to pursue.

The girls didn't make eye contact with him after that for a long time, just puttering around the room for a bit. Trice finally went out and came back about ten minutes later with some powder in a paper envelope and a cup of wine. 

"Not water this time. Wine. The alcohol helps the drugs absorb into your system and you aren't building anything right now. It won't even hurt your combat reflexes if this is all you have. Well, the wine won't. The drug will throw you off balance. If you can't move you can't fight though, so it won't hurt to have the pain dulled a bit. It will let you sleep a little, until it wears off, in about six hours. You can have more then, if you want." She poured the white grains into the tan focus stone cup and mixed it with a swirling motion.

"Drink it all in one go." She smiled as she said it, so Tor figured it would be pretty horrible. 

It was, but that was just the wine. He hated the stuff. It tasted bad and robbed people of their free will. He hadn't thought of it that way before, but felt it acutely in the moment. 

Cordes thought the stuff was tasty, if a bit dry. Luckily they weren't giving him a choice as to what was on the menu most days. Drinking just wasn't his thing. Tor had to follow it with a cup of water to wear the taste out of his mouth, a cool drink he got from the tap in the restroom. He didn't test it for poison, but then he hadn't tested the drink Trice had given him either. He just figured that the powder, whatever it was, would register that way automatically making it a worthless thing to do.

He sat on the foot of the bed, trying not to move too much, since both his face and arm ached pretty badly. If the drink didn't work he'd have to sink into a meditative state just to rest, but that wasn't really sleep at all. He got ready to do it anyway, knowing that even if the stuff worked on him, it would probably fade in a lot less than six hours. His body was built to throw off toxins after all.

"Life is pretty messed up sometimes, isn't it?" It wasn't a deep insight, but it fit his situation perfectly. On paper he had everything anyone could want, but it came at a price so steep he wasn't sure it was worth it. Not all of it.

He had gold, but didn't need it really, since he could make whatever he wanted. He had a pretty wife and a girlfriend, but he wasn't really doing either of those things well, barely managing to be halfway decent to them most of the time. His family was filled with good people, but the situation with his mother was probably going to mean that was about done. Hard to tell the others that she couldn't be around on Noram day if he was going to be there, which meant not going home for the holiday. Not that he had in years.

Plus it seemed like a bunch of people wanted him dead for some reason that probably didn't make sense at all. Why even bother killing him? Or any of them? Of course a crazy Cordes might see it differently, since some of the others had ganged up on him and destroyed him like they had. The best idea for all of them would be to run off and hide while they sent people to killing off the Larvals. 

Well armed warriors with good shields and explosive weapons.

That reminded him to take a chance that Cordes wouldn't be trying to take over, having gotten a clean reading from Cynthia and arm himself again. Kara had his weapon though. She was on the bottom section of the three floored thing, near the middle. Everyone coming in was visible to her if she opened her door. George was right next to her, since they had a lot of extra rooms, even with the extra people White had brought. Tor decided to do it then, using the Not-flyer to stand, hovering a little higher than normal for some reason. About two feet up. It was, he decided, probably the drugs. He settled again, sitting firmly, not wanting to have a weapon if he couldn't even control his locomotion correctly.

Trice sat next to him, a little ways away, speaking in a low tone that sounded a little far away. That part had to be him though, he decided, since she looked just fine.

"I know that you're mad at your mother, but I don't think she meant it to be as hurtful as it was to you. If it had just been me doing it, or Ali, I don't think you would have done more than blushed. It was kind of funny, in a mean way. When do you think you'll apologize and smooth things over? I don't think she can. Not from what Burks said to me about it earlier, something about her gens? It isn't a rule for her, but it kind of means that thinking she's right is kind of in her blood." She wavered a bit, a ripple passing over her in the air that had to be Tor's eyes playing tricks. 

"Genes, probably, rather than gens, unless that's something different I don't know about, which is very possible. As to my mother... I'm not going to apologize. She can when she's ready, or she can forget about it. The thing there is, before... I had to apologize and feel bad when people did bad things to me. I had to let it go and forgive them, no matter what. Now I don't have to. I don' t have to crawl back to her and feel inferior any more. I'm not trying to humble her, but if she insists I humble myself, she can forget it. You're right though, if it had just been you two, I probably wouldn't have reacted like I did, but it's done now and I can't take it back. Or... I mean, I could, but I won't. I don't have to and I don't think I should. I'm not a slave to be pushed around anymore." Yawing he tried to shift some pillows around so that he could sleep mainly sitting up. Ali moved to the wall and caused a new chair to appear, which was wide enough for three of him and as soft as anything he could imagine. It let him choose how upright he was just by thinking about it. It was useful for the moment. 

As his eyes drifted shut he noticed that the two girls had gone silent, so he tried to wave at them. Ali smiled a little. He thought she did at least.

Two hours later he was awake again, a shooting pain in the middle of his face, since he'd managed to roll over onto his nose. The help he'd gotten from the drugs was, as he predicted, gone. With a bit of focus he dropped into as deep a state as possible. Then he went deeper, like he did when working. There was nothing around him at all, so he picked a small project to try. One that wouldn't take anything from his pattern at all. A simple focus on what it was like to feel healthy and well. He did nothing else, thought of nothing else, until hours later, when someone poked him in the chest.

Many times... he thought.


  

Opening his eyes he found Lyn standing with Denno, Burks and Ali. All looking mildly concerned. Lyn was the one doing the stabbing. She had bony little fingers well suited to the task.

"Tor? Are you in there yet? Black is here. Along with some of his people. I know that you were working on something and it made you a lot stronger, but it's been four days, so I think you can get up for a bit before you undo the good you've done, don't you?"

He laughed. Four days was a bit longer than he'd intended.

"OK. Not trying to sleep the whole summit away." Rubbing his face the stubble rasped across the skin of his hand. His right hand. The arm didn't hurt anymore. Focusing he felt his pattern which was... not exactly fixed yet. Still worn and a little frayed, but about ten times better than it had been before. It was about where he would have thought to be in three more months if he didn't get hurt or have to do something stupid as far as building went.

Then he rubbed his nose which also seemed to be much better. He stood from the chair carefully and stretched up, the splint off his arm already, he looked at it and Burks pointed with two finger, gesturing to where the break was.

"It seems to be better. I wouldn't try lifting any heavy weights with it for a few weeks, but definitely non-magical accelerated healing. I'll have to get you to teach me how to do that sometime."

Tor nodded and stretched again, decided he was almost fine again, at least physically. Probably weak and out of shape, but months without real exercise would do that.

"I need to clean up. I'll be down in about half an hour? Tell Black I'm sorry about being so slow." 

They all cleared out except Ali, who stood by nervously, following him around as if he might fall over at any moment.

"You said you couldn't do any building... and then you did this. I'd thought you died at first, laying there like that. Lyn kept saying you were fine and on the second day your nose mainly healed, so we figured it out, but... if it pleases you husband, could you not do things like this without mentioning it first? If possible I mean. I know it may not always be, due to circumstances I don't understand, but the rest of the time? It's really scary." There was no eye contact, so Tor hugged her too him, worried that he probably didn't smell all that nice, even as she nestled in to his arms closely, not seeming to mind.

"I'll try to do that. Rude of me to forget this time. Forgive me? It did seem to help a lot. I should try to do it again soon, if I get a chance. I'll schedule that with you though first." Maybe after he got her some flowers? They had to have some in Vagus. He just hadn't gone out looking for them yet. He probably wouldn't get a chance to either.

The shower was too short, but got him clean, and the shaving took too long, but made him look presentable. At nearly the half hour he'd asked for, Ali and himself, both dressed in black velvet descended the central staircase. No one could see them do it, and weren't anywhere to be seen in the front area by the door. Tor closed his eyes and felt for the familiar pattern of ancients, and found that they were mainly in the dining room.

He hoped for a snack, but when they got into place it turned out that there were half a dozen men, mainly short, pale and with dark brown or black hair, kneeling on the floor, praying. All of them wore Black. Tor took Ali's hand and waited for them to finish.

And waited.

Fifteen minutes later the men rose as one, without a signal being given and looked across the space at the other Ancients, totally ignoring him and his wife.

"We give thanks to the most high, most powerful, for what we are about to receive." The one in front intoned. It wasn't Black, who was third over on the right. He stood, towering above the other men at about six foot tall or so. If Tor made his clothing a little plainer he could have fit right in. The Black Ancient tilted his head to the one who had spoken.

"Thank you day leader." Then they sat and started to eat without hesitation.

White's people just smiled and nodded to everyone, taking only bread and vegetables, as she did. Tor just walked down the table and sat at the far end, near Trice who looked nearly bored to tears. She had a poison detector out and used it with each course as if expecting trouble. His mother wasn't at the table, but came in carrying things frequently. Tor didn't look at her, even when she put a basket of rolls in front of him.

"Thank you." Ali murmured shyly, which got his mother to speak, full voiced in a fairly quiet room.

"At least one of you is polite enough to give thanks when someone brings you food." Then she spun and left, everyone looking at her as she did.

Cordes suggested something, which got Tor to tilt his head out of habit, even if he didn't have the programing for it anymore. It was still his long time pattern. What the Ancient in his mind suggest... it was kind of mean, but why not? He could play ill timed pranks too, couldn't he? 

Tor stood suddenly and knelt by the table, bowing his head, hands clasped meekly before him.

"She's correct. I give praise to the All High for the bounty before me. Blessed may the all high be." He said it with complete sincerity. After all, even if the religion was fake, made up by Black himself, it didn't mean that it wasn't as worthy as anything else. Tradition was both a means to an end and the end itself in most cases. 

"Blessed may the All High be." The men, including Black said in response without hesitation, looking shocked, or as if they might have been being mocked. Tor didn't mean it that way at all however. He took it very seriously in fact, explaining as he retook his seat next to Ali.

"Please forgive me for my lack of manners, I should have been with you earlier, but I was lost in a... communion for four days. I... Had to see to cleanliness before I could join you. You understand?" The Tellerand men did, since he was using their language, more or less. The words provided by Cordes for him. That part was handy, since the Ancient knew a lot of different languages Tor hadn't even heard before. This one used to be called French.

"My mother... She thinks that she is responsible for bringing the food to the table, but that is a conceit, don't you think? All is a gift from above. How could it be otherwise?"

Then he bowed his head again and ate slowly, mimicking the behavior of the men around him. Black smiled at him and nodded, still looking young and fresh faced even though half the other men wore beards and had some gray in them.

No one spoke of business during the meal, since anyone in the room might be a spy at that point. It meant that as his mother came in for the final time the men dressed in their sober clothing rose as one and descended on her.

"It is best to seek the Most High in all things, in all tasks. You should pray with us sister." The Noram was broken, but understandable. The other men chimed in, all looking earnest and peaceable enough that just yelling at them to leave her alone would be rude. It was one reason no one liked the Tellerand much. They were so darn nice about telling you that you needed to change or would burn in a fiery pit for all eternity. They didn't stop once they started either. Not even in the face of violence. They'd just pray at you and beseech you to see the light as you beat them. Running could work, Tor had heard, if you were fleet of foot and had good endurance. His mother it seemed, was simply stuck.

At least until Black asked if they would leave the room so that a discussion could take place, some twenty minutes later. Then, before Laurie could say anything Burks looked at Denno and spoke, clearly for both of them.

"It's been decided by vote, we need to visit Austra and see what the situation is there. At the same time we have not one, but two programs to get too for the incoming fleets welcome. Tor, you and Lyn are to work on the ships we'll need, along with Blue Four. I'll be working with you on that as well, of course. Denno is with Cynthia blue on the other half of the project, which is weapons related. Black and White are working oversight on the rest of us to make sure we aren't overstepping the treaty in unneeded ways. Orange is..." He stopped as if not having anything for her to do at all.

Tor shrugged.

"We could use the help in Austra. Then in training ships crews for space. She has to know more about it than I do for instance. Trice and Petra Ward can work with her on that? We have water ships and air vessels we can use as practice vehicles. If needed we can make them to your specifications in a few days, months at most." It was a real enough job, if she'd take it.

She stared at him so hard he thought she might be insulted for a few seconds.

"What?" Her accent had thickened to a point it sounded strange and strangled, but then she smiled, looking around the table.

"Finally, after all this time, I get my own fleet? Amazing. Here I thought it would never happen and I'd forever be reduced to floating bits of bark in puddles for entertainment."

Black smiled too and nodded along.

"Yes, plus you can bath regularly and stop living like a pig in your own filth. I imagine that's part and parcel to the job, not smelling too much in the close quarters of a vessel like that." He was being rude just to be that way and the words got more of a rise from the woman than they should have. Black started to say more, but Tor held out his right hand and said a single word.

"No." It actually got the man to pause.

"I don't know what the normal pattern here is Black, but you don't get to tease her into attacking you. We don't have time for it now, which I think that a few seconds of reflection will show you clearly. Especially since if you do it, everyone wearing a shield in the room will suddenly take part in beating you down, even if they don't mean to. It's an automated defense function. I have mine on at least." He did too, and if the man attacked him that would actually work, the things had defensive attacks that worked against Ancients. Tor could have made it so they would work against anyone, but he hadn't had a chance to perfect that yet. He might not for a long time, he realized. The current project sounded huge.

Black wouldn't be hit by it unless he attacked the wearer, but Tor was betting he didn't really know exactly how they worked yet.

The man just made a face and shook his head.

"You are simply not very much fun Green boy." It was another goad, but one he'd had heard before, and meant to be funny, not hurtful.

Tor just laughed. There was nothing else left to do after all.
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He still didn't feel up to building, though it would probably have been alright for him to make a few copies if he had to. The fact was though Tor didn't. Right there with them they had four people that could make copies of things, three of which didn't need a template at all. True, only Burks could manage to make a multi-weapon yet, but they didn't need a lot of them, just enough for everyone going. It didn't take long for everyone on the Austra mission to be armed properly, and given a shield.

That was the only part that really bothered Tor, the shields. Oh, they'd work against the Larval if they attacked, at least they had in the past, but those missiles had managed to do a number on him anyway. It meant there were gaps in the system and he had no way to really know what they were until something like that happened. Worse he hadn't even found a fix for that one yet, much less done the work to correct it. The idea ate at him, but he knew that trying it at the moment would still be foolish. More, waiting to get data on the Larval was just giving them more time to set up and get in place. It would make everything a lot more dangerous than not.

Denno had a plan, one that as a Knight of Noram Tor didn't really love, though he could see where the man was coming from. He wanted for them to go and collect information on the clones and then arm the protection force of Austra with Noram style shields and weapons, since the newest ones were far more powerful than what the Austrans had. Especially if they all had multis on them. Armed like that a regular soldier was at least the equal of one of the assassins. The problem was just that Tor wasn't absolutely certain he could trust Denno yet. Or anyone. Not in something like this.

Trice wanted to go, which made him uneasy, since he loved her. Ali tried to suggest she could do it as well, since she knew how to use a shield and weapon, but her heart at least, very sensibly, wasn't in it. Thank goodness.

"No dear, we can't afford to risk you. If the force going doesn't make it for some reason I need for you to finish my work. You'll need to go and get with the King and make him understand what might be coming and that we need to build space going craft as quickly as possible. You may have to learn to build a lot faster than is reasonable to get that done, but use the Lairdgren group if it comes to that, don't try to do it all on your own. Not that I intend for that to be needed. This is just about getting information right now and if anything happens we're all running as fast as possible." He grinned, but got solid nods from everyone else at the breakfast table, including all the ancients except Orange, who didn't suggest otherwise, but probably couldn't back away from a fight at all. It just wasn't an option for her if what Cordes passed to him from his memories was right. 

Black wasn't helpful at first, Tor didn't think, but after a few seconds he understood the man's plan... And that he actually had one. He was helping Ali to save face, so she wouldn't feel bad about not going.

"Aye. You've proven yourself brave and strong along with your Princess Karina. If these others should by some happenstance fall or be captured, I recommend the Noram Princess to take my sisters place as leader of the space fleet. For that matter we should get the lady in as your second there Orange... You'll like her, the first time we met those two girls rendered Burks and I unconscious and delivered severe beatings just to punish Burks for not apologizing to Tor over something. They're not even a barbarian people. Quite a surprise. If I was half a millennia younger I'd see if their Princess was single." He wasn't even glib or teasing about anything he said, which got Orange off on a tangent about the new force she intended to put together from all the lands and found the conversation turned from that idea without anyone's feelings being hurt.

Not that Tor thought it would be a problem. The vast majority of the time spy missions worked because no one really expected them. Most spies were horribly inept when it got down to it, Cordes assured him, but still effective, because even when noticed no one really believed they were real at first. It gave them time to run away or cover their tracks.

There was a lot of interesting information there within the new memories inside his head, but Tor just didn't know enough to really trust it all yet. Just before they left he waved to Cordes Blue and got her to walk over with a smile on her light colored face. It was charming. That had to be the different personality inside, since the other Blues were always cold and a little free of emotion. Devoid of it almost.

"OK, I need more information about this thing in my head, can you help with that? I understand that there will be some differences, since you were pretty much born with yours and mine is new after a fashion, but if I'm going crazy eventually, I need to know it, so I can plan." He tried to steel himself for the bad news, but it turned out to be slightly better than he'd thought.

"I doubt that. The original Cordes broke down biologically, from the simulations we've run First and I believe that it was a biological and not a mentally based problem. You're line is strong and not prone to madness. This will protect you from that we believe. Also I truly do not believe that the consciousness within you would allow itself to harm a host. The Larval are different, because of their hive nature, if you could look within their minds they would be nearly incomprehensible I believe."

Tor nodded at that, a slow and considering thing.

"I've done that. They seemed almost evil, not just alien. If there is truly a Cordes inside them he's probably well and truly insane by now. I don't think the others understand that yet. Not really. They don't seem properly frightened at least. I'm ready to wet myself over all this myself." He wasn't really, but he was wary. How could he beat an Ancient being that had over a thousand bodies like that? There just wasn't any way he could see. Well... one at a time might work, but it would be incredibly hard to make that happen. He had to be perfect every time and they only had to get lucky once.

The Blue in front of him gave a soft smile and placed a warm hand gently on Tor's left shoulder.

"You're afraid? Sensible, but it doesn't show at all. You seem bold and courageous. Now me, I feel fear. It's a Blue trait, an overage of caution. It's half of why we hide away in the Antarctic. You should come visit some time soon. We have a lot to discuss I think. Bring your friends with you? If the current work allows I mean. It gets lonely there, since Cynthia built the whole thing in her image and I have memories that say it can be different than that. It would be good to have friends again." The tone wasn't sad though. That, he realized, was a Cordes thing. The man didn't have sadness and was, by default, happy. That Tor wasn't being flooded with that emotion was a sign of some real work being done to protect him from it.

They parted then, and Tor made sure he had all his amulets on. Then he double checked everyone else that was going, which was a slightly odd group, all things considered. 

Everyone else was going home that day, Timon flying them since that would take the least amount of travel time and be safest that way. It meant more than one trip for him, but as the boy pointed out, that was the business he was going in to. It was just good practice for him. 

The Tellerand men asked to go to Noram, since they were still actively campaigning to convert Tor's mom, and didn't want to let that go. Not even if it meant spending the rest of their lives on the attempt. It was funny watching her try to hold her tongue as the men kept suggesting she'd be happier if she prayed with them or read their book of faith.

Tor was pretty certain she threatened to beat Tim if he didn't take them back to Tellerand directly. In point of fact he insisted they go home first, since it was closest.

The crew going to Austra then was made up of himself, Burks, Denno, Orange, Trice and Carlos. At first it didn't make a lot of sense to take the cook like that, except to return him home, but Tiera nodded as if it made perfect sense when Tor suggested it.

"Because he's from there and already a spy? That makes a lot of sense. He should be able to tell you if anything is wrong or out of place."

It really did work that way, from a certain perspective, but part of Tor just felt like he had to protect the man from harm. It was so normal that he didn't realize he'd been doing it at first. He always tried to protect other people like that. It was just what he did. When he thought about it Tor wanted to blame the Rhetistics, or maybe the new ones from Cordes, which, as he realized almost instantly, weren't new at all, having been there his whole life. If they hadn't they couldn't have broken the other set.

Finally, as they got ready to leave the Cordes memories threw him a small line, having already figured it all out, but waiting for him to get it on his own. It wasn't Rhetistics at all, he was just a good person that cared for others. There wasn't any big or important reason why, it just was. Good people tried to make sure that others didn't have their lives thrown away.

The craft he set up could have carried them all easily, but Trice set up hers too, which looked like a jet black rectangle instead of a delicate teardrop. She took Orange and Carlos with her, giving him Burks and Denno. It felt a bit like a set up to him, especially since Trice made a point of not looking his way at all while doing it. 

Definitely a trick of some kind. She was normally more subtle than that.

Tor didn't bother waiting though, just getting them headed the direction Denno pointed, trying to watch the skyline as well as he could as he raced along, in case the Larval had more missiles or planes ready for them. He didn't see or hear anything, but those craft were fast enough to sneak up behind them. The plan was to just go to the docks near where the ship had been and come in slow, over the water. They didn't have a communications device that would work, since Denno hadn't gotten one when he'd been there last.

"Oversight on my part, but they could track them if I had it on me and I didn't want anyone to know exactly where we were. It turned out someone knew anyway. Probably from satellite data. Putting up giant buildings in the blink of an eye is impressive, but not exactly easy to hide from space. Something to keep in mind from now on, I guess." He sounded nearly bored about the topic, which didn't make a lot of sense. When he went quiet Burks cleared his throat. Twice.

As far as Tor knew the Ancient didn't get nervous anymore, so it was strange enough to get his attention. A bizarre thing clearly pointed at him, as the man was sitting next to him in the front passenger's seat, looking at him directly, as if trying to get a read on him.

He didn't come at the topic slowly though, rushing to it like it was on fire actually. Something that had to be put out as soon as possible.

"Tor... Your mother asked me, asked us, to talk to you."

That seemed like her. It would be hard for her to do it herself, because she couldn't quite see him as an equal. She probably never would of course. Parents didn't. It was hard for him to think of Tim as an equal yet and the kid was clearly shaping up to really make something of himself. How much harder must it be for her? 

No one said anything for a long time. It would still take hours to get to Austra from where they were, so there was no hurry. Tor looked around, hoping to see a good excuse to change the topic. Like aircraft or an interestingly shaped cloud. Nothing presented itself though. The thing there was that he understood what both Burks and Denno were going to say. It was what they had to. What their fundamental selves forced them to do. They'd want him to make up with her, to smooth the wrinkles and be the one to make it right.

Only that wasn't going to happen this time.

Tor looked at Burks and shook his head, not bothering with the half hour of conversation they were supposed to have first.

"I'm different now. Free to make my own choices. I know it doesn't seem to you two like you're trapped, which is a good thing since you can't escape from it, but what those people, the techs that made you what you are, what they did was build servants. The ultimate slaves who can't even see the chains or the bars on the cage. They left you without an escape, which meant they could make you powerful and intelligent. More so than the people you were supposed to serve even. I'm free now though, more or less at least. I can see that I have choices that I never even thought of before. I can go anywhere, do anything, it doesn't just have to be a dream now. I can even choose to stay angry at someone that's wronged me. I know you two can't. You can't even really see it as needful..." He smiled then, sadly, trying to convey what he was really feeling and not being certain he knew the right words yet.

"I made excuses for her Burks. For ma. I kept telling myself that she was just a little difficult, a little unpleasant, but it's worse than that. With her family, especially the boys, she's very nearly emotionally abusive. For some reason it's even worse with me. I mean, before, I always did what she wanted almost instantly and she still yelled and threatened violence to try and cow me into compliance. There was no reason for it though. I..."

He stopped talking, trying to collect his thoughts, trying to understand what he wanted to say. It didn't come for a long time, but no one else said anything, just waiting, knowing he'd get there eventually.

"I know why she did it now. I mean I think I get it. She's taking out all her own anger at you on me. What she has to be mad about I don't know, but it almost has to be that, doesn't it? She probably needed to be spanked more as a child and you couldn't do it or something stupid like that. Only, no matter how hard you tried, I 'm just not you. I don't even know if we're really genetically identical, Lyn said we may have some subtle differences..."

Burks sat looking forward, not making eye contact at all.

"She was wrong there. The tests are clear. Except for the combat rage you and I are identical, including the mitochondrial DNA. The data Abumanitalli sent along with Timon and Tiera proved that again. I think you might be right though, that Laurie blamed me for what went wrong in her life. She should have been at the best parties and living a life of leisure and ease, maybe even being married to the King, but instead I sent her away, hiding her from a threat that might not have even existed. I assumed that Glost Serge had sent the Larvals to kill her. Indeed I know he intended that to be the case, but now I have to question if that was the actual goal at all. Were they just there to pass the Cordes Rhetistics to me, in hopes that one day I'd cause them to go into you or at least someone else? It required a good blood type match, or else it could have proven fatal, so at least a relative of mine. If I'd ever had need to give Dan a transfusion it would have taken though, I think. Both of us should probably avoid that, if it ever comes up."

It was Denno who spoke from the back seat his voice flat and strange. He normally managed warmth in his tone, even under stress. This was something different.

"Tor, I never had a mother. Or a father. None of us originals did. We were created in a lab, raised in what amounted to a testing facility and had only each other to lean on. You have a family, a real one. I've seen enough of such things to know that what you're doing, removing your mother from your life... It will hurt you both in the long run. I ask you, no I beg you, to reconsider, before days turn into years and mild annoyance turns into bitterness."

It was calm and sensible, even reasonable on the surface, but it missed the point totally.

"If I do that she'll never learn. Maybe she can't, I don't know, but I have to try something. If I'm the one to give in on this she'll always feel like she can treat people any way she wants. She needs something to wake her up. To make her see what she's been doing. Otherwise we're going to end up with another version of Lara Gray in a few hundred years. One without the restraint to merely cripple all the men on a continent. I fear for the world if that happens. I also don't want to end up having to hunt her down for atrocities like you had to do with those others." He didn't mention that he remembered that now. Cordes wasn't the only one. It had happened over and over again.

Indeed, so far all the immortals without Rhetistics had eventually failed. Luckily most just killed themselves, or did things to make others kill them. But a few had truly become monsters. That was what Tor faced now, the price of his freedom was eventual death, probably by his own hand. Hopefully in fact.

The same was true for his whole family, including his Uncle Dan. They may make it for hundreds of years, even thousands, but it was something that had happened in every case so far.

But everyone died and a thousand years of life was more than a hundred. Tor wasn't going to complain about that. He just had to make sure no one else got hurt in the process.

The others stopped speaking then, not that Tor thought he'd won or anything. They weren't wrong, it was just that he wasn't either. They might not be able to see that though. It was clear enough to him. He shrugged.

"For now we need to work our way into place, how do we do that Denno? We could go in underwater and swim to the beach? Use disguise amulets to make ourselves look right. Then, sneak over to the Larval training center and have a look around?" It wasn't a great plan, but Tor had no training in things like this at all.

Denno chuckled.

"Tor, I'm in charge of Austra. Even the Prime Minister has to answer to me. We can just walking into the Parliament building and have them deliver the information. Demand a military group for it at need. Try to take the boys in peacefully first and go from there. It might not have been them after all. Lara could be wrong. Maybe the activation code was never give? Maybe Cordes is still asleep within them. Or if awake, maybe he's powerful enough to hold it all together?" He sounded optimistic about the idea and Burks nodded along.

For his part Tor lied, understanding that Denno had gone into deep denial over what had to happen. They weren't there to set up an arrest, but to find a way to kill as many of the Larval assassins as possible. Otherwise they were probably going to kill all the Ancients, or at least do something so horrible that no one really wanted to discuss it with him. He'd heard some pretty bad things in his life, but no one would even tell him what the original Cordes had done to warrant death. Not exactly. It had to be pretty bad or the others would have just said.

It had to be worse than say, trying to rape, torture, mutilate and kill every man woman and child on the planet. If that was the case, what could all those killers do with that mentality? Tor didn't have a concept of it at all, just figuring it was worse than he could even imagine. For some reason that wasn't very comforting.

"Well, we're just here for information. Maybe there's some way to disable their nano's or something? Get them to all settle down maybe?" If so he'd vote for that one too. He may not have the fake guilt and punishment from his own mind coming for ordering their deaths, but he didn't want to kill people either.

"Possibly, it will be tricky if it works at all, but I hope to place them all in a low energy use mode. If that can be triggered it will make them fairly docile and easy to manage. I should have insisted we rebuild the system before this new generation was created, but too late for that now. The hard part isn't making the correct nano's for it, it's the delivery. Chances are they won't just report for processing if there's a real problem."

Tor kind of figured that they'd be attacked in the bay as they hovered over the water, waiting. It was a good place for one, especially if they didn't understand that this craft was the same one that tried to chase their Austran fast flyer before. It probably looked like it was floating in the water from a distance, so they might think it was a water vessel. Trice had hers doing the same thing not ten feet away.

Instead, when the small patrol boat popped up, the men on board just waved after looking at them and gestured for them to follow along. It was almost too easy, but Denno seemed to think it was normal. When they all climbed out on the dock they were met by a man and a woman dressed in decorated jump suites. Both a plain tan but with shiny buttons and name tags on the left side of the chest. Tor thought they were anyway, but they both just had numbers and letters that didn't form a word he could read. Different for each though.

Denno shook hands with each of them, so Tor stepped up and did the same, smiling as he did. The others all stood back, but the people seemed friendly enough. Denno introduced them all then indicated to the two meeting them with a subtle hand gesture.

"These people are from the Internal Protective Service. They don't have names, just designations. Their training and devotion to keeping Austra safe is quite total. So, you understand, if you can help it don't do anything to threaten the nation while you're here. They'd do anything they had to in order to protect it."

Tor looked at everyone and got the idea. 

These were the ones to send after the Larvals then. The representatives of these people at least if not these two personally. Basically they were like the Royal guard, only for Austra. Fanatics trained to only be their job. A powerful thing to have around, but kind of creepy to do to a child, wasn't it? They were basically slaves it sounded like. So were the King's protectors though. Babies that showed promise and had no parents were taken in and trained in almost monstrous ways. Tor wondered if it was the same for the Internal Protection Service? The only thing he knew for certain was that they protected Austra, not Brown. 

If they'd been protecting him there was no way Glost Serge could have kept him captive for a year. Even if they were horrible at their jobs. If that had been the case though, then these two would be dead, not standing there playing guide. No, they hadn't moved to help Denno, because it just wasn't what they did.

They put the Carriages away and rode in a big electrically powered vehicle, similar to a wagon, but with tracks on the ground. They had the whole thing to themselves, but it was very exposed to attack with big windows that covered most of the sides. Everyone on the street could see them. Tor made a point of getting his weapon out, seeing that Orange already had. She was guarding the right side, looking out the window, so he moved to take the left, wondering if an attack would come any time soon. 

The inside would have made Red happy. Black too most likely, since it was covered in smooth surfaces in those colors. The seats red, the floor black. All of it slightly off to the touch. Slick and sticky feeling.

People kept waving to them. At first Tor thought they wanted them to stop, since it was a public conveyance that the Internal Protective Service woman had co-opted without comment, just flashing a small tab at the driver. It wasn't that though, the people on the street were taking pictures and waving happily. Like their arrival had been planned almost. Like they knew who was on the ground transport.

Tor wanted to hit Denno then. Hard. 

The man was a genius, but could also be a moron at times.

"Is this going out over your information system Brown? The same one that every Larval can watch at any time? Please tell me no one in Austra is that dumb." Tor knew the answer, seeing that almost every single person on the street was holding up a small device to record their passing. So much for not alerting the assassins to their presence.

Orange groaned, which was a disgusted sound, and for once so did Burks. Trice took out her own weapon, getting ready, shaking her head angrily.

"Of all the stupid... Is this a set up Brown? Are you trying to get us all killed?" Alice half stood and started to point her multi-weapon at the man.

He went wide eyed and spread his hands innocently, "I swear I don't know how they know that we're here. We aren't so visible word of our arrival should have been announced yet, unless someone in the... Ah." 

Tor scanned the horizon, his view stopped a short distance away be the walls of the canyon of buildings around them. They were tall things, the largest structures he'd ever seen in height. All made of ugly gray stone that didn't look real somehow. The Austrans made almost everything here out of something similar. They had a lot of clear glass windows though, which glinted nicely in the sun. It was a nice day at least, so one thing had gone well for them. For the people taking pictures of them too, no doubt.

"That isn't very helpful Denno... "Ah" what? Who did what and do we need to run?" Tor felt a fine edge of panic bubbling up inside of his stomach, the situation feeling off enough to bring about real fear. They rode in silence for a few moments until the Brown Ancient asked if he could use one of the tan clad agents phones. Tor got that he meant a communication device, which apparently everyone here carried. Even some of the children on the street had them.

It took a few minutes, but Denno had the new Premier on the line faster than Tor could have gotten the King of Noram, and an explanation came quickly, as soon as he turned the device off with a tiny chirp.

"I thought that might be the case. It seems that, since you Tor, are the Ambassador to Afrak and Burkes is the Noram Ancient, we're being accorded a place as dignitaries. Unfortunately that means that everyone within ten feet of a communications device that cares to know of our arrival has been tracking us for over an hour. Rather a bit of an event, since you two didn't stop to visit last time we were here. Oops. Rather not what I'd hoped for. I guess we should have taken Tor's plan into consideration after all." He had a strained look on his face then, nearly panicked.

Grand.

Tor shook his head, trying to deny the whole thing and then made himself stand and look at everyone in turn. No one seemed to know what to do particularly. That or they were waiting to see what the new kid could manage. If so they were being ridiculous. He wasn't some kind of spy or combat leader. What the heck was he supposed to do, bake them out of the problem? Use magic?

They had that at least.

"Fine, everyone use your disguise amulets. Um, Burks, Trice, help the others. Match the..." He waved at the agents, not knowing what to call them. Ips? "Get into tan outfits like theirs and produce wild looking hair, face markings, scars and that kind of thing. Make it unique. That's the thing here. Everyone shows they're the same by trying to look like they're different from everyone else. Looking plain will call attention." It took minutes for them all to make the changes and people could see them through the windows, but by the time they were done they all looked like a bunch of government workers acting as decoys. That's what the female IPS person said at least. Her hair was blue and green in stripes, but short, so as to not be easily pulled in a fight. It was a good plan.

Tor went with facial tattoos in bright glowing orange. Three bold lines. It had to be hideous, but Denno nodded at it and turned into "Greg" the servant he'd pretended to be in Noram, only with pure white hair.

Then they got out and walked, the vehicle they were in being driven off, the driver bribed not to let anyone on for at least half a mile. That gave them about three or four minutes to vanish, Tor guessed, heading into a shop suddenly, not waiting for anyone else to do anything or make a suggestion. Once inside he changed to a blue jump suit outfit and made his hair green with black tips and his face a bit more round. Everyone else caught the idea, except the Austran government people who didn't have any way to change their appearance like the others did. Not yet.

They did this several more times, with Tor finally looking like a tall boy of about ten with fire red hair and ice blue eyes. His skin was dark brown and really, he knew, he had to look like Abby's younger brother or something. No one thought it was odd at all on the street, even going to far as to look away after a quick glance, avoiding eye contact.

Perfect.

It was a long walk, almost fifteen miles through the winding streets of the giant city, but they finally did exactly what Denno had suggested earlier and walked right in to the Parliament building, changing back into themselves to get past the security systems. They still had to wait for someone to come and let them in, once they were shown to not have any weapons or bombs. They did have weapons, but Tor didn't correct them. It wasn't his job to point out how dangerous they were, was it? These people trusted their scanners far too much though. 

No one else said anything either.

The man that came for them was fat. Not just slightly plump, but truly heavy, wiggling a little as he walked over to meet them. He didn't look fit at all, but the man still held an air of menace about him, like he could kill a man and not lose sleep over the idea. He had no visible weapons, but Tor didn't doubt for a minute that they were all about to be hit by something if they didn't prove to be who they'd claimed.

Then the man saw Brown and smiled, which even looked genuine. Since it was going from suspicious and dangerous to happy it looked wrong, like something had warped inside the man instead of his face just lighting up.

"Denorian Brown! How good to see you sir. Are you back finally for good? Been nearly a year trying to hold all this together without you. New Premier is a power hungry ass no better than the last if you want my opinion. Best boot him out of office while we have the chance, find some nice young and tractable person to do the job. Definitely for the best." The man was so straight faced that Tor didn't get it until it was explained. Denno opened a palm toward the man.

"Well you have the job for now Foley. I don't suppose you know where my boys have gotten to do you? Still at the base I trust, not deployed trying to kill people? We had a small incident the other day. Ten Thor missiles launched from an Alpha class plane hit the location we were all at. In a foreign land. A bit of an act of war, since it nearly destroyed representatives from nearly every continent. I don't supposed you'd know anything about that? You were in charge in my absence after all." The words were as close to hostile as Denno had ever been in Tor's presence. He nearly growled them even. It didn't fit the face though, which was young and pretty, smooth and ageless. It kind of took some of the power out of it as far as being threatening went.

The man looked ready to soil himself anyway.

"No sir! Honestly I have no knowledge of this." 

"Good. Then you won't mind if I check that out? Torrance Purple, will you use one of your verification devices on the Premier here. It will save time."

He sounded like he knew the answer already, but after Tor slipped the amulet on its hemp string around the chubby mans neck, making him glow cheerily, he was cleared in about a minute.

"I seriously don't know anything about this. The last I checked, which was... about a week ago, I think, the Larval were all accounted for. Are you certain it was them? It would be hard to steal and return an aircraft like that, but they aren't the only group that could pull it off. IPS could do it, so could the Air force, if it came from the top. I could do it, of course, but didn't. Maybe even those commando's from Noram could pull it off? When they came in on Easter the bastards just did what they wanted and all our forces could do to stop them was surrender. They didn't even use lethal weapons for the most part, except on the tanks. They just walked right up to our lines and knocked everyone out. Except for Serge and his daughter. Those two they took out immediately. I think they wouldn't need to take one of our fighter jets though." The man was turning an unfortunate red color, not getting that everyone just believed what he was saying for some reason. Probably due to the fact that he didn't know they could tell if he was lying or not.

"Clear." Tor said, letting the man off the hook. He turned to Denno, waiting for any more questions to come. There were some, but the man didn't fib until asked if he wanted to stay Premier. He said no, but the black flash told them all it was a lie. 

When that was pointed out to him the fat gentleman in front of them just shrugged.

"I do like the credits. Half a million a year will keep me in comfort in my retirement, don't you think? I just need the job long enough to draw the long term pension. Two years of service and I'm set for life." 

It was true, and Denno laughed about it, but Tor didn't get what it all meant instantly. Cordes slowly dribbled information about pensions into his mind, putting it forward very carefully and making it really obvious where the information was coming from. Nice of him to be so considerate, Tor decided. If he kept that up they really could get along. It couldn't be easy for the Ancient in his mind to do it though. That kind of control being used all the time had to be brutal.

They were taken to a boring looking room done in beige that had a table and chairs, but not much else, and got asked to wait while Denno and Foley went to make "calls". About both the Larvals and the disposition of the aircraft, Tor figured. They were left waiting for a long time, no one bothering to come back at all. After nearly two hours Tor was just about to go and look for Brown himself, even if it would cause problems, when the two men came back into the space at a fast walk.

Denno looked around, eyes uncomfortable enough that Tor let his hand find the multi-weapon in his right hand shirt pocket, the one just above his waist. He didn't wait to pull it, aiming it under the table at Denno and the man next to him. Just the force lance setting, which would only knock them down, but it was a strong one. It wouldn't go through his own shields coming toward a person, so that covered the Ancient, but the other man would be hurting if he didn't have some kind of protection on his person. He made ready to activate it when Foley spoke, his voice sound confused, rather than dangerous.

"Some Larvals, about fifty of them, they've taken a small rural town in the south-west. Queensland. They're demanding that the Ancient turn himself over to them, or they'll slaughter everyone there. It's thousands of people, three thousand four hundred and seventy-two." He seemed upset by the idea. 

Tor could sympathize, since Denno was saying that he'd have to go. After all, they were his responsibility. Brown also seemed to believe they could be reasoned with.

"That would make sense as long as they don't have Cordes inside calling the shots. As far as I can tell that version hates you all. Can you get that nano shutdown thing ready quickly?" He looked at the man, not wanting to make a big deal out of it if he couldn't manage it.

The simple fact was though they weren't turning Denno over to the killers. Even if he was their creator, they didn't just leave a target alive and wouldn't be going after the man using such tactics if they didn't think they had a reason. If they just wanted to chat with him, they'd use their communications devices... or arrange a lunch meeting. 

He looked at Burks and Orange, then nodded.

"Green could help me with it? I think I can do the work in a few hours. How do we stall them until it's deployed? They're used to nano protocols, so anything too obvious will probably be thwarted. Unless we take them at the right moment, when they're distracted. Maybe have it carried in, but we'll need time to get enough powder ready to be effective. We can't use self-replicating nanites either. It's too dangerous. They'd kill themselves and everyone in the town to stop that from happening. For that matter if that ever happens we'd have to do that as well. It's why no one plays with those anymore. Each time they've been used they've eventually almost destroyed the planet. That means we'll have to use direct exposure. But..." He shook his head.

"We don't want to get too complex. We'll spread it with gas grenades, or spray it on. It isn't perfect, but it should get most of the ones that are collected together. Do we have a location for the others?" This got put to Foley, who checked the small black pad in his hand.

"The civilian net has a few sightings reported. Not enough to be definitive. The military channels have gone dark... All of them." He pounded on the flat pad in his hand several times.

"That can't be a good sign. Should I activate an alert?"

Denno gave a single clipped nod, speaking in a strange accent, a lot like Foley did.

"Do it now. We can't afford to let them take more hostages. We... need to buy time." He looked at Orange then, who smiled darkly.

"I'll try to leave your civilians alive. I can't promise that, but I'll do what I can. Can I borrow your Carriage Purple?" She turned to look at him earning a nod.

"I'll drive. We can hold them off, perhaps distract them for a while. I don't know how, but we'll try to draw them away from the hostages. Promise them pie or something. Everyone loves pie. How long do we need to stall for?" If it took less time it would be better, but Tor really doubted they were going to stop for lunch or drinks at a pub.

"Six hours if all goes well. Call it seven. Try not to let everyone be killed please? I'm counting on you. Austra is counting on you both." Brown seemed to mean the words, even if it was a little overdone.

Austra though, could go soak its head. Tor was going to try and stop a slaughter. It didn't matter who the people were. A tendril of fear ran through him then, thinking about the situation. 

It had been a while, but he'd fought the Larval before, and while he'd won, it had cost him to do it. A lot. He nearly died flat out and would have if Trice hadn't come in with a healing device almost instantly as the fight ended. All of the Larval had survived too. If he'd been alone they would have won the day most likely. 

Of course he'd been naked at the time and done it to free a hostage. They had even more now. Of everything. Hostages, assassins and the home ground advantage. The only trick was that he wasn't who he'd been back then. It didn't sit easy, but to save thousands of lives he could sacrifice one now if he had to, and not just himself either. The assassins probably weren't up to date on that fact. It could, possibly, give him a small edge. This time he wasn't giving up his weapons either, or his shield. It might help him survive. Even the seven he'd fought before had refused to meet him with weapons, saying that they'd die if they did. Hopefully that would turn out to be the truth.

They knew their job well, so he'd have to trust they knew their own limits too.

He needed to see a map of where they were going, which was brought up on a screen in the room after Denno poked his fingers in the air and spoke to the air for a while. The location wasn't that hard to find in the real world it seemed, he could mainly follow the coast line, then turn right at the second river.

"OK. We'll see you in seven hours? Try not to be late. I don't know if I can sing and dance much longer than that." As he and Orange left Trice tried to follow him, a grim look on her face.

She'd lost her left arm due to the Larval. The idea of facing them again had to be freaking her out. But she came along anyway, or did until Burks grabbed her arm.

"Patricia? We'll need you for the second team going in. Probably a few more individuals as well if it can be managed." 

He didn't say more, just running after Denno, holding her by the hand. Tor understood, he thought.

There were fifty Larval on site. Maybe a lot more. As a force they were possibly one of the most dangerous groups on the planet. It was why Denno had them all built like he had, in case they needed ground troops to fight off an invasion. If that alien stuff was even real. Tor had seen the data, but it could all be faked, couldn't it? Just little lights dancing in the air after all. Even if real it didn't mean that they'd be fighting on the ground, but Denno hadn't known that they might be able to get a fleet up in time. It was still going to be close, but maybe they could do something?

The point though, Tor understood, was that as scared as he was, Trice was more afraid. As small and weak as he was, Tor had better reflexes than she did under pressure and better combat skills. Plus the Larval hated him for some reason. Maybe it was Burks they really didn't like, but it was him, personally, they'd gone after all those times. Calling him the "Unknown Factor" if he remembered right. Whatever that was.

So Tor had a chance to get them to come after him. If they did it right it could take long enough. They needed to start slowly though, to buy time. Lots and lots of it.

Ideally without ever closing the distance between them at all.

"I need to talk to the one in charge at the hostage scene. The Larval I mean." Tor spoke in a low tone, not knowing if anyone would bother paying attention to him. Orange looked and didn't do anything, but the Prime Minister pulled his little black square out and handed it to him without asking why he wanted it. Tor looked at it and was tempted to start poking at it randomly, but didn't want to waste the time. He looked at the man and sighed, giving a rueful look in his direction.

"I don't know how to use this. Our magic is different than yours. Do I hit a sigil or something? I don't know how to..." He looked at it and saw it did have a blue glowing mark on it, which he pushed, automatically using intent to cause it to work. The front lit brightly, making a little chime as it did. He expected something, so didn't jump or anything, but couldn't make sense of most of the pictures it displayed. It was a good idea, the way it organized things, but it took knowledge of what the secret signs meant to make work. Foley took it back and hit one of the pictures, which were all in color and looked pretty realistic, but not perfectly so.

"Here, this will connect with them. Sorry, I should have remembered that part of things. The whole different... magic. Yes." He looked almost angry about something, but Tor didn't have time to figure it all out, since a familiar and evil sounding voice was on the line.

"Prime Minister? I hope you have our Ancient ready for us. Trussed like a goose, ready to eat? We grow impatient. It would be a mistake to try and send in any of your military or police you know. We control their com bands right now and any attempt to do anything will cause us to kill all these little civilians and move to the next location. We're prepared for this to go on for a good long while. We have nothing but time, but these innocent people here don't." The voice had a strange and eerie quality to it, almost a singsong lilt under the Austran accent.

It was a Larval all right. Tor wouldn't forget the voice if he lived for ten thousand years. They were creepy as all get out. Sure, he was biased, but that didn't mean he was wrong. Just trying to kill him all those times was enough to cause him to be a little angry at them. That and scared, but they wanted him to be afraid, didn't they? That's what they were doing, threatening innocent people.

"Put Cordes on the line. Now." Tor didn't sound frightened this time. He sounded... Mean. Hard even. Like someone that actually knew what he was doing. He'd always thought he couldn't act, but this seemed to show differently. 

There was a silence that seemed to radiate from the device as if a physical chill was coming off of the black. It only hit his soul though, nothing else. The voice that spoke was deeper, but clearly the same person, only the accent changing.

"Cordes here. I take it this is one of my brothers? Who is it? Brown? Tesco? Or... could it be you Green? After all this time? You always were my favorite. So easily led and controlled. Of course you eventually helped them kill me didn't you? I don't remember it, but I put it all together over time. Shame on you. Shame. I bet it took you a while to get over having done that, didn't it little brother. Did you see me in your dreams? Do you still? Haunting you and asking why you did it?" The voice had gone into a happy and playful tone, not dark or menacing at all.

It was a trick, no doubt.

"Nope, this is Torrance Baker. Call me Tor. You tried to kill me a few times I believe? Care to explain yourself? I can't remember ever doing anything wrong to you in particular. Not yet I mean." He was playing too, but for time, figuring that the Larval might vaguely remember him as a target that got away, or as an annoyance. Maybe not even that. Still, they'd sent some of their number after him, so it might be in the collective memory somewhere at the back, hidden under all the meals eaten or some other trivial day to day occurrence.

There was silence again on the device in front of him. Tor said nothing, just waiting, hoping it was an effective enough trick to keep him busy. If all the Larval were this one man it might work, right?

"Are you indeed? Well... that changes things doesn't it? I was going to settle for Brown today, just to set things in motion, but you... Ah... I don't suppose you'd be willing to trade yourself for some Austrans would you? We have so many of them here. More than three thousand of them in fact. All unhurt and shiny. Come and deal with me yourself and I'll let them go. I'll even throw in some cars if you want. Loose women and cash. I don't have any gold here, but you get the general idea. We need to talk. Come to an accord of some kind."

Tor looked at the device in his hand and then at Orange. He ignored the Prime Minister, who looked way too hopeful about the idea of him going in Browns place. That wasn't happening anyway, except to spring the trap, even if all the hostages died. It was something coming from Cordes, but Tor had to agree. He wasn't giving over his brother to assassins. Not without a fight. Even if it meant thousands possibly dying.

"Fine, you and I can talk. No one gets hurt and we meet alone. If you try to kill me... then all deals are over and we fight to the death. Of your kind. If you harm even one hostage or act in less than good faith, we fight and I swear I'll end you all. I think you might want to know that a few things have changed since last we met. Like the fact that I'm not half the pushover I was back then." Waiting was hard, especially after the device went dead. For a second Tor wondered if the "technology" had failed, but Foley grimaced.

"Hung up on us. How rude. Then hostage takers have never been known for their wonderful social skills, have they? Larval either, so I suppose we should expect things like this. I guess we wait now?" They did. 

Orange wanted to go and try to kill them all, but admitted that going in fighting could endanger innocent lives if the Larval had half a brain between them. No one had ever claimed they weren't good at their jobs. 

Evil, amoral and creepy, but if they wanted people dead it was hard to beat them.

Tor had done it, once, but didn't doubt that they'd learned from the experience. So had he though. The question would be who'd learned the most since then.

The device chimed again, and Tor hit the glowing sigil out of habit since it was how he'd have answered his own communications device. Shockingly it worked and the Larval spoke to him again, still sounding like Cordes.

Sort of.

The voice wasn't as deep as the memories in his head. Not at all. Then the larval were maybe six-four fully grown and Cordes had been about nine foot something or other. It made a difference.

The voice didn't try to explain anything, just taking up the conversation where it left off.

"Agreed. Do you have a location in mind? I can meet you there. If I'm killed, the hostages all die and we'll scatter. If you don't show up or try to capture me... You know, I'm sure you get the idea. Name your place and time."

Tor had to look at the map again and picked a place at random, a town that was just a dot on the map until Foley tapped the screen showing that it had a main street with shops on it. It was a very good map. Tor wondered if he could use the general idea for a magical one? It was clever and he wasn't above borrowing an idea like that. He saw something then, a shop that had a large brightly colored sign, a stand really, that was advertising ice-cream cones. He'd never heard of those, but Cordes, the one whose memories he had, suggested that one of those would be nice. Especially if they had soft serve.

"Morton's Ice cream stand in Halifax. Meet me there in..." Tor wanted to be clever, but he could make it inside and hour even if he got lost. He was just about to try and pad that out to two when Cordes laughed.

"That will take at least three hours to reach. I suppose you'll want ten or something to try and get a military squad in place?" 

"There is no squad coming at all. This is just you and me... and our agreements. I believe you know that I keep my word, don't you? No matter what?" Tor didn't know that at all, but it sounded better than him saying the other man probably couldn't trust him. to save lives he'd lie, cheat or steal without batting an eyelash. Slave Rhetistics or not, that had always been the case.

"I believe I can. Three hours then. Halifax, Morton's ice cream stand. The one on Main street or the one off Olive?"

"Main." There were two of them? Tor blinked a little. It must have been a destination worth going to then.

The device in his hand went dark again, so Tor handed it back to Foley and gestured to Orange.

"Do you have any clue what Ice cream is?"

"Of course I do. You'll like it. Well, if it isn't the cheep stuff. Shall we go? I'd like to set up a perimeter, just in case it's a trap. It had better be, or I'll lose all faith in Cordes and the assassins."

Foley held up a hand and ducked out of the office, coming back with a small handheld device that he gave to Tor, and a similar one that he gave Orange.

"You can keep in touch with us on these. They don't call out except to us here, but they can be used for credit transactions so you can get some food. Do you have a plan?"

Tor nodded.

"Sure do. We're the diversion, so we divert. If loading this man up on sweets and flattery will keep him busy at all, we'll do it. If that doesn't work I'll let him take me prisoner and see if he'll take me back to the others so I can kill them." It sounded tough enough to him, but the man shook his head.

"Don't underestimate them. These are Larval, the deadliest killers that the world has ever known. Some of them at least. If it looks like they're going to escape we have to end this. That means calling in an airstrike." The man looked pretty damned hard himself as the words came out, his eyes deadly and still. Whatever his old job had been, Tor doubted it was Junior Prime Minister or anything fun like that.

Tor made a little pocket on the left side of his tunic and stuck the little communications device in it, the man's eyes going wide at the sight.

"Well, not to sound all tough or anything but the last time I fought with Larval there were seven of them against the one of me, armed with knives. I was unarmed and naked at the time. They ended up with no arms or legs and still live in a prison somewhere in Noram. This time I think the odds are slightly better for me. I get clothes for one thing." Except that they had way more people to kill if Tor messed up. That part would be really hard to beat.

Maybe impossible. Still, it gave the people of the town that had been taken over a better chance than bombs did. If they were going to do that they might as well have already.

As they exited the building Orange looked at him for a bit, her eyes warmer than he'd noticed them being before. A small smile touched her lips as the sunlight hit her light blond hair.

"Tor, may I ask you a question? If it isn't rude I mean. I don't know the rules of the land you come from, not the most recent ones, I'm certain, so I mean no offense." 

"Sure." Why not? what was the worst thing she could ask? If he liked men or if the scene with him the Denno was real? Maybe she'd question his sanity, which would be both fair and something he couldn't honestly reassure her about. A major change in personality and a different persons memories in his brain could shake a guy up a bit, couldn't they? In fact, in a very real way he was probably insane.

"How old are you?"

Tor kept walking, just looking for a clear area to set up his Fast Carriage. There was a little park off in the distance that might work, so he headed in that direction, moving quickly, just in case it really was a trap and getting there early actually helped.

"Nineteen, how old did you think I was?" A lot of people guessed younger, about fourteen, except the nobles in Noram, who often guessed him at about twelve. He needed to grow a beard again.

The attractive woman spoke softly her voice fighting a chuckle and losing.

"I figured you for being about three hundred or so. Maybe keeping to the youthful Green look so we could tell you apart? Nineteen. I don't even remember being that age. I'm not certain I could remember anything from my first few hundred years. Things fade over time. I remember Ice cream though. I just had some about ninety years ago. In Tellerand. They make really good stuff there."        

Setting up the Fast Carriage got about fifty people to stop and stare, with the whole thing being recorded by about half of them so fast Tor had to wonder at their reflexes. They seemed almost a bit beyond normal, didn't they? If he saw something strange and new he'd look at it for a while before doing anything else. Then he might just run.

They took off quickly, going straight up for several thousand feet and flying off as fast as possible, not making a sound. It was one of the ways that his craft were better than the Austran ones. Those were really noisy. 

Tor landed in the street in front of the ice cream stand, calling up what it looked like from the map in his head. Morton's. It was the right place, having four little round tables with matching hard metal chairs. It looked nice enough, the tables a bright orange that got some attention from the Ancient with him, though the chairs were white. 

He didn't know what to do, but she did.

"You stay here and wait, eat some ice cream and keep an eye out for Larval. If more than one of them comes, leave as quickly as possible. You can do that trick, flying without a vehicle? You have your devices for it I mean?" Her accent was a little thicker than normal, but he understood her anyway.

"Yes. Let me..." He slipped the hand control on and held it up, showing her the back of his left hand. The little bird wing sign on the back glowed a merry gold color. It was a good point, the Larval had fought with him while he used a Not-flyer before, but never flying. They were fast and strong, but still probably couldn't catch him in the air. Not without the right craft.

She walked away, around the edge of the stand and vanished totally. It was a good trick. One that Tor probably needed to master if people were constantly going to be trying to kill him. That or learn the trick of moving someplace no one knew he was at. Both most likely. 

He made his way up to the counter, deciding not to bother trying to hide who he was. He didn't have a disguise on and several people were taking pictures of him already, a few pointing covertly, so he smiled, figuring it would let the Larval know he was dealing in good faith at least. Or he would be, as long as they did.

Until he couldn't anymore. Then it was likely to be a bit less than honorable.

"Excuse me, ma'am?" The girl at the counter didn't seem that much older than him, and looked decently cute in her little white jumpsuit and white paper hat. Both had a cool blue trim on it, just a bit darker than the sky.

"What can I get you today?" The words were out before she turned all the way around as Tor held out the black thing in his hand.

"I'd like a small vanilla Ice cream. Soft-serve if possible. I don't know what that is, but was told to get one. I also have no clue how to use this thing rather than coin, but the Prime Minister assured me it would serve to get some food?" It wasn't paper funds, which he knew they used in Austra and could be a joke, but if so the Prime Minster was being a complete jackass. 

The girls looked at him, light glinting off of the piece of metal in her nose just looked strange, but not horrible, just different than what he was used to. It was a single silver stud on the left side. She was probably better than average looking for this place even. Her hair was just brown though and she had no visible tattoos. The only thing different about her being the nose. Maybe that was her statement? That she was special enough not to need anything to mark her as different?

"Oh, um... Hi. I was... Actually I was just calling in to a news service with vid of you and your friend landing in that plane. The one you made vanish? They didn't want to buy it though. Too many pictures of you out there for a little video to make a difference I guess. Kind of a shame. I could use the credits. Well, can't win them all, can we? A small you said? Would you like that dipped in chocolate? We have a nice candy shell here. Or we have chopped nuts, sprinkles, that kind of thing... I'll give you a free topping if you'll let me take some pictures while asking you questions. No one has an interview with you at all yet, do they? I'd be the first to get one with the Tor." She sounded excited about it, but not like he'd take it seriously.

He grinned.

"Just one topping? You know I have a whole Kingdom to watch over don't you? As Magics Counselor I mean... doesn't that seem worth more than a single topping?" They didn't haggle on prices in Austra, but everyone did it all the time in Noram. It came naturally to him. He smiled and shook his head at the girl.

"No, at least a free one of these and one for my meeting when he arrives. Also if I tell you to do it, I want you to run away and not look back. Do all that and you can have that interview. Ask whatever you like and I promise I'll answer honestly." Why not? The purple woman, Fornia Stergis, had said something about interviews. It was a thing they did here, right? He was blending in. Besides the bad guys already knew where he was.

The girl laughed at him to begin with, but then said it was a deal and shook his hand. The cone, it turned out was a cookie in the shape of a cup meant to hold frozen and sweetened cream. He actually had had it before, it was just called something different and served only in the palace, and oddly, at his house. The young lady put chocolate on it and dipped it all in nuts which froze in place somehow. It was fascinating. Too sweet really, but he didn't want to seem rude by not eating it. The girl, who said her name was Kalie Millis held out her black communications device, except hers had a bright pink case on the outside, and started to take Tor's image tentatively, as if she expected him to go back on the deal. That was crazy though, since he might need her to flee at his command later. He wanted her good will, didn't he?

"Um, this is Kalie Millis, of Halifax, here with The Tor, hottest new movie star in the Austra adult market and high level person of the Noram government. Mr... Tor, how do you like Austra so far?"

He thought for a seconds and took a bite of the ice cream, a bit trying to fall off the edge, forcing him to make a slightly desperate second bite.

"It's a nice place. The people are more friendly than I'd thought they'd be. Kind of view you as a little war like back home, but so far no one has attacked me here at all. I imagine that will change shortly, since the Larval are coming for me, but that isn't the common persons fault, or even the governments this time. More of a family problem for me to deal with, so you know, nothing for anyone to be too worked up over. Just, if you see a bunch of assassins coming, try to run away and stay safe. My brother messed up and my grandmother helped the whole thing along. Now a lot of people might die if we can't manage the whole thing carefully." He made a slight lick to get at the softening cream inside the shell.

The girl held the device the other way while asking her next question.

"Do you plan to make any more of those fantastic three dimensional sex shows? If so, can I be in one?" She blushed but moved the device to catch his response. The lovely thing about having been with the nobles back home was the casual way they handled sex. He even had a clue what to say to the woman about it without sounding mean.

"Nothing in the works right now, but I think there should be a less sexy one coming in about a year. Maybe less. If you want you can help with that one? Um, Fornia Stergis will be handling the distribution, so get with her if you have questions. No promises though, I may not live through the night." It was already getting a bit dark out and was still early for his meeting, so he kept eating and chatting with the woman for a long while.

She kept talking, which was nice, asking about his life at home, who his friends were, if he was seeing anyone. She seemed surprised that he was married.

"Oh, too bad, I was going to ask you out after this. Well, my loss!" She mugged for the camera when she said it, which got him to laugh. He wasn't going to be sleeping with her, not that day, but she was charming enough to consider for that later. She asked questions for a long time, well past when the Larval Cordes was supposed to be there. 

Being late was probably part of his plan though, wasn't it? To set his own forces into action somehow. Hopefully the hostages were still alive. That was outside of Tor's control at the moment, so he tried not to worry about it, just smiling and tying to be charming until he noticed a change in the air around them.

He pointed at the long black vehicle behind her with a bent arm and a single finger. He could feel the man within, and surprisingly, he was alone. She turned the device toward it and squeaked as the killer got out, his face looking young, hair jet black and eyes matching, the part that would be colored in a normal person being totally dark, like deepest night. From her reaction Tor guessed that Kalie understood that what he'd been saying about assassins might just be real.

"This is my meeting. If you could get us another ice cream that would be great. Then I suggest you leave. He might try to take you hostage to use as leverage against me. It won't work, but I don't want you to die to prove it." He sounded cool when he said it, almost angry, even though the interview had been warm enough. Nerves he decided.

The girl put the device away and scurried behind the counter, handed him the promised cone and then shut everything fast, making locks click as Tor held out the treat to the now familiar looking man.

He took it without comment and started eating.
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They sat in utter silence for a while, people standing back on the street covertly holding devices toward them, not all of those being black at all, Tor noticed. Everything was suddenly clear to his vision, sharper somehow. Probably because something deep within his mind was screaming for him to run away. He couldn't though. Oh, it was sensible, but life was always about more than just staying alive. Even now he knew that. Even when it was just about him and not the slave instructions Burks had put inside him as a child.

The Larval in front of him grinned. It was the first time he'd seen anything like it. It was... pretty normal looking. Relaxed and calm. The frozen treat in his hand didn't hurt for that either, it made him seem almost innocent. No one on the street around them moved, just watching the two men, both in black, sitting and looking at each other.

The black eyed man had on a jumpsuit. It was what most people wore around them too. Almost a uniform of sorts, Tor guessed. It seemed odd to him as worried as they were about seeming different from everyone else, but it was what nearly everyone did anyway.

Tor spoke first, trying to act as if he wasn't about to soil himself, being within arm's reach of a person that he knew instinctually wanted him dead. Everyone else on the street seemed to know the same thing. They also wanted to make "credits" off of it, when they fought, it seemed to Tor.

"So, what's with taking hostages? I wouldn't have thought that you'd have cared much about Brown. Sure, he helped the others kill you, but that was probably just taking part in a vote. He couldn't have done the deed himself, could he? You know that about him." It was just a fact. Brown wasn't a killer. Green had mentioned that. He could have killers around, but even ordering it done would about cripple the man for a long time. Rhetistics again. Stronger than what Tor had originally in that regard.

Dead black eyes glared at Tor, then, those eyes always seemed to be glaring to him. To most of the men that saw them. Most of the women thought they were attractive though, so it was probably a gender thing. He grinned and took a slow breath, calming himself.

"Oh, it wasn't really about him. We were trying to flush you out the whole time. You're from Noram and all out information said that you wouldn't let a family member die if you could help it. I couldn't care less about the other Elders. They're a known quantity. No... there is only one danger to Austra and the world now that can possibly matter. You. The Great Unknown Factor. It's why we have to kill you. You understand that don't you?" He looked at Tor over the cone, the pointed brown of it uneaten as of yet.

Tor didn't want to seem like he didn't know what the man was talking about, so he tried to get the Cordes memories to help provide information. It didn't work, since he didn't know what the crazy man in front of them meant at all.

Great. One thing to do then. Stall for time. It was Tor's job at the moment after all.

"Great Unknown Factor? Sorry, not a term I'm familiar with. A bit rich claiming I'm the great anything, isn't it? Besides, if it's all about me being unknown, well, why not get to know me? I'm pretty easy to like I think. A great conversationalist and a person with a witty sense of humor." That wasn't really true, but hey, what was he supposed to say, that he was a bit stiff and dry?

The man in front of him laughed. It wasn't a hard thing, but for a second Tor could feel the overlay of the larger, mustached Cordes, the feeling far more powerful than the Larval. Older and more important to the conversation. The Larval part was more alien and strange, but known from past exposure.

"Tor Baker... You have no clue what you really are do you? Of course not, no one mentioned it to you, either hoping they were wrong or arrogantly thinking they could control you. No one alive can do that. I'll tell you what you are. It won't be easy to understand, you coming from Noram. You're bright enough though, that's most of the problem, you're too smart for this world. Too uncontrolled. too powerful by far. So feel free to ask questions if you need to." The eyes glinted happily.

Tor readied himself to fight, working his hand toward the multi-weapon in the pouch at his side. If he was attacked the deal was off anyway, wasn't it?

The black eyed man shook his head ever so slightly. 

"Every culture has a weakness. Every set of cultures has conflict and friction between them. This cannot be helped. The varying needs and desires of different groups forces humanity to war and conflict. A long time ago, after the great die off, the Cataclysm I think it's still called in Noram, the term I coined for it..." He chuckled darkly. 

"The term Cordes the original made up at least... after man had killed half the other animal species on the planet with uncontrolled growth, and nearly destroyed the oceans, those you called the Ancients moved to fix things. It worked, after a fashion. We reduced the friction by separating cultures using natural barriers. We places one group on each continent, and set them each an overseer to make certain they held to the treaty. The two most damaged lands were given the lowest technological rights. North America and the Pan Asian zone. Noram and Vagus as we know them now.

But even back at the beginning we knew that there would be threats to the structure, destabilizing influences. It was worked out mathematically. The models were all clear, there would be points of weakness in the system we'd created. The first was when most of us died in the short span of about a hundred years. There used to be thousands of us, the originals. Most had very long lives, as you do. After about six hundred years they all began to die. Mainly suicide. Life isn't meant to be that long you know, humans aren't built to handle it... Which isn't important to the discussion. Sorry." He sat back, quietly thinking for a long time, looking at the people watching him, expecting something spectacular to happen no doubt.

After about five minutes of that he nodded, as if having come to a decision about something.

"The rest isn't that important, but the Great Unknown Factor, that was always the clearest thing in all the models. It's in the Long term memories of the Larvals and has been for generations. After about three thousand years something would come along and destroy the entire world, tearing it apart from within, and the odds of us being able to stop it are so small as to be almost non-existent. We believe that this factor is you. It almost has to be. Look at what you've done already? You are perhaps the most powerful single being to have ever walked upon this planet, Torrance Baker."

Tor shook his head. If this was a known thing from that far back, how come the Cordes in his head didn't know about it? If it wasn't something like that, how had Burkes known to mention it years before, after the first attacks on him? It was baffling and didn't make a lot of sense. He leaned forward just slightly and put his left elbow on the table. It was rude, but the Larval didn't seem to care. He was still leaning away a bit, looking relaxed.

"Why would you think it was me, and not, say, the three fleets of ships coming in from space?" It was a risk, adding information like that, since it could set the man off, but he shook his head a tiny bit and finally crunched a bit of the cookie cup that held the frozen white within.

"The big fleet invasion to come? Do you know how many times in the last two thousand years space craft have flown by, or even landed here? Including fleets? Dozens that we know about and probably hundreds that we don't. The others didn't tell you that though, did they? Wonder why? You can't have enough information to have known to ask about it, but they certainly do. White, Blue, Gray, Green, Brown and Black. They all know, I'm sure. I hold the memories of the Larval for the last thousand years as well as Cordes, and it's clear that they've dealt with this before, over and over again. Think Torrance Baker, why would they want you to deal with such a thing? You're a child and they're thousands of years old and have done this all before... At least some of them have..."

It was a good question, but a leading one. Tor couldn't know the answer and guessing right now would mean trying to blame the Ancients for something they might not have had anything to do with. It seemed logical, but only if the man in front of him wasn't lying. That would take testing to find out and Tor really wasn't certain a Truth amulet would work on the guy. The Larval portion of him was just too strange.

Tor shrugged and smiled. It was a bit of a mystery, but one easily enough solved. He'd just get each of the Ancients alone and ask some questions. After he dealt with the current hostage situation of course.

Or at least did his part.

"So, why me? I'm just a single person, not all that special really, don't you think? There are lots of people that can do what I can. Maybe better."

"Are there? You've rewritten the history of our world already Tor. If you die today the shape of everything will be altered forever. You've literally changed it all and you don't even realize it... look at the rivers. Those damned rivers! Those alone are enough, and who knows what else you might come up with?" The man stood suddenly, almost making Tor thumb the weapon to life under the table. The killer just turned and looked away, talking loudly, not sounding all that well balanced.

"The climate will shift again because of you, because no one told you not to reshape the world. Oh, I'm certain you mean well, but a forest in the center of Africa again? One in the middle of the wastelands of Noram? You think this won't influence the world? Just the water taken from the seas, the salt left behind, might shift the balance. You might have destroyed us all already and the others say nothing about it, do you know why?"

Tor had an idea on that one, if what was being said was accurate.

"The treaty?" It influenced everything they did after all.

"The treaty. Very good. You have been paying attention. Nothing in your life is as you think. It never was. Green and Gray made a mistake and Brown has been trying to correct it, using the Larval, the only thing he has that might be able to stop you. But he can't order us to kill you, not his little brother, so he left it to us to figure it out. It took time, but we've done it. We figured it out after Glost Serge triggered our secret programming. To save the world we have to kill you Torrance Baker. We'll never stop until you're dead. We can't. If we do the world dies. There is no other way. There never was, from the second you started to learn to warp the world to your will."

"Oh."

It wasn't what Tor had expected at all. He'd figured that this would be about the Cordes memories, not about him being the strange and insane fixation of a group of clones because of his building skills. Surely if the rivers were all that harmful Gray wouldn't have let them be used. Green either. He would have at least tried to talk Tor out of it. Even ordered him not to do it, or better, explained the whole thing. So that part probably wasn't real.

The man in front of him seemed to think it was though.

It was insane. Totally and completely.

"So, I guess you can let the innocent Austrans in that town go then? We can all just meet and fight it out somewhere safe? I have to let you know, just to be fair... I think you're not only wrong, but insane," Tor lifted his left hand to keep the man from speaking, "if I was the threat you think I am and the others know it, they would have told me already. Gotten me to change my ways, or even killed me. Brown has sworn under a Truth Amulet that he doesn't want me dead or harmed, more than once. He can't beat it yet either, though he thinks he can. So there are vast holes in what you're saying. Can you see that?"

With a crunch the last bit of the treat was gone and so was the remaining bit of sanity in the man's eyes.

"I can. But you see, we can't take that chance. You have to die. Now." He reached for something at his back, Tor didn't know what it was, but he wasn't waiting to find out either. 

Firing the implosion weapon setting saved the lives of the people around them as the world tried to blow up and mainly failed. It made a crater in the gray smooth stone of the ground, but the imploder caught most of the force of the Larval bomb as it detonated. The man across from Tor died instantly, but no one else did, even as Tor's shield kicked on, protecting him from the force and bits of table that tried to destroy his body.

A feeling of horror ran through him though. Not that someone had tried to kill him, that just had him shaking and breathing hard. No, it was that those hostages would almost certainly be killed now. Tor couldn't even get to them in time to save them. 

Crud.

A single person, a man in his twenties or so, wearing a green jumpsuit and having no hair on his head at all, stood with his device held out toward Tor. He looked panicked, but he kept doing whatever it was they did. Tor walked over to him slowly, since he was the only person left, a decently bad cut spreading blood from his forehead, dripping on to the mint green clothing below.

Before Tor could so much as hold out the healing amulet in his hand and explain, the man stammered at him.

"This... this is going out live. Everyone in Austra is watching this." He sounded scared, and Tor didn't blame him. He probably didn't know that the Assassin had exploded at all and thought that his weapon had done all of that. How could he explain?

He decided not to even try until the man was repaired.

"This is... for healing. You have a wound on your head and might be in shock." Tor handed it off, which got the man fixed in a few seconds. It wasn't a bad injury at least. The silver and black device was pointed at Tor again instantly.

"Why did you kill that Larval? How did you do it? Why meet here?"

"The Larval tried to kill me. The weapon I used kept his explosion from doing too much damage and my shield saved me. We wanted ice cream and this was far enough away from the place where the other forty-nine Larval are holding a town hostage to buy us some time. It seems that they're really after me though, so they can just meet me in battle and let those people go. They're not supposed to kill innocent Austrans, are they? No one gave orders for that, so they should redirect their efforts towards me personally, since they believe that I, personally, am their target. If they can they should use a communications device to get in touch with me here, so I know where to meet them for it." He wasn't going unarmed, that was for certain. As it was Tor wondered when the airstrike would get to the town of Queensland. The thought had to have occurred to Prime Minister Foley already.

Instead his left front pocket chirped at him, making him just a bit. That was fast. He answered it with a smile, knowing that everyone in the whole land was watching him do it. Not that he cared what they thought overly. He wasn't a hero after all. He was just a man in a bad situation. Let them see him shake in fear. Tor had a pretty good reason for it, didn't he?

The focus of a group of insane assassins built to be more than human.

That sounded fair. After all, he'd probably earned it by being... alive. Yep, the crime of existing. Really he should have guessed at that one earlier.

"This is Tor." He held the device up to his face and spoke loudly, like he'd seen other people doing. The voice that came back at him wasn't a Larval. It was Brown.

"Tor! We finished the Nano complex, but the town is empty. Of Larval I mean, the citizens are all fine. No one was hurt beyond a few bruises and one broken arm on a young boy that fought back. He's off to hospital already. The others seem to be headed your way. I'd guess they'll be there in about twenty minutes? We're coming. Hang in there." He had a breathless sound to his voice, like he was running while he spoke. Hopefully they weren't trying to take the distance on foot. That wouldn't be helpful at all.

"Um, Denno?" 

"Yes?"

"You... do know that I'm not the "Great Unknown Factor" or whatever, right?"

There was silence for a few seconds with only heavy breathing coming across and a rustling noise that was probably someone getting into a vehicle. Tor heard Trice yell something in the background. It was her voice but he couldn't make it out.

"Of course you aren't. Who said that? The Great Unknown Factor is just a mental exercise, a way of trying to prepare for things that you otherwise might not have thought of. You know, like "the forth thing"? My way, your way, the other guys way and the thing no one has thought of yet?"

Tor felt a little better, figuring that Denno wouldn't have lied about it if he really thought Tor was this factor. It would be easiest to just talk to him about it all, wouldn't it?

"Well, apparently your Larval Army thinks that I'm that thing no one has thought of yet, and wants to kill me over it. If I was told correctly the idea is that they know you can't order me killed directly, so have just provided them with enough secret information to get the job done. A bit inconvenient over all. I mean, great for collecting them away from the civilians and freeing that town. I can go with that, but there's what... Over thirteen hundred of them missing? Out of touch with you even, so you can't just tell them to change their minds. All of them coming for me. Oh... just to confirm, they're also all Cordes. So add that bit of crazy to the sauce." Oddly enough Tor didn't feel bitter about it. He probably should have, but that wouldn't help now, would it?

"Tor..." Denno stopped talking and the voice changed after a few seconds of rustling.

 To Burks. His grandfather.

"Tor... If that's the case you have to run. Even you can't take an army of those things, not alone. Run and don't talk to anyone you know. I... There's no time. Meet me in the Capital city two hundred years from now. Denno and I will handle this. It isn't your mess. I'm so sorry... You... can't go home. They know to find you there."

No doubt. That would also mean it was the best place to set things up to pick the Assassins off one by one. Fourteen hundred of them. It was too dangerous to go back though. At least to his home or school. Not just for him, but for everyone he knew and loved. Cordes had memories of having done something like that once. Leaving everything to protect others. It hadn't been fun for him either.

"Right. I can't say where I'm going. I'll work on the propulsion for the space craft and deliver the results to... someone. If I can do it alone. I have something to do first, before I vanish. Two things really." 

One was a message to Noram, so that everyone would know what was happening and why he wasn't there anymore. The second was making sure that he was only going up against Thirteen hundred and fifty of these things coming at him from the night. Not fourteen hundred.

Well, and making sure they didn't kill all the people in the buildings here. He needed to get out of town, visibly.

"I'm moving this due north of the city here. About five miles I think. Meet us there?" If he was still in the area when they got there. Or still alive.

"Right, headed there now." The line went dead with a little click.

Tor pulled out the amulets around his neck and found the third one he almost never used. It had an emergency shelter on it, a water pump and purifier and some odds and ends just in case he ever got stuck away from his gear. Like a communications device. It only called one place though, so just had the one sigil. For the Capital. He hit the blue glowing word and waited, wondering if it would be noticed in time. He left it on as he set up his Fast Carriage and headed toward the place he planned to fight, making his craft change as it flew to glow a very brilliant orange. It was the color of Alice's pack, just in case she needed to know where he was going. He didn't see her, not even from the air. 

Then Tor hovered in place, about two hundred feet up, glowing like a setting sun in the night.

"Tor?" This voice was deep and powerful sounding. Commanding, but not unfriendly. Richard Cordes, the King of Noram.

His friend. It was an odd thing, but it wasn't just him he realized. The man actually treated him that way, as young and no doubt vexing as he sometimes had been.

"Rich, I don't have a lot of time. Ah..." Where to begin? There wasn't a lot of time for this at all, was there? Minutes at most.

"OK... I have about fifty Larval assassins coming to kill me right now. These are only the distraction, the rest of them, well over a thousand, have spread and apparently think their only goal in existence is killing me. I have to vanish. If I live through this here I mean. I'm hoping to get them to try and chase me, maybe kill as many of them as I can. I won't be in touch again. Not directly. Not until there are no more Larvals left. It could take a while." Tor was proud of how he sounded, not like a cowering little boy at all hardly.

"I see. Why? Do you know?"

"Yes, but I'll let you get that from Green or Brown. I don't have time. Could you do something for me?" 

There wasn't even a bit of hesitation at all.

"Anything. What do you need? I can scramble the army within a day to almost any location in Noram, we could set up a trap? Or if you need..." 

Tor didn't let him finish.

"To uncontrolled. The Assassins probably won't fall for something that simple, unfortunately. No. I need you to take the funds from my kingdom account and make sure Alphonse has control over them. Ali is going to be busy, but make sure she's protected? I told her to learn building and take over if I didn't come back, so don't be surprised when she does it. I think I've been underestimating her pretty badly. Anyway, I... Tell everyone that I love them and that I'm safe, just trying to deal with this. It isn't a secret, so just announce what's happening and that it's a personal issue for me, a family problem, not an Austran attack. That part is important. This is between me and them, not Noram and Austra. Even if I die. As far as I can tell no one ordered this at all, it's just a set of mistakes. But... if I'm around anyone that can be used as a hostage they might take them, so you know, shields all the time and stay armed. Plus..." This part was awkward, but had to be said. Some things were too important to forget.

"Could you get Ali some flowers from me? I know it isn't the same as getting them myself, but she should have flowers. All this time and I never even got her any damned flowers. How bad of a husband is that?" Ok, now he sounded bitter, but it was all about him and his failures, not anything other than that.

There was so much else to say, but Tor saw the dust coming towards him in the glow of his craft. It was hard to tell how many. They moved fast, but on the ground. About as fast as a military Not-flyer could go. They could have missiles and weapons though, so he needed to keep that in mind. Coming from the same direction though was a black rectangle, flying high in the air above them all. It had a single green glowing light on it. Burks.

"Got to go now Rich. After I kill these I'm leaving directly from here. I won't be in touch again. Or, I mean, I will be if I can, but if so expect it to be coded and secret, coming from a strange source or something. I'll try to signal that it's from me by..." His color was purple so he almost said that, but Cordes flashed a warning to him that it would be a little obvious.

"By making it white and brown."

"I... I'll make sure everyone knows." Then the sigil faded to its normal cream color because he shut it off.

Tor set down slowly as the vehicles stopped and the Larval exited fast spreading out to surround him. They had weapons indeed. Powerful ones that rocked the Carriage hard. It didn't give yet, but the air pressure changed so much he nearly passed out after the first volley. Then a horrible buzz filled the space around him. A sound weapon of some kind. He heard it, but most of the noise was taken up by his shield. It resonated in him though, painfully. The design would try to shunt the force into the ground normally, but that meant having contact with it. Without that connection it tried to reflect it back directly, but it didn't work very well with the air itself.

Tor had a plan of sorts. Nothing too brilliant, but staying where he was wouldn't help and flying away, though prudent in the moment, didn't kill the Larvals. He didn't try to fool himself there. He had to kill them. All of them. At least if Denno didn't figure out how to reprogram them using nano's like he'd planned. Make them too tired to care or whatever it was. If that was going to happen it had to be quick, since he was running out of time.

He sighed and dropped into a trance, one as deep as he could manage on short notice. He fought as the bombardment kept going, watching the men, who were all exactly the same, start moving toward him weapons still firing making different patterns in the dark. Brilliant yellow streaks for the missiles and the faintest blue shimmer for something else that didn't seem to be having any effect at all.

Above them the black craft Trice flew moved into place, pulling part of the weapons activity, just as he slapped the floor of his craft, and using a focus bit of will... turned it off.

He dropped to the ground, which seemed to take forever, firing his weapon in the explosive mode. The Larval moved on him faster than a regular man could have by far, but they also died everywhere he could aim. They blew apart in great bloody gouts of mist in the air, even as black ash dumped from Trice's craft, almost unnoticed. The fight didn't last long, since they couldn't make it all the way to him, though he lost his footing several times when the ground was blasted out from under him, sending him spinning through the air. It didn't hurt too much though, except the force of his brain slapping against the inside of his skull. It was enough that he was bleeding from the nose when the remaining Larval all just sat down.

He didn't notice that part of things at first, figuring it for a trick or a new combat technique he simply didn't know about. A different firing position perhaps? He killed most of the remainder before he heard people yelling at him to stop. It sounded distant and remote. A world away. Deep and slow too. Which made sense. He was watching the world move in slow motion. A trick he'd learned to help him fight a giant. Pulling himself out of it he kept the assassins covered as well as he could and waited for the others to come for him. Denno got there first.

"We had them going into conservation mode, why did you keep firing?" He sounded horrible, like he was asking Tor why he'd killed his puppies, not realizing they were actually rabid wolves. It was just who the man was though, so Tor ignored that part of things.

"Combat trance Denno. I didn't realize what was happening. Not exactly at least." It was true enough. Burks got there next, followed by Trice and oddly enough Orange, who moved in on foot from the side, stopping about ten feet back.

"I found more in town. Ten of them. They no longer live either. Good enough fighters, if a little weak."

Tor looked around counting the piles and spots of blood carefully.

"Fifty-seven gone then? So that gives me a start. Three left here. Can you control them Brown? Can I count them out of the list or do I need to assume they'll always be a threat?" He felt cold but his voice seemed normal enough. No scent of death even. Oh, it would get to him, Tor didn't doubt, since killing was wrong, but it wasn't that overwhelming horror at what he'd done he was used to when he killed. This was better. Far easier to deal with.

Brown looked sad, but stared at the black eyed men sitting dumbly in place, not even paying attention to the carnage around them.

"I can handle them. All of them. It will take time, but you don't have to worry Tor, I can do this. I just need to... figure out how." 

Burks started to speak at the same time Trice did, getting them both to stop. Green gestured for her to go first, which she did, more hesitantly now.

"I'll go with you. We can fight them together." She sounded brave and strong when she said it, but Tor shook his head anyway.

"No Trice. I don't know where I'm going, but it won't be Noram and I need you to take care of it while I'm gone. I won't be forever. Denno will figure this out, and if he doesn't, I'll take care of it. I have a plan for that." He gestured to the dead on the ground, not mentioning that all of their people were still just fine. Well, he allowed, he was a little shaken and abused, but he'd taken worse beatings before. He probably would again.

Denno seemed almost panicked though, getting what he meant.

"No, no, I'll fix them, please don't kill them all. It isn't their fault."

"No, it isn't. It's a mess and no one person's responsibility. Still, if you fail, they'll kill me. Maybe a lot of other people in the process. After that's done they might just move on to the next person. Possibly everyone. We don't have a lot of time to fix this Brown. I'll try to lead them off for a while, but I'm not waiting decades to get my life back. We have those ships coming and should at least go say hello, even if they do come by every fifty years or so to visit..." He didn't know that, even the Larval Cordes hadn't said it that way, but Denno winced.

"It could be a problem though, we've never seen three fleets like this. No more than one at a time and it's normally a much smaller group for those."

"What?" Burks looked surprised. It was rare that he did that. Enough so that Tor blinked and stared a bit himself.

"This has happened before? I suppose that you and Blue have been in radio contact with them?" He looked ticked and crossed his arms, so didn't notice the Larval struggle to his feet, weapon coming around slowly. It was almost confused and ponderous seeming.

Tor killed him instantly sending bits of him all over the Earth around them.

"Fifty-eight. Sorry everyone, not the time or place for this. Do I need to keep working on the drive for the space craft or what?" He set the Fast Carriage back up and made it stop glowing, then turned it a night sky black, which was really a deep blue and not black at all.

Denno sighed.

"Please do. I... Have a bad feeling about this one. I really will fix this Tor. I promise." He held out his hand, which Tor shook, then did the same with Green. It was the polite thing to do after all.

Trice got a hug, a close thing that lasted for a lot longer than was proper no doubt, but no one cared about that here. The Ancients didn't care and really, after everything, he didn't either. He loved Trice, which is why she needed to be far away from him until this was all taken care of. He really would sacrifice his life to protect her if it came to it and the Larval couldn't be allowed to know that. From that point on he had to convince them that he didn't have a heart at all, no matter what that meant he had to do. Or how much it hurt him.

"Where will you go? You don't even have any gold with you..."

"Like I need gold? Take care of Ali and the others for me Trice. Noram too."

"All of it? That's a bit much to ask isn't it? I'm just the one woman after all."

Tor shrugged and climbed up into the craft that was almost invisible in the dark away from the city, only the front lights of the Larvals four wheeled ground transports showing them anything but Halifax in the distance.

"Of course it's too much to ask of any one person, but you don't have to do it alone. No one does. You have friends, and everything will turn out in the end." Even if he did have to kill an army of assassins to make it happen.

"I love you Tor." Her words were soft and nearly got missed in the ringing his ears was doing. He heard it though.

"I love you too. I always have. I have to go now. If... well, there were ten more in town, we don't know where they've gotten to. You all stay safe. Tell everyone that I'm fine and will be back. Eventually. If they see me, make sure they know to pretend they don't. I mean everyone, everywhere." He had a plan after all. If people knew to look for him, even if they tried to hide that they knew it was him, it would get back to the Larval. 

He could draw them in using rumor and a bit of bumbling no doubt. All Tor needed to do was the worst bit of hiding ever, at the right times.

Then he got in the Carriage and took off going straight up, heading off in a random direction as fast as he could go when he got to about seven or eight thousand feet. It was due South he thought, but that didn't matter. In the morning he'd fly to Tellerand and make sure he got "lost" for a while. Making a point of being loud and calling attention to himself in the strange land. In the end there was only one place in the world that he could really hide though, which even the Larval should realize with a few minutes thought.

Noram. 

He couldn't blend in anywhere else and probably didn't have time to learn how.

The trick, of course, would be spreading the killers out enough so that he could find them before they got to him in a vulnerable moment. He could do it.

He didn't have a choice. 

Otherwise he might end up running forever as his life faded away without him. 

It occurred to him, as he flew off into the night, that for perhaps the first time in his entire life he was truly free. Nothing dictated his thoughts or actions, no one was around to tell him what he should do or who he had to bow to. 

There were no friends either, no people to care for and help, no lovers to hold him when the night got cold and dark. It would be lonely for a while, maybe centuries, but he had to do it to protect them. Everyone he loved.

After a few minutes he noticed that there was a single star visible to the right, then a second one. He steered toward it and watched it until it faded as the sun rose.

Being free was nice... but kind of sad.

It wouldn't be that way forever though. For now he just had to hang on and stay one step ahead of what was coming. 

Whatever it really was.

First he had to get past the Larval and then there were some Ancients that he needed to talk to.

Alone.

After that he had some work to do, because no one was stealing his life, or planet, without a fight.

He wasn't a slave after all. 

Not anymore. 
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