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Chapter one


 


Richard felt a hint of
exhilaration as he hung upside down, a rope harness securely around his slim
waist, using a small chisel to pop the lock on the window he was in front of.
That, the lock itself, was a simple slider that had probably come with the
window when it was originally purchased, sometime in the late seventies. Even
being topsy-turvy at the moment that portion of things wasn’t a real challenge.
Anyone with half a brain could have popped it, even with makeshift tools. The
alarm had already been bypassed, a thing that was newer and a bit more subtle,
without being particularly challenging at all, so when the satisfying click
came, a bit of white paint chipping from the forces involved in his prying,
there was no siren going off. No bell rang to tell the world that he was about
to go inside their secure facility.


Which should have been a lesson
to the people trying to hold Infected prisoners against their will. Anyone
could have gotten into the place with no more than a few hours of practice and
learning. Things that could be gotten from online so easily that it had shocked
Richard more than a bit when his friend Kate had showed him how to find things
like that, a few weeks before. Including how to break people out of low
security prisons.


This place, a concrete and brick
building, was structured that way. It was supposed to be a house, of
course. On the outside it looked like a big and possibly well kept, mansion. To
his eye, honed for half a century to recognize such things, since buildings
were where all the best loot had always been stored, it was clearly something
very different than that. Real houses, the homes people lived in, couldn’t
be built like a bank vault. People needed to come and go freely in order
to live something approaching a real life. Alarms and bars on the windows
didn’t just effect people psychologically, they actually hampered the ability
to do anything fun or interesting, if in little ways. 


This place had people that
lived inside of it, but the truth was that they weren’t truly doing anything
other than existing.


Which was, as odd as it seemed to
him, why he was there. Not to take the gems and coins of the people who lived in
their protected world. No, he was there to steal their people. The prisoners
that were being kept in a quasi-legal fashion at best. More to the point, he
was there for one of them. Taking a group of them would be ideal, of course.
Legal, as well. That thought made him want to shudder just a tiny bit.


After all, he was a thief, or had
been for most of his life. A criminal willing to do whatever struck his fancy,
if it was safe enough to be worth doing. Taking from the rich and giving to
himself. Now, for some ridiculous reason, he was on the other side of the law.
It left a bad taste in his mouth, he had to admit.


It was tempting to mutter to
himself as he moved through the small window. His lean form allowed that to
happen with only a bit of scraping on his sides. The thing wasn’t large at all,
though, just as he’d practiced, it wasn’t too hard to navigate. There was
decently thick safety glass in the frame, so the pane was heavy as he moved the
sill upward. There was thin blue wire in it as well, though that was just to
hold things in place if the pane was ever broken. That might have even been a
reasonable thought on the part of whoever ran the place, it was supposed
to be an insane asylum, housing people that needed to be there due to real
mental problems. In a very real way, it was, of course.


The oppressive structure was
called the Bendrick Home for Troubled Persons. Everyone at the IPB just called
it The Depot. It had surprised Richard to learn about that portion of
things, since more than one of his new crew had been slated to go to it when
they’d first popped Infected. Christian Pours for instance had nearly been
placed there by her own parents, a doctor having actually recommended it.
Thankfully she’d been too powerful a telepath for the IPB to ignore and her
parents had actually loved her, so had basically told the medical idiot to go
and abuse himself instead.


The thing was, the place had a
reputation, among a certain type of person. Not a good one, either.


 At best it was a dumping ground
for low powered Infected men, women, boys and girls that weren’t dangerous
enough to lock up in prison for a crime, or bad enough to legally kill for
being too big of a pain in the ass. It wasn’t state sanctioned at all, since
the government’s stance on non-threatening Infected was that they should be helped,
not locked up without a trial for the rest of their lives. Most of the people
there had been put in place by their own relatives. Most often their parents.
It took a court order to do it, but even a few years before that kind of thing
hadn’t been all that hard to come by. A parent walking in with a good lawyer
would be able to complain about their annoying Infected kid well enough to have
them locked away for their own safety without even lying. 


The rules had changed, though. Meaning
the whole establishment was bordering on being illegal.


At least Richard took what he’d
been told about it that way. Certainly no one at the base had suggested that he
needed to be polite to the people who worked there. In fact, his boss, Turner,
had obliquely suggested that a few people dying in the rescue operation, on the
other side, might be fine enough with her. That was a bad plan though, of
course. The nurses and doctors that worked there were just people, as far as he
knew. They had jobs that required them to work with the Infected.


That wasn’t the same as being
evil, or even doing anything wrong. Not that they had any reason to know
about yet.


Once into the complex, there
would be guards, as well. Basic rent-a-cops that, from the information they’d
gotten from Katie on the whole thing, would be fairly well armed and not that
well trained. So shooting could happen, though if it did it wouldn’t be
particularly accurate. Not that it would matter if he was hit, of course. The
thing there was that the men doing the work weren’t top level. They could wave
a pistol around and send up alarms, which was their real danger.


 All of them were also on the
other side of the hallway door. That was about twenty yards away, down the soft
green painted tunnel made of walls. If they kept to their normal schedule, no
one would be coming through it for exactly thirty-eight minutes. That would
fail as soon as the people in the cells started yelling and carrying on about
him being there, naturally. On the good side, there was a door to his left that
didn’t lead to a cell like room, but to an outside door. An alarm would sound
when he got to it, of course. On opening it would make the world light up and
scream like a little brat whose candy was being taken.


Unless someone, say a certain
ex-thief, disabled it. He turned and did that first thing. Just by finding the
thick power line running from the alarm box at the top of the metal portal and
cutting it. That took using the clippers he’d brought with him but worked like
a charm. Richard had actually been worried that it would be too close to the
stone wall for him to get a good purchase on. In practice that had happened
every single time, so he’d been ready to pry the chisel under it and struggle
with it. Not having to do that gained two minutes for the actual escape plan.


When he turned back to the line
of room doors, Richard put the tools away, sliding them into the special
pockets that he’d built into the all black outfit he had on. His face and head
were covered as well, though that was far more about style points than keeping
his face off camera. That part was unsettling to him still but apparently a
real thing.


He was an IPB Operative now, which
meant that little things, like stealing half a dozen mental patients, wasn’t
something he could be prosecuted for. Not in the United States. Even if his
face was all over the video feed. Not that he could let himself be that sloppy.
It would hurt his pride as a master thief too much to relax his standards that
way.


There were cameras watching but
those had been hacked by one of the best people in the world at that kind of
thing, so they would, for the next thirty-seven minutes, show only an empty
hallway. A small drone, a thing that looked like a toy helicopter with four
rotors, had been landed on the roof allowing for that. The system there at the
complex was behind an air gap. Which was a new term for him. He’d been
in an old folk’s home for much of the computer revolution, so had only loosely
kept up with such things. It meant that the computers there had a linked system
in order to talk to others of their kind inside the building, without being
online at all.


Kate, his old friend from another
life, had used a powerful antenna on the roof to tap into the thing. That meant
landing a small remote-control helicopter thing right next to a line in order
to create a line tap. A thing that didn’t affect the cable it was touching at
all, physically. When the thing flew away there would be no sign that it had
ever been there at all. At least if Richard had been informed correctly. Katie
had said it was the case and since she knew everything, that being her
super power, he kind of felt like trusting her on the idea.


No one had stormed the dormitory
wing yet, screaming about how they were being invaded by ninjas, so it was
probably working pretty well. It had during the tests they’d run. If things
went sideways at any point, he was bailing on the mission, of course. That
meant using a small mirror and light that he had in his pocket to enter another
reality. A thing he’d been practicing for the last several weeks, which had
made the whole trick of walking into mirrors much more useful for him. It was
all in his head, after all.


So, if he went into a mirror,
touching the thing lightly, he could imagine any other mirror, anywhere, and if
one existed at all, he could bring it to himself and then walk out the other
side. Technically he could imagine a mirror in the first place and go inside
the other world that way. A thing he wasn’t risking when on a mission. If he
was captured though, it was a nice trick to have available, even if it took him
about ten minutes to make himself believe he was seeing a real mirror that way.


Richard needed a lot more
practice, of course. 


On his left hip, built into the
outfit he’d used a magical amulet from a different world to create for himself,
Richard pulled the key to the room doors. It was an old-fashioned thing, which
wasn’t all that complex or designed for security. If you stood outside the room
doors and had the time and a few bits of metal, even an amateur could have
picked any of the locks. A bump key could be used as well, though that tended
to be a bit noisy, if you had guards standing twenty yards away. Eventually
even a rank newbie would be able to get the job done, however. 


For him it would have taken about
two minutes for each one, using the kit he had on him. Using the right tool for
the job was going to be much faster. About ten seconds per door, made slow due
to the need for silence.


Heading to the first one, the
closest white door, on the right, he tapped gently on it. Calling out that he
was there to rescue them wasn’t going to work. Whispering was probably
all right, given the distances involved. The trouble would be in how the person
inside the space responded to him. If they started out by screaming at him, or
for help, Richard was just going to have to simply leave. That would be
annoying, since they needed one of the people specifically.


If they didn't get her that
night, on the first try, she might just be killed, to keep her from talking to
anyone. As it was, from the data that Kate had provided his team, the one girl,
Gillian, probably should have been executed years before. At least if the bad
guys wanted to keep murdering, raping and eating small children.


After ten seconds there was a
voice from just inside the metal door. It sounded female. Not young but
uncracked by age. More than that he wasn’t going to guess given the conditions
he was working under.


“Who’s there?” The woman sounded
slightly scared, which was only natural given the situation. There was light in
the hallway, though it was very dim. The room had a window on it, allow the
woman inside to look out at him. Her face was just a face though. Thin, pale
and concerned looking. Normal seeming, which meant she could probably pass as a
regular person, if her first mode wasn’t too bad. They had tricks for that now,
so even if she was secretly a monster, the IPB could get her hooked up to have
that toned down or even removed, if it was needed.


They had a system rigged up for it,
using some wizards who traded subjects to practice on for impossibly expensive
genetics work.


Richard, for his part, was masked
and clearly not one of the guards working there. If he’d been the one looking
out of his cell, he might have been a bit freaked out by that as well.


“I’m your ride out of here. We
have a van outside the wall and the alarms are shut down. We need to move as a
group. Quietly and fast.” Telling her all of that was needed, though part of
him begrudged the time it was going to take. Each person was going to have to
have similar information. Not giving them what they needed would be worse than
losing the time, so he did it. “You need to move to the end of the hallway and
wait inside the door to the right. We have people that will help on the
outside.” He wanted to hold his breath but didn’t.


The issue, the real one, was that
about half of the people inside The Depot had first modes that really would be
a problem for an escape plan. People who weren’t powerful, but who were filled with
anger, rage, or other emotions that could make things difficult to manage in
the middle of the night.


He opened the metal door quickly,
the key trying to stick a little, being new like it was. Keys were always a
risk that way. Especially master keys. They might work in one lock and
then fail on the next. In this case it worked though and the lady inside,
dressed in a long white gown, stepped out instantly. Then she darted back
inside and popped back out a moment later, holding a pair of soft soled slippers.
The kind with texture on the bottom.


Richard winked at her.


“Good plan. If anyone
starts screaming or yelling, we have to run. Get ready for that. I have no clue
who’s behind these doors.” There were ten times the number of people there than
they could possibly recover that night. In this hallway there were ten doors.
As far as anyone knew, they were all single occupancy rooms.


The woman, who was about forty or
so, her lank black hair and lack of makeup not helping her appearance at all in
the middle of the night, went wide eyed. Probably working out what the issue
was on her own. Infected didn’t mean stupid after all. Just kind of crazy, in a
unique fashion. One that varied for everyone.


Her voice stayed low, however.


“Fudge. Still… This is
the quiet ward, so maybe it won’t be that bad? Most of us here are pretty calm
about things. Most of the time. The modes are mainly low level. Fear, angst,
anxiety, that kind of thing.”


Nodding, Richard waved to the
correct end of the hall. The one with the door at it.


“Good. We might get a few people
out, then. Stand by the door. Don’t go until I tell you, or you hear that
yelling. In that case, take off and head straight out to the wall. We
have thirty-five minutes before the guards come, otherwise, so don’t let the
stress get to you.” That was twenty feet high, and would be pretty difficult to
climb, for most people.


They had a nifty trick waiting on
the other side to handle that, so it wouldn’t be a problem.


Lanky hair or not, the woman was
bright enough and sound enough of mind to understand both what to do and that
she wanted to leave the place she was being kept against her will. That meant
she jogged, fairly quietly, down the white tiled hallway, just as soon as her
shoes were on.


 At the same time, Richard repeated
part of his spiel at the next door. It wasn’t until he hit the fourth door down
that he found the person he was actually looking for. The girl was about
eighteen, and unlike the rest of the people there, when she came to the door,
she glowed, fairly brightly. It was an impressive look, being mainly green, her
skin lighting up very much like a glow stick. Her eyes did the same thing,
which had to make it hard to see.


She sounded almost bored when she
spoke. There was a soft hint of wry amusement to her words at the same time.


“What’s this, now? We’re going on
a field trip?”


Richard nodded, noting that the
gowned young lady already had her shoes on. Meaning she was paying
attention and willing to do her part. It was impressive, since the others had
needed to be helped that way, except the first woman.


“That’s right. A pretty nice one,
too. There will be ice cream and candy, I hear. You heard the instructions
already? We need to move…” He felt urgent, because he wasn’t an idiot. They
actually had almost half an hour to leave, with no one bothering to yell or
scream for the guards yet at all.


If they could take this one
person with them, the whole mission was a success, of course. She, Gillian Sprouse
was the entire reason they were rescuing anyone at all the way they were. After
all, they were the IPB. They could have simply driven busses up to the
front door and taken everyone inside, if they wanted. That would give things
away though and if there was any kind of warning that leaked out first, then
this one girl would probably have been killed before they could drive up with a
bus.


To protect the secrets of her
father and mother.


Really, failing to kill her had
been a mistake on a level that could prove disastrous for the Sprouse family.
One that Richard Drake was planning to capitalize on, if at all possible. In
the end that would be up to Gillian, of course. If she was too afraid to speak,
then their best plan as to how to take down the cabal was done. Then the only
thing they had left was mass murder. Taking the IPB to war with the rest of the
Federal Government wasn’t anyone’s idea of a brilliant plan, of course. They’d
win, in the end but a lot of innocent people would die first.


This way they might shut down the
bad people without hurting the innocent ones too much. That was the theory at
least.


The girl got herself to the end
of the hall and the men and women that stood there shifted nervously, without
trying to run early or making too much noise about it. Really, fears aside, Richard
got through the last door, near the one that the guards would be storming
through if they were alerted, without anyone flying off the handle at him. One
man, the second to last one, had started to do that but had muffled his own
yelling by placing both hands over his mouth and holding them there physically.
Then the older fellow, who was gray haired and heavy all over, jogged slowly to
the end of the hall to stand with the others. Fighting for silence that his
first mode didn’t want him to have.


It meant that the last person,
who was just inside her cell door, was just standing there, shaking, when it
opened. The lady was old enough to be well wrinkled across her face and so
skinny that she seemed almost frail. Like someone needed to be feeding her
better.


She whispered, after swallowing
so hard it was visible.


“I can’t make it over the wall.
Go without me.” She didn’t seem happy to be saying the words. She also didn’t
start yelling about it to give them away. Even thinking that she was stuck
there.


Shaking or not, it was brave of
her.


Also a thing he had a plan for.


“Not a problem, miss. We
have that taken care of. Can you make a run to the wall?” She knew she was weak
but even a quick walk would be enough. Really, they probably had time left for
a stroll, if all went well.


Blinking, she smiled, seeming
more than a little freaked out.


“I can do that. I think so,
anyway.”


“Good enough. Come on. Right this
way, miss.”


They moved easily enough to the
end of the hallway, the people there letting him pass them, to get to the door.


“Glow-girl, up to the front.
You’re our light source. Everyone else follow along. Head straight to the wall
as quietly as possible. At the end you’ll lift into the air, one at a time.
Don’t freak out when it happens. If you have to, cover your mouth with both
hands, like this man.” He waved, since the fellow that had tried to talk too
loudly was still holding his hands over his face. Brilliantly.


It worked, which got about half
of them to nod at him. The others just seemed too scared to be bothered with
that kind of thing. That was fine, as long as no one froze for too long.


Gillian moved up, her green glow
brightening a bit.


“Okay. Straight to the wall?”


Richard nodded and repeated
himself, since that was how you helped people not make mistakes.


“Right to the wall. In a straight
line. Everyone ready?”


A few spoke then, whispering. The
rest nodded or moved forward half a step to indicate they were prepared.


“One, two… Go.” His voice was
soft, but held enough urgency that everyone moved when the door opened.
Creaking a bit. Enough to set his nerves on edge. He hadn’t even thought
to bring oil for the hinges. Not that it was needed. At least no alarms went
off to report their unauthorized absence.


Then, very slowly for most of
them, they jogged across the lawn. That was well cared for and short. Smooth
and without any holes or traps to trip anyone up. That didn't keep two of them
from falling, or trying to. The man with his hands over his face went down
first, catching himself with both hands.


He yelled as soon as that
happened, clearly trying to moderate his noise level, making it barely a
whisper when it burst out. Thankfully.


“Fuck!” As soon as
possible he covered his face again, to prevent speaking.


The other person to go down was
right next to him, being his thin friend from the last room. At least she
started to do that. Richard caught her by the arm about halfway down, and
helped her to keep going without face planting. It was a little noisy, due to
the gasping and single cry of pain from the woman.


As a group they weren’t subtle at
all. Gillian was glowing even brighter, her color having shifted to a nice
golden flashing, with a steady green undertone. It came from her skin and was
so obvious that anyone seeing it would know that it wasn’t exactly normal.
Thankfully, the guards and cameras weren’t paying attention at the moment.


Thanks to Kate.


The wall was about an eighth of a
mile away from the building which meant that it took a few minutes to get to.
There were some trees outside of it, but only lawn on the inside. Grass that
was cared for enough to be mainly even and free of major pot holes. 


As soon as they were there a
black form, dressed exactly like he was, landed on the top of the stone wall.
Floating into place from a few hundred feet above. Gillian lifted off first,
with a soft yelp.


Richard rolled his eyes.


“Obviously, do it without the
yelling like an amateur. Who’s next?”


That turned out to be the man
trying not to yell, who did it perfectly. He kept his hands in place the whole
time and whatever his problem was, there wasn’t even muffled talking or yelling
now at all. The last five were harder, since two of them were terrified of
heights. Not as their first modes, thankfully, though it was real enough fear
that they didn’t know if they could make it or not.


The other three were just
starting to have issues with the whole thing. One of them tried to yell about
it, making a tough seeming quiet woman hit him several times. Hard enough that
the sound could well have carried. It worked, so Richard didn’t correct her,
though it was all a bit annoying for him.


No one screamed as they were
lifted over and the black form on the wall, Kerry managed four people per
minute. That was the same speed that they’d practiced doing it at the day
before. The whole mission had come up as something to try without a lot of time
to practice but he’d insisted they do what they could anyway. It was enough,
for once.


Then, nothing they were doing was
all that hard. Not for the crew he was working with.


Inside the van, Brian and Denis
got people settled efficiently. They were dressed like Ninjas as well, though
Denis cleverly had a latex face mask on rather than a piece of black cloth over
his mouth like the rest of them did. That was so he could drive the vehicle they
were in, which was almost too small for the numbers they had. The thing had
seats inside, with seatbelts for eight people. They had fourteen crammed into
it. Four of them were actually sitting in the back section, not in a seat at
all.


Richard was the last one in, so
got to close the doors behind them. Kerry hadn’t been saved a seat, so was
right across from him, in the very back. As soon as the doors were shut,
gently, Richard called out.


“Go, G.” That was Denis. Why his
code name was G. Richard didn’t really know. It was probably the first letter
of his fancy IPB code name. Brian was P. at least. Kerry was just K. though and
Richard was M. That could mean they were randomly assigned.


If so, that was better
than anything else they could have come up with. It probably wasn’t important
but the truth was that the people they wanted to take down were so powerful and
good at their jobs that leaving anything that would link to the team
breaking people out would be uncovered. So far they’d only used the one
letter, G. on a mission before.


Richard still felt uneasy about
it.


They pulled away from the bushes
they were parked near, pulling away slowly and under control. Then, with no one
speaking at all, they drove into the night, the quiet roads not even holding
police cars as of yet. If all went well, no one would notice that people
weren’t in their beds for at least another fifteen minutes.


After ten minutes of rather
sedate driving, Kerry’s leg pressed against his own, the interior of the
vehicle dark, to help hide who was there, Brian spoke from the front passenger
seat. His voice was low, deep and a bit raspy. That was down to tension, since
he’d been doing a better job in the last weeks of faking a lighter tone and
learning to smile like a human being instead of a killing machine.


“We’re going to pull over in a
minute, under some trees. Don’t get out. We’re going to teleport to a second
location first. I’ll do the whole group at once, along with the vehicle. Once
there, we have transport for all of you. Everything will be explained on the
other side of that. Try not to speak, since we’re probably going to be
monitored once we get to the next location. Here we go.”


As soon as Denis pulled over,
under those promised trees, even if it was night time, the world flared blue.
It wasn’t automatic, but as soon as that happened, with Gillian matching the
color of light almost instantly, which showed that she was being hidden under a
heavy blanket in closer to the front, the engine stopped.


Richard opened the door
instantly, knowing the plan like he did. Really, it had been his to begin with.


“This way or out the side.” Kerry
climbed out with him but jogged around to open the sliding door. That was her
job for the moment.


Dressed as much like a ninja as
the rest of his crew was a new person. Standing next to the red hut that was on
the side of the IPB headquarters building. Nearly a thousand miles away from
The Depot, on a government reservation that was supposed to be
unmonitored. No one there thought that was actually the case at all.


That was why Brian had parked right
next to the transport hut. So close that the van was nearly touching the blue
door on the front of the thing, near the sliding door on the van. So close that
they couldn’t get into the thing, except from inside the van. Seeing that, Richard
nodded.


“Over the seat. Um… Transport,
come through the back here.” They hadn’t given Lydia a clever letter based code
name, since she wasn’t actually in the field.


Thankfully she was smart, so
figured out that he meant her. It was a bit of a scramble to help their new
friends go over the seat in front of them. That job was his, though Kerry
helped him with it, when they got to Lydia. The small girl was kind of
important, since she was the one actually taking people to the other reality.


Brian Yi could have done it, but
he was needed to return the van. It was stolen, from a very long way off.
Besides, if they needed to be able to prove to Gillian that they were the IPB,
later, stopping at the IPB base might well help with that.


Lydia had to be passed over
several people, since there was only room for five or six inside the red box in
front of them at one time. Then she’d need about a minute per person to take
everyone in. Richard had to do his own climbing first though, since he was the
one going in as their front man.


It was his job, after all, in the
other world.


Inside the box, which glowed a
nice red, Lydia took his arm almost instantly. He cleared his throat though,
first.


“This is Transport. She’ll take
your arm and then remove you to the safe location. It doesn’t hurt or anything.
On the other side you’ll get more information. I’ll go first. When you get
there… I won’t have a mask on. Don’t be shocked, it’s just my face.” Not that
his youthful looks were all that bad. About average, or a little above. His
nose was smaller than it used to be, and his ears didn’t stick out any longer.
That had been the case for close to a hundred years, but had changed almost three
weeks before.


No one even chuckled at his
words. They were probably all too nervous, not getting what was going on at
all. If they were thinking about it at all, they probably thought they were
about to be killed. Except that wasn’t the case at all.


Lydia pulsed her hand on his arm,
right before the world changed. The difference as far as he could tell, was
that the box around him was suddenly empty. Which meant he was in the other
world now. The girl next to him spoke, finally.


“Here we go. Wait right outside?”


That was the plan, so he nodded
and made his voice pleasant. It really never hurt to go over the plan, after
all. Given how he’d been hammering everyone else with that over the last day,
he had to feel good about her doing it now.


“Right. Get the glowing girl
next. She’s the target. Not that we’re telling her that yet. We need to
introduce things slowly and be willing to beg, if needed.” It wasn’t anything
bad, they just couldn’t afford to have a half hour long conversation about her
role in things yet. Really, the time to do that would be after her first
mode was removed.


At least that was the thought.
None of them actually knew what that was. If it made her incredibly trusting,
then getting her in place first would be the better idea. Possibly. The truth
was that they wanted the young woman to risk her life, a thing that even the
IPB might not be able to protect, in order to take down a lot of horrible
people. Her best plan would be doing almost anything else.


Reaching forward, Richard hit the
little star in front of him, on the left side of the blue door. It was a softly
glowing blue on the red wall. Opening it showed that it was daylight outside.
In the right place as well. In the distance, half a mile away or more, was a tall
stone wall. One that wrapped around a city. Most of the rooves inside didn’t
show over the top. Some did, though nothing inside was exactly a
skyscraper. Stepping out allowed him to see a rather nice palace behind him.


The red hut had been put in place
directly next to the front door of the place, so that the others coming
wouldn’t have to walk far at all.


A rather tall young man stood
near the box, straightening as the door reappeared on the box, his very
good-looking face putting a smile on. The only issue was that the man wasn’t
anyone that Richard knew at all. Clearly, given his looks and polite
expression, he belonged there. It still left Rich feeling a little uneasy for a
moment.


Richard bowed, since that was
what you did in Noram, if you were a polite person or wanted to trick people
into thinking you were. As he did it, he spoke. Using one of the six words in
Standard that he knew. That, not having the language yet, was starting to annoy
him. There simply hadn’t been time for extended lessons that way, yet.


“Hala!” That meant hello. The
rest of the conversation was probably going to involve him pointing to the
palace and asking after the man who was supposed to be meeting them there.


The young man in front of him,
looking about the same age he did, which was about seventeen or so, bowed
slightly lower than he had. Richard had gone about halfway down, which was
considered pretty humble. That the man went lower than that either meant
he was low status and knew it, that he was higher and didn’t know where Richard
stood in things or that something was wrong.


When they both stood, the other
man nodded a few times.


“Hello. I’m Dareg Canton. Tor
meant to meet you all here himself, but something came up. A man he knows was
kidnapped. We have the students here to do the work as planned, but only Master
Erath to oversee them.” The man stopped speaking then and bowed again. Humbly, meaning
it was all about things being wrong at the moment, not politics.


That was returned by Richard, and
matched, even if it was a bit low.


“That should work. Erath is one
of the best life-shapers after all. He, personally, did the work on me, turning
me into a Ysidril. No one coming in will be anywhere near that hard to
work on, I don’t think. We…” He stopped, then went on, even if he hadn’t been
asked to.


After all, Tor Baker was crew.
The man that had helped get hundreds of Infected changed so they didn’t have
their first modes driving them insane any longer. If the fellow had a friend in
trouble, then it made sense to help him as much as they could.


So he nodded.


“We, my people, can help in a
kidnapping like this. Possibly at least. I won’t be needed here. Not if Erath
is in charge. Someone will have to stay with the kids here. I’ll let Lydia know
as soon as she comes back. Um, I should change.” He was still standing there,
his face covered and in what seemed to be black cotton.


He still had the tools with him
as well. Those were taken out of his pockets, along with the key to the cells.
Then he changed into a business suit. In gray, since the man next to him,
Dareg, was in all black.


That was rather plain, for
standing around outside of a palace like they were doing. Especially when it
was clearly magical clothing, which meant the fellow could have been dressed in
anything he wanted at the moment. That meant the simple clothing meant
something in particular. Probably that the man was ready to go and fight,
himself.


The door opened, which got him to
wave, before Lydia could take off.


“Transport! We have an emergency.
There’s been a kidnapping here. We need the appropriate people for that. The
Ambassador and whoever she thinks will be required.” That was Cin Mableton. Her
powers allowed her to read people’s minds like they were books.


Instead of using any names, Lydia
nodded. Then she pushed Gillian forward a little.


“Are we still passing everyone
else through?”


Richard thought for a second,
before speaking.


“Yes. We have the needed people
here for the work. Mr. Canton and I will stand by here, for the first bit, if
possible. Then we’ll need you, or someone, to come and monitor things on this
end. I might be needed for planning and even if not, I have to at least make a
showing.”


That got a nod and the door shut,
the girl in black, her face covered still, leaning forward a bit to make that
happen.


Gillian looked baffled and was
glowing nicely. She was back to green again for it, which wasn’t that bright,
under the direct sunlight.


“Um… so, what’s going on? We were
broken out of that hellhole, so that was fun… but why?”


Dareg looked at him, which meant
glancing down a good way, since he was over seven feet tall. He didn’t comment
on the girl being in a white night dress or anything rude like that. There was
no mention of her choosing to glow either. Just a polite glance at Richard, to
make certain attention went to the correct person.


“This is Noram. A different
reality. Where we send people to have their first modes removed? They can also
make some small changes to people physically at times, as well. Normally the
powers have to stay similar, but the modes can be taken out totally. You all
have an appointment with some students here that are learning to do that. I’m Richard
Drake, by the way. From the IPB. The Depot didn’t want to let some of
you out for this, for some reason. We’re the Infected Protection Bureau
though, so we came for you anyway. We’re going to get the rest, as well.” Which
was, more or less, the truth.


The glowing girl grinned at him
then.


“Really? The IPB? That’s
different! Neat. Are we waiting for everyone else first?”


“Of course. Otherwise it would
just be rude.”


Dareg Canton just nodded at that,
as if it were a simple truth.











Chapter two


 


Looking at the assembled people
in the room, Richard had to wonder at the contrast of the whole thing. That and
the similarities. For instance, the building they were all in was a literal
palace. One that would have rivaled or even put to shame anything from the
Earth that he came from. Billionaires might have lived in the type of
splendor he was surrounded with. No one else would have, however.


On one side of the space stood
ten men, women and children, some of them no older than their mid-teens,
dressed in what were essentially white nightgowns. Even the men were in the
girly apparel. One of those people had glowing skin and eyes. Another looked to
be a pink reptile, complete with an elongated snout and gleaming scales.
Several of the people moved differently, showing that they had something wrong
or different about them, even if it didn’t show outside of their flimsy
clothing.


On the other side of the room,
about fifteen feet away, stood eleven Asian looking men and women, some of
those not all that elderly either. All in loose robes along with a single
Ysidril. He was covered in scales as well, though those were in red and
green today.


By the door, near Richard, was a
collection of IPB personnel, none of them dressed in fatigues at the moment,
even if that was the normal work uniform. Dareg Canton stood in that area as
well, looking a bit concerned, at first. After looking at Erath, the mid-sized
Ysidril, then at the newcomers, checking their reactions several times, the man
relaxed and smiled.


“Ah. I’d been told that your
people were most accepting of others. I see that is true? It is a
wonder.” The word choices were a little awkward but the English used was nearly
perfect. Given that it was clearly a second language for the fellow, Richard
was impressed with his skill. A bit envious, as well.


A lot of the men and women from
Noram had not only learned his language, but had taken pains to do it very
well. On a level that was probably not needed, if he was going to be honest
about it. As long as they could be understood, no one would think anything of
it. He certainly wouldn’t have.


Instead he simply felt himself
reminded to learn their language, on a level that made him feel slightly poorly
about himself. That he hadn’t had a chance to do that sort of thing yet was
simply true, if not a great reason to have failed to start working on it. Then,
the difference between a reason and an excuse were always small things
and a bit of perspective. That was a lesson that Richard had learned more than
eighty years before. One that had helped him a few times in life, if only in
that it allowed him to understand people and their motives a bit better.


Nodding, so he wouldn’t have to
answer Dareg directly, Richard took a few steps forward, clearing his throat so
that the people from back home would know who to pay attention to.


“Just to get you all caught up,
you’re currently on a different Earth. This country is Noram. They have a king
here, counts, dukes and so on. They also have bowing. When in doubt, bow. Like
this.” He demonstrated the move, which had everyone from the IPB doing it, with
Erath and the other mages following along. After a few seconds, the white
nightgown wearing people started to get the idea, and tucked their right arms
over their middles and bent in half as well.


“On the good side, it’s more like
shaking hands here than it is begging in supplication. The deeper you go, the
more polite you’re being, though there are other rules as well. For right now
it won’t be too big of a deal. If you see anyone bow, you do it too. All of you
have an appointment to have your first modes removed. Possibly some other work
done as well, if you don’t mind? The people in the red robes are wizards, doing
this for practice, so making it interesting for them is a good thing. Changing
your looks, even gaining some new abilities is a good idea for that, if you
want to give it a try.”


Erath nodded, his mouth falling
open in a real smile, which meant not a lot, since that was the Ysidril way of
showing such things. Then he trundled forward a bit, walking on his hind legs,
so that he’d seem a bit more human. The four arms with three fingers on each
one, the snout, scales and even the robe he had on all ruined that attempt for
him a bit. Still, the short creature tried to put everyone at ease,
which was kind of him.


“Yes, this is the truth. I am
Erath, a Ysidril, which means a person from a different set of worlds than the
ones humans come from. I am to lead this instructional period today. Do any of
you have questions or concerns?” He waited then, folding his bottom two hands
into the sleeves of his voluminous red robe.


One of the people from The Depot,
the older looking fellow with the gray hair who’d wisely covered his mouth
before, raised his right hand a bit. Like a kid sitting at a school desk.
Tentatively, as if he didn't know if the invitation to ask about things was
actually for him, in particular.


Dareg smiled at the man.


“Yes? You would like to know
something?”


There was a dry seeming swallow
from the slightly heavy looking man.


“We’re… Going to have our first
modes removed?”


That had just been said but
unlike the others that had come from his world to have that done, these people
were playing catch up. They also weren’t volunteers, strictly speaking. It was
probably fair for them not to get things very clearly as of yet.


Richard grinned at the man.
Making it big as if he was really happy to hear the question being asked.


“Exactly. This is a joint
program, between the IPB and the mages and wizards in this world. Normally you
would have been on the long waiting list for it, but we jumped the line a bit
for you, since you had to be broken out of that prison to get you here. You
don’t have to have your first mode removed if you don’t wish. We didn’t
actually ask you if that was what you wanted. Still, since you’re here, you
should get changes made anyway. That way everyone will have a friend to work
on. As it is… I think that we’re a person down.” There were eleven mages.
Twelve if they were counting Erath.


Those words got Cindy to wave at
him, the feisty blonde woman moving from the back of group by the doorway. It
was just his crew from the night before, along with Lydia and for some reason.
As the woman moved, she waved at him, her face cheerful seeming.


“We have another person coming in
already, from the Port School. Hodges. He has a cleft palate. A few other minor
things as well. Sara was angling to have that looked into the last time we
spoke, which was earlier today for me. I can get in touch with the Bakers and
see if he has time to come over now. I’d also like him to get hooked up with a
few higher-level abilities. Sara is his pal, so that only makes sense.”


Oddly enough, it was Erath who
bowed toward her, which did, if with a bit of hesitation on a few people’s
parts, get the whole room bowing in that direction. Even if a few of the subjects
for the day were clearly about to become upset for one reason or another.


The small Ysidril man placed his
lower right arm in front of himself as he bent, going almost in half.


“I meant to see to that one
myself, having noticed it last week. I… Did not know if it was proper to ask
about or not, so hesitated.” He seemed a bit sad about not having taken direct
action on the matter.


Cindy simply stood and then
winked at the alien.


“I’ll call that in now. Richard,
you should come with me. Everyone else should get with your assigned person for
the day and go over what you want done. Think big. Everyone in this
group has done this several times before. We need to challenge them.” Then,
waving a bit abruptly, she walked out of the room.


Everyone else from the IPB
followed along with them, since Erath seemed to have things well in hand. As soon
as they were standing in the front hall of the place, Cindy pulled a small cell
phone like thing from her right-hand waist pocket. It was on white stone, and
showed images floating above the surface of it. Those were all in a lovely shade
of electric blue. Like tacky Christmas lights, if they moved a bit more and
were made to look like alien writing. 


After a moment, a woman’s face
showed up on the screen. Even looking at her from the side it was clear the
woman was lovely on a level that few ever truly were.


“Hala. Dis ist Laurali Baxter.”


Cindy nodded at the name.


“Hala. Mi nama ist Cindy
Mableton.” The rest of the conversation wasn’t anything that Richard could
really follow, moving much too fast for him to translate easily. After about
twenty seconds of speaking back and forth, the lovely lady in the picture
clapped and seemed thrilled about something, calling out.


Then the screen went black for a
moment, before returning to the blue floating symbols that even when not in
use, moved around occasionally.


Putting the magical device away,
Cindy nodded, her face serious.


“They know where to come and
when. Laurie said she’d have Hodges here inside fifteen minutes. They didn’t
know how to get the work done on him. Which is a bit silly of her, since three
or four of her own kids can do this kind of work and will, for free.
Anyway, who are we leaving here to watch over everyone? I can honestly say that
power wise all of you are probably going to be useful to the coming mission.”


Richard could both see that and
also understood that the woman was, rather cutely, dumping the decision into
his lap. That way he’d be the one putting part of his crew on
babysitting duty. Then again, that kind of thing was what being in charge
meant. Looking around, he nodded after a few seconds.


“Cindy, Lydia and I will go in
first, then call on the rest of you if you have skills needed for the mission.
Brian, we need you stay back here, ready to transport people out at need. You
can nap, but do it from inside the work room. Kerry, you and Den need to get
some real sleep. Again, stay ready to move, since we don’t know what’s going on
here yet, just that someone Tor knows was kidnapped for some reason. We’ll probably
be sent back here in ten minutes, laughed at for over-reacting.” He smiled at
the words, as Dareg walked up.


The large fellow shook his head.


“I don’t know if we can be of aid
in this matter but we won’t be insulted for offering help. As you said
earlier, Richard, we at least need to make a point of trying. This way, if you
will? Everyone is meeting in Harmony for this.” Then he walked away, nearly at
a sprint.


Richard was able to keep up for
the most part, and Cindy did it easily. Lydia was the one taking up the rear
position, even if she wasn’t in horrible shape. Even at that, the kid didn’t
let herself fall too far behind. Luckily, they weren’t running that far, only
out to the red box that they’d all come in at. It was only about fifty or sixty
feet from where they’d been chatting inside the building.


Dareg used the thing like a
professional, opening the door as they approached, not even touching the device
at all. His short black hair didn’t move as he waved his left hand, making the
front of the little building vanish instantly. Once inside he turned and used
the menu on the back wall, scrolling down by touching a stylized arrow. Then,
before Richard could even see the writing clearly, one of the words was tapped.


Then, spinning in place, the man
calmly moved to the front, touching each of them a bit as he did it. That part
wasn’t strictly needed, of course. A lot of people from Noram were like that
though. They touched people without there being a real need for it. Like they
were attempting to get luck from the contact or something. They did it while
casually flirting as well. Then, in the main, the ones that did that kind of
thing were actually willing to put out, so it wasn’t about teasing or anything
like that.


They were just friendly that way.


It had taken a while for Richard
to pick up that Tor’s wife wasn’t just playing footsie with him as a game or by
accident. The woman was actually attempting to get him into bed. A thing that
Tor knew about, since it was part of how some relationships worked there.
Richard wasn’t going to go in that direction though, unless it became needed.
Alyssa was a powerful wizard, but her husband was the one that had a nearly
endless amount of mages who needed to practice life changing skills.


The program was so successful
that several other schools were trying to work out how to get their own
students in for the training. It would mean doubling or tripling the numbers
coming in each day, of course. A thing that was actually hard to do on the
Noram side of things, for some reason. Which made no sense, if they still had
kids running around with hare lips and clubbed feet. That sort of person would
probably risk death without blinking in order to not have that kind of problem
any longer.


When the door opened, and it was
red this time, instead of blue, Dareg Canton finished his movement out into the
hallway, turned to face them and pointed firmly to the left.


“We need to go to the bakery.
This way.” The man nearly ran again, though this time they had to cover a bit
more distance. That meant waiting for Lydia and Richard at the colorful door to
the place. The whole hallway, which was about sixty feet across and around
thirty feet high, was done in a riot of colors. Everything looked new and shiny
as well. It wasn’t paint though. Really, it looked like their whole world was
made out of computer graphics.


Cindy and Dareg stood at the
bright yellow door, waiting for them but didn’t let them catch their breath
before marching inside. Once there, with two of them breathing a bit more than
was going to make them look good, the nice-looking tall man waved at a table
filled with people. There were four of them sitting there in white chairs that
seemed to be made of metal.


It was a look that oddly enough
fit the place they were in. If it had been in Paris, no one would have thought
twice about it. Outside the big picture window, which wasn’t one of those at
all, was the scene of a town. People moved in it, walking along. There was snow
falling, though only a light covering seemed to have dusted the buildings
mainly melting on the paved street, so far.


At the table sat Tor Baker, along
with his brother Timon and two other people. One of those was a muscular man
who looked to be about three hundred pounds, though that could be off, since he
was a head taller than either Tor or Timon. The last person there was a woman.
It would have been nice to say that she was the best looking one there, but
some people would have argued that one of the others there had her beat that
way. Not that it really mattered. Tor actually looked a lot like the woman,
only lacking breasts. That wasn’t because the lady was manly, either.


Still, people couldn’t help how
they were born.


Dareg bowed, which had all three
IPB people doing it at the same time. That had most of the table opening their
eyes a bit wider. He didn't know why that was, however. When the fellow spoke
it happened again, however.


“Our friends from the IPB have
come to help. We also have access to three others, at need? I fear that I
didn’t get all the names. They all volunteered, instantly, on hearing that a
friend of yours was in trouble, Father.”


The words nearly had Richard
blinking, though he managed not to. Neither of the girls with him did either,
which probably meant that the one boy being the other’s dad was common
knowledge and not even a joke or anything like that. It was simply real, not a
turn of phrase or a clever Noram based nickname, such as battle units might
come up with, calling the twenty-three year old granddad, because he was the
oldest person they saw, day to day.


Tor and the others all stood
then, bowing. Going low.


“Thank you! So far we know very
little about the situation. I was informed of this only about two hours ago.
Georges is the servant of the old Countess Ward. The Dowager…” He seemed to
hesitate then, though Richard couldn’t work out why that would be at all.


Unless he didn't know if they
could help or not. Cindy, ever ready to be in charge, even if not asked,
grabbed a chair and sat, her dress being moved out of the way with a bit of
force, since it was rather puffy in places. She looked cute in it, but it
probably wasn’t the best costume for a rescue mission. Not that they were on
that portion of things yet.


Lydia was in something a bit less
like a wedding dress, in a deep blue velvet. She looked adorable, now that he
bothered to pay any attention that way. Then, the Korean girl was cute. Way too
young for him, being fifteen still. She’d need to age up at least ten more
years for him to even think about doing anything with her. By which time she’d
probably be married and have three kids.


Closing her eyes, Cindy let out a
slow exhalation of air, then didn't speak for nearly two minutes. When the
heavier, more muscular, man start to speak, Tim held his hand out for silence.


Finally, the blonde woman spoke,
her voice drifty and far away sounding.


“Ah… Georges was taken by Count Holder,
in the north. He’s still alive, though he hasn’t been treated very well so far.
The point, I think, is to slap Count Ward and his Countess in the face for a
slight. Something about Maria Ward not servicing him on the last visit.”
Opening her eyes and looking over at Lydia, she shrugged. “Not that she was rude
about it or anything. The man was only there for a single night and she had
other business, so simply couldn’t get to him in time. This is totally about
the man getting his knickers in a twist over imagined things, given that. He
could have sent a note and Maria would have probably flown up to his
house just to have sex with him. The lady is pretty nice that way.”


Timon rolled his eyes, while Tor
closed his own.


“That’s not good then. Is he to
be killed as a slap at them?”


Cindy let her head move from side
to side.


“Yes. At least so far that seems
to be the plan. It was why he took this particular servant. The man is old, and
doesn’t work for Count Ward personally. At the same time he’s close to being Martha
Ward’s favorite person in the whole world. Killing him will have the Dowager
placing pressure on her son, while he probably won’t actually want to go to war
over it. Which is ridiculous, since people might well kill for things like
that, even if they don’t have an army backing them. Me, for instance.” She
glanced at the others from the IPB there and shrugged. “Brian Yi and possibly
Richard Drake as well, if he’s killed for something this stupid.”


Tor went wide eyed again, as did
the muscular man across from him. It was that bigger fellow who spoke.


“We need to get him before that,
if we can. Agreed though. We won’t let this go unavenged, if we fail. Let’s not
do that though. Do you know where he is, right now?” The words were a bit curt
sounding, though he winced as soon as they were out. Instead of being
annoyed outwardly at the tone, Cindy nodded.


“They used overland conveyance,
but magical ones. Tam-cars. They’re about two hundred miles away from County
Ward now. Heading toward a small town, called Darrow, which is along the coast
to the north, in Printer County. The plan is to put in there for the evening. They
can’t drive well at night, since they don’t have headlights. No streetlights in
most places, either. That gives us a chance to work out where they are and take
them. The count didn’t come himself, of course. There are eight men in the
kidnapping group. None of them have raped Georges yet, though it looks like at
least one of them has plans for that, later tonight, after they make camp. We
might want to hurry, given that.” She sounded almost bored by the idea of
preventing a rape.


Then, she wasn’t that worked up
about most of the situation, so it fit. Flying off at every problem in the
world wasn’t what made someone a good leader. Being calm and focused tended to
help a lot more in the long run. That was what Richard tried to reflect in
life, for the most part.


Timon pulled his handheld out and
of all things tapped it until it showed a map. Turning it, he pointed at
what was probably a name on it, in letters that Richard couldn’t read.


“There, that’s Darrow. We can go
in and get him, then, if we know where they will be. Are we raiding or should
we stop to get permission first? There are dangers to both. Mainly in that
taking an armed force into a land or county without permission, even on a
rescue mission, is an act of war. On the other hand, it’s hard to say no to
someone if you don’t know they are there.”


Richard wasn’t up on the rules
there, so looked at the man closely. Trying to read which plan was actually
better.


“What are the odds of being told
no or being given the run around until it’s too late?”


The tall, slightly rugged looking
man looked back at him, rather frankly.


“Truly, if we have Ambassador
Mableton’s name on this, then King Richard will go along with it easily enough.
He’s too deeply in her debt not to use something like this as partial
repayment. As for Countess Printer… Well, all we can do there is ask. I don’t
know what her response will be at all, but my guess is that she won’t want to
aid Count Holder all that much. They don’t get along. We should ask first. Of
course, if we do that, then go in without such, it will be known who did it.”


Richard nodded then,
understanding the basic set up.


“I see, I think. So, I
need to get in touch with these people, as quickly as possible. How do I do
that?” It was interesting, but while two people dug out hand held devices and
put names into them instantly, it was Timon that looked at Richard closely.


Then, before anyone could pick
up, his own phone on the glass topped table still, showing a map that looked
modern and in multiple colors, he smiled, rather grimly.


“You, personally, plan to ask
permission, in your own right. Then, if they say no, you can lead a force in
and take the blame for the action on your own shoulders?”


Everyone looked over at him then,
though Cindy and Lydia both nodded gently, as if understanding the idea.


Tor gasped a bit.


“I can’t let you…” An image came
onto the screen then, of a nice-looking redheaded man, who had swarthy skin of
a type that normally wasn’t seen with that kind of hair color. Very blue eyes
as well.


The image appearing was enough to
get Tor to stop speaking, which happened suddenly.


“Hey, Alphonse. There’s a problem.
A man has been kidnapped. Cindy Mableton found him and his captors, but we need
to go and get him now, before he’s raped, if at all possible. They’re in
Printer, he was taken from the Dowager Ward’s estate. Her man, Georges. Count
Holder sent men to do it.”


There was a shocked look, then
the sounds of motion as he moved, the screen, that little window to a different
place, not blurring as it shook. Meaning to make that effect happen it had to
take place in the mind of the viewer, which had Tor looking away a bit.


After a moment, a new face showed
up and the first red head spoke to a second one, who was suddenly in front of
them. Upside down, though it was probably King Richard, given who had been
called in the first place.


“Father, a man has been taken
from County Ward. A servant of the Dowager there, Martha Ward. Her top servant,
Georges. Ambassador Mableton and her people have located him and his captors.
They’re willing to go in to protect the man, but need fast passage, if he’s to
be left with virtue intact.”


The second man with his phone out
had a woman come up on it. She spoke differently than the others had.


Probably because it wasn’t in
English at all. After half a moment, translations came up in front of his eyes,
so that he could read along with what was being said.


“Ruel? To what do I owe the
pleasure tonight?”


The man grinned, his face looking
a little wild.


“Hey, Holly. We have a report
from some short blonde woman and her tiny friends about the whereabouts of a
man kidnapped from Ward a little bit ago. They used ground craft to make good
time and are all the way up into Printer. Planning to stop for the night, once
darkness comes. That won’t be for a while there. You heard about that? They
should be stopping around Darrow, if we have it right.”


The woman looked baffled for a
second, then simply looked over at Cindy.


“You have Ambassador Mableton
there? I did hear about the kidnapping. Georges was taken. You have full
leave to enter my county to rescue him. Any word as to how many of you will be
under arms for that?”


The big man let his head move
back and forth.


“There are eight of us here. We
might have a few more. Call it… Twelve, all told? No more than that.”


Holly, whoever she was, simply
took a deep breath.


Leave granted. I’ll meet you near
Darrow, by…” Paper rustled for a few moments, then there was the sound of
someone tapping on a wooden desk top. “By the old broken mill. That’s about two
miles outside of the town, on the north. We can all be there in… Two hours? It
won’t be dark too early, this time of year.”


The big man smiled then.


“See, this is why I love
you best, Holly. You not only say for us to save the man, you make plans to help
us do it. At the old mill then, in two hours. I’ll call if anything else comes
up.”


That conversation was finished at
about the same time that King Richard made a hard face.


“Do it. We should try to avoid
starting a conflict with Printer. Things haven’t been truly smooth in that area
for a while. Countess Printer was in on the last rebellion, I fear.”


Lydia moved in a bit then, nearly
on top of Tor, pushing in alongside of him.


“Countess Printer just gave her
permission for us to go in. I think she’s planning to go in with us herself.
Does that mean we can do this?” She seemed slightly uncertain, though that was
clearly an act.


The king of what amounted to
North America nodded then.


“Line Walker Lydia? I wasn’t
aware you were there. Who, if it’s all right to know, is attending this rescue
mission?”


Cindy moved forward then, bowing
as she stopped. That meant Richard bowed as well. Interestingly, Dareg Canton
did that as well, as did Tor and Lydia. The others all sat there, looking at
them like they were being goofy. No one said anything about it, since you didn’t,
when it came to bowing.


“We have Brian Yi, Denis
Thompkins, Kerry Yoder, Line Walker Lydia, Baron Ruel Havar, Tor Baker, Tim
Baker and Tiera Baker, so far. We should add someone from there. How about your
Ancient, Sam Builder?” She smiled when she spoke the words, even though the
king’s eyes went wide then.


“That…” He glanced, his eyes
darting on the phone, as he looked first at Tor, then the others there.
“Perhaps I should go myself? I was going to say that I wouldn’t want to risk
the Ancient of Noram to such a task, but there are three already present there.
More than that. You’re an Ancient, are you not, Ambassador Mableton?”


The woman smiled then.


“Everyone here is, by the way you
count things. That isn’t important, really. This is more about making a showing
than anything else. Still, yes, you should come. Alone. Perhaps with a pilot?
You can do that part for us, since Darrow won’t have a transportation box,
being so small. We’ll meet at the old mill north of Darrow, in County Printer,
in two hours.”


The man, looking more than a
little bit annoyed, bowed at the waist and cut the line immediately. Richard figured
that was his way of telling them to stuff their heads up their own behinds,
thank you very much. It was, after all, what the man should have said to them,
even if he was going to be more polite than that.


Cindy spoke almost instantly.


“He’s in with us on it. The trick
will be getting away from his guards. He can order them to stand down
but there will be arguing over it, even if he is the king. Plus, he needs to
call a craft in, since he doesn’t know how to pilot one himself. It should
work. That’s enough of a team, I think. I mean, given that any one of us could
probably go in and take care of this on our own. Including King Richard.
Now… how are you going to get Georges back from eight armed and armored men,
Lydia?”


Everyone smiled at the words, at least
until Richard nodded. Then the mood in the room sobered a good bit.


“Right. You’re on point for this
one. It’s literally life and death. So, what’s the plan, boss?”


Then, as if it were settled,
everyone there just looked at the young seeming woman, and waited for her
answer.











Chapter three


 


There were two things to recall
when working with Lydia. The first was that she wasn’t just a fifteen, nearly
sixteen, year old girl. She was also a line walker, which meant that she’d
spent nearly a thousand years training for that specific job. It didn’t age
her, and from what Richard could tell it didn’t cause people to instantly
become more mature, past the point of learning to control their thoughts.


The second was that the young
lady wanted more responsibility in life. She had powers and years of effort
behind her, so was chomping at the bit to be considered an adult.


Which didn’t mean she was a
military strategist.


Her voice showed that one, almost
instantly, sounding nearly as wry as Gillian had earlier.


“Um… Okay, the first thing I have
to do as commander would be to point out that I’m not the best person for the
job. I mainly answer the phone and take people around to different realities.”


Richard was about to back his
crew member up, walking her through what was needed, even though her
realization of skill or lack thereof was salient and on point. The large man,
Baron Havar, managed to speak first.


“Exactly. That doesn’t mean you aren’t
in charge here, anyway. Simply that you are intelligent. What do you do about
it, lacking such knowledge?” The words were in Standard but helpfully there
were still subtitles for it, provided by Cindy.


Rather than fold under pressure,
Lydia nodded a few times, her entire demeanor shifting as she focused on a
level that few would be able to ever manage.


“We need information, first. What
are the capabilities of the kidnappers? How are they armed and armored? How is
the target being held? Cindy, can you get that for us? We also need to know if
their plan changes. They intend to camp in a specific place, that
doesn’t mean it will happen that way.”


Rather than get uppity or angry
at being asked to work, which wasn’t how Mableton rolled most days, she simply
nodded.


“Let me get that. I can’t tell
the future but I can go over what is going on right now. I’ll run a live
feed on that.”


The big, muscular and fit seeming
fellow, Ruel, nodded a bit. What he didn’t do was tell her to go on. Lydia did
that on her own.


“Then… We need to make sure we’re
all armed and have shields on. The best available. We have some people that
have abilities that no one here is ready for, so we should plan on using them
for the specific recovery. Kerry and Denis. Den can just put the attackers to
sleep. Their shields won’t stop that kind of thing, or at least haven’t been
able to in the past. Then Kerry can float the target away. That way we’ll be
able to limit risk. After that…” She stopped, her mouth turning slightly to the
left, rather cutely. Little furrows appeared between her eyes at the same time.


Then she didn’t speak for a
moment. Everyone watched her, instead of interrupting.


“The rest of us need to stand by,
not far away. I want a guard for both Kerry and Denis, in case things go
sideways on us. Um… The rest of us will be needed to go in and take them
prisoner. After that… Well, we need to find out what they know and prove it.
Past that I don’t have any idea what will be needed by the laws here. The real
problem is with this Count Holder.”


She shrugged, which got a slow
nod from the tall woman at the table. Tiera Baker.


“That sounds… Workable, for a
starting point. Your friends are willing to aid us in this? We shouldn’t
presume. How are they to be paid for their efforts?” There was a slow nod from
all four at the table, even though they had to know that no one from the IPB
was going to insist on things like that.


Not even Richard was that petty.


He smiled then, only with his
lips, since it was a serious situation.


“They were left behind to rest
and get ready. All of them are already in. For that matter we could bring in
another twenty or so people, at need. I agree with Mableton here in that we
don’t really need that. We will need some way to restrain the
kidnappers. Do you have handcuffs or… Shackles of some sort?” Richard didn’t
even know who to ask about that. Lydia could go back to the base and dig
something up, he didn't doubt.


Timon Baker made a soft sound
then.


“The guard station here will have
some. Largely unused. We don’t really have crime on Harmony. Everyone walks
around with a shield on all the time, by law. Really, we need to get you set up
that way now. We can’t get weapons at the magic shop. Tor, do you have anything
like that? I have my personal gear… Not much else.”


Everyone looked at the tall, far
too pretty man. There was a slow movement of his shoulders.


“I can get some. Or make them, if
we need. Air chokes and force lances? We can bring explosive weapons and
cutters in as well.” That was addressed to Lydia, since she was the one in
charge, even if she looked young.


Then, she wasn’t and most of the
people there barely looked older than she was. Only Cindy and Ruel seemed to be
out of their teens at all. A thing that the people there seemed willing to
understand, without acting like it was a big deal. In short, they were
instantly backing their new crew, without hesitation of note. Given the tight
time frame for the recovery operation, that was nice to see, he had to admit.


Not that he loved that part of
things. A new team working together without practice wasn’t optimal at all.
That wasn’t something that could be helped at the moment, either.


Standing still, Lydia nodded.


“Get those, please. We need to
learn how to use those, that means the people that already have that down will
have to go in for that. Um… Okay, for now we’ll have the people from here stand
back with those, while one of us moves in to restrain the downed men. I’ll do
that part.”


No one told her it was a silly
plan or that they had others there who were better suited for it. That was
true, but Lydia was in charge and taking a certain amount of the risk was part
of doing that kind of thing. It showed that she wasn’t willing to ask more of
other people than she was herself. Within reason, that was a good trait.


Tor stood, a few minutes later,
and walked away. Without mentioning where he was going or when he’d be back.
Ruel glared a bit at his back, but didn't say anything about what he was
thinking. Cindy started speaking then.


“The plan is still the same.
They’re planning to stop on the south side of Darrow. It isn’t a specific camp
site or anything, just a location that’s in a general area. Away from the town
there by enough that no one would normally see them. We won’t know where they’ll
stop exactly until they do it.”


That was probably just the truth.
Still, Richard had to allow that having even that much information would allow
them to be close by when they finally made their decision. As he thought about
it, not talking, since it wasn’t his job to be in charge for the moment, Tor
came back in. Floating in the air, about four inches above the floor. Moving
fast.


The man held out his right hand,
settled to the floor and bowed. Toward Lydia. For the first time, everyone else
didn’t do it at the same time. Probably because he was presenting a handful of
small tiles that had magics on them. They glowed on the fronts, and had hemp
strings on them at least, which meant that magic could be expected, as far as
Richard knew.


Lydia bowed back and accepted the
incredible and magical things. That took using both her hands, since there had
to be nearly two dozen of the tiles. They weren’t huge, but it made a handful
or two for the smallish woman.


“Thanks, Wizard Baker. I’ll need
you to show me what each thing is.” She smiled at the words at least, which had
Tor doing the same thing.


“Here… Everyone needs a shield
and an air choke. Force lance… I didn’t bring any explosives, well… I have one
on me. I know that the rest of us, here at the table have those.” He looked
away, as if it were a huge slight, not providing something called that to
strangers.


Even if they were on the same
team, you didn’t hand a rocket launcher to someone that didn't have a clue how
to use it. Richard nodded as Tor handed him several things, not making eye
contact.


“What do these do?”


That, it seemed, was a lot,
considering they didn’t have time to learn how to use it.


Tiera took over, holding up one
of the things first, pulling it from around her own neck.


“The shields will protect you
from most weapons. They’re weak to mental effects, which I think is your point
in having your man Denis placing people to sleep, Line Walker Lydia? That’s a
good plan, if the kidnappers have them, which we have to assume, these days. We
can also turn them off at a distance, at need. You can use the shields to fly,
or…” She stopped then and shook her head, saying something in Standard which
wasn’t translated instantly.


Cindy waved at her.


“There’s a low floating function
that isn’t too hard to use. What Tor was doing when he came in? If you want
to do it and think about where you want to go it will work. We really don’t
have time to learn how to use it all. The shields will work automatically
though. That and the force lances will have to do, really. They pretty much
just push things really hard.”


That had more conversation taking
place for a while, about how things were going to be used. Richard put his
shield on, tucking it under his clothing. That he changed, using his clothing
amulet, picking the plain brown outfit that the things made automatically.
Interestingly, everyone else moved to something similar then, showing they all
had that kind of magic on them, if nothing else.


It seemed nearly like a uniform,
suddenly.


Lydia pretended to look at a
watch, which she didn't have on. He did, so marked the time, and played with
the buttons on his plastic watch, starting a countdown.


“We need to be on the ground in
about an hour. We should go and get the others. I could do it, but I don’t know
how to use the box. Well, I get the idea, but I don’t read Standard,
yet.” Richard felt the lack of skill but worrying about it at the moment wasn’t
a brilliant plan. They all needed to be on task.


Tim Baker stood up then, and
waved his large hand.


“I’ll go with you. We should
hurry. We can leave from here in… Is fifteen minutes all right, Line Walker
Lydia?”


She nodded, her face serious.


“That’s fine. How are we getting
there? I can take us through the void, if we can find the right location on the
ground. That will take about ten minutes or so. I have to do it one person at a
time.” She looked a little embarrassed about that, as if anyone else there
could do it faster.


Everyone else just acted like she
was giving them an order, so acted that way. Timon just got up and moved toward
the door, with Richard following him at a near run.


They didn’t speak until they were
through the box, teleporting from the Moon to Earth and actually inside the
palace that Tor had near the capital city of Noram. Richard had never gotten a
name for it and wasn’t planning to ask just then, since they needed to find
Kerry and Denis. That part was actually fairly simple to do. They were both
napping on couches in the room directly outside of the space the mages were
working in.


Brian Yi was inside the space,
visible through the door.


Richard waved for the man to come
out, not speaking, since he didn't want to interrupt the men and women working.
To that end he bent down and lightly shook Kerry by the shoulder, which had her
awake instantly. Den took a bit longer, but there was no shouting or calling
out about being woken up way too early. Then, taking Kerry by the hand, since
she was the girl there, he led them all out into the front hallway. Far enough
away that speaking wasn’t going to be a major distraction to the work going on.


He didn’t let go of the woman’s
hand, which, interestingly, wasn’t tugged away. She was looking cute, even with
wrinkles from sleep on half her face. She’d had some work done to make her even
prettier than she had been before. Not that it mattered that much. The woman
had been cute before.


Rich took a breath to get
everyone to pay attention.


“We have a mission. Kerry and
Denis are up for that. Brian, will you stay here and make certain everything is
going all right? It’s pretty much you or me for that and I actually know the
plan.”


The words got a single, rather
clipped, nod.


“Got it. Do you have an ETA on
when you’ll be back here?”


He didn't really. Counting in his
head, he finally made a bit of a face.


“Between six hours and a few
days. We woke the people being worked on up and you need to sleep soon. I don’t
know if it’s possible to do that here.” No one had ever stayed the night there,
even if Tor had offered almost every time.


Timon smiled then and called out,
which had a man who looked to be in his thirties to walk quickly into the room
a few moments later.


They spoke, in Standard, with the
other fellow nodding and smiling politely, then leaving.


After a moment, Tim looked back
at Richard.


“We’ll have a room and toiletries
for each of you, when the work is done. I mentioned that it might be a week or
more, just in case. Will you be fine here, Master Yi? I know that your Standard
is up to the task but not everyone is comfortable with the idea of visiting on
such short notice.” Again, the man seemed nearly embarrassed about the idea.


A thing that Rich didn't
understand at all. It was just a difference in cultures, it seemed.


Brian nodded.


“That should be fine. Though, if
it’s going to be that long, I expect someone to be in touch with me. I’ll hold
things down here.” The man yawned, but grinned about it, patting his hand over
his mouth. “Be careful.”


That got Rich to smile.


“I always am. At least in theory.
We need to get back ASAP. Come on.” He started out, moving at a near run.
Everyone kept up pretty well. As they did it, Tim passed amulets to the two
going with them, explaining what each thing did.


Then Richard covered the plan.


“Denis is going to be our primary
here. The goal will be to put everyone in a certain area to sleep, if possible.
Then Kerry will remove the target from a safe distance. That’s Georges. I don’t
know what he looks like. We’ll get that for you first, if we can. Then Lydia is
going to move in and secure the sleeping people. That means you can’t hit her
while she’s doing it, Den.”


They were in the box already,
with Timon working the blue glowing sigils on the back wall. The whole thing
was a bit glaring. They came out on the Moon, leaving the box nearly as fast as
they’d entered the thing. By his watch, Richard realized that the whole trip
had only taken seven minutes, instead of the fifteen allotted. Even if they’d
had to travel to a different world in order to get that done. The transport
boxes were pretty sharp, that way.


Even better, they didn't have to
go down to the bakery or anything before they could go. Everyone except Dareg
was standing in front of the box, waiting for them. That particular tall man
was moving toward them, from the right, his hands filled with something. When
he got there, he wasn’t out of breath at all regardless of how quickly he’d
been moving. That wasn’t slowly done… or even a mere world class sprint. It was
far faster than what was strictly human. At a guess something close to a
hundred miles per hour.


A thing that Richard filed away,
since super speed might come in handy on a mission like they were on.


The young-looking man hefted his
packages, which clanked a bit.


“Those shackles. There was also
an offer from the entire duty shift of the guard here to go with us, if we need
the aid. We can’t really bring many more people with us.” He glanced directly
at Lydia, not passing the heavy looking chains and thick metal bands to anyone.


The girl seemed to think about
things for a moment, before speaking.


“That was kind of them. We’ll
keep that in mind, in case things are different on the ground than we think so
far. Oh… Sorry. These are Kerry Yoder and her brother, Denis Thompkins. They’re
both famous back home. For cooking and um, kind of as players, I guess?”


Timon smiled and bowed in their
direction, moving back into the box.


“Entertainment baking. It’s
amazing to see. These are my sister Tiera, brother Tor and Baron Ruel Havar.
Tiera’s betrothed…” There was a wicked grin at the words, which indicated the
fellow was teasing about that. Which got a scowl from Tiera, for some reason.


Cindy, her eyes shifting from
left to right spoke then, seeming abstracted and distant, mentally.


“They haven’t set that up yet,
even if it’s clearly the obvious end point. We need for Ruel here to send a
letter asking about that to Laurie Baker. We can deliver that for you as soon
as this job is done, Ruel. It would be silly for Tiera to say no. Not that I
checked on that. I’m just being pushy and putting pressure on you,
Tiera.”


Richard shook his head, since it
was possible that the teasing could be taken the wrong way, which was poor
timing.


“Later though, for all that?
Lydia, can you get us into place?”


That turned out to take longer
than ten minutes, since they had to have Dareg go in first, find the old mill
to the north of Darrow and come back, so that he could show her the way with a
touch on the wrist. Then, after she went in with Tor, who went first, Dareg
smiled.


“I can take the next person? I
have the location.”


Richard grinned.


“You’re a line walker too? That’s
rare, isn’t it?”


Tiera laughed at the words, but
nodded.


“It doesn’t seem like it today,
does it? We live in a world with a tiny handful of people capable of that kind
of thing. We just happen to be around half of them at the moment. Tor can do it
too. I can probably manage it, using a jump ship. I mean… I created the things,
so it seems reasonable. I’ve never tried. I should probably get lessons in it
but that hasn’t come up as of yet. I don’t really know the right people to get
in on that.”


Richard tilted his head back and
forth, as Tor went into the booth with Dareg and vanished, the door not closing
at all.


“You know Lydia and she was in
the program. I think that the Thomson boys are in it as well. I… do you know
them? Clemance and Dumas Thomson?” Tiera was their aunt, which didn't mean she
was close enough to ask them for favors.


Interestingly, Richard figured
that he was, for something like that. It might have just been him making
assumptions, but the truth was that most people were willing to do a lot if
they were asked, as long as it didn’t break any real rules or cost them
anything.


The woman nodded then, seeming
pleased at the subject turning in that direction.


“I do, of course. I just
didn’t want to pressure them that way. They’d both stand for me with their
instructors but that might make things more difficult for them, not being
through the training themselves yet.”


Richard thought for a second,
since he had to work out who he knew that might be of help. Tiera Baker was,
for the day at least, crew. A thing that was important to him.


“Eve Benson. She’s connected to
Troy, the man in charge of that program. They used to date, I think. I need to
look her up soon anyway.” At least if their relationship was supposed to be
more than a one-night stand.


Eve had been at a party with him,
about a month before. She lived in a different reality, so he had an excuse for
not calling the next day. That didn’t mean she wasn’t worth getting in touch
with again. It was just a bit of extra work, finding a way to get to her world
like that, just for a personal visit. Honestly, it should be possible for him
to do that kind of thing on his own. At least Kate had finally suggested that
might be the case. Tabitha, his cat, had done it, going from the IPB base to
Noram for a visit. That was kind of a hint that he could manage it himself, if
he tried.


Next to him, the very tall woman,
who was nearly identical to Eve Benson, except for the height, grinned.


“I might be able to bring
that topic up with Ambassador Benson. I wasn’t aware she was connected that
way, though it makes some sense, being she’s also in that rare group. Thank
you, Master Drake.” She stopped then since Lydia was back.


“Next?”


The process of getting them all
to the right place took about four minutes, with two people working on it.
Richard went last, appearing in the middle of a broken-down room. The old mill
actually had most of a roof, though one of the wooden walls had fallen down. On
that side there was a decently sized river, visible, with a broken water wheel
on that side. At least it wasn’t moving.


The floor had holes in it, with
the ground being visible below them, not six inches away. A bit of grass grew
in places, acting as a homely decoration or perhaps a sign that the mill was
well and truly falling into ruin. Everyone stood back, waiting for them to all
get there. Early, as it turned out. That just gave them time to cover what was
going on, information wise. Or, more to the point, Cindy Mableton did that for
them. Her powers were perfect for it and Lydia made a point of keeping on top
of that.


Using the skills of others to
make up for the ones that she lacked on her own. That was the biggest part of
leading any small group, of course.


The plan didn't really change,
though it was clear that the men driving in their floating ground craft were
getting tired and three of them had to go to the bathroom, according to Cindy.
It meant that they might pack it in early for the night, since the man in
charge didn’t want to stop if they didn’t have to.


At just before the two-hour mark,
two different craft appeared at almost exactly the same time. One of those was
small and blue, looking a lot like a truck, except that it didn’t have wheels.
It floated in the air, and moved toward them at about a hundred miles per hour.
There were four men sitting in the back, with a driver and a person next to
him. They all matched, wearing rust red and gray uniforms. Except the inside
passenger. That woman was in all black.


Before Richard could really
examine them all, a small vehicle came from above them, floating almost
straight down. It was gray, matching the clouds in a way that made it almost
invisible. When everyone stopped and climbed out, it was clear that at least one
of the people was recognizable. Sort of.


Clemance Thomson. The young man
looked to be about fourteen, which he actually was. His face was similar to the
last time Richard had seen him, except better looking. Enough that he was
probably handsome even, instead of rather goofy looking. Then, that part had
been a disguise.


Next to him was a giant man, who
made the other tall people with them seem small by comparison. He had to be at
least nine feet tall. His hair was red and skin a nice tan color. He looked to
be too old to be the Prince, though the resemblance was definitely there.


Bowing, Richard tried to include
everyone.


“King Richard.” He stopped then,
to think about what to say next. That came up in red letters that floated in
front of his eyes. Solidly and in a way that would be impossible to ignore.
“Countess Printer. Everyone, thank you for coming. Line Walker Lydia has
the plan for us. She’s been placed in charge of this operation.”


He held the bow, since he was,
according to the Mableton supplied information, being abrupt on a level that
would be considered rude, otherwise. As long as he held the bow it meant that
he knew he was doing it and was, without saying the words, asking for
forgiveness at the same time. A thing that seemed to be understood by the Noram
people at the very least.


All of the IPB people, including
Timon and Tor, bowed at the same time. Dareg and Tiera didn’t though, for some
reason. Or, rather they bowed, but stood up as soon as the king did.


Baron Havar was a bit later than
that, but stood well before the rest of them.


“King Richard. Countess… Line
Walker Lydia has a plan for us. A rather skillful one. I don’t know what part
you or your people will be playing here today.” He seemed concerned about that
factor.


Words came up in front of him
again, explaining. That reminded him that he needed to get Cindy a present, as
soon as possible. Maybe something like jewelry, since women seemed to enjoy
things like that. The woman didn't normally wear that kind of thing, so it
might have to be something else. She was so useful that he definitely
needed to keep her as a friend.


Not standing at all, Lydia spoke.


“I’d like for Countess Printer to
stand guard over Denis. He’s doing the takedown of the kidnappers. Putting them
to sleep, using direct effect magic. King Richard, if you’ll guard Kerry? She’s
going to be using magic to remove the target from his captors.” She was clearly
reading something that Cindy had written for her, but nodded and went on,
seeming to agree. “Countier Thomson, if you’ll guard me? My job will be moving
in to shackle people. Everyone else will stand back. If we can’t control the
kidnappers, their job will be making sure that they don’t escape. Even if it
means killing us to make happen. If any of us are taken, open fire and
make sure they don’t get away. Don’t hesitate.”


The words were spoken in
Standard, but Richard got the general idea. It left her and by extension, Clemance
Thomson, seeming brave, without really being too much of a risk. To his credit,
the young blond man simply nodded.


“Honored. I can do that. You have
a shield?”


Everyone did, including the
guards that had been brought with Holly Printer in the little blue truck thing.
Some of those men were actually tall women, Richard noticed. None as tall as
the woman herself. She seemed a bit hard and mannish, but smiled enough to show
she wasn’t bitter about it. Grimly, since it was a serious situation at hand.


Lydia led Cindy into explaining
the situation and actually draw a copy of the map that the kidnappers were
using. That meant they needed to get a scout into the area with a communication
device. Without even hesitating, Dareg Canton volunteered to do that. Interestingly,
Lydia shook her head.


“Not alone. Ri- Drake, I want you
to go in as well. Canton, you should listen to him. He has experience in things
like this. You have a way of talking to us?”


Those words had Tor handing Rich
his own handheld, with Dareg bringing up a map on his own device, so they knew
where to go.


Cindy shrugged.


“You have about two hours before
they can possibly be into position. That’s if they don’t stop or have to slow
down for cows in the road. It’s four hours before true dark. We need to hit as
soon as possible, when they stop. Otherwise they’ll probably abuse Georges for
fun.”


Dareg turned to him, moving over.


“I’ll go over how to fly then. It
isn’t hard. Come on.” The man grinned at him, as if it was really going to be
an issue. It honestly wasn’t. Flying, it turned out, wasn’t hard at all.











Chapter four


 


 The trick to tracking the
incoming transports wasn’t nearly as hard as it might have been. His partner of
the moment, Dareg Canton, for all he looked young and a bit too handsome for
real work, had a link with him that allowed them to track things from
satellites hovering above them in space. More to the point, he could use the
little flat sheet of stone he pulled from his pocket to control the things, so
brought three of them to bear for that purpose.


He was also decently polite, so
didn’t complain when Richard suggested that they set up to watch the vehicles
pass them from the ground. A thing that they were able to do by flying down the
coast a good way and, cleverly, hiding in the bushes along the side of the
road.


Holding up a single hand, he got
the man next to him to wait, instead of showing himself as the blue and green
craft, much like the one that Countess Printer had shown up in, rushed past
them, moving nearly a hundred miles per hour. The other man had something in
his hand, which, when Richard looked over, wasn’t a weapon at all. It was his
handheld.


“You got video of that?” The term
was probably wrong, but there was a nod at the words. Then he brought up a
replay, as the craft moved out of sight, about a mile away.


“Yes… Let me… Here. What can you
tell from this?”


There was a slightly too polite
sound to the words, as if there wasn’t going to really be any new information
that they didn't have. Which was probably true enough. They had Cin Mableton on
information gathering and satellite imagery. Having eyes on the target
was just old habit for him, so he did it. Not because he didn't trust the other
sources, simply due to the fact that for most of his life doing anything else
was nearly impossible. The best he’d had before working with Cindy was pictures
and very rarely, some film.


Still, he watched the scene play
out again, being the same thing he’d just seen with his own eyes. After a
moment, something clicked.


“Right… Look here.” A single
finger pointed at the lead vehicle first. “They have two craft, but put almost
everyone in the lead. From the size they can carry six people that way, at
least large ones like this. Two up front in the cab, with four in the back. In
the second one we have one man driving and another riding in the back. You can
just see a bit of tarp or blanket back here, meaning that’s probably where
Georges is being kept. Most likely tied up under that. Hopefully alive.” He had
been the last that Rich had been told. Then, it was clear to him that Cindy
would lie if she thought she had a good reason for it. Her information was good
most of the time, on a level that made her invaluable.


That didn’t mean she wasn’t a
hard gal, who had a real edge to her. Worse, that was largely invisible, until
you got to know her. She was attractive and seemed almost frail. That wasn’t
the reality. Even without powers, the lady was clearly hard on a level that
most men couldn’t make themselves believe.


So, if she had a reason for them
to take these men along with the body of their target, she’d do it and never
even feel bad about the idea.


Nodding, Dareg took a slow,
rather deep, breath.


“I understand. So when Denis takes
them, he needs to know that. I would have had him focusing on the lead
Tam-craft, not realizing that, myself. The biggest danger is going to be the man
riding with Georges. He probably has orders to kill the man directly, if
anything happens. Can your friend influence all of them at one time? I wasn’t
that clear on it.”


That part was a thing that
Richard actually knew, having worked with the man before.


“Yes. He’ll want line of sight on
it, though he can technically do it without that, if he knows the target well
enough. In this case he really won’t though, so he’ll need to be able to see
what’s going on. We could try to block the road or something. It will need to
look real. I’m betting that those things they’re in can off-road with no
problem. They have the clearance for it.” The craft truly did. They hovered
over the Earth by nearly two feet.


They didn't really need roads,
given that.


Dareg nodded at the idea.


“That’s correct. Perhaps a pile
of stones or a tree in the way? That or other craft. It will need to be done in
a way that will slow them while in view of Denis Thompkins… We’ll need to think
on that. I can’t come up with even a single thing that would actually look
correct, without setting off any alarms. Do we follow them or…”


There was some merit to the idea,
but Richard shook his head. They really did have good tracking on the
kidnappers. Better than he and Canton would be able to do if they were flying
along behind them.


“We need to get back. Call this
in first, with what we found and our idea. Lydia is doing a fine job, but she
isn’t really experienced with this sort of thing.” He faked a wince at the
words, as if he were being mean, instead of letting the boy with him know a
simple truth.


Lydia simply wasn’t a military
commander. Not as of yet. Then, they weren’t on a military mission.


There was a smile from the big
fellow then. His lanky form stretching upward as he stood from where he’d been
hunched down behind the bush.


“That was clear when Ambassador
Mableton set the task. I can’t say that I understood the reason for it exactly.
Still, she’s done a fine bit of work so far. This kind of task… Well, no one is
ever truly prepared for this kind of thing, are they? I wouldn’t know what to
do either. If it were me, I’d have simply gotten Baron Havar and Aunt Tiera to
go in and attack them. If we could have found them in time. Then Georges the
servant would probably have been killed to prevent us taking him back. Let me
call this in to her.”


It was Tim Baker that the other
man called up but he asked after Line Walker Lydia, and reported everything
they’d been speaking about to her, without suggesting they do anything in
particular. When that was done, they started back. Lifting into the air, with
Richard suggesting they not rise too high.


“We don’t want to be seen by the kidnappers
when we pass them. Call it… A hundred feet up? About a mile to the right of
them.” There were trees on that side, which would be just tall enough to hide
them as they passed.


The trip back was faster than the
one out, since they knew what they were looking for. Still, Richard had to
admit that he would have gotten them lost, if it had been up to him. There were
landmarks, but those were mainly bends in the road and small, low hills. Rocks
in a few places. Canton used those without comment to have them back inside ten
minutes. They’d flown a good bit faster than the speed of sound to do it,
Richard had to think. The trees had actually blurred as they’d moved along.
Still, there was no tell-tale sonic boom from their passing and he hadn’t died,
even if it had felt a bit like that might happen a few times.


As they settled, Dareg doing it
first, near the clutch of people close to the old mill, Lydia held her right
hand up, almost even with her face.


“We’re going to wait for them to
camp for the night. That will mean we need to be stealthy and mobile but won’t
have to block the road. Unless one of you has something better than that?” It
was a real question but sounded adult enough. Like a good boss who was willing
to take advice, if it was a better plan than she had to start with.


Richard shook his head though.


“Not really. Blocking the road is
more certain, but the cover of night is fine as well for that. How are we
getting Denis and Kerry close enough? I want to practice the take down first,
if we have the time. They’re in two sections, like we reported. The cars are a
bit like what Countess Printer has. We can use your car for that, Countess?”


The idea of practicing first got
half the men and women there to look at him like he was an idiot.
Interestingly, Baron Havar and King Richard both simply nodded at the idea. The
taller man looked very serious about what was being said.


“That’s a prudent idea, Mr.
Drake. Do we have a second Tam-craft to use for that?”


Interestingly, Tor, Tim, Tiera
and Clemance all worked at their necks, pulling out small tiles with what
seemed to be identical glowing sigils on the fronts. Clem won, setting his up
first. It was nearly identical to the ones that the kidnappers were using.


Lydia took over then, since
liking the idea of practicing first or not, she went with the plan instantly.


“I want various set ups for this
then. Let’s set up the most likely scenario first. They pull over and get out,
to set up a camp. Drivers, I want you to try and beat Denis. Kerry, the man
guarding the target will try to kill him, if he can. Um…” She looked around,
then waved a single hand. “Printer Guards will be doing most of that. Clem and…
Dare, I want you in as drivers. Use anything you can to try and stop Denis from
putting you to sleep.” She looked over at the others then, almost slyly. “Dareg
is a line walker, so might be able to beat your powers, Den. That probably
won’t be the case with the real driver, but we need to assume that they might
have weird magics in place. Even if they don’t know it, which would mean that
Cindy wouldn’t be able to tell us about it first. King Richard and Countess
Printer, you’re the protectors for Denis and Kerry.”


The rest of the people were set
into place quickly enough. As it turned out, by the fourth time they ran the
scenario, Dare wasn’t able to beat Den totally. He did manage to stay awake as
the others all laid on the ground though. Once he got into the second car to
drive off, only to find himself floating away from the driver’s seat, thanks to
Kerry. She held her left hand out, to indicate that, while using her other hand
to pick up Cindy, who was hidden in the back of the second vehicle.


Then, being mean, Lydia moved
over to her, whispered something and then reset the whole thing.


This time with Cin in the
passenger’s seat of the second vehicle. All of the guards had weapons out and
at the first sign of anything happening at all, started to shoot blindly, using
invisible forces to knock the world around, as Denis ducked and covered. That
allowed the drivers to recover enough to get inside the vehicles and take off.


True, that had them abandoning
most of their own people, but they had the package with them, which could be
their orders. It took three more practice rounds before Tiera and Timon hit on
the idea of standing back and turning the vehicles and other magics off. That
left Cindy and Dareg naked but everyone was pleased enough with that result. It
didn’t affect what either Denis or Kerry could do at all.


Lydia clapped.


“Change of plans then. Tim and
Tiera will go in with Denis and Kerry. Richard and Holly are both on duty for
all of them. If it goes sideways after all of this, lay down cover fire and
then run away. Now, we need to go over how to use the shackles while Den keeps
everyone down.”


That was harder than it
sounded like. Richard watched the whole thing, finally speaking to Denis
softly.


“On the next one, I want you to
drop the sleep field after the first guard is shackled.” It was just to make it
harder on the people doing the work. Clemance and Lydia, for this portion of
things.


That got interesting, since the
guards on the ground had shields. That meant most weapons didn't work against
them when they realized they could move again and one of them, a red-haired
woman, used that to point a hidden knife at Cindy’s throat. She had to get up
and run to where the woman had been floated away, but being Georges the
prisoner, she wouldn’t have a shield on at all.


It allowed the man to be stabbed
in the throat six or seven times before anyone else got there to stop the
attack from taking place. It was Baron Havar that managed it, grabbing the
guard and taking the blade from her hand efficiently enough, without harming
her. It was a very martial arts looking movement from the big man. Efficient
and so well practiced that it seemed to be like something from a movie.


Then, Dareg had mentioned that his
plan would have been to get Tiera and Ruel Havar to go in with him. Not Timon
or Tor Baker. Not anyone from the IPB. Given what they were seeing it was probably
due to those two having some real skills, when it came to fighting.


He moved over to Lydia, smiling.


“We need to have a backup plan,
in case something like that happens. We don’t get a lot more time, the next
run, we should go over what will most likely happen.” He whispered the words,
since they were kind of an order. The stakes were high, but he didn't want to
undermine the woman in front of the others. She was in charge, even if it was
mainly an exercise, as far as he could tell.


She set that up, letting it play
out perfectly. Ending with the guardsmen and drivers being subdued easily. Then
the plan would be to load them onto Noram Three, which was the name of Countier
Thomson’s space ship. A thing which was currently resting on a string. Around
the young man’s neck. It was incredible to think of for a moment.


Then, since it was getting late,
they moved to the area that was probably going to be close to where the
kidnappers planned to stop for the night, and hid. At true dark, Cindy nodded
and grinned, speaking loud enough for everyone to hear.


“They’re about a quarter mile
down the road. About two hundred feet off to the side, in a stand of trees.
Here, let me pass a map of that…”


The image hit Rich as well,
showing as if it were hand drawn, on fairly old-fashioned parchment paper. From
the sudden jumping about a third of the people were doing, they all got to see
it. Dareg Canton brought up a map on his handheld, which was more modern
looking, but showed the same thing. That had several others doing the same
thing.


Lydia looked at it and pointed.


“Den, Kerry and that group will
come in from the um… West. The rest of us will be on the north and east. We
need to close on three sides. Like a triangle, so we don’t leave an escape
route down the road.”


Everyone listened to the orders,
and then moved into various vehicles, so that they could get into place
silently. Richard didn’t really have a job for the whole thing, he noticed.
Then, oddly enough, neither did Tor Baker or Dareg Canton. They all flew in using
their shields, which was interesting, since it was getting fairly dark out.
They did it low to the ground as well, not moving all that fast, so that they
didn't accidently hit any trees.


The actual takedown went almost
flawlessly. Watching it was very much like the last practice that they’d had,
though the cars were further apart by about fifty feet. That didn’t stop Denis
from making everyone sleep, though. The hard part came when the shackles needed
to be put on. Den couldn’t hit the people then, which meant that one of the
people that Clemance was trying to put the heavy chains on managed to get up
and run. They didn’t try for anything fancy, either, the medium tall man just
heading deeper into the tree line.


Pointing, Richard grunted. He, no
doubt rudely, pointed a single finger at the fleeing back. It was easier than
running after him first thing, which was, he realized, not actually needed for
the time being. Rich wasn’t Argos or even Impulse when it came to sprinting. It
was clear that the man running away was a lot slower that way, however.


Still, he took time to use his
words, since that was what polite people did.


“That one is ours then. Can
either of you turn the magics off for him? I bet that will make this more fun,
if you can.” Otherwise they were going to have a potentially interesting chase,
since the man might well have a shield on, or other flying gear or even a craft.
If that was the case, they might end up chasing him into outer space. Which
wasn’t, of course, likely. If the men had that kind of option, they’d have used
it, first thing.


Tor simply nodded, seeming
focused and a bit tense. It showed on his face in that his eyes tightened,
fractionally.


“I have that. I can do it
from here.” His voice was bland sounding. Probably due to whatever focus or
concentration his powers needed to work.


Dareg took off then, moving on
foot. Faster than Richard was even able to track in the dim light. He
did the same, running on foot for a bit, then realizing that flying close to
the ground would be a good bit faster. It worked, so after a moment, still
running, or at least trying to, he rose four inches into the air and pushed
forward into a speed that made the dim world around him blur. It was an
interesting effect, if a bit hard to see where he was going.


Which meant he didn't see the
tree he impacted with at nearly a hundred miles per hour. That, the power of
the raw impact shook him, but the shield he had on appeared to actually work,
since he was still alive and almost as if by magic, the kidnapper they were pursuing
was just to the left of that particular tree, meaning he collided with the man
as soon as he spun off, hurling in that direction quickly in an attempt to keep
going.


The other man screamed a bit,
after that. Still conscious, but with several broken bones.


Dareg found them a few moments
later thanks to the moaning, screaming and carrying on. The tall man looked at
the downed foe and nodded after a moment. If he was able to work out how
accidently the man had been taken down, he was kind enough not to rat Rich out.
Not first thing at least. Then, almost mechanically, the tall young seeming
white fellow started to work on various pockets the kidnapper had, pulling out
several weapons, with a certain amount of care.


His voice was low, which meant
straining to hear him over the pained moaning coming from the downed kidnapper.


“Mainly knives and a bludgeon. No
magics of note on him. They have them as a group, so… My bet is that this
one was hired on for the mission, instead of working directly for Holder as a
sworn man. Which smacks of political concern, instead of simple
expediency.” Those words came in English, which the downed man wouldn’t know,
at a bet. It gave them a secret way of communicating, more or less.


Continuing on, Dareg Canton shook
his head, slowly.


“A sworn man is given a sort of
limited protection when following orders. As long as they are doing what their
master told them to do directly, to the best of their ability, they are
personally held harmless in it. Mercenaries and hired men do not enjoy that
state, so being caught kidnapping the man of even a former countess will have
these villains put to death, more likely than not. They were clearly not
counting on anyone caring all that much about retrieving their victim.” The
tall young man made a soft, rather considering, sound. “It seems they were
wrong.”


They both moved to carry the bellowing
fellow back. That made it sound like they were killing him, which wasn’t the
truth. Rich, at least, was trying to go as gently as possible. Dareg wasn’t
exactly slamming the man around, either. They managed to hold him by either arm
and move him along with a smooth and even flow. It meant being close enough to
the man to smell the alcohol on his breath. Then, Richard knew that one. A lot
of criminals took drugs or drank before committing their crimes. It was stupid,
since doing that kind of thing made it far more likely you would make a
mistake. Not that it was the case this time. These men would have been caught
regardless of how disciplined and ready they were.


Not that it excused using poor
skills and discipline, since they couldn’t have known they were going to be
captured so easily.


They still did it, taking drugs
and drinking the Dutch courage, not believing they had the will to do it,
otherwise.


As soon as they were back to the
camp site, they settled the fellow carefully on the ground. A full third of the
people were standing around an older man who was sitting on the dirt as well,
off to the side slightly, clutching a talisman that glowed green on the front.


Lydia and Clemance both scurried
over to the new friend that had been found in the woods, Clem holding a set of
chains, which were put on the wrists and ankles of the fellow that he and Dareg
had recovered. There were some hard looks from the younger man as he worked,
though it didn't come with blows or even jerking things around more than was
needed in the moment.


When the job was done, sighing,
the kid pressed a green glowing amulet to the side of the mewling man’s neck.


“Healing amulet. We have them all,
now. Embarrassing, letting one get away like that.” It sounded legitimate, as
if he was really feeling the error on a personal level.


Richard patted the kid on the arm
and shook his head.


“That’s reality for you, isn’t
it? Always doing things you don’t expect like that. Don’t worry over it, too
much. We plan and practice, then work as a crew to cover for things we didn’t
have in mind the first time. At any point things can go wrong, always,
so we deal with it. You didn’t even do anything wrong, really. There are
probably some small things that could be improved, but we’ll go over that
later. In case we need that kind of thing later, for a different operation.”
His rousing speech didn't really seem to help the fellow feel better, from the
look on his face.


Dareg grinned though and also
reached out to pat the other kid.


“That’s true. It doesn’t
hurt that this largely worked. Not, as you noticed, perfectly, perhaps. Still,
this is clearly a win for us. Now, you’re up again, aren’t you, Countier
Thomson? We need to get everything taken care of. I don’t know where we’re
taking them. Off to a prison of some sort?” 


Dare Canton glanced over toward
Lydia, since it was her operation to command, but it was King Richard who
spoke, his voice deep and serious sounding.


“We need to take Georges to Count
Ward, directly, as a show of good will. Can you get us to Warden in the dark,
Countier Thomson?” The man looked grim. As if that kind of thing would be
beyond the ability of the youthful pilot they had on their crew.


The younger man just nodded. It
wasn’t even hesitant at all. Just matter of fact as if it really were the kind
of thing he was good at. Which, given he was training with Space Fleet in his
off times from school, was probably just the truth. In space it was always
dark, after all.


“Directly, Sire. We’ll leave in…
Five minutes? If that serves, of course. I need to get set up before we can
leave.” There was a small, rather perfunctory seeming bow then. One that the
king returned, nearly matching it, for some reason. It was subtle and spoke of
something that Rich didn’t really understand. It was the man in charge of the
kingdom indicating that suddenly, for some reason, a boy of fourteen was his
equal in the world.


The kid had his ship out
efficiently, holding it in his hand, then set up to the side with a tap and
made to gently glow in purple and black in half the time stated as being needed
for the work. That the black was glowing was fairly interesting to see, though
Richard had noticed that kind of effect before, in his own world. Mainly when
Prime was about to use his power blasts. It wasn’t a common thing at all,
however. It seemed to both reflect light and drink the world at the same time.


They were loaded up with a few
happy waves, the ship made to be bigger somehow than it had been before, though
not truly vast. It was about the size of a large bus, when they were all on
board the thing. In the front were real seats, though the eight men in the back
were in separate little cages with clear fronts. They didn’t seem to be able to
get out, for some reason. They were required to ride sitting or at least
hunched over in the small boxes.


They were about four feet high,
even if it was kind of clear that the things could have been made to go all the
way to the ceiling, if the Captain had wanted it to be done that way. That was
twelve feet above them. Richard understood that it was possible, since some
handy blue letters came in front of his eyes and explained that the ship itself
could have grown to the size of a decent city, holding more people than a lot
of places, if it had been desired.


So the little boxes were built
that way as a punishment. Nothing more. It seemed to him that they would have
been given a bit more head room if the one man hadn’t managed to get away from
a certain boy as well as he had.


They were up in the air and
moving shortly after that. The King himself, sitting directly next to Countess
Printer and the old man that they’d recovered, who was upright and strong
seeming, even if well wrinkled. The man hadn’t spoken at all, which no one
seemed to find all that strange.


After a moment, a deep voice came
from the red-headed giant’s right hand. The words were translated via caption
for him again. Cindy making up for his personal lack of language skills. It
shouldn’t have been needed, of course. He didn't have three years to learn how
to speak clearly at the moment though.


“King Richard? What may I do for
you this evening?” The words were rather polite in tone, holding a hint of
bafflement and tension at the same time. In the background there was a female
voice. The words, hushed things that were barely audible came to him in a
slightly pink color when the translation came. Probably to show that it was a
different person being translated. That kind of sorting was actually pretty handy,
just to prevent confusion.


“Ask him if there is any word on
Georges… Martha is besides herself…” That person was marked as being Countess
Ward, though there was no picture to go with it.


The King didn't wait on that
either, answering the woman instantly.


“We have him. He’s alive and
healed. Beaten and terrorized but otherwise not interfered with, though that
seems to have been part of the plan for the night’s entertainment. We took the
captors alive for questioning, as well, and have information from Ambassador
Mableton as to who is behind the action and why it took place. I’ll
share that when we land? We should be there shortly, if that’s allowed, Count
Ward?”


The deep voice, which was even more
grumbling than the King’s, if that was possible at all, sounded delighted for
some reason. A thing that wasn’t that hard to figure out, if they’d been
concerned with their man having been taken, which clearly the people there
were.


“Certainly. This is good
news. Most excellent, to be truthful. My people lost all trace of the
kidnappers and we feared Georges as being lost for all time. When will you be
arriving?”


Holly looked out the window, her
long face looking bemused. It was clear she understood where they were, from
the expression on her face. She wasn’t a great beauty, being a little long of
face for that. Still, there was a spark to her eyes which was nice to see,
Richard had to admit. 


“About now. We’re already
settling over your palace, Count Ward. You might want to alert the men that it
isn’t an attack, given the events of the day. The purple and black craft. We
have… Dignitaries with us. That’s all the warning I can give you at the
moment, I think. I don’t know what more I’m allowed to say on the subject.
Clearly, you’ll want to act impressed when you see them. Especially
given who personally went in to save your mother’s man.”


There was a pause then. A long
one that seemed to drag out far past what could be consider polite.


“I understand. I’ll be there
directly, myself. Allow me…” The man called out then, about incoming guests.
Then the device went black.


It was Clemance who spoke next,
in English first, then Standard. There were some similarities between the two
languages. Not that Richard could track it all on the fly.


“We might want to take a
few moments before jumping out. Things have to be tense on the ground here.
Even if the events of the day started at the Dowager estate. The guards might
feel a need to prove they won’t be easily pushed around in the moment, and who
could blame them for it?”


That fact didn’t prevent several
people from running out of the mansion that they were in front of. It wasn’t
well lit out front, but there was just enough light, from the glow of the ship,
that it was possible to see palm trees around them. Healthy and well cared for
ones, at that. From the temperature of the air and humidity, along with how the
plants looked, Richard had to figure they were close to Florida, if not
well into it. At least it would have been near that location, in his own world.


He’d lived in that area long
enough in his life for it to be familiar to him, even if the venue was slightly
different in the moment.


Tor waited, seeming hesitant
enough about getting off the flying bus they were on, not moving until after
Timon did it. The younger brother spoke to them all, though it had to be
translated again.


“That should work to set everyone
at their ease. As well as we can for the time being. Everyone move slowly
anyway. No need to push anyone into an error here, since we have unlimited time
to get this done. We need to send Georges out first, so he can collect his hugs
and cuddles. Otherwise we’ll probably be knocked to the ground in the
rush to get to him.”


The silent man got up and moved
down the aisle between the seats at a good pace. Eager to see his friends, it
seemed. He moved well, not like he was old at all. Richard was well
aware of how older people moved, having lived it himself for a long time.
Things hurt and ached constantly past a certain age. This man, for some reason,
wasn’t dealing with that at all. He didn't seem muscular or robust, really.
Just healthy. Like a much younger man might be.


Everyone got up, though who was
going first, second and third had to be chosen fairly carefully, it seemed.
Cindy moved in along side of him and actually spoke the words for him, instead
of showing letters that overlaid on his vision.


The attractive blonde woman put
her hand on his arm.


“Georges has to go first,
to prove this isn’t a trick. Then we need to put someone in front of the King,
as a guard. There has been some bad blood between the Wards and King Cordes,
even if they aren’t planning anything negative here at all. They didn’t have
time enough to plot anything, and probably wouldn’t even if they could… Still,
we need to be careful that way. Then the King and Countess Printer need to go
next. We can’t have the Countess’s guards right behind her though, with
the King right there. That would make him look like a prisoner, which might
have the Wards fighting her suddenly, to prove they back the King, which
they’re sworn to do. The real guards will need to pull up the back, so we aren’t
sending the wrong message here.”


He looked around for a moment,
then nodded.


“Let’s… How about we get Baron
Havar and Dareg Canton going first, as guards, with the King and Countess next,
followed by Tiera and… you? Then the rest of us will fill in with the guards
taking up the rear. Though someone should hang out here to watch the
people we took.”


That meant two of the rust red
and gray clad women being sent out behind them, with the other men and women
staying on the ship, to watch the prisoners.


No one screamed at his idea of
who should go first or why, though he did get some rather strange looks over
it. After a moment, as they walked out, letters came again, explaining things
for him so he’d be in the loop.


The gist of it seemed to be that
the King simply didn’t show up without his own Royal Guard like they
were doing. There was absolutely no protocol at all for what was taking
place, so it seemed incredibly strange to everyone involved. Then, placing the
former Queen of the Moon behind the fellow would seem like he didn't have
anyone at his back at all. That or Lydia, the rather tiny line walker, was being
set guarding both of them.


Since the people in Ward didn’t
understand what was going on, the Count nearly froze, then started to wave his
own guards away, rather hastily, in case it was going to seem like he was being
hostile. At the very same time, a rather tall, stately woman with black hair
and dark skin moved in to hug Georges. It was held for a long time. She did it
fast enough that Timon’s idea, that they might have been knocked down if they
were in the way, seemed to be carrying some weight.


It was good to see, actually


Her words were contrite, not just
excited, however.


“I’m so sorry! I couldn’t stop
them…” The woman seemed rather distressed by the idea. She was joined in her
embrace by a smaller, but still nicely tall, attractive blonde lady. Behind them
stood the Count, and a more youthful dark-haired woman and a slightly lighter
man who looked a bit goofy, having nicely large ears and a strong face. It took
Richard a moment to understand that the eight-foot-tall giant man standing
there was clearly Tobin Peterson. Only, of course, not that man at all.


They all bowed, which meant their
entire line of people, who had come out two by two, did it back. Even the King
did his part, matching the rest of them, more or less. It was the dark-skinned
cute woman in the back who said something. In Standard.


“We should get inside? You have
prisoners on the transport?”


Richard spoke, since that sounded
like the kind of thing that underlings were supposed to take care of. If that
wasn’t his place for the evening, then he didn’t know it at all.


“That’s right. We have three of
Countess Printers finest guards watching them right now. Eight prisoners in
all. They need to be questioned, but I believe we have information for you and
your people… Conserina Ward.” He bowed toward her specifically, which meant
that she did it back, going only about a quarter of the way down. Then she went
wide eyed, her face lighting up. 


She was speaking in Standard, and
he in English, but it seemed she was getting a translation as well. It really
was handy.


“Brother, we should send the
eight prisoners to the local jail. We will have most of their information
already, thanks to Ambassador Mableton being involved in this already.” That
got a bow in Cindy’s direction, which had everyone doing it again. Then the
Count led them all inside, himself. That wasn’t normal, apparently.


The King was there,
however and it was a sudden thing. Interestingly, Cindy spoke to him, softly as
they moved.


“This one is fun. The only
thing that makes any sense here is that we came for an orgy. I mean, they know
that it isn’t that, but there just isn’t anything like this at all in their
protocols other than a clandestine meeting for sex. I call Count Ward, if we
end up doing anything like that.” She sounded glib about it. It was cutely done
and in English.


Rich looked at the others and
smiled.


“I’ll call the Dowager, then?
She’s attractive and seems like a good person.” She was also the only woman
there who didn’t seem like a child to him. They were close to Conserina Ward
and the man next to her, who both smiled suddenly, meaning they were getting
what he’d just said.


Neither of them commented on it,
directly. Instead the younger, dark skinned and haired lady moved in to give
Georges a hug as they all walked. They didn't stop until they were inside, in a
large room that held seating for all of them. The guards stood directly behind
Holly, with Dareg and Ruel moving to do the same behind the King.
Interestingly, the rest of them were allowed to sit, with Tor Baker ending up
directly next to Rich.


The great looking tall man, who
wasn’t that big for the room, spoke, looking directly at Count Ward. There was
meaning in the look. The kind of thing that commanded attention, while also
expressing humor, in a fashion that didn't show as a smile at all.


“The King and Countess Printer,
along with Ambassador Mableton and her people went into rescue Georges. Themselves.
They didn’t send guards or hired men for it. They did the work on their own,
with their own hands.”


That got a sudden, rather shocked
look, then a quarter of the room stood and tried to bow toward the others. They
all stood then, and bowed back, in the main. The people spoken about got
to sit first this time, however that worked.


Richard simply did his part, not
speaking, for the time being. That seemed to be the safest option, given that
the only things he could think to say at the moment were feeble attempts at
jokes to lighten the mood.











Chapter five


 


As it turned out, they didn’t
have to have an orgy at all that night. They were, apparently, required
to attend a meal there, with the Wards. That was a fine and well-presented
affair, which was something of a celebration, given that Georges was back and
relatively unharmed. Not that being kidnapped wasn’t going to have an effect on
his mind, later.


No one spoke on that topic, but
it was clear that it was going to be hard for anyone to feel safe for a long
time after that kind of ordeal. Making sure he had a good shield and possibly
weapons would be important. If he were a woman, they could have provided guards
to him. As a man, he’d need to be able to fight for himself. Having failed once
already, he’d be worried that he was lacking in some way. Even if no one in the
world would have expected an unarmed man to fight off eight trained fighters.


At least Rich knew that he’d have
felt that way if it had been him in that position. Thankfully they’d gotten
there before the man had been raped. He had no clue what to do for a man that
had happened to. A woman, either, come to that. He’d known people it had
happened too, being old like he was. Most of them just didn't speak on the subject
much. It wasn’t useful to them, but had made it easier for him to deal with
them, not having to hear about it much.


In the end they stayed until
nearly eleven in the evening, then were allowed to leave, since the King needed
to be returned to the palace quickly, before his personal guard panicked about
his absence. The giant man spoke to him, in Standard, as they reloaded the
funny looking flying purple and black bus.


Thankfully, there were words to
translate for him, so it was understood.


“This is the first time I’ve been
outside on my own in nearly thirty years.”


Not that the man was alone
at all. There were far too many people around for that. The idea made sense
though. There were no guards there for him, specifically. Cindy moved up, her
face rather blank as she spoke.


“The tradition here is for the
heir to take power when they turn forty, isn’t it? That’s in… less than five
years. It’s good for you to ease back into doing things on your own, so it
won’t be a shock to you later. A day here, a trip to another world there for a
week or two. That kind of thing. Besides, you had the Queen of the Moon and the
secret leader of Mars in on this already. You couldn’t really afford not
to make a showing at all. More to the point, I wanted to get you in with
Drake and Lydia for a bit here. Kerry and Denis as well. They aren’t that high
up in my world, but they all have a certain cache in different places. Now you
know them personally and can just get in touch with them all directly. Combat
buddies, so no one will think it odd that you’re all close. See how that
works?” She smiled about the words, which got a return look from the King.


He bowed a bit, as he walked. It
was a practiced move that was probably a bit difficult to do while also not
seeming like an awkward goon.


“I’d wondered at the reasoning
behind it, to be truthful. After all, I wasn’t truly needed here at all, for
all I’m glad to have done my part. I should attempt to procure a device to
connect with your world directly, given that? The kingdom has one, naturally,
but it wouldn’t be appropriate to use it for personal needs.” The words were a
bit off, seeming covert instead of a simple statement.


A thing that Richard understood,
without even thinking much about it. After all, if Cindy was hooking him up
with members of the crew specifically, there might be a need for
something that wasn’t being openly mentioned. A plan in the works that it would
be foolish to talk about openly.


Looking up at the large man who
shared his fake name, Richard smiled.


“Who do we go to for that kind of
thing? Something on the black market?” They might be able to steal one,
if they had that kind of data. That or buy one, if it could be done without
being noticed on the books, if that was an issue.


From behind him, Tim Baker spoke.
His words were bland enough that he didn't seem upset by what Rich had been
considering mere moments before. That was probably down to not caring, rather
than not getting it. The man could read minds, after all. At least Richard had
been told that was probably the case. All the mages and wizards would be
expected to be able to do that kind of thing.


“I have some of those left, as it
turns out. I can have one sent over for you directly, King Richard. One for
each of these others, as well, Ambassador Mableton?” The look he gave her was
direct and clearly spoke of understanding things on a deep level.


There was a bob of the blonde
woman’s head.


“That’s a good idea. Really, we
probably need more than that, eventually. Otherwise you won’t all get the
messages about our Halloween and Christmas parties in time.”


The words were a joke, meant to
either throw off any listeners or just to keep the mood light. When they
settled, it was in a cluster of bodies, all being near each other in groups.
The cages in the back were empty, though still there. Existing now without a
real purpose. The ship would change on demand. As technology went, it was
remarkably flexible. The kind of thing that would be useful to have one of, if
it were ever possible.


While it occurred to him that he
might be able to steal that kind of thing and then take it to his own world,
the truth was that, even if worth millions or possibly billions of
dollars, staying in the good graces of Tim and Tor Baker was worth more
to him at the moment. The ability to change Infected people like they could was
priceless, as far as he was concerned.


Plus, you didn’t steal from your
friends. It was a rule that he’d lived his entire life. Things were, in the
end, only items. Inanimate objects that might be useful or pretty.
Friends and crew were the important thing. Family as well, for most people.
That last one wasn’t a thing he’d done much with, himself. The idea that he
could now had come to him before, though being busy had held him away from
taking any action on it. Really, he hadn’t even had a steady girl in so long
that he didn't recall who had filled the position. It was something to work on,
in the future.


Oddly enough, that thought got
him to think of something and smile suddenly. It was a bit out of place for the
conversation, which was currently about them getting nifty cross reality phones
hooked up. Timon looked at him, then shook his head a bit.


“I’m missing something.” The
words just hung there for a second. They weren’t a question. The man understood
that he wasn’t following suddenly, just from a smile and a few random thoughts.


Richard kept smiling.


“I just realized that people were
the important thing in life. Friends, family… Then it hit me that I missed my cat.”
He spread his hands, willing to have others laugh at him. After all, Tabitha
was as close to him as anyone in the world, any world, ever had been. His
family, in a very real way.


Instead of ridicule, Tor simply
smiled at him, then spoke in nearly flawless English.


“She is a marvelous cat.
Alyssa was suggesting that we consider getting one of those for our place in
Vagus. The building is solid and made of magic, but we do have a mouse problem.
It’s living in a grassland like we do. They come in somehow and make themselves
at home in our food stores and clothing cupboards.”


Then, as if it made any sense at
all, the issue of pest control came up, and was discussed, until the King of
Noram was returned to the palace. The rest of them were invited in for the
night, though Tor waved that thought away for them all.


“Not needed. We’re near my place
here. Plus, you had a group come in earlier for the students to work on, didn’t
you, Mr. Drake?” There was worry in the words, as if that might not be
the case. It hadn’t been brought up at all. They’d all been too focused on
saving Georges.


He got to nod though, which was
always nice.


“We did, in fact. People recently
imprisoned. For the non-crime being Infected. We had to break them out of
confinement. Which, even in our world was actually legal, so you don’t feel
poorly about us. We shouldn’t have had to do it, but there were other
circumstances involved. Mainly… Perhaps we could speak about this in a few
moments?” It was mainly the Baker family members, IPB people and Baron Havar
left. That and Clemance Thompson, since they were in his bus thing. It
was probably rude to keep the King out of their plans, so he shrugged, the man
freezing a bit on hearing his words. Seeming slightly upset, for the briefest
instant. Then his face went blank. Perfectly controlled.


Waving, he smiled up at the man.
No one else had stood up, even if Royalty had gotten up to leave.


“It isn’t that you can’t
know about it, I just may have to beg a little bit and you know how it
is, not wanting to do that in front of everyone in the world.”


For some reason, that got a smile
from the monarch. A big and genuine seeming thing. Delayed, since he had to
read up on the subject first, it seemed.


“Ah. I do, actually, have some
idea of that one, then. Normally begging for forgiveness, for doing my job. It
comes up with ridiculous frequency in my life, sadly.”


Thinking for a second, reading
the translation himself, Richard nodded.


“About like that, actually. It’s
kind of a big ask, as well, so Tor might have to tell me to go soak my head. If
so, I don’t want to force him to do it in front of the king. That might
embarrass him.” For some reason most of the people with him seemed to find that
idea funny. Tor translated the words, so the king could laugh at the idea as
well.


It let the king move out without
hurt feelings, so it was worth the gentle mocking. After that, no more than a
minute later, the craft rose upward. Calling out, Cindy set the destination.


“Straight up, into orbit, if
that’s all right, Countier Thompson? We need to speak. Not that anyone is
listening to us here. It’s hard to do in a vehicle like this. I just haven’t
been in space a lot before.”


The world shifted, without
feeling like anything at all was happening. Sighing, Richard glanced over at
Tim, who was sitting behind him, making the move obvious to everyone.


“Do you have some of these
laying around? They’re amazing.” He laughed a bit, as the man shook his
head. Interestingly, Dareg Canton tilted his head a bit.


“I have some, if you want? I think
it would have to be hidden from your people though. Karina mentioned that her
father and Uncle Timon arranged for a delivery of some jump ships to your
world. It would lessen the gift if it was known that you have one as a personal
craft… maybe a fast craft, as a replacement gift? They’re most versatile in
shape. You can’t travel to the stars in one, but they’re speedy, if moving in
air or near the ground.” He looked at the others in turn, with all of them
smiling a bit. It seemed strained.


Enough so that Richard waved the
idea away. His goal wasn’t to leave people feeling like he was greedy, after
all.


“That sounds wonderful but I
can’t afford that kind of thing right now. I mean politically, not just
in money. Besides, I need to learn how to teleport more smoothly anyway. I have
it on good authority that I can do something close to that, if I practice
enough. Maybe even traveling to other worlds on my own. Which I haven’t been
working on at all. No time for it.”


Those words got Tor to clap, one
time only.


“You should stay here then, for
such studies. You get eight days for each one in your home time. Even if you
only come for a few days at a time, to gain more from your work hours, that
might be of use to you. Would that serve? It… should be more than possible
to get you any kind of craft you wish, as well. Especially if it comes from
Mars. I do see the need for political concern, as you mentioned, as well. Too
much wealth moving from one place to another might create concern in certain
circles.” The man seemed nearly apologetic. Worried as well. As if he was being
mean or might be thought of that way, simply for being considerate and polite
beyond all reason.


They stopped moving, hanging
above the world, so high up that Richard could feel the awe of it.


He stopped for a second, looking
out the window. Muttering a bit.


“I remember when the first Moon
landing took place, back home. I watched it on television like everyone else,
of course. I honestly never thought that I’d go to the Moon myself. This is… Amazing.
Anyway, just because I want a cool car, doesn’t mean I need one.
What would be really helpful is if we can keep some of the current crowd being
worked on here, for a bit. Most of them were put in that hospital prison by
their own family. They won’t really have anything to go back to or resources to
get them started again in the world. One of them is important to an upcoming mission.
The rest are just good people who drew a bad hand. They…” He stopped for a bit,
turning to look at Tor, even if he wasn’t as awe inspiring as the Earth below
them. Swirling with clouds and hinting at blues, greens and browns.


The man looked back a bit blankly
as Rich went on.


“Even without their first modes,
some of them might be troubled for a while. Maybe for the rest of their lives.
They weren’t beaten and tortured but they were betrayed by their own
people. I don’t know if I can explain.” He felt a bit slow and stupid for a
moment.


Until Tiera Baker spoke.


“If they can work at all, they
might want to consider moving to Harmony or Second City? That or to one of the
Mars locations. Life isn’t hard there and while it means learning a new
language or two, they will be welcome. If they cannot work… Well, then
Tor will host them here, until we can find a better position for them. I’d
offer my own home, as well of course. I just don’t have any servants. Perhaps
Two Bends would be restful?” She looked at her brothers, then at Ruel, who was
very still for a moment.


Then the large man nodded.


“I could host a few as well, in
the Barony. Not in the splendor of Tor’s palace perhaps but I have some land
there and could build something, if needed?” He seemed nearly humble about
mentioning what he was.


Which was likely due to the fact
that he wasn’t as rich as some of the others there. Still, he was making the offer
anyway, even if it might be a hardship for him to do. Richard didn’t know if it
was the right thing to do, but stood, moved to the aisle and bowed to Tiera and
then Ruel.


As an after thought he covered
the others as well, which had all the IPB people standing and doing the same
thing.


Tor nodded though.


“Good, we have options
here for them. I can also help them set up businesses or even give them funds
to take back to your world, if that would be more welcome? Now, Richard, you
mentioned needing to ask a favor of some kind? I… don’t want to stress you, we
could move to the back?” The man gestured, as if that were a real thing.


Richard bowed again, directly to
the man. It was done back, though not that deeply, since it was clearly
supposed to be playful.


“That was it. Finding a place for
these people. That and a spot to work for a few days, if it’s allowed. One of
them, Gillian Sprouse, her parents are high up in the government back home. We
need to ask her to speak about them publicly. She might refuse. Honestly, she
probably should. It works for us to have her do that, and having
a safe place for her where no one from back home can easily touch her will
help, but really, she should say no. They and their people will pretty much
have to try and kill her if it even looks like she might tell what she knows.”


It was a lot to drop on people
all at once. Tim tightened his face then.


“They raped her? Torture or
something similar. Then, when she showed the hated Infection, they used that as
an excuse to have her hidden away from the world?”


Cindy smiled looking over at the
man, who was across the aisle from her.


“That’s pretty close. They were
training her to be one of them. A monster, basically. There, it isn’t all of
our leaders, but many, aren’t good people. Back home they all know that
speaking up will have them put to death if they try it. The kids… A lot of them
are broken solidly by the time they’re old enough to speak. Gillian wasn’t
fully indoctrinated into the cannibalism when she was locked up. Kids can’t be
blamed for what their parents feed them. That means, with the other evidence we
have that we might be believed, if she’s willing to speak. It really isn’t
safe. She may well have to go back home for it and that will leave her
open to assassination. They might even be able to reach her here, using magic or
people with powers. I don’t think that will happen but I can’t prove it yet.
Magic works in our world and is largely held in secret by the kinds of people
we’re going up against.”


The words were clearly meant to
be shocking. It seemed to work even. Everyone looked uncomfortable at any rate.


Dareg looked over at Cindy, then
Richard.


“We can send her in with a shield
and some armor. Weapons as well. Should we offer guards or… I don’t know. I’ll
stand ready to do what I can. You say you have other proof of this evil, as
well?”


Denis, who had been fairly quiet
all evening, let his voice be heard then.


“Oh, yeah. Loads of it. Video of
famous people doing horrible things. Body parts taken as trophies. It’s
enough that we’re slowly making headway, finally. We stole it from them, a few
months back. The major news services won’t touch it, but it’s been released on
the deep web… I can’t explain that one.”


The man, his short hair wavy on
the top, ran his fingers through it. Not caring if it messed things up at all.
Men didn't concern themselves with things like that past good hygiene, after
all. That and a tidy appearance on occasion.


Richard had a clue on that one,
having learned about such computer based things, over the past months.


“That one… It’s a bit like a
secret handheld that only criminals use. The people that are spreading the
information on it are being killed when they’re caught. In secret. They
aren’t the good guys, but they won’t let this kind of thing go without trying
to stop it. Some of them at least. The rest… Well, like I said, they aren’t
good.” About half the people that saw the things were probably using them to
pleasure themselves to.


A thought that left him feeling
vaguely ill. He’d seen enough of the footage to have had it haunt his dreams
more than once.


Everyone went silent for a while,
until Clemance spoke up, from the front.


“Line walker Lydia, would I be
allowed to travel with you back to your world? I’m needed there for another
viewing of the new crop of jump pilots tomorrow, your time. Cousin Will was
going to take me in, but…”


She nodded, speaking from her
seat. A rich looking thing that seemed like soft cloth and was soft enough to
remind one of an easy chair.


“Sure. We can do that when we get
back. Is there anything else we need to talk about while we’re up here? I love
the view, I have to admit.” She moved to the window to look out. Kerry was
doing the same thing, her blue eyes avid seeming.


Cindy snapped her fingers.


“Yes. Ruel needs to send that
letter to Laurie Baker, asking for Tiera’s hand. We’ll work that up, while
we’re here.”


Kerry smiled and finally looked
around, finding the tall, very attractive, woman first.


“She can just say yes or no right
now, can’t she? Or… Well, I guess not, if it’s the tradition here. You
need to get with Will on that too, don’t you Cindy? Accepting his
marriage proposal? Then we just have to get Lydia set up that way. You and
Clemance, maybe? He’s very cute and has his own space ship. That has to be a
good sign that he’s going places.” The words were teasing, though the fellow at
the front laughed at them. Not unkindly in his manner.


“Not that it wouldn’t be welcome
but I’m nearly certain that I’d have an unfortunate accident if I got in
my brother’s way there. Not that he isn’t a good candidate for marriage,
Line Walker Lydia. You’re both of similar age even, being about a thousand
years old now. I could carry a letter in for you? We’d have to get both of you
treatments to look older, I think. I was thinking of doing that myself, soon.
After my own training as a line walker, if I make it.”


Tiera took a breath and looked at
Ruel, who was firmly looking out the window, not making eye contact with
anyone. Turning red. Not in anger, just embarrassment.


“We should marry, I think,
Ruel. Would you be willing to, do you think? I’ll understand if you can’t or
don’t wish to. People teasing about it doesn’t mean it isn’t a good idea.”


The man spun in place, going wide
eyed. He covered for that by smiling, about ten seconds later.


“That would be wonderful,
of course. I… Yes. Let’s do that? Here I was holding off, figuring that you’d
simply say no, if I dared to ask.”


Richard didn’t let himself nod at
the words, since that would be rude. Still, he could understand the feeling
from the man. After all, men begged for marriage. Women simply said yes or no.
Which was backwards, since it was clearly the women that wanted to be married
and who benefited from it the most. At least it had been that way in his world,
for most of his life. That he might not be correct about it there, in Noram,
was just common sense. Different places, other realities, would have varied
rules that way.


Tor, sitting back, clapped a bit,
happily this time, instead of merely marking a point.


“We’ll have to let ma know about
this first thing, or she’ll have our hides. Would it be appropriate to… No,
it’s too late to call anyone now. We should go back to the Capital house and
get some sleep. Then work on that in the morning. Your projects as well, Mr.
Drake. If that’s acceptable?”


It was, so he bowed, and Clemance
took them back down, ending right in front of the large, very nice and well lit
palace, that Tor apparently kept as his secondary home. That idea, keeping
multiple palaces just in case he had to move around was so different than
anything Richard had ever managed in his own life. He’d been a
multi-millionaire, more than once and still had never managed an honest to
goodness castle, much less the far more decorative type of thing that
Tor had.


Then, his choice had always been
for small apartments or houses, even when he’d had the funds for more. He’d
sold everything off when it had become clear that the end point of his life was
going to be spent at Shady Lane, instead of in a home that he owned. Hiring a
nurse to come in had been an option, but also a thing that he hadn’t really
needed, in the end. That kind of thing only really worked if you had loved ones
around to visit with you, day to day.


Other wise it was just a waste of
cash.


Technically he had stashes of
money in different places. A few of them physical in nature, not just banks or
something like that. In the walls of houses if they hadn’t been found yet, as
well as holes in the ground in different locations. Going back to those was a
risk though, which so far hadn’t been needed, given his new, more legit, life.
He had enough coming in to pay for the little single bedroom place he had off
base, three towns away from work, in Montana. Fifty miles from where he worked,
making him harder to find in the middle of the night.


If anyone needed him, they could
call, like a normal job.


The rent was affordable and his
cat was allowed, in the lease. Those were the best points of the place, which
was a bit poor looking, otherwise. The building had light blue siding but
frankly needed a good pressure washing if it was going to regain the splendor of
a medium-priced neighborhood ever again. The lawn work was poor as well. There
were small patches of trimmed grass, but that was all. No flowers or bushes.
Then, Richard had never been that big on having that sort of thing. Greenery
was nice, without him needing it to be present all the time for him to be
pleased with his life.


When they got in, he was shown to
a room almost immediately. The woman who took him there did enough pointing and
waving that it was pretty certain the fairly short, rather shy seeming woman
wasn’t up on speaking his language. Then, she was dressed in a uniform that
probably meant she was a maid, rather than anything higher in her world. Not
that it looked right for that. There was just a simple dress in a nice gray
color. A thing that seemed plain, but tidy and clean.


The room itself was incredible on
a level that he’d never noticed in his own world. Done in polished wood and
what seemed to be gold leaf, with a crystal chandelier and a four-poster bed,
it was the single nicest place he’d ever slept in. Which left him feeling
uncomfortable enough that he was up as soon as light came through the curtains
on the windows. It took about twenty minutes for him to shave, brush his teeth
and shower, then use the magical talisman he had for clothing to decorate
himself for the day. That was done in a deep blue, looking like a suit, along with
a black tie and shining, but comfortable shoes. It was an outfit that he’d
actually owned once, about fifty years before, so wasn’t all that hard to make
come into being.


Then, a bit carefully, he left
the room, walking to the right, down the grand staircase. The thing was vast,
being large enough for seven people to walk down at once, side by side. It had
what seemed to be short pile carpet on it, done in rust and gold. This time,
unlike the walls of the room he’d been given for the night the gold was just a
color, instead of a metallic gleam designed to tempt him into scraping it from
the walls.


It was early enough in the day,
being just a bit past dawn, so it was a bit unusual to find people in the front
of the place, speaking in English. They were being conversational about it and
seemed happy enough. It wasn’t everyone was present, who might have been,
but the glowing girl, Gillian Sprouse, was there at the moment. Not giving off
any light of note, just seeming like a white woman. One who wasn’t all that
old, but who seemed cute enough. Average, perhaps, without seeming to be trying
too hard.


She, like everyone else in the
room, was dressed in brown heavy clothing, indicating that the others, who he
mainly didn't recognize, even if they had to be some of the patients
liberated from The Depot, all had magical clothing. Smiling, he waved at the
door, noticing that Brian Yi was already awake for the day as well. At least he
seemed well rested.


In front of several of them were
cups of tea and coffee.


Yi smiled at him, making it seem
real, which was hard for the man to manage all the time. That meant he was
making a real effort to seem friendly. Everyone else there was being polite and
quiet enough to seem like they weren’t ready to stab anyone. Given that the
whole thing had to be stressful for them, that showed that they probably
weren’t worried with first modes any longer.


That and the fact that they
mainly looked better overall, kind of gave that part away. The day before
several of them had been incredibly thin. A few had been thick bodied enough
that it was clear the creepy hospital hadn’t been starving them at all. Today
they seemed attractive and strong, as a rule. They didn’t all look like kids,
either. The average person in the room seemed to be at least thirty. 


Gillian was about eighteen still and
while she wasn’t currently glowing, she didn’t seem to have been redesigned to
be a top end beauty, either. In short, she still looked like herself.


Brian waved at him.


“You all met Richard yesterday?
He masterminded the escape for us. He’s also in charge of our half of the
program here, in Noram. Dean here was just mentioning that he’d like to work on
that with us.” That man was fit seeming, with a low bodyfat ratio and a touch
of gray at the temples. With a bit of imagination, Richard filled in that he
was the man who had physically covered his mouth, to prevent himself from
making noise at the wrong time.


It had worked, which meant
he might be worth investigating for more important things as well. Having
someone that worked there full time wouldn’t hurt anything, really.


“You’d need to learn Standard,
which is what they speak here. Also, a bit about magic, so you can describe
things to people coming in. How the process works and what can be done that
way. Maybe even come up with suggestions as to what people might like to try.
We only show up once a week here, but Tor Baker already okayed some of you
staying on here. We also have places offered for all of you on Harmony
and Mars, if you want to be adventurous. They all mean working, of course.”
That hadn’t been the only option on the table the night before. It was just the
only one that he was going to bring up unless some of them were so emotionally
crippled that they were truly useless. People needed to do something with
their lives. Even if it was breaking the law.


Dean lit up a bit at the news.


“I can do that, I think. At least
I did all right in school, learning French. What exactly would I be doing
here?”


Richard didn’t know, having only heard
about the offer seconds before. Rather than let that show, he just waved to the
left, where the rooms that people worked in were normally kept. The place could
change, though that hadn’t, so far.


“You’d be in charge of making
certain that everyone on both sides know what’s going on. That way we’re never
showing up without anyone here to do the practice work, and those students aren’t
always living here for half a week, waiting for us to get our act together.
Then, when we get here, you’ll be the one to give the speech about what can be
done and help people find the best fit that way. When not doing that, you’ll
probably be traveling to the mage school in Vagus to check with Tor about
what’s needed. They have magic for that here. It’s like public teleportation,
so not that hard. We can sign you up for that?”


Dean, even if he was in a strange
land, far from home, simply nodded.


“That sounds great! I should
start now. Learning the language?” He half stood, only to be waved down almost
instantly.


“Yes, but we should wait for a
bit. It’s early still. Plus, I don’t have a teacher lined up for you yet and we
might have others that need to get in on lessons. You can all go back home, as
well, if you want. The people here just figured that you might not want to. What
kind of jobs have you worked, in the past? I used to be a cat burglar, myself,
so don’t feel bad about whatever it was you did back in the day.” That was a
bit too honest of him, he didn’t doubt.


One of the women, who seemed to
be about thirty or so, and who looked thin, but not frail, smiled at him.


“I ran a small grocery store,
about twenty years ago. It was in a small town, before the change hit me. That…
doesn’t seem to fit here, does it?” She seemed happy enough about the whole
situation. They all did, so it fit the room.


There was a voice from the
doorway, who, it turned out, was Dareg Canton when Richard looked over that
way.


“That’s actually a thing that might
fit in well here. We need shop keepers on Mars at the very least. Unlike
Harmony, which is on the Moon, we have more jobs than we have people still.
That’s because we have fifteen full sized cities, each able to hold millions of
people, and a population of about a quarter million. About half of those people
are from the new fleet.” He stopped then, as if lost as to how to explain
something.


Richard nodded along though.


“That part is incredibly
neat. There’s a giant fleet of people from Earth here from thousands of years
ago, and some aliens that had been in deep space and decided to come back here.
Those are the Ysidril, who are incredibly peaceful and kind, over all. Way
better than crummy Human beings. Like Erath? You all met him yesterday, didn’t
you?”


Gillian looked at him and nodded.
Happily enough, she seemed pleased by the topic.


“We did. The man in charge here.
There was something like that mentioned at the time. That he was an
alien? That’s different, isn’t it? We should go and meet his people, if we can.
Before I go back.”


Dean looked at her, his face
suddenly troubled.


“Go back? But… Your parents,
those things they did to you…”


The woman nodded at the fit
seeming man.


“That’s why I need to go
back, Dean. Even if they kill me, I have to let the world know what they did to
me. To all of us kids. My parents and their friends.” She glanced at Dareg,
then over at Yi. Her eyes lingered there for the longest time.


Then her words came out, in a
near whisper.


“If I’m allowed to leave, I
mean?”


Richard grinned then, catching
her eye.


“Oh, I think we can help you with
that then, if you want to take the risk. We can even get you back in here, for
when that’s done. Still, we should set up what kind of work you want to do,
first thing. All of you. The others, too. Then, if everyone is staying,
we should work out those language lessons.”


He felt nearly smug about things,
given that Gillian wasn’t going to make him beg too much for her help. Right until
Tor walked into the room, almost marching, he was moving so fast.


“Indeed! We should have breakfast
first. Then we have lessons for you, Richard? Learning to teleport? I have some
magical devices that might aid with parts of that. I got them from my youngest
sister, Taman. She is coming in after that, for language lessons with you. I
took the liberty of asking after that for you with her. I’d noted that you have
been feeling the lack of our language keenly, for some time. She claims to have
a new trick that might speed things along, if you can survive the first portion
of things with me, here today.” Then, for some reason, the man laughed. It
wasn’t a gentle sounding thing at all.











Chapter six


 


Tor, it turned out, was both a
monster when it came to training and clearly a bit unhinged when it came
to anything related to other world people. After all, it was clear the man was
pulling out the stops because Rich wasn’t from there. Even if that made
him seem a bit insane in the moment. 


The giant first handed Richard a
glassy black rock, then informed him that he had to focus on it totally,
or it would hurt him. Badly. His face wore a strained smile while that took
place. The kind of thing that military drill instructors used when getting men
to do things they already knew the kids were going to fail at.


Sometimes that was what learning
required, of course. You had to fail a certain amount of times before
information would click in your head.


Then the man teared up when Rich
gasped due to the discomfort. Not that it was actually so bad he couldn’t take
it. That part was a bit odd. The pain was bad enough not to want to bother
with, but Rich had been an old man for nearly twenty years. Actually, it had been
closer to forty, but only in the last twenty had it really hit him that he was
simply old. 


His body had failed him nearly
that whole time, causing daily pain that was nearly as bad as what he was
facing at the moment. That, living with that kind of thing for decades, had
hardened him in a way. None of it had been fun at the time and what he was
doing at the moment wasn’t either. That didn't mean Richard Drake wasn’t a
stronger person for having had his life experiences.


Which meant he was able to keep going
and try to concentrate on the bloody thing in his hand without dropping it like
a hot poker.


The rock did its job though,
after a while. He either had to drop the thing, or focus harder on it, because
the pain grew more intense if he didn’t. When he finally got the hang of it,
nearly three pretty darned uncomfortable hours later, the pain faded away a
bit. Then, in waves, it got worse again. Due at times to his thoughts trying to
float away. That was on him of course. He had a task that was expected of him
and needed to do better.


At other times it felt like the
thing was just getting pickier with him. Ramping up the pain to force him to do
a better job than he’d managed so far.


Making Rich work harder, as he
sat in a comfortable chair in the side room that the life changing work was
normally done in. There was no rest allowed to him, either. Not for the first
six hours or so. When it arrived, finally, a bit of respite from the focus that
had consumed his world, it came in the form of Tor pulling the stone from his
fingers and quickly setting the thing down on a low table. An option that
Richard hadn’t really thought about the entire time. His mind had been too busy
after a while to consider just throwing the stupid rock down to the ground. The
idea got him to smile, though his face felt blank as that happened for
some reason. As if he were disconnected from reality, more than a bit.


Tor seemed pleased with the work,
at any rate.


“That’s an excellent start! You
need to get up and move around for a while. I’ll get something for you to eat.
Then we need to do it again. Taman figures that it will take a full day’s work,
twenty-four hours, with this kind of thing before the new meditative skills
sink in permanently. We don’t want you to lose what you’ve gained in the last
hours.”


Coughing a bit, dryly, Richard
let himself grin.


“I gained something from
that? Other than the skill of thinking about a rock constantly, I mean. I do
have that one down pretty well now.” Richard didn’t sound snarky when he spoke,
even if he’d intended to be that way. The thing had hurt. Badly enough that
part of him wanted to blame Tor for the discomfort.


The tall man, seeming a bit flat-affected
compared to earlier, just rubbed at his face for a bit, then nodded, slowly.


“Concentration and focus on a
level that most never achieve or bother to try for. This is… Well, I was
allowed to reach a similar level over the course of two years of meditation
practice in school. It was a thing that I was considered fairly gifted at, to
give you an idea of what you just did here today. This way is faster, but is
essentially torturing you into greater efforts. We have limited time for you to
learn, however. Otherwise I’d simply have you attend lessons here without this
portion of things.” The man seemed sad, under the flatness of his expression.
It was probably real enough, since there was no real reason to fake that kind
of thing at the moment.


That could have been a
cultural thing, though. A lot of the people from Noram had seemed concerned about
things that frankly weren’t major issues at all as far as Richard was concerned.
Small things like random words being taken the wrong way in potential
were enough to have a person bowing in apology at times, for instance. Almost
as if they thought a real war might take place just because someone had their
feelings bruised a little. 


So, Tor Baker might be simply acting
sad, in order to influence what Rich was thinking about him. Putting on a show
that was designed to have Rich thinking of the man as being a feeling and even
good human being, instead of a pain inducing monster who acted without thought.
If so… Well, it was kind of working.


For instance, he didn't feel like
hitting the man in the kidney in retaliation for the last day of mental
training, hardly at all. A thing which was probably a good idea to hold on to,
since the other man was a giant and Richard Drake simply wasn’t. Plus,
it was kind of clear that the fellow was pushing him for a solid reason, not
just to be a jerk. Why that was didn’t make a lot of sense, on the surface.
Still, the man was taking hours, even days, from his own schedule to teach Rich
to focus his mind, for some reason. He had to admit that he did feel clear that
way, so it was probably working.


Richard got to his feet, since
like it or not, he was in training it seemed. How this was going to relate to
using his power, he didn’t totally see. Other than the idea that better focus
generally helped with doing anything, of course. Instead of going for a
run, which was part of his daily routine when time allowed, he paced for a
while, making a big circle around the room he was in, until the other man came
back in, holding a platter that contained a large piece of sliced bread with a
single piece of white cheese on the top of it.


“Eat this, please. We don’t
really get to wait long, I fear. Your strength needs to be kept high for this,
if we can manage that. Sleep isn’t allowed, by order of Taman, so food and a
bit of exercise is all we can do for you.”


Why the man felt as pressed for
time as he seemed to feel didn’t make a lot of sense, either. The only thing
that came to mind was that he might actually have a life to get to,
which didn’t involve babysitting a strange man from a different reality.


The pain rock was passed to Richard
again instantly, as soon as the food was done, with pain ripping through his
arm and back about twenty seconds after taking hold of the thing. Then, eyes
watering, even if closed, he managed to slowly get his focus going again. It
took longer than it felt like it should. Eventually the black glass in his hand
was all he was thinking about.


Then, six hours later, they
repeated the whole thing, with a bathroom break thrown in for good measure.


Sleep really wasn’t allowed,
until past the next day, the stone being taken from his fingers by a sleepy
looking tall man. One who honestly needed to change his too pretty face.
Richard didn’t mention it, since they weren’t that close yet. It could seem too
much like making fun of the fellow, if it was done wrong. Still, it had
to be a problem for the guy and he lived in a world where making that kind of
alteration was not only possible, but kind of easy for a certain Tor to get in
on.


Really, he could get his best
students to do that kind of work on him and it would only show that he had
faith in them. Given that it was hard to imagine why he hadn’t done it already.
Unless the too pretty look was the result of that kind of thing already. In
that case he needed to get with a different kid and have it updated.


Without waiting for sleep to come
first, the other man took a shudderingly deep breath, then touched the wall,
making the whole thing turn into a reflective surface. It was flawless on a
level that Richard had never seen before in his long life. There were no lines
or subtle warping to it. No water spots on the surface or signs of age or any
kind of imperfection in the slightest. The incredible mirrored surface was pure,
unbroken by lines or warps and called to him, intensely. Almost begging
him to go inside, even if he was exhausted at the moment.


Every sparkling thing did that
for him, of course, but this was special. Magical in a literal sense that his
brain hadn’t allowed him to notice before that moment. The world around him
wasn’t just nice, it was perfect. Which, in a way, was his problem with Tor’s
face. The man wasn’t just attractive, he was busily doing that on a level that
left Richard feeling slightly like he wanted to have relations with the man. A
thing he didn't want, not being a funny boy by nature. Still, denying that some
tickle of that kind of thing existed was just lying to himself.


Before he could remark on that,
how perfect the mirror was, not his annoying feelings of the moment, the other
man waved him up. There was a commanding clap to go with the move, at the end.
It seemed high handed enough to be rude, even if it probably wasn’t meant that
way. Again, this was probably a thing that was different, given the culture.
They, the people of Noram, as a group had seemed to work very hard not to seem
out of place or commanding with the aliens they’d met. At least as far as Rich
had ever seen.


“Go into the world inside of
yourself, using this reflection. There is another wall like this on the other
side of the city, to the north. Bring those two points together and then walk
through into the room you find there. Once you do that, you’ll go back and
forth, until it becomes second nature. We’ll be timing you, as soon as you get
there. Our agent on the other side is already waiting. You won’t miss it, I
don’t think, since it should be the largest point of light in the area, other
than this one, to your perception. This should be the largest set of mirrors on
the planet at this moment, if that helps?”


That was probably just the truth.
The mirror in front of him was huge, at least. Rather than complain
about being sleepy, which the other man had to know all about being just
as tired, Richard let his face curl up into a grin. Sometimes you had to push
in training, to make sure you had the skills you were going to need later.
Being lazy never helped anyone.


“Let’s see if I can manage that
at all? I’ve done some smaller trips before, so… Here…” He hopped up, his legs
feeling a little clumsy from disuse. He tried to hide that, moving directly to
the mirrored wall, his right hand reaching toward it. The whole thing feeling
warm to his finger tips as the middle and index finger made contact with the
smooth surface.


Everything in the area changed
the instant he did that, of course. It was his super power, after all. A thing
that took no real skill or effort for him to use, in its simplest form. The
world inside the mirror looked different than where he’d just been by enough
that he’d never be confused about which kind of space he was standing in, he
didn't think. He was holding his right hand up still, touching the other side
of the mirror, for a moment. 


The room was eerily unmoving
around him, but as he stepped back he could see the emptiness inside of things,
where the light couldn’t reach. Making them all seem perfectly hollow inside,
while being perfect on the outside edge of the image. The only show he got at
all from the whole thing was that Tor Baker moved, slightly, looking into the
mirror, anxiously. 


As he did it, his eyes seemed to
darken, becoming almost filled with grief. As if what he’d been asking Richard
to do was simply too much.


Except that, now that it was
done, Drake had to figure that it was the right thing to do. The trainer of the
hour had a plan in mind and was making certain that his student didn’t fail in
the task at hand. Hence teaching him focus first. It was probably more of an
indicator as to how the man himself worked, day to day, than what was truly
needed for an Infected power to get things done. Still, being of clear mind and
intent never harmed anything.


Mastering any skill, no matter
how strange, tended to lead to mastery of many, over time. Even being a thief
had shown him that. First in that he had to learn about locks, which had led
him to understanding how machining was done. Breaking into windows and doors
had led him to actually build things, several times, to learn how they really worked.
That focusing on a rock might be a bit like that, eventually, wasn’t lost on
him.


Looking around he did see
a point of white light not that far away. Miles, which was a lot further
than he’d worked with before, bringing points of light together in his head.
Going to a different room without walking was possible though, so this
might be as well. The other mirror was so big that he couldn’t confuse what he
was seeing, even with thousands of other smaller points of light reflecting
like a field of stars in that direction.


At first he started to walk,
since it was too far away to touch yet, then stopped and shook his head.


“Right. I need to bring the
points together. How I do that at these distances, I have no clue.” The
trick there was that, if he’d been told correctly, the whole thing was really
just inside his own head. 


In that, what he saw, even the
idea that he needed a mirror for it, was all just because of how he’d
fallen as the Infection took him. His hand had touched a mirror as he’d gone
into the flood waters, over the side of his bed. His old body not capable of
holding Tabitha the cat up well enough as he fell. His desire to protect the
package in his arms consuming him at that moment.


He’d grasped at the only thing
there, at that moment. The small mirror on the table next to his bed. A thing
he hadn’t used for years, not wanting to see the wrecked old face that he’d
become over the decades. The nurses had always kept it clean and ready for him,
as a kindness. Using that to go inside his mind, making up a world that would
allow him to survive.


The whole thing wasn’t real in
any way. It was a metaphor for being inside his own head.


Meaning there was no real reason
to be stuck that way, using the rules that had come into being in the first
moments of his being Infected. They weren’t real, just a game that he’d played
with himself in order to make sense of things at the time. Only now he was a
bit stuck. It wasn’t reality that he was looking at in front of himself, those
constellations of mirrors.


It just seemed that way,
from inside himself. There had been rules created, which didn’t really exist,
even if they seemed hard to break at the moment. Luckily, he was good at that
kind of thing. Making up his own internal laws had been part of how he’d always
lived.


So, he tried to simply will
the other light to come closer to him. That, even using his new focus and
bearing down for a long while didn’t really do much for him at all. He tried
that particular strategy for about ten minutes with nothing to show for it in
the end. Not even a headache or eyestrain from staring took place. 


It was annoying, so he cleared
his throat.


“If one thing doesn’t work, try
another… What though? This is my subconscious mind here, so how do I influence
it?”


Looking around, nothing came to
him. Not at first. Then he tried to think about the whole thing like a heist.
That was something he was good at. A thing drilled into him for so long that
even the deepest parts of himself had to respond to it. He had a window
that he needed to get to, and couldn’t simply walk to it. There were no cars
there, or boats to make the journey to his entrance point faster. There was no
way, or even need, to jimmy the thing open, either.


It just had to be closer to him,
in order for him to climb through, in order to reach his goal.


Finally, almost in frustration,
he imagined a lasso, which he threw around the light in the distance, then used
imaginary hands to pull on it. He nearly dropped the mental image in shock when
the light suddenly got bigger for him. After all, the lasso itself wasn’t
visible at all. It was no clearer to him than anything he might have pictured
when in the normal world.


Still, as he tugged the thing to
himself, the point of light becoming larger, he grinned.


“Seriously? A mental lasso is
what does it? Well, yippee-ki-yay then. Come over here then, little doggy.” It
had been nearly eighty-five years since he’d played cowboy and that had never
been a thing he’d dreamed of being, even as a child. He’d played at it mainly
because the other boys had been interested in that kind of thing. Personally,
he’d always liked baseball better, back then. Other, more physical things as
well.


Still, it was working, so
he mentally pulled harder, the light being right in front of him, inside
touching distance, not half a minute later.


In the reflection there was a
decently nice-looking young lady. She didn't seem old, probably being ten or
so. Possibly eleven or even twelve. His ability to see younger people had faded
over the years. Her hair was blonde, and she had smooth dark skin, which was
fairly normal for Noram. Tor was as white as Richard was, but almost everyone
else was much darker than that. Technically Tor was lighter in color than he
was.


Richard had been born Jewish, but
his family was from Lebanon originally. That left him looking a bit like he was
from that part of the world, naturally. 


Reaching up he touched the mirror
he’d just lassoed, which had him facing the other direction, touching the
mirrored wall on the other side. The room obviously real, being in full color
as it was, suddenly. Nothing was covered in darkness at the fringes or hollow
seeming, which was a dead giveaway that it had worked for him. Plus, he was in
a room, not a field of stars. It didn’t take a genius not to be confused that
way.


The young woman jumped a bit,
then spoke to him, in English.


“There you are, Richard! I
was just about to get bored and call for you. How have you been doing?
It’s been… Nearly two years, since I’ve seen you?”


He wasn’t a moron, so
tilted his head a bit, getting that the girl was little Sara. Even if she
didn’t seem like any of the forms he’d seen from her before at all. She was cute,
but in a normal, healthy seeming way. Also, she’d looked younger the last time
he’d seen her. By about four years or so. 


“Two years? It’s only been a few
months on my side, I swear. Sorry about that, kid. You look different, too.
Good, though. How are things treating you here? I should have been
around to check on you.” For a moment he felt a bit bad on that score, though
the girl waved that thought away, rather sweetly. The movement held a slightly
practiced air to it. Then, her words did as well. They could have been sulky or
bratty, and simply weren’t.


“Why would you be checking on me,
in particular? We only met a few times, before I came here. I get visitors
nearly every week, too. That’s almost every day, for the people back home.
Things are… Different, here. I have a lot of classes. Mainly different
languages, math and Noram history and traditions. That and learning to be a
spy. I have friends though, so that’s good. Kids my own age. The Bakers take
care of us all, like a real family. A big one, but no one rapes me or takes
advantage, which can be a problem here, too. It beats the foster care system,
let me tell you! Tiera even has me go to her place for two months every year,
just to visit.” She sounded older, Richard noticed.


Calm and almost happy. Even with
a different face than he recalled her having, this one being a bit less
attractive and a little younger looking, with a bigger nose and shoulder length
hair, it was good to see. Her clothing was a simple brown uniform. The same one
that his magical clothing amulet put him in every time he turned it on, at
first.


After a moment, the girl smiled
at him.


“I need to call Mr. Tor and tell
him that you’re going to be going back now. You need to hurry as fast as you
can on that. You were a bit slow this first time. If you do it right, you should
be able to get places almost instantly. Let me do that part. Um…” It wasn’t at
all hard for her to pull a handheld and get in touch with the man. The moves
were quick and practiced in fact.


When the good-looking face showed
up in her palm on the white stone surface, Sara smiled. It was a look that
spoke of being impressed with the person she was speaking to. As in, if he
didn't know better, Richard would have thought that she had a crush on
the man. Not that he was going to tease either of them on that score. 


It was more important to him to
back his people than to score points or correct their thoughts. Both of them
counted, if in different ways. Teasing was, most of the time, a good way to
break down the bonds between people. As Sara had just pointed out, they weren’t
that close. That was a mistake on his part, given how powerful the girl was
already.


That she was trying to be a good
kid was simply amazing, given that she didn't really have to be. Of course,
there was no wiggle room for a shape changer who could take on any powers she
could think of. Either she was a good person, all on her own, or entire worlds
would have to rise against her, attempting to survive. Probably failing, as
well. The price of having a place to live with nice people in it was, for her,
being a good kid.


That wasn’t a fair thing at all,
of course. She was never going to be able to allow herself to be a moody and
bratty teen for instance. When other girls ran to their rooms and cried into their
pillows because the boy they liked didn’t like them back, she was going to have
to be careful to control her emotions. Then again, if the boy wanted a prettier
face, or even another boy, here was the one person in the world who could pull
that off, if she wanted to. Not that it was the right thing for her to be
doing, when that came up.


That she might be able to impress
Tor Baker enough to get his attention was… Oddly possible. Not that he was
going to do anything with immoral a ten or eleven-year-old girl. None of which
meant that Sara couldn’t like him, of course.


When Tor said hello, seeming
tired still, Sara looked up and nearly shouted at Richard. Being abrupt on
purpose. There was even a push in his direction, though it didn't make contact.
That was nice, since it meant he wasn’t propelled at the wall with superhuman
force.


“Go! Start the time in… Three,
two… one!”


Richard had to lunge at the
mirror all on his own, in order to get inside of it on time. Then, scrambling,
he used his mental lasso and pulled the correct light toward himself faster
than before. It still took a while to do that portion of things. When he
got into the correct room, with Tor standing behind him, the man called out.


“That took you one minute and
twenty seconds. Go back now. Do it faster. Ready?”


Richard nodded, feeling a bit out
of breath, even if he wasn’t breathing hard, physically. The surge of adrenalin
he felt was responsible for that part of things.


“Sure.”


“Go! Use your focus.” There was a
sense of urgency to the whole thing. Almost panic, from the other man.


He tapped the fake glass of the
mirrored wall again, and repeated what he’d done before, trying to pull faster
on the mental rope. That had him back in about the same amount of time as the
second trip had taken. Interestingly, little Sara rolled her eyes at him as
soon as he stepped through.


“One-twenty-seven… It’s imagination,
Richard. Just imagine that one tug pulls the light close to you, faster… Duh. I
mean, really… You should have that one already.” She dimpled at him, as
if what she was saying didn’t sound more than a bit bratty. He winked though,
since she was clearly reading his mind, in one way or another. It was the only
way for her to know how he was thinking of things.


His considering that got her to
shrug.


“Cindy’s power. I learned to read
well enough for that, finally. In Standard, though I can do English now as
well. It’s a lot clearer than Brie’s ability, in a lot of ways. Simpler to keep
track of. Not that it isn’t easier here anyway. There are just fewer people.
She’s having troubles back home, due to that. Trivia, I mean. It’s why she’s
been struggling for the last few years. This world has about one and a half
billion people on it. We have nearly eight billion, back home. It would
probably help for her to have a break. She could come here for a bit? You can
bring her, after you learn to use your powers better.”


For a moment that idea didn’t
seem right to him. That he might be able to move himself across
realities kind of did. Tabitha, his cat, had done that, once. Moving into his
subconscious mind and then being carried out into the world of Noram, having
started on the base back home. It probably meant that he could do the same
thing, going in reverse, since they were linked, mentally.


That didn't have an adult human
being moved that way. At least not without ending up linked to his subconscious
mind like the tiny cat was.


Sara waved at him then. It was
sharp enough to get his attention and her face was wry, in the moment.


“There are ways for you to do it.
Lots of them, really. You already sort of worked things out. Your power isn’t
about mirrors at all. It’s teleportation. Not that your current tricks aren’t a
good way of doing things. It’s decently clear and you can see where you want to
go. Anyway, just reset the idea, mentally and you’ll be a lot more powerful. One
tug on the rope will bring the light to you. Make it big and know it will
happen. If you want a mirror to appear, you can do it in your head. Brie told
you that already and she isn’t wrong. Once you have that down… Well, you have
the power you need, already. Just don’t be a dumb head. Do it again, please.”
There was a small smile, to prevent the name calling, as strange as it sounded,
from being too insulting.


That try had him in front of Tor
nearly twice as fast. Then, after many more dozens trips back and forth than he
really loved having to do, he managed to step into the mirror, do one honest
tug on the rope and step through to the other side. Smoothly.


Tor, looking at his handheld, actually
lit up. His face beamed, his smile so wide it seemed like it wanted to split
his head in two for a moment.


“Three seconds! That’s not
bad at all. Now… I have a mirror wall like this set up on Harmony, on the Moon.
It’s in my sister Tiera’s place. Go there. Three seconds, just like this. It
isn’t any further for you. Sara assured me that your power doesn’t care about
distances.”


It took longer than three seconds.
Finding the right mirror was harder, for one thing, though the lasso trick and
single pull on it worked just as well once he found the right glowing
spot. When he got there, a decently familiar tall woman waited for him. She had
a handheld in her palm, with Tor on it, already. As if actually expecting him
to actually do a good job of things, for some reason.


Instead of saying hello, or doing
anything other than nodding, she simply spoke, her voice hurried.


“Fifteen seconds. There’s a small
mirror in the fleet, with Erath the Ysidril on the other side of it. Find him
and go there. Then go back to Tor directly. He’s moving rooms and will have a
smaller mirror with him. Hurry.” She looked serious about things, even though
Richard had to fight a yawn. He’d been up for long enough it was probably
affecting his ability to get things done well.


Then, Tor had said he’d
help with his training and clearly was. Rich was managing things he’d
never even come close to, before, working on his own. There had been no mention
at all of the process being comfortable or easy, from the other man, however.
Hard work generally wasn’t.


Finding the small Ysidril, Erath,
wasn’t that difficult to do, really. Richard just imagined using the lasso on
the nearest mirror to the small Ysidril, which was about three feet from the
boy. Then, when he stepped through, the four armed, four eyed being let his
mouth fall open. Just a bit, since it was a real smile.


Behind the boy was a larger
Ysidril, a male that Richard didn’t know at all. He turned and waved at them
both.


“Hello, Erath. I… Don’t recognize
your friend. I’m Richard Drake… The one who used to have the appropriate
amount of eyes and arms?”


The other man spoke, in English,
which was interesting. Most Ysidril didn't speak that language, after all. That
an alien had learned to speak his language like that left him feeling once
again lazy and slightly annoyed with himself. It was one of the things about
his new job that was actually bothering him, day to day. He was staying in a
different world and couldn’t make himself understood to most people on his own.


“I’m Tom. Erath’s father. One of
them. We were requested to aid in your training in matter teleportation. Which
you have successfully accomplished to this point. Congratulations, that is a
most worthy skill to possess. Your next goal is to find Tor Baker and then you
will come back to another location, where I will be waiting for you. Can you
recall my being, do you think?” That he might not be able to seemed to make
sense to the alien fellow. It was written all over his face and body language.


Richard just looked at Tom for a
while, then nodded.


“I think so. Ever since I was
turned back into a human, I can tell the difference between Ysidril. I should
get a symbol going… That facial blindness towards humans you all have is rough.
We really do all look the same to you. Really it’s a lot easier for us to learn
what different Ysidril look like, I think, than the other way around. Let me…”
Instead of making a small sigil or mark show up, he thought for a moment, then
looked at Erath. “Can you help me on this one? Maybe my name, in Ysidril, on my
front?” His hands spread across his chest, which had the kid smiling again, his
mouth barely opening.


“Yes! That is the best
idea, I think. 

Then all will know you and be able to call you by name. Let us…” The boy moved
forward and touched his sleeve, gently. A tracery of what seemed like spider
webs flowed into being, on the front of his jacket. Richard looked at it for a
bit, trying to commit the symbols into memory. It wasn’t that complex,
after all. Different and not like the English words he was used to, but there
were only four letters or whatever they were. After a moment, he removed the
things, then tried to replicate them.


It took five tries before he got
it right, but Erath nodded, when it was done correctly.


“There! That is it. Do it that
way, each time. Now, you need to find Tor Baker and then you will return to
where father is. I must get in touch with Tor before you leave, for timing
purposes.”


That took a moment, and when
Richard got into the mirror world and found him, the man had gone to Mars,
attempting to trick him, and was sitting with a small floating mirror in a
café. No one screamed when Richard suddenly appeared, though at least ten
people looked at him closely when it took place. About half of them even smiled
at him, instead of reacting in fright or shock.


Tor, looking at his palm, where
there was a clock, spoke almost instantly.


“Seven seconds. Now, can you
locate Tom at all? The Ysidril man you just met?”


Touching the mirror, he entered
it and did just that. The man was in a different location then, with a new
Ysidril standing next to him, both of them clearly waiting for him to get there.
This one a woman. A decently pretty one, if he recalled that kind of thing
correctly. She was someone that he’d seen before, when he’d been a
Ysidril himself. Just before he’d changed back.


Not that he could say her name.
She tried his however, reading it from the front of his suit jacket.


“Rish?” A three fingered hand
pointed at his front, clearly reading the letters there.


He nodded, since that honestly was
close enough for him. It wasn’t as if it was his real name or anything.


“Richard Drake. Rish works. I
hate to be mean but I need a name for you that I can pronounce. It’s embarrassing,
but I can’t pronounce what I heard before when we met. Not yet. I don’t
even speak Standard yet, much less your language. It’s a failing on my part.
I’ll try to fix that, as soon as possible.” It felt rude of him to say it out
loud like that.


The woman let her mouth drop
open. A lot, meaning it was a fake smile. Still, a thing that she bothered
doing, which was polite of her. Ysidril didn't seem to have a rude
version of a smile at all. If they did it at all, it meant they were, at the
very least, trying to put a person at ease.


“What should I be called, for
humans?” Her English was flawless, with no accent of note at all. Less
than Tom had going on even, and he was perfectly understandable.


Thinking for a moment, Rish
looked to the left, thinking.


“What does your name mean?” It
might not mean anything, of course. It could just mean her. The woman
bounced in place a bit then translated it.


“It means the area under an arc.
I do not know a word for that, in any other language.”


Rish didn’t either.


“How about Arc, then? What is
that in Standard? We should use that, even if I can’t speak it yet. Most of the
people you’ll meet from Earth will, I think.”


Tom bounced, then spread all four
of his hands.


“That would be Arc. Which
is the same in your language. The two linguistic structures are very similar. That
is a pretty name, I think?” He looked away a bit, from the woman. As if trying
to covertly sell her on the idea of a fake name to use for the slow humans.


She bounced again, a few times.
This time she let her mouth drop open fractionally. A real smile, as if the
idea left her feeling happy.


“Call me Arc, then. Now, you are
to find my child, Neesa and her Mentor, Hess. They will be on Mars, in the
human system of worlds, held well away from any reflective surfaces. They have
your next location.”


That one was harder. He had to
find Mars first, then locate the two Ysidril. There were others there of that
kind, so it wasn’t as simple as it sounded like it should be. At first, he kept
coming back to what seemed like a meeting of some sort, with five of the aliens
sitting on the floor of a large room, on pillows. They had a reflective surface
to the side though and all looked red in color, with no scales. They wore human
style brown magical clothing instead. It was a very different look for them, he
had to admit. Even if he knew it was more natural. Ysidril didn’t have scales.
They all just wore scaled clothing. At least the ones that he’d seen before
had.


 He’d met Neesa twice, however,
so was able to tell who she was, if he could see her. Once he found her and
another, male, Ysidril he had to step out of a faint reflection which proved to
be a bit of shining metal on the side of an ice cream machine. It wasn’t a
mirror but he was starting to understand that he didn’t really need that kind
of thing at all. It was easier to see where he was going, of course. 


Of interest, when he appeared in
the room, two people stood behind him. Neither of them was a Ysidril at all.
One of them was the rather pretty Countess Thomson, who was wearing a nice blue
dress and a white and green apron. It said Yogurt World on the front of it. In
English.


Behind her was Eve Benson, who
smiled at him, instead of hitting him for being behind the counter of a
functioning work place.


“Um, Richard?”


He nodded, feeling slightly
awkward.


“Hey! I didn't know that
you’d be here. Either of you. I’m currently learning to use my super powers,
finally. Tor Baker has me running all over the place. Teleporting, kind of. I’m
supposed to find Neesa and Hess. They’re hiding from me, staying away from
anything reflective, as if that’s going to work? Anyone have a hint for
me? Otherwise I have to run around screaming their names for a while. They
should be close, since I was able to see them from here, sort of.”


The Countess went wide eyed, but
pointed, toward the back of the room. His speaking, even in English, had the
two beings walking out of the back of the space. The smaller one, Neesa, the
Ambassador to Earth, waved to him.


“Richard Drake…” Her eyes looked
at the the front of his jacket as the male of her kind read what was there out
loud.


“Rish. That is most
clever! None can mistake you, wearing such a thing!”


Eve looked at it then screwed her
face up.


“I can see it, but… I don’t know
that language. Ysidril?”


Neesa nodded, then moved forward,
toward the pale lady, who was a vampire from another reality.


“I can place such on you? Eeth.”


The woman didn’t ask why the
pronunciation of her name was shifted. Clearly, Ysidril didn’t have all the
same sounds, even if the aliens seemed to do a good job making them. That
probably meant they were even smarter than Rish had figured on, really. He
wasn’t even certain he could hear a sound he didn't know, much less make
it come out of his mouth like that.


Eve nodded, almost eagerly at the
new idea.


“Nifty! I’ll memorize it and wear
that when I’m here.”


Neesa got to do not only Eeth,
but also made a lettered design for Dersee. That being as close to
Terlee as Ysidril could come up with. If either woman was offended by their
names being changed, it didn't show on the surface at all.


When that was finished, Neesa
looked at Rish and bowed, as if he were from Noram. That meant doing it back,
in case it was a Martian custom as well.


“Now, as is to your lesson of the
cycle, you must use a mirror in your mind, one that is not physically in
existence, to travel to Torrance Baker. He is in the first room? That is all I
was told.”


Rish let a puff of air out and
made a face.


“That… might not work. I mean,
the mirrors are how I get into my subconscious mind. I’ve never actually done
it without using one. How should I do that?”


Eve made a face at him then, not
speaking for a minute.


“You clearly don’t need a
real mirror, or Tor wouldn’t have given those instructions. Just imagine
one. That will work, if it’s just your own mind that you’re dealing with.
Really, just close your eyes and do it. Before you go though, I expect you to
come and visit me, soon. I’m not a one-night stand, you know?” She
smiled, as if she were playing with him.


Rish agreed though. After all, he
hadn’t been thinking of her that way, even if it had been about two months
since they’d slept together. His new, or renewed, hormones really liked the
woman, after all. She wasn’t hard on the eyes and even better, she wasn’t a
kid. The woman was over a thousand, as it turned out, even if she only looked
to be about twenty or so. Plus, it was clear that she was easy to get along
with. Those things added up to a very special woman. One more than worth
spending some effort on.


“I should be able to go to
other realities, I guess. If I can learn how. At least little Sara thinks so
and she’s been right about my powers so far. If I can pull that off, I should
be around… Eventually. I have a lot to do suddenly. Oh… Eve, get with
Tiera Baker? We need to get her hooked up to get into the line walker training
program. We can talk about that when I come to visit in a few days? It was nice
seeing you. All of you. Right now…” He closed his eyes, trying to do what he’d
been told to.


It was all in his head, and still
took real focus but he imagined a mirror in front of himself then touched it
with imaginary fingers. When he opened his eyes he was in the mirror world,
having nailed the move on the first try. Quickly, as well. Hopefully that
looked impressive for the people he’d left behind.


Then he had to try something really
new.


Imagining a mirror in a place he
wanted to go to, where there wasn’t one. Trying to find Tor didn’t really work,
but when he imagined a mirror in the room he’d started practicing in, and lassoed
it to himself, he was able to see the giant man, sitting in a chair, waiting
for him. There was a white mug with liquid in it, resting in the man’s large
left hand. The image was perfectly clear, showing him taking a sip, carefully.
The fellow seemed exhausted.


It was simple enough to touch the
mirror then, appearing in the room with Tor. Almost as if by magic.


The man stood up, fast enough to
slop his drink partially out of its container. It looked almost clear, like
tea.


“There you are! I wasn’t
certain you could do this portion of things, without more training. Now, I want
you to find your Marcia Turner, then move away from her, so you don’t appear in
front of her, I mean. Then go to her physically if you can and come back here,
directly. Can you do that inside… Call it a minute?”


Richard made a face, then shook
his head.


“Not a clue at all. There are
just too many factors outside my control on that one. For instance, I’m not
walking into her bedroom in the middle of the night, if that’s where she is, so
it might take longer for me to get in touch with her if it’s the wrong
time of day. I don’t really want to die, so it would be a good idea not to
shock her too much. Let me see?”


It was no harder to move across
realities than to go through any other mirror, as it turned out. Not at all,
really. He just had to touch the mirror with his hand. The tricky part was
working out how to push his mental mirror away from the spot he was focusing
on, into the lobby of the command center. He couldn’t touch it to get the work
done, even with a mental hand or he’d go directly into the room, since that was
his triggering signal. Eventually he used his mental lasso to pull the thing around,
by force. That was interesting, and took some walking on his part but worked,
eventually.


The whole thing took far
longer than a minute, though. On the good side, it was only about three, which
wasn’t horrible, really.


When he appeared, Lydia was behind
the main desk, working, since part of her job was as a secretary for the IPB.
She looked at him and went wide eyed.


“Okay, that’s pretty cool.
Weren’t you in Noram? I’m supposed to go and get you all in… About an hour.”


He nodded.


“I came from there directly. They
have me in training right now, for some reason. It probably means I’m
incredibly lazy and they’re getting sick of putting up with that sort of thing.
I need to go and see Turner, then get myself back, from here. We’ll see you in
eight hours, Noram time?”


The girl glanced at her watch,
then nodded.


“Yep, about that. If you
don’t come back sooner. That’s… I can’t do that without a node. Not yet. I
guess I need to figure that out, don’t I? I’m going to start feeling useless
again, if I’m not careful.”


He shook his head, since that was
just silly. Not that she shouldn’t learn to use her skills better. The more she
could do that way, the better her abilities would serve her. The same was true
for him, as well, of course.


“I can’t take people with
me, yet, so you get some time. That’s probably next. Sara mentioned that I can
do that, I guess? Who do you need to get with to learn that kind of thing?” If
it was really a thing that a regular person could learn to do at all.


The girl stopped moving for a moment,
then shrugged.


“Avery Rome. She’s the one
teaching that, though I’ll need to go and find her for it, I think. She hasn’t
been around for a while.”


Marcia Turner moved to the door
of her office and nodded.


“Good point, Lydia. Really, as
soon as you get back from collecting our people later, I want you to check on
her. Take backup with you, in case something’s going on in her world. I’ll let
you pick who that is. Someone tough but non-threatening. Richard…” She looked
at him, working things out in her own head.


He smiled at her. She was
pretty good looking, after all. Too young for him, though closer than most
people around him by a good bit. That part of him was interested in her was
clear when he thought about it. Not as much as he was interested in Kerry,
though he didn’t let himself dwell on that. On either woman. They didn't have
time to deal with his hormones at the moment.


Focusing, he drove most of that
kind of thing away, instantly.


“Tor Baker is making me learn to
use my powers properly. It’s… A lot more like teleportation now, in what
I can do. Sara, our Sara, is helping him. She seems to think that I can move
other people around which… Well, I just came from Noram and have to get back on
my own.” He stopped speaking, the woman nodding at him.


There was a low whistle at the
idea.


“Do that and you’ll probably
become a class three, instead of a class one. Not that it will change anything
for you, directly. Keep me in the loop on that. Also, on the goal of the
mission… Any news on that?” It was clear the woman wasn’t using names, on
purpose. There was simply too good of a chance that they were being watched at
any given moment there on the base. Even in other places. So operational
security was pretty much a way of life there. At least for some of them.


Richard let his face go flat,
then locked eyes with her. Brown to brown.


“Oh, our friend is in with us.
Really, she wants our help in doing it. So it was her idea. She
seemed to be saying that she was doing it, even if no one would help her. I
haven’t even seen her in a day, over there, so she probably thinks that I’m
being lazy about the whole thing... If it ever comes up, Tor Baker is a real
task master, let me tell you. I’ve never been run this hard in my life. He gets
results though, I have to admit.”


He was joking but Turner just
nodded, seeming to be interested in hearing about that new development. There
was no smile on her face, just a sense of focus that seemed almost sly. As if
that bit of knowledge was a thing she might be able to use.


“Good to know. I’ll keep that in
mind, in case anything comes up. Around here that’s almost certain.”


Then, almost cutely, she waved
for him to leave. That portion of things was faster, since he knew where to go
back to, directly.











Chapter seven


 


Richard Drake had, incorrectly,
expected that going back to Noram would lead to a discussion of what to do with
the new people, or possibly having to fight a bit in order to find a
place for everyone that wanted to stay. Instead he was met by a familiar
looking small woman that he’d seen before a few times at the IPB base in his
own world. Taman Baker.


She smiled at him, making it look
nearly like a sneer. A thing that didn't really fit on her face at all. It was,
Richard was nearly certain, the tiny woman trying to act tough. She was too
cute for that though and couldn’t even really manage to seem merely bitchy. It
was hard not to smile in return, even if it was clear he was supposed to act
intimidated.


Her older brother, Tor, stood
behind her, seeming rather uneasy, for some reason. Like a little boy that had
a cookie held behind his back. There was even shifting from foot to foot as he
avoided looking at Rich at all. 


When he spoke, or tried to, the
small woman cut him off directly.


“This is Richard Drake.” That was
all the very tall man got out before the smaller person, a very attractive
brunette, waved for him to shut up. It wasn’t done with words but honestly
seemed like the giant man was going to be slammed in the groin if he didn’t
hold his tongue.


“I have this, brother. You
did your part already, finding what Mr. Drake needs to learn next.
Standard. Go away.” Then, seeming almost like she was a bit evil, which wasn’t
her normal way of behaving from the little that Richard had ever seen, Tor
actually did it. Leaving both of them standing in the front room of the mansion
that was used for the biological changes. The short woman waved for him to
follow, holding a bag of something in front of her.


That was small and made soft
clicking noises as she moved away. Rapidly enough that it took actual work to
keep up with her.


She was dressed in what seemed
like black colored crushed velvet. On her feet were military style boots, done
in leather. They weren’t the most attractive things in the world and didn’t
really go with the rest of the magical outfit. Her body language was tense,
even if Rich didn’t really get what was going on with her that way. They might
not be fast friends but nothing he’d done should have gotten her all that
worked up, as far as he knew.


Which was the real problem, no
doubt. What he didn't know about the people he was working with was vast and
huge beyond all consideration. They were, nearly as much as the Ysidril, aliens
to him. It was very possible that he’d transgressed in a very real way to them
and was about to be dressed down for it. That fit her facial expression at
least.


When they got to a side room, a
very plain thing with only two hard looking black glass chairs and a small
table in the twenty by twenty space, the tiny lady spoke, in English.


“Tor used one of my pain stones
to help you learn to focus, which worked. Most who have used such things
refuse to touch them a second time, which you did, meaning you are
stronger than many. I’m… going to teach you Standard now. I’ve been told that
we have eight hours in which to work. The new system I have for that is very
fast, possibly. It also might not work and will be painful, in potential. Especially
if we fail. Are you ready for that?”


The odds were he wasn’t really.
Knowing more about what she had planned would have been very nice, given that.
Instead of waiting for his reply, the good-looking woman, who seemed almost
like a china doll come to life, held her right hand out. In it was a rock, with
a glowing symbol on the surface. That was about the size of his thumb, on the
top of the rough looking thing. It looked to still have dirt on it, as if
recently picked up from the ground.


Like a fool, he put his hand out
to take it. The wicked look on her face, a half smile, sobered then, as the
world around him altered and shifted. The light seemed to fade, with only the
woman in front of him being left as a thing to focus on at all. She spoke, her
voice calm and not very loud at all. It was the only thing he could hear, even
as she nearly whispered at him. The whole thing had an unreal quality.
Accompanied by a rushing sound in his ears that reminded him of waves beating
against the shore.


That part was just his heart
beating, he didn’t doubt.


Then she started to speak. First
in English, then in a different, more guttural, tongue. Repeating what she’d
just said, for him to absorb. Her words were quick and fascinating, on a level
that left him feeling almost like he was asleep. Until the pain came. That was
when he had to repeat back everything she said. Exactly, or he was hit with
waves of discomfort. The rock in his hand actually throbbing, in time with his
blood flow. Beating in time with his heart, which pounded and struggled to keep
up with the needs of his body. His mind, he realized, since he was just
sitting in a chair, not running flat out like it suddenly felt like.


Nothing was repeated by Taman
Baker at all. She glared at him, or it felt like that, as she kept speaking,
listing a hundred words as if from memory, then had him repeat it all. Word for
word. He didn't have to do it perfectly, but when it was his turn he
felt like his spine was being twisted out of his back if he missed things by
too much. If he’d been in school, he would have figured it as him passing the
test with a ninety percent or better. That level left him in agony when it was
time for him to recall what had been said.


The whole thing was dream like
and felt like it was going on forever. They didn't take a break, either. Not
for a very long time. When they finally came up for air, Richard gasped,
feeling like he’d tried to run a marathon or something foolish like that.


Taman smiled at him, seeming to
mean it, then took the glass like tile from his fingers. Richard didn't know
how long they’d been there, sitting, but his behind was numb, which meant it
had been hours at least. It felt like longer than that.


Once the tile was placed back in
her tiny sack, the small woman looked deeply into his eyes. Then she spoke. A
bit slowly, in Standard.


“Richard… How do you feel? Are
you able to speak?”


He replied in kind, smoothly
enough that it felt almost natural. Not like he’d just been learning the new
tongue. For one thing there was no sense of having to struggle for words.


“I’m good, actually. A bit tired.
I haven’t really rested in a few days. You people don’t do things half way
here, do you?” He grinned at that idea. Yes, the learning hadn’t been fun
but knowing that it was an option was something that he could use in the future.


Working with the IPB had taught
him that one. They never really gave a fellow enough time to learn and get
ready, it seemed. Not so far, at any rate. Finding a way to get ready faster
might just be important, given that.


Reaching across the space, the
small, tired seeming girl touched his hand, holding her own on top of his. If
it had been done first thing, he would have thought the girl was trying to
flirt with him. Now it seemed more like someone comforting a dying friend.


Her voice was a bit subdued, when
she looked up into his eyes.


“Truly, we aren’t this harsh with
most people. This was a test, to see if it could be done. I can’t imagine
anyone else volunteering for it. The pain of it… I nearly had to stop several
times, when you started to cry from it.” She looked away, her face concerned.
Probably at the idea of a man tearing up like that.


Richard knew that one though,
from a long life. If things hurt enough, you did that sort of thing, from time
to time. It wasn’t the same as crying because you were a weak sister. To that
end he smiled and waved that idea away.


“It was only pain. Which is gone
now. Not that it was fun, mind.” Stopping for a second, still speaking
in the new language, which felt like it was flowing very smoothly, so far, he
nodded. “How’s my accent? I can tell I have one still. We should work on that,
if we get a chance. Do this all again, next time we meet, only to fix the rough
edges? That will be at least a week for me. I have a lot to do back home. It
might be longer, even, since… Well, I can’t really tell you, I don’t think. You
come to my world too often and if you knew about it, you might be killed by our
enemies.” That was a little bit dramatic of him to say though it came across
very nicely in Standard.


At least Taman went wide eyed.
Then she ignored the last part of what he’d said totally.


“You’re willing to do it again,
to learn how to speak without an accent? You’re very understandable as
it is, truly. That took nearly six hours. I can work up a new protocol for it
however, if you will try it? I didn’t… It’s very close to being abusive of me
to have done it at all.” She teared up then, as if she’d wronged him greatly.


It had hurt at times and
the whole thing was like an acid trip or had been. Still, while not a game or friendly
picnic, the memory of it was fading from him. Almost like a dream. Except that
he was still able to speak fluent Standard. Learned in only six hours. He’d
never had a particular head for languages, so it wasn’t his own natural talent
at all. Rather it was the magical process that had led him to it.


So he nodded, smiling a bit.


“I could have simply dropped the
rock, if it was too much to take, so don’t worry over that part. We should do
that, with the accent. Then, if it holds, I’d like to work up other things that
can be done this way… Is there a way to get you out of the picture on that? I
mean, if we can just pass stones to people and have them learn complex
things in a short period of time, with no teacher being needed directly, that
would be amazing. Not that I’m going to recommend we use this on school
kids. Still, sometimes you need to know things and don’t have two years
to learn it. Doing it this way might save lives. I can see that as being
valuable on a level that’s hard to explain right now.”


For some reason the fairly short
girl, who he was a head taller than, moved in to give him a hug. It was close
enough and lasted long enough that it didn't seem totally like she was trying
to comfort him or even just show how happy she was that he could speak her
language.


When she let go, pulling back a
bit, she kissed him on the cheek. It took him a moment to recall that he looked
nearly the same age she did. Anyone watching it would have found the scene
sweet or even cute, without being half as creepy as it really was.


Her voice was soft now, not stern
as it had been to begin with, all those hours before.


“I think I might be able to do
that, actually. Place whole lessons into the stone like you suggest. Only for
things that I know, personally, of course. So, I’d have to learn things first,
then make the magical protocol for each lesson stone… That can be done, as long
as what is being learned isn’t too complex. That’s not perfect but I already
speak most of the languages here, which might be a good start. I’ll need to
learn Fleet and Ysidril as well. I’ll work on those, soon. That or find someone
who does to do the work for me. After we do the one you suggested, with the
accent.”


He nodded.


“Customs and courtesies as well?
Then we can hand any new ambassadors a couple of rocks and have them up to
speed inside a week or two, instead of bumbling around like I’ve been doing
here. Not that I’m on that level at all.” He didn't even have a real job title,
other than IPB Operative.


For some reason the words got him
hugged again. This time he was nearly certain it was about the woman liking
him, even if she was far too young for an old man like himself. His hormones
cared about that factor not at all, so he stood back after a moment, smiling.
It probably seemed abrupt of him, so he reached out and touched her on the arm,
gently.


“I need to find the people that
I’m with here. I should also sleep, except that I don’t have time for it.
Lacking that, drugs are in order, no doubt.”


The words got a soft sigh and a
nod in return.


“Yes. Tor and I… Our whole world,
has been abusing you. Can you forgive us? You and your people are heroes and we
repay you by making you struggle and suffer.”


That wasn’t exactly how he was
looking at things, so Richard was able to honestly shake his head no. Which was
good, since he’d heard that all the wizards from Noram could read minds, at
least a little.


“Those are separate things and
what I needed to do in order to earn the skills that I need. Besides, there are
people from here that would have done what we did, if it came up in our world.
In fact, it’s happened, so I know that one for a fact.” Richard hadn’t
been there for it but had heard how Will Baker had nearly died once, saving
most of New York City.


That was far more heroic than his
hiding in the bushes while his crew had done most of the hard work, the day
before. If it had been that long before. He wasn’t truly certain on that score
at all. It might be closer to two days, even.


Taman took his arm, linked her
own through his, and walked with him, the small bag she was carrying, which
matched her black velvet outfit, in her other hand. They didn’t speak as they
moved, since his head was reeling a bit still. Mainly from lack of sleep. That
or the eerie drug trip that the magic had taken him on. When they got to the
sitting room over to the left side of the mansion, they were met by a nervous
looking Tor Baker and a much more relaxed Dareg Canton.


They both looked at him closely,
standing up as if he was getting out of the hospital, instead of having had a few
language lessons packed into too short of a time. A few hundred, really.


Stopping, he let go of Taman’s
arm and bowed. Then spoke in their language. Smoothly.


Nearly perfectly, except for his
American accent.


“Hello! Taman’s magical language
lessons work, wonderfully. We were just going over some other things to try
that way. As long as this holds out for me, we’re going to be attempting some
things on other people. Volunteers, of course. There are some bugs to work out,
I’m certain.”


Dareg smiled at him, nodding
hugely. A big hand moved out to slap Richard gently on the shoulder. The man
was looming over him, being well over seven feet tall, though other than
leaving Rich feeling like a small child it wasn’t a big deal. His black hair
and good-looking face were a bit annoying for a brief second. Not as
much as Tor’s were at all, since the poor man looked too soft by far.
Attractive but in a way that was probably a bit broken for the real world.
Richard let that fade from his thoughts, trying not to judge.


These people, all of them, had
been part of his crew, after all. Then, when they’d gotten the chance to get
him hooked up with magical lessons to help him out, they’d done it
without asking for anything in return. Tor had even gone out of his way to make
certain he got up to speed with his own powers. Yes, all of that had been a
literal pain but nothing worth doing was ever all that easy in life.


So, judging them based on looks
wasn’t really the way he wanted to be seen by them. If they were reading his mind,
especially. He’d been told that a lot of the mages and wizards there could do
that kind of thing, if on a fairly low level.


Tor didn't seem upset, if he was
listening at the moment, just smiling at him and bowing politely.


“That’s amazing, Richard! Do you
really think anyone else will be willing to try it?”


He answered honestly, since the
people there were, as he’d just been thinking, on his team.


“Some. Others we won’t really ask
if they want to try it. Just hand them a rock and set them to it. That’s a bit
mean, since it really isn’t comfortable but we don’t always have the luxury of
being kind to everyone. Still, I bet we can get ten Agents and at least that
many operatives from the base to volunteer for it, even knowing it won’t
be fun. Being able to speak like this after only six hours… They’ll do it. We
should get Director Turner in for it, first thing.” She was a hard woman, after
all.


The kind that wouldn’t shrink
from some discomfort if the payoff was as big as what they had going on at the
moment.


Tor blinked at the words.


“Amazing. I’d be hard pressed to
find that many people here who would be as willing to try it and this is an
entire world.” The man seemed embarrassed by that idea.


Richard just shook his head.


“That isn’t really true. The people
here are brave and kind, as much as they are anyplace else. Strong, as well.
You could go and hand that rock to the Prince here, I bet and he
wouldn’t flinch from it. We’re just picking from a select crop in my world, so
we get to look good that way for the time being.” He grinned then. “Well, he’d
probably flinch. Anyone sane would, once it started. I know that I did.
Just, he’d do it in order to learn a language like this, I bet. You should try asking
him. He’s going to be a king someday, right? Knowing how to speak all the
languages has to help with something like that.”


For some reason the three people
with him laughed, Taman covering her mouth with her hand, delicately. Dareg
grinned and brushed at the leg of his simple brown outfit as Tor froze for a
moment. Grinning a bit maniacally. Then the tall man pulled his handheld.
It was done with a sense of purpose. A thing that nearly didn’t make any sense
at all.


The cell phone like picture phone
that was popular there. Now Richard knew the name for it and even what it
meant, which was easy enough to remember. You held it in your hand. Handheld.
Simple.


After a few taps the Prince of
Noram, Alphonse, showed up, his face smiling, if upside down from the
perspective Rich was standing in.


“Tor! How are things going?”


“Hey, Alphonse. Good, actually.
Taman worked up a new language magic, that accelerates the learning process. We’ve
already used it on Mr. Drake. How did that go, Richard?” The device was,
slowly, brought around so that he was looking at the tall red-haired man on the
flat white surface. The picture quality was amazing. Far better than high
definition even.


Rich grinned then.


“It went very well. It’s a bit
uncomfortable and a little disorienting but you learn the skills exceptionally
fast. I was just suggesting to the people here that we get you hooked up with
that, so you can talk to people in English. Maybe some other languages as well?
That way we won’t have to listen to anyone whining about it being too
scary or hard, later. We can just point out that you went first thing,
right?” They could do that without the man actually doing anything, as well, of
course, if it was needed to get butts in the seats. Lying worked pretty well,
as a tool for manipulating people, after all.


Almost as if Richard actually
knew something about the man, except that he was a version of Hobbs, from the
IPB world, there was a nod and a considering look.


“I… Yes. If it’s that effective,
I need to make certain people understand that it’s safe, even if troubling or
hard to use. How do we proceed from here on it?”


Richard was still looking
directly at the man, so shrugged a bit. It was clear he got the basic idea.
Also that he was willing to put his own behind on the line, just to make things
easier when it came to getting others to work with them on the new program.


“We have Taman work up the needed
devices for it and then she can bring those to you.” He glanced at the girl,
who nodded very subtly, as if that made any sense at all. “Oh… You need to get
your dad in on this too, as soon as you take a turn. Maybe the rest of your
family. That way you can assure them that it sucks but isn’t that big of
a deal. Your father will need English, at the very least, from what I heard the
other day. You can help come up with some training for ambassadors, right?
Protocols and when to bow. How to comport yourself at a fancy meal and all
that?”


That started a discussion and
oddly, a plan then. With the man himself focusing on languages first but being more
than willing to donate what time he could toward the rest of it, even if he
sounded pretty busy. There was no more speaking about getting anyone else to do
it, however. Especially the king of Noram.


Which kind of made sense. After
all, they weren’t going to use that kind of magic on the President of the
United States either. Not that they shouldn’t, it simply wasn’t going to
come up. They chatted for a while with the man saying goodbye several times,
rather politely, before hopping off the device.


Finally, Tor looked at him, his
face going sober.


“I heard that you have a new man
in to work with the mage students… Is that… Are you being replaced?” The words
seemed almost upset, as if that would be a problem if it were the truth. It
really wouldn’t, of course. A lot of people had gotten the volunteers on the
right page already, after all.


They didn’t need him for
it, personally. Him doing it was just a handy way to get the inside track on
hookups for his friends and people.


It took him several seconds to recall
the name of the man, one of the people to escape from The Depot, who they were
roping into working there in Noram.


“Dean. The idea is to have him
act as a guide and liaison, only. I still have the same position, only now
I have an official minion. In a way, I suppose it’s kind of a soft promotion
for me, having staff like that. He’ll need in on language lessons as well.”
Richard looked at Taman then and shrugged. “He’s had a hard go of it for a
while, so I don’t know if your trick is the best way to do that for him. We
should ask? We also need to to learn those other languages. All of the ones for
here, Fleet and Ysidril. How do we work that out? Get Erath to make a device
for it?”


That, it seemed was going to take
some time to figure out, since, as Taman had mentioned, she didn't know either
of those languages yet. Still, her words on it sounded promising, even if she
was suddenly being given huge amounts of work to do. Just coming up with
different learning programs could be the career of a lifetime, Richard had to
think. Important work, too.


The others left, except for Tor,
who looked at him closely for about half a minute before speaking again. Still
in Standard.


“Thank you, Mr. Drake. I am
constantly left feeling awed by you and your people. Their bravery and courage…
The way you aided a simple servant from another land, a different world
entirely, when he was taken and faced death and rape… All of you offered
aid, without hesitation. If there’s anything you need from me, please ask.
Magic, or gold? What I have is yours.” There was an odd feeling from the man,
as if he really meant it or something.


Which, Richard had to admit, was
weird. Also very kind. Which meant it was probably the type of thing that a
person was supposed to turn down, even if it was a different culture. It was
why he needed to get in on lessons for that kind of thing. It was something
that Tor probably wouldn’t have even thought about saying. Like asking a person
how they were doing that day.


No one expected a real answer and
if it came would be a bit bored or possibly annoyed by it being spoken about.


Rather than guessing, he forced a
smile and shook his head a little, looking upward into the too pretty face.


“Um… Is that a turn of phrase
here? If you need anything… Where I’m supposed to nod a bit and then ignore it?
Not that I need gold or anything really. Unless I end up needing it, of
course. Which honestly could come up, on another project I’m working on.
Really, I already need to get with a man on some things that might be related.”
He smiled, getting that he was probably going to sound confusing.


The other man seemed to get it
though and bowed, which got one back.


“No. That kind of an offer is
rare. I mean it, though. You could come and live here forever, draw an
allowance and never work again, if you wish. What I have is yours now, in a
literal fashion. To share at least.” There was a small smile on the
man’s lips then. “You’ve even already gotten new servants in for us and
everything. If we aren’t careful, people will think we’re dating. Not that you
aren’t a fine man that way. I’m just not… Um, I prefer women. We could date,
otherwise, of course. Even with that, if you wish? I know that you keep
thinking of me as being very pretty.”


It took Richard about ten seconds
to recall that the man was a decent mind reader, so was likely playing with him
for having thought the man was too attractive and girly, earlier. Probably, at
least. Really, it was better than the beating he deserved for it.


“Right. Well, no need for any
of that then. After all, I tend to just steal the things I need. Not stupidly
though, thanks to not having a first mode any longer. We might, occasionally,
have some people that need or want to move here. This place, your whole world,
is incredible to us. If I had the time I’d really consider moving to Mars or
the Moon for a while. As it stands, I have to get back home and see about…” He
nearly didn’t tell the man.


Like his little sister, he went
to the IPB world from time to time. Knowing the wrong thing could be bad news
for him. He was a man though and while it was probably wrong to try and protect
Tam because she was a skirt, at least in the modern world, it was something
that Richard kind of couldn’t help. Something inborn, most likely. Tor didn’t
need him to do that kind of thing for him.


“Some of our leaders, the ones
behind the scenes as well as the rich and famous… They’ve been taking kids, for
years. Raping, torturing and killing them. Eating them as well, at
times. You already know a little about that. We spoke on it, plus, The
Infection…”


That portion of things was
troubling for Richard Drake to think about for a moment. That The Infection was
a single entity that possessed millions of people. Maybe more than that, in
different worlds. One that wanted Rich to remove certain individuals from power,
personally. As in, it was supposed to, in part, be his job to get that done.
Why he was Infected in the first place, probably. Not that there couldn’t be
even more than that going on.


Tor nodded, his face going pale
as he did it.


“I know that it is your assigned
task, to remove some of the most powerful from your world like that. I don’t
think I exactly understood why at the time. What do you need, that we here can
provide, to aid you in that? It will need to be done in secret. The king and
our people can’t be seen to be doing that sort of thing. It might be seen as a
threat to those here who do such things here. Which it should be. If I
could find them all, those people would die.” Tor, who was friendly and
attractive enough that part of Richard’s deep brain was a little tickled at
having been flirted with by the man, even if it was also troubling at the same
time, went so hard and cold then that it felt like he was about to go and start
killing some people for them right that moment.


That wasn’t the plan. They needed
to tear down the secret system first, break it open, then kill them all.


Instead of telling him that he
wasn’t needed for the effort, Richard took a deep breath.


“We might need changes done to
people. On the fly, in my world? You’re right though, we can’t allow that to be
drawn back to you or your people here directly. Anyone helping us might end up
dead, so I can’t really ask for that kind of aid.”


Tor bowed then.


“I understand. I shall stand
ready. I can get Tim to do some work on me, so that I won’t be identifiable.
Perhaps Willum will aid in this as well? His skills are such that he might be
very useful to such an endeavor. Let me see what I can arrange. Expect us in…
Call it three days, your time?”


Rich bowed back. After all, the
man was a powerhouse in his own way. It wasn’t his job to go to another world
and help them remove corrupt monsters from power, of course. Then, it wasn’t as
if anyone knew how to get that kind of thing done, really. Refusing help at the
stage they were at would be insane.


Instead he thought for a moment,
then nodded.


“Come in quietly. Blend with the
people on the base. I’ll set that up with Turner. We might be back here, to
work, if that’s allowed? My friend Katie is going to be needed for planning. I really
need to figure out how to teleport with another person. Then I could just bring
her here and take you there. Well, I can’t, so I need to get with my crew, the
rest of them, ASAP.” He had to stop then, since the last bit was in English. He
translated. “That means as soon as possible, in English. It’s just made
up of the first letters of each word.” He repeated the term, since the other
man spoke that language.


It could come up, if they were
working together.


Then, quickly enough to seem
strange, the other man left the room. It was his house, so he didn't exactly
have to run away. It took a while for Rich to find everyone else, though Dean
and Gillian were both still there. The others had either gone off to the Moon
for a tour of the place, or had gotten Lydia to take them back home.


That probably wasn’t the smartest
plan, really. Harmony and First City on Mars were both places where they could
have lived for free, if they wanted to give it a try. Going back home without
resources might mean ending up on the streets, for a lot of people. Their
families had simply dumped them in a holding facility, after all. Just getting
rid of the problem emotions and issues might not be enough to get back in with
the kind of person who would do that sort of thing to a relative.


Then, it wasn’t that hard to get
by in the world, if a person were willing to be a bit flexible about what they
were doing. Richard Drake knew that one first hand. Not from his life as a
thief, either. No, here he was playing government agent, after that kind
of life. Making it, more or less, based on being willing to do what was needed
to get by.


Looking at Gillian, he smiled.
The girl looked a bit plain, now that she wasn’t glowing constantly. It worked
for her. Her face was a bit receding at the chin and drawn out. Her body was
thin and she wasn’t huge up top or anything to mark her as special that way,
either. What she had going on though was that she looked like herself still. So
that she could go on camera and tell the world about the horrors that she’d
witnessed at the hands of her parents and be identified easily. If she looked
like a super model, then it would be too easy to claim she wasn’t herself at
all, just a pretender. This way she had a better chance of being believed by at
least some people.


“Hey! I was just about to go and
start setting up your part in this. Are you good holding here with Dean for a
bit? It might be a week or even two before we’re all back here. That’s only a
day or two back home, so don’t think we’ve forgotten about you, or your
plan. We just need to actually make sure what we’re going to do works, you
know? That and make it really hard for the other side to take any of us out.”


For some reason, possibly a life
of torture and abuse, Gillian seemed to get what he meant right off. It took
longer to explain it to Dean, who was, it seemed, a far more normal Infected
person. One who’d been dumped long ago for being strange, without it having
been truly evil of his family at all. They hadn’t known how to cope with his
loud voice calling out everything he’d been thinking, constantly. Day and
night.


That he’d learned to silence
himself well enough to be on the quiet ward was kind of amazing, given that. It
showed a level of self-discipline that was, frankly, impressive.


Still, they had a plan in place,
to wait for him to come back, before Richard left to start the next portion of
their plans.


Right after he either scored some
sleep or found some drugs that would replace it.











Chapter eight


 


Richard had been tempted to go
into the fight club alone. Just walking up to the door and announcing himself
as Gary, since that was how the people there knew him. Instead he had the whole
team out for it. When he’d told Turner his plan to check on things, they’d all
been sent along with him. Price Lloyd, Nan and Peggy, the last two looking
exactly how they did when they’d been on the mission a month before, with the
Agent looking like a fairly standard human who wasn’t Infected at all.


The giant warehouse still looked
the same, being big and boxy on the outside. Ugly, if in a plain fashion that
spoke of utility, instead of being designed for beauty. The door had been
painted though and unlike before, there was an actual sign out front,
announcing that this was, indeed, the fight club. It was twilight already,
though well before the patrons would be coming to watch the now-legal fights.


Turning to Price, he winked.


“The gambling is still illegal
though, I’ll bet you good money that they’re still doing that. Let me knock.”
It wasn’t as if the Agent wouldn’t know about that kind of thing. You had to
actually speak to people though, if you wanted to be part of the club. Not that
he was going to be coming back to work there any time soon. The trick was that
Nan and possibly Peggy might.


Before he could pound on the
thing to get attention, Peggy did it, the tips of her hair still glowing green.
She was fit seeming, as well as cute enough to get attention in a bar without
having to do too much with makeup first. Today she was dressed in regular
enough clothing. Jeans and a button up that looked at least like a bit of
effort had been taken. Not much, since she didn't have a nice dress on or
anything like that.


Nan was in a tight black
dress, though it came down to her mid-calf, instead of being more revealing.
She was so good looking now that it was hard not to stare at her. Part of that
was pheromones, he thought. She was the perfect Asian sex bomb now and for some
unknown reason had kept that look when they’d gone back to Noram.


Then, the girl had looked like a
desiccated mummy for most of her life, before she’d been changed. It kind of
made sense that she was going to want to be different than that, for as long as
possible. No one had even suggested to her that she do anything different with
her look, since they didn't need to hide that they were IPB. Not really. No one
was looking for her, after all.


After two minutes and another
round of hearty banging by Peggy, the door opened up for them. Showing an
interesting enough sight.


The woman who was there looked good,
for one thing. Pretty, if tall. Her hair was blonde and her eyes were a
sparkling green color that were, frankly, captivating. She was also strong
looking, though curves had been added to her form that hadn’t been there before,
when her first mode had been taken out. She looked down at them, lighting up
when she realized who was there.


At least when she saw Nan and
Peggy.


“Nancy? Peg? You came back!” She
started passing out hugs, and didn't stop when she got to Price, though she was
far more tentative that way.


Richard hadn’t seen her after
she’d been altered, being busy becoming human again, after his stint as a
Ysidril. Instead of grabbing the lady, even if she was nice enough looking for
that and they were close enough friends, even if she didn't recognize him for
the moment, he waved up at her.


He was getting a bit taller, from
his own changes, but had been told it would take most of a year for him to hit
a bit over six feet tall. He was already five-ten or so, which was much larger
than he’d been in his original portion of life.


“Sally! I’m Richard Drake. You
know Peggy and Nancy… Price Lloyd here as well. Just so you don’t get confused,
you know me as Gary.” It was still going to be confusing, he was willing
to bet.


She did stop moving for a moment,
her tight stretchy clothing shining a bit in the dim light of the place as she
finally did move. Bending over to grab him, picking him all the way up off the
ground and swinging him back and forth for a bit.


“Gary! Okay, I know
that you told me you really looked different… This is… nice though. You all
look great. Come in? We were just about to have the pre-meeting for
concessions. Is everything all right? I mean, do you need to hide or…”


The last bit was whispered.


Richard got to shake his head
though, and smile, which was nice. This time he didn't have to try and trick
anyone.


“Nope. I’m just in town for a
meeting and thought that I’d come in and show people what kind of changes we
can have done. Not that they haven’t seen you, already. Still, I can get
people on the short list for things, that being my job for the feds.” The
official one and everything.


The woman put her hand on his
back and walked in with him to the main section of the arena, toward the front
side where the concessions booth was set up. There were ten people standing
around, each wearing goofy looking ball caps and shirts that said staff
on them. The colors were different than the last time he saw the things and
they looked new. Spiffy, while still being ridiculous. Which was perfect, of
course.


Employees were dressed in stupid
clothing to leave the marks feeling better than them. It was easier to get
money from someone who felt superior than one who knew they had to scrabble for
every coin in their pocket.


Several of the people looked at
them, then, as had happened at the door, Nan and Peggy were fairly tackled
again. Price was nodded at a few times, with Richard getting smiles from a few
people. Instead of using his real name, he moved in and put his arms out toward
Silver.


She gave him a withering look.


“I don’t know you.” That was her
first mode, being bitchy toward people she didn't know yet. Then, after she had
a chance to be around them for a while, she was decently sweet.


He rolled his eyes at her then.


“Do too! We’re pals, even. I’m
Gary? Four arms, four eyes? Still incredibly good looking?” The words
didn’t seem to work for her, or the others. Not until he changed his clothing
for them, from a gray suit with a red tie, to staff clothing like what they
were wearing. It wasn’t his actual power, being Noram style magic instead. They
didn't know that though and had all gotten that as being his Infected power,
before.


The ability to make any outfit he
wanted to appear.


Silver tackled him then.


“Gary! Oh, my, fucking, god! You
look amazing! This… The IPB people did this? It worked and didn’t kill you?”


Sally turned to look at them all
and shrugged.


“I didn't tell them all
everything. The IPB… you know?”


The thing was, they all did. Even
the IPB Agent standing there got it. The Infected people had all lived with the
subtle fear of the IPB for years, themselves. Even while being on the inside
like Nan and Peg, they had a strong sense of not really loving that particular
crowd. Out of all of them, Richard was the one that had been mainly outside of
the reach of that specific government organization. His big threat had always
been either local police or the FBI. DHS hadn’t even existed when he was making
a living as a thief, not that they would have been interested in him anyway.


Still, he smiled and waved the
words away.


“Right. We, us four here, were
sent in by the IPB to make sure none of the fighters here were being abused.
They weren’t, so our boss pushed through getting the fights here made legal.
We’re currently working on the Nevada gaming commission so that you’ll have legal
gambling on them as well. Then the real money will come in. As it stands
we can set up some pay-per-view action soon, I bet. Nan here is set up already
to come and work here, part time, as a ring official. A few other people have
volunteered as well.”


All of that was true, though the
information dump was being done on purpose. So that there was good news mixed
with the bad of them having been spies. No one started hitting any of them,
which Richard decided to take as a good sign. Then he kept talking.


“Also, I have the hook up
on getting first modes taken out and even getting some pretty nice changes
made, if you want in? The IPB screwed up and put me in charge of that whole
program, if you can buy that. It’s a pretty sweet gig for an ex-thief. I
couldn’t tell you all of that before, Silver, but it’s how I knew for a fact
that the IPB won’t give two cares about what you used to do in life. Because I’m
the one in charge. That means all my friends get to go first, right?” That was
how the real world worked, after all.


A thing not lost on some
of the people there.


From the back, a pearl colored
skinned man in the goofy uniform of the day grinned.


“We did have all that
quality time walking guard here. That counts towards jumping up the list,
doesn’t it?”


Richard nodded, working out who
he must be, due to his skin coloration.


“Mick is in then? Silver, you
too? The rest of you…” He spread his hands then. “I really did have face
blindness, so don’t feel bad if I can’t get all the names. We can get a list
going and work out when you have time off for it. We’ll get some transport in
for you, so you won’t need a three day car trip each way. Sally, do you want to
do that part? I can get them to Noram almost any day. Tomorrow is good for the
first batch of people going. The people in that other reality are considering
opening more life changing schools, since the first one is working out so
well.”


The silver haired woman, who was
a bit hard worn, he realized now, being lean and rangy, smiled at him. After
all, they were friends, making it all right for her to be around him.


“Sure, I guess. As long as I
won’t be gone after over old warrants? There are a few things, from the past.”


Snorting, he smiled.


“Not only that, but we can get
your prints changed and have you hooked up with fresh I.D. so that nothing
can really touch you that way. A new look as well, if you want. You should keep
the hair though. That’s incredible, by the way. I love it. Now… We need to get
you all back to work here. What’s the plan for the floor work tonight?”


Those words got a slightly mousey
looking red-headed woman to walk forward, a clipboard in her hands.


“Um… We have a buy two get one
free beer coupon, and a ten-dollar soft drink, fries and burger deal. Sales
have been a bit down lately. I don’t suppose you’re planning to work that with
us tonight?” She was joking and it was clear that no one expected him to do
that at all.


They were wrong. After all, the
real work for his evening wouldn’t be until later, at midnight. Just about the
time the fights would be letting out on a week night. That was when he needed
to meet with his contact there. Tom Scarpetti.


“Darned straight I am. Let’s make
sure we have the patter ready. I want to see some energy here, people. Lannie,
Silver, you two have an extra body for the stand? We’ll need it, just to keep
the trays filled for the floor workers.”


That bit, working out how to get
money from the people coming in, more than anything else seemed to help the
others relax and oddly enough, take him seriously. It was clear to a lot of
them that, even if he looked all normal now, and way younger than he really
was, that Gary was back. The speed he was on didn’t really hurt his
energy, either.


That had been gotten legally, from
medical. Under the supervision of a doctor, who, very naturally, thought the
best idea would be for him to actually just lay down for a while, instead of
using chemicals to replace sleep. She was right, of course. Also, crazy enough
to not really make him fight too hard to get the drugs he was currently on.
Only enough for a day though. Past that he was going to have to sleep, or risk
mental impairment.


Doctor Burrows had mentioned that
part to him in no uncertain terms. It had nearly been scolding and would have
worked to impress him, if she hadn’t been feeling up his arm at the same time.
He smiled a bit thinking about it. The woman was friendly, after all. Japanese,
which could have been a problem for him, since he’d been a bit bigoted toward
that sort, at one point in his life. He’d fought in World War Two, after all,
so it had always made sense to him to hold a grudge against his enemies.


Just like it was clear that Kiko
Burrows wasn’t against him or America at all, now. Meaning that he could, finally,
just think that a pretty woman flirting with him was fine, even if she was from
a different ancestry than he was. Not that it still wasn’t wrong of him to
consider. He was easily twice as old as she was.


That was the thing that he
thought of as he moved through the crowd, yelling for them to get something to
drink, about two hours later.


“Get some beer, do it right here!
Buy two and something to eat before you find your seat! Grab a coupon and treat
a friend… Tip me and make one!”


It was easier to make sales as
Richard Drake than it had been as Gary the Infected Ysidril. Even at that, no
one had made it all that hard for him there. He’d been funny looking, which had
probably put some people off, even if they weren’t bigoted really. Now he
seemed kind of like a college kid hired for the kind of job he had, which would
seem correct to a lot of people.


So they called out to him and
cleaned out his tray in the first few minutes after hitting the floor. He
wasn’t the only one back at the stand grabbing a fresh tray and a stack of
coupons, either. Mick was matching him sales wise and Peggy worked her way up
behind him, as he grabbed his tray. Price was working mixed drinks, since he
was particularly good at that kind of thing.


The biggest difference from before
was that it was a Thursday night and they were running with a nearly full
house. The fights weren’t anything all that special either, being low powered
Infected that weren’t all that great at what they were doing. Still, the idea
was fresh, at least as far as doing it legally, and the advertising seemed to
have been paying off. The place was packed for a week night.


Richard kept working, noticing
when Tom Scarpetti came in, alone with his two body guards. The truth was that Rich
didn't really recognize any of them, at first. It wasn’t until he heard the man
himself speak, asking for a mixed drink, that he got it.


“Sure thing. Let me… Price,
over here! Mixed drink. Do you want a burger with that, Mr. Scarpetti?” He
smiled at the man, who looked at him closely for about ten seconds.


“That sounds good. With onions?
Maybe some fries, if those are fresh. They’ve been doing great with those
lately. I… Have we met?” It was clearly just the fact that he’d been called on
by name that got him to ask. The man was a lawyer after all, so no doubt met a
lot of different people.


Some random kid might just escape
his mind, as well.


“We have. I’m Gary? Four arms and
eyes? I got in with the IPB and they took me off to a different reality to get
that changed. I think we talked about that, once?” They hadn’t, of course.


What they had done was
make plans to meet after the show that night, to discuss how things were going,
as far as the job that the lawyer had hired him and some of the others at the
IPB, to do. Which was actually all about them stealing the proof of wrongdoing
that Kate was holding for them, for a billion dollars.


The first half had been paid and
Kate had already made copies of what she could, as well as taken samples from
different body parts that they’d taken from the secured facility a few months
back. It meant they could fake taking the things back, or at least a lot of it.
Using that to stall the people and protect the lower ones that were being
threatened with death if they didn’t manage to fix the problems for the truly
evil ones up top.


Like Scarpetti and a half dozen
of his friends.


The man wasn’t bad when it came
to playing along though, thankfully. He smiled at Richard and nodded, hugely.


“Hey, kid! Looking good
then! This is amazing! I’d heard that the IPB could get some things
done, but nothing like this. We should get together and chat, later. I might
have some business ideas that you could help with. You’ve got a new face and
that might just lead to new chances, right? We might as well run with that, if
we can.”


The fellow stopped talking as
Price moved over, ready to take the drink order. Wearing the black suit that
he’d had on when he’d come to the door. He still looked more
professional than almost all of the audience.


Richard just nodded.


“I’ll catch you on the way out
then, Mr. Scarpetti. Let me get that burger and fries set up for you.”


He hurried to do that, picking up
two more orders for the same thing as he moved along, since he called out that
he was going for that reason. It was easier to do this time, being that he
could tell who’d handed him the cash on his way in.


The rest of the night, Rich
simply worked the floor, as if it were his real job. The tips weren’t horrible
and the sales actually moved quickly enough that it was kind of clear people
wanted to get in on the food and drinks they had there, once they knew it
wasn’t hard to pull off, getting things like that. If anything, he was working
twice as hard as before, when it had, briefly, been his actual job there.


The others were doing that too.
Mainly because he kept pushing them to snap up their patter or to hurry when
moving to refresh their trays. They didn't sell during the matches, so needed
to be standing by in the five-minute breaks that were needed for gambling.


That and to start some chanting
up, for the winners. That no one had been doing that in his absence was a bit
annoying. It wasn’t like it was hard at all. Just having the servers and sales
staff calling out the same thing tended to be enough to get the whole audience
in on it. Except the people who’d lost. Even some of them were sports about it,
at a bet.


At the end Rich floated over
toward Scarpetti, following him and his guards out the main door, to find a
black limo pulling up, followed by a second, almost identical, vehicle.


Tom the lawyer smoothed his suit
jacket, then turned to his men.


“Gary and I will go in the lead
car. You two follow along.” It wasn’t the best way to stay protected, but they
all got the idea. The man wanted to do business that he didn’t want seen or
heard. The driver in the front could be blocked off by rolling the glass up.


The man waved him in, with
Richard still wearing his ridiculous looking sales uniform. Looking like a kid
that didn’t belong there for any kind of wholesome reason at all.


He spoke to the driver, politely.


“Around the block a few times,
please? Then back here. I’ll let you know when.” The black glass moved into
place at the touch of a button as the man in the front seat, dressed all in
black, complete with a funny hat, pulled into the parking lot. Not everyone had
managed to leave yet and even if it was in L.A. almost everyone had driven a
car in that night. Then, L.A. wasn’t New York where almost everything could be
reached via subway. Even D.C was better that way, as far as public
transportation went.


As soon as they were on the
street, moving, which should make it a little harder to listen in on them,
Richard gave the other man a hard look.


“We’re going in. Three days. We
have a location, though they keep moving it. We should be able to get to
the right place at that time. Are we making the drop with you, once we have the
goods recovered?” No one had spoken about that portion of things yet. Stealing
the loot was never enough. You had to have a plan for what to do with things at
the end as well.


Tom Scarpetti seemed to get that,
though he shook his head a little. Then he waved at Richard, as if to explain
what he was about to go on about.


“That’s… You told me that
you had some high powered contacts. Doing this kind of thing, making you look
that different…” The man really seemed impressed by it, which was about right.
He’d been close to as different from a regular person as physically possible
while still having a skeletal system.


Rather than hurry the man along,
back to the point of where the drop needed to be made, he nodded.


“I can get you hooked up that
way, if you need. Not all the time, but we have a man coming in from a
different world. Possibly at least. One of the best at making changes like
this. So, if you need a way to vanish, we can do that. Make you look different
and maybe get you to a different reality where surviving won’t be all that
hard. There’s a time window on it, since otherwise we’d have to take you to his
people. That might show up and be tracked. The IPB is watched, constantly. We
can get around it, but have to be careful.”


Scarpetti nodded then, as if the
words made sense to him at all.


“I don’t need it myself. The
people I work for are pretty happy with me right now. They’ll be happier
if we actually come up with the items they need procured. A few of my
associates could possibly use that kind of help though. Not everyone got as
lucky as I did, meeting up with you. Now… You really found the goods? Or is
that just bullshit to buy time. We could lie and tell them that it will
take another month, I think. Use that line you handed me about knowing where it
is going to be then? Say that some psychic did the work on it.”


Richard shook his head, smiling a
bit.


“Ah. Not that one, oddly enough.
We actually have the information and my crew can pull the job. I doubt
anyone else in the world could, though. We should have the man I mentioned in
for that work in a few days. If you can… We can set up something not too far
from here. Maybe at a random hotel or something. Change the people you want to
vanish and make certain they have the needed papers? If it’s too hot, we can
get some of them to different realities, too. I need numbers of people going,
first. Plus, they can’t be too bad. Evil, I mean? We can get people in with
some small things, but our main transport between realities is Proxy. If
they’re too far gone that way, he’ll probably start fighting them instantly. On
the good side he doesn’t really care about white collar crimes. Just don’t kill
anyone in front of him.”


Brian Yi was actually a good man.
Solid in every way. He had a reputation as the killer of killers though, which
had Tom widening his eyes.


“Fuck, you have him in with you? How
the fuck did you manage that?”


There was a shrug then, which was
more or less real.


“Honestly? I just asked.
Then offered him ten percent of the take. He didn’t make it hard. No one there
really did. So, we can do this in three days. Do you want the items first? It’s
probably safer if you don’t know exactly what’s in them. Unless you need
insurance. In that case… Well, I won’t tell you how to do that sort of thing.
You know already. Otherwise you wouldn’t have made it this far.”


The man gave a grim nod.


“Can we do both? I need copies,
without it showing up on the radar. Then we can have your people do the drop
for us? Just… Teleport it into the location and take the money at the same time
or whatever is safest. I’ll get a spot for that and an exact time. Will that
work? I don’t want your friends to end up dead over this.”


Richard didn't want that either.
It wasn’t very likely, but underestimating these people had to be about the
last thing that he’d ever manage to do. Instead of pretending he didn't get the
need for care, even if he didn’t strictly know who he was working for, even
though he was fairly certain that he’d seen at least some of them doing
horrible things to children on video, he simply agreed.


“I’ll have you called in three
days for that information then. We can… do the other things as well. Get with
your friends and we’ll make certain that you have that insurance.”


There was a tapping on the glass,
which dropped down a fraction of an inch.


“Pull around again, please?”


“Sure thing, Mr. Scarpetti.” The
driver activated the glass then, as if it was a common thing to do. When he was
hidden from view again, Tom let out a deep breath.


“I’m probably not going to make
it. I should just run. The only thing there is that, if I do that, then a lot
of other people will die. They might even go after Ronaldo and Sally, since I’m
not really all that close to anyone else in the world. A few business friends,
if we can call them that. I never gave them the blackmail material they wanted
to have over me, which means that they found other ways to keep me in line.”


The words sounded like they were
more or less true. Anyone might be threatened that way as well. Even
something truly random would work against a lot of people. Just point to a
random waitress and let them know that this woman they had nothing to do with
would die if they didn't toe the party line and most good regular people would
pretty much have to fall into line.


It wouldn’t really work with
psychopaths, but for almost anyone else it should. That a lawyer could be
influenced that way was a bit odd, perhaps.


From the look on his face, it was
a real enough thing, regardless of that factor. The man seemed scared and
wasn’t running, to protect people like Sally and even Ronaldo, the club owner.


When the car stopped, the other
limo right behind it, Richard stepped out. Right in front of the fight club
warehouse.


“Thanks for the business ideas,
Mr. Scarpetti. I’ll get that proposal back to you by next Monday!” The words
sounded real enough to sell the idea, to most listeners. That or they’d think
he was busy servicing the man as a rent boy. Either way worked, as long as no
one guessed the truth.


Then the two, very large, black
cars just rolled away, heading down the street, into the dark of the night.











Chapter nine


 


It felt like it took forever to
get everyone back to the base, where most of them had beds for the night. Price
Lloyd, being an Agent of the IPB, meaning a regular, non-Infected human being,
had a place in town, off base. He also had a car, so was able to drive himself
home, once Lydia came to transport them all back to Montana.


The girl was a dear of course, so
Richard walked with her as she took everyone through various weak points in
space, ending at what he was assured was a very large version of such things, a
node, which allowed her to get them back directly. It took about twenty minutes
all told, which wasn’t bad, considering they’d moved about a
thousand-five-hundred miles in that time. On foot, if they weren’t counting the
super powers involved.


Rich had made himself travel with
everyone else, even if he could have simply gone into a mirror, or even just imagined
one and gotten himself back to his place directly. It was late at night but Marcia
Turner had his cat, which meant retrieving her for the evening, even if he had
to turn around and be back inside half a day. 


That part… Well, he was going to
crash pretty hard. As it was, even being propped up by speed and a bit of
caffeine, it was clear to him that sleep would be happening soon. At least if
he didn't dose himself again in the next hour or so.


The little tabby cat wasn’t
staying in Turner’s room, even if that might have been the more polite way of
doing things. Instead she was sleeping in the main office of the headquarters,
in the lobby, off to the side. The tiny girl cat was gray and mottled, with
brilliant eyes that shone excitedly as soon as they opened. Sleepy or not, she
bounded over to him, leaping into his arms as he bent over.


“There’s my girl! How have things
been going, while I was gone?” It probably seemed off to the young lady behind
the desk. One that he didn't recognize, meaning it was probably June. She was
an energy being, designed to be something of a comic book hero by one of the
cooks there at the base. Riggs was his name. June was a shape shifter, who
could take any female form. Human looking ones at least.


Richard had to admit that he’d
seldom seen her as anything except a regular seeming woman. She was also a
surface level telepath, so looked at him and smiled sweetly as he thought all
of those things about her.


Tabby purred, and meowed, first
thing. That caused a line of images and ideas to cross Richard’s brain
suddenly. In a deeper and more meaningful way than mere imagination would have
allowed. Not everything was clear, since it was, obviously, what the tiny cat
had seen. That meant that all of the human people looked giant to her and their
words just sounded like random noises.


There was a blue blob that
glowed, however, who was next to a blue blob that didn’t do that at all. The
voices sounded right, interestingly enough. The random, somewhat upset, noises
coming from the brighter blob were very clearly Karen Young. The calmer, more
mechanical sounds from the other blob seemed to be Dave Wilson. It was all
gibberish, but he knew which person was supposed to be making it happen.


It was loud enough that a tan and
lighter colored blob came in and barked at them both, finally pulling the
glowing woman away, out of the room.


“Um, Karen went off on Mr. Wilson
and had to be separated?” He wasn’t certain who had done the pulling away, to
be honest. Most of the front office staff were women, after all. The
light-colored hair on top could mean it was Mableton, but if it had been her,
she either wouldn’t have cared and let the argument go on, even if it was
heated, or would have hit someone, taking the chance for an extra bit of
violence while it was legal and almost ethical to get away with it.


Plus, she wouldn’t have
struggled as hard to get Karen Young out of the room. Lady Glory had a powerful
ability, when it came to subduing people. Her blue glow left everyone feeling
so kind and loving that most couldn’t take action at all. Those that could
tended to hug people. Gently.


What she didn’t have were any
physical abilities that were beyond what a normal, really fit, woman would have
going on. Cindy Mableton could pick up small cars without sweating. The
contrast wasn’t going to lead to people being properly wrestled out of the
room. Cin would have picked her up with one arm and walked away, if she cared
to try at all.


Tabby nodded at him, looking up
into his eyes. The lady behind the desk, who looked a bit heavyset that
evening, as well as blocky and freckled, even if her hair was bright blue and
she had a pierced nose, did that as well. Nodding that he was correct.


“Yeah. I wasn’t here for it.
Sinclair of all people had to pull her away. Not that it sounds like it was
really Dave’s fault. A Senator, one of the new ones, called in and suggested
that Karen and she get together for a drink. You know, in that way?”


Richard did know. It had been
rumored around the office that a lot of powerful politicians tried to use the
IPB as their own private brothels far too often. Worse, the tradition there had
been for certain people to be sent off to basically whore themselves out to
that sort, in exchange for positive votes later.


“Dave told her to do it?” That
was hard to hear but Richard could kind of see it. After all, they were in a
delicate position and didn’t get a lot of natural back-up from the political
class.


Making a friend of his service
some asshole wasn’t exactly thrilling to learn about, but Dave Wilson was in
charge of the IPB outreach program that worked with other branches of the
government. Mainly the FBI and DHS, with a few other agencies were coming
around now that it seemed to work pretty well for those groups and word had
spread.


June shook her head, looking an
awful lot like she belonged on a college campus, bashing the patriarchy. Still,
if that was her mood that day, Rich could see it, given what he was hearing.


“Nope. You’d think it
would be that one, but it was the other thing that he could have done to set
her off. Dave called the Senator back and told her that if she ever tried to
demand sex from any of his people again, there was going to be an ethics
investigation. Not that we can make that happen. Not easily at least.
When Karen heard about it… She went off, I guess. Something about needing those
votes?”


Which was probably true. Richard
hadn’t really been around for it, having been busy dying in an old folks’ home
at the time, but a few years before the government had basically tried to put
all Infected into death camps. They weren’t called that, naturally. They never
were. Even Hitler hadn’t called the things that.


The votes had all been so close
that not having a genocide had probably come down to Karen Young getting on her
knees and making certain they had friends in the right places. Then, meaning
well, no doubt and being a man, David had stepped in to protect his people.
Like he should have.


Which didn’t mean that Karen was
wrong in what she was thinking. If another situation like that one showed up
inside ten years, they might really end up missing that Senator’s support.


“Ah… Got it then. I have… Nothing
that I can do about it at all. Not today at least. Right now, I’m heading back
to my place. I’d invite you, of course, but I’m not certain this place can run
without you.” He just meant to get her out of the hot zone, instead of into his
bed. The words were wrong for that, which, being a telepath, the woman knew.


So instead of slapping him down,
she just blew a gust of air out, making her cheeks go big.


“If I wasn’t needed here, I’d
take you up on it. You need sleep though, so get to that. I’ll log where you
are. You’re coming back inside twelve hours? We have another group set to go
out at five in the afternoon. The bus is scheduled to get here at four.”


He nodded, since it was his job
to see to that portion of things. Even if he wasn’t really needed for it,
personally. Except that, of course, he was, for the time being. Going to a
different reality was a big deal for most people and someone had to show up to
guide them in. Lydia could have done it, since she had to go anyway, being
their transport for the next day.


The woman had her own job to do
though, other than that. Yes, that was mainly answering phones and probably
being hit on by politicians, but it was important. For a moment he really
understood how Dave had felt though. If Richard had found out that someone was
really demanding sex from Lydia, using the death of tens of thousands or more
to blackmail her, he wouldn’t have been happy either.


He cared a lot less about Karen
Young, as it turned out. The woman was nice and pretty enough, without being
important to him at all. His crew was made up of other people.


Kerry, Denis, Lydia, and Brian,
mainly. Katie of course. Tabby, though that was a different relationship.


Holding her closely, he moved
into the bathroom of the office building, the golden colored carpet rubbing
slightly under his tired feet. Once there he used the mirror, touching it
gently. Then, not being an idiot, he looked around the world of faintly glowing
stars and mentally cast a golden colored rope with a lasso on the end out into the
darkness. Then, in one mighty pull, inside his thoughts, he drew the correct
dot to himself, which showed the interior of a bathroom on the other side. Not
the one he’d just left, but his own.


Meaning the place was empty,
other than a few toiletries and some new towels.


As soon as he touched the mirror
again, there was the sense of a flash, leaving both himself and the little cat
in the crook of his left arm in the now familiar room. Setting her down gently,
he grinned.


“I need to get to bed soon. Do
you need anything to eat?” He probably did himself. It wasn’t happening, of
course. Rest was, for the moment, simply more important to him.


More so than it had been a moment
before. In fact, his eyes simply shut, even as he stood there, the door to the
bathroom still closed, though a single light had been left on, so that he could
see what was in the room from a distance.


“What the hell?” He wasn’t just
tired now, but nearly had to lay down on the floor. Instead of doing that,
using a bit of will power that he was surprised was left, given how he was
feeling, Richard opened the door, letting Tabby run out into the apartment.


Then, stumbling, for real, as if
he might not make it to bed, he tried to think about what was going on. Slowly,
it dawned on him.


“Okay. You came back from L.A.
with Lydia. She used her line walking tricks, which work differently. Then you
came here and the mirror world reset you when you came back out. With no drugs
in your system.” Apparently, even if he was perfectly healthy now, which is
what happened when he came out of the mirror world, that didn’t make up for not
having slept in several days at all.


For a moment, he missed being a
Ysidril. Having all those useful arms and also not needing to sleep. There had
been some down time in order to sort memories, but that had taken minutes per
day and was kind of interesting to watch happen. Just then he really needed to
find his bed and fast.


For the first time in years, he
didn't even change his clothing before laying down. That was never as
comfortable for him in the long run. A thing that decades of life had finally
taught him, by the time he was in his thirties. At the moment though it wasn’t
taking place, even with magical clothing on. He found his simply appointed bed
chamber and moved inside, not even being able to close the door. Then,
gracelessly, his slender form fell on top of the shiny bed spread.


There was light coming through
the window when he woke up, the clock radio on his side table saying it was noon
already. That was only about nine hours of sleep and honestly, he could have
gone in for more than that, if given a chance.


“Up and at em’ boyo. You know the
drill. Go back to sleep now and you won’t get up for another five hours.” Then
the rest of the day would be messed up, with people being late to get into
Noram. Meaning the mages there would be waiting for eight hours for every one
that he took to get there. It was much more sensible for him to simply go and
get things done right.


Besides, if he got to the base
early he could set up some cameras and a list of facts about what they needed
to get from Gillian. After all, while the girl was going to have to come back
in order to testify, eventually, that didn't mean they needed to put her at
risk the whole time. When the time came, she could come back and have a heavy
guard on her, like had been suggested to him in Noram. With shields and weapons
that would be hard to beat.


Not impossible, to do, of course.
After all, the IPB had people that could do it and they didn't own all the
Infected talent on the planet or anything. Mableton had even mentioned magic
being used, possibly. That sounded insane, except that he was, literally,
wearing magical clothing as he climbed out of bed that morning. Or, afternoon,
as it turned out.


With a tap at his neck, he turned
that off, and moved to the bathroom again, to shower and shave. That part was
interesting, as it turned out. His body reset every time he went into the
mirror world. As in his cell structure became young and wounds all healed.


If he tried to grow a beard
though, or got lazy with it, the thing would stay no matter how many times he
went through. That meant he’d have to get his hair cut regularly as well, if he
wanted to keep a professional air about himself. For the time being it looked
fine enough, when he checked it in the mirror. No hair hung out of his ears or
nose, either.


Past a certain age, for some
insane reason, that part had been hard to stop. He’d literally trimmed his nose
hair every day for almost three decades, only to have the things hanging out by
evening. It was physically impossible, but still had happened to him.


Rather than reflect on the joys
of being old, he called out.


“Tabby? Would you like some tuna
before we go?” She was pampered, but also the worlds smartest cat. If he tried
to feed her things like canned cat food, she was going to tell him all about
how it tasted, later. Giving her tuna wasn’t too bad. He’d always like it,
himself.


The little cat ran to find him,
meeting him in the kitchen. There wasn’t much by the way of food there,
strictly speaking. He was hungry, so had a can of tuna himself, as well as half
of the one that Tabby ate. Nothing else, just dry fish. Packed in water, since
she preferred that to the kind that came in oil.


They ate off of the same kind of
plate, the only difference being that he used a fork for his. When they were
both done, a few minutes later, he picked up the dish from the floor and washed
both of them, along with his silver. Then settled the things to dry in the dish
rack. The place hadn’t come with a dishwasher, being rather low rent that way.


Having eaten what he had meant
brushing his teeth again, before going to meet people. It felt like he was
taking forever, but the truth was that using his new teleportation gimmick
really saved on the travel time. Holding Tabby in his left arm again he was
able to walk out into the IPB headquarters bathroom by about one. The door was
open and he’d checked to make certain no one was in the place before entering
that way. Sure, it meant that one out of every seven times or so, he saw
someone sitting on the toilet, but that kind of thing had never really thrilled
him in a sexual way, so wasn’t worth mentioning in his book. There was some
value in peeking through windows. It just wasn’t in seeing naked ladies, for
him.


As he set Tabby down, he heard
yelling. It was mainly women doing that, which was probably a situation he
wanted to avoid, if he could. Not that it was going to be happening. The sound
was coming from the conference room, which was nearly right across from the
bathroom. He tried to sneak out, not being seen, but Tabby, rather
unhelpfully, jogged her little kitty behind directly over to Marcia Turner, her
other human friend.


Who was in the thick of things,
in the conference room. In a position that should have had her back facing the
open door, except that she’d slipped to the side, moving her chair over, nearly
to the wall and then turning it halfway around. That meant, as soon as a
traitorous Tabitha jumped up into her lap for her afternoon petting session,
the woman looked up to see him.


Then, clearly being in the
same him betraying mode of operation that his cat was, the woman waved him in.


“Drake! In here. Shut the door.”
She sounded almost pensive about it all, instead of mean or even personally
upset. Her face was a bit dark, as far as emotion went, which didn't match the
tone perfectly. Then, women could do things like that.


Glancing around the room he
noticed that there were several people there. All of them gals. Karen Young was
at the far end of the table, seeming ready to fight someone with her fists,
which wasn’t like her at all. A bit away was Mableton, who was faking a
sympathetic expression and across from her was Charlotte the PR person, next to
both Bridget and Rachel. All of them had the same last name, being family.


Chambers. They were, clearly, a
power block in the IPB.


The PR lady seemed ready to rip
someone a new back orifice. She was young looking and pretty now having had
some work done in Noram for that. She didn't have a first mode any longer
either. Which didn’t stop her from turning a rather beet red color from anger.


“We need the goodwill of
those people, Marcia!” The words were reasonable sounding to Richard, even if
the tone was abusive. As if Turner was responsible for what had happened.


Before anyone could speak again,
even though Karen let out a frustrated sound, Cindy Mableton waved to him. For
him to sit, actually, next to her.


“Richard. We need a man’s
thoughts on this. We’re all hitting this from a different direction. You’re up
on the thing yesterday, with Senator Day? Elise Day.”


That name seemed a bit less manly
than he’d been thinking, even with June having said her half a dozen
times when speaking of the Congress person. That was probably down to his
previous lack of sleep. Then, no one had ever claimed that gals couldn’t be
giant creeps as well as the fellas could. 


Adapting to the idea, he nodded.


“Tabby and June filled me in last
night. The question doesn’t seem to be who’s in the wrong here. Not really.
Clearly, everyone is doing the right thing except for Senator Day. I
mean, Karen isn’t wrong here at all. She’s trying to protect the rest of
us, plus a lot of other people. At the same time, Wilson pretty much had
to go to bat for one of his people. If he’d done less than that, then…” Richard
nearly said that he wouldn’t be a man. Given the make up of sexes in the room
that one probably wouldn’t be understood very well. “If he’d done anything
else, then he wouldn’t be doing his job as a team leader. We can’t let people
get away with sexual harassment crap on that level. It’s one thing to look the
other way if people are asking for dates, or even a quickie in the other room.
It’s different if they’re extorting our people. A Senator doing this is
basically saying put out or we’ll kill millions of people. If the woman
had just brought flowers and asked for a date, then what Wilson did would be
over the top. That isn’t what happened. This was blackmail.”


Which they still might have to
give in to, in order to keep people alive. Most of that kind of thing,
extortion, was petty in nature. A guy having to pay out, to protect his career
from the fact that he was gay or cheated on his wife. This Senator, Day had
used something a lot more powerful than that. A thing that no good person was
going to be able to beat, easily.


Certainly not Karen Young, who
was a wonderful person, no doubt. Also, a well-known push over. That meant her
boss had gone to bat for her out of the gate, even if it was a hard call to
make.


Cindy nodded at him, and locked
eyes, excluding everyone else in the room. She had light blonde hair and rather
delicate seeming blue eyes. Her body was still a little lean, though it was
clear the woman had been doing her best to gain a bit of weight. It wasn’t
happening quickly or easily though. It probably couldn’t, given the set of
powers she had.


She just burned too much energy just
keeping everything going. Enough that even eating several large meals a day barely
worked to put anything back on her. She looked good though, for her attempts at
it.


The woman smirked a bit, but
spoke as if she wasn’t reading his thoughts the whole time.


“I agree. That part was the real
issue there. The extortion that was implied. Though, I don’t think it was
really meant that way. Senator Day was just looking for a bit on the side, not
to make it seem like she wouldn’t back us up if she didn't get it. She actually
seems good for that, at the moment. Backing us up, even after being bitched out
like she was. We should give her a call and see if we can smooth things over.
Maybe throw someone else at her? I know that you aren’t that into her, Karen.”


That got a tightened face from
the red-head, and a sigh.


“That’s true. It was easier when
I had my first mode. People wanted me and I felt so bad for them that it was
easy to just do what they wanted. Now…” She seemed to feel guilty about not
wanting everyone all the time.


Richard shrugged. Tabby was still
on Director Turner’s lap, since they were, clearly, friends.


“Who do we have that’s good with
her then? We can go and see about getting them changed into something that the
Senator will like and try to make a trade out. As long as the lady wasn’t really
being that heavy handed. Like I said, we can look the other way, if it’s just
normal stuff. Asking a person out and all that. Even getting her hooked up with
someone nice isn’t a bad thing, given that.” Also, not one that he should have
been suggesting.


Still, everyone in the room
seemed to calm down a lot, once they had that choice bit of information. That
Day hadn’t been a super creep in what she was saying. Just an average
creep that was kind of barking up the wrong tree.


Cindy shrugged.


“Well, we actually seem to have a
few that might work. Georgia, of course. It looks like Olga might be willing as
well. Kerry would do it, too, just to be nice. Things aren’t going well with
Tobin right now, so…” She glanced at the rest of the room and finally shrugged.
“It’s her fault, really. She keeps pushing him away and he’s not stupid.
The problem is that he’s famous and actually gets offers from people nearly
constantly. She decided that they should break up, before he can leave
her, which means that he’s already kind of seeing half a dozen other women. It
isn’t beyond repair, only…”


Interestingly, it was Bridget
Chambers who answered then, her high-pitched voice a little bit lower now than
it had been before. Instead of looking twelve, she was managing a nice nineteen
or twenty, if on a tiny frame. That had been work done by one of the mages in
Noram for practice about a month and a bit back. She also wasn’t as twitchy as
she used to be. Rachel, sitting directly next to her, was about the same size,
meaning about five feet tall. They looked similar, except that Bridget was nearly
unmoving, compared to her grandmother. Other than that, they could have been
sisters.


If one of them was on drugs, that
was. Bridget seemed a bit troubled, and her voice a bit sad.


“The question then is, should we
get involved? Both of them are adults and good looking enough that we don’t
have to worry about them being alone forever. We… It really isn’t our job to
micro-manage every relationship around here. Not as long as no one feels so
pussy hurt that they can’t work with their ex. If that starts to happen, then
we need to take steps. Until then…” She pulled her shoulders up a bit, making
her tan military seeming top move enough to show that her bustline was just a
bit bigger than it used to be. Not huge or ridiculous, but real enough to be
noticed, even under the shapeless things they were required to wear when on
duty at the base.


Mainly. Richard was in a black
suit, with a white shirt and tie. That was down to style and the fact that he
had an appointment in a different reality later in the day.


Turner nodded, slowly, as she
locked eyes with Mableton.


“That’s the plan I always use.
So, let’s leave Kerry out, for the time being? That leaves Georgia and… You
said Olga?”


Cindy let her head come up then.


“Yep. She’s seen and even talked
to Senator Day. The Senator wasn’t that into her, but was intrigued by
her size. I’ve been meaning to get her first mode taken out anyway. Rich, can
you get all of that done? We have a full slate today. Then we need someone to
cold call the Senator and pimp out our girl, once you get back. You’re good
with that, right? Breaking a law or two, here or there?”


He snorted. He’d lived a very
long life of crime, but hadn’t done that kind of thing at all. Besides, it was
pretty clear that the person they needed to call about things like that was
someone else. Though, as it turned out, Wilson was probably going to have to
call up and apologize for bitching the woman out the day before. Crossed wires
happened. If he did it right, it might even work.


The trick would be doing it in a
way that made it clear he understood he was wrong, due to someone else using
Infected powers, without making it seem like those abilities had been used on
her, the Senator, directly. Even if that was the actual case. It was illegal to
do things like that, to anyone. Even if you had a power that made it impossible
not to. The IPB stance seemed to be the one he would have used, which was to
lie and say that it hadn’t happened, after the fact.


“We need Karen to call and
set Olga up, clearly. Just let her know that you’re seeing someone else and all
that. Then mention that Olga got hooked up in another reality and is looking to
meet people. As long as she really is, of course. Having a friend with a
protective boss set someone up almost makes sense, after all. If I
called her up, it would seem like we were doing something illegal.” Which it
wouldn’t be, if they made the right moves.


Turner nodded then and no one
started to scream at him or each other any longer. Why they had been before, he
didn’t really get. Still, that was probably due to them being dames, which was
a different species of person altogether. That was a thing that everyone used
to know, back in his day. Men and women weren’t the same. Now it seemed like
they were supposed to pretend they were. It didn't make a lot of sense to
Richard.


Which was due to him being old,
no doubt. Things had changed in the world and it had been far too hard for him
to keep up with for a long time. Now he had to make the effort, since he was,
like it or not, back in the world.


There was a nod from across the
table then, from Mableton.


She was one of his crew too, so
made sure to look out for him.


“You need people on camera? We
should get some video of someone having work done on them, for advertising
purposes.” It was clear who she meant, but Charlot smiled then. It wasn’t
brittle or hard, now that she’d calmed down a bit.


“Olga would be wonderful for
that. I’ll set up a team for the cam work and sound. Do we need anyone in
particular for that?”


Richard had to think for a
moment, since everyone was looking at him. He couldn’t tell if the PR lady was
in the loop on things or not, as far as Gillian Strouse was concerned. Probably
not, truth be told. The fewer people who knew about their plans, the more
likely they all were to survive. Still, she was the one asking, trying to make
things work, so he nodded.


“I’d like to get that Brie girl
in on this. On camera and sound. She’s good at that kind of thing, given her
powers. We can also use… Chambers here. Bridget. You’ll have to bring the
generator in. You know, the lifting and toting portion of the whole thing.
Camera and sound as well, though. Then… We need a famous face to walk us
through things for this. Um…” He looked at Charlot then and shrugged. “Who do
you have for that?”


To his mind, the correct answer
would be Denis or Kerry, since they were on his team already. The woman, who
looked to be in her late twenties now, even if she was at least twice that,
smiled. It was warm and heartfelt. Attractive, as well. Enough that he had to
make himself ignore that part of things inside of himself.


“We could see about getting Mark
and Scott in for that? Karen as well, if you feel up to it?”


Everyone seemed fine enough with
that collection of people going. Even when he pulled the rest of his main crew
in for different reasons. Denis and Kerry to work with the food, since they
might need to cater the thing, for instance. It wasn’t a thing that they’d ever
done before, but everyone supported him on the idea, as if it weren’t a bad one
at all.


They were even going to have
Proxy as back-up on camera and making sure the generator stayed working. That
made sense, because he could come back for more fuel if it was needed, all on
his own.


Then, as if it made any real
sense, they all got up and moved to collect the people and things needed for
the day.


His job was getting the team two
second in command, Olga, around for the mission. It wasn’t exactly something
she could be legally ordered to do, after all.











Chapter ten


 


Getting Olga in on a mission
wasn’t hard at all. Richard just told her what had gone on with Karen and Dave
Wilson the day before, and then asked her to take over, seducing the Senator to
influence her into liking them again. She just nodded at him, almost instantly.


“Ya. I shall do that, comrade. My
looks, they are not so good…” She seemed embarrassed by the whole idea even as
she was instantly in on the whole thing.


That was her first mode, of
course. Acute feelings of being out of place or less than those around her.
Knowing that, having worked it out on their first or second meeting, even if it
hadn’t been spoken about openly, Richard took a deep breath.


“I have that one hooked up
already. We’ll take you in for a video that Charlot Chambers is putting
together. To show how easy and safe these changes are? We should leave you the
same, size wise… maybe change your hair color or something easily seen like
that.”


The woman was a bit brutish
looking, having a heavy brow-line that made her seem a bit like a Neanderthal.
More than just a little bit, if he were going to be honest about it. The look
wasn’t a good one in particular. No one would say that though, since it was
rude to make fun of how people looked. It wasn’t as if the woman didn't know that,
however. She owned a mirror, at a guess.


She grinned at him.


“I could, perhaps, have my face
made pretty for the camera? That would be… Dramatic?” It was clear that the
woman, who was a native Russian speaker, was asking about the word. 


She’d used it correctly, so Rich
nodded at her.


“That could work, if you want to
do it that way. We could have scales done instead? Glowing hair, like Peg has
going on now? That’s pretty dramatic as well. We’ll go with your plan,
though. You should get a picture of what you want to look like, to take with
you.”


He didn't know if that was going
to be a real option, but if the person doing the work could match that kind of
thing it would be pretty good to know about, he had to guess. Especially if
they didn't steal someone else’s look directly. A lot of people would love to
just look how they used to, if possible.


They had time before the bus got
there and they needed to leave, so Richard walked with the woman to the front
office, so she could get some help finding the right picture to work from. It
was, as often was the case there, Cin Mableton who came up with a printout of a
very attractive woman to be used. One that didn't exist.


“Olga… How about this?” The
picture, printed out in full color, was handed over as soon as they walked into
the front office space.


Cindy explained the picture,
without waiting to be asked.


“It’s a computer-generated
picture, taking an average of a hundred different women and merging them into
what is close to the prettiest natural face possible. This one is for white
women, specifically. We could go with something different, but this works and
it isn’t of a specific person.”


The large woman, who was about
eight feet tall and muscular enough to make a body builder envious, even at
that size, grinned. Then she wiggled the paper a bit.


“This, it is very nice! I might
look like this, you think?”


Richard shrugged.


“We can ask about it? No one has
tried anything this specific before. If it works, we can show a side by side
comparison, maybe? You and the printout. That… People could bring pictures of
how they looked before they popped, if they have them? Even if it’s only kind
of close, that might work for a lot of people.”


That seemed to be a good enough
idea that there were nods in his general direction. No one claimed he was being
an idiot at least. That might have been them being polite. Richard was still
kind of new there, after all. Neither of them had any reason to be doing that,
however, other than just making him feel at home. Unless it wasn’t a bad idea,
of course.


Cindy looked at Olga and shook
her head.


“We need you to get out of that
uniform. Magical clothing is in order. Come with me, I can sign an amulet out
to you. Richard… It would probably be rude to invite you along to help Olga
play dress up.” She looked snarky, but her voice was calm and pretty mellow
about it.


He just nodded.


“I’ll get with the rest of the
team going in. Meet back here at about four?” That would get everyone together
before the bus got there, if it was on schedule. If not, then they
needed to know about it as early as possible. So far they didn’t really have a
way to simply call the bus and make certain it had picked everyone up on time from
the airport. That was an oversight, and probably his job to work out. 


Thinking about that had Cindy
nodding at him.


“True. Get on that one? For now…”
She looked to the side and read for a bit then nodded. “Everyone made it this
time. We have ten people incoming, as planned. They’re on time, so far, barring
unforeseen accidents.”


He nodded, since Mableton was
great at things like that, finding out what was going on in different
locations. That didn't mean he shouldn’t get the driver’s cell number and ask
for an update to be called in on a regular basis.


The next few hours were filled
with small bits of what Richard thought of as office work. Calling people,
checking on his crew and making certain they had all the needed equipment for
the job at hand. Everyone was a bit annoyed with him for triple checking it all
before they left, naturally. The only one that just went with him on that part
was Brian.


The man simply nodded when he’s
started again, as if being careful simply made sense. It really did, though
most people tended to be lazy about things, when they thought they were on top
of their game. They took shortcuts, didn’t check the plan or the gear and
didn’t bother to memorize the code numbers for the safe well enough. Any of
those things could lead to failure, which in his life meant prison time.
Richard wasn’t going to stop what had worked for sixty years or longer simply
because a few people gave him nasty and annoyed looks.


Yi held the list for him and read
everything off, while making sure that every single object they were talking
about was physically touched each time it was ticked off the list. It was all
there, of course. They knew that after the first time they went over it.


The only thing that happened was
that, on the third time through the list, Charlot Chambers cleared her throat.


“We need a boom mic as well. We
have several in storage, so it shouldn’t be hard to find one.”


That took some running, which
Brian did for them, knowing where they were kept, as if that made any sense at
all. It took a few minutes, but at fifteen before five, they were all staged
outside the small red hut on the south side of the command center. The magical construct
allowed a line walker to travel into the void between worlds, which meant that
Lydia, their main line walker, was able to start loading people out directly.


Brian, using his powers for the
job, took the gear for them, along with Olga, since they were friends and it
made a bit less work for their transportation person. That had a lot of the
others from the base going with the man, since he could do several people at
one time, not even needing a special spot or box to make it happen.


The girl had mentioned needing to
get in on some training for that kind of thing though. Making her own point to
leave from, instead of using a natural point or a magical construct that would
have to be left behind every time she used one. It was fine, having a hut up
all the time there on the base, of course. That might not fly as well if she
were in a desert that she was never going to go back to again. She needed Avery
Rome for that. A thing that she was supposed to have looked into a few days
before.


Richard didn't ask about it,
since the job of the moment wasn’t about that at all. If there was a major
problem, hopefully Lydia would have mentioned it to him if it was needed.


The girl, who was cute enough for
television or movies, with Korean features and nice black hair, just seemed
normal to him. She even smiled when he moved to the front, going first, as was
the job he had. Turning to the crowd of new people, many of whom were more than
a bit worked up seeming, with over half of them being very obviously Infected
for different reasons, Rich spoke, his voice happy.


“We’re about to head over to
Noram. I’ll go first, with Lydia here. She’s a line walker, which means that
she can travel between worlds. That’s not even her super power, she actually learned
how to do it, so be impressed. I know I am!” That got a nervous chuckle from
about a third of the group there. “We’ll go in with her, she’ll take your arm,
then the world blinks and you’ll be in a different box, like this one, in a
different place. There might be some tall people around and possibly a palace
looking building. That’s normal, but it can change. I’ll meet you all there in
a few minutes.”


Lydia waved to him, from inside
the box, and took his arm warmly enough that it probably looked like they were
dating or at least close, to anyone watching them. The idea that it was going
to look right to the assembled people was still a bit insane to him.


On the other side he was met by
Timon Baker this time, instead of Tor, like normal. That made sense, given that
the man was planning to come and join the IPB in their own world for a
particular project.


Before Lydia could come back with
the next person, Brian, Olga, the famous people and their work crew, including
Katie, along with the gear, showed up behind Tim. The big man turned, smiling
when he noticed them there.


“Ah! Something different today? I
see… Cameras, I think? In the cases?” The man spoke in English, but for once it
was clear he was simply asking, instead of seeming to know everything already.


Rich laughed a bit.


“Right! We need to get a video of
Olga here being changed. I was thinking giant reptile, but Charlot
decided that we could just see if one of you can match a picture? You know how
she is, with her public relations all the time.” It wasn’t how that
conversation had gone at all, but everyone, including Timon, nodded. They
really did know the woman, after all and that did sound like her.


She took a few steps forward.


“That’s right. I’d like for her
to be the new face of Team One, along with her Team Two duties. She used to be
on Spetnaz Ultima, so it’s good international relations to show that joining up
with us is taken seriously. It’s in the works anyway, but Richard heard about
it and decided to set up this demonstration if we’re allowed to do it? We
should have asked first.” The woman pretended to seem worried about it.


She wasn’t. Richard was certain
of that part of things. The woman was a piranha when it came to public
relations. Even after her first mode had been removed, the woman could turn
into a wicked and brutal person on a dime, if the need ever came up. The only
difference, or so he’d heard, was that she could manage to be sweet now, where
it hadn’t really been in her repertoire before.


They were all lying, which Tim
would get, so Rich nodded at the words.


“More or less true. Is that
doable? I was hoping we could get you to do the work, with one of the gentlemen
here interviewing you first.” Which one, he didn't know. They had some to
choose from at least.


Charlot, waved behind herself.


“We should get Mark in for that
part, if that’s all right? I’d like to have some color commentary as well, from
Scott and Karen. They’re identifiable in the Infected community, where Mark is
going to be recognized by a larger group of people.” She winced then, as if the
words were going to be hard for the others to hear. As if they didn't live
their own lives every single day.


Scott, who had lavender eyes,
metallic gold skin and blond hair, simply nodded.


“True. Really, we should have
gotten Warren in as well. Still, this group will work well enough. I don’t
speak Standard yet… Do we have enough people around that can speak English, do
you think? That would work best for television, I’d have to think.”


They’d shown up, asking for a lot
of different things, suddenly. Instead of getting mad or even gently demurring,
Timon smiled as the new people, the subjects for the day, started to come out
of the box. About two every minute or so.


“Let me get in touch with some
people? I do know some people that might work. Then we can put together
what you want, Miss?” That was spoken to Olga, personally. It got her to look
away, blushing a scarlet red.


“Da. We can do that. Thank you.”


Dean, finally, came out of the
mansion, walking over to Richard, first thing.


“I have a speech ready, as soon
as everyone gets in. This is exciting. I was just in talking to the mages we
have in today.” He stopped then, the older man, who looked a strapping thirty,
instead of a plump fifty after the changes made to him, suddenly seeming hard.
“That new language program hurts. I did Standard and Vaguasian. I still
need a bunch of other languages, but had to take a break for a few days. It
really works though. I used the new rocks that Taman brought? She’s a nice
young lady, isn’t she? She let me try the things without even having to beg to
give it a go. I just asked and she acted like I was the one giving her a
present. I should get her a present, if I can think of anything.”


The man seemed almost to be a bit
manic, which was nerves, most likely. Some people spoke a bit faster when they
were under stress. A bit louder as well. It seemed that Dean was one of those
types of people. Still, it wasn’t that big of a deal. They just needed to get
the butts in the right seats, with the mages being set to the correct tasks.
That the man had already learned a third language in order to do his job
correctly was a great sign, as far as Richard was concerned. He’d need to get
that going as well, as soon as the other job was done. If he survived it.


Kate moved over to him, standing
as if it was only natural for her to be part of the group. She bowed toward
Tim, who did it back, which got all of the old hands to do the same thing, with
one of the new people, a confused looking man with red skin and a look kind of
like a short, but humanoid, dragon, to do the same thing. Timon simply waved
the man over, since his bowing clearly meant the man was in the loop.


Whatever his first mode was, it
didn’t start a fight or cause the dragon fellow to run away, first thing.


Katie looked at the man, and
smiled.


“This is Glen. Richard, you know
a friend of his, Tank Demore? From the storm?”


He actually did, so nodded. The
man was a funny boy, and had an Infected partner. Gay, the term was now. It had
been for long enough that he knew better than to call them funny boys any
longer. Then, he didn't do that kind of thing out loud. It wasn’t like he had a
problem with that kind of person or anything. Just old habits and ways that
needed to change.


After all, the man was married
to the man. That sounded like he was taking things seriously enough. The only
issue was the past that Rich was bringing into the situation with him. Old ways
of thinking that didn’t reflect on the other men at all. Just him.


“Right! Tank and Sam, both. They
helped me out of a bit of a jam I was in, a few months back. Stuck in a flood
with a group of older people. Tank got us to safety. Good man, there. Sam was
pretty cool, too. I loved the glowing thing he does.” The illusions weren’t bad
either, though he only saw a few of those.


Glen, the red dragon, laughed a
bit then.


“That’s incredible. I’ll have to
let them know that they have friends in a different world already. I’m the
first from our group to try this. My mode isn’t bad. I’m pretty friendly is
all. The scales are a pain though. I mean that, literally. It’s a constant
thing. So I figured on taking a chance with you here.” He tapped his left arm,
with a click, to show what he meant.


Timon nodded toward him.


“We should be able to help with
that, if the Infection allows. So far it hasn’t insisted that anyone be left in
pain or discomfort, so I like our chances that way. You’re friends with Mr.
Drake, but not from the IPB? That’s… Different. I…” He looked away then, and
made a face, then spoke in Standard.


“I do not know if this is… Is he
a special dignitary or special friend that we need to show extra deference to?
Not that all of the brave souls coming to aid us in our practices aren’t
special.” He seemed baffled, which had to be false.


The man was simply too
intelligent not to get the idea.


Speaking in English, Richard
explained.


“A friend of his, named Tank,
saved my life or at least the lives of those with me at the time, about three
months back, in my time. It means that people from his group will get to come
here sooner, once he lets me know they want to come. I’ve heard that other
schools might want to put in training programs like the one Torrance Baker has
going on. Perhaps we could talk Glen or one of his friends into working on that
with you? Or whomever is running the program, of course.”


For the life of him, Richard
didn’t know why he was saying what he was. His job was just to get people in to
practice on. Using the good mages and wizards there for free labor. Offering to
do more was pushing things, more than a little bit.


Katie smiled at him.


“Brian’s powers. He does that. It
isn’t a thing he can control either. That being the case, we should probably
look into it? Maybe get… Erath to see about heading one of the new programs?
He’s famous, after all. Good, too, from what I can tell.”


How the woman was supposed to
know that wasn’t asked about by the wizard. That was probably due to him
already working out how it was taking place. The man was brilliant that way,
after all. Almost instantly, he bowed, this time to Glen, directly. Everyone
around bowed again, except the new people, who were still walking out of the
box, being brought in one by one.


Tim seemed pleased by the idea,
anyway.


“That would be amazing, if you’d
be willing to consider it, Glen? I think that would be a wonderful occupation
for Erath to look into. I’ll make a point of asking him about it later. For
now… I think we should all look to Dean, who has a similar job to the one that
we’re volunteering you for here. This is his first day, if I have that right.
That man, over there.”


Dean collected everyone together,
got a head count and then a bit nervously, ran everyone through what could be
done that day.


“So far, everyone has been able
to have their first mode removed or at least changed to something bearable. I
mean, I clearly still talk a bit loud and fast when I get nervous, but
it isn’t the screaming and carrying on that it used to be by even a
small bit! Oh, the noise that used to make. Now, when we go inside, you’ll each
be paired with a student mage, that is, they’re all studying how to make life
changes to adult living human beings, but have already become full mages, which
is… Well, magic, but it’s kind of like they’ve already become doctors, and are
specializing in a related field, so it isn’t nearly as dangerous as it
sounds.”


One of the men in the crowd that
day made a rude sound then.


“I’d try it if it was a coin toss
as far as me dying.”


Dean waved to the man.


“I know. We all do, here. Still,
the fact is, these people are good. The trick is that they need to be
given tasks that are interesting and challenging to them. So be creative. I’ll
be around to explain what you want. Remember, we can go more than once, if it
comes up, so if you try something and don’t like it, they can also take it
back, later. This is really exciting and fun. It takes about four to five
hours, depending on who’s doing the work. Try to hold still, if you can?”


Not everyone could. How they got
around that… well, normally, by working very hard and taking a lot longer than
things really had to. Richard had seen it happen, more than once.


Dean led them all inside, with
Kate grabbing a camera and following along, taking it all down for them. She
didn’t ask what the plan was, since she was already going to know all about it.
That meant, she, Brian Yi and Cindy, of all people, worked cameras and sound
for them, while Mark Steinberg moved in and started to speak to both Olga and
Tim Baker as they got inside. Tim explained the whole thing, very carefully.


It was, interestingly enough,
educational to listen to. Even for Richard who had been around this kind of
work for months. The explanation given was far more detailed than he would have
thought to ask for, just for a video. Really, it told him how to do it, if he
had the ability to focus well enough, for long enough. Nothing was being hidden
as far as he could tell.


Then they talked about making
Olga look a very specific way and showed the picture that the man was supposed
to work with. Also hitting that they needed to get rid of her first mode.
Richard doubted that Timon would forget about that, but they were putting the
man on the spot, and clearly intended to judge his work at the end. It was only
fair to let him know what was going to be picked apart, if he failed.


After half an hour of watching
the man stand there, behind the chair that Olga was sitting in, with his eyes
closed, they all left the room. There was no real reason to be there for five
hours of work after all. It didn't look like anything at all. That made for
some boring video.


As soon as they left the room,
everyone with them following along, including Charlot and Scott Chambers, as
well as the head chef of the cooking show, Mark, Cindy waved for them to follow
her outside. Then she simply smiled.


“This is our working group? Plus
a few people from here. Let me make a few calls, before we start.” She did it
efficiently. Enough so that not five minutes later, first Willum, then Tor and
Dareg came out of the red hut.


At least, Richard was making an
assumption that the last two were those particular men. There was something
about them that felt right for it. They didn’t look the part at all, however.
For instance, the one that he was nearly certain was Tor Baker looked to be
about fifty, had gray hair and a bit of a paunch at his gut. Just enough to
look real. His face was manly though, even if he seemed kind of similar to
normal in some strange fashion.


Dareg Canton was tall still, but
had transformed into a black man. Lean, like a ball player. Friendly seeming,
and dressed in a t-shirt and jeans. Willum had the clothing going on as well
even if he still looked like himself, though Tor was in a suit. It made him
seem like a mid-level businessman.


Rich had to smile at it, since
they all looked about right to blend into his world. Perfectly, in fact.


“That’s brilliant. All of you. We
should find a place to sit.” They were standing in the front yard of the palace
at the moment. Tor owned the thing, so going back inside made a certain amount
of sense. Instead the man himself nodded, then pulled a talisman, tapping it to
make a small sphere show up in the air.


Then the thing started growing,
until it was big enough for about a hundred people to sit comfortably. It was
more of a rectangle then, though rounded at the edges. It seemed old fashioned,
while being made of pure magic at the same time. Waving, Tor indicated a door.
There was a ramp that appeared, out of nothing, so they wouldn’t have to jump
up nearly three feet up to get in.


“We’ll speak in orbit? High up,
anyway. I don’t have shields for you all.” That part seemed to be an oversight
on his part. Interestingly, Dareg reached into his shirt and pulled off a large
number of small tiles on plain brown strings. Those were passed out to everyone
there.


“Here you all go. These are class
four Timon shields. They will allow you to keep air in space, fly around,
and that sort of thing. Teleport, if you learn how. Only in space though, so
keep that in mind. Do we need anyone else?” He counted, though Richard knew
that they were missing someone already.


Gillian Sprouse.


Kate smiled at the dark-skinned
boy then.


“Our friend, Gillian? She’s
needed for this, I think.”


That part, finding her, took a
bit of effort. Gillian had taken off, heading to Mars, for some reason. Not to
hide from them, just because that was the best place to go, if you actually
wanted to both survive and earn your way there, in that reality. It was Dareg
that found her, by getting in touch with the leader of Mars, personally.


Hess, the Ysidril.


His face was familiar to Richard
now, even when upside down. He waved to the man, then focused, so that the
Ysidril writing would show up on his front. Seeing that had Dareg waving him
over as the being, who already had told on Gillian, went on.


“Ah, Rish! Your friend spoke
highly of you when she interviewed to move here. She is in waste management for
Third City already. It is, I think, her off period. You are coming to visit?”


That wasn’t really his plan,
though it was a good enough idea, if they could travel there in time. Odds were
the people they were fighting didn't have a bunch of spies on Mars, in a
different reality, as of yet. Not that he wanted to take chances that way.


Interestingly, Katie spoke to Tor
softly, then borrowed his handheld, and tapped the front of it for a while.
After a few moments Gillian’s face came into being, while Dareg was still
speaking to Hess about her.


“Hello? I mean, hala?” The girl
sounded cute, though it was clear that she hadn’t used the new language
teaching tool yet. Most probably would avoid doing that, if they could. It
really wasn’t fun to use, if you had time to do it the normal way.


Kate smiled at the girl, her face
seeming friendly.


“Gillian? I’m Brie. From the IPB?
We wondered if you still feel up to making that video you wanted? That way we
can take it back with us, while you stay here.” The words were manipulative,
somehow.


A thing that Gillian didn't seem
to pick up.


“Yes! I’ve been searching my
brain as to how to get that done. I kind of figured that I’d go back and just
be killed, you know?”


The thing there was that everyone
with them, including the Noram people, really did seem to get the idea. They
also understood why keeping her there, well away from danger, was the better
plan for the time being.


Dareg, off the device with High
Leader of Mars, Hess, moved in then, to smile at the teen girl. He looked
different now, but still good enough to get her to grin back.


“We can set up there, if that
works for you? Hess is having Samantha’s closed, for us to use for this. Do you
know where that is?”


Interestingly, she nodded.


“In First City? It was the very first
place I went here, when I came in. Sam helped me get my footing. I can be there
in… Well, as long as it takes for me to find a transport box in English, which
might be a while.”


Rather than have a problem with
that, Dareg just nodded.


“I can come get you? That
shouldn’t take long, if we hurry.”


That got the rather plain and
very important, girl to nod back. Then explain where she was on Mars.


They had to hurry, even with
teleportation at play, but were with her, in a very nice-looking restaurant,
less than an hour later.











Chapter eleven


 


“Then, when I was eleven, they
forced me to kill my baby brother. He was about three months old. I had to…
They made me stab him with a knife as they all watched. Then they told me that
if I didn’t always do what they said, they’d tell on me and everyone would hate
me for being evil. Only… They were going to kill me, if I refused to do it. I
nearly hadn’t survived the beating the last time I’d disobeyed.” The words were
dark, and the whole conversation seemed off. 


Without truth or validity to it,
not because the girl lacked conviction or sincerity in her words. Just due to
how hard it was to think of such things being real at all. It was easier, even
knowing better, to assume Gillian was making it all up, for attention or
possibly thinking she might cash in on her story. Making a thing that no one,
in any world, would trust or believe.


Except that Dareg, for some
reason, had placed what he called a truth amulet on the young woman.


That caused the air around her to
glow in white and gold, with two stripes of the second color floating in the
air, about two feet from her body. The nimbus of white hung in the air as well,
brightly enough that a person could have read by it. If she lied, which did
happen at first, if only a few times, the world in front of her seemed to rip
open, a rent of blackness in front of her, covering her face and part of her
body. The effect was incredible. Stark and dramatic, at the same time.


It also wouldn’t really matter to
anyone watching the whole thing back home. Ma and pa middle America would
disbelieve the claims because they simply didn’t have the mental space to cope
with the kind of information they were being given. That Senator Strouse and
his wife had constantly abused, raped and made their little girl eat human
flesh didn’t make sense to good people. Really, it probably couldn’t, even if
they were trusting and open minded. Even bad people who had almost no
rules at all were going to be left sickened by what was being spoken of on the
tape they were getting.


Richard wasn’t on the thing. None
of them were, except the girl being questioned. Of interest, it was Will Baker
who came up with most of the questions for her. The longest portion wasn’t even
a listing, blow by blow of how the kid had been so badly wronged. It was the
list of names that was important to them, after all. One that was linked
intimately to the evilest of things, naturally.


The whole event took hours to get
through. Long enough so that Kate stood up, about halfway through a recounting
of her childhood and then moved in and patted the plain girl on the back of the
hand, gently.


“That was good. We’ll need more,
later. Can we come back and get that, do you think? This will give us enough to
start.” She said it as if she knew that was a fact.


For his part, Richard didn’t know
that at all.


Still, he stood as well, and
moved toward the girl. She had tears that were running down her cheeks. A thing
that would seem legitimate to those who wanted to support her and manipulative
to anyone that wanted the whole thing to be a lie. Even with all of the proof
they had, which was a lot, that second group was going to be larger than the
first, he had to think.


Off to the side, Cindy Mableton
nodded, making a point of catching his eye. Letting him know that she agreed
with his assessment of what would be happening. No one else let on, if they
agreed with their ideas, if they did at all.


Tor, looking short and older than
normal by almost thirty years, moved in and patted the girl on the hand several
times himself.


“We’ll make certain this is seen.
That should start things in motion, as to removing these people?”


It was Gillian, the victim of
horror, who shook her head.


“Not really. It was something
that we were always told, growing up. All of the kids involved in this kind of
thing… No one will believe us at all. If they do, then they’ll be killed or
discredited. All I’m doing here is… I don’t know. Trying, I guess. If we
are allowed to show this anywhere it will be a first, I think. Normally they’d
just make sure I killed myself. It might be hard to get at me here, thanks to
you guys.” She looked at all of them, one by one, standing up, her face still
moist with tears.


It was Richard’s turn to reassure
her then. He stood and let a soft smile cover his face.


“This… Look, Gillian… We aren’t
putting this out to remove these people, not really. We know that we can’t take
them out that way.”


Several people looked at him
then. About half of the ones from the IPB seemed shocked by the news. Denis
did, for instance. His face was baffled by the information, even if he kept his
mouth shut. Brian Yi wasn’t doing much better that way. Kerry however took a
very deep breath and then nodded.


“I… Understand.”


The words, stark and a bit bleak,
just hung in the air as Dareg Canton looked at her. His dark skin shining a
little under the bright lights of Mars. After a few moments, the man took a
very deep breath of his own.


“Assassination?”


Kerry, who was attractive now,
instead of merely cute, having had work done in an attempt to keep the
boyfriend that she’d apparently broken up with anyway, looked back at the man,
her blue eyes gem like at the moment.


“There was a thing, about a year
ago. Cindy, Penny Cooper and I were sent out to remove some people that wanted
to destroy… Everything, I think. The whole world. We killed dozens of them. I
know that I wasn’t supposed to think about it, but after we got back, more
died, even if we weren’t doing anything. Hundreds of them.”


Cindy smiled then, and nodded.


“Nearly a thousand. It took me
months to get them all. I can do it again, but this batch is even more high
profile than the last one. Similar after a fashion. The thing is, if we just
kill them, or most of them, then we end up with them going into hiding and
coming back in twenty or thirty years. We have to prove that they’re evil
first, then take them out. Gillian is right, though. We can’t just have them
voted out. Most people have been trained to think of things like this as a lie.
Only death is going to fix this. More of it than I think anyone else
understands, yet.”


The words were incredibly dour.
Enough so that Katie actually sighed. Then, instead of telling them about her
clever plan to fix things without heading in that direction, she simply… Nodded.


“Agreed. We need to be ready for
that. It’s why we have to name names first thing. Otherwise people will hide
what they’ve done and get away with it. Again. I’ve been trying to do
this for the better part of forty years. We have proof. Evidence. Even a
few taped confessions and victim profiles like Gillian just gave. When we’ve
tried to put it out before, it has been stopped, every time. They control the
airwaves and the internet too well.”


That kind of thing wasn’t
something that Richard knew a lot about. Television and radio, of course, since
those things had been around for a while. He’d even used computers and the
internet, in the last months. Still, he was one thing in particular. A singular
kind of being that had influenced everything about him for over seventy years.
A time that was long enough that, even with new powers and a legit job, he
hadn’t truly shaken it.


He was, at his core, a thief.
Perhaps that was why he, out of all of them, could see a potential answer to
their problem.


“Okay, then… If they have control
of these things, how do we steal it from them? Can we pirate enough of it, for
long enough to get the word out? We might need to do it more than once. How do
we manage that?” He was speaking directly to Katie, since she was the woman who
knew everything, at least when she was in her own world. There, at the moment
she was probably up on everything for that particular reality, instead. The
world that held Noram and all its people. 


Still, the woman didn’t seem upset
or confused at all. Probably because she’d thought about the idea before, a
time or two. It was kind of the obvious one. At one point she’d actually gotten
some training to be a thief herself, after all. So while it might not have been
her first thought on the matter, it clearly was one that would have come up,
inside of the last forty years.


“No one can do that, of course.
The system is too spread out for anyone to do that kind of thing, any longer.
Twenty years ago, we might have done it. We’d have to… Oh, take over at least a
hundred satellites at the same time, as well as thirteen different data hubs on
the ground. We can actually do that part, by physically taking the facilities.
Of course, whoever does that will probably be hunted after the fact. Though,
you know… The IPB could do it. Take everything all at once like that.
All the internet and television stations. It would just start a war, if we
tried. We just don’t have the bodies otherwise. Or a real way to get at the
space based things. It isn’t like we have, oh, a hundred space ships at hand or
anything.”


The words weren’t actually dire
or dark that time. Just bland and blank. For the life of him, Richard couldn’t
even hear the manipulation that almost had to be involved in it.


Thinking about it, he tightened
his lips for a moment.


“Even if we could get enough
people and ships… That isn’t enough. We can’t just destroy the satellites. We’d
need to take them over, right? Even at that, doing it just gets the word out. That
won’t really convince everyone. We can show them things. That doesn’t make
anyone look, or believe it. Really, being able to take over, even for a
while will make it less likely to be trusted, since anyone able to pull that
off might also be able to fake the original video. Plus, we really don’t have
the bodies, even if we go with the plan from earlier.” Showing why it was being
done, then assassination.


Interestingly, Dareg Canton took
a very deep breath then.


“I… can help with part of it.
Possibly. If my daughters can be brought in to this? We can provide ships,
pilots and ground forces. Ones that, when we are done, can vanish and leave your
reality, making them impossible to trace, after the fact. What we cannot do is
anything with your technology over there. Can you do that, do you think, Mr.
Drake? Stop or steal these satellites of yours, made from technology?” The look
was all for him then, as if that made any sense at all.


For his part of it, he nearly
froze, as Lydia nodded her head, hugely.


“Right… Right! Brie can
build what we need that way. Richard can come up with the plans to breach the
ground facilities and Brian can take in the people we need. Still, can Eva and Samantha…
Will they, help us in this? It isn’t their fight at all. That’s
not just a big thing to ask for, it’s close to the biggest thing that could
ever be asked. Short of killing all of these people. Cindy, you have that part?
Are you okay with that? I… We might find someone else to do it, if you can’t.”


The blonde woman, looking thin
and a bit underfed still, smiled.


“Can the former serial killer get
behind killing a whole lot of really evil people? I think I can, but thanks for
asking. It will have to be done in secret. Really…” She made a face then, and
looked at Tor, then Willum and Dareg, each in turn. “Darn it. I hate this part.
Before you all nod along, I don’t mean the murder bits of it. I mean the
part where I just had an idea. One that… Gah. Freaking ideas, right?”


Willum did nod then, as if he got
the idea already.


It took Richard longer. About ten
seconds.


“Ah… We can put the names out,
one by one and announce that they will die if they don’t come forward and
confess. That won’t hold up in court, but when they all die…”


Cindy made a face then.


“We can get the unnamed ones to
come forward. Some of them. Out of fear, but without it being a direct threat.
They either come forward and present proof and go off to prison for their
crimes or they die. One way or the other they’d be out of power.”


Kerry snorted a little then.


“Wait, so your problem for this is
really just that you won’t get to kill them all yourself? That’s a bit greedy,
isn’t it?”


Softly, sadly, the woman sighed.


“Yeah. That’s the best
part. It just isn’t the best way to deal with things, this time. Still, all of
this would hinge on having help that we don’t yet. I can’t think of a single
reason for Eva or Samantha Canton to aid us in this at all, can anyone else?
I’m open to suggestions here.” She looked bright eyed then, as if she were
about to cry.


That probably wasn’t real. The woman
might have broken her compulsion to murder for no reason. That didn't mean she
wasn’t a psychopath still.


Dareg looked at her, his dark
face considering. After a moment, the newly minted black kid pulled a handheld
out, and then spoke, without tapping it at all. Meaning that the person he
spoke to didn’t need that kind of thing at all. Which spoke of them hearing
everything, all the time, at least in certain ways.


“Samantha? Eva? Can you come to
the café? Mars one. We have people who want to make requests of you.”


There was no answer. Not over the
fancy magical handheld. Instead two women, both of whom he’d seen before,
walked into the room. One of them was identical to Eve Benson. That or she was
a short version of Tiera Baker. Either way, she was incredible to look at.
Dressed in plain brown clothing, that matched the base outfit which the
clothing amulets tended to use.


The other woman was also
familiar, though no one that he’d met, outside of herself. Samantha. The one
that the cafe they were in was named after, if he’d heard correctly. She, just
like her sister Eva, were all over the place on Mars. There were some of them
on Harmony as well.


Single individuals with hundreds,
possibly thousands, of bodies for each of them. No one else spoke, as the two
walked up, smiles plastered on their faces. At least Richard felt like that
would be the case. They actually both looked happy. Innocent, really. As if
they were just being asked to a party. That or to do something even more fun
than that.


They might be made of energy, but
even more than June or Riggs’ other friends back on the base, these two were
real people. They were themselves. He stood up, and bowed, going low and
holding it. Everyone else there did the same thing, with Gillian going last,
after being elbowed a bit by Kate, so that she’d know to take action.


The girls got the basic idea,
being from there originally, so did it back, nearly matching everyone else, who
were all well and truly bent in half. Rich spoke from there, not standing
first. That was, if he had the idea right, begging. Honestly, he was supposed
to at least get on all fours for that, to do a proper job, if not lay on the
floor, his face pressed to it. That would be incredibly humbling, which
was the point. Such begging was meant to be socially hard to resist, but also
humiliating enough that no one would be willing to do it if they didn’t really
have to. If anyone did that in front of you, the rules pretty much said you had
to say yes to what they were asking.


At the same time, it was so
galling that people would starve themselves to death rather than do it.


He knew all of that because Cindy
caused words to float in front of his eyes, explaining it. In blue print, which
meant she didn't really think it was that important. The woman used bright reds
and orange colors for things she wanted to be paid great attention to. 


The trick there was that she
understood that on some level he wanted to leave the two beings, who were much
more than human in their own way, to be able to tell them no. If they begged
too hard, then they might feel obligated to aid them, when their ethics and
morals told them not to.


No one else spoke and he was the
one who bowed first, so he spoke, his eyes closed.


“We need help. In our world.
Removing some very evil people who have taken power. We have a plan, but can’t
carry it out ourselves. We’d need space ships and an army of hundreds of people
to help us take over ground facilities, in order to put a message out to the
populous. One that can’t be hidden or stopped.” Rich didn't add anything else.


Really, it probably wasn’t enough
to even start a conversation. It simply wasn’t their problem, after all.
Samantha and Eva had other, more wholesome things to do.


They both stood up then and
looked at each other. Their words were different than his would have been on
the subject if the same thing was asked of him. Richard Drake would have
probably asked what was in it for him. If not that, directly, then he would
have defaulted to questions about the exact nature of the job itself. The two
energy beings took a different, more human, route.


Samantha, the blonde one, looking
serious, tilted her head to the right, just a bit.


“Is there proof of great wrong
doing? Sometimes those who have to lead must do things that others don’t like.
It doesn’t always mean they are really being evil or even bad. Even if it feels
like it at the moment. Could it be something like that?”


Rather than explain himself,
Gillian spoke then. Still glowing, since she had a truth amulet on.


“They rape children. Torture and
kill them when the kids are too broken to provide entertainment or enough fear
to be used in their rituals. They slaughter and eat them, sometimes. Worse,
they make the kids, their own children, do that kind of thing. Over and over
again. It’s part of their religion, but illegal back home. Is that enough? We have
proof, which is why we need your help. The ones we need to fight are so
powerful that these people haven’t been able to release the evidence against
them.”


Richard nodded at the words,
feeling a bit ill, hearing about what was really going on again. Knowing it was
real. A thing that it was clear Eva and Samantha knew as well. It took him a
second to realize that was down to the truth amulet field, though. A thing that
he’d never seen before that day, but which was probably a part of their society
or at least the law enforcement there.


Samantha went wide eyed and then
nodded.


“You have my aid then. Anything I
can do. Sister?”


Eva looked away, her face stone
like.


“Is our task to kill these… Things?”
She didn't sound like that would be a deal breaker, if it was.


Cin Mableton shook her head at
those words.


“No. We need to take over
television, radio and internet locations. Then flood the world with evidence
holding all of those things long enough that everyone in the world will see it.
After that… Well, whoever does that will be considered a super villain, is my
guess. Even if no one is killed. Except that my plan is to do that, as well. So
guess who will get to take the blame, if anyone is caught or seen at the wrong
time?” She locked eyes with first one girl, then the other. Letting them in on
that part of things, if they decided to help at all.


Eva, instead of throwing in
instantly, nodded.


“I need to know the plan and my
part of this. What will I have to do, before I sign on completely.”


Tor and Dareg both looked away as
if they were being shamed by her sensible and sane words. Willum Baker simply
laughed a little, deep in his throat.


Then he spoke, as if it were a
normal conversation.


“There are many space-based
platforms. Relays, like the satellites we use, but not magically created. Like
Austran comps, I think. Those will need to be influenced, using machines, at a
close distance, to prevent anyone else from preventing it from happening. That
portion is pretty safe. They have a space fleet, but their ships are mainly
inferior to our own. They have twenty-two jump ships available, however, so
that needs to be kept in mind. Unarmed ones. They could, in potential,
move to those locations in space and stop you from taking action somehow. Using
their bodies as shields, perhaps, so that you cannot take action?”


The man paused for a moment,
looking around. When he started again, his words weren’t kind sounding.


“The ground facilities that need
to be taken will be the real danger. There are thirteen of them. They will have
guards and the local police, their guardsmen, will come in and fight to retake
the places. We need to do all of this without harming them, if possible. Most
of them will have had nothing to do with the rest of this, correct?”


Will looked over at Cindy for
information on that, for some reason. The two were close, after all. In fact,
Mableton was supposed to be letting the guy know she was saying yes to his
marriage proposal. Not that it was the right time to do that kind of thing at
the moment.


The blonde just agreed with the
dark-haired man, on what he’d said.


“That’s true, more or less. Some
of them are involved, of course. Most police aren’t. Not on the street level, which
is who will be sent in. On the good side they won’t have weapons that can do
anything to either of you. Especially if you have shields on. You can wear
masks. That illegal there, but so is taking over the internet. We can probably
show you what to do for that part of things.”


Richard just waited then. To him
it was clear that they were asking the girls to do most of the operation, while
the rest of them sat back, in safety. Lazily waiting for the real work to be
done. It was the right call, if they were both willing to help.


Eva took a deep breath or at
least faked doing that, then looked at him, directly.


“We can do this, then. I have
three hundred versions of myself that can be spared. It will take a few days
for them to all be collected into one place. Sam?” She glanced to the right, at
her sister then.


The other girl, and she didn't
look old at all, seeming like teen, more or less, gave a somber nod of her own.


“I have about two hundred and
twenty versions who can be spared to this. Is that enough? It will place most
of myself in your reality. I’ve never done that before. I could free up more,
at need.”


Richard shook his head.


“That should be fine. Really, we
probably won’t need to ask that much of either of you. What about ships though?
Or, can we use the shields you gave us for that?” It suddenly made sense to
him, if they were space worthy and could fly. The satellites were in orbit
around the Earth, not in a different solar system.


His old friend, Katie, smiled at
the words.


“Honestly… We can do that. It
makes even more sense than taking real ships in. One or two people going up,
almost invisibly… You can do that, both of you?”


That was for the girls. The force
that they had for the mission. A thing that was bigger than anything Richard
had ever been involved with at all. Most of his jobs had been done alone or
with a team of less than five people. This was going to be more involved than
that.


Except that Samantha and Eva were
only one person, which did drop the numbers a lot, that way. Really, it
probably meant they could train four of them, which would keep the numbers
down. One set for the space work and one for the ground facilities. Then, when
the time came, all of them would have the needed information, without their
bodies ever having been around at all.


Sam nodded.


“Oh, sure. I did that when I
helped put the mapping satellites up here, for Mars. It only takes a few
minutes to fly up that high. Those shields are a lot easier to get than
jump ships, as well. This way we can do it with only one or two ships, instead
of a hundred. So that we can come in from space, to do it? That makes sense to
me, anyway.”


Kate, who was called Brie now,
for her work with the IPB, stood up again.


“That sounds great, actually. We
need to get back to Noram, in order to finish our documentary on the life
changing process. We’ll need to meet again, to go over everything. How to get
the needed ships and to move you all to our Earth. We don’t want to bring you
through the base there. Unless we can show you were there for some innocent
reason, when everything goes down. That might be a bit obvious, and we are
being watched by these people. Others as well. That’s one thing that never
really changes. It’s as if they think we might be up to something… go figure?”


She smiled then, as everyone else
got up as well, moving to the little red transport hut to the left of the front
door there at the café. The Samantha and Eva that were with them simply
followed along, going to Tor’s in the same group of five people that had packed
in to the extra fancy elevator with him. The only person that didn't go back
with them was Gillian.


She explained that to him at the
door.


“I have work in ten hours. Waste
management. It isn’t glamourous, but High Leader Hess told me that it had the
best growth potential here, since the incoming fleet has about a half million
people moving here in the next few months. Just to Third City, I mean. On the
good side, the way they do it here is hardly as dirty as what we use.
Everything is incinerated and then the solids are recycled into other
products.” She shrugged as if that was going to make sense to him.


Which it kind of did. The girl,
for all she had to figure she was going to die or at the very least never be
able to really go home without doing that, was trying to find a place where she
could redeem herself. A thing she was doing with decently good humor.


Even without a first mode, that
part of her spirit was shining through still. She was a fighter, in her own
way. The kind of person that should be admired, in the end. Not that anyone
would recall the individuals that much, when they were finished taking apart
big sections of their ruling class back home.


If everything went well, the most
likely outcome was probably a stressful set of new elections. That wasn’t
likely though. Instead of lining up to go to prison for their own spot of rape
and loss of power, the people behind the scenes would most likely try to take
them into a very massive civil war.


That couldn’t be allowed, of
course. If it was going to happen at all, then Cindy and anyone else they had
on their side who could kill from a distance would need to stop them, first
thing. Maybe even those who had to do it in person would have to be brought in.


Because there was no way Richard
was going to let these evil people hide behind the deaths of millions. Not if
he could help it. The problem there being that he wasn’t certain he had a
choice in the matter.


When the door to the little red
booth closed, he was inside with Lydia, Cindy, Eva and Samantha. Before Sam
could tap the right name, which played in brilliant and glowing blue along the
back wall, even if he couldn’t read it himself, Cindy held up a hand.


“This can work, but we need to
try and save the latest batch of kids as well. There are a few thousand of them
in the latest crop. I… Really, we probably can’t do anything for them. I was
thinking that we’d put Lydia in charge of that. You two… Well, you have the
numbers we need, possibly. I can find the locations, for most of the kids.
Probably not all. The thing is…”


Lydia made a face at the words,
seeming hard.


“The thing is that we can’t have
the main team split like that. Sam and Eva have to be focused on the
main job right now. The same is true of Richard and you, Cin. I… Can’t do it on
my own, either.”


Everyone seemed almost defeated
by that idea. Richard cleared his throat then.


“You’re an inter-world walking
ancient being, Lydia. We don’t have the resources to do this, so… How do you
find them? This is a hard task to give anyone. No matter how well you do,
people are probably going to die. Innocent ones. Think though, who do you know
that can do this kind of thing without being pegged as our people?”


The girl didn’t tell him any
names, just standing there as Sam triggered the box into action. When they got
into place, the short Korean girl took a deep breath.


“You go ahead. I’ll… go and see
if I can put something together. I don’t really know if I can. Not in time.”


Richard had to agree with that
one. It might be impossible to put anything together that way. Not in
the time they had. After all, the faster they could act, the better things
would work. At least in theory. That probably wouldn’t be to the benefit of the
current crop of abused kids.


Except that, in a week or two, a
lot of those children would be dead or dying anyway. If they took six months to
get things ready, thousands or tens of thousands would be raped and
murdered. Stopping the people behind it was the important part.


It was a thought that left
Richard feeling dirty inside. That didn’t mean it wasn’t true. It was, of
course, why Lydia was being put to doing that for them. Not because she might
not be useful for the rest of the mission, either. No, it was due to the idea
that, when everything was over and it all came out, the IPB was going to need to
have the knowledge that at least someone had tried.


Especially once word of how many
people were killed, trying to clean up the evidence of wrongdoing, got out. At
that point… Well, if anyone believed them at all, then the whole world might
need to know that an attempt was made to stop it.


The thing was, these thousands of
kids were probably in almost that many locations. One girl, or even a hundred
men and women, couldn’t be expected to get to them in time.


Turning, he put a hand on Lydia’s
arm.


“Do your best. Plan it out and
practice what you can first.” It was all the advice he had for her on the
matter.


Hopefully, it would be enough.


He doubted it would be.











Chapter Twelve


 


The trick to mastering his
current job was that Richard couldn’t actually stop, or even slow down, on his
primary task. That meant going back to the base every day to bring in a new
crew of people to have their first modes ripped out. Not that tearing of any
kind was actually needed for the work to be done.


Honestly, the whole process was
gentle and so boring to watch that it was always a bit surprising that anything
had taken place at all when people took up the healing amulet to speed up their
changes at the end.


That meant doing other things as
well, like helping to come up with ideas to showcase how easy, simple and safe
the work itself really was. How they were supposed to get anything on
television or even the net about it all, he wasn’t certain. That kind of thing
was really going to be down to Charlot Chambers and her super-secret powers
when it came to arranging things like that. Their own private super hero of all
things dealing with the public and influencing their opinion.


At the moment that, clearly,
meant following her instructions in regards to getting nice pictures of Olga.
They had a lot of before footage, and had actually showed the transformation
portion of things. It involved, as it normally did, holding a healing amulet
for a while. The results of that got a bit strange for a few moments, which was
kind of common as well.


Olga’s face melted, after a long
ten minutes of holding the magical amulet. Then, over the course of five more
minutes, she healed into being… Incredible. An unblemished three-dimensional
version of a face that many people would have called perfect.


She grinned as the work was done
and looked at the camera, clearly not embarrassed at all.


“It itches.”


The words didn’t seem to be
unhappy in any way, which meant Mark was standing right next to her, asking
questions. Probing things that the people at home might have wanted to know
about, before doing it for themselves or sending a friend or relative in for
the process.


“How much?”


That got a laugh from the giant
woman. Her body was softening a bit in looks as well, as Timon and the rest of
them watched from off camera.


“A lot. All the way to the
bone. I think it is getting less now?”


Her bustline grew, though not a
vast amount. She’d been more or less fine that way before, so what was
happening was different than just packing on a lot of size up top. Cindy nudged
him a bit, as words popped up in front of his eyes.


He thought back at her, making no
real effort to be loud or extra clear about it. That would look like shouting
to Mableton if he tried it. From the sound of it that showed up as making the
words she saw larger, instead of things getting painfully loud for her.


She did something then in
response to what Rich had presented to her, which had Tim Baker taking a step
or two forward, into the camera shot.


“Olga is mainly reshaping now. We
didn't need to make a lot of changes to her body or face, so a lot of what’s
happening is rather minor. The breasts are becoming higher, since too much
being added that way wasn’t desired. There were some changes to the face, as we
can see now. The hair as well, since she opted for color changing abilities for
that. Do you want to try that now? It should be operational.”


That took a mirror, since she
needed feedback to make her hair do anything that way. She started by making
herself a blonde though, instead of a light brunette. Then she moved from that
to black and with a smile on her face and a look at Timon, she did a rainbow of
colors, one after the other and then caused them to all glow on her second pass
through them all. It was interesting at the very least.


It didn't hurt that she was
darling to look at, as well. It was a different look than the eerie near
perfection that some of the people from Noram had. Less computer-generated
seeming, even if the initial picture had been built literally using computers
in the first place. Merging hundreds of pictures of women to make an average.


She didn't look fake and too
smooth. Instead she simply seemed incredible.


If big, still.


The giantess stood up, after
settling her hair color in a nice brown shade. Her eyebrows matched, perfectly,
even if she wasn’t looking at those as intently in the mirror as she was the
side of her head.


Timon went on then, as she showed
off her new body a bit. She was still very tall, but now she looked more
womanly, while still being rather muscular. All the curves were in the right
places, at any rate.


Timon looked at something in
front of him, seeming to read for half a moment, then smiled again.


“The Infection demanded that her
basic powers be left intact. Her strength, speed, fantastic agility and the
other abilities she possessed had to be there. Her appearance was,
however, not part of that equation at all in this case. Sometimes it is,
which means we can’t change everything for those who have that kind of
affliction. So far, we have been allowed to remove all of the emotional
difficulties that way, every single time. Clearly, we can add almost any powers
or ability to an uninfected person that they might want. The color changing
hair or skin are fairly straightforward, for instance. Some other small things,
of course. Different appearances and so forth.”


No one called the man on the idea
that people who weren’t Infected could be given powers with no drawbacks. It
was true and the source of that was in a different world, with Richard holding
the keys as to who got in or not. At least for the time being. Eventually, if
people wanted to try that kind of thing, for wholesome purposes, they might be
able to let some in for that. The trick would be in making sure they actually
weren’t going to do anything too bad with the powers they were given.


A spot of theft or maybe cheating
at gambling both seemed fair enough to him. Though, in a way, he probably
wasn’t the best person to be in charge of such things. His morals had always
been a little bit alternative, after all.


Smiling, he watched as Tim and
Olga, rather smoothly, talked about what the Infection was. A thing that no one
back home had ever figured out. They did it without fear, Timon even seeming
kind of impressed with the whole thing.


“That’s right. Your Infection
isn’t a disease or even a problem at all. It is an entity that exists within
you and selects the powers that you will receive. The first modes seem to be a
side effect of that process, which is why we can simply remove them.
That the being inside of you can operate in many realities at the same time
clearly indicates a multi-dimensional aspect to it. We have limited
conversations with it, as we negotiate before the work. It has been thought to
increase that soon, if that is allowed?”


It was a question, to the
audience and not the others in the room. At least the tall, good looking wizard
was making a point of looking directly into the camera he was supposed to be
on.


Charlot spoke then.


“Cut! Great work you two! We’ll
need to get this edited and see about finding where to put it. I’d like to get
some transformations shot of some of the more interesting people, if they’re
willing for that kind of thing to be shown? I have releases for everyone to
sign.”


They managed to rope Glen into
that, who ended up not as a red dragon with painful scales, but as a nice-looking
Hispanic man who could transform into a red dragon man, with scales that were
bullet, fire and energy proof, which didn’t hurt at all. It wasn’t an instant
transformation, taking about a minute, going each way. Doing it also seemed to
leave him feeling hungry, which meant they got to show part of the catered meal
that was being provided that day, by Denis and Kerry.


They were using magical food
units instead of cooking, so the work was faster and easier than normal for
them. Then, almost as if picking a fight, Mark stood back and critiqued each
and every individual bite of food he took, as if looking for flaws in it. Kerry
seemed to find it funny, even if Charlot was having a camera get all of it down
for some reason.


The celebrity cook woman rolled
her eyes anyway. For nearly the first time, Rich noticed her seem confident and
not retiring about something related to herself.


“At this point you’re just
talking about personal taste, Mark. That beef with cream sauce is perfect,
at least to me. So are the potatoes. We can’t really improve on that, just
improve on the meal that you want. Not that there’s anything wrong with
that. It’s just that this makes it seem like the product is lacking when it
actually isn’t. If you made it, it would be the same for me or anyone else
eating it.”


The man stopped then, and did his
own grinning.


“True! It’s magic, after
all. This is really close to the best food I’ve ever eaten, to be honest. I’ve
made better. Not often though and not by much. Is everyone going to be
fed like this when they come for a trip here?”


Interestingly, Will Baker stepped
forward then, into the shot, right next to Mark. As if it were planned. Which
from his twitching eyes, it really was. Planned by Cindy, who was obviously
taking control of the world without most people noticing it happening.


“That’s right, Mr. Steinberg. In
fact, the current plan is to have Kerry, Denis and Scott Chambers in to cater
the next six months of work being done here personally, so everyone coming will
have this quality of food, while relaxing in the wonderful splendor of Tor’s
palace. It’s the envy of an entire world. We should go on a tour of it?”


That had Brian Yi led away, along
with Mark and Scott Chambers, who didn’t seem to be complaining about his work
being suddenly in demand. If it had been in the works, no one had bothered to
tell Richard about it before that moment. Which was possible if the plan was
Will’s. They hadn’t exactly spent a lot of time chatting.


It wasn’t though. The whole thing
would be down to Cin. He knew that, since the woman was looking at him closely
for a bit. She didn’t admit to anything, but she didn't need to. He got
that it was happening all on his own. Her volunteering a lot more from their
Noram contacts than Richard would have.


The trick there, then, would be
for them to come in and do most of the work on it from the IPB side. That was
something that Tor seemed to honor personally. People being willing to do their
share of things. If they could sweeten the pot a bit, the whole thing would
probably be considered a gift on their part, even while abusing their hosts
good will.


So Richard nodded and opened his
mouth, in order to put people on the spot a bit, in defense of his Noram crew.


“Is the plan for Mark and Warren
to come and help with the food for some exotic parties then? The rest of us can
work in as servants, showing how we do it in our world?”


Tor looked impressed by the
offer, his older seeming face shining a bit. Also looking as if he didn't want
to put anyone on the spot, by saying anything, like good idea.


Mark actually clapped.


“That’s perfect! We can put
together a menu for it and do, say one a month for the next six? Or more, if
you want, of course, Tor. I just don’t know how parties happen here, so don’t
want to stress things too much. We could do them in different locations as
well? I’d love to see what could be managed on Mars, say. Or the Moon. Maybe we
could set something up for out in the fleets that are coming in… That would be
incredible.”


Tor, sounding different than he
normally did, his voice a bit higher pitched, bowed. Going decently low.
Everyone else knew to do it back, including Glen, who was standing to the side
of the room, talking to Dareg Canton about something.


Being the man who owned the
palace they were in, Tor spoke then.


“We, our whole world, would be
honored to have you here to cook for us, Master Mark. Master Warren as well, if
we can entice him to do so. What should we offer him for that kind of work?”


Cindy solved that one for them,
seeming happier than usual.


“I’m pretty certain that if you
invite his boyfriend, Carl, to join in one of the parties that will be enough.
They’ve been plotting a trip over here for a while now, with no real luck.”


That, it seemed, was doable as
far as Tor was concerned. Even without the proffered meals being part of
the equation. Except that Mark was very excited about the idea of doing that
kind of thing, so kept talking about it. Even if they had other work to see to.
Before they could leave, Timon snapped his fingers, then ran out of the room,
toward the front of the building. No one gave chase, but about half an hour
later he came back in, holding several handhelds in each hand.


The first one was passed off to
Cindy, with a bow.


“This is a separate cross world
device than the other you have. It will only allow certain select people to
contact you. King Richard. Prince Alphonse. Princess Karina. Not even Queen
Constance has one. Which won’t stop her from getting in touch, she’ll
just have to get with one of the others to do that. We’re only giving these to
you, here. Not even all of you, so if you others want to get a date with
Karina, you’ll need to find one of the people that has one of these first!”
That last bit was a joke.


Probably. Dareg looked up and
smiled at the words for some reason, but didn't comment on them.


Timon went around the room, first
to Rich, bowing and passing the device over, then to Denis, Kerry, and when he
came back, Brian Yi. That was all though. Everyone else was left out of the
loop.


Looking down, he saw that the
names were in English on the device.


“Did they all use the language
program to learn then?”


It was just a throwaway question,
though the words got a wicked chuckle from Tim Baker. He even seemed slightly
mean, as he smiled.


“They did. It is not
a popular pastime at the palace these days, in case you are wondering. It works,
so they did it anyway. Tam has been using the fact that half the royal family
of Noram has already volunteered for it as a way to get others to try it.
Almost no one will, now. You mentioned some people from your world being
possibly willing?”


Richard looked around then.


“Sure. Yi will do it, for
certain. Glen! We need to get you hooked up with language lessons. I
need to do the other languages from here as well, as soon as possible. We have
that bit… Well, after that?” Talking about what they had planned in front of
other people from Earth was a poor plan, even if they wouldn’t be spies or
sell them out, even if they knew the score there.


Loose lips sunk ships, after all.
It was easier to be careful than to scramble around fixing a mistake, after the
fact.


Glen, looking happy, like a
regular man and like he was about thirty, regardless of how old he actually
was, jogged over then.


“Language lessons? So I can work
in as a guide for the second program like this? I was told that was going to
suck donkey balls. Dean mentioned it. Also, that I should do it, since it’s
faster than anything we have for that kind of thing. Well, I was in horrible
pain for two decades. I can suffer a bit more to help other people, now. When
do we do this? Now?”


Tim looked around then shook his
head.


“Can you stay here for a few
days? Longer, possibly? We both need to get with Erath, so you should learn
Fleet and Ysidril. Will was working on that one, since he’s their ambassador.
Making a magical device to teach their language. He’s the ambassador from all
of us to the alien home world. No other humans really speak that yet. You two
are doing that first?”


That seemed to be a joke, for
some reason.


Richard nodded.


“Us three? Or, four, if we
rope Dareg into it?”


The words got Timon to actually
swallow, then he waved at the tall dark-skinned man, who looked like he was out
of a magazine from back home. Right down to his running shoes, which were
clearly claiming to be Nike’s. Since it was clear trademark infringement Rich
smiled when he noticed them. The company would have a bit of trouble suing him
over it, of course.


Dareg came over, also at a bit of
a jog. It wasn’t really dignified, though it was very quick. Effortless, but
faster than Richard would have been able to make himself move at all.


When he got there, Timon
grimaced.


“We’re in the first group for
trying to learn Ysidril. Willum has a device ready for that, I was told. We’re
learning Fleet as well, as soon as that’s ready. You have time right now for
it?” There was a sidelong glance at Richard then.


As if he might not honestly have
the time.


A thing which he didn’t really
know at all.


Interestingly, Cindy, who was
across the room, sitting near some of the other people who had been worked on
and Charlot Chamber, called out.


“We leave in ten hours.”


Timon jogged away then, coming
back with Willum and Brian Yi three minutes later. They headed for the front
door again, coming back about fifteen minutes after that. Willum with an
obsidian trunk about the size of a man’s head floating directly behind him as
he walked in, with purpose.


“I have ten tiles here, that will
teach any who wish to learn it the Ysidril language. It will take about seven
hours to master. So, we have you four? Anyone else?” His face was wry and a bit
shy seeming then, as if no one was going to volunteer. “It will hurt. Badly
enough that many would avoid such. It is pain only though, not damage, if that
helps?”


There was a strained grin on his
face about it all.


Interestingly, Denis walked over.


“I’ll give it a try? I have some
time anyway, right now.”


That got Kerry to give it a go
with Cindy making a face and then nodding.


“Fuck then… Let’s do this
thing? It’s actually kind of job specific for me. I mean, I meet with
aliens at least a few times a month.”


It was clear that she didn’t
really want to do it, which Richard understood on a personal level. They were
all led to a side room, though they got to share this time. It was different,
since instead of seeing Taman in front of him, repeating things, Richard was
suddenly in the body of a Ysidril, the world being focused in a different
fashion than he was used to. Except that, for him, it was kind of familiar. Not
perfectly so, but the feeling of the mouth was just about right.


Filled with pointed teeth that
forced language to come from deeper in the throat than it did with human
beings. That wasn’t really needed, but when the world started to shift and glow
around him, rapidly, he was able to keep up with the sounds and concepts that
took place in his head fairly well. Not that there wasn’t a lot of pain as
well, when he messed up.


Focusing hard, he managed to
hiss, whistle and this time even learn to read and write the language as he
went along. The whole thing was intense enough that, when it stopped, about
five hours later, he shook for a bit. Not in pain, just the shock of the world
changing as much as it had around him.


Everything felt suddenly… Empty.


Looking up, he saw that there
were three Ysidril in the room, all of them looking around carefully. Erath
wasn’t there, but Neesa, the girl Ambassador was, along with Tom, her father
and Arc, her mother. That left a father missing, for the time being.


His shirt front had his name
written on it, more easily now, since it wasn’t just a bunch of spider webs to
him now. In fact, he understood the basics of how the writing system worked,
using phonetic groupings, instead of individual letters as they did in English.


Willum was standing there still,
watching the others struggle and suffer, as Richard stood up. Early, from what
he could tell. Walking over he held out the tile and tried to speak Ysidril for
the first time. At least to another person. The others were all making noises,
hissing and clicking, with the occasional whistle. It was very understandable,
actually. A thing that he found impressive.


“Tom! Area Under the Arc!
Ambassador Neesa! So nice to see you all. This one is Rish, from another Earth.
We’ve met on several occasions.” He smiled, by dropping his mouth open, meaning
it in the moment.


Tom bounced for a bit, to show he
was thinking. It was, more or less, a signal for others to wait and not talk to
him until he was finished doing it. After a bit, the four-armed man let his own
mouth drop open.


“This is a thing of worth, then.
You will, perhaps, the allowing of image and sound capture by those of the
Fleet be doing? Those of my people would see you, Rish of Earth, the Ysidril
Human, speaking as you are now. Many will be fascinated by it.”


Arc reached out and patted him on
the arm then.


“This is a true thing. Do you
think many of your people, those here, will be learning this way? It is very
speedy, though seems to cause pain and discomfort. I do not know if we should
allow such suffering, just to make our own lives easier.” The words, spoken in
Ysidril, seemed a lot more concerned than the woman had otherwise. Part of that
was simply that Rish was getting the body language more clearly now, as well.
It was a big part of their language, after all.


The trick there was that he
didn’t know at all how to answer. Finally, he bounced, trying to think for a
bit. No one spoke while he did it.


“I think that some will. This
learning would be hard for us, without using this kind of instruction protocol.
As for the suffering… That is allowable if it is a choice on the part of the
learner. We should not force many to use such things, if it is not needed in a
dire fashion. Those who do so for their own reasons or to aid others should be
allowed it.” His mouth hurt a bit, from the unfamiliar hissing, since a lot of
it came from his throat. Not just from the conversation though. It was the
hours of talking that way that really did it.


They chatted about the whole
idea, as, one by one, the others finished the course of study. It was Tim Baker
who finished first, with Cindy going less than a minute later. Dareg stood at
about the same time, leaving only Glen left. Even he wasn’t too far behind,
standing up, a bit sheepishly ten minutes later.


Willum nodded.


“So, under six hours for
it? That’s not too bad then! We need to test you all, before letting you go for
the day.”


That meant being quizzed by the
Ysidril over and over, for the better part of an hour. Everyone did fine
though. In fact, at the end, Arc was so happy she went around giving everyone
hugs. Tom started to do the same thing, holding each of them closely for a long
time. Rish got it. That kind of thing was very nearly a drug for them. One they
avoided with Humans most of the time, in order not to scare them.


He’d lived it, so knew that one
first hand.


He ended by moving in to hug
Neesa, even if she wasn’t going around doing that kind of thing with all and
sundry, herself. She did it back, easily enough for him not to feel rejected at
all. Then, she stood back, carefully, breaking off first.


Smiling by dropping her mouth
open a little, she looked at him closely.


“You should get Erath to make you
a Ysidril child again, Rish. Then you can live with us and teach us about being
Human. It has long been thought that we are misunderstanding much about your
kind, lacking common experience as we are. You could go first that way. It is
required to serve, when need demands.”


That phrase was a common one, from
the lessons. So much so that he simply nodded, even if that wasn’t a Ysidril
thing.


“At need. I can go and teach in
this shape as well, if it won’t give discomfort to others? That way I can do my
other work at the same time. It will be some days or even weeks before I am
able to be free for that. Much work comes soon, in my other place of duty.”


Those words got a simple wave of
the lower left arm. Which meant that she understood how that went. Duty to
others came first, always.


They chatted together for a
while, then in their own language, Dareg managed to send the others off,
politely enough.


“Rish and the others must go back
to their own home first, having much to do there, soon. I, Dareg, Copper
Square, must go with them. There is to be a testing of their entire world. One
that their friends need to help them with, if suited to the task. There might
be harmful touching, so we didn’t seek to involve your people. We may call on
you if the need arises? This is a thing so large that one such as myself cannot
hope to understand it all before it happens.” There was humility in the words.
A thing that wasn’t totally common to the Ysidril Language as a whole.


They had a mechanism for it,
which involved dropping the chin while talking. It translated well enough when
a Human being did it. Some of the language, the parts that used the lower
limbs, didn’t work as well that way. Luckily, they could all manage the needed
vocal intonation well enough.


Hugs were passed again, since it
was a cultural thing for the Ysidril, and they were allowed to leave, without
making any promises of helping a different world in what very well might be a
war.


For that matter, he had to be careful
about what involvement he allowed from Noram. It was bad enough that they were
using Eva and Samantha like they were, for most of their force. That could be
hidden though, if they did it right. Made to seem like people with Infected
powers were doing it all, or even that some kind of secret military force was
to blame.


Which might be doable, he
realized. The girls all had clothing on when he’d seen them and they wore
different things. If they were dressed up like U.S. special forces of one kind
or another, that might be enough to distract anyone seeing them from getting
that they were anything other than regular people using special technology. A
few glowing buttons on a thick belt, what seemed like hand weapons and maybe
something like police body armor would be enough to throw a lot of people off
that way.


At least enough so it wouldn’t be
easily tracked back to Noram.


It meant bringing them in
somehow, in a way that no one else could track.


Which, he knew, was best done by
him, instead of the others who had that kind of skill. After all, Brian Yi
could do that kind of thing, but it was known and in the records that he had
the ability to go to other worlds and realities. The same would be true for
Lydia or even little Sara. Richard Drake just walked into mirrors, as far as
anyone knew. Then slogged on foot, in another dimension to the next one, in
real time. Even if the watchers noticed his trips being faster than that, he
couldn’t take people yet.


If he could learn to do that,
then he could transport people across worlds in a way that no one from his own
would have even a hope of tracking. The only problem there was that he
legitimately had no clue how to do that sort of thing. A few people had acted
like he was an idiot for not seeing how to get it done already. A thing that
didn’t really help him at all. If he had enough time, then working the puzzle
out would be a good experience for him, Richard had no doubt.


That commodity was lacking
though. It made sense for him to do it, but there was no way he could spend six
weeks working up a plan for something like that. To that end, he moved to the
front room, trying to figure out where Katie had gotten off to. She met him
there, knowing that she was wanted. It was her power, after all.


When she saw him, she didn't ask
what he needed, knowing already.


A way to carry others through the
mirror. A thing that he’d figured to be impossible, until several others had
told him that it was possible for him to learn.


She just chuckled at him a bit
then shook her head, as if he were too stupid to be believed.


“You had the power all along,
Dorothy, just click your heels together three times and say, get your butt
through the mirror.” Her voice was a dead ringer for Glinda the Good Witch,
from the old movie. It was enough for Richard to smile at, since it took skill
to do things that way.


Given she was in a different
reality, that meant the impression was probably her own, rather than a skill
borrowed from someone else. There were only twenty or so people there who might
have seen that movie at all and he at least wasn’t up to doing a lot of
impersonations like that. It had never been a skill of his at all.


“A bit more of a hint? I’m afraid
I might be having a senior moment here. I honestly can’t see how it would be
done.” It wasn’t that bad, but he honestly wasn’t getting what she was trying
to tell him.


That got him an eye roll in
return.


“Fine. It isn’t that hard. You
can bring two mirrors together already. Just do that with a person on one side,
merge them and switch it in your mind, leaving the person in place. Easy. That
or imagine the person being the one to move. Either way will work. There are a
lot of ways you could do this. It’s so simple a child could do it.”


Richard doubted that. Still, he
thought he might be able to pull it off, if he had time to practice.


A thing he didn’t think was
really possible.


No matter how hard he tried, time
was the one thing he couldn’t steal enough of for himself. A thing that wasn’t
new for him, really. Old age had taught him that lesson, long ago. Then, when
he considered that factor, it seemed that he really had managed to gain
a bit more, right there at the end. It hadn’t been his doing, of course. No, The
Infection had pulled that one off for him.


For the first time he wondered if
The Infection, the entity that was inside of all of those from his world with
powers, had actually been trying to get him hooked up, instead of cursing him. If
so, then he might have a more powerful ally than he’d ever considered.











Chapter thirteen


 


His new practice had to be done
there in Noram, he knew. Mainly because they had an eight to one time
differential. Rich didn't have enough time to spend weeks on the project,
either, so, even if a part of him didn't want to do it at all, not wanting
discomfort or worse, pain, Richard waved down Tor. 


The man really had pulled out the
stops, having himself changed to fit in like he had.


The giant man’s, the former giant’s,
look was a bit English seeming, as far as type went. A thing that would fit in
modern America perfectly. Even the clothing was about right for a man of his
new apparent age.


He grinned as he walked over.


“How may I help you, Richard?”
The words were in Standard, which made sense, given he spoke that now and was
in the world of that language. What he needed to do wasn’t going to be done in
secret, either. Not as far as Tor and his friends went.


“Do you have that pain stone? The
focusing one? I need to do more work on things and… I don’t have the basic
skills I need yet, I don’t think. Not on the level I want for the coming
project.” He really didn’t want to play with the thing, if given a choice. Pain
stones were, to his way of thinking, a horrible technology. Unfortunately, the
damned things worked. They also didn’t leave him crippled, after the fact. You
could threaten with a hot poker, but if you used it too much, the body would be
left crippled.


The pain stones could hit you
full out and only leave scars on the inside.


Instead of telling him there was
no time for that kind of thing, Tor simply hooded his eyes a bit, then nodded.


“I do have that. On me, in fact.
Taman figured that no one sane would use one of those twice, if they didn't
have to. Willum said that they work… But that boy isn’t exactly well balanced.
We… Broke him, in the last war. It wasn’t good or kind of us. He’s a hero, even
if no one really understands it. He saved billions of lives. Trillions.” The
words barely made sense, though they were followed with the man pulling
something from a side pocket.


That was held in his right hand
for a minute, with eyes closed, before handing it over. Instead of a plain rock
with a glowing sigil, it was a smooth tan tile this time. In short, it wasn’t
the same thing as before at all. Richard didn't mention it. After all, if the
wizard had just made the needed gear for him, standing there in the hallway of
his own magical palace, and insisted that it was the same device as earlier, he
wasn’t going to rat the man out.


He glanced at the thing though,
and nodded.


“It’s harder than before?” The words
were whispered and in English. That was, due to how rare it was in Noram,
basically a secret code, after all.


Looking a bit fierce this time,
Tor nodded. There was an under tone of sadness to it.


“Much so, Mr. Drake. If
you survive this, you will, I think, be impressive in your focus. We don’t have
time…” He seemed honestly hesitant, as if it might not be important enough to
risk a life over.


Then, that was probably the man
being dramatic. So far, a lot of the Noram people had tended to overstate things
a bit. Their world wasn’t really any more dangerous than the IPB world. They pretended
that everything was a huge risk though. Every lesson that was minorly
uncomfortable was pure torture. Every risk wasn’t just a hardship, it was the
potential loss of everything.


Which either meant they knew
something Richard didn’t or they were a bunch of drama queens. Either way, Rich
simply smiled at the rugged looking man. He was only about six feet tall now,
and thicker now, as if someone had squashed him downward. Mainly muscular for
it, instead of fat. That was hidden nicely under the hang of his jacket,
however.


“Let me get to it then. Kate… My
friend Brie? She thinks I can transport other people and told me how to do it.
I get… A few hours to learn how, before we go back. Then… Well, I can either do
it or not. Wish me luck?” He was back into Standard, which Tor used as well.


“All of it. Go. Time is flying,
as you said. Try not to die? That would be hard to explain and probably start a
war with your people.” He seemed to mean it.


Rich shook his head, then grinned


“It really wouldn’t. This is my
choice, after all. Back home it would be death due to misadventure, meaning
that I made the wrong choice. That or suicide. No one would even blame
you for it. Anyway…”


The tile in his hand needed to be
tapped this time, instead of simply hurting instantly. When that happened, Tor
doing it with a single finger, as Rich held the smooth thing which seemed to
have a glowing pink letter P on the front with a single line through the bottom
of it, the discomfort started instantly. It was an ache that ran between his
shoulders at first, then slowly tried to turn into a burning sensation.


He slapped his focus onto the
thing, which did bring some relief. Then, instead of allowing him to hold fast
at that level, the magic on the thing started to make things hurt even more. It
was, for a long time, all he could do to stay ahead of the thing. It hurt the
whole time, but wasn’t really torture. It was like having a tooth ache, really.
Constant and throbbing, except not in his head, which always made things like
that easier to take.


After some time, a thing he
couldn’t have measured for the life of him, everything faded. His eyes were
closed, since that had happened instantly, to block out any distractions around
him. He came-to, sitting cross legged on the floor, with the stone being pulled
from his fingers, gently. He expected to see Tor there, since the man had been
there when the thing had been activated, either moments or hours before. It
wasn’t him at all.


Instead, standing there over him
wasn’t anyone that he recognized at first. A giant with red hair and a young
face. It wasn’t until he turned his focus to the man directly that he
understood who was there. Over him. Looming, without meaning to be.


Alphonse, the heir to the throne
of Noram.


What he was doing there,
in the front hallway of Tor’s house, Richard didn’t know at all. It didn’t
really make any sense to him, he had to admit. He tried to stand up, feeling
sore and stiff from his time of sitting.


The man held out a cup, instantly.
A simple thing that seemed to be made of metal, which held nothing more than
clean water. Taking a sip, Richard nodded.


Then spoke in standard.


“Thanks. I… seem to have lost
some time there. Which isn’t good. There’s a schedule.” A bit of panic spread
through him then, since he still had work to do, he knew.


The tan giant smiled down at him.


“Ambassador Mableton took the
others away three days ago. You have four more days here to learn what you
need, before you have to report for your duty in your own world.” The man
looked at the pain stone and shook his head. “That… Tor told me that as soon as
you are gone, I should take that thing from you and either use it myself or
toss it into the deepest part of the sea. He doesn’t really say things like
that lightly. I mean, yes, the part where I’m clearly too soft and
pampered gets mentioned, hence using it myself… Removing magics like that
generally isn’t. Was it that bad?”


Clearing his throat and putting a
hand out, since he was sitting cross legged on the floor, Richard shook his
head. His mind was still focused and sharp, though the world felt distant and
remote from him. It was very different than how he’d ever felt before.


“It’s about the same as the
language learning stones. Well, except that you get a chance to not feel the
pain by focusing, instead of learning new things perfectly. In a way it’s
easier, after a while. Get the first rock from Taman and do that one, then
this. I think, at least. It hurt, I won’t lie about that. Still, it’s
manageable and like I said, you get a chance to make things go away a lot more
easily, using this one. I… Should get up and walk around a bit… Then sleep and
get to work on the rest of things.” He wasn’t feeling anything in particular,
though his legs tried not to work, when he got up.


At first. A thing he could fix by
going into the mirror world, of course.


The huge man took the now empty
silver cup and placed his other hand out, to aid Richard in standing up. The
pain tile had gone into a side pocket, as if the man figured that if he didn't
hide the thing Rich would greedily steal it. That wasn’t going to happen. It
seemed to have gotten him the needed start on things, if it worked at all.


The deep voice spoke to him
gently, as if he were ill. That wasn’t the case. He felt fine, really. Good
even. Simply different than before.


“You need to eat as well. Tor
asked me to look after you, since we have to make certain you can do your duty
in your own world soon. I used to do things like this for him when we were in
school. After as well, in the war with Austra. The last one, that is. Relations
are better now. He was a lot worse about it, of course. Building
miracles that no one else could have, sitting in place for up to a month at a
time, hardly moving at all. You didn’t seem to be moving either. I figured that
once you stopped taking water, it meant you were deep enough for what you need
to do. As it is, you could probably learn magic already, with the skills you
just earned, doing this. Will Baker mentioned that to me, the other day.” There
was a grin then. “More to the point, he suggested that I learn to do magic on
my own, since it can come up. I’m a bit old for that kind of thing, of course.
Thirty-six is hardly a school boy.” The man didn’t look that old at all.


Richard understood the idea. It
was simply wrong. His entire life had been one of constantly learning new
things. Right until the last ten years, as he waited for death to find him. Not
learning anything new was really how he mentally marked the end of his life.
The point where he’d given up and knew that death was the next adventure.


“I don’t know, Prince Alphonse… I’m
ninety-four… Ninety-five now, I think. If I can learn new tricks, there’s no
reason for you not to as well. Besides, you’re immortal, right? That’s got to
change the equation. No one that’s going to be around in fifty years has any
excuse for being lazy that way.”


The words got a sour look and
then a chuckle, as a large hand on his back moved Richard to a large sofa. It
was sitting again, instead of walking, or running for exercise, but it felt
good. Different muscles being brought into use, stretching and relaxing as the
cushion took his weight. His behind, which was bony and a little lacking in
padding at the best of times, actually felt a bit bruised from being on the
hard floor for three days. There was no raw feeling of bed sores yet, which was
nice, now that he thought of it.


Those had been a constant threat
near the end of his life.


The Prince, playing servant,
jogged out of the room, only to come back ten minutes later with a large
platter, heaped with more food than Richard was going to be able to eat. Even
on a good day it wouldn’t have been happening. It was a bit odd, being spiced
meats and cheeses mainly, with slices of tart fruit and a spread of some kind made
of chopped veggies. That and oil, he thought.


There was a little paddle that he
was supposed to use to spread the stuff on bits of cheese. At least Alphonse
did that, before trying to feed him bites of food, like an invalid. He smiled
at that, then did the work himself. He was tired, but that was all. Besides, it
felt a bit creepy, being fed by a man like that.


Finally, as the food was mainly
gone, the giant man, his face a bit heavy at the cheekbone and jaw, even if he
was thin enough otherwise, laughed a bit.


“There is that, isn’t there? The
rules for a person who might live hundreds or even thousands of years have to
be different than for one who is halfway through with it all already. I’ll see
to doing it then. Learning what Tor has pushed me to for nearly twenty years
already. I hear that you used guilt to get Dareg Canton and Timon Baker to
learn the language of the Ysidril as well? There was some indelicate use of
your name, I believe, after the fact.”


The man actually seemed reticent
to mention that part of things. As if he were telling on his friends, rather
than joking about what a pushy a-hole Richard was.


Then, Richard hadn’t been
trying to use guilt at all, in the first place. Really, it had been an attempt
at kidding with Tim Baker, at the time. The man had simply taken his words to
heart, for some reason. Not that it hurt anyone to know more than they did
before. That kind of misunderstanding was a danger of working with a different
culture like he was doing. He simply didn't know enough to actually prevent
that kind of thing from taking place, even if he was careful.


So he simply nodded.


“Well, they get to punish me by
coming up with training for customs and protocols here. They can do that? You
can help them with it.” That had been the plan the last that he’d heard.


Alphonse shook his head, seeming
happy though.


“I already did that one,
with the wizard Taman. She’s attractive, isn’t she? I haven’t had a lot to do
with her before these last days, being that we run in slightly different
circles and all that. Still, she spoke highly of you, several times.” The man
stopped then and rolled his eyes a bit. “Which, once you have the
teachings we were working on, you’d recognize as me trying to set you up to date
her. She’s a bit small, physically, or I’d consider doing that myself. I’m
related to Tor, by odd chance and machination of an Ancient, but not her, even
if he’s her older brother. There was genetic manipulation used to make Tor into
a clone of his grandfather, where her mother is actually a clone of her
grandmother, so there is no crossing there at all.”


The words got him to nod, taking
bites of food, slowly, as he thought of what to say. Finally, he went with the
truth. Ignoring the complicated parts with the family line. That they had
cloning in their magical world was neat, though not that surprising. They rode
horses around and still had space colonies. He refused to be shocked by
anything they did, given that.


“She’s a doll. Lovely, I mean.
Perfect, really. Nice and intelligent as well, which are great traits to have.
I’m just… So much older than she is. Also, from a different world. That
has to be a problem, don’t you think?”


The words got Alphonse to shake
his head, which seemed to mean the same thing there as it did back home.


“No? No one would think anything
of her marrying a man nearing a hundred if he had a high enough station, after
all. You seem to count for that, given your work. Plus, we weren’t talking that
kind of thing yet. Just that you date. Go on outings and possibly have
relations, if you both want to do that sort of thing. That… I think the rules
here, for nobles, are different than what you are used to? At least Ambassador
Mableton mentioned something like that. You don’t regularly have more than one
person you are seeing that way, do you?”


The cheese he was eating had a
rind on it, that was highly spiced. Not hot though. It flavored the whole thing
as he ate it, with the vegie mash. That was a lot like pesto, though not as
strictly green. The flavor was mild enough.


“Well, me, personally? I
haven’t dated or done anything like that in… Decades, to be honest. Most people
back home only see one person at a time. You can do more, but that tends
to be a bit sketchy. Not done by polite and good people. I’ve sort of had my
eye on Kerry Yoder, to be honest. Again, she’s young for me. Even if I do look
like this now. That part is new. Three, four months back I looked old. I
mean, clearly ready to die in my bed, that kind of thing. It’s hard to make
changes like that.”


The man said a single word, which
was “Hmm.”


Then he grinned.


“Then, get over it? Move past
that and forget that you had that going on, except for the lessons it brought
you? After all, if I have some alien man telling me to finally get off
my soft behind and finally learn magic, you can see a few women and not
feel bad about it. After all, you look no older than… What? Fourteen or so?”


The man seemed to mean it, which
had Richard smiling.


“Back home I’d be closer to
seventeen or eighteen that way. Do people age differently here?”


That got a hand to wave in the
air.


“Honestly? It’s the size.
By fourteen I was nearly six-six. I can see that you have older features, so
made a guess. It used to drive Tor crazy, when we were boys at school. Everyone
thought he was a first year student, even after three or four years there.
Nobles here tend to be tall and to look down on those who are too much smaller.
It’s a failure of my people. I had that trait removed when I was made immortal,
myself. That doesn’t mean I don’t have any prejudices left, clearly. Sorry
about that.”


The man didn’t seem to be doing
that in particular with Richard or the IPB personnel, as far as Rich could
tell. If anything he was more polite than they deserved. He was a freaking
Prince, after all. The rest of them were just… People. Worse, Infected
ones.


Still the advice was good, so
Richard nodded up at the man.


“Right. Well, I could try that, I
suppose. Not that I know how to start. I’m so far from that kind of thing,
dating, that I don’t really recall how it’s done. Worse, I’m pretty certain
that what people did when I was a boy is actually different now.”


Alphonse, seeing that the meal
was done for the time being, took the large silver tray, most of the food still
on it. Then he stood up.


“Easy enough, then. Ask about it.
Ambassador Mableton will tell you, for your world and possibly ours. As for
Taman… Well, she told me that you were interesting that way. Several times.
Send a note and suggest an outing, with a way for her to politely decline, if
she wants? I doubt she’ll say no. Not without at least a counter offer. Not
that she’ll expect anything too rapidly from you that way. Is there anyone else
you have an eye for?”


The words weren’t leading, though
there actually was.


“Eve Benson? I don’t know if you
know her. She’s the one woman that I’ve actually had some success in getting to
know, since my change.” He meant sex and wasn’t going to say it that
way. Oddly, the tall man nodded, seeming to pick up what he really meant.


“Ah? Ambassador Benson? She’s lovely.
Much like a young Queen Tiera. Back when she was shorter, I mean. That, three
women, is a good start. As for her people’s customs… I suggest asking her
directly. That or Jim, the teacher of such things from their world? He’s
a fascinating fellow, as well. A school boy, selected from there to come here
and teach us about their people. The idea originally was that if we had to kill
him for insult or failure, no one with an army would mind that much. A fiction
of course, since abusing a notable such as him would be insane. The ploy
used means that we can ask him such things as how to use the bathrooms in his
world and how to get Ambassadors into bed without it being rude, however. You
should make an appointment with him.”


Richard could see the use of that
kind of person, really. They probably needed to both get someone in from Noram
for that and see if they could collect up this Jim for his world as well. Not
that it was Rich’s job to do things like that, strictly speaking. He had a
specific task for the IPB already. Bringing that kind of thing up or even
making it happen was a good way to get in with a lot of different people if you
made sure to be useful enough.


The more he was involved in
things, the easier it would be for him to find out what they had and to get his
own crew hooked up that way. Since that was a group of people that kept growing
on him, it was important to expand his reach, if possible.


“How do I do that, do you know?
Get an appointment like that?”


“With Master Jim? Easy enough,
find Ambassador Benson and ask her about it. She normally sets his arrangements
that way, I understand?” There was a smile then, telling the other man that the
Prince understood the irony of doing things that way.


Still, it could work and was
an excuse to meet up with the woman.


Not that he was going to be doing
it that day.


“I need to get some sleep, then
get up and start trying to… I’m learning to move other people at a distance, if
I can manage it. My powers might allow it. I’ve been told so. I’ve only ever
moved a cat before, with me. There are some tricks to it, I think.”


Those words got a nod.


“Come, this way, then. We have a
room selected for you. Will you require me for the next portion of things? To
serve you?” There was a nod toward the food in his hands from the giant man.


Looking up at him, Richard nearly
said no. After all, he wasn’t going to be sitting in place, needing to be given
sips of water as he struggled not to be in agony.


Then he realized that he could
use a bit of help with the whole thing, if it worked at all.


“Yes? Not to serve me, since I
can do that for myself. I need to practice moving people around if it works at
all. Would you be willing to do that?” He didn’t add that it might be
dangerous. After all, that was just the truth and should be apparent. The Prince
was a brave man, though, so it seemed to be about right that way.


To show that portion of things,
the man nodded, easily and without hesitation of note.


“I can do that. I should come and
get you in… A day? To allow you to rest after your ordeal here?”


That sounded nice. Richard shook
his head, making the move bigger than he felt like doing.


“Eight hours. I really don’t have
time to rest. Which is a shame. I’m really good at resting. It’s
definitely in my top ten list of skills.”


The man laughed at the joke, and
it was meant as one, so Rich was able to smile. Then he let himself be led to a
room directly, the tray of food being carried the whole time instead of being
settled on a table or taken to wherever it needed to be dumped off, first. 


The room he was given was just up
the stairs, to the right of the grand staircase. One level up. As rooms went,
the thing was larger than his entire apartment back home. To be honest, it was
nearly three times the size of that, with a single vast bed in the middle of
the room. Slightly toward the far wall. There were windows and they showed that
it was still daylight out.


The Prince made that go away,
with a touch on the wall, standing near the door. It didn’t shutter the window,
just cause the thing to become part of the wall. A thing that now looked to be
made of wood or stone that was covered with gold and cream-colored silk.


That was magic, of course. The
whole place was built of it. Instead of offering to steal one of those for
himself, Richard simply changed his clothing, to make lightweight, blue colored
pajamas. Those left his feet bare, which didn’t get him glared at or anything.
It was, more or less, what he was used to wearing to sleep in.


The Prince gave a very gentle bow
from the door, so he returned it, just before crawling into bed.


The man spoke as he closed the
door.


“Eight hours then, Mr. Drake.
I’ll be here… Do I insist that you get up, if you can’t?” There was some doubt
in the words.


Richard understood the idea
behind them. He was, there in Noram, a dignitary of sorts. Even if he wasn’t
important. Pounding on the door too loudly might be a rudeness that would
require a war to these people. At least in theory.


“If I don’t wake up fast enough,
you have permission to dump a bucket of ice water on me. That and drag me from
bed. If that doesn’t work… Well, then call a doctor. I’m not that hard
to wake up, normally. Not since I changed.” Back at Shady Lane there had been
times when he’d slept most of the day away, of course.


No one had been bothered by that
at all.


Really, it was probably easier on
the orderlies and nurses that way, if he wasn’t going to be able to get up and
actually take care of himself. Not that he blamed them for it. Shady had been
typical of its kind of place, notable in that the people there actually did
their jobs well. He was the one paying for it, so had been careful about making
certain they weren’t secretly monsters. The worst thing they’d done to him
there was abandon him to drown when a hurricane came.


Him and several other patients.


It was murder, since they knew
what would happen to them all, of course. Not that he hadn’t gotten the basic
idea at the time. The ones left were all so old that they probably couldn’t
have gotten out of bed safely. Except for Gary, the whiner. He’d clearly been
left because the staff there simply didn't like him.


In the end, Richard had saved his
life. Along with help from several other people. Tank and his crew. If any of
the older people still lived, he didn't know. Howard, what he’d been called at
the time, had simply vanished in the storm. He’d be presumed dead, of course.


So had the old cat that lived
there, Tabby.


That was what he was thinking
about, when his head hit the very soft pillow. The last thing he was thinking
of, right until the bucket of incredibly cold water hit him, hours later.


Gasping, he sat up straight. A
guilty looking giant, in a very nice suit of clothing, which was black and
purple, seeming to be a uniform if a foreign one, standing over him, holding
the tub that had been once filled with bits of ice and what seemed to be twenty
gallons of liquid.


Rather than snap at the man that
he’d been using a figure of speech, he simply nodded and shivered at the same
time, still sitting in the now soaking bed.


“That worked! I’ll get up now, I
promise… How do we clean this up?”


The man smiled then, since he
wasn’t being screamed at, as Richard scrambled from the now soaking bed. The
cold water brought to mind the last time that had happened to him. This time
when he stood up there was no chest deep plunge into cold water at least.
Richard also didn’t think he was dead, so it was better, even if he wasn’t that
comfortable for the moment.


Alphonse smiled at the scene,
instead of seeming upset by the idea that they’d see to that themselves.
Richard really didn't want the maid wondering if his bladder had failed him in
the night.


The Prince waved at the bed.


“I can handle that. Perhaps you
should clean up for the day? I don’t know what you need… Food first, perhaps?
Some coffee?”


That sounded good, to be honest.
He was going to drag through the day without something to prop him up, even if
he had a full eight hours of rack time. Worse, he needed to hurry and not
linger over things. If he was able to do anything at all, it was going to be
down to luck, he feared.


“Some toast and that coffee?
Black, if it’s a thing here. Then… Well, I go into the mirror and see if I can
shift you around to a different room. Warning, you’ll probably be
standing around for hours, before anything happens at all. This kind of thing
is mainly trial and error for me… well, fingers crossed?” He wasn’t
superstitious at all, but did it anyway. Just in case he was wrong about that
sort of thing.


The large Prince, rather
awkwardly, copied him. Then he fled the room, to the hallway, calling out in a
hushed voice.


“I need some toast and black
coffee for Mr. Drake. At a run, please!”


Then he returned before Rich even
figured out that the door across from him led to a bathing chamber. He didn't
allow himself a lot of luxury that way, even if the room with its giant tub and
tiled shower invited that kind of thing. Instead he simply used the provided
materials to shower, shaved with a straight razor for the first or second time
in about forty years, brush his teeth with licorice flavored paste and brush
his hair. That was still professionally short, so did what he wanted well
enough.


Then, dressed in a simple brown
outfit, he moved back, to find his bed dry and made already, with a tray, one
covered with a dome of silver that had a knob on the top, waiting for him.
Prince Alphonse sat near the simple food, and lifted the lid rapidly.


They didn’t talk while Richard
ate and drank the coffee with a bit of a vengeance. As if he meant it or
something. It was strong enough to be horribly bitter as well as hit him with a
feeling of jittery warmth after a few moments. When it was done, he stood.


“Now, I’ll go inside and see
about moving you to a different room here. This will… Probably take a while.”


It really did.


Still, less than six hours later,
he was able to move the giant Prince all over the place without issue. It took
a lot of focus, but that was all. A thing that, thanks to magic and his
new crew, he had in spades.











Chapter fourteen


 


The new trick he was supposed to
practice, one mentioned to him by Prince Alphonse, was to go to a different
reality, then bring the giant man to him. He could have gone to the base
and worked from there, except that he wanted to see if he could do it from
someplace a bit more difficult than that. One that he didn't think of as being
home, inside his deeper mind. So, Richard took himself to find Eve Benson, who,
for the second time in a row, was in an ice cream shop. A different one this
time, while still oddly showing a theme. Which could have been worse, he had to
suppose. He came in from the back room, since that was what people did there,
he thought.


At least he saw a man do that, as
he was watching things happen, through the mirror inside his head.


Eve was there, as well as a good
looking, rather busty girl behind the counter. That and the man who had walked
in. He recognized the fellow, of course, since he looked just like Tobin
Peterson. Kerry’s now former boyfriend. If they didn't get back together.


Bridget had said that they
shouldn’t get involved there, in a formal fashion. No one had told him
not to date the woman though, now that she was single. For that matter,
Alphonse had sort of hinted that he should do that, along with the other
ladies they’d talked about. It was certainly a different set of morals being
used. Then, he’d lived a life of playing outside the conventional guidelines
that way.


He had to bring Alphonse in
first, pulling two mirrors together, merging them into one, then slightly
trading one for the other. Then, instantly, he moved into place himself, ending
up standing right next to the huge fellow.


He called out, in English. It
was, conveniently enough, the language of the place.


“Hello? It’s Richard Drake and
Prince Alphonse Cordes. Coming up, unless that’s not allowed?” They could leave
after all. The trick had worked, which was the point of the moment.


There was a soft clatter, as two
people ran toward them. Slowly, he thought. Eve had mentioned that she was kind
of fast, when she wanted to be. As in people couldn’t see her when she moved.
This sounded like a polite jog and took long enough for Rich to think about.


When the Tobin looking fellow and
Eve got there, both of them smiling, they snapped in half, bowing. Going low.
Given it was their place, that meant Alphonse and himself had to get lower than
that, at least in angle. It took some work.


Eve spoke first, smiling hugely.


“Okay, this is new! You worked
out how to bring people with you?” The words were for him, directly, clearly
meaning that the woman was clever, mentally. Not that he would have doubted
that. None of the line walkers were dull witted. They probably couldn’t be.
It just took too much focus and effort to do it the normal way.


He had powers, which made it
easier, of course.


“Better than just that. I can
snag a person from one place and put them in another world, without going
myself at all. Stuff, too, I bet. So, you know, I’m not just the greatest thief
in one world, I’m proclaiming myself the King of Thieves for all
of them. All hail the king.” He was kidding, though interestingly, Alphonse
bowed to him then, going nearly as low as the others had just done.


The man seemed rather sober about
the whole thing, as well.


“King Richard Drake.”


The Tobin looking man just nodded
at first, then bowed himself.


“King Rich. I guess we can
go with that one for real, if you want? Not that you should get a big
head about it. I mean, you’re pretty close to correct, about what you can do.
It’s just that if you get all egotistical about it, I’ll have a harder time
convincing you to work for me for free, later. It could come up, so you know,
don’t do that part.”


The words were filled with humor
and seemed conversational enough, really.


Richard waved it all away.


“I’m kidding. Thieves
don’t need a king. That would just be me being pretentious. Anyway, I came to…”
The real answer was that he’d come to do what he had, which was finished now.
There was no real reason for him to stick around, given that. Even if it was
nice to see Eve again.


Alphonse, for the first time,
said enough that it was clear he was now fluent in English, which got a smile
from the vampire woman.


“We were speaking earlier, Mr.
Drake and myself, about setting up an appointment for Master Jim, in the IPB
world? I think he might be ready for that kind of thing now. Also, Mr. Drake
was asking after a date with you soon, Ambassador Benson. If you aren’t
otherwise engaged or the rules here prohibit that, of course.”


Rich didn't glare at the man,
who’d jumped right over him suddenly with his words. After all, he was clearly
trying to back Rich up in what he wanted. That his ego might not be able to
take that kind of thing at the moment was his problem, obviously.


Eve didn’t demure though, simply
nodding.


“That sounds fun. I do have a
girlfriend, Kait. She’s the Alede line walker, so is cool with me dating other
people, too. Really, you should meet her as well, Rich. I think you’ll
like her. Pretty much everyone does. So, yes, let’s go out soon? Now, if
you want? I’m kind of between gigs for the council and Karen doesn’t actually
need me to babysit her, if you can believe that. David is coming in soon and he
doesn’t need me either. I just live in town, so hang out here, like some kind
of loser who never leaves work.” She seemed a bit upset on the last portion of
things.


Not that he got it, exactly, not
until the other man spoke.


Introducing himself, first.


“Troy Lopez. I used to be the
Trickster god, Loki. Now I mainly knock around, helping people out, when they
don’t understand they need me. Eve and I should go back to your world with you.
For a summit meeting that comes out of nowhere, naturally. Get Alphie here in
on that as well and… Well, we can dig up a few others, if we try hard enough.”
He stopped then and winked. “We’ll be the cover operation for the IPB while you
depose the freaks in your system. Really, we should get it televised. Then get
our boss to claim that whoever took over the internet and airwaves was doing it
to try and harm the Infected and inter-world relations. No one will really
care, but like I said, cover.”


The idea wasn’t actually the
worst one that he’d heard of. Well, it was, as far as a real meeting
went. Anyone setting something like that up on the fly probably deserved to be
drop kicked into a wood chipper. As a way to show that they, the IPB, were all
too busy and were well accounted for, being live on television like they were…


That part was incredibly
brilliant.


“I… Yes. We can do that. Do I
bring you both in later? I need the practice, only I was hoping to keep my
powers secret that way, so I could kidnap some people later, if it came up.”


Eve snorted a little bit then.


“We’ve got this. Sweetie.” She
paused then. “Honey? Honey buns? Don’t leave me hanging here, Rich. I’m trying
to make it seem like we’re closer than we really are, so you like me better,
later. Pumpkin?”


“I’m good with Sweetie, I suppose,
Dumplin.” He grinned at the dead woman, who was very old, in her own
way. All the line walkers were, he’d heard. Even Lydia, after a fashion.


She nodded anyway, as did Loki.
The man spoke then.


“We’ll get everyone in for you.
It won’t even cost you anything, except some work later. I have a project in
mind. It will be a few years though, so keep practicing your new trick. Does
that work for you? Just to be clear, I want to clean out a bank vault. The
person that owns it doesn’t deserve to have what they do, so…”


“As if I need that much to get me
interested? I might even have some friends that I can get in on that, if you
want?” Kerry came to mind. She was actually promising as far as being a thief
went.


Too kind about things really but
her skills were pretty top notch that way. Not as much as his were, suddenly,
but having backup was always good, if the person was trustworthy.


The ancient god winked at him
then.


“That sounds good, actually.
We’ll start showing up in three hours? That will be… Close to the middle of the
night there. Prince Alphonse… I’ll be in to get you before that. Call it ten
hours, your time? Once you get back home. Bring some friends with you? We need
to make a pageant of this, I think.”


Richard glanced up at the man.


“Get Tiera Baker in? She needs to
get hooked up into your training program, Troy. She’s Eve from a different
world, if that helps at all?”


The man, looking nice without
being over the top about it, smiled.


“That… Works for me, actually.
Anyone that can do it, line walk, from one reality seems to be able to learn it
in another as well. At least no one has ever failed that way, so far. That
probably means we need to make time for President Hale as well. The Shifter
President? Another version of her can do that already. That… There’s a woman from
your world that’s her too. We met once. Rachel Chambers? Can you get her in, do
you think?”


Rich didn’t know. Instead of
saying that he smiled.


“I can run it past her? We aren’t
close. Then, this kind of thing is important enough that anyone we can get into
the training should probably give it a try. Most people fail, right?”


Eve bit her upper lip then.


“Yeah. The numbers seem to be
settling at about three out of every five hundred. So, if we can get anyone
that’s willing and pretty much certain to make it, it’s worth it to us. So we
can get Tiera in. Rachel Chambers as well. I… She shrugged and looked at Troy.
“What Richard has going on is different than line walking, so I don’t know if
that works out, really.”


Her voice was hesitant seeming
about the topic. Troy went a little wide-eyed, then tilted his head, his eyes
darting all over the room. It reminded Rich a bit of like what Cindy Mableton
did when using her powers.


“Well… Brian Yi isn’t a line
walker, strictly speaking, but can go to other worlds. I think it might be a
bit like that? All the Zacks and Gwen can do it as well, one way or the other.
No, it’s worth trying? I’ll let you bring it up with Bey though.” He stopped
then, and smiled at Richard. “Your double here is named Bey
Transmorguire. He’s on the vampire council. Really nice guy, for a
vampire. When I was a vampire he brought me over. Which means he’s basically my
dad now. I guess we should call him up on that one? At least to try it out.”


There was no instant move to a
phone then, or anything like that.


Rich nodded though, since that
kind of thing was probably hard. It was clear that the old god had both tricked
the vampire man and still thought highly of him. It would be hard to have
conned someone and then make up with them, later. Even if you’d done it to save
the world, which Eve had mentioned as being the case with the whole thing.


Troy had become a vampire, to
save the world. From a bunch of rather angry gods. So it wasn’t some kind of
small thing or game, really. Not even just a way to make himself wealthy or
powerful. That didn't mean the other man, Bey, would be happy to see him, of
course.


“Bring him to the summit? I’ll go
and… Well, first let me get you home, Prince Alphonse. Then I’ll set up a table
and see if we can get a camera or two going, back home. Three hours from when I
leave here?”


Eve chuckled at that bit.


“As if anything between worlds is
ever that exact? Who else should we bring in? Jim?”


That, of course, was a good idea.
After all, they wanted to see about borrowing the man for some questions and
answers if they could.


“That would be good. We need him
to go and select out who’s going to be the Jim from our world, after all. That
sounds fair, right? After all, we don’t have anyone else to train them for the
job.” It wasn’t fair at all and he was joking about it, being a bit random,
since he was a bit flustered, being there with Eve like he was.


A person he apparently had a date
with, soon. He’d need to think of something nice that way. If that was the way
things were done there, being a different world and all that. To find that out,
he really was planning to pump Jim for information.


Troy nodded a little still
looking at things that didn’t seem to be there at all.


“Go now. We’ll handle the rest of
this.”


It took about ten seconds for him
to get into the world of mirrors and another ten to find the place Alphonse was
and where he needed to be, in his own world. In his bedroom, since the man
needed to tell everyone what the plan was that day. Then it took nearly as long
for him to find the head office at the IPB base and move himself into the
lobby. No one was standing in the way or anything, so it wasn’t hard that way.
The trick was that he’d hesitated, not knowing how to bring the whole thing up.


As soon as he was there, with
Lydia manning the front desk, he waved at her. Then headed directly to Turner’s
office.


“Um, we have a bit of an
emergency. I need… Everyone to come to Turner’s office. Now.” He meant the
people there with them, in the office already. Cindy and Lydia, mainly.


He got both of them, Brian Yi,
Karen Young and Dave Wilson. The all blue man spoke first, his voice sounding
mechanical and as if he was doing three part harmony with himself. It was
incredible to hear, really.


“Is this something I’m needed
for?” Why he’d doubt that was hard to tell.


The man didn’t seem to think it
odd that the others were there at all. Brian and Karen. Lydia looked a little
like it hadn’t been about her, as well, really.


“All of us. We have an emergency
summit happening. Here, in three hours our time. It’s mainly a meet and greet.
A real working conference though, so it will need to be televised if possible.
We need to get the rep in from the U.N.  For our people as well. We have the Prince
of Noram coming, Ambassadors from at least one other world. The main topic
seems to be line walkers and building their ranks. We need to have it
televised, if possible.” He stopped, looking at Turner, who for the first time
since they’d met, seemed a little panicked. “Oh! Rachel Chambers… Can we spare
her for a while? It turns out she’s a good line walker candidate. We need to
show that we’re willing to do our part that way, so if she’s willing to try
it…”


Turner nodded then.


“Fuck then. Right. Fuck… Okay, we
need a conference set up in the open gym facility. Brian, get with Carl on
that. He sets up the major facilities changes here most often. We want
something nice. Karen, get on the horn and call up… No, I have to do it. We
need the President on this or he’ll have our asses. Wilson, hit up DHA and FBI.
We need security for this, fast. Not just our own people. This is less than
perfect timing for this, you know that Drake?” There was a growl to go along
with it.


He smiled and shook his head.


“It was put together by Loki, the
Trickster god. Go figure on that one, right?”


The woman made a face that looked
a bit like she’d eaten a lemon then nodded.


“I heard from Avery Rome that
when faced with that type, it’s best to just go along with them. It’s normally
about saving a world, if not the universe, even if us little people can’t see
it…” There was a long pause then, as, clearly, she did see it. Then, the idea
that she, the Director of the IPB was a little person in any sense of the word
was ridiculous.


She nodded then and pointed
firmly at Lydia.


“Get Rome and her people in. All
of the line walkers you can find. We want the human ones too. Zack Hartley and
his people. I don’t know if we’re bringing dates. We need to have some kind of
meal set up as well. Kare, you get on that. Pick who you want to cook for it
and get anyone you need to help. Team Two for that?”


Richard nodded. Not that he knew
for certain why he was doing that.


“They can do that. We want all of
them for it. Teams One and Three will be our guards for the summit. Runners and
all that. We need fancy matching uniforms. Something military, without being
too scary. Camera ready, though. Team Four will run the desk here and help
where needed?” That was Riggs and his imaginary friends. Like June.


The people most like the ones who
would be off in space and taking over the internet. If they were ready at all.
The problem was that he couldn’t ask, in the moment. Handily, Cindy put up
words for him, behind his eyes. From the way half the people jumped in the room
they all saw it.


It said that the mission was a
go, and was planned to take place in five hours and fifteen minutes. A
countdown started then, off to the left of his field of view. That was in
bright red.


Seeing that reminded him that he
needed to date Cindy as well, if he was going to stop being all ageist about
things. Probably Lydia, too. Though that one still felt wrong to him. She was
just so young looking, on the outside.


Touching his arm, Cindy winked at
him.


“Sure? If my fiancé is good with
that, I mean. Noble rules, so it’s probably not a huge problem with him.”


The words told him a lot,
actually. As in that Cin had finally sealed the deal with Willum Baker. He
would have said it was about time, but the honest truth was that it not only
wasn’t his business, he personally hadn’t been around long enough for it to
seem like they were dragging their feet. At least that Mableton had been.


Tabby, the cat, rubbed against
his leg then, distracting him. She meowed once, telling him about her day so
far. There had been a wily insect that had died earlier, attempting to invade
Turner’s office. She’d eaten it, even if it wasn’t all that filling.


Richard smiled at her, as he
picked her up, petting her.


“Good work, then. It’s important
to keep us safe from bugs and things like that.”


Turner looked at the gray cat and
then nodded. Seriously, as if she really meant it.


“That’s right. All kinds of bugs.
If you pick anything up, get with me on it, right away.”


That got another meow, in return,
which was just the little, rather young seeming cat letting the woman know that
she had her back that way.


They all had to break up then in
order to get things done. It really wasn’t even close enough to being enough
time for it. By the time three hours had passed, thanks to the use of Infected
powers, hard work and some Noram style magical clothing amulets, they had
everyone there wearing identical clothing, which were black suits with maroon
lace around the cuffs and collars, shiny black boots with the pant legs tucked
in and round black hats with bills on them.


It looked a little fancy and
girly to him, but it was his own fault. He’d asked for something
military seeming without being too threatening. Tidy black with lace being
visible would do the trick, he had to guess.


Even better, they were all going
to be seen on television that way, since short notice or not, telling the world
that a bunch of aliens were coming to talk about open relations and the travel
system got attention pretty darned quick.


It wasn’t going to be seen
globally or anything, but their own IPB alert system and several local stations
would be covering it, with two of the four big twenty-four-hour news channels
being there already, set up to watch everything.


Still, they were barely ready to
do anything when the first people came out of the tiny red hut. That, because
Cindy was a marvel, had been taken down and moved to just outside the
conference room door. That was put back up with the tap of a glowing sigil.
Almost as if planned out, the men and women of the IPB, mainly those from Team
One, stood at attention and marched forward, in two lines. The lock step was
incredible. Practiced even, which wasn’t real.


Then, when the first people came
out, being Prince Alphonse, Tiera Baker and several other important seeming and
mainly tall people, including Samantha and Eva, both in decorative and lightly
glowing gowns, meant to catch attention, Richard found himself marching over to
them. Very officially. A thing he hadn’t done in nearly seventy years or more.
Back in World War Two, to be exact. So longer ago than that.


He bowed, just outside the box, with
Eve Benson vanishing in front of him, on the inside. Probably off camera. She
was tidied up nicely as well.


The people arrayed there bowed back,
standing when he did.


“This way, if you please? We have
facilities, if needed to refresh yourselves. Food and drink are available as
well. We’ll be having a full meal in several hours, but things can be brought
earlier than that with no trouble at all.” His words were in Standard, though
didn’t sound like him much.


As they walked away Scott
Chambers, Prime, did the next set of people. They didn’t get a bow, being human
line walkers from a world that didn’t do that kind of thing. The words used
were nearly identical, if in English.


That someone was controlling them
was pretty clear. Richard just wasn’t certain who to thank for their timely
assistance. Whoever it was had his thanks though, anyway. It turned the whole
event from a near disaster into something that was going to seem planned and
polished as it was showed on C-span. At least he thought they might be picking
it up. That was the kind of boring thing they liked, as far as he knew.


There were chairs set up, with
tables. They simply filled in, from the front left, moving right and then
starting on the next row again, until they were nearly filled. It took about an
hour and a half for everyone to arrive, with the people from Eve’s world being
the ones in the very back. If that bothered them it didn’t show at all.


That was mainly Avery Rome, who
was a darling seeming partially black girl with curly hair and a face made for
the movies, Troy Lopez, who was right next to her, pretending not to be a god,
if that was possible. Eve, a really attractive version of Marcia Turner and
himself.


At least he thought he recognized
the face, from having looked in the mirror at it for close to forty years. It
was older than his own was now, of course, seeming to be about thirty, give or
take a few years. Maybe a well kept forty. The man was just as lean though and
smiled at him charmingly when they locked eyes.


Nothing had started yet, since no
one had anything planned. He was about to go over to the table and meet with
Eve again, when he found himself, quite without meaning to, marching very
formally up to the front of the room. All of the IPB people did that. Again, in
perfect lock step. They all ended up at the front, marching in a half circle,
with Richard and Marcia Turner coming up through the center, ending at the
podium. A bit goofily, Marcia stomped to a stop, allowing him to move up to the
microphone.


Then he spoke, in English first.


“Welcome, all of you. This summit
was called by the Tricksters, to bring us together and speed along our
collective line walking program. We are proud to announce that several new
volunteers are entering the ranks of the training program. We’re using the term
volunteer loosely, of course. From our world, Rachel Chambers and Marcia
Turner, the head of the IPB, will be taking that course of study. From the
world of Eve Benson we have Bey Transmorguire. From the world of Ambassador Clemance
Thomson, already a line walker in his own right, we have Tom, the Ysidril.
Let’s show our appreciation of these good and brave souls and the hardships
they will face for all of us.”


Then he repeated the same message
in Standard and Ysidril. When he looked out there was, indeed a table filled
with such beings, including Tom and Area under the Arc.


He bowed then and spoke again.


“Now, we have Marcia Turner,
Director of the IPB, to begin the conversation about how to increase
participation in the very taxing and difficult to master field of line
walking.”


He moved back. Standing there as
Turner moved in. Speaking as easily as if she’d had a speech prepared on the
topic. More so than that, really.


Rich still didn’t know who was
controlling them all. He was still very grateful, but the idea of not knowing
was also bothering him a bit. At least it was until words flashed up behind his
eyes. He didn't flinch when it happened, since they faded in slowly.


Saying only Christian Pours.


She was one of the best telepaths
in the world, if not someone that he’d worked with much. Still, there they
were, in front of the world, with the woman backing them all up, like they were
crew. The rest of the IPB was there as well. Each doing their part, or at least
not screaming about mind control yet, which was close to being the same thing.
Even the ones he didn't know were off in the kitchens, getting things ready for
a fancy meal, even if that had to seem like it didn't make any sense at all at
the moment.


Even better, after the first five
minutes of talking, Marcia got to sit down at the head table, as other people
moved to the podium to speak about their ideas. When Bey the vampire did it,
the man didn’t even whine about being ordered into service, even if it was
going to be hard to manage.


“This is a great and wonderous
day! For several years, we of the vampire council have wished to improve our
world’s ability to travel from place to place. We have managed with some
success. Now we have that skill to share with the worlds outside our own. We
offer our full aid and support in this endeavor. To this end, we offer our
friends, Eve Benson, and Troy Lopez to aid in such training until such time as
we have enough line walkers for each world to feel well represented.” He seemed
happy enough about saying the words.


Even if Eve frowned at them a
bit. Interestingly. Troy didn’t, just nodding along from next to Avery Rome. He
took her hand and held it for a bit.


When Bey stepped down, one of the
Ysidril, this one being Hess, moved into place. He spoke in standard first,
which had Rish making his name appear on the front of his clothing, even if it
broke up the uniformity and then translating for the man. Using the same mic,
which meant placing a hand on the four-armed alien’s back for stability as he
leaned in.


 “When asked to serve, it is the
duty of each of us to do our parts. The greatest serve most. We of the Ysidril
and separately but with equal fervor, we of Mars, also give the full
weight of our efforts and work to this project, for the good of us all. We have
one thousand volunteers standing ready for testing in this. That should lead to
six beings able to perform the task. We all hope that the response will be the
same from this and all other worlds, if not better.” Then, carefully, the alien
man bowed.


That had everyone from the IPB in
the room doing it back, with the Noram contingent doing exactly the same. Not
everyone managed it, but enough did for it to look real for the cameras.


They went on that way, with funds
being offered by the people from Noram, which included a full sized and too
pretty looking Tor Baker, who offered a sizable amount of gold as well as
magics to feed, clothe and house those learning.


Hartley the Human Line Walker
offered his people to aid in training, in order to speed things up, which had
Troy standing in the back of the room, clapping loudly. Alone at first, though
soon everyone was doing it. It was a bigger deal than it probably seemed at
first, being that the man saying it was the first real line walker, as
far as anyone knew. The one who had trained most of the others, originally.


Then, just as Samantha the energy
being was moving forward to add something of her own, a clamor started on the
edges of the room. With the news people. One of them, a bit rudely, moved
forward. His voice was both baffled and pretentious.


“We… Something is going on. We’re
off the air. Still recording, so we should do that… but…” he clutched his ear
then and listened for a while. “Okay… Got it Brad… That…”


After about a minute the man
moved to the front of the room, acting as if history were about to be made.


“Ladies and gentlemen. The internet,
all television programming and all radio have been taken over. It seems that
this is some sort of terrorist attack.” He actually seemed scared.


For his part, his voice being
calm and for the first time that evening, his own, Richard moved to the
microphone himself.


“Can we get a television in here?
What do they want? We should secure the diplomats here. Can we ready transport
to their worlds?” He looked at Hartley then, the man standing up while nodding.


His voice was strong, even if he
looked fairly average really. Thin and hard working. That was a good look for a
man.


“We’ll do that directly. Then
come back here, in case you need help, fighting.” Those words, interestingly
enough, had most of the people staying put. The Ysidril, being wise and totally
nonviolent like they were, all left. The rest of them either pulled weapons or
seemed to be ready to rush head long into battle for the strange world they
were in.


It was both a danger and a good
thing to see happening. A great one. After all, having friends was a plus in
life, most of the time. These were, at least so far, some of the best pals he’d
ever had.











Chapter fifteen


 


Marcia Turner, following the long
held IPB tradition, went on the air live as soon as possible. That was after
eight hours of every television station, radio broadcast and the entire world’s
internet having been totally co-opted. Except for the cartoon network. That one
had been Bridget Chamber’s idea, so that the little kids of the world would
have at least one thing to see that didn't involve some of the most gruesome
footage and stories that anyone had ever heard.


The world reacted in a strange
way. True, most of them were horrified by what they were seeing. The rest had
divided almost instantly into two camps. First, about ten percent of people
simply refused to think that what had been shown could be real at all. Even if
the video feeds were all solid and untampered with. They simply showed too many
high-powered people, doing far too many monstrous things.


There was a second, larger group
that, as soon as the internet was back, simply agreed that it was all
real. Worse, that they’d heard tales of that kind of thing for decades in some
cases and had done nothing about it. Which was what they all figured would be
happening to the very powerful then, as well.


That was, that no prosecution
could touch some of the worst offenders. They were, as they no doubt liked to
tell people, simply above the law. Like the ex-secretary of state, who actually
muttered that on television, even if there had been video playing of her and
her girlfriend skinning a girl’s face and wearing it around while mocking the
kid.


Going live on television was a
mistake, of course.


As she stood there, claiming that
the world was seeing lies and that she couldn’t be touched for it, actually
foaming at the mouth, she caught on fire. The flames were a brilliant green and
not anything that Richard had expected as well. The screams were terrible, of
course.


That happened to every single
person who had been called out on the net or television that day who dared to
be seen in public trying to defend themselves.


Rich didn’t run to Mableton for
answers, though the woman put some letters behind his eyes to explain it all.
That part was a bit surprising. He’d figured that, if it wasn’t her doing,
directly, then it was some Infected person striking back, knowing that the evil
people of the world really were almost totally untouchable.


It wasn’t. Instead it seemed that
it was an eleven-year-old boy and several of his friends who had escaped from
people like that. Only after learning magic enough to keep themselves safe.


As the highly powered creepers
died, the video of what they’d done, mainly censored, went live on the web. Not
just the deep portions of it, the whole thing. Which meant that by three in the
morning, with a room full of dignitaries still with them, ready to defend the
world from whatever they could, even if it hadn’t been needed so far, the net
was taken down.


The hard way. Thirteen facilities
were blown up, all at the same time, by what seemed to be military teams.


Director Turner nodded at the
idea.


“It will be called terrorism,
even if the only groups that can pull that sort of thing off are all special
forces. Then, the earlier event had to be as well. I don’t know who could
manage that sort of thing. These two events don’t seem related.”


She was speaking to the press,
most of whom were either totally out of touch with their own people, or already
live. Not that the world would really be watching, since it was so early in the
day. No one there had even bothered trying to sleep.


Rich doubted that they’d get to
for a few days, given how tense the world was. At seven, the President, who
niftily enough didn’t have a horror tape that had been released, even if some
of his public enemies had them all over the net, in ways that would be
impossible to hide, made a speech.


They all watched it, wondering if
the man was going to burst into green flame like so many others had. Instead
the rather orange looking fellow who spoke like an educated dock worker,
managed to make his face seem grim. There was a closeup of it, making the man
seem kind of menacing. Some of the news stations even played sinister music
under it.


Which worked, given the statement
being made.


“Our country is facing a massive
crisis. I just signed an emergency powers act that will allow us to place all
resources into punishing the wrong doers and to restore our infrastructure. We
will have trial by military tribunal, starting in thirty days. I urge everyone
to stay calm and remember that we are a land ruled by laws, not men and not
those who would harm the most innocent amongst us.” Then, having made the shortest
speech of his career, the man practically stormed off the stage.


When the rather flabbergasted
funny boy from CNN spoke next, the darker skinned one who had made his chops
attacking anyone that didn't think like he did, the man made a mistake.


“Did… I really just hear that?
The President of the United States is planning to declare martial law and take
over as dictator for life? We all know what emergency powers means! This
is… This is it. We need to rise up in the streets and fight. Get out of your
houses and attack the racist conservatives! Now is the time, the last that we
have. If we don’t fight this evil now, fight these blatant lies and liars, then
all is lost. Go and take action now. This is the revolution! Go and kill them
all!”


Don, which turned out to be the
man’s name, managed to go on in that vein for about ten minutes, before Richard
excused himself and entered into the mirror in the restroom of the main office.


It took ten seconds to find the
man in a reflection, since he had a mirror under the news desk. Then it took
ten minutes more to deliver the man to the DHS, directly. He didn't really know
who he needed to be packed away to, after all, so it took a while to get it
done.


That meant the man had called for
violence for nearly twenty minutes. In a way that clearly looked like he was
backing up the abusers and killers of the world. Which even Richard was willing
to guess wasn’t actually the case. The man was just blinded by his own ideology
and couldn’t see that good people could disagree with him without actually
being racist, sexist or a homophobe at all.


Instead of talking about the
news, or even people running for the borders, most of the news stations started
to cover that. A vanishing newsman was thought to be the big crime of the day,
for some reason.


At noon, Cindy and Marcia both
came out to the front space of the packed office. Certain people were gone, of
course. Brian Yi was nowhere to be found, for instance. Neither was Lydia or
Team Four. Riggs was still there, actually working in the kitchen like he
normally did. His imaginary friends were all gone, however.


Cin looked at him then, with a
wave.


“Rich, it looks like it’s your
turn to be up. The President has a list of people that we aren’t allowing to escape
the country. Not into freedom, at any rate. We have a spot for them all,
in the newly rebuilt section of Gitmo. I have a map and we have a nice
big mirror put up there for you to use. Want to see who we can take off an
airplane?”


He really did, so nodded. Even if
it wouldn’t seem to show much to the world. Heading to the restroom meant
having to wait, since other people needed to use the thing and the dignitaries
had all packed into the side conference room, to wait for their turn to take
action, if it was needed to protect their friends. The odd thing there was that
at least half of them had clearly worked out what was going on. Possibly more
than that.


That their job there was to hide
the IPB involvement in what was going on. They were brilliant at it as well,
gnashing their teeth and in a few cases literally crying for those who had
died.


Still, they had to let them all
get home, since that was what they’d be doing if the situation was a real one.
The IPB wasn’t really involved, after all. Not past fugitive retrieval.


No one on the list got out of the
country. The lucky ones were found by Richard Drake, who merely used his new
tricks to moved them into a holding cell, on the tip of Cuba. A lot of them
burst into flame, which was a death sentence for everyone it happened to.


Others died in other ways. A few
simply taken by crowds, who’d decided that the self-proclaimed elite wasn’t
above or beyond the law any longer. That got messy, when it took place.
Interestingly, only a small percentage of people tried to kill their
non-leftist neighbors, even if the television was calling for it almost
constantly. That was illegal, and a few of the people were arrested for
doing it, on the air.


By five in the afternoon, the
base was pretty much theirs again, the ambassadors and representatives gone
finally. They didn’t have every person who’d harmed a child locked up or
anything, of course. Interestingly, Marcia Turner went on the air about then,
looking slightly disheveled and silly, wearing her black outfit with the maroon
lace cuffs on it. Like a military pirate, instead of an IPB person.


“As of now, we’re using Infected
powers to locate anyone involved in these alleged crimes. Anyone who wants our
protection can call us and confess to their crimes. You’ll be prosecuted, but
alive. Anyone choosing to run or try to lie… Well, we seem to be losing those
people fast. I wouldn’t wait too long before coming clean.” Then she took
questions.


They actually had a full room of
reporters, though the ones there seemed to mainly know better than to use that
as a platform to call for a leftist revolution to fight the evil President. The
man wasn’t Richard’s favorite either, but the truth was that the crimes people
were being called on weren’t coming from him at all. That, in fact, the worst
people in the world had turned out to be the ones most opposed to the man.


Not that it made him good at all.
Life didn’t really work that way.


Instead of whining about sleep,
or even taking drugs to stay up, Richard spent the next several days stealing
people from where they’d tried to hide, as more and more evidence poured in. A
lot of it was survivors coming forward, now that it looked like they might be
believed. He managed some sleep, on occasion and to keep his cat fed.


That was about it, so days later,
feeling unwashed and seedy, things finally, nearly ground to a halt. They had
the internet back, if in a limited fashion. The news networks had stopped
trying to foment rebellion after six days, finally realizing that it wasn’t
going to work out in a way that saved them. At least two of the major news
stations, the national ones, were clearly being run by freaked out interns who
were too afraid to say anything other than what was coming out from briefings
being given. It was strange, seeing the news actually be news again.
Possibly for the first time in his life, really.


There was no spin and nothing
was left out. They just reported for once.


That idea got him to smile,
before he headed home to catch a shower. Not that he didn't have to go right back
to work. He’d been sleeping there, using Cin Mableton’s office floor for that.
The woman even provided blankets and pillows for anyone that had to do that.


Interestingly, while people had
wondered if the green fire was an Infected power being used, no one had
suggested that the initial attack, the one where the video was run for a third
of a day on every venue in the world, had been them, or even Infected
terrorists.


They had people missing still,
even if it was a week later by the time he really noticed that part of things.
Lydia and Yi showed back up, with Denis and Kerry in tow, all at once. Just
walking through the door to Cindy’s office space. That left the room crowded,
though he got some hugs off of people. Tired things, that showed they’d all been
busy for the whole time.


That or on a bender and none of
them reeked of booze. Just body odor. He didn't let that bother him, cuddling
both the girls and pounding Den and Brian on the back stoutly.


“You managed to save some of
them?” His voice was quiet, though Cindy smiled, sitting at her desk. She
shrugged, then turned to look at him.


“Three thousand, two hundred and
nine boys, girls and women in the last week. We might have to fight to keep our
country together now, but whoever did this actually made it work. The biggest
portion of the corrupt power structure is gone now. Really, we should try to
start taking people back into Noram for work soon. We need to get that piece
with Mark and Olga up, soon. I think people could use some good news about
now.”


Behind his eyes some words
flashed then. From the jumping in the room, especially from Denis, he was
seeing the same thing.


We won.


Which didn’t mean there wasn’t
more work to do, because of it. Every day would probably bring more, for a good
long while. Almost without thinking, he shrugged.


“We need to put butts in the
House and Senate seats. Any ideas of who to get for that kind of thing?”


Yi looked confused for a moment,
then nodded.


“Kevin Moore. The old Director of
the IPB. It’s about time that we had someone in there who has Infected people’s
best interest at heart. He can stand for everyone else at the same time.
Really, we might want to run a few other people. Any ideas?”


Thinking about it, Richard took a
beat, then nodded.


“How about Tank Demore? Sally,
from the fight club, too. They’re both salt of the Earth types. People who
would do a good job, even if the people they’re standing for aren’t
Infected.”


Most of the other people he could
think of were either with the IPB directly and would be needed for other
things, sooner or later or were actual criminals. Tied to the old guard who
were mainly gone now. That kind of person couldn’t be allowed to take over the
reigns of power. Not if they didn't want to have to clean house again in twenty
years.


Somewhere in his talking, Richard
noticed that he’d taken a very tired Kerry’s hand. She didn’t throw him off, so
he just held it, even if Brian was having to pretend not to notice it going on.


Then, rather openly, he turned to
her and smiled.


“We can go and get something to
eat? Maybe we can talk about things?” That would, he decided, be nice. She was
a bit too young for him, but almost everyone was. At least of those in his
current dating pool.


If nothing else the girl was
crew. They all were, really.


After all, together they’d just
pulled off the biggest job of the last ten centuries or more. Even better, they
hadn’t been caught. True, there were other people to thank for that. Tor and
Tim Baker, Eve Benson and her ancient god friend, Loki Lopez…


A lot of people had helped them
to make their world a better place. It wasn’t really visible yet, but it would
show, eventually.


“You know, I wonder what the
world will be like if we can get people in power that are just vain and
selfish, instead of actually evil and trying to hurt people?” He meant it as a
joke, but it came out sounding too somber for that.


Kerry squeezed his hand a little,
as if he’d been speaking to her directly.


“I don’t know. It might not be
different at all. On the other hand, if it isn’t, then whoever did this might
be back. I bet that’s something a lot of people will be thinking about before
they throw their hat in the ring, politically. I know that I would be.”


That sounded correct to Richard.


They walked out then, Kerry and
himself still holding hands. As they moved toward the food, which was about a
quarter of a mile away, the woman nudged him with her shoulder.


“Say… You never told any of us
your real name. Is it… I mean, are we allowed to know it?”


He thought for a minute, mainly
about warrants, old trails of thefts and a few other crimes and realized that
his original name had nothing like that linked to it at all.


“Sure. My given name was Navid.
It means David, in Arabic. My family is, was, Jewish. From Lebanon, back
in the day.”


Kerry smiled at that.


“Navid. That’s neat. Should I
call you that now?”


He nearly told her no, since that
boy, the one who’d had that name, was long dead. Instead, he wrinkled his nose
a bit, then nodded.


“Sure. We can do that. I don’t
know if anyone else will get it. Then, they don’t really need to, do they?”


Holding hands, a thing that
promised a lot more than that, they walked across the open compound, smiling.
After all, they’d both been part of making the world a better place. Illegally
even, which let him be both a good guy and not so bound up by rules that he had
to feel bad about it.


That was enough, for the moment.


Being daring, he gave the gal
next to him a hug with one arm.


Then they kept going, because
that was what you did in life.
















 


Afterword


 


 


If you enjoyed this book and the
others in the series, please take a few moments to consider a review of it?
That kind of thing really helps and your voice matters in the world, so using
it can’t be a bad thing.


 


Also, don’t forget all the other
P.S. Power novels out there to read and enjoy. New efforts are in the works
right now, so check back every month or two if you want to find new works
suddenly appearing!


 


You can also go to pspowerbooks.com to find out about the latest works,
to make suggestions and to find out about what P.S. Power is doing in the rare
moments that he isn’t working on your next bit of written entertainment. (It’s
wild and crazy. No, seriously. Just… Insane.)


 


We hope to see you all there,
very soon!
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