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Chapter one


 


The cave was dark and terrifying.
There was no way that a place like that wouldn’t be to Gwen. Not now, after
coming so close to seeing the return of the Elder Gods like she had. A sense
that one of the beings was going to reach through a tear in space from behind
her lingered. Constantly. Now she felt like death was always right there for
her, every time the lights went low. To be honest about it, the sense barely
went away in the light.


Worse, being underground like they
had been when the spell had been cast that nearly destroyed the world, ripped
at her. It wasn’t simply a personal weakness either. Each and every person that
had been there at the time, including the few surviving bad guys, had reported
the same thing. A sense that they were about to die. Eternally hovering just
outside of their ability to see or comprehend.


On the great side, she was used to
that sort of thing now. More or less. Fear was her constant companion, but it
didn’t really get worse than what she lived with most of the time. At least
that was what she told herself at the moment.


It really didn’t help that
she was standing there alone, facing what had to be the scene of a magical ritual.
In fact, she could see some of the different elements of the thing right in
front of her. She’d brought a light with her, so it was pretty much plain as
day.


“One altar. Made of stone.
Familiar, but not exactly all that new. They all do that when they want
to sacrifice people. Though this one is kind of small for that. About four
feet. So for little kids, or possibly animals?” She wasn’t speaking to anyone,
but her own voice, the only familiar thing in the very dim space which was lit
only by the magical device she held out in front of her, a glow lamp, soothed
her on some level. Making it feel like she wasn’t standing there on her own.


Given that the only other people
that would have been there would be the bad ones, that was probably not that
great of a thing to relish. She was though. Even having a single human
being with her would be better than being on her own. Even if they were trying
to kill her. They could wrestle. It would be fun.


So she decided to keep talking to
herself, thinking out loud. It felt better and that was enough of a reason that
day.


“There’s only one ceremonial blade.
One chalice. That isn’t unheard of, but the whole thing feels off. Like… There
was only one magician involved. No body either. Then the reports didn’t
speak about anyone going missing or bodies being found. No animals though… or
signs of blood. Just vast amounts of power being raised.” Which wasn’t normally
going to be doable without a lot of death being involved.


Not unless the practitioner was incredibly
powerful, as far as magic went.


Gwen actually did all right that
way, for some reason. The body that she was in now, in this strange steam-punk-magic
world, had been born into a lot of ability as far as that went. Then, once
she’d learned a bit about how the powers there worked, she’d managed to build
up to a few useful tricks. Power blasts, flying and even precognition. Other
nifty things too. Like teleportation. Not all that she needed to be able to do,
but enough to start with.


Enough that King Ferdinand had asked
her to go, on her own, to investigate the scene of the crime there. If
it was one at all. After all, if a magician had just been raising power without
death, to say, make some cash or even make himself more attractive to women,
that wasn’t something to send her in for. It was, more or less,
make-work in that case. A thing to keep her busy, while her buddy Bethany
Westmorland sat around being pampered.


She was the first one of the super
soldiers to have the government mandated sterilization reversed and get
pregnant, after all. That meant there were several thousand people who really
wanted to take care of her suddenly. It was a good thing, naturally. Even a
brilliant one. An idea that Gwen had never thought would be honestly allowed.


She, Beth Westmorland, was actually
moving on and getting to have a life. A real one. Complete with husband and
soon a child. Like everyone else got a shot at. Most people, at any rate. The
regular ones that worked in factories, who weren’t from other realities.


Soon, the rest of her family, the
super soldier slaves of the Western Kingdom, would be doing the same thing.
Leaving her, the woman from another world, far behind. Like they should.


The space around her was slightly
damp feeling, which made sense, being a cave. It wasn’t large either. The mouth
of the hole had been covered, but easy to find really. A fake bush that was
half left off of the thing. Making the opening visible as she’d walked along
the path. Even in the twilight.


“So, my magician friend, what
were you getting up to? If not bringing in Elder Gods or killing young women
for fun. Which I have to admit this set up wouldn’t allow, then what in the
world are you getting up to?”


She was speaking to the air, facing
the altar still, which was at the back of the small cave. About ten or fifteen
feet inside of the thing. It probably would have been light enough to see if it
had been daylight out. Being insane like she was, Gwen had gone out from her
hotel as night fell. That was when the energy had been causing some notice in
the nearby city, so it was when she’d needed to come to find the place. At
least to her own way of thinking, since she was there to take out the evil
magicians that were killing all those non-existent girls and children for their
life force. It clearly wasn’t the case, so now she felt a bit foolish, if she
were going to be honest about it.


From behind her there was a voice.
It sounded youthful, but caused her to jump anyway. A bit muffled, which she
understood when she spun in place to see who was there.


“I’m trying to fix what went
wrong.” The words were spoken like a line from a movie. Possibly a play, given
the world she was in at the moment. They didn’t exactly have television after
all. It was a failing, as far as Gwen was concerned.


Light came from her hand-lamp,
which was what the shined copper tube, a thing that was essentially a
flashlight, had been named in this world. It was powered by a crystal pack in
the handle, which would only give her about a day’s worth of light. Then, if it
ran out of power, she could top it back up in a few minutes, using her mind and
a bit of focus. It was useful, being able to do things like that.


Gwen didn’t scream at the human
like form. Instead she froze, her voice clamping down first thing, as she made
out what seemed to be a blue headed thing. It had tentacles hanging down
over its mouth. That was a bit too familiar, though the last ones had
been pink and flesh colored. Standing there in almost the right place to be one
of the Elder Gods coming through the rip in space that always felt like death
and terror. 


At first she wanted to run away,
but that would mean fighting her way past the monster headed man. Then, before
Gwen did anything, she noticed something off about the would be attacker. The
person wasn’t huge for one thing, being about five-ten or so. They seemed male,
and looked a little thin. Not like she still was, which had gotten to a
dangerously low state, after being kept prisoner for several years. Still, for
a normal man, he was on the small side. Slender. His clothing was nice enough.
Not rich seeming, but well cared for. A button up gray shirt that seemed to
have been ironed. Black trousers that had that same look to them. With dingy
brown boots that needed to be polished. Those didn’t fit the scene in
particular. Then, none of it did with the blue squid head.


Then she saw that it wasn’t just a
mask, but was a knit thing. Like a pull over ski-mask with a strange face on
it. As in what might have been made by somebody’s bored grandmother. If
she were a psychopath that mainlined horror movies, between bouts of psychosis.
A thing made of yarn. With holes in it for eyes. If it hadn’t been so freaky
and Cthulu-esque, it would have been cool.


It probably was, if you were
a bit of a nerd. Which, to be fair, Gwen always kind of had been. Really, she
was mainly reacting to the part where they were alone. Also the fact that it
linked a bit too well to her personal history, as far as things to be scared of
went.


“Hello! You startled me a bit. So, you’re
the one that’s been raising all the power around here? I don’t see any blood,
so… This probably isn’t illegal. What’s gone wrong? If you don’t mind me
asking, that is.” She was thinking that it would be about death. Something dark
perhaps… At least the man trying to control some poor woman’s mind to force her
to love him.


The boy and Gwen was almost certain
this wasn’t a grown man, sighed.


“Nothing too dire, to be
truthful. Not that exciting either. I’ve been trying to make certain that the
forest here keeps growing. There’s been a beetle blight. Have you seen the oak
trees on the southern side? So, I come a few times a week and do a little
ceremony to try and save them.” He paused, then placed his hands on his hips,
one foot forward. It was contrived as all hell, but seemed practiced and like
it was meant to be a thing.


“I’m Omegon, by the way. Protector
of the light! Bane of those who would do my world harm!” First his fists went
to his hips. Followed by a rather geeky pose. Like a cosplayer at a convention
might have done. If they weren’t planning on getting any sex that
weekend. Gwen had seen several of them online, back in the day. Before being
kidnapped to a different world where computers weren’t a thing at all.


Then the knit monster mask was
pulled off, showing that she’d been about right in her assumptions about the
fellow. The guy was about seventeen, at a raw guess. Not that she was great at
working out things like that. So he might be older, or even years younger than
that. Playing monster hero in the woods kind of spoke to the second idea to her
mind. He had dark brown hair and eyes that showed nearly black colored irises. Probably
a deep brown, as shown in the shadowed light of her hand-lamp. It was hard to
tell, but the guy was better looking than average. Even if he did have strange
hobbies. Not that magic was that weird where they were at the moment.


A bit nervously he cleared his
throat.


“You can call me Tomas, if you’d
rather? Tom Moore.”


She smiled then, smoothing her
dress with her right hand. It wasn’t that she loved being all girly, as much as
the fact that she wasn’t on official duty at the moment. Being out in
public in trousers and a jacket was doable for a woman, but going alone that
way would have marked her as being a magician. With a buddy along for the ride,
people would have simply assumed she was a lesbian. A tribad, as they called
them there. At least she thought that was the way it went. People might have
actually been a bit more forgiving than that. The point was, if she wanted to
blend, it had to be done in a dress. Just like she had to have at least a bit
of makeup on. It was odd enough for her to be out alone like she was that some
had already noticed. 


In fact, most people there would
have freaked at the moment, her being in a cave alone with Omegon. That
pretty much meant they were having sex to most people in that world. The Western
Kingdom at any rate. Other places had different rules that way, or so she’d
heard. Not that she was against that kind of thing, personally. It just wasn’t
the sort of issue that really came up for her in life. Which left her feeling a
tiny bit sad, at the moment. No one really wanted to have relations with the
traitor. Not in any world she could imagine at least.


In Europa no one would have
condemned either of them for being there actually doing that kind of
thing. Not as long as they were both adults. In Marduk it wouldn’t be a huge
deal either. She didn’t think. It would depend on how her husband thought about
things like that, most likely. Not that she had one of those. It was just that
there she would have. She thought. It wasn’t like she was an expert on
that land. Any of them, to be honest. Including the one she was standing in.


“I’m Gwen. Gwen Farris.” It was
true enough, but the boy seemed puzzled at the name. Really, the look he gave
her spoke of more than that. Disbelief was part of it. Disdain was in there
too. At least she figured that was the case.


“From the telesar? That… Seems
unlikely. Not that I’m saying you can’t be her, if you wish, but this is
a bit out of the way, isn’t it? I can’t imagine that I’d often run into Gwen
Farris while playing my little hero games. No, you seem more like a Beth to me…
An intrepid investigator, perhaps? You need a partner for that however, so that
no one will think the wrong thing, being out and about alone. Though if you are
being Gwen, that might not be the incorrect idea?”


The young man, Omegon, suddenly
seemed a bit uneasy.


Gwen didn’t get it since she wasn’t
insane, but tilted her head. After all, it wasn’t how her mind normally ran,
but it could be that her sexy, sexy body was distracting him. That, or
her relative fame. She had that in the Western Kingdom. Not in a good way
either. It was bad enough that pretending to be Beth was suddenly kind of
appealing.


“Really? I can see that, since
Bethany is incredibly awesome. Blonde though, so it won’t really work. Would it
help to know that I was sent by the King himself? I’m almost certain he’s just
trying to keep me busy. You heard about the Europa thing?” It had made the
news. For months. Possibly even still, over half a year later. She’d tried not
to listen to the telesar in that time. Thankfully, working as a palace guard
for the Queen, it rarely came up. Marianna preferred live music, which she
could get, being her.


There was a slow nod and a sour
look. The man’s voice shifted a bit as well. It probably meant he was insane,
but so far it seemed an innocent enough thing. Like a boy playing a game of
being more than he really was, as had been mentioned. He was a bit old for that
kind of thing, perhaps, but… Role Playing was a thing in her world, too. It
kind of seemed like that was what was going on there. Only with real magic.


Which was freaking awesome.
Even if he did do it while wearing a creepy mask.


“That the woman who stole you from
your rightful world, Kathrine Vernor, still lives on in your mind and betrayed
us all, giving the Europans the key to rifting? I might have heard
something about that one. Yes. For a few years. Well, at first it was thought
that you, Gwen Farris, were the one doing it. That… That part was
harder for people.” He swallowed, and looked very young suddenly. Kind of cute
as well. Maybe more than just a bit, if she were going to be honest about it.
He was, she thought, nearly good enough looking to be an actor.


Not that she was all that picky. 


A man not running away from her too
fast or spitting in her general direction kind of seemed like a prince to her
way of thinking. It had been better, before she woke up one day to find that
Katherine had taken her body back for several years. Gwen wouldn’t have ever
been allowed to come back, except that the woman had gotten them trapped in a
foreign land, in what was essentially a mental hospital.


Chained to a bed, with magical
wards that prevented her from using her powers to leave. So in desperation the
spoiled heiress and traitor to her own people had gotten Gwen back out. Unpacking
her from the dusty recesses of her mind. Like an old tool box. To save her. It
had worked. That part had been close however. Her ankle had been broken when
she’d teletransported away, one of the cuffs trying to hold her in place.


It had been a few months since
then. Over half a year, to be honest.


Gwen still wasn’t a hundred
percent. 


She’d been eating, exercising and
pretty much staying out of the press when she could. Until three days before
that point, when Ferdinand had sent her away from his palace. Politely.
Suggesting that he didn’t have a right to keep her any longer than that. Not
that she blamed him at all. Her job there was helping to watch the new
Queen. The woman wasn’t exactly perfect, especially with the
Westmorlands. The lady saw them as a constant danger, since some of them were
basically able to explode like atomic bombs.


Gwen could do that as well. It was
a secret, though for some reason the Queen knew all about that part. It
didn’t seem to bother her at all. Why that was, Gwen had never gotten out of
her. It was kind of strange, but the woman actually seemed to like her. Bethany
too, for all she could barely stand most of the others of that family.


Marianna was nothing if not free thinking.
As in she believed whatever suited her at the moment. Oddly enough, her
mood had started to change as soon as Beth had gotten pregnant. As if being
with child meant she couldn’t possibly be a horrible monster, due to that
single fact.


Omegon moved his mask a bit in his
hand, as if trying to hide it suddenly. At the same time he was staring at her,
closely. Possibly recognizing who she actually was. If he were smart, which
there was no reason to imagine he wasn’t, he might well be considering her death.
Not that she loved his chances. She pretty much walked around armed all the
time now. More than that, she could kill by pointing her finger,
teleport and fly away. If she wanted, she could just pick the man up with her
mind and dash him into the cave wall. Most magic users couldn’t do that kind of
thing at all, even if they were pretty strong.


That this boy was decent
that way just made sense. He seemed to focus on ceremony though, which wasn’t
all that fast. Not when someone was shooting at you. It was still useful, since
it left the magician able to do a lot of different things. Almost
anything, if they were clever, skilled and disciplined enough. That and had
enough energy to make what they wanted to happen come into being.


Still, a rock to the head might
just take her out, if he tried hard and didn’t let on to his plan until it hit.
A part of her considered that concept for a moment. It could work. Just
going into that cave and never leaving. It wouldn’t balance what Katherine had
done, but it was a start. The truth was that nothing she ever did would balance
what the other woman had managed, using their shared body. The world might well
end up being destroyed due to Kat’s bad life choices. It was sort of a major
thing. Not one that would be easily swept to the side, either.


So she waited, wondering if she
could just let him murder her, not responding at all.


Instead… the man flipped a single
palm over. The left one that didn’t have the bit of blue stocking mask in it.


“No one knew if it was to punish us
for letting those people harm her. Gwen. You, I mean. Letting Kat Vernor steal
you from your life and kill your body. Then we were told that you were back. I
heard you, or… Her? Vernor? Talking on the telesar. Admitting to everything and
letting us know that it was just another wrong that she’d done. I…” The
boy let his head drop a bit. “Is that why you’re here? To punish me for the
pain you’ve suffered?”


She started to shake her head, but
before she could the boy, shaking a bit, took a deep breath.


“I… Understand. Of course. I stand
ready. Proceed.” The tone was firmer than his slightly pale face seemed to
indicate he was feeling. It was hard to know if he were still playing a game or
not.


For once, feeling exhausted by
life, she didn’t even pretend not to get the idea. He was expecting her to
kill, or even torture, some random person. Because bad things had happened to
her. That was true, but two wrongs wouldn’t improve the situation. Besides, he
didn’t seem to get that she was actually her yet. So it would probably be a bit
much for her to start slapping him around or anything like that. Rude, if
nothing else.


“All right. Walk me through what
you’ve been doing? All of it. If you’re actually a bad guy and not just
a good person helping trees, tell me now. We can just fight about it and call
it a day? I just can’t take any more lies right now. My cup is too full of
those already.” Not that a person that had committed great crimes would just
admit it. Except that it had worked for her before, in that world. Just asking
for the truth like that.


He nodded.


“I haven’t been doing much else. A
little bit? For real, I mean, not pretending like we’re doing. There’s a man in
town. A shopkeeper that keeps cursing people if they don’t buy enough. I
traced the spells back to him, but can’t prove it under the law… So I rather
cursed him in return. Not a death curse! Just to make it hard for him to think
when he tried to do magic against anyone else. I’m stronger than he is and
willing to put the time in with the solo ceremony needed. That’s… Not just
helping plants.” He seemed almost ashamed. As if he were being honest with her.
Which was what she’d asked for. It didn’t fit the game though, if he
were still doing that.


Then, the power raising had
been real, and magic wasn’t normally raised for no reason.


Gwen just waited, not really certain
they weren’t about to trade blows. That didn’t happen however. The guy stood
there instead, since it was clearly her turn to add to the scene they were
playing out.


“Take me past everything
you’ve been doing and demonstrate it to me?”


That took about an hour. Her hand
lamp had plenty of power left by the time he was done. As far as she could
tell, other than a bit of fairly tame vigilante work, having fought others who
were using their powers to hurt people, if from a distance, the boy really
hadn’t done much of anything. Except things that she might have done herself, if
she’d thought of them.


They even walked out into the
night, under the stars, to inspect some of the formerly afflicted trees. They
had scars on them, but seemed to be healing now. Not all of them, but he hadn’t
claimed the job was done. There were traces of power there however. Energy that
she could feel pressing on her mind as she focused on the plants. Almost like
they were crystal packs. Weak ones that pushed at her mind, telling her of how
they were healing.


What there wasn’t, she realized,
was any hint of her about to be attacked. Normally, if that kind of thing were
going to take place she’d feel a bit of pressure on the right side of her head.
Feeling nothing probably meant she was decently safe. Unless he wanted
to ask her out, of course. Then she’d be in trouble. If that happened
there wouldn’t be any warning and she wouldn’t know what to do about it.
Saying yes crossed her mind on the matter though. She was too old to be
constantly alone. Everyone was, probably. Really, if she were smart she’d
probably ask him out. Or hint that he needed to ask her. That was the way
things were done in that place, she knew.


The thought got her to grin a bit.
That kind of thing wasn’t going to be all that likely. Not unless he really
thought she was named Bethy and just playing girl investigator. Though, that
the idea was even a thing there was interesting.


“I think that what you’ve been up
to is… fine? I mean… You’ve been breaking a few laws, but I can’t actually
be bothered with that. You’ve tried to help people, which is more
important.” She smiled at the boy and winked. That was probably a mistake,
since it was kind of flirting with him. “Not that you don’t need to hide
that kind of thing better. You’ve been raising enough power that the neighbors
were catching on and reported it. That means you’ve been leaking all
over the place, which is sloppy. Meditation might help you increase your focus?
I’m not the constabulary however, so it isn’t my business. Not as long
as you aren’t actually sacrificing anyone. It wouldn’t be even if you’d
been committing crimes out here. Though…” She looked at him, turning so that
she could see him in the edge of her hand-lamp light. He’d stopped walking when
she did, seeming nervous.


Which she didn’t get. After
all, she’d just said that he was free and clear. Even if he were guilty of a
lot more than had been admitted to, she couldn’t see him being more
worried at that point. She was really about to just let him go home. Even back
to his work, helping trees and preventing evil shop keepers from ruining lives.
It sounded kind of noble even, as long as it wasn’t more than that.


Still, he moved toward her, so she
readied herself. Waiting for the blows to rain down on her. To punish her for
sharing a body with the most evil woman in history. The one that had brought
the possibility of a rift war down on everyone. Even if it were hard to take,
she decided to let him do it. Even if it killed her. That… might have been a
blessing, at that point. An end to the suffering that each day had become for
her. If nothing else, it would at least be real punishment for it. A thing that
she deserved, for failing to stop Katherine.


Which made no sense, given that the
man was clearly humoring her. Thinking she was just out playing in the
woods. Alone.


Instead, he kissed her. 


It was just a peck, though on the
lips. He didn’t even try for a hug first, or to go along with it. Not
that she was a great expert on sex, or even what people did on long walks in
the woods. Standing up straighter after it was done, Tomas went wide eyed. Like
he’d surprised himself, being so forward.


“Um… Forgive me! I shouldn’t take such
liberties. That was…” He seemed embarrassed. The real kind, unless he was a
much better actor than he’d shown her so far.


Gwen didn’t know what to feel at
all. She was older than he was, both in mind and body. It was kind of
clear that he was interested in her however, or he wouldn’t have bothered with
even a quick kiss. In her life that had rarely happened. 


Never when she was alone with a man at
all. Part of her wanted to freak out. To run, or even fly away. That
wouldn’t change anything in her life though, so she simply nodded, and decided
to pretend to be an adult. She was, when it came right down to it, so very
tired of things. Especially being alone.


“How old are you, Tomas?” She
waited, for him to say he was younger than he looked. She was a horrible
judge of that kind of thing after all. It made a certain kind of sense for him
to be fourteen. In which case being alone like they were, was probably hugely
confusing to him. It kind of was to her, so she understood the basic idea.


“Twenty-two. Old enough to know
better. Forgive me…” He seemed truly ashamed now. Like he’d done something
worse than steal an innocent kiss.


Which he probably had. It had given
her ideas, after all, which was almost never a great plan. Really, it was a
thing to avoid, if at all possible. It almost never was, however.


“Oh. All right then.” Leaning in,
she put her arms around him and kissed him back. Probably poorly, but they
worked out what to do more or less after that.


Hopefully he wasn’t actually evil.
If so, then some of the things she was planning on doing with him would be a
bit hard to explain later, in the reports. Still, he didn’t seem all that
experienced. Also he wasn’t demanding of her. It was clear that he would have
left off at any point in what they were doing if she’d even hinted at
anything except her rather nervous eagerness. 


It wasn’t until she was doing
things on him with her mouth, kneeling carefully in the forest at night, that
Katherine even bothered to pop her head out. Probably because she was perverted
that way.


~Try using your hand on the shaft.
That way you won’t gag if you go down too far. Men seem to like that well
enough. Like that.~
By their rules the other woman wasn’t actually allowed out at all any longer.
Not if she wanted her ten minutes of pleasure per night. The thing there was
that Gwen had kind of kept her waiting for that, since she was
traveling. The device that produced the incredible sensations wasn’t allowed to
be in Gwen’s control now. By her own orders.


It would be far too tempting to use
it. As it was, Katherine had to be conditioned to hide her away while it
happened, so that they both weren’t addicted to it. It very nearly wasn’t the
truth. She would have fought for the right to use that machine, after having
one ten second dose of it, years before.


As the man, who certainly wasn’t a
boy, started to moan a bit and stiffen, the other woman took over the body.
That was good, most likely, since she swallowed what came out of him.
Gwen would have too, if she’d known when to and had heard of things like
that. After all, she’d seen it all done on the internet, a few thousand times.
She hadn’t been dead below the waist. Just ugly enough that doing things like
she’d just done hadn’t ever been likely to happen. Which didn’t mean she wouldn’t
have probably botched it her first time if not for the help. 


Then, interestingly, Kat pulled all
the way back. Not even commenting on her odd behavior.


It was like the embarrassment
Olympics then, with each of them barely able to stammer out a word or two.
Except that they were adults and had both wanted to do what they had. As
long as Tomas wasn’t married it wasn’t that big of a deal. In the press,
certainly, but not between them.


Being a bit mean, rallying a
little, she grinned at the fellow, as he buttoned his fly back up. It seemed
like the most awkward possible moment.


“You do know that we’re
dating now, right? Next time expect at least flowers. Dinner and possibly a
show first. Plus, you’re doing me, too. So look up how to do that? I
mean with your mouth, so don’t be shocked to find out that’s a thing.” That
seemed fair enough to her. Really, she kind of figured that he was going to
sprint away then, having gotten what he wanted. That was what she’d always heard
about men, after all. They only desired the one thing and would take off if
they had it. It was her first time though, so she waited to see what was going
to take place in real life.


Instead of a foot race, she was
embraced. Gently. It was nice and less embarrassed suddenly than even a moment
before.


“That would be… Lovely, actually. I
understand if you can’t. I’m not famous, or even particularly good looking.
That… I’ve never done that sort of thing before. Might we do it sometime again,
do you think?” He sounded unsure and rather earnest about the whole thing.


“I think we might! I just have to
be careful about getting pregnant. That would be a bit hard to explain back
home. So… Tell me about yourself. Do you work? Or attend school? You seem to
have high level talent, magic wise… That work on the trees was impressive.”


That normally meant that a person
was pushed, possibly with a bit of social force applied, into doing
important work. Especially if he were from a poor family. Schooling
would have been mandated if he were from a wealthy one. Regardless of his
talent level.


There was a slow nod, followed by a
sigh.


“I clerk, for the local Baron?
Baron Harrison. He seems to be a good man. We don’t meet often, naturally. I
won’t claim it’s a high position, but I did attend university. I studied art?”
He pulled the mask from his pocket and shook his head. Blushing even more than
when she’d had him in her mouth. “This… Omegon? It’s a character that I invented.
For a graphic novel…”


Tomas stopped then, staring at her.


“I… Honestly, I don’t know if I can
explain that kind of thing to you? Not if you’re still Gwen after all this.
Illustrated stories. Normally for children, but they’ve become more popular in
these late years with older people as well. Omegon is… Well… A hero? He uses
his magic to help people and fight injustice.” He stood straighter then,
seeming proud for a few moments.


She licked her lips. The inside of
her mouth still tasted like him, which wasn’t a horrible thing, but was highly
unusual for her. Honestly, part of her fought to keep from realizing that she’d
actually done what she had.


Except that, finally,
something had taken place with a man. One that seemed to actually like her. Or
at least Katherine. Possibly still thinking she was someone called Beth.
That was a coincidence if true, since her best friend was named that.


“We have those in my world. Graphic
novels? Ones with heroes in them as well. Neat. Well, when you add in Gwen
Farris being in yours, leave out the suck job? That’s what you call that here,
right? It’s blowjob, where I come from. Though there’s no actual blowing, so…
That might be just a bit racier than my family here would like to hear about.”
She smiled, as he went slightly wide eyed.


“Of course. I’d be run out of town
if I tried that! Are you… Since we’re dating, is it all right to ask? Who are
you, really?” The words held a genuine tone to them.


Like he really meant it.


“Ahhhh. Um… Okay. So… You know that
part where I said I was Gwen Farris?”


“Yes?” There was no eagerness to
him, but he seemed ready to take in what she was saying.


“Well… I’m actually… Gwen
Farris. The woman from another world? So… If that doesn’t work for you, I get
that part. What Katherine did… Um… Just so you know… She was the one
that did the swallowing back there. The rest was me. I’m not really
experienced, so I think she wanted to help. Just so… You know, if we do
something again and I’m a bit different about that? I don’t mind doing it, but…
I really have nothing to fall back on, skill wise.” It was why she’d
done anything at all there, she knew. She was feeling like there was nothing to
her life. So she’d done something crazy. Doing sex stuff with a guy that she’d
just met.


Not letting fear rule her.


A thing that might just be working
out, at least for the night.


Instead of being bothered by her
being herself, he just took her hand and started walking. It made sense, if
they were seeing each other. That part was sudden, but she’d had worse
introductions to people than finding they liked to play super hero and lurk in
isolated caves. Honestly, that part was kind of cool, since he actually had
real powers. Not great ones for the world they were in, making him more like
Zorro than Superman, but she could deal with that. He had his own comic book,
if nothing else.


“Seriously? Not as pretend or a
joke? You’re really her? That… I… I’m going to be strung up for this then,
aren’t I? I’ve heard that you’re the King’s mistress… That, or special pet. No
one seems really certain which. Tongues will wag to the worst, of
course.” It sounded like it might be a saying, not just a clever turn of phrase
that he’d come up with on the fly.


Rather than pretend to be shocked,
since the man was probably just correct about what people said, and why, she
shrugged. She didn’t take it back, but did turn one hand, the free one, upward.
It meant about the same thing. One hand seemed to mean that she honestly
gave no fucks. Only way more politely.


“Honestly? Ferdinand is nice to me
and thinks he owes me. Katherine… Not so much. He’d have put her to death, but
it would require doing me at the same time. I was going to kill myself,
originally, when we got back from Europa, but he didn’t want that. I… don’t
really know why. People would have understood. The coward’s way out, but still,
there was nothing else left for me to do. Don’t you think?” It had really
happened. Nearly.


There was silence as they walked
for a few moments, the sounds of their feet on the dirt being the only noise at
all. That and their breathing.


“No. I can see that part of it all.
At that point… It would have seemed that he had you killed. Murdered, because
you were inconvenient. Removing a hero that had saved the entire world, because
another person betrayed us all… That would have lost him the kingdom, or
at least made it harder for him to keep in these troubled times. Didn’t Gwen
help come up with the new rift shield after that?”


She nodded, but also spoke, since
it was dark.


“Yes. It isn’t perfect though. We
can probably protect most places, but not all of them. If a person could
teletransport themselves in suddenly, then rift… No one would be there in time
to stop it. We can only cover a few miles per shield right now.” It was
a lot and had slowed the current war down, possibly stopping a rifting battle
from happening.


It wasn’t nearly enough.


The man next to her scoffed a bit,
smiling.


“Almost no one can do that.
Teletransport like that. How many people have you ever met that can move
themselves instantly between places? It takes a rare talent to do that. I’ve trained
in magic, with some rather high talents and never once met anyone that can do
that.”


The thing that Tomas didn’t know,
that she wouldn’t tell him, was that all the rifters could
teletransport. It was required, in order to be able to tear space apart. If you
could move an object, anything in theory, in three different directions at one
time, space couldn’t handle it. Then the world screamed and did things that it
wasn’t meant to. It wasn’t exactly a nuclear bomb, but it was comparable. Vast
explosions and contamination that she still wasn’t certain might not be
radiation.


In all the world there were a few
hundred people that could, due to their training, rip the world apart in a
rather spectacular fashion. There was even one that could grab an object at a
distance, possibly anywhere in the world and make it do that, letting her do it
hundreds or thousands of times without cost. That was so secret that she wasn’t
going to tell anyone about it. Ever. Not even her new boyfriend.


That idea got her to smile. Then
squeeze the hand of the man next to her.


“I can teletransport.”


That got a laugh from the guy as
they walked. It wasn’t condescending, but she was nearly certain that he
thought she was still play acting. Owning it too, not giving her act up too
easily. Because clearly, she was the boss when it came to that kind of
geeky thing. Larping. Live action role playing. Writ so large it
probably made her seem insane.


“Oh, really? Show me then. I don’t
think I’m accepting that one today. That you’re from another world I can see, perhaps.
Also that you have excellent taste in who you meet in strange caves… But that?
Do you have any idea how difficult that is to do? I’ve honestly been to
school, learning art, but also magic. I’ve never met anyone that could
do that kind of thing at all. Not even the smaller portions of it. It’s nearly
a myth, it’s so rare. You’d have to show me, something at least.” There
was a cute grin, a thing that she could just make out from the light of her
hand-lamp.


She did show him. The difficult way.
Holding Tomas close to her with both arms, she focused hard and moved the
information that made up both of their beings in an instant. Doing that
powerfully enough caused them to shift in space. Without moving physically at
all. It burned and left her gasping a bit desperately, but they were in her
hotel room. No longer on the dirt path in the woods.


Tomas was wide eyed as she sat on
the better than decent bed. Not speaking. She did smile though, between the
huge breaths of air she was taking in.











Chapter two


 


“Are you all right?” Tomas Moore
seemed to be actually worried for her, which was interesting to see. Not that
people there in the Western Kingdom couldn’t be polite, day to day. They often
were. The thing with that was all about how they acted, as opposed to
how they felt. 


A man or woman might well stop to check
on you as you walked down the street if you seemed to be in distress. The thing
with that, Gwen had finally started to see, is that they gave about as much
thought to it as a person from her world would have if they asked how you were
feeling that day. In short, people cared about their friends and pretended with
everyone else.


Tomas however seemed to be
concerned with her heavy breathing. That was however just the way things went.
If you teletransported with two people at once, you got to sit there for a
while, sucking in air after you were done. On the good side, it didn’t matter
how far away you went with the thing. If you carried too many people, it
was hard. That was the only real rule.


When you traveled between worlds,
if you found a weak spot first, you could take a person with you much more
easily. Technically there were places like that in the world she was sitting in
at that moment, that would let her travel around far more simply. If she
could find them, which she seemed to lack the talent for completely. That part
was sad, since it meant doing it all the hard way.


It was comparatively easy to do on
her own, however. Now that she’d learned the trick of it.


Nodding at her new friend, who she
hoped would actually be that, and not just a one-night stand, Gwen smiled.


“I’m good. That just… takes it out
of you. Going like that, with another person?” It was hard to know if that was
going to be understood, but Tomas took a surprised breath and then went a bit
wide eyed again.


In an impressed way, Gwen figured.


“I should say so! I can’t believe
it still! You teletransported? With me… That’s… If it hadn’t happened to
me, I wouldn’t have believed it could be done at all. Do you need anything?
Water? Or food?” He seemed nervous suddenly, looking around, as if being in her
room would be forbidden. Even if she was the one that had brought him there.


Shaking her head, her breathing
finally coming around a bit, she wrinkled her nose. Gwen was going for cute,
instead of disgusted. The truth was she didn’t know if that was what she got at
the moment. The idea of eating right then made her want to be physically sick.


“I’m good. Thanks. Anyway, I need
to get your information?” She meant that it was needed for her investigation.
For once that seemed to be incredibly innocent, but she realized that she might
be biased, or even missing something. After all, when she looked at the man
across from her, who was better than cute, now that they had real light
on him, all she thought about was the way he’d felt in her mouth. That and the
awkward, but sweet, kisses they’d shared. The feel of his arms around her.


So her mind could be a bit misled
at the moment. Which probably meant he was going to prove out to be an
unearthly evil. Given his clever squid mask, he was almost certainly going to
be either brainwashed, or in league with the Elder Gods. In which case she’d
probably have to kill him.


For his part, he smiled and acted
like that was just a great idea.


“Oh! That would be lovely! I
work tomorrow, but we could get together in the evening? We could go for a walk
in the park? I know that… Well… I make enough at my job, but the graphic novels
don’t bring in that much. I do well enough, but each release is rather an
expense, you understand? Hundreds of mets for a printing. I do have my
works in many book and paper locations.” There was a bit of worry, as if he
might be admitting that he was too poor to really be dating.


Gwen wasn’t worried about that. She
had some money there, really. Enough that it wasn’t a real worry for her. A
good looking guy with an expensive hobby wasn’t that big of a deal in her new world.
Not now. Except the boyfriend part, if that was real. She’d been engaged
before, but that had fallen through and they’d never done anything sexual,
waiting for marriage like they were.


It occurred to her, for about the
tenth time since the man had finished behind her lips, that she might
just be jumping to a lot of conclusions in regards to him.


So she smiled, trying not to ruin
everything by being lame and a bit socially out of step.


“That sounds good! I’ll have to
pick up a copy of one of your works, so I understand the idea. We could… Get
together after you get off work?”


That got a smile, which was only a
bit nervous.


“Wonderful! I should be free at
five. Call it six then, so I can clean up first? If that…” He looked around and
made a bit of a face at the place. Even though it was decently nice. The lamps
on the walls with their glass covers and brass fittings all worked, for
instance. The room had silk instead of paper on the sides, which was fine
enough. It wasn’t new, but the place was clean and tidy. She’d splurged a bit,
getting their best room. It was, she knew, the honeymoon suite. That didn’t
show however. Not to her. It was just nice, not done up with little hearts all
over the place or covered in lace.


Weddings there didn’t do that kind
of thing. Those were, she’d learned over the last few years, very different
affairs. People went away after, to have sex and start on making babies right
away, so that part was the same.


Tomas pulled a card from his pocket
and handed it over. A calling card. This one had his name, contact data
including home address and listed his occupation as both Legal Clerk and
Artist. Which made the whole thing seem far more real to her, suddenly.


She didn’t have any cards like
that, herself. It would have been odd if she did, since she couldn’t even dream
of what to say on it. Gwen Farris: Alien. It was the only thing that
came to mind at the moment.


Then, Tomas didn’t even ask her to
provide one.


“Neat. I’ll be here? Or I could
meet you someplace?” She stared up into his eyes, which were a deep brown, now
that the light was better. Which was good, since the black had been a bit
creepy seeming. Then, everything would have been, inside a cave. Just having
that as a secret hideout was a bit sketchy, to her mind. Then, on that score,
she knew, for a fact, that she was going to be biased. Batman had one
and that seemed just as wrong to her mind as Omegon’s did.


She also probably seemed too eager,
she realized. Like she was insisting that the man be her boyfriend, for real.
It wasn’t just that. Oh, part of her didn’t want him to get away, but
not knowing how things were going to turn out, she wasn’t holding her breath on
the matter. Still, she had his card, which meant something in the Western
Kingdom. No one carried around fake cards to throw off their enemies or the
constabulary. Not that she’d ever heard. If so, then the man was a genius, if
nothing else.


The fellow smiled at her, then
stood rather straight.


“Truly? I’ll meet you here then? At
six? In the lobby of course. I’m… Not truly certain where I am. A fine lodging,
but not a personal home. Given the decor… The Leslie?”


She smiled and shook her head, not
recognizing the name.


“The Bartley?” The name was right,
and had been the first one listed in the place book. That was basically
what they called the yellow pages there.


The man nodded.


“Ah? Well, that’s convenient for
me. I live about five blocks from here. I should probably be going. As it is,
the proprietor will likely have me tossed, if he sees me. Or given the high
tide here, he’ll have one of his men do the deed. That wouldn’t look good in
the next issue, would it? Omegon’s secret identity being tossed out of Gwen
Farris’ hotel like that.” There was a bit of a bow, and then, almost as if he
expected to be rejected, another kiss.


They did better this time. There
was a bit of tongue used, but not too much. A slight tickling of the upper lip.
The move was slow and sensuous however.


When he broke off, there was a
smile on his face.


“Until then? I… I think I already
miss you. Is that silly?”


She nodded, but smiled back.


“A bit? You should at least wait
until you get outside. Don’t be too late?”


That got a nod, as he let himself
out, backing up slowly. Then, like he was robbing her room, he furtively
checked the hallway, instead of just walking out. That was because anyone that
saw him doing it would presume that they’d been doing things. Adult
stuff.


Which, as the door closed, she
realized that they really had been. Not there so much, but before that. It had
been…


Incredible.


Scary, now that she thought about
it, but different than she would have imagined. More intimate and trusting than
she would have figured on. Thinking about the whole thing she took several deep
breaths. Then, trying not to be a child about the whole matter, she worked out
what was going to be needed. The next day would require her to do some
research. First she had to check out Tomas Moore, which would mean interviewing
his Baron, boss and everyone in his life that she could find.


Just to make certain that he wasn’t
a criminal mastermind or mind controlled slave that was secretly killing
people. Just because there was no sign of that kind of thing… The idea got her
to blink and then shake her head.


“Think. What would you do if this
were a normal investigation?”


That part was different. Honestly,
she probably would have set up to watch the forest where the power had been
being raised, to make sure no one else was doing anything. Then, after a few
nights of that, if there were no murders, or massive curses flowing out of the
cave, she would have left. Probably after calling Ferdinand and suggesting that
sending her on fool’s errands wasn’t the best use of her time. Even if it was
probably about right, given everything.


No one could really trust her now,
after all.


Which, since she wasn’t exactly
tied in place, meant that going to central was about as good of an idea as not.
That way she could hook up Katherine, to get her pleasure habit on and possibly
talk to someone about her insane mishandling of the situation there. That would
and should, have her instantly pulled from the investigation, she didn’t doubt.


Except that, after she got to the
large complex, in the dark, things were different than she thought they would
be.


For one thing, Bethany was already
in bed and no one was going to wake her up, because pregnant. That meant
she got to see Derrick Westmorland for her pleasure device needs. The man was
fit, tough, and the head of the Special Service. Her boss, if not currently in
charge of her, since she was off duty.


Which meant he actually wanted a
report anyway, as soon as Katherine let her back out. She was in a small room,
on a padded sofa thing that was built to last, rather than for extreme comfort.
The arms were wood, highly polished and darker than the leather that covered
the rest.


The man smiled at her however, not actually
hating her or anything. In the main she thought they were even friends. Given
she’d been part of betraying that entire land, it was good to see. She didn’t
even wake up with bruises from the beating that Katherine had earned from the
man. It would have been fair, but didn’t happen.


Instead he seemed fairly pleased to
be there with her. They were alone, which was improper, but the man had never
even so much as held her hand, even if he could have come up with a real reason
for doing that if he wanted. Even doing a lot more with her might have been
written off as mere training. It still probably could be, she realized. It was
a thing to keep in mind if Tomas dumped her the next day.


“Now, how is your latest
investigation going? King Ferdinand sent you… But it doesn’t sound…” He fought
for a moment to say what he was thinking. Moving past the brainwashing that had
been tortured into him. In this case it was about saying something
slightly negative about the King. “Like… It was truly needed? A minor power
raising. Have you found the source?”


She nodded, feeling like she were
about to be in trouble.


“Um… Yes? A man, Tomas Moore. He’s
a clerk for Baron Harrison? Legal. Also an artist. He does graphic novels?” She
didn’t know if that would make any sense to the man, but he nodded.


“Really? Interesting. Anything that
I’ve heard of?”


How she was supposed to know what
he’d been exposed to, she didn’t get. It didn’t seem very likely, however.


“Um… Omegon? I don’t know if…”


He nodded then, seeming impressed,
if only slightly.


“I’ve seen some of his work then.
It’s a newer fiction, but some of the children enjoy that sort of thing, so we
have them around here. Most of the popular ones, at any rate. So, why was he
raising power? Have you located that reason?”


She sighed.


“Helping trees. That and some minor
vigilante work. Um… Amateur crime fighting? A local merchant was cursing
people, but Tomas couldn’t prove it, even though he located the man. So he
counter cursed him, to prevent the asshat from being able to attack again. It
sounded like a lot of ceremonial work?”


There was a slow nod then.


“I’d say it sounds like. That would
be a complex thing to arrange. It would explain the power levels being used. No
sacrifices?”


“None that I could find. He used a
knife, but there was no blood around. No one is missing, but I didn’t find a
pet cemetery out back or anything. It was in a cave, which…”


That got a nod. Instantly. Then
Derrick had been there, so he knew for himself how hard that would be.


“Understood, Miss Farris. That…
Honestly, it sounds harmless enough. A bit of illegality, with the counter
cursing, but we can look the other way, for a celebrity artist. Are you
planning to check out the story? The store clerk that’s been abusing his power?
The trees?”


She nodded.


“I… Already did the trees. Tomas
took me to see them. That seems legit to me. Then… I sucked him off and told
him we’re dating now.” She swallowed, looking at the man, knowing that he’d
probably fly into a rage and order her off the case.


Instead he looked at her closely
then nodded after about ten seconds.


“Good. There’s been some worry
about you around here for a while now. You didn’t feel abused or as if
liberties were being taken? We can go and thrash the man, if you do. That won’t
be a problem.”


Her tongue poked out as she smiled.


“Nope. Even if he ditches me now.
It was… I think that I’m not in a healthy mental place, to be honest. He stole
a kiss, but then I pretty much did the rest. That’s pretty bad, isn’t
it?”


There was a smile that was a bit
curled at the sides. Not really happy, but also not condemning her for her
actions.


“No? Then a Westmorland might not
be the one to ask about that kind of thing. My take on this however is that you
should avoid pregnancy, unless you intend to marry. Perhaps some discretion is
in order? Other than that… Have fun? The situation isn’t that serious, I don’t
think.”


She nodded then, and smiled.


“Plus, I don’t think he really
believes that I’m me. I told him who I was, but he was off in the woods
playing super hero and I think he got the idea that I was playing at being Gwen
Farris, girl investigator. It was cute, but…” She was a bit baffled by the
idea, to be honest.


Derick however just nodded.


“I can see that being an issue for
him. It is a popular magazine. Likely why he dared to kiss you in the first
place.”


“Um… Sorry? What are you talking
about?”


That got a slightly shocked look.


“Gwen Farris Investigations? I
thought you would have known about that. The children’s book where you and
Bethany West, your close friend, go around uncovering crimes? It’s fairly
saucy. Adult in nature and not what any good parent would have their sons
reading. You and Beth are… Um… Lovers. There are depictions of things that…” He
cleared his throat then, but didn’t seem embarrassed. Not really.


“Oh. I knew nothing about that. It
sounds sort of scandalous.”


“Popular, as well. If you didn’t
sign off on it, then you might wish to look into the matter? Or not. After all,
polite people don’t read such things. That leaves only those that are impolite
to contend with. Which may well explain why you haven’t been made aware of it
as of yet.”


She could see that one, to be
honest. Plus, if it had taken place in the last few years, then her being a
lesbian in the funny pages was probably the good press. Still, tracking
down who was talking about her made sense.


“I’ll look into it. So… Should I be
pulled off the case? I mean… Conflict of interest here, right?”


That took a second for the man to
parse, but when he answered his words were pleasant.


“All sorts. On the good side
you’re aware of the fact, which means you can correct for it. Do you
think you need to be pulled from the investigation? It sounds to me that you
have it mainly worked out. Still, if we must, then I can have the work done
again?”


She stopped breathing for a bit,
then shook her head.


“I don’t think so. I’ll keep my
eyes open, but I think we can nearly put this one to bed. That means I can
focus on…” She was about to say the other cartoon book. The one with her in it.


Derrick grinned.


“Having fun with your new friend?
You should get with Molly. Westmorland. In the morning however, since she’s
likely asleep now, being a sane person. I’m about to turn in myself.” He stood,
stretched a bit and then winked at her, which was out of character. “I’d invite
you to come with me, but you seem to have a boyfriend already?”


The look he gave her was slightly
alluring. He was a bit older, having salt and pepper colored hair, but not
unattractive. The funny thing was that she couldn’t tell if it was serious or
not.


So she shrugged.


“Well, if that falls through, I’ll
keep you in mind? It was kind of fun. I… Really, we should do that, if
things aren’t…” She didn’t know what to say toward that end, but the man didn’t
laugh at her.


“I should have suggested it
earlier. Well, I need to leave before I try to take liberties and confuse the
issue, shall I?”


He walked out quickly enough that
it was hard to tell if he was teasing her or not. The man was acting different however.
Inappropriate for his world, but not if he were talking to a
Westmorland. That was a thing that she’d noticed a few times before. A lot of
the Westmorlands would sometimes forget that she wasn’t one of them. Then
they’d act like it was a huge insult to be called a super soldier, once they
worked out what they’d been doing.


Still, if the thing with Tomas
didn’t work out, she was doing it. Maybe with several men. The Westmorlands
were even pretty safe that way. Some had been getting their sterilization
undone, but most of those were women. The men could do it, but that
wasn’t the trend yet. So if she wanted to get with some guys, that was a good
pool to start with.


If Tomas didn’t work out, of
course.


She got back to her hotel room
directly, teletransporting in easily, being alone. It was a bit strange,
sleeping there, but she was tired enough that she didn’t just lie there all
night or anything. In the morning she had to take some time to get ready. A
full shower, makeup and a nice, but not really pretty, dress. Then Gwen went to
a restaurant to get something to eat.


That killed nearly an hour and a
half. It was good enough food, but the tiny portions came one at a time. There
was a gap between each of them, too. A single egg, poached, followed by a half
slice of toast. Then a tiny dish of fruit. Today it was fresh peach.


The woman that served her was
courteous, but not exactly friendly. That was the norm there however, so she
didn’t assume that the woman was spitting all over her food. She had to eat anyway,
so didn’t let herself consider the idea. It had probably happened though. Her
face had been in the papers, after all and some of the people in the Western
Kingdom had to not understand that she wasn’t Katherine. It was confusing, so
stuff would eventually be happening. So far they’d all kept it fairly quiet,
but sooner or later it was coming back on her.


She couldn’t even blame them for
it.


Still, spit covered or not, the
food was fine. Good even. At the end she paid for her meal and didn’t tip. That
wasn’t a thing there. It was reasonable though, coming in at two decs. That was
a bit pricy, but not robbery for the service and time investment. Back home
that would have been about twenty cents. It was here, too. Except that a cent
was worth a lot more, in most places.


After that she walked for a bit,
considering what she needed to really do. Investigating Tomas was, suddenly, a
lot harder for her, she realized. After all, she wasn’t asking after the man
just to see if he were on the up and up. No, it would be spying on him, in some
kind of stalker-like fashion. The girlfriend that was way too concerned with
her new boyfriend.


Not that she wasn’t going to do the
basic part of things. Making sure he was actually who he said he was, for
instance. Not married. That one was fair even. He hadn’t had a ring on the
night before, but no one wore that kind of thing in the Western Kingdom. That
was more of a Christian tradition, which this world didn’t have. So you had to
count on being told about a wife, if you wanted to know.


Still, she wasn’t a creeper. It was
one of the few things that she could be proud of in her life. That meant
working things out the hard way. Starting with what she knew.


Omegon.


Which meant finding a store, she
thought. One that sold books. Except that, walking down the street, which was
mainly empty given how early it was, she saw a news stand. The papers were just
that. Newspapers. Just like they would be back home. There were magazines as
well however, so she smiled, clutched her hand bag a bit, then approached the
older man that was running the thing. He wasn’t fat, but for this place he was
slightly rounded.


On his head there was a funny cap.
It was flat, and had a bit of a brim. There was a wooden pipe in his teeth as
well, with redolent smoke coming out of the end.


“Hey there missy. Come out to see
the news? We’ve got your Herold, The Daily and even The Scan, if you enjoy that
kind of thing. Pretty much anything new that’s in print.” He smiled at her,
leering a tiny bit. She would have figured he were about to attack, even a few
years before, but now she got that he was just staring with lust in his eyes.


“I’m… Do you have any graphic
novels? Omegon? Or the Gwen Farris things?” She didn’t know if the man would
carry that kind of material. As had been pointed out, it wasn’t exactly polite.
Even if he had it, the man might not admit it to a woman.


“I do at that! Behind the fold, of
course. Let me… I have the last two Omegon? The last Gwen Farris Investigations
as well. Those sell out fast. That do it for you?” He pulled the things out,
both seeming to have full color covers.


She nodded.


“How much?”


The man winked at her, then looked
up and down the street.


“Three decs. Or, if you rather, we
could trade for it?” There was a wiggling of eyebrows, his slightly
wrinkled face seeming devious.


She got the reference, if only from
old movies. From back home, in a different world. It seemed a bit cheap really.
She was worth more than a few decs, even if she wasn’t very skilled. She pulled
a met from her handbag, then paused, curious.


“What did you have in mind? As for
trade? Not that I’m not just paying, but I wonder what you’d be asking
for, if I took you up on it?”


That got him to chortle. It was an
honest sounding thing.


“Ah, calling my bluff then?
Honestly, if you’d said you were good for it… I would have gotten a kiss. On
the cheek? Only so much can be done out here on the street, right?”


She nodded and passed the bill
over.


“I see! Well, good to know, in case
it ever comes up. Normally I travel with a friend, but she’s pregnant at the
moment.”


The man smiled and nodded.


“Bethany Westmorland? I heard about
that. Big news, her being with child like that. In The Scan? They cover a lot
of stories that get missed otherwise. Would you like one of those? I might as
well make a sale, if I’m not going to get to take liberties. That would
be a story though, wouldn’t it? Gwen Farris comes by, purchases questionable
material from me, then gives me a kiss?”


Looking up and down the street, she
pulled a dec from her change, then, feeling insane, leaned in and gave him a
peck on the cheek. No one was watching, after all. He was right though. That
probably would make a good story.


“Just don’t tell your wife until I
get out of town? I don’t need to be lynched.”


The man snorted, but his eyes shone
happily.


“There was a time when you might
have stayed for more than that. Thirty years back, but still…”


Except that she was in another
world back then. Also so horribly deformed that the man wouldn’t have wanted
her attention at all. She didn’t mention any of that, however.


Instead she winked.


“I’ll read up on things then.
Thanks for the help.”


“Not a problem, missy. Is there
something going on here? A real investigation?”


She wanted to flip a palm up, but
had to use her words, her hands both being full at the moment.


“Nothing major. I have a date,
later tonight. The man that does the Omegon books? At least that’s what he said
he did. I suppose he could be selling me a bill of goods, to impress me?”


The guy nodded.


“That could be. You’re a fine
looking lady, so a man might do a lot to get your attention. That… The man that
does those is a local. Tomas? Moore, I think. He came by originally to make
sure that I was selling his work. Which I already was. It’s decent quality. That
be him?” There was chewing on the end of his pipe, along with a serious glance.


“That was the name I was
given. He’s young looking? Pale skin, brown hair and eyes?”


The older man nodded.


“That sounds about right. Good. I’d
hate to think someone was selling you like that. Especially after the hard
knocks you had recently. All of it. You deserve nice things for a while.”


She took a deep breath, nodding.


“I hope that happens. Thanks. I’ll
go and read these then. Research. I didn’t even know that I had a comic
book, a graphic novel, until last night. I hear that it’s basically, um,
adult?”


That got another chortle, but the
man didn’t try to grab the thing back.


“Oh, that it is. Still, there’s
worse. At least it tries at a plot. I can order more for you, if you’ll be
around for a few weeks? The complete line? Let me know.”


She nodded, walking away. After
all, she might well need more of the things. Her lips felt funny, after kissing
him, even if it was just on the cheek. That hadn’t been a big deal however.
Hopefully it really would let him have a good tale for others, some day.


After that she walked back to her
room and started to read. With Tomas’ work happening first. Those were… Not
bad, if she wanted to be honest.


The art was good. Black and white
inside the covers, but well drawn. The words were a bit old fashioned seeming
and forced, and Omegon, who was a rich gadabout by day, seemed to fight things
that were a bit more serious than beetle blight.


Most of the time.


The mask he wore was the same
however, which was interesting to see. There was no explanation as to why
however. Not in the two issues she had. Those were both thick however, holding
complete stories in each one.


The Gwen Farris Investigations
nearly got her to pass out.


There was a bit of a story, but it
was mainly her doing some incredibly graphic things with her assistant, Bethy
West. They did it… Pretty close to everywhere. Using toys, fingers,
tongues and in a few cases a handy man or two in order to create variety.


“Which makes what Tomas did seem far
more sensible, suddenly. Even what I did fit the character… Talk about
confusing for the poor guy.” She blinked a few times, wondering if the man was
ever going to buy her as being herself now. The real her, not just playacting.


Then, smiling, she read the scandal
sheet. The Scan. That had some data for her. For instance, they knew
that she wasn’t actually dating Ferdinand.


Also that people from other
realities had been coming to visit them. That was interesting to see.
Especially given that they had the name that went with the drawing right. Zack
Hartley. No photo, which the rag did have in places, but it really did
look a lot like him.


Nodding to herself she read the
whole thing. Then set it aside. She had more important things to get ready for,
like a date.











Chapter three


 


Gwen cheated a bit, calling Baron
Harrison directly to check on Tomas Moore. The man seemed to be what he said
already, but she really did need to be careful. The Baron actually coughed a
bit at first, when the name was brought up.


“Tom Moore? Works in legal… I
think. I’ve never had a problem with him. Do I need to look into this? I can
have him removed from his position if you need?” The man sounded deep,
blustering and a bit worried. Then he’d gotten called to the telestator to talk
to Gwen Farris. Who was investigating things for the King. A situation that she
was being pretty open about at the moment.


“Probably not? He seems to be well
and truly in the clear. This… It wasn’t a real case. I think that I was sent
out to get me back into the world, most likely. Still, checking things out doesn’t
hurt anything.” Then, blurting a bit, she went on. “I’m also thinking about
dating him. So…” She felt bad, checking up on the guy for personal reasons, but
there was an exhalation from the other side of the device she was in front of.
She was using the one at the hotel, which was old, but still worked pretty
well.


The five dull lead colored balls,
each a bit bigger than a grapefruit, sat on polished wooden dowels. The voice
came from the air, between the outside two spheres. The inside two picked up
the distortions made by her voice and passed it along to the man on the other
side of the system. It didn’t plug into the wall though, being more like radio
that way, she thought.


The Baron sighed then and his voice
came across in a much friendlier manner suddenly.


“Ah! That is better then.
You’ll want recommendations for him? I don’t know that he has family in the
area, but I can have his direct superior connect with you? I must say, I’ve
only heard positive things about the man. A very good worker, conscientious and
rather polite seeming. Yes… I can have you contacted there? It won’t be but a
moment. Let me…” The line went dead suddenly. People there didn’t say goodbye,
since that could become a curse, if done incorrectly. A magical thing that
caused you to die, or never see them again.


They didn’t even say things like see
you soon. Technically that would have been all right, but it simply wasn’t
the habit. Feeling a bit bemused, Gwen didn’t know what she was supposed to do.
Take her hand off the central sphere, of course. That would end the call on her
side. Then, she had no idea what was supposed to happen. Things didn’t really
work that quickly there. The hotel would probably come and get her, if anyone
got in touch asking for her presence, of course.


Just as she was about to walk out
of the space, the device chimed. It was a pretty sound, that was like a soft
bell. Nothing jarring at all. Moving back to the device, she touched the middle
ball, which turned the thing on. If she were making a call herself, the button
on the top of the base would need to be pressed first.


A female voice came across the line
then. It really did sound like she was standing right there, if invisibly.


“Telestator operator, I have a call
for Gwen Farris?” The woman sounded doubtful for some reason. Like that wasn’t
a real option.


“Speaking.”


The woman snorted softly. Her words
were correct however.


“This is from Barrister John
Dempsey?”


“Thank you. I’m ready.”


Again, there was a soft snort. It
was a bit derisive sounding, to be honest.


“Hello? Miss… Farris? Baron
Harrison asked me to call and give you a recommendation for young Tomas? I can
do that, of course. Wonderful fellow. A very good prospect, if you’re
interested? Hard working, sober and healthy. All the traits a lady could
ask for in a gentleman friend. Here in the office he’s saved our court cases
more than once, by dutifully standing in the snow waiting for signatures in the
early morning cold. A marvelous man!”


She smiled, since it was probably
a cultural thing. She’d called to be a creepy stalker and so they’d assumed she
was just doing her due diligence. Like any normal young lady might. Then they
used the chance to talk their boy up, so that he’d get in good with her. The
Baron had seemed ready enough to do otherwise, before she’d mentioned the
dating part of things. Then he shifted so hard it had probably caused head
trauma.


“That all sounds impressive. I
should set up with my mother and friends to get in touch with him, shouldn’t I?
Going the other way? I don’t really know how that’s done here.” It was the
truth, but the man laughed, as if it were a joke.


“Oh, that would work, I think.
Still, it’s up to him to do that, just as it’s your part to contact his people.
Tomas is a good man, however. Truly. Rest assured of that.” He seemed to be
running out of kind things to say about the fellow, so she nodded.


“Got it. Thank you, sir.”


“Not at all a difficulty, I assure
you, Miss.”


Then the line broke. Which given that
the man was at work, simply made sense. Poor Tomas was probably going to be
teased about her now. Then again, they might not mention anything to him at
all. After all, the Baron wasn’t going to chat with an office man all
that often. Tom had mentioned something like that already. His boss may, or may
not, depending on what kind of person he was. These people tended to be closed
lipped about a lot of things, as far as she’d ever seen.


Giving the matter a bit of thought,
she decided to take a list of names and numbers for him, if he showed up for
their date. That he might not… That was kind of the most likely scenario. She’d
met the man in a cave, then pretty much played into what had to seem like
insane game playing to his mind. Having read what was in her comic book… Well,
she’d really done things almost perfectly, given that.


If he really thought that though,
then Beth was a slut. Going around doing things like that with random
men in the woods. A person could call her that too, but she didn’t think that
would actually work for her. After all, she’d only done anything with one
man. Anything real. She’d kissed Christoph, of course. They’d been engaged at
the time however.


Then, thanks to Katherine running
off to betray everyone in the world, he’d gotten married to someone else.
Worse, she sounded nice. Like she was a good person. The kind that Chris
actually deserved, not being her at all. On top of that, she was pregnant. Or
had been. They might have had the child already, given the time frames.


So Gwen had just stepped back. Even
if she could have insisted that they get divorced, ruining three people’s
lives, instead of taking her lumps like she was supposed to.


Like she deserved to, for
not being stronger. If she’d killed herself before Katherine could act, things
would be better now. It wasn’t like she hadn’t thought about it before.


She ate lunch at a different place,
teletransporting herself to a small town that she’d never been to before. That
meant eating at what was basically a lunch counter. She was still served
several courses of food. That was almost always the way things were done there.
So she had a small sandwich, apple wedges, and carrot strips. There was a dip
for those, which was made from oil and vinegar. It wasn’t inspired food, being
too bland, but it was filling enough. She wasn’t eating to reward herself or
anything.


Just to kill time and try to make
sure she gained a bit of weight.


As it was she’d gained about
fifteen pounds and still could pass for anorexic back home. In her
world. Or could have, back when she’d lived there.


That had been weird, when she’d
gone back. The world there was incredibly different now. The times didn’t match
up for one thing and it was over a hundred years later than when she’d left.
After the zombie war. Apparently that was both a real thing and had started the
day after her body had died. Killed by Katherine Vernor. Murdered. The
idea was still insane, but when she’d gone there everything had been very
different. Her old home was gone. So were most of the people.


Eaten to death a century before.


The rest of the place was pretty
much not recognizable to her now. It was nice, for one thing. Pretty. The
technology was futuristic on a level that barely had made sense to her. So
she’d come back after a day there. To a world where she should have been
shunned and reviled. Where she honestly expected to be killed.


Then, clearly, she had a bit of a
death wish still. No one could doubt that.


Well, no one that lived inside her
head could. Katherine wasn’t going to speak on the topic though, since if she
did, Gwen would cut her off, as for her daily fix. Possibly by just teleporting
straight up in the air and refusing to fly out of the move. Not that day. She
had a date. Killing herself right before it would be rude, she had to think.


Even after she was stood up would
be a bit too dark for her to go.


That would probably scar poor Tomas
for life, if she wasn’t careful. There was no real reason for him to even show
up, of course. Not that she wasn’t going to go down to the lobby and wait at
six, made-up and dressed for a walk in the park. Eagerly standing there, while
nothing happened.


She got herself ready, showering
again first. Then she did her hair and makeup, several times each. She wasn’t
great at those things, but had enough practice to manage to put her hair up in
a twist that looked all right, she figured. Her makeup was actually better,
since that was more like painting, which was a thing she’d had classes in back
when she was in high school.


So, at six, promptly, she was in
the lobby. Her life flowing out of her as she waited for a person that wasn’t
going to come. At about three after the hour Tomas came into the space
regardless of her plans, looking bright and cheery. He even had a small
arrangement of flowers in his hands. Then he locked his eyes on hers.


“You’re here! I wasn’t certain. Um…
here?” He handed the bunch of flowers over to her, seeming a bit bashful
suddenly.


For her part, she nearly cried. No
one had ever given her something like that before. They were lovely. Daisies
with little white flowers mixed in with them. Dried ones in with the fresh. Wrapped
in very thin green paper. Meaning that he’d probably spent cash on them. She
smelled them, but didn’t get anything from it that way.


“These are wonderful! Now, I
was promised a romantic walk in the park?” She smiled, holding the flowers,
since they were going with her.


Mainly so she could show them off
to the world. Someone had thought to give her flowers. Gwen wondered if
making a sign saying that would be too obvious. Which it would be. So she held
the things and started to walk to the door. From there she had no clue which
direction to go. It turned out that she needed to head to the right.


Tomas smiled at her, ducking his
head a bit.


“I don’t recall promising romance.
I’ll be lucky not to trip over my own feet.” Then, playing, he pretended to do
that. It was cute.


Gwen nodded.


“Hey, it’s a date. Romance is how
men prove they’re willing to jump through hoops for a girl. You knew that
right? Not that I expect a band to be playing or anything. I wasn’t really
expecting the flowers, so this is a good start. That and some hand
holding will probably work. This time.” She tried to fight smiling, which kind
of worked.


Especially since she had to force
a smile most of the time still. Her early life had made that kind of thing physically
impossible. It wasn’t a thing that she would ever do easily. Except that, here
she was, doing exactly that.


At a man.


A real one, who wasn’t even her
teddy bear.


They sauntered since there
wasn’t much to do when they got to the destination. That meant they were able
to talk as they did it. Mainly about the weather.


“I hear that we might have rain
soon? Then a warm spell. It’s June, so that isn’t unexpected.” Tomas spoke
gently, but in very general terms. At least until they got to the park itself. It
was nice enough, and had trimmed grass, as well as real flowers. Not as nice as
the ones that she had in her hand, clutched next to her little purse.


It was her turn to say something,
so she scrambled a bit, then smiled. She did have a few things to say, after
all.


“I picked up a couple of your books
earlier? Omegon. They’re good. Different than I expected.” More words and fewer
pictures, for one thing. Almost like a short novel that just happened to be
illustrated, rather than what she was used to seeing.


“Oh? That’s… I was… Working on the
script for the next book, last night. I know that a grown man playing like a
child is…” Then he shrugged. “Though, you seem fine with that? I was… A bit
shocked, last night. To find you playing at Gwen Farris like that? Do you…” He
seemed embarrassed and was clearly trying to ask if she went around sucking off
all the men she met.


Gwen sighed.


“I read one of those today,
as well. The Gwen Farris Investigation books? I didn’t even know they existed
last night. I can see why you keep thinking that I’m not me. Just playing at
it? Is that kind of thing common? Pretending to be me?”


There was no one around so her date
took her hand. The free one.


“It happens. Or so I’ve read. A lot
of young women like that freedom, I hear? I didn’t know that anyone would be
so… Literal? Though really, you should have your friend Bethy with you.”
The grin on his face seemed to be teasing.


“Bethany. Westmorland. She had her
sterilization reversed, so is pregnant now, which is a first for her group. She
married a few years ago. That wasn’t a first, but it was unusual. While I was
gone? Martin Cordell. He used to be the head of one of the anti-magic groups?”
That wasn’t truly fair to say, at least not that way. They weren’t so much
anti-magic as much as being anti-discrimination against people that didn’t have
a lot of natural talent.


For his part, Tomas missed a step
and looked confused.


“I’d heard about that, but didn’t
know that his wife was Gwen Farris’s lady friend. That… He must be a very understanding
fellow, in that case.”


That got a snort. It kind of
matched the ones that she was used to getting from telephone operators. Telestator.
She kept getting the words mixed up in her head. Not when she saw the things,
which looked very different, being huge like they were, but when she thought
about stuff casually.


There were real corrections to make
though, if she were going to be seeing the man next to her. Provided he ever
bought that she was herself. Really, at that point he had to be considering the
fact that she was at least truly insane. No one could pretend to be someone
else as well as she’d been doing.


Of course, this Gwen Farris
had sucked him off. It could be that he was willing to put up with a lot for a
regular dose of that kind of thing. Which reminded her to make sure the evening
ended on a similar note to that. Other than that kind of thing she didn’t
really have a lot to offer him, she didn’t think. Just strangeness and a soiled
reputation.


“Beth… We’re friends. That’s
all though. Where they got any other idea for that book… I’m going to be
looking into that one, actually. Not that it will stop anyone. I take it the
things have been out for a while? Just to keep this all clear, I’m not
seeing anyone else, romantically. Just you. Though I did get a rather nice
offer from Derrick Westmorland last night. He suggested that I focus on you
first, but if you fall through, I have a backup.” She grinned then. “Oh, I also
kissed the old newspaper seller on the cheek earlier. That’s pretty worldly for
here, isn’t it? Almost naughty, for a good girl like me.” She tucked in
closer to him as they walked. It was a bit awkward with her bag in hand. His
jacket pocket had a strange, soft lump in it on that side.


A thing which she understood
without asking. He was a super hero. One with a real reputation, having a
series of books out about him. So of course he needed to have his mask on him
at all times. Plus, he clearly thought she was still playing games. That might
mean he needed to be ready to do the same, to keep her interest.


If it hadn’t been a creeptastic
junior Cthulu mask, she might have even gone with that one.


She was kind of focused on him, so
didn’t notice that anything else was going on until she heard a woman calling
out.


“Stop! That’s my purse!” Her accent
was a bit thick. A little more country sounding, which in the Western Kingdom
made everyone sound just a bit French to her ear. Which no one there would
understand, given that the people from that part of Europa spoke Mongolian.


There was a man running away from
the woman, her own escort seeming to be just getting up, having been pushed to
the ground. The thief wasn’t coming toward them, but it was kind of clear that
no one was close enough to stop him. Gwen started to point her finger, which
could be forgiven socially at the moment. After all, that was considered rude.
Pointing like that. She was about to blast the man as well, when Tomas started
chasing after him. The mask of Omegon didn’t come out, but he made pretty good
time.


Almost like he actually exercised
regularly, or something.


Smiling, she lifted into the air
and flew high going over both of the men, landing on the far side of the purse
snatcher, just before Tom got to him. There was a rough tackle from the rear,
which had both men on the ground. Fighting.


Poorly.


Right until Gwen walked over and
kicked the would be thief in the head a few times. Covertly enough that she
didn’t think anyone there would notice her doing it. Other than Tomas, of
course. She did it until the now moaning man stopped struggling, allowing the
bag to be stripped away. It wasn’t a nice one like she had, but that
wasn’t the point.


No, the point was that her
boyfriend, when he saw a crime, had stood for what was right. At personal risk.
That was brave. Also she realized, kind of hot. The other man was about the
same size, though Tom stood up to right his clothing and grinned.


“Well! It seems I should partner up
with Gwen Farris more often! We should contact the local. Here… Aid! Aid! Call
for the constabulary! Aid! Thief!” The words got several others to do the same
thing. A boy that had been playing at something that involved teams of kids, a
stick and several balls scurried off, dashing away like it was a life or death
situation.


That still didn’t get the cops
there before the man tried to get up and run away.


“Nope. Stay down, or I’ll hit you
with a force blast that might just kill you.”


She pointed a finger, which got the
male friend, possibly husband, of the woman who had been robbed to smirk a bit.
Gwen shook her head trying not to be annoyed, but kept her finger pointed. The
man on the ground tried to run anyway. So softening the blow a lot, by
throttling the power flow back, she hit him with a shot of energy that was
invisible as it left from around her finger, but made a solid thunk sound
against his skull. Knocking the thief all the way out.


Like she’d sort of promised would
be happening.


That got shocked looks from
everyone else there, as if it were a rare thing to do. Which it really was.
She’d gotten the idea first from a man in a different land. Chinoise. It was
kind of a combination of China and everything else from that part of the
world. One of the four big lands on the planet. If there were any small ones
she hadn’t heard about them, but the point was, no one expected anyone to do
what she just had.


Not even the Westmorlands trained
for that kind of thing. Flying either. The only people that did that were
basically circus performers.


Them and her. Which, if it ever
came up could be a fallback occupation for her.


It took nearly ten minutes for the
Constabulary to jog up. There were two of them and they wore adorably old timey
seeming outfits. All in a deep blue, with dome-like hard hats on their heads.
Brass buttons on the front as well. They had polished wooden clubs and some
chains to hold the prisoner with, having been informed that someone was being
held.


One of the men pointed at the man
and winced.


“Slapped him about a bit? Not that
I blame you, but that looks to be a concussion. See as how his eyes don’t match
in the blacks.” He pointed, which got her to wince as well.


“Sorry. I hit him with an energy
blast. Just physical force. I tried to moderate it, but that can be hard to do
on the fly.” She tried to seem calm about it all. Interestingly the other
Constable just nodded.


“Right. I heard that about you,
Miss. Energy blasts, flying about, too. Interesting to see it in action. Well,
we need to get a report of what happened here.”


The words got Tomas to finally
scowl at her a bit, but it didn’t seem angry really. Just a tiny bit confused.
Which by this point she wasn’t going to take the blame for. Hopefully that
didn’t start a fight, but she’d been honest with him.


The constables knew their job, took
the notes they needed to get a report down, then pulled the guilty man away.
There were a few non-gentle pushes to get him to walk, but no beating for his
trouble. Probably due to the fact that she’d already handled that part of
things. Criminals there didn’t really get treated very well, unless they were
wealthy. Nobles could, and sometimes did, get away with murder.


In this case, her being Gwen Farris
seemed to pay off, too. No one called her on her use of force anyway. Not even
when the men walked away to go off to the local jail. For her part, wondering
if the date were over, she just started to walk again, pretending it wasn’t. It
was a bit amazing, but Tomas followed her, as she sniffed at her flowers.


“These really are sweet. We should
go back to my room?” She hadn’t gone to get any birth control, but had a few
ideas of things they could do that wouldn’t put her at risk that way.


It felt a bit strange, being
adults, having to sneak into her room. They were like ninjas anyway. Smooth,
silent and so out of place that anyone seeing them would have been instantly
alerted to something being strange. That meant they both laughed as soon as
they were safely behind her closed and locked door.


“So… Miss Farris… How many people
have you been telling that tale to? It’s a bit dangerous, actually assuming her
life like that. Not that I can’t see it. That… You were incredible out there! I
swear, you even looked like you were flying for a bit. How did you manage that?
Teletransport and drop?” There was a hand gesture to illustrate the idea, which
wasn’t a horrible one, if you couldn’t fly.


Shaking her head, she sighed.


“I… You know, let’s do some
interesting things first and then I’ll show you? Now, here, let’s get into bed?
Above the covers. I want to see you.” That meant the lights being on, which was
fascinating. It was a bit like the day before, except that she could
tell what she was doing, tried even harder to pay attention to what he wanted
and made sure she got a turn as well.


That was a lot more fun.


For the first time in her life she
kind of understood what all the carrying on was about, as far as that kind of
thing went. They did things for a long time as well. Tomas got tired of it
first, but was game to try things on her for a while, regardless.


Then, as soon as they were both
satisfied enough for the time being, Gwen stood up. Nude. Her body was a bit
thin, which she noticed as she looked down, but that had been explained.


“All right. We need to get dressed,
then go someplace. I have an appointment anyway.”


Tomas started moving, getting his
things rather quickly then.


“Oh? I didn’t know… A husband or…”
He looked away, but scrambled. Probably so her big brute of a boyfriend
wouldn’t find him and thrash the innocent man for taking liberties.


Not that it was going down that
way.


Rather than do anything else, she
made sure they were both cleaned up, presentable and tidy. Then held the man
close.


“I hate this next part.”
Gwen really did. Not that she had any choice in the matter. The fear of not
doing it, once the decision was made, was worse than the discomfort of getting
the job done. That had been trained into her, rather painfully.


Before he could respond to the
words, she took him away. Into the night.











Chapter four


 


They ended up standing in the front
yard of Park Street. The Vernor family main home. To be fair about it, the
thing was less house than not. More like a palace complex. The guest houses sat
at a remove, each big enough for a family of twelve. The whole thing was so
large that, honestly, Gwen had never even been in any of the out buildings.
Except the forbidden shed in the back yard. 


Not that anyone would have stopped
her from going into the nice wooden structure. It held gardening and lawn care
tools, most days. In all it looked cute. Innocent. She’d been tortured in it
though and sane or not, that meant she hated the place now. Not enough to burn
it to the ground, but she wasn’t going to take her new guy friend on a tour of
it either.


She was huffing and puffing again,
trying to recover just a little bit faster than the last time. That didn’t
really work, since her body needed the oxygen. That was her bet anyway. That
something in the trick of carrying two people across the kingdom, or even the
world, just caused her brain to use up all the fuel in her blood. Including the
air in her lungs.


That, or just as likely, it did
nothing. In that case she just imagined that she felt so out of sorts.
Regardless, nothing she could manage at the moment prevented her from having to
suck in huge breaths in that few minute time span. On the good side, it didn’t
make her particularly tired, after that part was done. It was very much easier
doing it on her own. So much so that it didn’t even cause her to feel it in
particular. Not now that she could do it.


Finally, after most of three
minutes, she had control of herself again.


“Home. I get that… Well, just come
on?” She lived there. The Vernors did as well, having come back from the
country. They’d basically exiled themselves after everything. Robert had to
stay available for work, of course. That limited the good and effective hiding
that might have happened. Ethyl on the other hand had become nearly a social
pariah over the last years. They were ghastly rich still. Powerful as well.
Nearly royalty.


The thing there was that Katherine
Vernor had so truly tainted the family name that they might just never be able
to really recover from the shame. Even Gwen was feeling that a bit. Though, to
be truthful, so far the people that had known she was herself hadn’t beaten or
spit on her like she probably deserved for her failures. They’d been… Normal.
Maybe a bit shy about her, but not condemning her part in things.


Walking to the rather impressive
front door, she triggered the bell. It was like a door bell from home, but
worked using magic. That was a new thing however. One that she’d worked out
about a month before. It was nearly never used, so the crystal pack on it would
probably work for decades. It made loud chimes trigger inside. Turning she
winked at her date.


“Not to brag, but I made that.
Myself. Even the radiatives for it. You took classes on that at University? I…”
She was stuck suddenly, not knowing what normal people would ask then. For all
she knew it was horribly rude to bring up anything even remotely like that. It
hadn’t seemed like it with anyone else, but she was still kind of on a date.
The rules might be a bit different for that.


Thankfully, Tomas smiled at her as
if that were a totally normal thing to go on about.


“I did take a few. That
wasn’t my prime area, naturally. Most of the art types actually major in
traditional magic. It’s a bit more fluid and graceful than the more technical
applications. Still, that’s impressive. Magical chimes? To alert the folk
inside that we’re here?” There was a bit of nervous looking around then, as if
they might not be allowed there at all.


Except that moments later the front
door opened. That showed a rather dapper gentleman standing there. He was
decently tall, fit looking and attractive enough to get in trouble with the
right kind of person. Charles Winslow was taken however. A thing that Gwen had
long thought to be a shame. Gay as well, which would have gotten her right out
of the running. Not that she’d have been in it, anyway. After all, he was a
professional butler, as well as ex-special forces. If he’d been straight and in
desperate need, he still would have turned down his employer’s daughter.
Gwen wasn’t Katherine, but she looked just like her. That other girl was even
in her head still. Subdued for the moment. Mainly at her own behest.
Trying to stay alive. Or, just possibly, making sure that Gwen got to.


After no more than a tenth of a
second of hesitation, Charles smiled at her.


“Miss Farris! Have you come for
dinner? That would be lovely, to be truthful. I fear that there were plans,
but… Rather a last moment cancelation. It isn’t grand.” He seemed displeased by
that idea.


Gwen didn’t have to ask however. It
was a thing that happened to poor Ethyl now. She’d make plans, with an old
friend or two, only to have them pull out at the last moment, due to social
pressure.


On the good side, she was hungry,
not having gotten anything to eat that evening. She really did need to gain
some weight as well, so that part just made sense, if the food was already
there. A bit mean, dragging poor Tomas along to meet her mother and father like
that, but he was the one that didn’t seem to get that she was really herself
yet. Not totally.


“That sounds great. If it really
isn’t any trouble? I’m mainly here to show off for Tomas. The new door chime
and all that? We’re dating, so, you get the idea, I want to make a good
impression.” She winked, trying to be conspiratorial and a bit teasing. It
wasn’t like the man wasn’t standing right there with her.


Winslow bowed toward the fellow.


“Very good, Miss. Please, come in.
I’m certain that we can arrange a suitable meal, even if plans fluctuate again.
Would you be pleased with the sitting room? Mrs. Vernor is entertaining in
there, this evening.”


“Sounds good. Thanks, Charles.” She
reached out and took Tomas by the hand, as they walked away. It wasn’t that bad
of a trip down the large hallway to the left, but it was still a bit of
walking. Park Street could be a tiny bit overwhelming at first. At least if you
weren’t a Duke or better.


In the sitting room there was a bit
of a surprise for her, since there was a Duke there already. Her friend,
Groundling. He was technically second in line for the kingdom’s throne at the
moment. At least if Marianna didn’t pop out a kid soon. The king and her were
trying though. Both were healthy enough even, so it wouldn’t be that long.


The large man was there alone it
seemed that evening. Normally he brought Gloria along with him. Gwen hadn’t
really thought about it, since they were of different social strata, but the
ship’s Engineer and the Duke seemed to be an item. Which was good if it was the
case. Gwen actually liked them both, after all. If nothing else it would make
dinner parties easier on her.


“Hey! Duke Morten.” She held her
arms open, but was a bit shocked when the man actually stood up from his sofa
and managed to give her a credible hug.


“Curly! Gloria was just asking
after you, not yesterday. Actually, she ordered me to see about getting you in
for a run? We’re two loaders down for our next trip out, otherwise. Smitty
actually went and got himself promoted, of all things. Darnell…” There was a
sad look then, along with a head shake that felt both real and fake, at the
same time. “There was an accident at the last port. Paris? In Europa. I’m
afraid he didn’t make it back to the Peregrine on time, so has to find his own
way home.”


It sounded like that was a sad
thing, but given who had been left Gwen had to figure that it was done on
purpose. The man was an idiot. Worse, he probably wasn’t even stupid, which
could have been worked with. Slow was a thing and its own excuse at times.
Darnell just thought he was cleverer than he actually was, which made problems.


It had to be pretty bad though, if
they stranded him like that. It was close to the last thing that anyone in the
shipping business would do, on purpose.


“What did he do?”


The tall man, who was bald on top,
and a combination of silver, black and gray on the sides, all trimmed nicely,
sighed.


“Liberties with our cook. Rather
got a bit out of hand about it. I mean, a woman on a ship gets patted a bit
more than is proper at times, naturally. Hazard of the job. He was trying to
force her, though. Just with words, or he wouldn’t have been getting off
the ship at port. We’re keeping that part quiet, for the lady’s sake. Anyway,
are you in?” He looked at her closely, kindly not mentioning how thin she still
was. That played behind his eyes, but she could work.


“I should be free? I think I
actually wore out my welcome with Ferdinand. Not that he hasn’t been a dear about
everything. At least I don’t think I pissed off Marianna or anything.”
They were short on female watchers for her. The Special Service had some women,
but only four of them now, and Beth was down, since being pregnant meant not
being in combat armor. Not that they lived in the stuff, but if it came up, she
couldn’t fit in hers, or wouldn’t be able to soon.


Groundling, her old ship pal, just
grimaced at her a bit.


“He called me up on that one. It isn’t
what you’d think. You came back and then spent six months on duty. Straight,
without taking so much as a single rest day. That’s your entire duty set for
the year. Given you worked sixteen hour days, that’s your whole contract at
once. Stupid rule, if you’re willing to do more, but that’s the civilian way
for that sort of thing. You’re the only non-Westmorland in the job on the
women’s side, so they have to treat you like a girl.” He smirked a bit, then
looked over at Tomas, nodding. It was very nearly a casual thing.


“Baron Harrison. Good to see you
out. Last I heard you were consumed with your latest art project? Children’s
novels, wasn’t it?” There was no particular condemnation over that being what
the guy was doing.


No hesitation about the Baron
part either. It could have been a bit of a shock to her, but Gwen figured that
the man had probably hidden who he was from a lot of people. Really, that was
likely for the same reason that Groundling did on the ships. At least he used
to, before being shown as nobility to the masses. It was so he could do his
work, without being bothered all the time.


In this case it could also have
been about something else. Like the fact that he’d figured that Gwen was
playing make believe when they met. He had been, apparently. Doing a
better job of it than she would have figured at the same time. After all, he
had calling cards made up with a different name on them. Also a man to pretend
to be him on the telestator. That took real planning and skill.


She glanced at him and shrugged.


“Ah. I see. I think that Ferdinand
was setting us up then. At least to meet, if not for a bit of mystery. Anyway,
Tomas and I…” She stopped then, and waited for the name to be corrected. Still
holding his hand.


Rather than act goofy the guy smiled
and squeezed her hand gently.


His words were even and calm then.


“Miss Farris and I are seeing each
other? I rather hadn’t told her who I was yet. Just Tomas the legal clerk and
artist. She did say that she’d read my books however, so that makes at least
one person! They aren’t really for children however…” He seemed a bit
embarrassed about that part, but was interrupted when Ethyl Vernor walked up
and hugged Gwen.


“This is wonderful! I’ve been a bit
worried about you, to be honest, Gwen. It’s good to see that you have a
friend.” She looked at him and nodded, a bit forcefully.


Robert stuck his hand out at the
guy, smiling.


“Robert Vernor. This is my wife
Ethyl. Gwen’s parents, more or less. Just so you get the situation?” He seemed
happy enough about it however and Duke Morten slapped the Baron on the arm.


“Don’t worry, Tom. They’re good
people. Better than you might have heard, to be honest. We should sit. Talk and
catch up. Mainly with Gwen, since she’s far more interesting than the rest of
us.”


She blew a raspberry at the man.
Oddly, that translated well enough to get a laugh from him. Along with slightly
scandalized look from Ethyl, though it wasn’t unkind.


“Interesting is another word for odd,
right? I’ve worked out your crafty alien codes, you know.” She paused, then
shrugged. “I guess I’m the alien here? Anyway, I mainly came so that Tomas would
get that I’m actually me and not just roleplaying at being Gwen Farris. I know
that sounds insane but…” She was willing to go on, but Groundling nodded at
her.


“Too true. I can see that one.
She’s the real deal however, Tom. Different than you’d heard as well, I bet.
For instance, I wasn’t kidding or joking about having her on as a
loader. It’s part of why I’m here tonight. That and the company, of course.” He
bowed, sitting already, toward Ethyl and then Robert. “Your parents were
worried that people would think you were being forced into hard labor. Again.
Missing the part where you plan to take over the shipping concern someday.
Really, if you get the chance, you should start doing some duties that way. I’d
suggest the military as well, but Special Service has to count for that part.
Then we just need to find some nice young man for you to marry.”


Gwen glared a bit then, though
Tomas managed to not react to the words in the slightest.


“Way to ruin my date, Groundling.
Just keep this in mind when it’s your turn to be needled. Just so you get
what’s going to be happening then.” Not that she knew it would ever happen, but
it made a better threat than storming out would. Besides, she wasn’t entirely
certain that doing that kind of teasing wasn’t just the norm there. Or if it
was teasing at all. It could well have been a simple attempt to bring
the subject up.


It was a bit early for that. Tom
seemed like a nice enough guy. Also like he could be slightly unbalanced
mentally. Sure that wasn’t a deal breaker for her, but just being Gwen Farris
meant that she couldn’t blame the man if his goal was to get lucky a few times
and then dump her. That might be happening even sooner now that she’d shown
herself to be who she was.


A badly broken, totally tainted,
bit of flotsam cast off from another world.


It sounded pretty sad to her. Also
likely as to what would be happening in the next few minutes. Except that the
others just acted like the conversation were real, then changed it after the
first hint had been dropped. That or her vow of revenge against the Duke.


Which hadn’t been meant in a bad
way, but still might have people worried, she realized. After all, she’d gone
after only a few people there, in the Western Kingdom. Well, in that whole
world. All of them were dead now. They might not get that she was
capable of things like just being funny, or sabotaging his next date with fake
wedding announcements. Not the she really would.


No, she was far too kind for that.
Worse, she actually wanted the best for her friend. Which could have been his
point as well. Still, there was no glaring, or even clever looking away to make
certain she got the point. That was a thing that people did there, from time to
time.


Ethyl changed the topic then. It
was a bit less than perfectly well done, which all the men in the room,
including Robert, seemed to understand.


“I hear that there’s a book with
you in it out, Gwen? One for children? Gwen Farris, Girl Detective, or
something along those lines? I must say, it sounds interesting! I haven’t read
such a thing for oh… Nearly twenty years now.” She was probably being coy,
since it had certainly been closer to thirty for the woman. She didn’t look all
that old or anything, but wasn’t forty any longer either. Not unless she’d had
Katherine at thirteen.


Robert turned a bit red then, which
was in upset, not embarrassment. Duke Morten actually seemed to be a bit deadly
suddenly and Tomas looked away. Just like she’d figured someone would have been
doing at her a few moments before.


Gwen just snorted.


“Ah. Gwen Farris Investigations…”
She smirked a bit and then shook her head. Honestly, she managed to sound like
she was fighting a laugh. “In which she mainly investigates her friend
Beth West. I don’t know if I should be happy that Beth’s reputation was spared
or upset that they didn’t point out she was a Westmorland? It’s… Is smut
a word here?” She’d never heard that one that she recalled. 


Oddly, making a face, Ethyl nodded.


“Rather! That’s… Well, I suppose I
shouldn’t have brought that up then. Do we know who put that out? Also, should
we have them killed for it?”


There were several different
responses then. Tomas looked troubled, as if the suggestion was a real one. Robert
looked annoyed, which was probably about the books existing, rather than his
wife finding out about it, she guessed. Groundling nodded, a bit forcefully, as
if that were just an honest idea and a thing to take seriously. Then, the man
would straight up kill a person if he had to. He’d taken off a Baron’s head for
her once. In retaliation for the man having tried to sacrifice her to end the
world. They’d only known about the knife to the heart at the time, however.
Still, he’d killed the guy without blinking. Just because she’d said it needed
to be done.


For her part she shook her head.


“Eh… Probably not? I’ll just find
whoever is doing them and see where that goes? It… Honestly, they’re just
pictures. Not even photographs of me actually doing those things. The likeness
isn’t even that good.”


That got a low growl from Robert.


“That isn’t the point. You don’t
need any more abuse from us. This entire world owes you too much for that kind
of thing. Even if you were doing those things, it would be improper to
bring it up. Being innocent of them…” He stopped then, but didn’t seem to be
questioning that part of things. Which was nice of him.


She flipped a single palm, turning
it over in her lap. If she had that right, one palm being flipped was a sign
that you really didn’t care. Not even bothering to lift it up showed
even less concern than that. In this case it was pretty much her telling
the whole room that she honestly couldn’t be bothered to put any energy into
the effort at all.


Winslow came to the door, standing
there for a moment before speaking. Looking good while he did it, as well.


“Dinner is now being served, if you
please?”


That was the polite way to do it.
If you were just hanging out casually with a few friends. It would have been
even more so if it had just been family. They all more or less sauntered to the
next room, where plates were already on the serving carts. Carlisle, who was
the large, powerful, Native American looking footman, gave a slow nod in her
direction. There was no smile to go along with it for her. That was probably
due to her having a date, rather than anything else.


Not that the man wanted her for
himself or anything. Or, well, she’d never even considered that. He was
handsome and not old or anything. About thirty. The guy had simply never shown
more interest in her than his job required of him. Most men hadn’t, in her
life.


Which was probably why the first
one that had really, where she could act on it, had gotten more attention than
he’d bargained for. Though, it occurred to her that Omegon was a bit better
with the ladies in his books than Tom was in real life. Not that his clever
super hero shtick hadn’t worked on her. Still, that he’d gotten past her
without her picking up on who he really was kind of galled her.


Bethany wouldn’t have made that mistake.


Then, Gwen was pretty sure that all
of the Westmorlands memorized the faces, names and telestator numbers of every
member of the nobility. Meaning that Beth had known who Duke Morten was the
first time they’d met.


Her friend hadn’t ratted the man
out, either. Which just showed the power of their training. It was a horror or
at least had been. Now new methods were being used for things. Not that it was
enough. Rifters still had to blow themselves up to make it happen. It was a
promise that she needed to keep, Gwen knew.


Which was why she’d made the
door chime.


Not because a real bell or an old
fashioned knocker wasn’t enough. They both worked pretty well, to be honest. It
was due to the fact that she needed to be able to construct teletransport
spheres. The problem there wasn’t that they were too hard to make even. Really,
it should have been possible to put together a device that would rift,
mechanically, already. In fact, she was nearly certain of it.


The big issue was that the devices
had to have specific controls on them to be worth anything.


A large power pack as well. Really,
she needed to be more clever than just handing over what was essentially nukes
to these people. Things that could be set in one location, then carefully
triggered, with a multi-stage process that would send them to a specific
destination for the explosion.


It was complex, but by making them
that way lives, the ones she cared about, could potentially be saved. Except
that they were at war and having more super weapons didn’t sound like
the best plan in the world.


She’d promised though.


The much harder thing to build was
the real issue for her. Shields. Ones that prevented Rifting. They had training
protocols for that now. Including people that could actually do it. The problem
was that they didn’t and probably couldn’t, cover a large enough area. Now, if
she could make devices for that, then most major cities could be totally
covered, all the time.


Gwen wasn’t fixing that one in a
day however. Which was a shame, since it was clear that Europa was planning to
attack soon. There had been fighting going on already. A real war having been
going on for several years. It was a big deal at the palace. There too, no
doubt, even if it hadn’t been mentioned yet.


Almost as if the idea had floated
from her head into the room, Tomas spoke, his voice gentle.


“Yes. I’d heard about you being in
the Special Service, Gwen. Is that where you learned to use combat magics? I
should think about that kind of thing. The military, perhaps? It’s a bit
cowardly to sit back and send boys off to die on one of the fronts, while I
draw pictures and play in caves.”


She hadn’t really been thinking of
it that way, but there was a bit of common sense to the idea. He did some good
things, but there was more to do. Even if he was a bit more of an artist
than a fighter. Then, he wasn’t a coward or anything. Not from what she’d seen.


Even if the curse spreading
shopkeeper wasn’t real. After all, the Baron could just have had the man taken
in, without any proof at all.


Everyone seemed tense for some
reason, except Gwen, who made a bit of a face. Trying to consider things.


“Really? I got most of those tricks
in other training. If you don’t mind some pain, the Westmorlands will probably
be willing to help with that kind of thing. As for the military… Well, that’s
pretty much a horrible plan, unless you’re going in under an assumed name?
Otherwise the enemy will have to try and capture you to use as a
hostage.” No one moved at the table, except for Groundling.


He smiled. Grimly.


“That’s correct. Though… If you can
set up that kind of training, even a light version, it would help, I bet. Then
if you do go off to the front, you might survive, Tom. You should look into it.
Better, get Gwen to do it for you.” He chuckled a little, then shook his head
slowly. “Not that it’s a kindness if she does it.”


Robert sighed, gently, but nodded a
bit.


“Too true. I was told, by a man who
was there, about the first time that Gwen found out that Katherine still lived
inside of her. Do you know how she responded to that?”


Gwen hadn’t really figured that the
man would remember that part. She did of course. To her it seemed like it had
happened about a year and a half before, instead of the nearly four and a half
it truly was.


Ethyl looked down at her plate,
tearing up. Tomas just looked concerned.


“No. It never occurred to me that
anything in particular would have happened at that point. I can see how it
might, now that it’s mentioned. What did she say?”


Duke Morten cleared his throat
then.


“It wasn’t what she said,
Tomas. It was what she did.” He took a sip of wine then and stared at
the younger man. “When she found out that Katherine Vernor was hiding inside of
her head, she ordered the Westmorlands to torture her, while reading her mind,
to flush the girl out. It worked, too.”


Tomas winced, then nodded.


“I see. Well, then, I’d be honored
if you’d put together such a program for me, to aid in my learning, Gwen. If
you have time?”


She nodded.


“For you? Of course I do.”


The trick would be in doing it all
the best way. That was actually harder than it sounded, but not exactly
impossible. In fact, she could get things started the next day, she was willing
to bet.











Chapter five


 


Tomas allowed himself to suffer
being manhandled, or at least Gwen handled, back to his place. Seeing it, at
least after she stopped huffing like she’d been doing sprints while carrying a
grown man, she nodded. It made some sense as to why they hadn’t had dinner at
his house. She even got the whole thing where they’d gone for a walk in the
park, rather than there.


It was nice. Not Park Street grand,
but even the king barely had that. The Vernors were freaking rich after all. On
a level that meant they had all the nice things. Gwen had never been to
any of them, but it wouldn’t shock her to find out that their fifth or six
house was actually a bit nicer than where Baron Harrison lived. The thing with
that was simple though. The place was still a mansion.


That meant her boyfriend had kept
her away from his real home. So that fake Gwen Farris, the trampy woods slut
wouldn’t know that he was more than a cute guy with a strange habit of playing
super hero in the forest. Probably because he actually liked her. Or at
least the things she was doing with him. Smiling, she glanced around and nodded
in his general direction.


“Not bad. So… You do know that I
don’t care if you’re nobility or not, right? I mean, a little, since I don’t
think of it as a real thing. You’re also a masked good doer, which is at least
entertaining.” She meant it, though didn’t know if he was going to respond
poorly to that idea or not.


Cutely, the man grinned at her.


“Eh… I suppose I should explain? I
can see this all being a bit mysterious. I’m rather good at that, I hear.” He
locked eyes with her, seeming a bit nervous about the idea.


Gwen let him off the hook, not
needing to get everything all at once.


“Which part? The gold digger
defense strategy of not telling me you had lucre? I get that one. Um…
Gold digger. We call women that when they-” She didn’t get through it all.


He took a small breath then,
hissing a bit as he exhaled.


“Right. We have that one, too.
Women that seek to better their lives by marrying the wealthiest man they can
find. It’s happened to me. My girlfriend in college only wanted me for a title
and funds. It took me a while to learn about it. I should have seen it sooner.
She was older than I was by a few years. Attractive enough, but pushy. Also,
she moved from man to man, each wealthier than the last. I knew about it on some
level, but it still hurt when it was disclosed. My father had hired a man to
follow her, which uncovered that she was plotting against me with another
fellow.” There was no pleasure in his words about dodging that bullet.


Gwen shook her head then, a bit of
pressure on the right side of her brain casing. Which she didn’t get, since it
was strange. That was her sign that she was picking up data from the future.
Only there was no signal of what was coming. Nothing at all. Just an idea that
didn’t make a lot of sense to her.


“That reminds me a bit of Regina
Botstein.” Gwen was going to explain that one, since it was just a woman that
she’d run into in a hallucination once.


Tomas frowned.


“Indeed. Exactly her, in
fact. You’ve had a pleasure?”


That told her a lot about things
that hadn’t come up yet. For instance, Tomas had gone to Western University. It
was one of the major front gate colleges. Basically that meant
Ivy League, there. Western was, as far as she could tell, something like going
to Harvard or Yale. A large place that had a lot of students and
faculty.


Plus, one Regina Botstein. She was
said to be clever, even brilliant in her own way. Except that her name also
kept coming up in regards to bad things taking place. This was the third or
fourth time that Gwen knew of.


“You know, we’ve never actually
met. Her name popped up a few years ago in an investigation I was on. For the
kingdom. She’d dumped a man, to move on to a richer one. That had set some
things in motion that probably helped set some human sacrifices into
action. A plot to hold all the radiatives in the world still? It would have
shut down magic, more or less. I heard the idea was originally hers?”


The shield against rifting was,
more or less, based on that. In a lot of ways it was close to a direct rip off.


Some other things as well, but that
was where the idea had come from. In fact, the entire idea for the plot had
been Regina’s, if Carter Palmer, her ex-boyfriend, had been honest about where
he’d stolen the idea from.


Tomas went slightly wide eyed.


“Truly? I think I know of the
episode. That took place before we met, of course. I only left school last
year, but that was… about three years ago? It seems odd. She was
charming in her way. Willing to do things. More advanced than I was in worldly
things. I fear that I was kept rather sheltered as a child.” Then he stopped,
dead in his tracks.


Not that they’d been walking. He
was standing next to the sofa that she was on. So Gwen waved for him to sit
down next to her. Close. In fact she pressed the side of her leg against his,
so that he’d get that she wasn’t that concerned about the fact that a man his
age had managed to get some before. Even if it was from a woman that seemed a
bit like a problem in the making.


Erin Debussey junior, no doubt.


She grinned and reached out to
touch her new friend on the arm.


“That’s another thing to look into
then? The first time I saw her… It was in a hallucination. The one where I
learned how to fly, actually. It was an extreme mesmerism thing. Anyway, I’m not
worried that you had a girlfriend before.”


The words got him to make a face
and shake his head while looking away.


“It isn’t that. A man my age should
be thinking marriage. I chose poorly that time. It happens. No, it’s… I was
kept away from the world, because I’m strange.”


Gwen smiled then, which was
probably the wrong thing to do. Here strange meant that he had some kind of
mental problem. She was just happy that she got the reference.


“How so?” She sounded far too
pleased about it, to be fair.


Her boyfriend, or at least the guy
who had done nifty sex stuff with her, made a face.


“I… You know, the Omegon thing?
That… I’m not just playing at it. Part of me wants to be that. A hero that
helps others. I wasn’t pretending in the caves. I was trying to… Be
that.” There was real shame in his words.


“Okay. I don’t think that’s
a big issue. Even pretending that you weren’t you makes some sense. You do the comic
books too, which is a great cover for that kind of thing. If anyone sees you,
then you just whip the mask out, point at the graphic novels and roll your eyes
at how silly they’re being. Then, when no one thinks it can be real, you can
fight crime and help people.” She took his hand then. Just because she wondered
if he was going to pull away from her in horror.


He simply nodded at her, making a
lot of direct eye contact.


“That is what I’ve been
thinking. Still, my father thought that it was a bit too bizarre for a Baron,
or a future one, to be doing. When he passed away, well, then I was rather put
in place, regardless. That was… I think Duke Morten was hinting at that. It’s a
known thing in some circles. More than a few of my peers would love to see me nobly
die, off in a war. I’m considered a bit unstable.” The downcast eyes told of
long held and deep pain over it all.


For play acting and pretending to
be interesting. Not that he wasn’t. Then, Gwen didn’t really care that much
what other people thought. No, to her mind the real question was if the man
knew enough to get by most of the time. There were levels of crazy. So
far he seemed fine that way. Which meant he wasn’t insane, just imaginative.
Like an artist. Which he was.


A very eccentric one.


She took several deep breaths then,
getting his attention. He seemed worried.


Her voice was smooth however, when
she spoke.


“I’m Gwen Farris. The woman
from another world. I don’t know what you’ve heard about that? It might be a
little different than you think. We talked about Katherine? How she’s still in
my head. I get that you didn’t know I was really me though. If you don’t want
to be associated with me, I understand.” It wasn’t what she wanted, but she got
the idea.


Instead of rejection, she was
kissed. Hard. With a bit of friendly groping that would have gotten him beaten
if anyone else was around. Or not, since he was nobility and they could get
away with almost anything. Crime fighting was better than what a lot of people
of his station might have gotten up to.


Which got her to nod.


“Fine. We can keep going out?
You’ll need to change some things though, if we’re doing that.”


There was a slow nod and closed
eyes.


“I understand. Playing at being a
hero is a bit juvenile. I’ll stop. I promise.”


That let her shake her head and
snort at him.


“Nope. Why should you? It’s goofy,
but not bad or evil. No, I just think you need to do a better job of it.
Like that shop keeper who’s cursing people? There is no way you
shouldn’t have reported him immediately once you found him. Tom Moore might not
be able to do that, or Omegon, but you can. Leaving that kind of power
on the table in a real situation is… Stupid.” She didn’t let her face move, as
he got what she was saying.


“I see. That’s not wrong, I
suppose. It’s just harder to do that with a mask on. I need to protect my
identity. To guard the family name. That’s why I gave you a false name to start
with.”


Gwen got the idea there at least. So
she nodded.


“Right. That can be worked out. It
isn’t the only thing you need to be doing. I’ll get with people for that
training. Not what the Westmorlands use. I have some ideas, but it might take a
few weeks to put together. In the meantime, we should work on your public image.”
She stopped, not really knowing how to get that kind of thing done. “Um… Okay,
how about… Are you really willing to do the military thing? It will probably be
less than fun, but there have to be a lot of jobs that can be done where you
won’t go overseas. That will still seem brave enough. It’s the perception that
really counts on that one.”


She locked eyes with him then,
shrugging.


“You are brave. That’s plain
to see. What we can’t do is hand a prisoner of war to the Europans. Ferdinand
would have my hide if we let that happen. Especially after I…” She took a deep
breath and coughed a bit. “Fudge. I just worked something out that I
need to be doing. Crud. I’ll get on that… My own little bit of super hero work?”


She didn’t mention what, Tomas
smiling in a slightly baffled manner.


“I lost the thread here, I think?”


There was nodding then.


“Um… I can teletransport. But I can
also grab people from a distance and bring them to me. So
prisoners of war, if I can get a picture, or even a name…”


That got wide eyes.


“You can do that? It’s impossible.
Isn’t it? Flight, action at a distance, teletransport in all forms? Also
fighting hand to hand… I heard that one. You’re rather famous for it. How do
you do all of that?”


The answer was easy enough.


“Oh, I’m insane. I mean the real
kind. It doesn’t show a lot, since you all take what I’m doing as being odd
since I’m from a different reality, which is part of it. But I live in a
fantasy world, or did most of my life. That left me… Kind of open, as far as
magic goes. Really, you might be able to… I can’t promise that of
course.” There were tricks that might help, if they were clever about it all.


She sat up however and nodded.


“How about getting a job on a
merchant air-ship for a few weeks? It’s hard, unpleasant and probably a waste
of time, but we can float that as you being useful in public. The Peregrine has
a personnel shortage. If you’re willing to actually do the work we can use
that…” Possibly. Unless he sucked at it. That could still work, as long as he
wasn’t whiney in public on the topic.


Referencing sucking got her to
think for a moment. About sex. Not that she’d been doing that kind of thing,
but being close to other people was incredible. Now that she’d gotten to try a
bit of it she had to wonder how normal people didn’t just sit around touching
each other all the time. Not her, of course, but a regular person like
Katherine. She was even kind of pretty, or so people had told her.


That meant she was in a place to
get all the cuddles.


Instead of begging off, since hard
work was, by definition, hard, Tomas seemed slightly excited.


“That would be… Very different,
wouldn’t it? Do you think I can do it?”


The idea was clear in how he said
the words. The guy wasn’t asking if she thought he’d be allowed to go
and work. As a Baron he’d be certain to get in on the crew by asking. Even if
him being there cost the company money in the long run. What he wanted to know
was if he could, physically, pull the job off.


Gwen nodded. He seemed to be in
decent condition, actually.


“It will be hard. You’ll be bored,
sore and short on sleep at times. Still, you can do it. More to the point,
Tomas Moore can. We’ll need to hide who you are, of course.”


There was a slow nod then.


“To preserve the family name? I can
see that. Particularly if I fail miserably at it.” He sounded so earnest that
it almost hurt to listen to.


He was also wrong.


“You’d think, right? No. We have to
hide who you are so that the crew won’t freak out and try to do all the work
for you. That would be worse than not having you along. I’ll set that up. Can
you get away? You work as a legal clerk during the day?” That suddenly seemed
unlikely, but he had mentioned being a bit strange.


Tomas shook his head though.


“I… Rather invented that part.” His
voice shifted then, becoming deeper, and different. The Baron on the telestator.
“Tomas Moore? A fine fellow, or so I’ve heard! Wonderful hands on that boy.
Great for stroking…” He stopped, and sucked his lips in. Seeming mischievous.


Gwen got it for once. They’d
actually done that one after all. She wasn’t very good at it, but he’d
been pleased enough at her efforts, she thought. Not that there wasn’t room for
improvement there.


Then he shifted, to his boss at
work. A man that didn’t exist at all.


“Several weeks off? To go fly
around and waste his time? Certainly! We don’t really need him here anyway. Why,
have him take a few months. We’ll just send his pay envelope along each week.
Never a problem!”


Gwen nodded, then stuck her tongue
out. It didn’t really translate, but the man at least got she was responding to
him.


“Dang. You really do go all in,
don’t you? Well, do that as a loader and you’ll fit in. Then, after a run or
two, we leak to the press who you really are. How you’re helping the economy
along with your own efforts, before going in for special training and
military work. The trick will be getting you in someplace I can visit each
night. That means getting your own room. That or being understanding when your
roommate joins us. That sounds awkward, though.” She meant it, but had seen a
lot of porn in her life. She’d just never considered herself as being part of
that kind of thing.


Not that she really was at the
moment either. Having a boyfriend was novel enough for her really. She
didn’t have to load in ten other guys on top of that. Which was a relief to
know about herself. She’d always kind of figured that if she liked sex she’d go
crazy with it, seeking to do nothing else. It was fun and a thing she
wanted more of, but a lot of that was about the closeness to someone else. Gwen
would have been nearly as happy getting regular hugs.


Not that doing other things was bad
at all.


Tom stood up then, pacing a bit.


“Let’s try that? I’ve been a bit at
loose ends for a while. The next Omegon book won’t be going out for two months,
but the work is done on it. Things are a bit slow, socially, given the war
going on. People seem to think it a little crass to hold grand parties while
others die and suffer in camps.”


That got her to stand up, nodding.


“On that line, I’m going to go and
see about some things. Is it all right for me to come back here? I can call
first. On the telestator? I’ll need the code for that.” If she didn’t have it
in her notes.


Scrambling, Tomas moved to find a
real calling card for her. This one proclaimed him as being a Baron and
everything. Not an artist at all.


“This will do the job. I have a
secretary that will know where I am. Why would you need to contact me first?
I’m almost always here. Unless I sneak out to play in the cave. I mentioned the
part where I’m a bit strange, didn’t I?”


She snorted hard enough that it
hurt a bit.


“Um, so that if you’re doing some
other woman I won’t pop in on you suddenly? You aren’t married, so… Your
girlfriend? You don’t get a mistress until you get hitched, right? That’s a
rule. I think.”


He scratched his nose, hiding a
smile at the same time. A bit obviously, but at least he was trying.


“That’s a vote of
confidence, isn’t it? I barely even know any women other than you. I can assure
you they aren’t decorating my bed with any regularity. Really, it’s only been
you… And Regina. Which was a mistake. If I’d had more experience, then I
probably wouldn’t have been as entranced with her. Do you… Have many men
friends?”


“Nope. I’m still a virgin. I
mean, me, Gwen. Everything that I’ve ever done has been with you, except a few
kisses. That was all Duke Aubrey. We used to be engaged. That fell through when
I went missing for three years. He got married. I hear she’s nice?” From
several sources. Including Christoph.


Her boyfriend grimaced a bit at the
news.


“Um, not to be indiscreet, but…” He
blushed, a bright red color that had to mean he was close to passing out.


She didn’t get it at all.


Interestingly, the voice in her
head did.


~He wants to know if you have any
girlfriends. A bit cheeky of him, asking about that so soon. Still, there is
that wonderful comic with us in it. Really, Gwen, you should give it a try
sometime. There’s a certain naughtiness to it all. I’ll be quiet now. I hope
this doesn’t ruin my reward time? It’s a bit of a breach of the rules, but I
actually like this one. You should try to keep him. At least for a while.~


Then the voice went silent. There
were rules about Katherine not taking over, but nothing about her speaking like
that, Gwen realized. She almost never did, though it was obvious she was
trying to be helpful. Probably to get more rewarding pleasure. It had kind of
worked the other night, after all. She’d swallowed, which had gotten her a full
hour.


Instead of being punished for
taking over. That was probably horrible training for both of them. Gwen needed
to learn how to do things for herself. Quickly too, or her new friend would get
bored.


“I don’t have any girlfriends
either, rumors aside. Not that I couldn’t try that out. I haven’t done much,
you know? I… That’s my deep dark secret. The thing that even though I tell
people, the press has covered up for me.” She stopped as normal color tried to
return to Tom’s face.


“What’s that then?” The words were
simple enough. Plain and almost relieved. Not even asking if she used to be a
man, which would have been her go to question, if the roles were
reversed. Though it was clear she wasn’t one now, which might be all that
counted to him.


It was hard to know.


“I was born deformed. Crippled.
Vastly so. Enough that in my own world random people would call me names,
sometimes attacking me. I was small. Like a midget, or dwarf.” Holding a hand
out she gave an idea of her former size. “The left half of my body was shrunken
and distorted. The right half was bigger, but lumpy in places. I know that it
doesn’t seem like it now, but that shaped who and what I am. I’d never had a
kiss in my entire life, before coming here. Rarely a hug, even from my supposed
family. So everything that way is new to me. Completely. Katherine did some
freaky stuff, but that wasn’t me. Not that I blame her really. It’s fun.” She
grinned a bit then, but knew that she’d seem worried at the same time.
Admitting what she’d been born as was a risk, after all.


The man next to her just held her
then. It was a warm thing. Close and nearly caring.


“You poor thing. That must have
been so hard. Things can be better than that. I know they can.” There
was a kiss to go along with the words. She still wasn’t doing it right, which got
her to laugh when he pulled back.


“Like that. I don’t know how to do
anything, really. I was thinking I’d try some lessons? I have a friend that
does that kind of thing. For noble kids? I’d never considered it for myself.
That might be awkward.” Carla wasn’t bright really.


Not around either. The woman was
off, working for the Westmorlands as chance would have it. When she wasn’t
helping kids learn the ropes from a woman that didn’t work in a whore house
directly. That was considered a bit less risqué. Especially for the girls. How
that was done, Gwen didn’t really know. Carla didn’t strike her as the kind to
lean too hard on text books for instruction.


Rather than agree or disagree with
her plans, Tom just nodded.


“We have things to get to then? I
should contact my legal team. Nothing pressing should come up, but if I’m to be
gone for several months, working and training, I need to set some things in
motion. How long do I have?”


She didn’t know for certain, but
thought for a bit and guessed. Then shortened the time by a bit. Groundling had
suggested four days. That was probably the time they were actually going to be
leaving at, not when the work had to be done.


“Three days? We need to be ready
earlier, rather than later. Get as much sleep as you can now, since it can be
hard to get when loading or unloading. Working for a full day at a time isn’t
unheard of. So if you need drugs for that, to keep you alert, get them before
you leave.” It was a plan, actually.


They had things like that, which
for some reason had never been made illegal. They also had people that abused
them. They tended to be a lot cheaper than back home though, so it didn’t lead
to a lot of crime or ruined lives. Even drinking didn’t, since almost no one
ran cars. Lorries, there. Running the world off of magic saved a lot of
problems that way.


Leaning in, she hugged her new
friend again, then let go and left, teleporting away. Not to her hotel room,
which she decided to leave the next morning anyway. No, she went to Westmorland
Central. That way she could get with some people about a training program.


It was a bit late and no one she
knew well that could help her with the pleasure device was around. Not at
first. In the end she had to knock on a personal room door, to roust the one
person that she knew for certain would be able to help her. Other than Beth.
Her friend would have, even in the middle of the night, but she was
being given a lot of rest. Besides, she lived in a different part of the
compound. One that wasn’t actually part of the base itself, being a nice house
outside the wall. With her husband. Martin Cordell.


The ex-anti-Westmorland hate group
leader.


It was a change up, to say the
least. He was doing pretty well, Gwen had heard, since he, and James her old
driver, had gone into business together. Making a new style of running shoes.
They were already popular enough that she’d seen people wearing them on the
street. Mainly kids, but they were superior in fit and comfort to everything
else you could get on the market there.


She had a pair of her own, in
lady’s pink, for runs. Which she needed to get to soon. She’d cut back a bit on
her exercises. Doing enough to stay in shape, but not so much that she couldn’t
gain some weight. That had been surprisingly hard for her to manage however.


The door opened, with Adam
Westmorland sticking his head out. He was in a long night shirt, one that
screamed that he was in a black and white movie to her. His face didn’t look
happy to see her, at first. After a moment he shook his white haired head and
smirked.


“There was a time when a young
woman knocking at my door at this hour wouldn’t have gotten a scowl at all. Now
I just have to wonder at it happening. Is there an issue? An emergency?” He
sounded almost kind, which had to be the sleepiness talking.


The man hated her after all. For
all he was probably one of her top ten best friends in the world.


“I can’t have come just to visit?”
She hadn’t, of course. Which he knew, instinctively.


“That doesn’t seem likely. So?”


“Right. I need to have someone run
the pleasure device for me? Everyone else I know that can run it is gone. Also
I need to go over a training program. For Baron Tomas Harrison? So we need to
not use the standard protocols, but we still need something that will work.
He’s planning to enlist in the military. Strong magic user though and in decent
physical shape, which can’t hurt.” Then she shrugged, not trying to show what
it meant with a hand flip. “Also, it occurred to me that I should be helping
get POWs back. Um, prisoners of war? I can teletransport them out, if I can get
enough information on them? Names and…”


The man blinked at her, then
sneered. For once it didn’t seem to be about her at least.


“That… We have a few others that
would be best utilized doing that as well. That I never even considered it…
Gah. I’ll start that up in the morning. I have to run it past the king first,
of course, but I doubt it will be an issue. What do you have in mind for the
Baron? That might be difficult for our trainers. Addicting him to pleasure
isn’t…”


He stopped, since she was shaking
her head.


“We can’t do that. Of
course. No, we need to use a combination of milder things to help. Low level
pleasure that’s really nice, but isn’t totally addictive. Low level discomfort
that won’t be torture. Just not fun. Then, actually, we can use close to the normal
protocols. It won’t be as effective, but enough to make it worth doing, if we
aren’t pushing him to do things that are nearly impossible. I don’t know his
strengths, magically speaking. Though something like field healing might be
useful?”


Everyone had that as their
strongest power after all. Healing. Even Gwen did, though she’d never learned
how to do any of it. Most didn’t, which to her mind said something about how
people really were.


“I want in on that one too, if
possible? Also fighting, since it could come up. I want something… Um, kingdom
side for him? In the military? In war that can’t always be guaranteed, so…”


She didn’t explain why she wanted
that for him.


Then, with Adam Westmorland, she
didn’t need to. Tomas was a noble, so he kind of loved him. Automatically. It
had literally been tortured into him, after all. Into all of them.


“We can do all of that. Come along
then, Miss Farris. I’ll hook you up to your wicked box, then we can plan things
out more carefully. Yes. This way?”


The man got slippers, but no real
clothing and led her away at a decently fast walk.











Chapter six


 


The next morning, at what was
likely a decent enough hour, Gwen decided to check out of the hotel she was in.
The man that was at the front desk was pleasant, smiling at her with only a bit
of strain on his face. She didn’t exactly understand why. Not at first.


Really, she figured it was the
obvious thing. That he’d realized who she was. The traitor that had sold out
everyone in the worst way imaginable. Except that when he spoke about it, after
the cash had changed hands, which came to four mets for the entire time she’d
been there, the guy seemed a little worried about something.


“Miss Farris?” He was looking at
the ledger, where she’d signed her name.


“Yes?”


The poor guy, who seemed to be in
his forties or so made a tight face then. One that seemed almost ready to
produce tears. The men there didn’t do that in public. They hadn’t back home
either, but here the very idea would literally have had most adults turning
their backs at that point. Even if they didn’t understand the reason behind it.


“I fear that I have wronged you.”
There was a deep shuddering breath.


Suspicious she watched him for a
second, then forced a small smile.


“How so? Did you over-charge me? I
have to say, it was a nice room for a met per night. I’ve had worse for a
higher price.” Which was the plain truth. Meals weren’t provided, though they
did have a restaurant there. She hadn’t eaten at it, however. That was just her
using common Gwen sense. That was like regular common sense, only after being
filtered through the fact that she knew, intuitively, that a whole lot of
people had to have it out for her.


At least the man hadn’t been
jacking off into her soup. There were other things that could have been done,
but none of them seemed like the guy would apologize for them. Taking money
from her was the main one. That, or peeking at her when she showered. The
thought got a very slight prescient hit. Enough that she noticed it being
there, but light so that she had to figure that something pretty big was
wrong with the concept.


“No. I… I noticed that you’d signed
in as Gwen Farris. So I figured that letting some newsies know about it might
make me a few extra mets. Except that the one that I called in took liberties
and spied on you. They… Saw you, doing things with a young man? I tried to get
them to stop, but… There are pictures.” The last bit was hissed.


“I see. Well, that could be pretty
bad then. How about this. You hand over some names and I’ll try to make sure
that nothing comes back on you here? That isn’t a great way to make
friends, by the way. Selling me out like that. Then, it isn’t like we’re close,
is it?” Honestly it wasn’t that big of a deal. To her. The big issue would be
that one of the people in the picture might be identified as Baron Harrison.
Which honestly might solve the problem instantly. Even newsies didn’t often
tempt the wrath of the nobles in the Western Kingdom.


“It’s Stev Hess, Miss.” That got
downcast eyes pretty quickly. She didn’t understand why that was, however.


“I don’t know the name.”


“From The Scan? It’s a horrible
rag, but…”


She got it then, having read an
issue herself. It was all gossip, but tended to be fairly accurate. At
least for the things that she was close enough to have inside information
about. So if they said she was sucking off strange men in her hotel room, then
it would be believed. Gwen had been, so to her it just seemed a bit
embarrassing. It was the impact on others that would be the problem.


“Ah. No problem then. I’ll handle
it. Thanks for telling me, by the way. If anyone asks about this in the future,
please send them to me first? It shouldn’t be a big problem. This time.”


Not that she knew that, but she was
good at faking confidence. It had gotten her out of more than one fight in her
time. People looked at her, heard her saying she was willing to fight
them, three or more at a time and worked out that she must have had a weapon on
her.


It worked for other things too,
however. Gwen was picking that part up over time.


“Oh, good. I… I shouldn’t have
contacted the man in the first place. I’d truly thought that you were just
using the name. It’s happened a few times before. Women looking to entertain in
secret?”


Wrinkling her nose, she squinted at
the man. It was probably harder than she really wanted to seem, but the news
had taken her back a few steps as far as politeness went.


“So, wait… They need to use a fake
name, so put down mine? That’s creepy. Well, to me at least. They
do know that I’m an actual person, don’t they?”


That got two turned up palms.


“I wouldn’t know that part. Again,
I’m most sorry, Miss. I figured that it wouldn’t amount to anything, but I
could possibly make a met or two, is all.” He seemed legit on that score, she
decided. Greedy, but not evil.


“Okay. Well, let me get to this. I
swear, if I lose my new boyfriend over this, I’m coming back here. Do
you understand?” She was making a threat, but the man simply took a deep breath
for some reason and stood straighter. Then nodded slightly.


“Agreed. If you lose your current
friend, I’ll take his place. It’s only right.” He didn’t seem to be kidding or
anything. Like that could possibly have been her real plan.


So she nodded.


“Exactly. Not just for a day or two
either. It might make it hard on your wife, so hope for the best?”


She didn’t wait for him to go into
having said wife or not, just moving away instantly, back to Park Street.
Directly to her room. Then, very carefully, she went to her wardrobe and
selected an outfit for the day. She had visiting to do, which was probably
going to require her to fight. That meant she wanted pants. Her running shoes
as well. After she showered, she loaded her pockets with various things. Two
knives. A Power Conduit. A Crin.


That last didn’t go into her pocket
however. It was four feet long and looked like a brass pipe with a spongy hand
piece in the middle. This one had a small lead colored blob on the business end
however, which would show a red dot where it was pointed. It was basically a
laser sight for the thing. An idea that took an average shot with the weapon
and turned them into a deadly marksman almost instantly.


Then, since having low blood sugar
wasn’t going to work for her, or the man she was going to beat up, she headed
down the stairs. There was actually an early meal happening already, though it
was only Robert that day. He was dressed for work however. Reading an actual
newspaper when she came in. On seeing her he half stood, then looked at her,
questions in his eyes.


“Gwen! I see that you’re about to
go somewhere? Or is there a threat?”


She nearly hid the whole thing from
him, then shook her head. She was over forty years of age after all. That was
old enough to have a real boyfriend.


“Apparently a news man, Stev Hess
from The Scan? Managed to get some compromising pictures of Tomas and I the
other night. The hotel fellow that called him in told me about it as I left.
Probably to save his own hide. Anyway, after I eat something I was thinking
about raiding his office. Stealing the pictures and possibly dropping him in
the middle of the great ocean.” She smiled and then shrugged. “I don’t know
what the pics show, but that isn’t the point. It could bug Tomas and we
just started dating a few days ago. I don’t know if this would ruin things, but
just in case, I’d rather not tempt fate.”


She settled into a chair that was
about four feet away from the end of the table. What she expected Robert Vernor
to do she didn’t know really. Something posturing and possibly violent.
Encouraging her to take action, or doing so himself.


Instead he smiled a bit and laid
his paper on the table, folding it once.


“That won’t be an issue. Just go in
and tell him not to print them. Possibly do an interview in exchange for
them? If he finds that they’re real and you refuse to let him print, he can’t
do it. After all, you’re Gwen Farris. I wouldn’t even mention who your
friend is. That… Well, you’re an adult. Are you two at least looking toward
marriage?”


She shook her head, but not to
really tell him they weren’t.


“I don’t know? Like I said, it’s
only been a few days. We do seem to have a lot in common though. I’m
from a different world and people think that he lives in one. I’m planning to
help him rehab that a bit however. This wouldn’t help. Are you certain that I
won’t have to kill this man?” She meant it. Then, she needed the pictures
first…


That got her to roll her eyes.


“Duh. I keep forgetting that part
of things. I have powers here.”


Before Mr. Vernor could ask what
she meant, Gwen focused. Then, over the course of a minute, she found every
photo of her that could possibly be from the hotel. Then she brought them to
her. There were only ten of the things. She had to work a lot harder to get the
negatives, which came along with a rather complicated looking device. She
memorized where it was from so she could return it.


Winslow came in, while she was
working on the sudden project, nodding as he figured out what she was doing.
Mainly from the pictures on the table.


They weren’t good, as in of
dubious quality, but you could clearly see her doing some rather adult things
in them with a half obscured young man. It looked almost like they were taken
through the keyhole in the door. Which was creeptastic on a level that left her
feeling uneasy about a lot of places she’d been in life


Charles spoke rather politely.


“I believe that if you press that
button down, then slide it toward you, it will release the cover plate, Miss
Farris.” The words were remarkably dry for some reason.


It worked though, so she could
strip the negatives out. Then Winslow helped her do the rest of it, in case
there was a picture processing in the device at the moment. There was,
as it turned out. It wasn’t that great of a thing, since you couldn’t tell that
it was her, or even Katherine Vernor, in it. Just a bent over back in a dress,
with a man’s legs on one side.


Then, focusing again, she placed the
device back where it had started from.


“Now, I can just teletransport him
to Marduk and it will be all set.” She hadn’t been there, but didn’t really
care if she missed or not. A foreign land… The Antarctic, it was all the same
to her.


Robert laughed.


“There was a time, not long ago,
where that would have been very helpful to me, personally. Still, use your
words here, Gwen. It’s his profession to find the salacious in the world.
Blaming him for doing his job too well won’t help anyone.” The words were almost
wise sounding.


“Right.” Hers just seemed grumpy,
so she forced a smile. After all she was the one with all the high quality her-porn
now.


Though if she were doing that she
wanted better lighting and an unobstructed view. Neither of the men looked at
the pictures, but she didn’t burn them or anything, figuring that she might
need to prove that she’d had a reason to beat up Stev Hess at some point.


“Stev. That’s an interesting name,
isn’t it? Fake?” She looked at Charles and Robert, two men with very normal
sounding names.


Mr. Vernor glanced at his paper
again, now that the main problem seemed to be handled.


“I went to school with a chap by
that name. Stev. I’ve known a few men with it. Isn’t that one that you have, in
your world?” The man knew the story there.


That she’d actually been back and
found that it had changed beyond all recognition in her absence. Not that he
was making light of it. She’d acted like that was no big deal, so the man was
doing the polite thing, and pretending with her. Even she was able to
understand that part. Ethyl had tried to do the same when she’d found out, but
her bursting into tears had kind of ruined the effect.


“Nope? Not where I come from
anyway. Though I bet I can…” She glanced at the photos, then nodded. “Right. I
need a picture of Stev, then. I don’t suppose either of you have a camera I can
borrow?”


Winslow smiled at her, then nodded.


“I do! Photography is a
hobby of mine. Why would you need a picture of a gossip man? That seems a bit
backwards.”


She had a plan. It was going to
require going to a different world, but Zack, her new other-worldly buddy, had
shown her how to do all of that. Not that she was any good at it. She could get
back to her world, she thought. Without him being along she might never make it
back to Park Street, however.


Still, if she could meet up with
him, or one of the others that walked the lines between worlds, she might just
be able to set up what she wanted.


Which got her to sigh.


“Sorry. I was taking this way
too seriously, I think. I mean, yes, the man spied on me, but I really was
doing it. I was just going to have the photos reworked to show him in bed with
an unknown man. Wearing my dress. Even where I came from that could have been
done easily enough. No one here would get it anyway. You know, it would seem
real? I bet that I have some friends that could do an even better job than that.”


Winslow smiled a bit.


“Perhaps a trifle petty to do it
that way? I’m certain that merely explaining that you wish your private affairs
to stay that way would be enough for him. If not, Deborah knows the man, I
believe? There are oh, layers of things to do before destroying him for all
time. Even killing him might be kinder. At least it wouldn’t be starving to
death.”


She sort of understood that one, having
seen Charles almost end up in a similar situation a few years before. His
boyfriend Will had been caught out by his boss of the time. Being a pervert,
which was what they called anyone that wasn’t strictly playing for what they
considered the right team, could destroy a man. A woman too, most likely,
though that didn’t seem to be as big of a deal there. Why that was, she’d never
worked out.


So odds were that Winslow might be
a bit sensitive on that score.


“Fine, fine. I won’t start out with
that one. I’m not happy though. I should… I don’t know what to do, really. If
death and social destruction are out, then I’m pretty much down to
stewing in my juices and pretending that I’m an adult, aren’t I?” She hated
doing that.


Not that being the grown up wasn’t
a good plan, most days. It was just that her entire life had been filled with
people doing bad things to her, while the world left her almost nothing to do
about it in return. Now she was in a place where she had power. Not just wealth
at her disposal, but the personal kind which made her incredibly dangerous to
anyone that had done her wrong.


Though, after a few seconds, she
got something that had moved past her. There had been a real problem and she’d fixed
it. Herself. Without harming anyone. It just seemed off to her, since violence
had been her only real retribution for so long.


“When you only have a hammer.” She
spoke the words out loud, which got Robert to look at her. Winslow had left
while she thought, probably to do his job.


“Sorry there? You need a hammer for
something?”


“Not really. It’s a saying from
where I’m from. When you only have a hammer, every problem starts to look like
a nail. I’m too used to only having a hammer. That’s all.”


The man might not have heard the
saying before, but he was smart. Otherwise he wouldn’t have been the captain of
worldwide airshipping. That meant he got the idea without having to think about
it for all that long. A few seconds.


“You do have a lot going for you now,
don’t you? If you wanted, I could set you up in a business doing nothing more
than you did a few minutes ago. Just as there are mets in taking the damaging
pictures, people would pay well to have them removed and destroyed. You even
knew to get the negatives. Which shows rather a keen mind for that sort of
thing” There was a frank look, with just the hint of a smile going on. “That,
or bank robbery. Though if you need funds, I’d prefer you work for them, if you
won’t just take them from myself and Ethyl. It is there for you, if you want
it. Everything.”


That got her to roll her eyes. She
got the idea. He meant his entire fortune.


“Not needed. You’ve both been wonderful
to me. You know that, right? I feel like I’m just a drag on everyone. Not just
you either. Ferdinand, Charles, everyone with the last name
Westmorland.” Probably poor Tomas as well. On the good side, he could just drop
her and it would be fine. Not for her, but she didn’t really figure that the
man would be around forever.


Even if they did have things in
common, like being a bit strange for the world they lived in.


Robert put the paper down again,
but didn’t seem worked up or anything. Just pensive.


“That isn’t true. Any of us
would stand before you in a fight.” He stopped then and smiled. “Which is
probably what you really mean, isn’t it? You aren’t habituated to being
cared for that closely, so it sends you off your match. It seems a stress on
others, even as you throw yourself in front of harm for all of us, a thousand
times. As if the two things don’t weigh the same. Which is true, but the lack
of balance goes the other way, Gwen. We, all of us, owe you.” The
man shook his head, but only a tiny bit.


She didn’t respond, not able to see
all of it.


After a moment Mr. Vernor went on. 


“There is no real way for our world
to repay you. Most heroes come from within. Their actions are… Linked, after a
fashion to the world they grew up in. Their payment is in part repayment for
the life they’ve had. For the food the world provided them. For the parenting
they received. The backdrop of a thousand things that made them into what they
are, both good and bad. With you there’s none of that. Everything we’ve seen
here tells our entire world that you should be something so very different than
we see before us. I know that King Ferdinand is at a loss about what to do for
you.” He took a long slow breath.


Gwen didn’t know what to really
say.


“I don’t need anything.” It was
true enough. Even going home wasn’t going to work for her. It wasn’t there
anymore.


Not that it had been all that great
for her. The best times she’d ever had were all in the world she was sitting in
at that moment.


The man, who was nice looking in a
distinguished way, actually chuckled a little then.


“I know. We all do. Do you
have any idea how frustrating that is? Everyone wants to repay you and each
time we try, we end up in greater debt. Which is fine. You’re family. That happens.
Just, you have to know that we’re here for you as well. The entire
world. Well, not all of them, perhaps. I do wager that you could have
simply spoken to Stev Hess however. A man that would flay his own mother alive
for sales, true. I don’t doubt that he’d sit up and heel to your word without
issue, with no more than a suggestion it be done.”


She had nothing at all to use in
response to that. So she changed the channel.


“We’re, Adam and I, trying to put
together a new program. Getting prisoners of war back?” She waved at the
pictures to her left, that had the shiny strip of film on the top. It was
enough to have the other man going wide eyed.


“You can do that? I’ve never even
considered that as an option. How…” Then he stopped and waved at her. “That
then. Right there, Gwen. Once again we find you standing in front of us. Not
that you shouldn’t be doing that, but if you wonder why we all love you, if you
ever start to doubt, think on that.”


The rest of the meal was all small
talk, as she tried to not feel bad for being less than she should have been.
Finally, Katherine spoke in her head.


~ That’s the point, Gwen. Father is
trying to let you know that you are more than you should have been. It’s a good
thing, not a failing. So please. Stop the self-pity? Or at least feel poorly
over the things that are actual problems. That people like you isn’t a bad situation.
~


It wasn’t the nicest thing that the
woman in her head had ever said to her. It was however the first time that it
had really happened when Katherine couldn’t directly benefit from it. Unless
she was softening Gwen up for extra reward time. That was actually possible,
she knew. Little Peter, who wasn’t all the small any more, she recalled, would
have come in and killed them all for an extra hour of time that night. He’d
feel awful about it later, but that wouldn’t stop him from getting at what he
wanted.


Kat was in the same boat that way.


If so she was being clever about it
however. She’d been nice and propped Gwen up when she felt pretty low. That
really could end up with her doing the same for the woman later. Like a pet on
television that had clearly trained their owner to get them a treat every time
they sat. Part of her wanted to punish the woman for doing that. Another part
of her knew that she had no way of knowing if she was correct at that moment
anyway.


So she set it all aside. If it was
a trick to get more from her, then Katherine would have to try it many times to
make it work. That would get pretty obvious. If that didn’t happen, then it
meant she might have been telling the truth.


All of this indicated to her that
Gwen Farris was being paranoid. Again. That really was a big problem in her own
life of course. It was what Robert had really been speaking about a few minutes
before. She tried to be there for everyone else. At the same time she felt that
getting anything from them was out of balance. That was down to the idea that
she wasn’t worth anything. No matter how hard she worked or tried. That she was
always just a burden.


That feeling came again a few
minutes later when Ethyl walked into the room. She had makeup on already and a
light blue dress that looked heavy for a day that might well end up being too
warm. If it was, the woman would just change her outfit. She smiled on her
arrival to the space, looking sunny and actually happy.


“Good morning everyone! I’m feeling
incredibly optimistic today!” Almost as if her name were Cassandra, she looked
over at the photos, blinked and picked them up before Gwen realized that the
woman might not wish to see her little girl doing those particular things with
an unknown man. Not that she couldn’t get that it was Tomas, since he’d been
wearing the same clothing when they’d come to visit. Not half an hour after
they’d finished on the bed, if she remembered correctly.


Instead of saying something quaint
or cute, like a church lady that was about to have a horrible case of the
fainting vapors, she made a half choking noise.


“An attempt to extort us?” She
glanced at Robert first, then looked over at Gwen.


Her husband shook his head.


“The Scan, peeking through the
lock. If I have what happened correctly, those are the only copies. Gwen
rather… Used teletransport from a distance. Did you know she could do that?
Apparently she and some of the Westmorlands are planning to turn their powers
toward retrieving prisoners off in Europa. It’s a most amazing concept, if it
works. I was just suggesting to Gwen that I might know a few people that would
love to have her turn her powers onto projects that have vexed many of them for
years. More than that if people talk about it.”


That got Ethyl to set the things
down, after glancing at each of them first.


“Oh, my, yes. That would be most
popular, I have to imagine. What would you need in order to find objects or…
evidence?”


They went over that for a while.
The rules sounded pretty formal and limited to her, but both of the others
seemed to think that it was practically her saying that she could move anything
in the world that she knew about. Which it was, with a few exceptions.


“I can’t do more than two people at
a time that way. Other objects are easier. Things that aren’t alive. I haven’t
tried an animal, but I doubt I could do a horse or anything like that. No
elephants from the zoo for the back yard or anything.” She tried to be light
about it all, but it suddenly seemed like a huge barrier.


After all, that meant she’d have to
do prisoners one at a time.


“I probably won’t be able to get
things behind a good null field either. I can break those, but it takes a
while. I’ve never done it at a distance, which might be harder. Just the ones
on me while escaping. I should get some and practice. I bet they’re cheap and
plentiful.” She grinned at the words, which got Mr. Vernor to nod along with
her, getting the joke.


“Neither of those, of course. Which
actually makes it more likely that you can retrieve things. I can get some
though, for you to practice on. It might come up, getting those men back from
the HF.” The term was a new one for her. She got that it meant the Europans,
but not what it might stand for.


She looked puzzled, as Ethyl looked
away and Robert went on as if not noticing that she might be missing the
meaning.


Winslow had come in with a
finishing glass of berry juice for her. The others had coffee. For once the
tumbler wasn’t the size of a thimble. Then, the man did love his juice as far
as increasing health went. He didn’t even tell her to drink it all, tilting his
head a bit.


“The Europans are noted for their
love of horses, Miss.”


That clicked in her head. She’d
been there after all. More than once. The first time, when she’d been
kidnapping a Baron she wanted to murder, she had noticed that there were a lot
of the beasts on the streets. It made sense to her, since they were decedents
of the Mongolian hordes. Far more directly than in her world. Enough so that
people in Paris, which was still called that for some unknown reason, all spoke
Mongolian first. Almost no one had spoken French at all. Which was a shame,
since that’s what she’d taken in high school.


That got her to nod at no one.


“I need to get some language
lessons. Radiatives, too. I’ve done a little, but I know that I’m missing
things. I wonder if I could audit some classes at Western? Just sit in, I mean?
That’s probably a poor idea.” Instead of telling her that she was acting insane
and abrupt, which to her she was, everyone pretended like the conversation had
simply shifted.


Which was the socially
correct thing to do, after finding out that the polite Western Kingdom folk had
taken to calling their enemies Horse Fuckers. She was a single woman after all.
Not all that old either. At least Katherine wasn’t. Gwen didn’t mind the
language, but it was harsh for the people there. Not in the press either. Not
that she’d been keeping up with that a lot.


Ethyl actually nodded, instead of
telling her that she needed to make a greater effort to learn manners. It was a
first in the education discussion.


This time she smiled and clasped
her hands, after putting the pictures down.


“Wonderful! Especially if you plan
to travel? We can press Doctor Professor Grainger for a place in one of his
classes. Or at least whatever comes before his efforts. Languages as well. As
the heir to the company, you might also consider business courses? If you wish,
I mean.” It was a lot different than what she’d been talking about a few years
before. Then it had been about learning manners and history. Both were good ideas
still, but Gwen wasn’t certain she totally cared anymore. Not that she wanted
to be rude to anyone.


Everything just seemed a bit too
hard to bother with. Even Tomas kind of was. Except that there weren’t going to
be a lot of chances for her to find anyone. Becoming Katherine had opened up
the world to her that way, but she’d been standing in her own way the whole
time. Because of fear. The idea that she was going to be rejected at every
turn.


Only that wasn’t real. Not here. If
Gwen walked up to most men and got on her knees, they’d have probably been her
friend. Now at any rate, in Kat’s body. Even if they were married and told her no.
That was how it always worked in porn anyway. Which, she understood, might not
be the best metric for such things. Then again, if it was what men really
wanted, then it was a good start on understanding that kind of thing. The best
she had, other than sit-coms.


Even without being crass like that,
she had a bit of time to work things out. Losing out on a nice guy, who was better
looking than she really had any reason to dream about, wasn’t a great idea even
given that.


Not just because she felt too tired
to go on.


The truth was, she kind of did.


Too tired by far to bother with
almost anything.











Chapter seven


 


It was tempting to go and find that
newspaper man, Stev Hess and beat him until he left his job for a better
occupation. Something involving plants, perhaps. Growing things that lived and
improved the world simply by being. That or teaching. He could read and write
after all, as well as take pictures, apparently.


Instead of doing that, Gwen decided
to actually be the grown up for once and take the win that she’d already pulled
out that day. That meant changing from her nifty day suit into a dress. That
one was an older style and not one of the new things that she’d commissioned
before Katherine had taken over, years before. It was loose on her, all over.
Then, she’d always been thinner than Katherine had.


At least until the other woman had
been tied to a bed and fed low calorie drugged gruel for a few months. Then the
pounds had come right off the other girl. The signs of that were still deeply
marked on their shared body. It was a bit of a shame that she wasn’t back in
her own world, Gwen thought, as she re-applied her makeup. This time she went a
little heavier than she had for Stev. After all, the goal was to make her look
better, if she wasn’t going to be fighting the man.


If it had been her world, Gwen
would have been very close to being a super model, at least in looks. Her skin
was flawless thanks to the healing she’d gotten. All her ribs still showed as
well. Here, in this world that was at least twenty or thirty pounds under too
thin to be truly pretty. Which she could have whined about, if only inside her
head, but the truth was, she could gain the weight. It just took her having a
reason to eat a bit more for a while. Which she decided to do. After all, being
too thin wasn’t going to help her in life.


Rather than complain about
anything, she made a list. One that was actually written out on a notebook
page. She’d carried that kind of thing for a while, because it had fit her
junior detective role, working with Bethany. The truth was however that the
world she was in just held too much new data for her to not do that kind
of thing. Looking down she noticed that almost everything on her page would
require her to call people. That or visit. For once she decided not to be
remote and stand-offish with everyone. She could travel easily enough. At least
if she wasn’t pulling people along with her.


The first trip on her list was to
the local air field.


At least she thought of it that
way. It was actually the Vernor shipping yard, and not something open to the
public at all. The place was huge though, so it had taken her a while to
understand that part. Mr. Vernor owned his own fleet of balloon like
dirigibles. Airships that were capable of traveling all over the world, if the
weather was right. If it wasn’t that could stop things pretty handily, but that
kind of thing was simply built into the system there. If a shipment took four
extra weeks to get in, no one would starve. It did cost money, but that was
just part of the business.


So careful planning and hard work
were important at every step, for each cruise. As well as a bit of luck.
Possibly magic. Gwen hadn’t heard of anything like that taking place, but it
kind of made sense to her. If you could curse a person with bad things, or even
just so that a person would have bad luck in cursing other people, you had to
be able to protect ships. Somehow. If that was possible, then she didn’t doubt
it was part of most businesses.


Perhaps with attacks on other people’s
work that way. It was creepy to think of and might not be that common, but if
she could imagine it, these people probably already had.


The fact of the matter was that
Gwen needed to learn a whole lot more about how magic worked. She had some good
tricks, thanks to her training and the fact that she was rather fluid as far as
coming up with new ideas. Really, she needed to work out a few more things like
that as well, now that she was bothering to consider it. That wouldn’t be too
hard, if she did it right.


That still didn’t get past the fact
that Gwen Farris didn’t know enough about her world. She never really had, but
back home it had been a very small thing comparatively. She’d lived inside of
her house most of the time. Working from her living room, making web-sites for
people online. When she went outside, it was mainly to her classes. Learning to
fight. That or the store. Even doing just those things and not going out at
night at all, she’d been attacked four to six times a year.


Which didn’t make her want to go
and explore all that much. It hurt too much, for one thing.


Now, in this place, the rules were
different. She realized that was just the truth, when she teletransported
directly in front of the large hangar that the Peregrine should be inside. It
took walking to see the giant silver thing in the light colored building. It
was tied in place, the back hatch open to the world. Nothing was being loaded
yet however. That wouldn’t happen until about one day before they left.


She didn’t act shy, just walking
into the cave like place, the light from the giant open door behind her really
helping to make it easier for her to handle. Otherwise it would be pretty easy
to freak out. Terror ripping through her mind.


She made it all the way to the
engineering section before anyone even noticed she was there. That probably
shouldn’t have happened, given that she was looking all cute in her little
dress like she was. Even wearing a jumpsuit, one of the men should have said
something to her. No one was there however, until she found Gloria, who looked
to be stripping one of the maneuvering rockets.


Gwen just stood, waiting to be
noticed. Right next to the table, but the internal workings of the thing were
small and distracting the women might cause her to lose her place, or possibly
drop something inside the housing, which would be a pain to fix. It was clear
from the shift in her body language that she got the fact that someone was
standing there, however. Not that she even looked up from what she was doing
for several minutes.


When she did that part, the woman actually
smiled at her.


“Curly! Groundling mentioned that
we got you for the next run. That leaves us a man down. Unless you’re here to
beg off?” She waved at the dress and probably the makeup. The other woman had
some on, but it wasn’t much compared to how Gwen was gussied up at the moment.


“Nope. I’m in. I’m just going to
see some people in a bit about another project. Do you want another man for the
loading crew? Totally raw and probably lazy, but still no worse than Darnell.
Better in most ways. Just green.” She just waited. Gloria wasn’t the god of the
ship or anything, but the engineer could say yes or no to things in her
section. Technically she was Groundling’s boss, as far as that kind of thing
went.


“That would be good. Where did you
find this wonder? One of the Westmorlands on holiday?” She didn’t even smirk at
the idea, or say no, if that was the case.


They clearly needed the help. Then
most of the able bodied men had gone off to war already.


Gwen smiled and shook her head.


“He’s a young Baron. We’re dating,
but he gets that we aren’t going on this trip as a lover’s getaway. Tomas is
getting ready for some military training, so needs to toughen up a bit first.
That part is all a secret though. Like with Groundling?” Meaning not hidden
from Gloria, or the Captain. Just everyone else.


That reminded her to get with
Admiral Welk, if Gloria didn’t turn the extra help away right then.


Instead the woman sighed, took a
deep breath and rubbed her hands on the front of her tan jump suit.


“I… We need someone. It’s
nearly impossible to get anyone to take on the work. I’m half tempted to put in
a crew of kids, once summer comes. Get with King Ferdinand and have him set
that up for us?” It was a question, not an order.


Gwen just nodded. If things were
that bad, then they were.


“I’ll do that when we meet later.
It really might not be a bad idea. At least the more locked away ships are good
practice for the Air Navy. We can use that as a sales point. The Students
Service should be in on that, if we can get that back together. Not that I know
that it isn’t still. The truth is I haven’t checked.” She felt bad about that
for a bit.


The large woman, who looked like a
linebacker, if one with golden hair, laughed.


“You were a bit distracted.
I think we all get that. Get your Baron in here then, in two days? We need to
start loading early, if we can. No improper behavior though. Also… You have a
boyfriend?” She lit up then, her face pleased. “About time! A Baron, too. I’d
be jealous, except…” She turned a bit red, and looked away.


Then maddeningly didn’t let
anything else drop.


Gwen tilted her head, figuring out
what was likely going on then.


“You and Groundling?” It sort of
made sense. As unlikely as it might seem, the man was probably her closest
friend in the whole world. They’d worked together for years. Plus, Gloria hadn’t
been at the Vernors the other night. If it had been about just getting her to
go and work, then the woman would have been there.


That they were bothering to keep
things secret meant that they felt there was something to hide.


“We’re getting married. In three
months? I’m… The whole noble thing is hard, you know?”


She kind of did. Groundling was a
Duke, which was high up as far as that kind of thing went. A Baron wasn’t that
bad comparatively. Gwen was attached to people that were probably more wealthy
than all the Barons in the kingdom, combined. It wasn’t a thing that made sense
to her, but seemed true. 


“Yeah. Don’t let it worry you.
You’ll make a great Duchess. I mean, the airships in that area will all be
running on time and the palace will stay tidy. Or else.” She grinned
then, not really feeling it. Then she shook her head. “It’s worth it, Gloria.
All the headaches and effort. We all need to have people. Being alone… I’ve
done that. For decades. It warps your mind. If you have a chance to have a
friend… Take it. Don’t let yourself…”


She giggled then. It was fake,
forced and probably sounded really contrived to the other woman.


“I just realized that I’m giving
that advice to myself, not you. I’m just… Tired. Of everything. Like I’m going
through the motions of life, but there’s nothing there, inside?”


It was probably her being weak, of
course. She knew that, on a pretty deep level.


Gloria took another deep breath and
let her face go serious.


“You’ve been in the war. For years.
First those magic fuckers stabbed you, not even minutes after you got here.
Then you had to fight them off for us, barely recovered from that first battle.
That little bitch, Katherine… She stole years from you, while doing the
rest of us up the hind end. You never got a real break. You can’t get one now,
either. That’s why you feel like that. Fights, battles, they wear a body down.
There are things you can do about it. Having good friends helps. Keep
that in mind? You aren’t fighting for everyone. Just your pals. Me. Groundling.
Ferdinand. This new fella of yours. Your Westmorland buddies, too. Speaking of
which, I heard that Bethany is with child? That’s new, isn’t it?”


That gave her a topic to speak
about for a while, which was nicer than anything else she could think of at the
moment. The larger woman got a hug. It was warm enough that Gwen had to pull back
first. She just wasn’t normalized to being close to people. It was a weakness,
she knew. A thing that she doubted would be outgrown in the remainder of her
life.


“Now, I need to get off to the rest
of the things for the day. I just came to soften you up about Tom coming in
with me. Worst case, we can always just send him home. I hope it won’t be
needed, but you know how those nobles are.” She grinned then, since the ones
she knew weren’t half as soft and pampered as it had always sounded like they
should be.


Gloria seemed to think that was a
real possibility, however.


“We need the help. For real. Even
if he half does his part, it’s better than not having anything getting done for
that crew slot. Let’s be hopeful anyway? It can’t hurt.”


Gwen winked then, looked at her
pad, then sighed. She needed to either go back to see Adam Westmorland again,
or head off to Western University, to see about enrolling in some classes.
She’d met the Dean of the school before, though knew that he used to have a bit
of a crush on Katherine. That would probably mean her having to date the man on
the sly to get in or something. Or, possibly, her killing the man for trying.
Which wouldn’t get her into college at all.


Instead she decided to head over
and see if Doctor Professor Grainger might help her out that way. Waving to
Gloria she left the room, calling out over her shoulder.


“We’ll be here in two days. If
anything changes that way, I’ll get with you as soon as possible. It shouldn’t,
but there are some things that might not be in my control coming up.” That was
life all the time though. Most of it was outside a person’s ability to control.


Gloria muttered something, which
sounded like. “Better not.” Gwen wasn’t certain of that one, but it did seem
like what the other lady would be saying. She could be a bit hard, since she
worked with ship’s crew all the time. She’d also been in the Air Navy for ten
years or so. Possibly longer, but she wasn’t that old. In her late forties or
so, at a guess. Then again, Gwen had never simply asked people their ages. It
could be that everyone was older, or younger, than she thought they should be.
They had magic after all.


That was one thing that she’d been
told flat out. People that were healers lived a lot longer than anyone else. To
extreme enough levels that Beth had suggested Gwen learn how, even if it took
her decades. She’d get all that time back, plus a lot, on the other side.
Possibly enough to truly change the idea of a life. It would be as a relatively
young person in looks as well. She’d seen Rhonda, the Westmorland Healer,
several times. The woman looked about thirty, more or less.


She was so old that Adam
Westmorland had let drop that the woman had worked on him as a young child.
That was a big deal. The man wasn’t exactly a spring chicken after all.


Gwen focused on her destination,
concentrating on the commons of Western University, rather than the inside of a
specific classroom there. She thought that the man would be in the same space
as he had years before, but honestly couldn’t know that for certain. If he’d
traded rooms while she was gone it would be a bit shocking to teletransport
into someone else’s space. Plus, she didn’t know that it wasn’t going to be
class time for certain.


It took a bit of walking to find
the lecture hall, though it was where she’d left it, as it turned out. The man
didn’t look much different than the last time they’d met as he stood at the
front of the room, teaching with more energy than she’d seen from him before.
He still had a large mustache, which was about the same color of gray that she
remembered him with. The guy was large, but smaller than three and a half years
before. Now he was mainly tall, his voice just as booming as always.


“So, the conductor is always a
factor. Using heat to promote-” The man looked up at her as she took a seat
near the back, pausing just long enough to smile at her. There was no other
acknowledgement.


“The chaotic element that is then
ordered by the radiative directive.”


He had a real chalk board, which
was made of heavy black slate, which got a chart to be produced as the class
took notes about what was being said. Nodding Gwen pulled her own pad and
copied it as well. It was, surprisingly, almost understandable to her. Not that
she was an expert on radiatives yet. She’d done a few small things however,
which were made in a similar fashion. Minus a few specific points that were
being explained.


Again, apparently, since the man joked
about that with the class.


“Yes. I did warn you all that you’d
see this information, over and again! Order of operations is the most
important factor. Conductor, chaotic, magical structure, power inducement, and
testing. This is the basic structure of all radiatives. After you have that,
you can work on complex operations using multiple radiatives. Now, please read
chapter seven before the next class. We’re going to begin practical work in
several weeks, so prepare now. I want new ideas as well.” There was a dark look
at the class then, which seemed a bit sad as a large head was shaken slowly. “I
won’t forbid a basic heating element, but frankly I’m getting bored of
seeing them at this point in my career.”


That got a soft chuckle from the
crowd. It wasn’t a huge class, if Gwen was going to judge by the number of
chairs in the raised amphitheater style place. It was about two thirds full
however. That was probably a good enough turn out, considering it was just past
noon.


She thought. Frankly it could have
been a bit earlier or later. She had a watch, in her things, but not being on
duty she hadn’t been wearing it around. That was a bit of a mistake, it seemed.
Kind of like having the pad with her. It was helpful all the time, or could be.


As everyone stood to leave she got
up as well, her notes in her hand. Doctor Grainger didn’t wait for her to come
to him, like he probably would have if she were in his class. That meant he was
on her about the time half the people had scurried out the doors at the back of
the room.


“Miss Farris! So nice to see you.
Is there something I can help you with? A new device, perhaps?” He grinned at
her, seeming to be actually excited by the prospect. It was enough enthusiasm
that she didn’t even bother to lie about it all.


“After a fashion? I’m trying to
learn how to make radiatives on my own. The goal is to create… Several things
that… Can I speak to you in your office?” She glanced around, noticing that
three of the students had paused, clearly listening in. Normally that wouldn’t
be a problem, but these hadn’t stopped until they heard the name.


She didn’t want her projects in the
tabloids or anything like that. It was kind of in her mind at the moment.


The man nodded hugely.


“Certainly. Come along then. This
way. This way.” He led her toward the back of the room. Or the front, depending
on who you were, Gwen supposed. It was on the side that had the chalk board and
a plain looking door that was painted a light green color. It seemed worn, but
not much abused. Like it needed new paint, but only because the man had been in
the space for several decades.


The fellow left the door open when
they got inside, but didn’t say anything when Gwen shut them in. The idea was
that he didn’t want to be falsely accused, or thought to be taking liberties.
Her goal was to not spread state secrets to college students that didn’t know
better than to spread things.


Not that she was truly there for
that reason.


“Two things. Well, three, I
suppose. First, I wanted to set up classes here, but have no grades or
transcripts that I can use to get in. Would you know how to do that? I was thinking
radiatives, traditional magics and languages. Maybe business classes as well,
eventually.” She figured it would be nearly impossible, or at least unwelcome.


Grainger smiled like she was giving
him a gift.


“Perfect! Yes… We can do that, if
you have the time? How many hours a week are you willing to put toward that
effort?” He leaned forward a bit, over his desk. Interested in her answer it
seemed.


Gwen didn’t know, off the top of
her head.


“As much time as it takes? I don’t
know what’s needed. I have a half year off, I think. More than that really. I
kind of doubled up on my last Special Service duty, running sixteen hour days
like I did. There’s a problem with the contracts. No one thinks I get the basic
idea, but I do. It pretty much means that I’ve tapped the current one, so King
Ferdinand basically sent me away. It wouldn’t be an issue for a Westmorland,
but on the civilian side it’s pretty much a ceremonial position, so the rules
are kind of soft.” It was a bit of a problem for her, personally. Work had been
about all that had let her stay distracted.


That and the people from other
realities that had been showing up, off and on.


The man nodded at her, getting more
than she would have thought, without explanation.


“So, you technically need to have a
full year off at a minimum. Not that the King couldn’t rework your contract at
need. He is the ruler, after all. I’d have to wager he doesn’t wish to stress
your good will that way. So, you find yourself at loose ends and wish to fill
the time with learning? That’s not a poor plan. How hard are you willing to
work? We could set up four hours of courses per week, for instance. Figure two
hours of study per class hour, so twelve hours out of your week? That would
leave a lot of time for other projects?”


He seemed to be teasing her on the
idea. As if she were lazy. Then again, she needed to learn radiatives for a
reason.


“That leads me to the other things.
Two projects. The first is making a device that will stop rifting. I know the
fields needed for it. I can’t do that myself, not in large measure, but I can
do it on a small scale. If someone were trying to rift in the same room with
me? Then I need to get a device to rift.” She stopped then, looked around at
the door, then whispered.


It was a low and hoarse thing.


“I can do that as well. I know the
needed fields and techniques for it. That can’t get out however. The…” She
considered things carefully, not speaking at all.


The man finally nodded.


“That’s rather heady news. I’m not
certain that can be done however. Then, I don’t know how to rift, or create the
blocking fields…”


She nodded then, and smiled.


“If I tell you what you need to
know, in order to make the things, even how to block it, you’ll know how
to rift. You won’t be able to do it personally however. I do think that
you’d be able to make the devices for it, possibly inside a week or two. I just
don’t want to burden anyone with that knowledge, which is why I need to learn
how to do it all myself.” That way there was only one source of possible leaks.
Well, two, if Katherine were involved.


Grainger knew that story however.
It was clear from his face.


“That explains a lot, doesn’t it?
How Miss Vernor was able to give that basic information to the Europans? I can
see you being careful with it. Is that your main focus now? Making radiatives
is considered an active field. One that people generally specialize in.”


She got that, and nodded.


“It is. I promised the rifting
devices to get the Westmorlands free. The shields… That just makes
sense. I…” She thought about it all for a second, and closed her eyes. The man
across from her was one of the most trusted people in that field in the entire kingdom.
“Are you willing to learn the information portions of this, if I can get you
cleared to know about it? I’ll understand if you don’t want to. In fact, I have
to recommend that. If something happens to me however, I do think you can at
least make the shields, with no more than a few weeks of work and some
discussion. Probably the rifting devices as well. The reason that it hasn’t
happened yet is…” She stopped and spread her hands.


After all, telling him that would
be enough for a clever man to work out how the things were done. At least in
theory. Gwen was impressed enough with the guy that she didn’t doubt his ability
to do exactly that. She thought that she could do it. This man had
almost everything he needed to, already.


The real problem was that the
entire world she was in was used to using magic to make things happen. Most of
their devices were pretty simple, compared to what Gwen had grown up with. A
telestator was a complex device, but only had four main parts, for instance.


A rifting device would need at
least eight.


The issue wasn’t that they couldn’t
do that however, simply that the people of the world she was in didn’t think
that way. Except of course, the man in front of her and a few hundred people
like him. No one had ever really worked that part out however. They’d tried to
make physical rifting devices, but wanted to make them as simple radiatives. A
power crystal, a single radiative and nothing else. Most physical devises
worked pretty much that way.


Null-radiatives were basically made
using complex traditional magic. They were nearly what was needed, in
some ways, if you knew how rifting worked in the first place. That was a
different field however. The thing there was the Gwen Farris had been exposed
to both, coming from a world where cleverness had been used to replace the
ability to produce effects through mental effort. In fact, that had been one of
the very first things that had been said about her by the man in front of her.


After using a complex device to
make certain she was who she claimed to be, not a body thief. That he could
tell that her world used electricity, the stuff that lightning was made of, in
place of magic. Though he didn’t understand how they got the one
substance to do so many things.


The man across from her was smart
anyway. With no more than a few hours of discussion, he could probably become
one of the most powerful beings on the planet. The only person that would
directly rival him would be… Her.


If he got that part, she didn’t
know. The man nodded however.


“I’ll do my part for the kingdom,
if it’s required. We are at war, after all. I can’t love the implications of
this. Won’t it make the world a deadlier place?”


She got that part.


“Yes. It really will. No doubt
about it. My reasons for doing all of this… Well, in the end they’re selfish,
of course. I’m giving people here the ability to destroy everything, in the
hopes that it will get my friends free from slavery. It’s not the best idea
ever. I just don’t have another one. If you think of something, let me know?”


The man nodded, but didn’t come up
with anything at the moment.


Instead he listened to her
availability and suggested times for her to be there for classes.


It wouldn’t start for several weeks
and she’d probably need tutoring, but it was doable for her. Even if she were
working on the Peregrine at the time. Not that it would be needed if it was
only one three-week cruise. If she did several, that could change. That just
left getting with Adam about things. Him and King Ferdinand.









Chapter eight


 


Gwen, day to day, had no great
thought as to being seen by the king himself. It came up now and again, just
being around the palace and with Marianna, but that didn’t mean she could just
pop over for a visit unannounced. So it was interesting to find that the man
himself was sitting in a room with Adam Westmorland and two others when Gwen got
there to put a word in.


The other two were women, though
Gwen didn’t actually know either of them. That, apparently was fine, since Adam
and Ferdinand stood up and waved around the space.


It was the Westmorland who spoke
first.


“Leslie and Farah. Westmorland,
naturally. They’re the people we have with the training and ability to move
others at a great distance. This is Gwen Farris. Also trained to the same
level, using our normal protocols, if only the second level.” The man stared at
her for a moment, then glanced politely at the king. Then he explained what
that meant, as if the man might not know.


Maybe he didn’t. Gwen wasn’t
certain about the idea.


“Miss Farris has no outside
controls on her abilities. So while she’s powerful in their use, there are no
alternative states involved for her. It was one of the reasons that we stuck to
physical magical elements with her. Telepathic abilities tend to drive people
insane at high levels. Precognitive ones are dangerous, but we haven’t used the
protocols on that for her. It’s a minimally trained natural talent in her
case.”


The words were bold and not
subservient, though it was clear that the other people there were nervous. Not
just a little bit either. Leslie was covered with a fine sheen of sweat over the
idea of Ferdinand being there. Farah, who was the older of the two, just sat
there, not making eye contact with anyone. That was probably down to both women
being rifters. Meaning they didn’t deal with nobles face to face most days.


That got Gwen to look at the file
that the king had in front of him.


“Is that a list for us to work
from? Pictures?”


The man, who wasn’t all that old
for a world leader, being in his youthful thirties or so, pushed the thing
across the table at her, gesturing for her to sit. The chairs were all made of
plain wood. Heavy and marked with age.


“Some of them. There are other
prisoners, but these are the ones that we need back first. Ten of them. If you
can get even one of them, it might make a difference in the war effort. They… Know
things.”


That got her to nod, open the deep
brown leather binder and think for a few seconds. The man in the picture wasn’t
anyone that she knew. In a way that made it easier for her. There were no
personal stakes, just her trying to do the right thing.


“All right. They might need medical
attention when they get here. Can we have some healers standing by? I’ll go
first? Or… Do you want to do them all at once?” She glanced at Adam, since the
women would probably need to have someone there to guide their actions. It was
one of the main ways that the Westmorlands were controlled. They couldn’t help
it, by the age the women there both were. Anyone over twenty had been programed
already.


Adam walked to the door and called
out.


“Mick! Get me all available healers.
Support staff and at least two guides. We’re going to try something new.”


It took a few minutes to get
everything together. Then they just had to send the king away. That didn’t go
over well at first. Finally, after Adam struggled with the whole thing for a
while, as the King pretended not to understand what he was getting at.


Gwen rolled her eyes.


“Ferdinand. We can’t protect you
for certain. If we get the wrong person, or if people have been mesmerized,
they might attack without notice. Probably not, but we can’t know that won’t
happen until we see the conditions. Also, everyone here but me has been trained
to be incredibly uneasy around you. That’s great for them paying attention to your
needs, but right now they need to be focused on what we’re attempting. So… Get
out? Possibly far away from here? After all, if I can think of using
prisoners of war as rifters, so can the Europans. We know they have Debussy’s
enhanced techniques. Katherine delivered those to them.” Which wasn’t a thing
that left Gwen happy in life.


Rather than fight, or argue, the
man simply stood up, bowing slightly.


“I see. Very well then. I’ll go
back to the palace. I will be standing by the telestator however, so
please contact me if there is any success at all?” That was for Adam, who
nodded and bowed back.


Gwen did that too, just in case it
was needed. Not one told her she was wrong to do so. Then, they wouldn’t.
They’d just let her flounder, not knowing what to do, until she worked it out.
It was one of the bad things about her new world.


“I’ll go first. As soon as everyone
is ready?” She’d pulled people before, so it wasn’t completely new to her.
Doing them one at a time wasn’t even that hard. Certainly no more so than
teletransporting herself to different locations.


 That meant, two minutes later,
that they had a half-naked, very thin man being taken out of the room. The
other women each took a turn each, led to do it by their handlers of the
moment. Other Westmorlands that were telling them what to focus on. In this
case it was the pictures in the file. Mainly high level military men. All of
them had been tortured, but seemed to be strong enough to stand. At first.


When Gwen got to the seventh person
there was a bit of an issue. The man, who was bearded, disheveled and reeking
of human waste, started screaming.


“Put me back! Now! They’ll
kill them if I escape!” He was clearly panicked. Not just a tiny amount either.
The man stood there, seeming ready to go back into a tiny cage. At least he was
hunched over, which meant that might be the case.


Adam actually grabbed the man.


“Count Morris?”


“Put me back! The other men… We
tried to break out, so some of us were separated. The enlisted. If any of the
officers go missing they’ll be killed.”


That caused a real issue then. Adam
was clearly torn on a level that was nearly palpable. He had to put the man
back, to protect the people on the ground. It was also an order, from a Count,
apparently.


On the other hand, doing that might
well have the man himself be tortured or killed.


Gwen nodded, since it was kind of
clear that none of the Westmorlands were going to be able to get anything done
on that score.


“Adam, keep working on the others.
I’ll…” She didn’t know what to do either. Sending the man back wasn’t
happening, of course. That he was concerned about the others was simply the
truth, it seemed however.


The poor guy was starting to gibber
a bit.


“Count Morris! We need a map. Can
you tell us where the people are? The other men? We need to know now! I can
take two people with me. To where they were keeping you. Can we work from
there? If we have weapons?”


She had to repeat herself a few
times before the man blinked at her, nodding.


“Yes! Yes… If you go out the door,
which is to the right, take out the guards, then… To the left, there’s a shed.
All the others are in there. Ten of them. What…” He might have been a bit out
of it, but the man wasn’t a fool. Shaking his head, he yelled again.


“Right! Put me back. Then come in
four hours. Make a plan. They’ll take me off for questioning then, you can use
that time.” He didn’t seem to love the idea and Adam was about to freak out on
them, his old eyes looking truly scared.


Gwen shook her head.


“Nope. Get me…” Again she didn’t
know what she needed. Except that she had to do something. Desperately, she
started to nod. “All right. I think I have this. I’ll go in alone. I… Leslie,
give me your clothes.” She was bigger than Gwen, but not by too much. “Adam,
get the back of this for me! Hurry!”


It required stripping in public,
but a few minutes later she was wearing a nice blue outfit. One that had
trousers instead of a dress. The shoes were the same, but she’d been wearing
flats. Not running shoes, unfortunately. Boots though, if nicer ones. Not the well-worn
ones she used to jog in most days.


The events were interesting after
that, since a bleary looking Count Morris shook his head, seeming strained.


“We… Can’t send you alone. We need
men. Fighters. Or… I don’t know. This isn’t right. Sacrificing you helps no one.”
There were tears in his eyes. No one there tried to look away, which was the
first time Gwen had ever seen that kind of thing in the Western Kingdom. They
always looked away.


“Good plan. I’m not going to fight
though. Not if I can help it. I need to do this right…”


That meant going fast, ducking down
to fit into the small cell that other man had just come from. She squatted,
moved her information, then reeled from the stench of the iron barred cage. The
room it was in wasn’t huge, like she’d been thinking. Instead it was about the
size of the space that she’d just moved from. There were two more men in other
cages, across the way. Only one of them looked up, going wide eyed.


He had almost white hair and pale
blue eyes that were visible from across the dim space. Holding his hand over
his mouth he pointed with the other hand, to the right. By where the door was
supposed to be. Then after she nodded, getting that she needed to be quiet and
that was where the guards were, the man held up three fingers.


Gwen did the same, nodding.


Then she took a deep breath, still
holding up three of her own fingers. She slowly put them down one at a time.


When they we’re all down, she
moved. Teletransporting the closest distance she’d ever even tried before.
Three feet. From inside the small cage, to outside. That put the metal bars at
her back and left her in the open. Squatting down, which caused the three men
at the end of the building to turn toward her. They weren’t far away or
anything, only about twenty feet.


That meant only their grunts were
heard as she pointed at them, using all the force she could muster. It took five
power blasts, since one of the men tried to rush her, as the others fell. He
called out something in Mongolian, even if he were about as white as she’d ever
seen on a human being in real life.


They weren’t alive, after a few
seconds, however. They also hadn’t gotten a good yell off before doing that.
Hopefully no one would be coming to check on the strange noise. They were all
wearing very bright red outfits. Head to toe, the young men, who were all white
where they weren’t covered with blood, wore scarlet.


It was an odd choice for a
battlefield. Then, these were prison guards, not soldiers in the field. That
might be different.


“Can you two move? We need to go
and get the enlisted men… I can do that alone, I think. Move back from the
bars.” She was going to blast the things open, but the man with pale blue eyes
shook his head.


“The keys are at the end. In the
pocket of the one on the left. Left front side?” His voice was rough sounding.
A mere whisper, which got her to be quiet as well.


No one spoke the entire time she
walked and then tried to dig in the front pockets of the man. It required
rolling him over, which took some strength. He wasn’t a giant, but the man was
built like a professional wrestler. He had to be nearly three hundred pounds,
she figured.


He did have the key however, so she
was able to get the two men out. One of them, the silent one, had a broken leg.
There was simply no way for him to do anything useful. Even hiding wasn’t going
to be an option. Not really.


“Fuck. Fine, I’ll take you back.
Both of you. Not at one time. I can’t do that and still recover enough to
fight. Even one at a time will be rough.”


The broken man, who was still on
the floor of the place managed a half smile. His face was too beaten on the
other side for more than that.


“Kill me. Take Hendrid here and get
the men out. If you can. I can’t leave. I can’t take much more. It would be a
mercy.”


She nodded.


“Good plan. Great, actually. Except
that the king would have my ass for that. So, get ready?”


She didn’t let the man speak again,
just moving into his cage, touching his arm and then hugging him, half over his
body. There was no time to rest when she got back however. Gasping she looked
at Adam.


“In… coming.” She was being
optimistic, naturally.


Then that was her way. Being all
light and cheery.


When she transported back into the
cell, she had to fight, since two more men had come for some reason. They had
weapons, crins, which meant she was hit in the right leg as she fired back.
With her finger. It hurt, but was a burn, rather than flesh blasted away from
her in a great red fountain. Which was better than it could have been. There was
charred flesh, and pain, but she could move.


“Hendrid. Come with me. I need to…”
She was still gasping, forcing herself to move, without stopping to get sick.
That part was hard. Her throat tried to close down, as she struggled for air
and limped forward.


Getting to the shed where the enlisted
men were being kept was difficult, the thing being guarded. Hendrid, while
great company, wasn’t much in a fight for some reason. Not that he didn’t try.
Empty handed though as he was, all he could really do was get the guards, again
dressed all in red, instead of being half naked like her new buddy was, to fire
at him. Leading them away.


The idea, clearly was for her to
sneak in when they were gone.


Instead, not wanting to run, she
shot them in the back with energy blasts. This time she made little red dots
appear, since it was kind of hard to focus. Her eyes were more than a bit
bleary already, from the pain.


“Hendrid. We’re clear.” She husked
the words, forcing herself to sound better.


The door was locked, but when she
knocked, the guard inside helpfully came to open it for them. He spoke as he
opened the door, sounding puzzled.


“Hello! Have you heard the word of
Cthulu?” The man might not have, but there was no time for him to answer, given
that she blew the top of his head off with a burst of energy from her right
hand.


He was the only one in there
however, which made sense when she got inside. There was only one cage, which
was essentially just the front of the shed having bars that had been wedged
into place along the roof. It wasn’t great, as far as construction went.


There was no real door to the thing
either. Just bars that had to be kicked out of place. Without an armed man
there to stop them, they could have probably just walked away.


“Um, guys? I’m going to have to
take you out of here the hard way. Can we… Get someone to guard the door?”


She didn’t know if anyone was going
to volunteer for that. After all, whoever was last out was the one that would
get left behind, if that happened.


Which didn’t stop one of the men
from waving.


“I’ll do it. Get the rest… How are
we doing that?”


“Teletransport. I’m going to leave,
then take you to the Western Kingdom, one at a time. I need to see your faces.
Names, too. Everyone do this, in case I need a reminder. You, name?” She stared
at one of the unshaved men. He had short hair, but half of them did.


“Bill, ma’am.” He was going to go
on, giving his full name and serial number, but that would just make things
harder for her, not easier.


The men went in order then, all
eleven of them. It was Bill that had volunteered to watch the door, and die
fighting if he had to. Thankfully he had the guard’s crin, so he wasn’t empty
handed.


She was still huffing and puffing,
when she got back into the ready room with the Westmorlands.


“Twelve. First up, Hendrid.”


The man appeared, causing Adam to
grab him, since he was about to fall down.


“Rick.”


The men came in quick order, with
her only taking a break to vomit halfway through. By the end she was blacking
out, of course, but kept going.


“Bi…ll.” She managed to get
him in just before she doubled over in pain. The world went dark then, but she
was certain that he was in the room. She knew that since he shot the wall with
a bright green light.


Adam yelled at him a bit.


“Hold! We’re friends! You’re safe
now. Safe!”


She couldn’t see what was happening
then. There were sounds, but nothing else.


When she came to, a short while
later, she thought, she was in a different room. Being settled into a bed,
while Rhonda the healer looked at her leg.


“Crin blast. Aggravated by movement
after the fact. Peter, come and heal this. Are you set to go back out soon?”
That was for her, Gwen thought, not the young man who came into view.


“No. I’m working in two days or so,
as an airship loader. Not going into battle.”


The woman, who had a nicely large
nose and silky brown hair, nodded at her.


“Good. You know what to do Pete.
Close and make sure there’s no infection. Then use alternatives.”


The boy, who was still only
fifteen, nodded.


“Got it. Let me get in here. Gwen,
I’m going to have to touch you, is that good for you?” He looked at her like
she was in any position to say no.


“You’re just trying to get fresh
with me, using the horrible leg wound as an excuse, aren’t you? I know how you
are.” She didn’t sound that weak, for all her leg was killing her.


The kid winked at her.


“That’s it. Exactly. So, what do
you say?”


If Rhonda was scandalized it didn’t
show, then the woman had left the room. Probably to help the others that had
come in. There were about twenty of them. Most from different locations. Many
had been tortured and beaten for a while.


So she faked a smile.


“Do it. Just know, I didn’t put on
my cute underwear, so no peeking.”


He didn’t, cutting the trouser leg
off with a pair of scissors. Which meant that Gwen owed Leslie a pair of pants.
Not that she hadn’t known that already. The second she’d been shot the idea had
hit the back of her mind. Then, she could handle that. It was cheap even, as a
cost for twenty lives. Or even one.


Peter didn’t waste a lot of time
healing her. That meant there was pain involved in the process. It wasn’t that
the kid didn’t have skills, just that he was forcing her to heal faster than
her body could take. Nearly so. That meant the wound stung, but when he was
finished the pain was largely gone. Not that she was totally healed. She got a
bandage, which was basically white gauze wrapped around her right thigh, if
gently.


The boy smiled at her then and
patted her arm.


“There we go. All right, I need to
get back to work. Try to rest for a bit? Don’t use the leg too much? You have
access to a healing bell at home?” The term was a new one to her, but she
nodded, getting the idea. It was a machine that made sounds and put off healing
energy. It presented as pure quackery to her, but it actually seemed to work.


“Yes. I think we still have one
around. I should probably check in with King Ferdinand before I leave. If Adam
hasn’t?”


“How do I know? I mean, they should
run all their actions by me, but do they? Nope. Not even a briefing at the end
of the day. I tell you, Miss Farris, this is a wickedly hard job at times.” He
was playing with her, but still stood and gave her a hand up.


“Rest. You don’t have to do it here.
Will you be at Park Street tonight?”


She nodded.


“Sure? Unless something comes up.”
That was her life in general, so she didn’t want to promise anything specific.


Peter nodded at her, then patted
her on the shoulder. It wasn’t taking liberties, but for the world they were in
it was a clear sign that the boy kind of liked her. As in, wanted to have sex
with her. She thought. Truly, she wasn’t certain on that score. Gwen also
wasn’t going to ask. After all, he was only fifteen. That meant he needed to
seek out women in a younger age bracket than she was in.


Limping out, the worst of the pain
already gone, she moved down the hallway.


That took her to a room where Adam
Westmorland was standing in front of a telestator. Next to him were several
others. One of them had her dress on.


Leslie looked good in it, so Gwen
winked at her.


“I’ll get you something to replace
these? Keep that? Sorry about the damage.”


The woman shook her head.


“That was… Dangerous. Brilliant
work, but not exactly safe. Going in like that.”


The voice from the magical device,
this world’s oversized and cumbersome cell phone substitute, hissed a bit. At
first. Gwen realized it was a sigh, if a stressed one.


“Miss Farris?” Ferdinand sounded a
bit annoyed with her, which was probably fair. Rushing in like she had,
alone, was stupid. She knew that one.


“Here.” She waited for the dressing
down, but that didn’t come.


Not even a little bit.


“Thank everything! I was
told you took injury? That… Well, none can doubt it was a brave act. I’d say
foolhardy, except that you succeeded. Next time try to take a team with you?”
There was a bit of real worry in the words. As if she didn’t have a lot to make
up for. Even if it meant dying to do it.


Twenty lives wasn’t a bad start,
but it was only that. Katherine had created a debt too big for anyone to ever
pay back. The only thing there was that almost no one seemed to think that she,
Gwen, was supposed to take care of that part. No one else really could though.
Kat Vernor wasn’t even allowed to try. Gwen got that part. The last time she’d
been given any freedom at all, she’d used it to first try to kill her mother,
using hired assassins, then managed to escape and betray them all to the
Europans.


If the woman had just moved away,
things would have worked out better, but she was too good to get a job,
or anything so mundane. In the entire world, the girl could have run anywhere.
So naturally she went to the people that wanted to kill the same people that
Katherine hated. Her friends and family.


Gwen’s anyway. Kat didn’t seem to
have many friends left, after the last few years.


“Hopefully there won’t be a next
time for that. It was… Stupid of me. I know that. I just didn’t know how else
to get everyone. Which… I know that we’ll have to leave some of them behind. I
just…” It was too hard to do that. Worse than killing them would have been.


She’d killed people to get those
men free, which didn’t bother her. Not even a tiny bit. That part was hard to
understand for her. Those Europan guards had just been people. She didn’t hate
them, even if they were keeping the good guys like they were. Not even for
killing them. It was war. That was the game. That was probably the big part of
things for her.


A large part of her brain, in deep,
thought that she was playing a game. Possibly on a computer. For most of her
life she’d lived in fantasy of one type or another. That meant death wasn’t
real to her. At least if she didn’t know the people first. That would be
harder, naturally. The others were just bodies. NPCs that colored the background
of her world. Non-player characters.


Which was probably more than a
little bit insane.


The King spoke gently, sounding
pleased enough for the day.


“Good work. When will you be
available for the next group? I can have files sent over immediately.”


Gwen nearly started to explain her
schedule, but then shook her head.


“Let me know when we have that and
I’ll come in for it. I’m going to be on the Peregrine working for the next few
weeks, but I can come and go from there. I’ll make sure Adam has the contact
information?”


The older man, dressed in blue,
much like she was at the moment, glanced at her and twitched a little bit. It
was a thing that she didn’t understand really. He didn’t love her, most days.
This was about work however. He might not be perfect, but he wasn’t lazy, or
unwilling to deal with someone he hated if that’s what it took to get the job
done. They were trying to save lives. Adam wasn’t petty enough to have a
problem with that. Even if it meant dealing with her.


Still, she started to leave then,
annoyed, if not trying to show it. Before she got to the door, the old man
spoke.


“Is that a good idea? The effort
today was… Nearly legendary. Gwen is injured. Even my people need to rest a
bit. I understand not wanting to leave anyone under the boot, but should we
risk such resources? There are perhaps ten people in the world who could have
done what took place today here. Burning them into insensibility won’t aid us.
We might wish to husband our resources carefully.” The words sounded nearly bold,
even if the man was turning gray as he spoke to the king that way.


The device made a noise. More to
the point, Ferdinand did, away at the palace.


“I’ll take that under advisement,
Adam. It’s good to know that we have your aid if needed, Gwen. Even in war we
must sometimes stand back, as hard as doing so is. Please rest for now. There
are things in the works that might need your attention, if you have time for
them. I’ll bring those to you, if it becomes needed?”


It took her a moment to work out
that the man was probably trying to put her off for a bit.


“Sure. Like I said, I have some
projects of my own. Oh! Is this line secure?” That was a movie thing from her
world, but surprisingly Adam nodded.


Ferdinand answered out loud
however.


“It is. Do you have something?”


“Doctor Professor Grainger.
Radiatives at Western University. I… Think we can have the things that you and
I talked about, if we can bring him into the program. It’s a risk. He’s
willing. Reluctant, thank goodness. No one should want to know that kind
of thing. I hate to risk him, but it might be needed. He’s one of the best in
the world in his field.” Maybe the best, from what she’d heard.


There was silence for a while.


“I have the name. I recall him, but
we need to do an investigation first. I’ll have the information back to you
inside a week? Is that suitable?”


She nodded, then let her voice
raise a bit.


“That would be good. I should be in
and out of Western over the next while. Even from the airship, I can do it. I’m
trying to learn… Well, you probably understand. I’m not saying more at this
point, secure line or not.” That had to sound insane to almost everyone.


Except the King.


“Understood and agreed to, Gwen.
I’ll be in touch as soon as possible on that issue. Now, I need to speak with
Count Morris. If he’s capable of such?” There was doubt in his voice.


Adam knew the answer to that one.


“We’ll have him brought in. He’s
not had an easy time. Severe torture. Rape. All the men were, of course. That’s
the Europan way. Please…” Adam wasn’t able to speak then.


Gwen winced. It was his programming
again. A thing that the man had no hold over, at the point of his life he was
at. Tortured, using vast amounts of pain, to be unable to do anything else.
Even as he tried, forced to protect a noble, the guy was suffering for
it.


The man couldn’t even bring himself
to beg the King to be delicate with the Count. Not even to ask if it was
allowable.


So Gwen moved forward and whispered
just loud enough to be heard over the telestator.


“Gently, if possible? That… Well,
what happened to him… it makes me glad that I killed those people, which
isn’t a place my mind needs to be going right now.”


“That’s understood as well, Miss
Farris. I’ll be as kind as can be managed. Thank you.”


Then, before she had to think too
much about things, she got out of the room.











Chapter nine


 


Gwen was hit by several things as
soon as she got back at Park Street. The first was that something was up.
Something off and a bit bad, at least on the surface. It was hard to pin it down,
but there was normally a lack of yelling in the huge mansion. Nice
places in general didn’t have a lot of that kind of stuff going on. Most days,
in fact. When that kind of raw din happened, it almost always had to do with an
attack of some sort.


This time it sounded different than
that. Like people were chanting outside. That got her to hobble over
toward the front of the place, to find all the servants. The men armed
with crins. The long copper tubes were pointed at the floor, as Gwen moved in.
She didn’t even bother to fake smiling.


“What’s up?” Her voice was a bit
flat, since her entire system was suddenly geared up to fight.


It wasn’t exactly hard to
understand. Having been in actual battle earlier that day, everything in her
mind told her to get ready for more of the same. Her right thigh even twinged
in phantom pain, ready to be shot again. Prepared on some level, to die in an
instant. It should have been panic inducing.


Instead a strange calmness came
over her, as every fiber of her being focused on the new threat.


Winslow made a strange sound. It
came through his nose, with a closed mouth. It should have been a snort, but
there was a tense squeak involved in the thing at the same time.


“We seem to be under… Protest. The
front gate was stormed however, which is a threat of extreme violence. No one
has rushed the house proper as of yet.” Peeking out the front window, pushing a
lace curtain to the side for a moment, the man went silent. Then he moved to
the side directly, using the solid wall as protection. “No weapons in sight at
this time. They have signs however. They seem to be about you, Miss Farris.”


That just made sense to her.


After all, the common people had no
real reason to think of her as anything except the traitor that had endangered
them all. Not much of one at any rate. Her name had been linked to the
new shielding magic skill set, but that was probably just words to most of the
people there. That it had taken that long for them to come for her was probably
a measure of how fair everyone was being at toward her.


“I see. Well…” She shrugged.
Normally she would have just stood back. Maybe even evacuating the house, in
case they were stormed. At least now that she had that ability. This time she
just couldn’t. She was too tired. Of everything. Of the constant fight that her
life had been for decades.


She glanced over her shoulder to
see Ethyl come into the room. She was dressed nicely and made up well, as was
her custom. There was fear in her eyes, however. A thing that the woman shouldn’t
have to have there. Her face was pale, under the paint she had on it. That part
could have been imagination.


Gwen, feeling a combination of
annoyed and tense just walked to the front door.


“Well, if they came for me, I guess
I should go see what they want.” There was very little hesitation, as she
pasted a smile on her face, ready to be torn to bits by the pitchfork wielding
mob outside.


There were about a hundred people
inside the wall that ran around Park Street. They were indeed holding signs.
Some of them were men, but the vast majority had skirts and dresses on. That
was interesting to see. Especially since the most common sign being held simply
said; Free Gwen.


Seeing her there got the chanting
to slow down, peter out and then stop. It was kind of strange, given that no
one actually seemed ready to fight. As soon as everyone went silent, or nearly
so, Gwen waved at them.


“Um… Hello? I see the signs there. Free
Gwen. I didn’t know that I was a prisoner…”


That got a shouted response, which
was actually very helpful.


“They sent you to war! Like a
soldier!” That came from one of the dress wearing women, who seemed upset by
the idea. The lady, who was older and in drab colors and had mousy hair, looked
fierce for a few moments. Like she was going to kick someone’s butt over
the idea. There was a finger pointed at her right leg, which was bare, except
for the white bandage wrapped around her thigh. For the Western Kingdom that
was probably a bit risqué of her, going out like that.


“Oh… No. They didn’t. I don’t know
where you got that from.” Or how anyone had even heard about it at all.


A man, who was a bit further back
shouted, his voice fairly polite over all.


“The telesar said that you went off
to recover prisoners of war. You were injured in a fight.” He pointed too, but
stopped after a second, to look away from her. That got a low mutter from the
crowd.


“Right. No one sent me,
however. I was using teletransport from a distance, along with some
Westmorlands, to get our people back…” That was getting into issues that were a
bit secret from the public, which was probably the reason they were confused.
It was incredibly rare to be able to do any kind of personal teletransport. No
one really had both the personal and object versions of it. She was special that
way. Which no one was going to understand, since it was considered nearly
impossible.


So she just shrugged and jumped in
with both feet.


“We had some prisoners in danger
that we didn’t have pictures for. That was how we were finding them at a
distance. So I had to go and get them. That was my decision. Mine alone. No one
forced me to. Or even asked. Really, at the time I recall people
standing there saying no rather firmly in my direction… I just chose not
to listen to them.” She grinned, not meaning it. Her face felt strange doing it
suddenly. Due to the fact that she felt like she was about to be attacked.
Possibly with signs. To free her.


Which wasn’t a plan anyone there
seemed to have.


“But… You’re a woman!” That
seemed to be the real issue of the moment. Women didn’t go to war there. Not
often enough for it to be considered normal.


The woman that screamed that, which
was a bit shrill, was hidden toward the back of the crowd. Hidden,
literally, behind several signs.


Gwen shrugged, then flipped her
hands. Both of them, to show that she didn’t care, but that she was engaged in
the conversation.


“So? No one should have to fight.
Male or female. It isn’t worse if it’s a woman doing it than a man. Not
here, where fights are being done with weapons and magic. I mean, I killed five
or six people today, to get our men back. Soldiers, with weapons. It was a fair
fight, more or less. Except that I wasn’t there to fight. Just get
people.” Plus, ambushing the ones in the way.


That made it far easier to
win.


The reaction was puzzled, instead
of simply bowing to her superior logic. One of the men in the front row scowled
a bit.


“You shouldn’t be forced to do that
kind of thing. Not just… Not because of your gender alone. You aren’t even from
here. You were wronged by people from here, which suggests that we need
to protect you. Not put you in danger!”


That got a cheer. As if they were
going to rush the house, grab her and lock her in a pretty little cage.
Probably force feeding her sweets at the same time. Instead of getting mad at
them, she smiled. Meaning it this time. For the most part.


“Well… Thanks? That isn’t how I
live and won’t be, but I get that you all mean well. That’s really nice of you.
I’m not a prisoner here, though. Even the King himself lets me do what I
want. I… There’s a lot that I have to atone for… I mean… I let Katherine run
off and… I couldn’t stop her. You must all hate me for that.” Some of them did,
she knew. That had been what Gwen had been told.


The mouthy guy in the front, who
was balding and a bit pale, stepped forward.


“No one thinks that! Of course you
couldn’t stop that evil woman from taking over. She’s a body thief! Her powers
would have overwhelmed you. Probably any of us. As it’s been pointed out in the
media, you’re in her body. That gives her power over you. Everyone gets
that. Why wouldn’t we? It only makes sense.”


That got a whole lot of nodding
going on.


Gwen frowned, or tried to. It
probably didn’t work that well, since she hadn’t practiced that in front of the
mirror.


“I… Can’t you see? I wasn’t strong
enough. I failed… It led to the war we’re fighting now. This is all my fault.”
It made perfect sense to her, but she was booed then.


People actually saying boo.


When it stopped, the older woman
that had yelled first moved a few steps forward.


“No, Miss Farris. You didn’t fail.
We, all of us, have failed you. That’s why we’re all here. To get you
free from this prison.”


She blinked, then smiled, changing
the subject. It was clear that these people meant well.


“You mean the palace that they let
me live in that’s nicer than what the King has? The one that I can come
and go from at will? That prison? No one is keeping me here. I just…
Don’t have any place else to go. Though I am taking a trip in a few
days. Working on an airship? Which by the way, is my own choice… No one makes
me do that kind of thing… Can’t you… Isn’t that part of being free? The right
to come and go as I please?” She tried to be wry about it.


Probably seeming like a bit of a
smart ass. That was just her way.


There was muttering from the crowd,
which seemed confused, instead of happy to find out that Gwen Farris wasn’t
being used as a slave or kept as a prisoner.


“They make you work on ships? But
not fly them?” That was a different woman, from the left hand side this time.


Gwen shrugged.


“Well, I haven’t learned how to fly
airships yet. I can take lessons, but it hasn’t come up. That’s all. You know…
Can I get your questions in writing? Then I’ll… I don’t know, go on the radio,
the telesar, to answer all of them at once? That should be a good sign that I’m
free, right? I mean, how many people do you know can just beg a spot to do
something like that?”


That one got a low rumble from the
people there. It was a bit odd, but she winked at them and waved, shewing them
back.


“Now, send those to me here and I’ll
get to that. In about a month? Maybe sooner? In the meantime… Focus on helping
the troops? Thanks for caring about me. I mean that, but… Yeah. I’m good. I
swear. Even if I do go off and do stupid things sometimes.” She patted
her right thigh, which made her wince, even as she tried to smile. It didn’t
hurt that much, but it really was like she was walking around half naked for
the place she was in.


“Now, git. Go on… Get off my lawn,
before I have to find a broom to chase you away with.” There was much waving,
over several minutes, to get people to walk away. A few people stayed. They
weren’t the loud ones either, just being random individuals.


One of them, a young woman, jogged
over to her. Her face was a bit round and she had short hair. Black boots that were
polished and shining, with cool looking crossed laces on the front. White ones
with blue stripes.


“Miss Farris? I was… would you sign
my book for me?”


It was one of the Gwen Farris
Investigations comics, not an actual book. She glared at it a bit, then
rolled her eyes.


“You know, I have nothing to do
with these things. No one asked or anything first. I also… Not that there’s
anything wrong with loving women, I’m more into men, personally.” She
didn’t know if explaining that it was slander was going to go over well, but
the girl had her own pen and handed the things over.


“Oh, sure… But… That’s not the
point, is it? It’s that you can do what you want. That’s what you said
just now…”


Gwen didn’t see the parallel. Still,
signing the thing didn’t cost her anything. Except to show that her hand
writing wasn’t pretty. It was cribbed and a bit cramped looking.


“A point! Here you go then. Now-”


Without warning the kid kissed her.
It was a bit strange seeming. On the lips, but not too deep, thankfully. Then
she darted off. It felt like a kiss, which was probably confusing, or
would be if she wasn’t so distracted by the world at the moment.


The men from the house had all come
out, and were standing behind her. Still with their crins, but hiding them, so
their being there was protective, but not an overt threat to anyone. The people
left then, using the gate this time instead of climbing over the stone wall
like they had to get in the first time.


Probably because they didn’t have
ladders inside the wall. There was almost no way people were going over that
thing in a dress, after all. Even the men, who’d shown up in shiny suits, for
the most part, weren’t going to be doing that very easily.


Wiping her lips, which had more to
do with a stranger touching her than it did the fact that it had been a woman,
Gwen turned back toward the house. The steps were clean, as she mounted the
porch, nodding to no one. Charles took a deep breath.


“That was different. Shall I
see to arranging a letter box?” He spoke as if that was a thing, not that she didn’t
get the basic idea.


Gwen had figured that people would
mail things, but these folks were all local enough that they’d come in person.
In the world she was in, given the time frames involved, that meant they
were from town. Most of them had probably walked there in the first
place. It was a huge turnout, given that. These folks didn’t have the internet
after all. There were no flash mobs either. Except that, somehow, there had
been one.


Apparently to free her.


Which, even if it wasn’t actually
needed, was better than the whole burning at a stake thing that she’d kind of
suspected would be coming. Gwen didn’t get it, but it was clear that most
people in the Western Kingdom really weren’t upset with her in
particular. She blamed herself for failing them. By some strange miracle, these
people just didn’t see it that way.


She’d been around long enough to
know they weren’t naturally kinder than anyone else, so it wasn’t just their
innate goodness shining through. Not that they were all that bad. They were, in
the end, pretty much just people. Some good, most kind of average.


Gwen tilted her head back and
forth, then smiled.


“Yes? With a note so people don’t
expect to hear from me for about a month? Or… Maybe I should get with Agatha
now and see what she advises me to do? That or my other main advisor.”
That being King Ferdinand. Except that this didn’t feel like the kind of thing
to bother the guy with at the moment. He was busy after all.


Talking to former prisoners and
working on how to get at the rest of them. She felt a bit bad about not staying
on to do that part herself, but the truth was, they knew where she was going to
be. Gwen was on call for them all, if they recalled she was there for them.


The other side might even be true
as well.


Gwen was shaking a bit, though it
wasn’t from fear for once. It was just that her blood sugar had kind of
crashed. The butler, Charles, nodded to her.


“I’ll see to that. Would you like
me to get in touch with Madam Longbranch? I’ve memorized the number.” He didn’t
say why that was, but Gwen knew it was probably from Mrs. Vernor having called
the lady so many times. She was pretty much the other woman’s best friend. The
one that had stuck with her through everything. Including the messes with
Katherine.


“That would be great. Thanks,
Charles. Right now I need to go and change, then find something to eat. A
cookie or something? A biscuit?” She thought that the man would get the strange
names she had for a few things, but she didn’t snack on things like that most
days, so she tried to be clear about it.


The man smiled at her, then glanced
at her leg.


“Some juice as well? Very good
Miss. I’ll see to that all immediately.”


She grinned, betting that he was
going to be faster than she was, if she didn’t get a move on. It was a race,
after they got inside, the man taking off without even looking back. Even as
Carlisle, the footman, stood by the door, still armed. Just in case anyone
changed their mind.


“We’ll work this in shifts. Can you
take the first one? No longer than two hours?” She sounded funny saying that,
but wasn’t going to rest easy without a guard on the door at the very least.


“Yes, Miss Farris. I’ll see to a schedule.
Should I place you on it? You were in the thick today…”


She nodded and rolled her eyes at
him, since he was staring at her leg. It was a bit improper, no doubt, since
unlike Charles, Carlisle was just built, dark, handsome and as far as she knew
both straight and single. Gwen wasn’t, so she didn’t want to lead the man on. A
thing that he’d probably take as her not wanting to mix with the hired help,
even though that wasn’t her point.


“Wake me up at four in the morning?
I can get a walk in and patrol at the same time.”


That got a single nod.


“I’ll see to that as well, Miss.”


The man didn’t leave, so she did,
hurrying away. It wasn’t exactly late at night or anything, but she’d gotten a
good, fairly early start on the day which meant it wasn’t dinner time yet. Not
even close enough that she was going to be expected to not eat for an hour or
two when she needed to have something to balance her out.


So, she quickly showered,
rewrapping her leg with the same gauze, since it was still clean. The wound was
sealed over, even though it hadn’t been earlier. That was the power of a good
healer. Peter was getting great at it, she was willing to bet. More than most
ever would be.


When she dressed, it was in a skirt
and blouse. One of the new things that she’d had made for her, before Katherine
had taken off. It hadn’t been worn before. It was a light summer garb, she
thought. Not that it was all that hot yet. The day had been nice there, but it
was early in the spring still.


There was no spirited running down
the stairs, since she was sore. A crin was no joke as a weapon, after all. The
blow had been a glancing one, or she might well have lost her leg. So luck had
been with her that day, she knew. That and foolishness. No one hearing about
what crazy Gwen had done should have thought of it as anything other than that.
Small children would have worked out a better way of doing things, rather than
what she’d done. Rushing in like it made sense.


People should have come to
get her. To take her off to the funny farm.


Instead they gave her a small plate
of cookies, along with some rather sour cherry juice. That was in a large
tumbler, though the biscuits, which were almond, were sweet and crunchy. Fresh
as well, from the taste of them. That was served in the front room, along with
Ethyl who seemed worried about something.


It wasn’t hard to figure out what
that was.


“My dear! We should get you to a
hospital! Or… or… perhaps a holiday? I know a nice spa in the country. Near the
high mountains, in the west? We call those the Rockies here…”


Gwen smiled then, nibbling a tasty
snack before speaking.


“Hm? We call those the same thing.
I’ll be fine though. It’s been a day, but tomorrow will come.” That had been
her motto for a very long time. Even when she hadn’t been certain it was the
truth.


Mrs. Vernor took a long slow breath,
shuddering on the exhalation.


“But… Those people thought that you
were being held against your will.”


That, the way it was said,
explained a lot. The woman was, rightfully, mortified by that idea. So she was
trying to get Gwen into a safe, secure place. Not to protect her from the noble
crowd. No, it was to show that Gwen was loved to them. Virtue signaling.


It wasn’t a horrible idea. She was
just too busy for that. There was a war on, after all.


“No. I’m leaving for a trip in a
few days anyway. After that… We should put together a drive for the soldiers.
Knit them caps for the winter, or send care packages. Not all of them will have
family to do that for them. We can’t send them girls, but we can send pictures,
letters, that kind of thing? Or is that already happening? Or… Can we
send them girls? I bet that would go over well. With the troops, I mean.
Not so much back here.”


Ethyl snickered a bit and smiled,
sitting across from Gwen, smoothing her dress as she did it.


“Provisions and comforts? That
isn’t a bad plan. I should… Well, I should see to that, but I doubt that
anyone will join us, if I do.”


“No? Countess Goebbels will,
I bet. Agatha… If they can’t get a good crowd in… Oh… Get with James’ wife?
Ella? I haven’t seen her for years now. The children must be huge. There’s no
reason that this shouldn’t be taken large. Also, we need kids to work the
shipping routes. The Students Service? I have places for some of them. We can
find more.”


The words got Ethyl to hop up,
calling Agatha at home, from the other room. Gwen found out about it when one
of the serving ladies came in and told her that she was needed.


“Miss? Ma’am asked me to get you? The
telestator in the second chamber. Countess Goebbels?” The woman, Laura, didn’t
seem nervous about her being there or anything. She’d been around for a while
though. Long enough that the poor woman had seen some pretty real shit, just
working as a maid. Assassins… Protestors… It was probably a bit different than
working in a normal house would have been for her. Hopefully it wasn’t too
stressful for her to handle.


Gwen didn’t need help to get to the
other room, or a guide. She got one however, with Laura standing by her arm the
whole time, ready to grab her if she started to fall due to her wounds. It was
sort of obvious, but not mentioned in the slightest by the woman.


“Thanks, Laura. I should be good
now. I can call for you if not?” She meant it for once. Normally it would have
just been lip service.


She really had been kind of hit
pretty hard though. That meant not being a moron about her care.


“Yes, Miss. I can stand in the
hallway?”


Gwen grinned at her.


“Not needed. I’ll yell pretty loud
if I need help! Go ahead and do what you normally do. You’re too busy to be
bothered by me that much.”


That got a smile in return, which
was a bit conspiratorial for some reason, instead of just polite.


“Certainly. So much for getting to
just stand around for hours.” The woman smiled, which was funny, for some
reason. Gwen thought that was the point.


In the room, Ethyl stood in front
of a rather nice telestator on a tall table. The whole thing gleamed. At least
the wooden part. The silver globes were made of what seemed to be the actual
precious metal, instead of lead. The wood was a dark teak color. It was, in
all, the nicest such thing that Gwen had ever seen. It was even nearly the
perfect size for Ethyl to be standing there, her right hand out, touching the
center of the five globes with her right hand. It was simply resting on the top
of it.


For a long time Gwen hadn’t known
why they did it that way, instead of just pushing a button. Now she kind of
did. There was a constant drain of magic from the person that kept the line
open. Even if they were a low magic individual it worked, since it took nearly
nothing. Being alive was enough to make the link happen. Not the rest of it,
which took a crystal pack on the bottom of the unit, but that single part was
almost free.


You could also do it with a button,
but the original inventors had all been magicians, who had magic to spare, so
they’d made it that way. Over time they’d altered the basic pattern so everyone
could use it.


“Here she is, Countess Goebbels.
Gwen has a rather ambitious plan to aid the troops. Also a need for the Students
Service? I fear I haven’t been as involved there as I should have been.
Matters…” Her voice trailed off, as Gwen moved in.


“Hi! We should meet and go over
things? Tomorrow… Or in three weeks? I’m leaving in a few days. Working on an
airship. As a loader. They’re shorthanded, since a lot of the crews are former
Air Navy, meaning they reenlisted if they were young enough.”


The voice from the device was
pleasant, if a bit high pitched.


“Ah! Hence the jobs for the kids?
That would go over well. We’ve been working on the idea of some kind of
children’s patrol as a way to keep them engaged. No one has wanted to do that.
The Europans aren’t attacking the kingdom yet. Do we risk frightening the poor
dears, do you think?” She was asking a real question, not just making some kind
of point.


Gwen thought that was right. The
truth was, she knew, that she wasn’t that great at reading people most of the
time. Not when they were dealing with her. Especially people that came from a
different world than she did.


“I think we should? It will
probably be a bit scary for them, but having people do anything at all is
better than just sitting at home, worrying about things they can’t affect. We
should press for advanced officers training, too. Maybe enlisted as well?
Combat training, conditioning drills for… Really, everyone. Just in
case. As well as the comfort boxes.” She just said the words, but Ethyl nodded
suddenly.


“I like that name. Comfort Boxes.
Bits of candy, treats, letters and news from home? What else do the men need?”


She didn’t know what was provided
to them, but there was probably something left out. Shields would be nice, she
didn’t doubt. They didn’t have those however. Not in the world she was standing
in. Others did, but she hadn’t worked out how to get any yet.


“I don’t know. I can find
out, if I try. For that matter, I can ask around and work out what kind of
thing might be desired that way. I’ll start on that now. So, a meeting? Say at
noon tomorrow? Is that too early? It isn’t for a party, but I really should
send a real invitation to you. Some others as well.”


That got a nod from Ethyl, which
looked a bit tight. Stiff to be honest.


“There are some others who should
be requested as well. I… Would it be too much to invite the new Queen?” That
was being addressed to the Countess directly, so Gwen kept her mouth shut.


“I don’t know. I can ask my husband
to put a word in? That might not… I hear that she’s a bit…” There was no sound
for a few seconds.


Gwen grinned.


“Bitchy? I think that’s the word
you’re looking for. It isn’t really true. She’s a bit of a pain at
times, but a lot of that is just her getting her feet under her. That and her
stupid dislike of Westmorlands. As if regular people can’t blow up?” It was a
bit hard sounding, but got a polite chuckle.


“I wouldn’t have been that harsh,
but it is close to what I’ve been notified about. You’ve had the pleasure then?
I was led to understand she wasn’t out for the season.”


Gwen smiled about it all. That part
was mainly down to her being a horrible guard. Taking vacation time like she
was. They didn’t have enough women to travel with the Queen.


“I have. Really, I think we can get
her in for this, if we’re careful about it all. We might have to move to a
different location. I mean we had people protesting here. Trying to Free
Gwen. That’s got to stop. Otherwise they’ll all forget to do it if
I’m ever actually locked up. I’ll be willing to accept suggestions on that?”


There wasn’t a lot right then, but
they did set up a time to meet, starting at noon the next day. Even if it was
there, in an unsecure location.











Chapter ten


 


It was interesting, but the next
day at noon a half dozen people showed up for the party. It wasn’t one, even if
it was kind of hard to tell that. There was a full lunch served, which was
nice. Enough so that everyone that came seemed impressed with the service.


The conversation was all on
business however. Gwen was called on to go over the basic ideas, since it was
kind of her thing, but Countess Goebbels took over, along with Ethyl after ten
minutes of yammering. Then they worked out some basics for each Comfort Box,
which included some kind of candy, a shelf stable baked good, socks, scarves and
woolen mittens. Not gloves, since the men would have their leather fingerless
fighting sets for that part.


They couldn’t guarantee color of
course, but the best guess was that something dark or at least not shiny and
bright would almost always work. On top of all of that, school kids and young
women were to be encouraged to write hopeful letters to help keep morale up. It
wasn’t exactly hookers for the front lines, but Gwen had to figure that
anything would be better than nothing at all.


The Countess looked at Gwen, then
smiled.


“Miss Farris? I was thinking last
night and it occurred to me that the best way for you to assure everyone that
you are indeed free, would be to move. That, or marry. I hear that you have a
new gentleman friend? That’s exciting. Is it a secret from his wife?” The words
got a scandalized gasp from both Agatha and Ella.


Ethyl went very quiet however her
eyes downcast.


Gwen just shrugged.


“He’s single, actually. We
just started dating though, so bringing up more than that might be a bit
premature. Worse, people have already hinted at the idea, which almost has
to be freaking him out. I suppose I can move. It’s… Not to seem mercenary, but
this is a pretty nice place. I doubt a single occupancy efficiency would be as
comfortable. Which… I don’t really need. I can live with less.”


Ethyl took a deep breath, then
tightened her lips. So much that they went white.


“That… It’s fine if it’s what you
wish, Gwen, but even if people are going to talk about us negatively, this is
your home.”


Oddly enough, it was James’ wife
Ella who spoke then. She looked a bit better rested than she had several years
before. The woman wasn’t a grand beauty, but she wasn’t old or anything,
either. She was a bit quiet, or had been each time Gwen was around, but the
last years had been good for her it seemed.


Then, her husband had gone from
being a fancy chauffeur for a bratty rich girl, to a shoe manufacturing mogul
in that time. Mainly while Gwen was gone.


“Why does it matter? Gwen can just
go on the telesar and tell everyone about her real life. A big portion of
things is that no one really knows how she’s being kept. We hear drips and
splashes about her life. That she’s off fighting the Europans for instance,
with her own hands. Or she’s off to work like a slave on an airship… We never
get to know what she’s doing or thinking, not directly or in full.” There was a
pause, but no one spoke, everyone just watching Ella.


Who had a finger on the pulse of
the world, as far as real people went.


Agatha nodded then.


“What do you suggest then? How can
we address this?”


Ella flipped both of her palms up
then and stared at Agatha directly.


“Give her a telesar program. Once a
week or so? People could write in and ask her questions directly that way. She
could share what her world is like and other things from her life. Programs
like the Comfort Boxes and Students Service? It wouldn’t have to be forever. A
year or two? Once a week?”


Gwen smiled and shook her head,
ready to beg off on that one. Agatha just started to nod.


“Right. Ethyl, you and Robert own
WGN, don’t you? I bet we could get them to free up an hour or so for Gwen.
Excellent idea, Ella!” The older lady didn’t look over at Gwen at all, just
locking eyes with Ethyl.


Who, being a traitor, smiled and
clasped her hands together.


“That… just might work! Gwen dear,
what do you think on the subject?”


She wanted to grumble, feeling more
than a little tired of life already. Instead of doing that, she sighed. It
would give her a way to get the word out on some things. It sounded dangerous
to her, really.


“I think that I’ll bomb, horribly.
Which, before you ask, means that I believe I won’t be very good at it.
Not that anything will blow up for real. Still, I suppose I could sit there for
a while each week and talk nervously about things, if anyone wants to bother
listening? I wouldn’t give me a good time slot though. Maybe a morning
show? Something that won’t lose a lot of advertising revenue.” Everyone at the
table looked at her like she was insane then.


Except Agatha, who nodded.


“Don’t underestimate your drawing
power, Miss Farris. I happen to know that Brian Weathers is about to retire in
a few weeks. He has a daily program, at noon. A newsie… I bet that he’d be
willing to sit with you. Especially if it doesn’t come out of his pay envelope
at the end of the week. A darling man, Brian. You’ll like him, I think. Very
honest.” Her eyes glinted a bit.


Gwen had actually listened to his
program a time or two. He was a horrible loudmouth, who made a living basically
being a shock talk show host. Which didn’t mean she couldn’t work with him.
Even if they fought on the air, it could please his audience, given what they
normally tuned in for each day.


“That… Might work? I could give it
a shot? If Mr. Weathers is willing to try and carry me like that. After
I get back from my trip?”


Marianna, who had been sitting
quietly the whole time, taking notes, tapped the back of her pencil on the pad
in front of her.


“Or, and this is just an idea, you
could do a show tomorrow? If that can be worked out? I seem to recall being
counseled several times that waiting on things like this almost never helps
anything… Why, that was by you, wasn’t it Gwen?” She pretended to look
innocent, her blue eyes and blonde ringlets suddenly a bit too doll like.


“Don’t try that with me,
Marianna. I see through your clever trap, using my own words against me.”
Making a little noise, Gwen forced a nod. “I… Can try? We still need to ask Mr.
Weathers about it. He might say no. I would, if I were him. Having some
amateur alien woman come in like that has to be a pain in the… Rear.”


Agatha smiled then, standing.


“He’s on the air right now. In
fact, I need to leave soon, if I’m to make it to my own program in time. Sorry
to leave so soon…”


Gwen got it. After all, Agatha,
while their media face, having her own show, was the one person in the room who
wasn’t a Westmorland that actually had a real job. The rest of them were kind
of kept women. Not in a sexy way either. Ethyl was a wife and mother, as was
Ella. Marianna was a Queen, which pretty much meant useful to them, but not
hard working over all. The poor woman did a lot of rather boring things, day to
day, trying to stay busy.


Gwen… Well, she had that sweet part
time gig with the Special Service. At least she had. Her term there was kind of
over. Unless she reenlisted. Except that her current two-year term wasn’t
actually up. She’d put in all her work hours already, however. She could kind
of go with the idea that her being a student would count, once that started.
Plus, her loading work in a few days.


Suddenly though, she felt lazy. It
wasn’t really true, but that didn’t mean her brain wasn’t trying to get her to
do a lot more than she had been.


So she stood up.


“Right. I’ll get you in to the
station? Then I can talk to Mr. Weathers when his show is over?”


Agatha smiled and headed toward the
front of the place, after ten minutes of chatting with everyone. There were hugs,
including for Countess Goebbels, along with a warm hand touching thing with
Marianna. Then the woman walked out as if it made sense to head to the
driveway. Except that there was no lorry waiting for them there.


Gwen cleared her throat, then moved
in to hug the lady.


“Hang on. One second here…” She’d
been to WGN before. It had been a while but it was a lot easier to find
someplace that she knew than a new place was. She could do both however, so
landed in the lobby of the telesar station half a moment later, gasping for
breath like always after a thing like that.


Agatha yelled. It was most
unladylike of her. Not that Gwen was in a position to tease the other woman
about it.


“Oh, my! I’d heard you had
the ability, but… That was amazing! I… Come dear. I think we need to
deal with some things immediately.” That, apparently, required them to raid the
broadcast booth. Politely.


Agatha led the charge, walking
right into the area that had the microphone in it. That part looked remarkably similar
to what Gwen would have expected from a radio studio. At least from the
nineteen-twenties. There was a very large metal mesh covered thing on its
complicated arm, right in front of a friendly looking silver haired man. He was
bald on top, short and dressed in a shiny suit that looked a bit like it had
been stolen from a sofa.


Pure robbery, no doubt. The
vertical stripes weren’t loud, thankfully, being all in metallic colors.


The friendly looking man virtually
growled into the microphone however.


“I can not believe this.
Parents allowing a boy to do that kind of thing. Reading picture books, at age
fifteen? How can he help but not be infantilized and lazy? It isn’t the child’s
fault. Boys need to be out in the fresh air, getting healthy exercise! At worst,
if they must spend their hours in a stuffy room indoors, they would be better
served seeing to their studies, instead of wasting their life on such tripe!”
The man practically had a gleam in his eye as he looked over at them. He lit up
a bit at Agatha, then gave the woman a questioning look.


As an after thought he waved at
Gwen. She couldn’t tell if that indicated that he recognized her however. Not
until he spoke.


“It looks like my old nemesis,
Agatha Longbranch is here to take me to task for what I was saying about her
friend, Gwen Farris, earlier. Well, I stand by my word on that. The King has no
business sending her into danger! While I have to commend the effort to get our
personnel back from the camps, we can’t just throw lives at the problem. Especially
not one that has been so very wronged. Agatha, do you have a different take on
that?” The man was fighting a laugh, it was clear.


It made his gruff tone a lot easier
to take. He even gestured for both of them to sit, winking at Agatha while he
did it. It was the right kind of wink too, which was a conspiratorial blink on
one side, instead of scrunching up half his face. That one pretty much
meant you were down to get busy.


The nicely dressed and made up
woman next to her pulled a microphone over like she was used to doing that kind
of thing. Gwen did the same thing, reaching to the left. What she didn’t do was
push the tap on the bottom that would activate it. It was just a silver nib.
She’d seen that kind of thing before however.


Agatha smiled back. She sounded very
polite and friendly, which was how she normally seemed.


“I have different news for
you, Mr. Weathers. It seems that our station has been given a tremendous
opportunity. Each week on the fifth day, during your time slot, Gwen Farris
will be hosting a new program. Herself. Apparently she’s getting a bit tired of
people saying untrue things about her. I can imagine that might seem a bit off-putting,
don’t you think, Brian?” She was teasing a bit, but the man just seemed
interested, not upset at losing his time slot.


“Oh? That is rather a blow
for us then!” He grinned over at Gwen then, looking like he was almost giddy.
“I guess that means we can announce that we have Miss Farris right here in the
booth? I was hiding that part, planning to ambush you just before the end of
the program, but if I know where you plan to be tomorrow…”


Gwen leaned in a bit and pushed the
nib once.


“Well, Mr. Weathers, the plan is
for me to be on with you, so I imagine you can work up all the best
questions. The hard ones that no one has bothered to ask yet? We can chat about
different topics as well. For instance, reading graphic novels is a great thing
for the mind. Any reading is healthy that way. This is testable and
where I come from it’s a known and proven thing. I do have to agree that
a fifteen-year-old should be out and getting exercise. Perhaps with the Students
Service? We have a lot of brave young men off on the front right now, which
means we all need to be stepping in to do our part for the war effort. There
are jobs that need to be filled, collection drives to be held, city and country
based guards are going to be needed and everyone, man, woman and child
should be getting with their local school soon on that one! Countess Goebbels
and Ethyl Vernor are putting that together, along with Queen Marianna. We can
get them in for an announcement on that soon?”


Smiling the man harrumphed. It
sounded a little mean. It didn’t look it however. It made for a strange sense
of things, being there in the booth.


“Perhaps you can manage that kind
of thing. I doubt that any of them would even take my calls!”


Gwen nodded. It was probably just
the truth, after all.


“I can get that set up. Now, we’re
about to have a fight? About King Ferdinand? Bad mouthing him in front of me isn’t
going to go over well.” She sounded sharp. Like they were really going to go
after the issue hammer and tong.


“Oh? Are you going to tell me that
young ladies should be sent into battle zones?”


That one was hard for her. The fact
was, she didn’t know the answer at all as far as that went. Were women able to
be good and affective fighters was a question that even testing hadn’t really
answered. Sometimes the answer was a clear yes. Other times it was a stark no.


“Not at the moment. What I’m going
to tell you is that blaming the King for things he wasn’t even there for isn’t
fair, or correct. Yes, I ended up going in when I should have managed
things in a better fashion. I got hit by a crin in the leg for my troubles.
Don’t worry, one of the best healers in the world, Peter Westmorland, saw to
that for me, so I’m fine now. He does great work by the way, in case that ever
comes up for anyone. Using the new protocols? It’s still a lot of work, but
doesn’t use torture at all. Anyway, I teletransported into danger all on
my own. It was… Foolish of me. Not anyone else there, however. They were
all no, don’t do it… It isn’t proper for a young lady.” She made
her voice sound high pitched and girly then. “Those were all Westmorlands, too.
Part of the new recovery program. Leslie and Farah Westmorland helped save
several people each yesterday. From prisoner of war camps.”


That got a nod from the man, but
he’d stopped smiling. When he spoke his voice was serious seeming. He looked
that way as well.


“That part is incredible. So,
you’re saying that I’m being too hard on King Ferdinand? I hear that you two are
a couple?”


She actually chuckled.


“Nope. He’s never even hinted at
that kind of thing. Plus, Marianna, Queen Marianna, is a friend of mine. Before
anyone takes that the wrong way, no, it isn’t like those dirty Gwen
Farris Investigation books. Um, if anyone knows who’s putting those out, please
get in touch with me? That’s… Well, same sex relationships are normal
where I come from, but it isn’t my personal choice. Nothing wrong with it, but
those books are a bit pornographic. Just as a warning, to any innocent
listeners, so they don’t run out and buy one thinking it will be about the
great girl detective. Grrr.” She was probably skipping around too fast,
but the man went wide eyed and started to nod.


Letting her know he got the idea.


“Interesting! So, that will be part
of the show? Things about your world and your take on ours? No matter how
delicate the issue? I really figured that you were going to hit me about that
one about the King and you. It’s out there, but you do have a bit of a
violent reputation.”


She snorted, not able to help it.
Covering her mouth as it happened.


“Oh, that’s… Really true, isn’t it?
Not that people should be that way. Violence should be avoided. But
sure, I’ll be answering what people ask. Even if the questions are horrible and
inappropriate. Other than state secrets, which you don’t get to know, so don’t
even ask those. I’ll tell you the truth, too. Even if it makes me look
bad. Then, after we do that, Agatha Longbranch can go over how many social
rules I just managed to shatter with my alien ways. I’ll be listening, too,
Agatha. Goodness knows, I need the lessons. Now, we should cover the Students
Service things. I know that most school children won’t be listening right now, being
busy and hardworking like they are, but if you’re a parent, make sure to
suggest they sign up, if they aren’t currently involved. Like always, help is
needed, so don’t be shy about setting things up in your own neighborhoods, or
at the local schools. Now, I’ll be quiet so that Brian here can talk about me
in peace. Until tomorrow. At noon. Tell your friends and send in your
questions. I’ll try to answer all of them that I can.”


Brian laughed. He was wide eyed,
smiling and sounded wicked. Like he was planning something evil with her.


“Perfect, Miss Farris! You heard
her folks. Send in those questions for the first Gwen Farris Hour tomorrow!
I’ll be making up my own as well. I think we can needle her nicely, if we all
work together.”


Agatha seemed pleased enough about
that and kept bantering with the man, until it was time for her own show, after
the commercial breaks. That part was very different, since Brian had to read
from scripts for each product. Including singing jingles for them. No one had
ever invented the produced commercial there yet, even if they had
prerecorded messages and even music. It was how that part was done, she was
almost certain.


It just had never occurred to
anyone there that they could do better than Brian humming a bit off key. Not
that there wasn’t a bit of homey charm to that kind of thing. When Agatha took
over, she did it by literally getting behind the mic, trading with the man as
he scooted out of the way and got the chair around for the woman. Then, on his
way out, the man waved for her to follow along. Like it was a real thing.


“Miss Farris! This is wonderful.
I’m planning to leave soon, however. I don’t know if you were told about that?”


“Nope. I mean I was told,
but there’s a war on. You’re on tap for the time being. We all are. I’m
going off to work on an airship for the next few weeks, starting tomorrow. I’ll
be here though, since we won’t really be needed as loaders until the day after
that.”


“We? I’m not really cut out for
manual labor, I’m afraid. The job isn’t high on exercise.” There was a wave
toward the booth, to explain what he meant.


 She nodded then.


“I’m working with the crew of the
Peregrine. The flag ship of the Vernor line? That’s the we I meant. I
have to check in early. Probably moving directly between here and there, so if I
show up in a jumpsuit ready for work, don’t be shocked. Or tell Agatha. I bet
that wouldn’t go over well with her.”


“No doubt!” The man moved with her
to the front area and instead of leaving, waved to a small table in the corner,
that had four chairs at it. “We need to go over the show. It shouldn’t take
long. It’s a bit of a surprise to me. Still, I wasn’t looking forward to being
put to pasture. My wife passed several years ago, so all I have to look forward
to is a long lonely time in my tiny cabin by the lake. I don’t even like
fishing, so it isn’t as wonderful as it might sound to some.”


She got that one. This world had
its good things, but it wasn’t high on entertainment really. Mainly bad radio
programs. They didn’t even have anything like the old serials, at least that
Gwen had ever heard.


“Okay. Well, I wasn’t joking. I can
answer questions to start with? We can select out the worst ones and start
there? Then… We can go over different topics? Right now… What’s the big story?”
She didn’t really know, but instead of mocking her over it, Brian grinned. It
was charming in an old man kind of way.


“Today? Why, how the kingdom has
once again been abusing Gwen Farris, as you should know. Having you in will
rather take the fun out of that one, I have to imagine. Unless you know any
good secrets you can share about the war effort?”


That got her to shake her head.


“Loose lips, sink ships.” It was
from world war two, at least back home, but the man took a breath and nodded at
it.


“Understood. Let’s cover the war
though? Being involved in the recovery of our men is a good one. Also, you
hinted at Students Service projects? Can you work up some things on that? I
know that it went over well at the start. Then the battle was handled rather
quickly, so it wasn’t needed any longer. No one restarted things after the new
war began two years ago. If we can lead that from here, have your people in on
it, things like that, it will be huge for us. Just having the woman from
another world will be. Is there anything that you want to address in
particular?” The man was leaning in a bit, as if there was some kind of secret
behind the scenes reason for her being there.


As if it wasn’t just about
getting a new career going. Which was correct, so Gwen let her eyes narrow and
nodded a bit.


“Yes. People seem to think that I’m
being held prisoner for some reason. That isn’t true. The poor Vernors are
being hammered over the issue, too. I’d love to make it clear that they’ve been
really helpful and kind to me. The entire time. They’ve done everything
for me. I mean that, too. The difference between what people think about them
and what they really are is vast.” She spread her hands wide to show
what she meant.


“Oh? That does sound a bit
different. We can go over that, near the start? Then double back as needed. I
take it that you’re rather Ferdinand positive? It would be more interesting if
you two were dating. There were rumors that he was going to divorce Queen
Marianna in favor of you, half a year ago. Anything to that?”


It wasn’t true at all. He had
suggested that her ex-fiancé Christophe dump his pregnant wife for her however.
Not that she was going to mention it. Not unless asked.


“Nothing at all. Ferdinand and I
are friends, I guess. I’m rather horrible at that kind of thing, to be honest.
Being friends? I never really learned how as a child. It shows now as an adult.
Another reason for kids to join the Students Service. Making good friends that
will last a lifetime. Pull together or pull apart, right?” She meant it, but it
also sounded like patriotic clap trap. 


The fellow across from her seemed
to agree. There was nodding at least.


“Good then. I look forward to
working with you. Come ready. Otherwise you’ll end up flustered when all the
questions about what, and who you enjoy in the bedroom come in. You do
know that’s going to be half of it, right?”


She nodded.


“Sex sells. I have to get with my
boyfriend first, so he doesn’t end up taken by surprise. That would be a deal
breaker, I have to think. End the relationship? No one wants to be under that
kind of scrutiny, do they?”


The man took some notes, which got
her to pull her own pad and do the same. She had things to find out before the
show after all. Specifics for various programs, for instance.


As soon as Brian stood up to leave,
clearly waiting for her, she nodded at the man.


“I’m off then. See you at
eleven-forty-five? I can be in earlier, if you want?”


“No, no, that will be fine. In
fact, it’s the rule. Show up at least ten minutes early, so that you can take
over smoothly on the hour. Fifteen works even better. Until then, Miss Farris.”
He moved to the wall, to get his coat, which wasn’t needed in the warm weather
they were having and his hat. It was a bit like a bowler style thing. It had a
copper colored hat band on it, but the base was black.


Gwen left from there, closing her
eyes and focusing on her room at the mansion. It was a great place, really. It
would be sad if she had to leave, but she was a grown up. The world might be
strange, but she’d lived on her own for nearly two decades. She could do
it again. Normal people did things like that all the time, after all. It wasn’t
like the Vernors would be cutting her off, monetarily. So she could get a
little place of her own without having to struggle. That would leave her time
for her studies, along with the work that she needed to be seeing to for
various things.


Walking, she went to the main
telestator room, then thought better of doing that. After all, she was supposed
to be dating Tomas now. That meant showing up unannounced for some sexy fun
times was allowable. It might be a bit awkward if she walked in on him doing
some other woman. Or man. Not that he’d hinted at that, or seemed like it was
his way, but people in the Western Kingdom wouldn’t.


She tried to find where he was,
rather than just going to his home. It was a good thing, since she ended up
outside of a small tan building. It was almost a cube. About four stories tall
and plain, except for the deeply recessed windows. Behind it, to the left, was
a very large lake. Given where Tom lived, that was probably the Great Salt
Lake. Or whatever it was called in the world she stood in. There was a city
around her, but it wasn’t vast or anything.


None of them in the world were, as
far as she knew. Not compared to home.


The door going in was made of wood,
but seemed to be open. No one came when she knocked either. Tomas, for his
part, was above her. She could feel that one. It was a portion of the reason
she hadn’t moved directly to him. Just in case there was a sudden fall when she
came in. If she were high enough above the ground it would be fine, since she
could simply fly out of it.


Too close would have her hurt or
dead. Interestingly enough, no one else seemed to be there. At least no one
came when she called out.


“Hello? Anyone home?” She felt a
bit like a sneak thief, breaking in like she was. The interior decor was rather
plain, holding what seemed to be offices, along with desks. On the first floor,
toward the back, there was a complex piece of machinery made all of metal. A
printing press, she thought.


The stairs were also back that way.
On the third floor she found her man, behind a brown door that said Tomas Moore
on it. Not his real name, for some reason. Possibly to protect the Harrison
family reputation from his odd hobbies. It could have also been about him being
so cool.


She knocked, which had her
boyfriend standing there, smiling, not too long later.


“That was quick.” Then, looking at
her he blinked a few times. “Gwen! I thought you were the lunch order.
Come in! Come in. I didn’t know that you even knew about the offices here. It’s
the print location for the next books? I wanted to make certain I had some
things done up ahead, in case I run out of time for it? Since I seem to have
other plans coming up. Come in, please.” Rather than be shocked at her sudden
unannounced arrival, the man genuinely seemed happy to have her there.


So she did that, going in, then
looked around with a bit of curiosity. It was a bare place, meant to be worked
in, not a secret cave filled with proof of Omegon’s vigilante ways. That was a
good sign to her mind. It was one thing to have a rich fantasy life. Another to
live it all the time. If nothing else he was keeping up with a good level of
security for his special projects.


“Neat. How long before lunch
comes?”


“About… Ten minutes? Why?”


She nodded then and hugged the man
around the neck. Then she kissed him.


“We should hurry then? Otherwise
we’ll get caught, which would be embarrassing.”


The door was shut with a soft bang.
Being propelled by the back of her left heel like it was.











Chapter eleven


 


All they really got to do was kiss
for a few minutes, cuddling while standing near the door. Then she had to help
Tomas get the lipstick off his mouth and fix her own before the delivery man
came with the food. That was a bit of a treat, since it wasn’t just some kid on
a bicycle that showed up. No, the cart she saw out the window was pulled by a
donkey, had two wheels and a blue umbrella over the whole thing. It wasn’t a
hot dog cart either, Gwen didn’t think. Mainly because the food was delivered
in ceramic carrying boxes. The ones from the day before being returned by Tom
when the uniformed man delivered it all, in his basket.


The guy was older, very thin, and
dressed in all white, with a red bandana tied around his neck. It was different
than anything she’d ever noticed before. Then, this was the real world, if a high
level of it. Middling high, at a guess. Tomas seemed a bit embarrassed by
something, so it might not have been as posh as all that. No mets changed hands
however, which meant it was something done on account, or prepaid. You couldn’t
just put things on a credit card in the Western Kingdom, she didn’t think.


Not that anyone had mentioned to
her at any rate.


It didn’t take too long for her to
work out what the problem was though. After the man left, Tomas looked at the
white boxes on his desk and then gave her a strained smile.


“I didn’t know that I’d have you
here for the meal…”


Gwen got it then, so was able to
smile herself.


“Ah! Okay, I can handle that one
then. I knew that something was going on. I just didn’t understand what
it was. Cool then. I’m a few hours ahead of you, so had lunch earlier and it
isn’t dinner time for me yet. Anyway, I have some news on things? We’re both
expected at the Peregrine tomorrow. Which is early, but will let us get locked
on to what we need to do. I have to do my new telesar program first. It’s only
an hour a week. I should be able to keep up with it, if I’m careful.” She had
to go over the whole idea then, adding in the part about not knowing if she was
allowed to mention him or not.


“After all, we just started going
out. We’ve only been on one date. You might not want to be attached to
me or anything. This way if you get bored in a few weeks, or decide I’m a pain
in the rear, which I am, you can just skate. You know, stop taking my
calls?” Not that it would help him much, since she could just show up at
random. She probably would too if he didn’t get in touch often enough. Not that
she wanted to be the clingy psycho girlfriend. It was just too easy to find
him, now that she knew who he was.


He grinned at her, setting himself
up to eat, since it was his meal time and everything. He still seemed a bit
uneasy, however.


Like he was starving her or
something like that.


“You know, I think we should
announce it, if it comes up? Is that too soon for you? I know that I won’t be
hurt by being linked to you that way in particular. As it stands I’ll be
thought a pervert soon enough, if I don’t show at least some interest in a
young lady. Not that I am one, but appearances must be kept up.” The man
brushed at his dark brown hair and shook his head. “That sounds worse than I
intended by far! I just meant that I don’t hold a secret that way. It would be
annoying to have others think of me in that light, that’s all.”


She got that part, she thought. For
one thing it would make it harder for him to pick up an extra woman on the
side. Not that she wanted to encourage that kind of thing, but it would
probably happen. She was kind of strange after all. Exotic, possibly, but also
just weird, compared to people that had grown up in the same world that Tomas
had. At least she assumed as much.


“Cool then? I can work it in if
anyone asks? If not, then I won’t. It isn’t really their business.”


He started eating then. After a few
bites he set down the small fork he was using for what seemed like a tiny
portion of coleslaw. It was almost a paste, compared to what Gwen was used to
that way.


“Gwen? I heard something rather
troubling yesterday. About you?” He didn’t look up at her but did swallow as if
it were something serious. 


“Oh? Which thing? I have a few new
ones to go on about. All of them are mainly taken care of for the time being,
as far as I know. Hopefully it’s one of those? That would either be the one
where I foolishly went into battle to get some prisoners of war back or the
tabloid… Um, The Scan? They managed to get photographs of us doing some things
at the hotel the other day? Literally through the keyhole. You didn’t show up
in those by the way. I did, pretty well. Enough so that it really did
look like me doing it.”


Her boyfriend went a bit wide eyed
at both of those and shook his head.


“No? I mean I’d heard about the
first one in the news. Where you’d gotten prisoners back? Not the particulars,
naturally. A secret operation of some sort. I figured that I’d be best served
simply asking about that one, if I’m allowed to know? The pictures… What are we
going to do? I suppose I could hire some men to make certain they never see the
light of day. Dark work, but your reputation…”


She rolled her eyes then, but
smiled.


“I already stole the pictures. The
negatives, too. That part isn’t a problem at all now. Without those all they
have are rumors that I was doing something in a hotel. Which I was… So, fair
enough. If it wasn’t either of those, then what did you hear?”


For half a moment she was going to
bet that it would be pretty bad. That Tomas was going to tell her about how
everyone in the world hated her. That, or how she’d made some kind of massive
mistake. A social error that would show just how alien she really was. Then, after
half a second, it occurred to her that being from a different world was
actually a pretty good excuse for a lot of things. Not all of them, but
enough that she could just pretend that using the wrong fork, or overpaying,
were just things that she’d grown up with.


Tomas looked over his shoulder, as
if suspecting that someone would be spying on them as he spoke.


“It was that the Vernors are
keeping you against your will, with the help of the King? That wasn’t what I
noticed the other day, but if it is like that, I can help you escape.” There
was an earnest expression on his face, as if he thought that it might actually
be true.


Gwen laughed a bit, trying to make
certain she wasn’t being a bitch about it all.


“Ah. You mean how they keep me in a
mansion, let me do whatever I want, when I want and keep offering to
give me all their money? Lucre? That diabolical prison they have me in?
Well, I suppose, if you look at it that way. A prison of obligation? Except
that they don’t try to make me do anything at all. Even Ferdinand doesn’t do
that. Except getting in my way when I suggest doing things that might be
too hard, or uncomfortable. Then I occasionally have to go behind their backs.
Everyone here seems to think that I’m made of glass for some reason.” It was
kind of a constant refrain, but Tomas at least seemed to get what she was
saying.


Which was close to a first that
way. Even the Westmorlands sometimes acted like she was a delicate flower. Then
they’d turn around and help her into great heaping portions of pain, but no one
had ever said they were exactly sane as a group.


Her boyfriend, a term that was
still kind of wild to even be thinking about for her, just nodded a few times.
Clearly working things through.


“I suppose I can see that now.
Knowing that you can teletransport at the level you can kind of puts the quiet
to that idea, doesn’t it? I… You might be able to go home, even. If you wish? I
looked into it a bit, reading up after the other day. That kind of thing isn’t
truly unknown. Part of you should identify with it. Resonate to that frame, so
to speak. So if you merely try hard enough, it may well work.” He sounded a
little sad about suggesting the idea.


That didn’t stop him from
mentioning it though, she noticed.


“Um… don’t tell anyone… Or I guess
it isn’t a big deal, really. I’ve been back. Time… This world runs more
slowly, I guess? Differently at any rate. It’s hard to imagine really, but when
I went it was nearly a hundred and ten years after I left there. Everything I
knew was gone. It had changed massively too. I have a friend, Jake, who’s from
the same time. He did it the hard way though, living through it all. You
should meet him sometime, if we ever get a chance. Zack, Ben and Brian as
well.” She spoke nearly without thinking about it. At least until he swallowed
hugely again. It was nearly a gulp.


“I suppose I can’t begrudge you
having… Friends. Are you close to all of them?”


Gwen, having grown up watching
sit-coms was fairly well prepared for the set up in front of her. She’d
mentioned a bunch of guys, so her new boyfriend, not knowing better, would see
them all as threats to his claim on her. That was because, apparently, when men
were friends with a woman, they actually wanted to bang her. At least that was
what television had taught her. It was probably even true. Not that it had ever
happened to her in particular. Except that now, in Kat’s body, it might.


“I know, you’d think that,
right? The thing there is that we are remarkably close, just not in a
way that would make any sense at all. Jake is just from the same town that I
was. Westwood. So is Billy. Um… Okay, that one needs to be explained! He’s my
brother? As in Gwen’s flesh and blood brother, from the same world? He goes by
Darren Westmorland here. But he’s really Billy Cavendish. Darren, the real one,
switched places with him by accident, learning to teletransport, when Billy was
sixteen.” She paused, waiting for the man to have a problem with that part, but
he simply nodded, as if letting her know that he understood that high
strangeness easily enough.


She grinned. After all, that was
rare to see happening.


“Sooo. Jake is from the same town.
We’d actually met, I guess, though I don’t really remember him from back then.
Anyway, he became this big religious leader there and lived for a long time. He
looks pretty young still though. Zack and Brian… They’re both me, from
different realities? Before you get too squicked out, half of you
in other worlds is a girl, too. It’s just the way things really work. So, in a
way they’re kind of like brothers, I guess.”


Tomas lit up a bit then.


“Ah? So that’s promising. I was
worried you had a bevy of attractive men already lined up to be my competition.
That sounds much better. You mentioned a Ben?”


She nodded at that name.


“He’s insane. I mean… Gone in the
head. Really powerful telepathy? Now Dareg… He’s Ben, but from a
different world? He seems to be all right that way. A wizard? Really powerful
as well. I think he might like me. Then, he’s getting married soon, so
that probably isn’t that big of a deal. I should get them something. If I get
invited I can take you with me to the wedding? It will be in a different
reality, of course.”


Rather than suggest she was insane,
her boyfriend just started to eat again. After a few bites he tilted his head.


“That sounds amazing. We should
turn it into a graphic novel, or possibly books. Even if they’re real, it’s not
like anyone would believe it.”


The words got her to laugh a bit
again.


“No doubt, right? They are though.
I should make an effort to get in touch with some of them soon. Otherwise Zack
will probably come and look for me. There’s this massive war going on… You know
the thing about Debussey, right? Her and her friends trying to bring the Elder
Gods back to gain power?”


Instead of saying that of course he
knew, or nodding, the man went totally quiet and still for almost half a
minute. Then he took a single large breath.


“I was in college when that
happened. We were all lining up to go to war after the rifting of Worthington.
No one knew what to do at all. Erin Debussey… I’d seen her, many times. She
always wore man suits and seemed rather self-important. I wasn’t in any of her
classes, thank goodness. I did have religions with Baron Mathews however. He
vanished. I never did find out what happened to him.” The tone was musing,
instead of probing or anything like that.


Gwen locked eyes with Tomas then,
deciding how she wanted to play things with him for real. After all, she had a
few dark secrets in her life, but that was really one of the biggest ones.


“He and the others were the ones that
got Katherine to bring me here. In my world… Erin Debussey was my mother. Don’t
worry, I didn’t know her there or anything. Billy says that I didn’t miss
anything except crazy though, so I’m not that worried about it. That’s why I
was brought in though, so that Erin could sacrifice her daughter to open the
hole in space. It nearly worked. She had to kill my younger sister from this
world instead. It’s convoluted, but the original idea had been to kill me in
order to save the little girl. We didn’t manage to save her.”


It was a thing that still kind of
haunted Gwen. It would have even if the girl wasn’t in some strained and weird
way her sister.


“She’s Heather’s sister here.
Heather Westmorland? You should meet her, too. A friend of mine. Also
me. Probably pretty close to what I should have looked like and everything? I
think she’s hot.”


Tomas didn’t even bother to look
troubled over that admission. It hadn’t even seemed like it might be a thing to
Gwen. Not until she realized that to a lot of people, even after everything,
being a Westmorland was basically the same as being a nuclear bomb. Not
everyone wanted them in for dinner. Not even after the whole program had been
more or less disclosed to the public. By her.


The man just kept eating.


“Really? That’s interesting then,
isn’t it? Is that why you worked so hard to free them? Because one of them is
you?”


It was a great point, but not the
issue at all. It hadn’t even occurred to her before, to be fair.


“Nope. It’s just wrong, so had to
be fought against. Not that they’re free now. Most of the adults probably never
will be. They’re being given a chance to have more of a life, but they were
still tortured for decades in some cases. Forced to do things that… You know, I
won’t bother telling you all of it. It’s as bad as you might think. Probably
worse.”


Tom didn’t ask anything else on
that topic, she noticed, even though she’d only meant that her goal was to prevent
him from learning about rifting. Not more than was needed to live a good and
healthy life. It wasn’t the kind of thing that anyone could really do on
accident and most of the governments probably knew how to do it, at least in
theory. Gwen just didn’t want some suicide cult to get the information someday.
That was all. Normal people could handle having that kind of thing, since it
was nearly impossible to train into people without being a monster.


Religious people, those on the
fringe that felt they didn’t have anything to lose, that kind might just
attempt it anyway. When you had nothing left, doing insane things could seem
far more attractive.


Interestingly, at least to her, Tom
had different ideas to dwell on at the moment.


“I was thinking about the training
you mentioned? For military purposes? What do you think I should do for that?
You mentioned something, but the details were a bit hazy.” Opening a small
ceramic container that looked like a triangle, he removed a single half piece
of toast. It seemed to have melted butter on it already and was about three
times thicker than what she was used to seeing.


Then, no one had invented sliced
bread there yet.


It really wasn’t all that
important, of course, but was a thing to keep in mind for later.


“I was thinking that I’d get Manly
and Peter to train you? Peter is probably the best unarmed fighter on the
planet right now. He’s also a healer, which can’t hurt as a skill to pick up.
Weapons as well. You know how to use a crin, right?” Boys were given them as
children. Weak ones that fired little bursts of physical force at things.


Gwen needed to get one of those to
practice with herself, soon. The benefit to the toys was that they’d fire about
a hundred blasts on a single crystal charge. The real ones were good for about
six.


Tom nodded though and smiled
happily.


“Oh, certainly. With a dot-aimer
I’m brilliant. Without one…” The man took a bite of bread, stalling on purpose
this time. When he was done chewing, he seemed to be attempting to be modest.
“Without one I’m rather better than average, I think.”


Gwen wasn’t, though she could
hit the side of a barn at a hundred yards if she tried. The things didn’t
really have sights on them, being designed to fire from the hip like they were.
Hence the dot-aimers. Those were basically laser sights. Except that the dot
they made was brighter and easier to see at a distance. She’d helped to do the
work on those originally.


“Good. That’s one less thing then.
It probably wouldn’t hurt to learn how to fly either. Or… What are your
strengths, magically speaking? Other than healing.” Everyone had that one.


They just didn’t use it that often.


“Oh. I always came out as being
equally gifted that way. Enough so that I had to have the basic telepathy
training, even though I specialized in traditional magics. I should be fine
doing whatever it is we need to. Do you think it will be too painful? I heard
that the Westmorland Protocols were… Not nice.”


“Torture. That’s the word that
you’re looking for. Which is true. We have two methods now however. One that
uses addictive levels of intense pleasure to train people, the other extreme
pain. For you though I was hoping that we could use a different method? The
good feelings will be nice and maybe a little addictive, but nothing
like what Peter has been doing. Or Katherine. Really fun though that way.
Coupled with light pain if you get things wrong? Say about like touching a hot
stove? It won’t be great all the time, but it isn’t what the
Westmorlands had to deal with. Not even as children.”


It would still suck. Not in a fun
way either. She didn’t say that, pasting a smile on her lips instead.


Her boyfriend grimaced a bit.


“All right. That sounds effective,
I guess? Who do I need to get with in order to set that in motion?”


She thought for a few seconds, then
realized that she actually knew the answer, having already basically given it.


“Me. I’ll go and take care of that
now. Anyway, we can’t do anything together on the ship, so I was thinking that
I could visit you tonight? Would… Eight o’clock be all right for you?” That
would be nine for her, but she also wanted to get some rest if she could. Once
they started loading, there wouldn’t be anything like that for a long while,
most likely.


“That sounds lovely. I should get
some wine? Or…” He was clearly scrambling as to what his part was supposed to
be.


Gwen winked at him.


“Some oil? I don’t know exactly
what to do with it, but I bet we can make up something kinky. Towels, too. See
you then? In your front room?” She could go right into it, after all.


“Perfect. Yes. I’ll see if I can
find something appropriate.”


Gwen kissed him then, doing it
carefully, since she didn’t want to smear half his face with her lipstick
again. Then, stepping back, she moved to Westmorland Central. Her target wasn’t
a place, as much as a person. Peter. Hopefully he wouldn’t be in the bathroom
or anything, since that could be embarrassing. When she got there, almost as if
timed to be on purpose, Billy walked into the room, holding a piece of paper
out to her.


Her brother didn’t bother to hug
her, or even say hello. Not even to Pete, who he just pushed in front of a bit.


“Here you go. There’s one of your other-worldly
pals looking for you. A kid named Chris, I think. Anyway, get to this location
in three hours, or he’ll end up lost and walking in on you at eight-twenty
tonight. That would be a show for him, but a bit embarrassing for you.”
Then, as if he weren’t being a pill, the man, who had perfectly circular scars
on his face and neck, turned and walked away.


Peter watched him leave.


“Gwen! I wasn’t thinking to see you
today. How’s your leg doing? I’d ask to look at it, but unless it’s an
emergency I probably can’t justify getting you out of your dress for that. Not
for anything official. Can I help you with something? I could use a reason to
earn some reward time, if you have anything?”


She nodded then, ignoring the
flirtatious nature of what he’d been saying moments before. At least she was
taking the words that way. They’d been a little bit bland sounding. Matter of
fact instead of a suggestion that they actually do something together. That
would be wrong, so she wasn’t going to go there. The kid was only fifteen after
all.


Probably more experienced than she
was, but that didn’t make it all right. Plus, he was kind of hers to protect.
Not that they knew each other that well. In nearly four years they’d actually
only met about a dozen times, she realized. Part of that had included him
having a room in the same mansion she was in, even. So while she considered him
a friend, that probably wasn’t actually the case. Not when it came to knowing
his dreams, or what he wanted for his birthday. Not even when his birthday
might be.


Not even if people there really did
things like that for Westmorlands. They had the concept of parties for that
kind of thing for regular people so that was a reality. Ethyl had been known to
throw rather grand affairs for hers annually, for instance.


“I actually do have
something for you. You and Manly. I have specs for it, but basically we want a
much lower yield pleasure and pain induction system. It should work pretty well
for training, without being addictive. I mean, near that level, but on
this side of it? For Baron Harrison. We need a field healing course set up, weapons,
unarmed combat. Like what you had? Have you worked with that at all?” She
hadn’t even bothered to ask him if he’d kept up with things over the years
since she’d gotten back, a half year before.


She’d been lazy that way, herself,
only practicing about twice a week.


“I have been. Manly set me to
improving both striking and grappling techniques. It’s a bit different, but
allows for a wider range of things to be done. I can show you later? After I
set up this program, I mean?” He seemed eager enough to do it. Almost as if he
thought it might impress her.


It probably would, given that.


“Sure. Not today, or for the next
few weeks. We have three or so, since Tomas is going to be on the Peregrine
with me, as a loader for three weeks. For this… healing, fighting, both with
weapons and without, some kind of combat oriented precognition training and
something like flying or teletransport? I don’t know if those can be done using
this kind of system.” It was really hard to do. Especially teleportation.


Flying was hard too, but mainly
thanks to mental blocks, more than anything else.


Peter just nodded at her, seeming
suddenly a bit abstract, like his mind was someplace else.


“On it then, Gwen. We start in
three weeks? How long do we get him for training?” That was an interesting
thing to mention, given that she didn’t really know.


“How long will it take? This
special training, as well as all the normal military stuff? He’s a Baron, so I
want him ready to be an officer, not just a grunt.” She didn’t explain the
term, and Pete didn’t ask her about it. So she went on. “He could end up doing
special unit stuff. I don’t know that, but if it happens I want him to survive
it. We’re seeing each other.”


“Hence coming to me instead of
doing it yourself. I understand. I’m probably the only Westmorland that can
hook a noble up to a pain device of any sort, as it stands. Some of the kids
could do it, but no one much older than me. I’ll have that ready then. Three
weeks. Can you deliver him here for that? Or should I arrange for it to happen
someplace else?”


She didn’t really know, so
shrugged.


“Both. If this works, we might need
to be able to put people into training in hours. He might also want to
go home after a frustrating few weeks of uncomfortable manual labor. I should
also see about birth control. I haven’t yet. Not that we’ve been doing anything
that will get me pregnant. I just don’t have time for that right now. Plus, you
know, not married, so it would look bad.”


Peter was bright enough to put that
all together. Also a Westmorland. They had sex a lot after all. Mainly with
each other, but it wasn’t exactly a forbidden thing for them. Most were still
sterile however, so controlling for pregnancy wasn’t big on their list of
things to do, Gwen was willing to bet. Which didn’t stop him from nodding.


“I can get you some powder for
that. One small scoop in a mug of warm water, every ten days or so. It’s
impregnate, so…” He stopped then and waved for her to follow him. “You don’t
even know what that means, do you? It’s a compound that’s relatively inert. It
passes a magical field to your body, to prevent getting pregnant. It will last
about a month, but don’t wait that long, just in case. You could take it
daily and be safe. That isn’t really needed. It’s effective and doesn’t really
have any side effects, other than not catching a child. Some of the women here
that have had reversals use it. You know, not married yet and all that?” He
moved with a good bit of energy. It was enough that it reminded her she needed
to get out and run when she could. 


The wonder drug was in a brown bottle,
in a closet like space. Inside there were hundreds of drugs of different kinds.
Pete just pulled the right one, checked to make sure the scoop was inside the
bottle of white powder, then handed it to her.


“It will take a few hours, three,
to be effective. So if you’re going to have a date tonight, you should
have some now? I’ll get you some water for that? Use warm. It dissolves better
that way. Otherwise it can be a bit gritty.”


They took care of that pretty
quickly, really. Five minutes later, Gwen was able to get back to Park Street
and even made it to dinner on time.


Then she had to go and meet with
Chris. That part was interesting, since he looked to be Peter Westmorland.
Close enough that she was actually confused at first. Still, Pete couldn’t
teletransport that she knew of. So when the guy showed up, dressed in blue jeans
and a nice button up shirt that was tucked in, along with a belt, the idea was
kind of clear. He both was, and wasn’t, her young friend.


“Hello! I’m Gwen. I was told to
meet you here?”


If that confused the other person,
it didn’t show at all. He simply smiled at her.


“Hi! Chris. This is just a check
in. Zack sent me? Is everything going well here?”


She thought about that for a second,
then smiled.


“Honestly? Not bad. How about with
you, over there?”


The boy and he didn’t look old,
made a bit of a face.


“It runs hot and cold. Today
nothing too dark is going on. I have to get back soon. I have a history test in
the morning. I know, almost a thousand years old and still in the tenth grade.
I’d be embarrassed, but that won’t get my studying done.”


She nodded then.


“Hmm. I’m going back to school in a
few weeks myself. That’s… You don’t look that old.”


There was a slow nod then, followed
by a grin. It was fairly charming. Familiar as well, being the same one Peter
always used.


“I know. It makes getting a date a
lot harder than you might think. Luckily I know a few succubi…” He looked at
her then, more closely than was probably polite. “One of them is you. At least
she looks like you. Actually two of them are, but the other one is dating my
brother, so I try not to hit on her.”


She nodded then and winked.


“See, there’s a version of you here
as well. I just left him a few hours ago. Peter. Great guy. Fifteen, I think?
So we get to have emotional confusion all the way around.” Not that the
guy in front of her had been suggesting anything like that.


Instead, laughing a bit, he raised
his right hand.


“I should be around, in about a
week?”


“Make it a month? I’m going to be
on an airship, which might make the landings a bit rough for you. If you missed
or anything?”


“Ah? That sounds fun. In a month
then. See you then? Maybe sooner if anything comes up?”


She nodded, and watched him walk a
bit away, then vanish. Using the spot that she came in at for that part. It was
just an empty field, ringed with trees, otherwise. Trying that for herself,
Gwen didn’t notice it being any easier to leave from there in particular. Which
didn’t mean it wasn’t. Going alone just wasn’t all that hard for her, that was
all.


After that, well, she had plans.
The fun kind, for once.


With her boyfriend.











Chapter twelve


 


The next day, Gwen met Tom, which
was what they decided to call him for the trip, at his house, so she could take
him to the airbase directly. Not everyone was in when they got there, but that
just meant Gloria and Groundling put them to work doing different things. That
was mainly cleaning, since they didn’t know enough to really do anything else
of note. Gwen had a little experience, but was far from being an old pro
at working an airship.


So they spent the morning polishing
brass, sweeping and chasing bugs in the front of the ship, under the floor. It
was actually decently clean, but you had to crawl on all fours to make that
part happen. It wasn’t fun, so got given to the new people as often as not. If
they had any of those rare types of beasts. Tomas didn’t even pretend that the
task was beneath him. Really, he didn’t even act like he was himself, to be
honest. Just a guy with a new job. One that he apparently wanted to keep.


At eleven-thirty she waved at
Gloria.


“Hey, I need to go be on the telesar
for an hour or so. Is the load coming in before then?”


“Nope. Can you be back by four?”
The curly haired blonde woman seemed concerned about that part.


“Yeah. I should be back right after
the program is over. I only have to do it one day a week. Though I’m on call
for the new prisoner program. Ferdinand might get in touch on that.
Probably not when it would interrupt the loading or anything. Maybe not at all.
It depends on what’s needed.”


Interestingly, Gloria just slapped
her on the shoulder of her tan jumpsuit.


“We all get that one, Curly. We serve
first. Most that do that sort of thing aren’t useful at the same time, so no
one will complain. Unless you take off when the load comes. Then there will
be whining and carrying on like you can’t believe. Let’s hope that doesn’t
happen?”


She agreed with that part. Not that
anyone would begrudge her saving people from a cell like that. It was strange
to find out that it was a known thing however. Honestly, she was kind of
shocked that the Europans hadn’t put a hit out on her yet. She would have, if
it were known that one of them had been stealing all the best prisoners. Then,
it was early going in that program so far. It could be that they didn’t think
it was all that big of an issue yet.


It probably wouldn’t be, until they
were trying to take the last man that was in their custody. Which, given
everything, they probably wouldn’t be able to get to. That part was sad, but it
was a real enough matter.


She didn’t change her outfit, just
going in to work at WGN about twenty minutes early. It couldn’t hurt to be
there a little bit before she’d said, after all. It meant she got to sit at the
table, going over her notes for a bit. About ten minutes before Brian Weathers
came in, smiling like they were old friends. For real. It even felt genuine.
Like they were pals already.


“Miss Farris! I managed to collect
about thirty questions for the hour. We’ll probably only get through about ten
of them, but I didn’t honestly know if you’d be willing to address some of them.
As it is we’ll likely have to put a warning out for children to leave the room.
Talk about inappropriate questions!”


She nodded, tapping her pencil on
the pad in front of her.


“You mean the ones you selected out
to be the most shocking and salacious? Those inappropriate questions?”


“Naturally. You know, I think you
might have a real career ahead of you here, Miss Farris. You have an innate
grasp of what’s needed. So, should we go over these now, or should I ambush you
with them?”


She didn’t know what would work
best, but figured that seeing them first would be best for her. There
really were some great ones on the list. Things that she never would have
thought to ask her, if she were the one questioning an alien woman.


A lot of them were bland however. Tilting
her head, she just nodded.


“If that’s what people want to
know, then I’ll tell them. How do we handle this?” She meant the show entrance,
which Brian went over very carefully for her. At two till the hour, as Roy
Spurges, the man who was on the air at the time, read off an advertisement,
they snuck into the room. Moving very carefully, so that no one would be
bothered at home, hearing them making a racket.


At noon exactly, Brian traded
places with Roy, as Gwen hit the second mic station, which was back in the
corner of the room, behind him. It was a bit tight, so she had to squeeze by
the older man, touching him in ways that probably meant they were dating, given
where they were. That, or someone was going to get a beating as soon as he got
outside. It was just the space though, not the man doing anything wrong. She
was the one that was rubbing up on him after all.


“Ladies and gentlemen! This is the
Gwen Farris Hour! With your hostess, Gwen! This is your chance to find out what
people from other worlds might be like, what they think and if you aren’t
careful what they think of you! Settle in and get ready, since this is
going to be something rather different.” Brian actually sounded happy. More
like he had in the outer room, than she’d ever heard him doing before. Happy to
be there, instead of ready to rip someone a new bodily orifice.


Gwen hit the tab and leaned in,
trying to match his energy.


“Thanks Brian! Today, our very
first program, will be a combination of me trying to guilt trip you all into supporting
the troops and you asking me questions that would make a sailor blush. I saw
the list, there are some doozies on it! If you’re of delicate constitution, or
too young, clear the room now! We’ll chat for about half a minute first, so you
can do that.”


Brian went a bit wide eyed.


“That’s not a joke, friends. It’s a
true warning and should be considered. Now, Miss Farris, why not tell us about
some of those programs you mentioned?”


She nodded and glanced at her
notes.


“Ooooh. That’s a great use
of our time. Okay everyone, get something to write with… I have some real
announcements here.” It was probably a bit boring really, but she acted like it
was a huge deal. As if the Students Service was amazing and new. Also the new
airship program. There would be other things coming as well, but that was all
she really had new data on that week.


After two minutes of this, Brian
smiled at her and leaned toward his silver microphone.


“All right, you alien, are you
ready for your question time?”


“Bring it, Mr. Weathers. I’ll
answer them all as honestly as possible.”


“Right. Up first, what exactly were
you thinking the other day, invading Europa on your own like you did? I’d say
it was an act of war, but it’s too late for that one.” His tone had changed,
becoming a lot darker and nearly mean. Even as his eyes shone with humor.


“I was thinking that I’m a moron.
It was a foolish thing to do. Part of how I’m built though. Also… I was
thinking that I need to atone for what Katherine did. Betraying us all? I
should have stopped her somehow, but… I just couldn’t. No matter how hard I
tried. I’m probably a bit suicidal, to be honest on the topic. Not… slash my
own wrists wants to die, but definitely pushing into areas I shouldn’t,
trying to make up for things. Not that I really ever can.”


Brian blinked and didn’t speak for
a moment.


Then he took a deep breath. There
was a slight shudder to it that didn’t seem to be faked up for the audience.


“You did say you were going
to be honest! That’s a bit troubling, to be perfectly candid in return. You
have to promise not to let yourself come to harm, Miss Farris. Not for that
reason. You have our backing, I assure you.”


She nodded, not able to believe it.


“I know. It’s just so hard for me
to understand, that’s all. So, next question?”


“Indeed. Let me see. Something
lighter… What do you miss most from your own world?”


She knew that one off the top of
her head.


“My computer. Which means nothing
to you. It’s a box that has a screen on it, which let me… Do everything.
Look up facts, listen to music, watch… Shows. Plays sort of? Except they show
on the screen. Like a window, that lets you see whatever it wants? I made a
living designing web-sites. Which, again, means nothing to any of you, of
course. But that is the thing I miss the most. It was a big part of my
world for a long time.”


Brian didn’t lose speed this time,
talking quickly, like he wanted to rush her into the hard answers so she’d
forget to lie.


“Interesting. How about this one. I
have to admit I’ve heard it suggested before. Were you, perhaps, a man, in your
world?”


Gwen had heard it before, herself.


“Nope. All girl. I was
crippled though. Hugely distorted. That meant a lot of people attacked me. Just
in the streets? So I had to fight a lot in order to survive. I know that women
here don’t fight a lot. There either. I didn’t have a choice. Not if I wanted
to survive. I didn’t always. Want to, I mean.”


It was the truth. Her days had been
all about being distracted and busy enough that she didn’t feel like just
taking her own life.


The following question was
incredibly different, though expected.


“So… How do you feel about the
parents of the woman that stole your life from you? Katherine Vernor didn’t
just take your life over, she murdered you. Then she stole your life again, for
years. Three of them. That alone should have her family in ruins. There have
been hints that they’ve been putting pressures on you, to prevent that from
happening.” He sounded incredibly serious. Then, she’d mentioned that idea the
day before herself, which made it a great thing to get at. Bluntly too, which
was brilliant, if you wanted to put a lie to rest.


“Oh, sure. They do that all the
time. Put pressure on me?”


Brian seemed shocked, his eyebrows
going up a lot suddenly.


“They do?”


“Yeah. Ethyl is doting and kind. I
mean all the time. Constantly. Like the mother I should have had,
if I were incredibly lucky. That’s an incredible amount of pressure.
Plus, Robert has offered to give me their fortune. Not just once or
twice either. They had bags packed to go live under a bridge at one time. Can
you imagine that? I’m not joking here…” She cleared her throat, which probably
sounded wonderful to the people at home, she realized. “That would be insane.
Vernor Industries needs to be strong right now. Shipping is one of the most
important things during a time of war. That’s why I’m working on one of the
ships right now. As a loader. It’s why I’m going to be having kids go and work
on them, too. Because we need to keep goods moving and the economy flowing.”
She waited, Brian signaling to her for some reason.


“All right, I have one for that! If
they aren’t using you for slave labor, why are you doing physical work? You
should be doing something more intellectual, shouldn’t you? Schooling, if you
aren’t marrying?”


She grinned.


“Heh. I start classes in a few
weeks. At Western University? I can teletransport, so traveling around isn’t
that hard for me.”


“Really… I’d heard about that part.
I saw you do it, yesterday, in fact. How did you learn that? Some
special technique from your old world?”


The words caught her for a moment.
Not her real world. He hadn’t asked about her home. It was put in a way
that made it seem like this, the here and now, was her place to be. That he, at
the very least, accepted that fully.


“Oh, no… We used the Westmorland
Protocols. The old ones? Trust me, it really is torture. It works… But I can’t
recommend it, if you have another option. Though, if you’re willing,
send a note to the station and I’ll set up some advanced training for you. I mean
that, by the way. We’re at war. That means people need to be willing to risk
their comfort a little bit. Especially those that have the talent for it.”


She was under selling that part of
things, but she doubted that anyone would be getting with her on that one. 


There was no comment from her
co-host.


“How about this; so, what about the
rumors that you… enjoy women?”


“Delicately put! Okay, I like men.
I have a boyfriend, it’s new, so you know, leave him alone everyone.” She tried
to sound like she was teasing at least.


“Hmm? Does he have a name?” The lilt
to his voice was questing. Seeking to find out the thing that Gwen was
obviously trying to hide. At least he thought that was the case.


“Yes.” She stopped for a bit, then
pretended to sigh. It was clear they weren’t just changing the subject. “Fine,
be that way. Tomas Harrison? Just so no one gets confused, I mean Baron
Harrison. Yes, he’s too young for me. The thing there is that I’m a
forty-year-old woman hidden in the body of a twenty-seven-year-old with the
social skills of a young child. I figure that it works out. Now I just have to
learn some healing so I don’t age too fast.” That came out cheery sounding, she
hoped.


Brian chuckled politely at any
rate.


“I see you aren’t going to hide anything
at all. Good thing we have all these questions for you, then. Here’s one. How
do you feel about the street solicitation problem?”


That one was new to her.


“I don’t… Like food carts?” She
honestly didn’t know that one at all.


Brian shook his head.


“Erm, not that. Women and girls
that sell sexual favors in public? It’s rather a problem in some areas.
Certainly we have houses for that, but these freelancers are undercutting the
officially allowed and contracted workers.”


Gwen nodded, to show she understood.


“I really don’t know the issue well
enough to comment on it. In my world prostitution is almost always illegal. You
have places for it here? I can’t… Nope. I have nothing on that one. I’m not
trying to dodge it. I just don’t know enough to really say much of anything
about it.”


If that was too stupid sounding she
didn’t know. It was honest, so hopefully that would help.


The next questions were all kind of
boring. She got to describe her world in detail for the masses however. Then
covered her favorite color as well as what kinds of foods she liked. Then,
surprising her, Brian pointed at the desk in front of him, which she didn’t get
at all. There was a light suddenly glowing, which clearly meant something.


“Ah, we have a live caller. Should
we entertain them, Miss Farris?”


“Sure? Just as long as they don’t
start screaming obscenities over the airwaves.”


Brian did something and leaned in
again. He rocked back and forth a lot as he worked. Bringing his mouth closer
and further away as they spoke. She did it a little, and tried for more, since
now that she thought about it, all the media people had done that while they
spoke. That meant she probably needed to copy it for some technical reason that
she just didn’t get yet.


She thought about that while Brian
set up the caller.


“Welcome! You’re on live with Gwen
Farris and Brian Weathers. Do you have a question today?”


The voice on the other side was
rather matronly sounding. A little familiar as well. Not that Gwen got it. Not
even after the man spoke for a bit.


“Ah, thank you! I was wondering if
you have any thoughts on the Westmorland issue now? You were involved in the
scandal, some years ago, but were gone when the corrections were made. Are you
still working on aiding them?”


Gwen took a breath then and made a
face.


“Eehh. I can’t claim that I’m doing
that much for each person directly. I do work with them and visit a lot. I have
a position with the Special Service. I don’t know if that’s a known thing? I’m
just on my half year break now. It’s far too long, but apparently some people
have to be coaxed to actually do the hard work. Not that it really is. All that
difficult, I mean? You have to be devoted to the task, certainly. It isn’t
painful or anything like that. No more than most cushy jobs.” She meant it, but
Brian scoffed at her.


“It’s one of the hardest positions
we have, outside of battlefield work. I think you’re trying to recruit
now.”


She tilted her head. Then made a
considering face. It wasn’t the worst idea in the world.


“Come and join the Special Service!
We have the best armor, and weapons! Join today and get a free crystal pack
capable of running a small clock. Don’t wait, act now. Positions are running
out fast. Especially for women… Actually that one is real enough. If
you’re high magic and want to try it, you really should. Especially you
girls. It’s hard, but rewarding.” She wasn’t actually trying to get people to
do anything, so changed the subject, chatting with the next caller, a man this
time. 


That he sounded so familiar annoyed
her a bit, but he didn’t give a name. That was hardly fair, but she got the
idea. She was supposed to be the one on the griddle that day. It was what the
show was about.


After most of the episode, Brian
had to go over some commercials. Half of which were passed over to her
directly. They were literally just paragraph long sheets. At least the other
man went first, letting her read over the things. It was tempting to let
herself make a hash of them, but real people had actually paid money for her to
sit there and sell their goods and services. So Gwen wanted to do a good job.


That meant going off script a
little bit, though she did it quickly, trying to sound very genuine.


“Mmmm. You know what I love? Candy.
That’s right. One of the best things in this world is your confectionary arts.
Right here in town we have one of the best shops, too. Carmichaels’. Located over
on Fourth and Elm. I’m serious. If you don’t go and get something from them
right now, you’re doing yourself a disservice. Their special this week is maple
fudge… Get down there fast, or I might just buy them out before you can
get any. I’m not kidding either. I think that I’m going right after we get off
the air today. I can’t sing their jingle, not without hurting your ears, but
that shouldn’t matter to you. What should? Candy. Yeah. That’s the
stuff.”


Brian looked like he was going to
laugh at her, but nobly held it in. She did notice that he leaned
forward to turn his microphone off as he fought for control of himself.


“On a more serious note, have you
ever thought about what you’re going to do when you pass away? Johansen’s
Funerary Parlor knows what to do. Their friendly staff understands what
it’s like to lose a friend or relative and they’re there to help you. No one
wants to think about what that’s going to mean for the people around them, but
making a point to set things up now will help your loved ones when they need it
most. In these hard and troubled times, it pays to be prepared. That’s a theme
that I’m going to be hitting over the next weeks and months, personally. This
is part of making those preparations. Even if you and I fall, or fail,
we owe it to those around us to make that as easy as possible on those left
behind.”


There was dead silence for a
moment, then Brian cleared his throat. Almost comically. He triggered his mic
again and leaned forward.


“That’s very good advice. Thank you
Miss Farris. Remember folks, she’ll be back next week. Both to answer your
disturbing questions and speak about the topics of the day. Fifth day at noon.
Now, stay tuned. I’ll be here until two, when we’ll have the incredible Agatha
Longbranch.”


Gwen got to rub all over the poor
guy again, as she tried to silently get out of the booth. It was probably too
noisy, but as soon as she got outside, into the lobby area, she was waylaid. By
Agatha, not the manager of the place. She’d gone a bit off script for the
commercials after all. She really couldn’t sing though. In her old body
that hadn’t been an option really. Now she just lacked the skill. Getting it
while on the air wasn’t going to work for her. Anyone else either, she was
willing to bet.


“Gwen! You were fabulous! I nearly
didn’t recognize you.” She winced, then shook her head, smiling. “No, I won’t
even take it back. That sounded… Professional. Entertaining at the same time.
Perhaps a trifle raw, perhaps, but no one will doubt your honesty. Raw
in this case means close to being off color. You did warn people away.
Not that it ever truly works. I wager that we’ll get a few complaints!” She
smiled though and patted Gwen on the arm.


She screwed her face up a bit and
then shook her head.


“I hope I wasn’t offensive to
anyone. I just tried to let people know the real answers as best I could. Now,
not to just dash off, but I’m going to go get some candy. That maple
fudge sounded good, didn’t it?”


The woman chuckled a bit, but
seemed positive about the idea.


“It did! The shop isn’t far either.
Just down the street a bit?” She pointed, but it was one that Gwen already
knew, having seen it in passing.


That had been years before, but it
was enough for her to get off to the place. She waited for Agatha to move to
her next task, then teletransported to the sidewalk next to the candy shop. The
place was brightly colored. Almost as if it had been decorated by Gypsies that
had taken a lot of acid before they started painting the place. It was mainly
blue and red, with liberal use of orange and yellow for the trim. There was no
line out the door at least, yet, which meant she could dash in and get some
things to take back to the Peregrine. As far as she could tell adults didn’t
often eat candy in the Western Kingdom.


It wasn’t impossible, but it hadn’t
been served at dinner or anything like that. Then, it wouldn’t have been. The
place smelled delicious at any rate. There was definitely maple in the air.
Chocolate as well. Behind a large glass counter there was a wonderful array of
treats. Behind the colorful display, a young woman stood, smiling. She was
dressed in all red and yellow, with a bright, multi-colored apron over the top.
After a moment her eyes went very wide.


“Gwen Farris? I… Didn’t think you’d
really be coming… Father! Come quickly.” She didn’t sound upset, but a man
dashed from the back of the place, rather rapidly.


“What’s happening? Did something…”
The man smiled when he saw her, even if she was dressed like a dock
worker. It was kind of handy, actually, since she had a few mets in her pocket
that way. Normally she would have been stuck, not having her bag with her.
Instead she had twenty or so, she thought. Gwen had no real clue what things would
cost, but looking at the trays of treats she saw that a serving tended to cost
one or two cents apiece. There would be about twenty people on the ship, so she
counted things up. Not everyone would want something, most likely. Then, some
of the men could eat a whole lot, so that needed to be accounted for.


“Hi! I’m going to need an
assortment of things? It’s for twenty or so people… Call it five mets worth?”
That might not be enough, but she could get more if it was needed.


The people there were helpful,
polite and easy enough to get along with. Even the next few people that came
in, were. It wasn’t until her order was almost ready, filling four fairly large
boxes with fresh candy, that the place filled with people. A lot of them. The
space wasn’t huge, so there were bodies going out the front door of the shop.


Two of them were reporters of some
kind. At least one of the men moved in and stuck a microphone under her face.
It could have been that he was just a hobbyist of some kind, she supposed. That
had never come up though.


“Miss Farris! I’d heard your
advertisement for this place, but we didn’t expect you to really come. Is the
maple fudge good?” The guy was laughing a bit, but the girl got her a sample
and brought it over. Gwen got ready to pretend it was the best thing ever, no
matter what it tasted like.


It was like a small bite of sweet
heaven, however.


“Oh, gosh… This is really, really
good. Hey, um, can we get some for everyone here? I’ll pay for it. You should
all try this.” Hopefully that wasn’t going to take more than twenty mets.


Interestingly, the proprietor of
the place took her lucre for what she was taking away, being it was a business,
but not for the samples. Then, a lot of people paid for a pound of the stuff
after that, so it was probably worth it for them. They actually ran out of it,
before she left. Not that other things weren’t going fast as well. Thankfully,
she’d gotten there first.


That meant, when she
teletransported to the Peregrine’s hangar she had lots of things to share. It
was before the first wagon got there, so she was able to stow it in a room.
That was Gloria’s space, but the woman smiled about it, instead of taking
offense.


“Good idea. Now, let’s go over
shifting the crystal. Everyone should be here inside an hour. Come on, Curly.”


The work after that was fairly
steady. The crystal pack for the ship came in on a loading wagon, but it was a very
heavy one, the charged crystal weighed in at several thousand pounds, which
meant using the loading cradle. That was a heavy rope net, on a small,
magically powered crane. That was made of brass, at least on the outside.


Groundling, dressed up a lot like
she was at the moment, if in a darker brown jumpsuit, was the one that worked
the controls on it. The men, including Tom, got to do the heavy lifting, which
went flawlessly. Then, no one had greased the corner of it or anything moronic
like that.


This time.


The man that had done that,
apparently only once, was the one that had been left in Europa. Given they were
at war, that probably wasn’t a thing that was comfortable for him. If he
were still alive. She was willing to bet that he wasn’t really. That Groundling
and Gloria had dumped that a-hole over the ocean when he’d tried to take
liberties with the cook.


If it had been anyone else, other
than Darnell the screw up, Gwen would have wondered if they’d been trying to place
a spy in the country. Even at that… Not Darnell, perhaps, since he really was
an unreliable clown. Someone that looked a bit like him could have been put in
that way. Europans were pretty open about what they thought of as taking
liberties as well. If the guy had only been trying to talk the cook out of her
skirt, that wouldn’t be thought of anything all that bad, there.


A man like that might even be
allowed to escape prison. Maybe get a job, if he could speak Mongolian. Not
that anyone had mentioned that to her at all. There hadn’t even been a hint. It
would require making the real Darnell vanish, too. The easy thing to do would
be just having him enlist in the Air Navy. He might be a joker and she didn’t
think highly of him for that, but he knew how to work on a ship. As far as
she’d been told, being crew on the Peregrine was pretty much the same as the Air
Navy, without the saluting. Though as far as she knew, thinking about it, they
didn’t do that there.


They probably had something like
that however.


Given everything, it would probably
turn out to be the Nazi salute, just to mess with her head. That hadn’t been a
thing there, thankfully. They’d had a different version of the great war, but
no Hitler or death camps. Not that she’d been told about.


There were a half dozen crystals,
all smaller than the main one, to be loaded in the maneuvering rockets on the
sides of the craft. The thing was large enough to need six on either side. The
bag up top, a silver thing filled with hydrogen, was simply vast. The Peregrine
was only half sized, compared to most of the others in the fleet, too. It could
carry about a hundred tons of goods when it was fully loaded, which was
impressive enough.


Because it was small and captained
by the fleet Admiral, Katherine’s Uncle Thomas, they tended to get most of the
really expensive cargos. They had a low loss and breakage ratio, too, which
meant that when you sent things in, they tended to get there. A big reason for
that was how hard they worked all the time, securing the load, making sure
nothing shifted in the air.


Tom smiled at her, as the rest of
the men came in. The last one, Meter, waved as he did it. The man had a bit of
a big mouth, but he was a pretty good worker. A bit too old to be in the Air Navy,
perhaps, which was why he was still there. Fit however. Ready for whatever
came.


Actually, looking around at the new
people, it occurred to her that all of them were kind of hard seeming. Her
included. Tomas stuck out a bit, but even he looked a little like he belonged
on a military crew. That was a combination of his age, overall fitness and
short haircut.


Nodding, she forced herself to
smile.


Gloria waved at the first of the
wagons coming in.


“Get ready! Incoming!”











Chapter twelve


 


Tomas actually pretended not to
know her at all as they worked. Everything he did was that way. Well enough
that she didn’t think that anyone other than Gloria and Groundling realized
that he wasn’t exactly what he seemed, which was a decent looking guy who was
trying to keep the job he’d gotten. He was conscientious the whole time.


As much as the old hands, which
meant they took to him pretty easily. More so than they did her. Then, she’d
started out by unloading about half of the cargo by herself, using magic. It
was a great trick, and let her move more than any of the others could do by
hand. On the great side, that meant no one thought she was a slacker, taking up
valuable space and food on the airship.


The other side of that was the fact
that most of the men weren’t all that high on the magic scale. At least she
didn’t think they were. So it seemed kind of insane to them that she was there
at all. The woman thing didn’t help, because they were from the world they were.
On the great side, no one tried to get her into bed the whole time. A few did
flirt with her a bit. Those were the newer people that didn’t know she was Gwen
Farris. The older hands had a clue that way, but didn’t call her anything
except for Curly the whole time. She had curly hair. It made it easy to
remember.


Interestingly, the current voyage
had them going to Eng. Which was, she was nearly certain, the entirety of the
British Isles. Now it was a standalone country, instead of one of the four main
kingdoms. Gloria explained the real deal there, however, which was different
than Gwen had thought things were.


It happened when they were going
over a steam rocket in engineering.


“Eng is one of the outliers. For
political purposes it’s part of the Western Kingdom, even though it’s pretty
far away. They’ve seen a lot of fighting because of that. Most of the fleet is
in the waters off the coast. It’s not a great place to be right now. They need
shipments, but can’t get things from Europa as easily as normal. Nothing but
soldiers in their ports. Which is how it always goes. Most of this will be sold
at a good price, thanks to that. Not that it affects our share. We get
wholesale on this, like always.”


Gwen was using a fine wire brush,
one with copper tines for scrubbing with, on a brass fitting. Carefully, since
scratching the threads would probably make the seal fail. That would lower the
efficiency. Eventually causing the rocket to have to be replaced.


“Good. We don’t need to be part of
making things harder for anyone. Poor people. Hey… I need to go back, for my
show? Do you need anything from town? I can take an hour to get some shopping
done.”


The woman looked at her, smiled,
then shook her head.


“I’m good. Get with Admiral Welk
before you leave? The officers might want something or other. You know how that
type is. Their heads would fall off if we didn’t tighten their necks twice a
month.”


It wasn’t true. Not that she’d been
up to officer country in the last week. She hadn’t even seen any of them, to be
honest. After cleaning up the space and putting the rocket together by herself,
which Gloria observed the whole time, but didn’t comment on, since it was all
done correctly, Gwen winked at her.


“I’m on that then. I need to grab a
pad.”


She was going into the station in
her work clothing, since she hadn’t brought nicer gear for that part of things.
Then, the telesar listeners of the city wouldn’t care at all. Like radio, no
one would ever see her. Not unless they followed her to the candy shop. Gwen
wasn’t planning a return trip that week, unless someone needed more candy. The
men had gone through it like the stuff was made of sugar or something. It had
been good. Enough so that she could see getting addicted to it.


Gwen knew the way up top, having
been there before on previous trips. It was all the way up, which meant going forward,
up several flights of wooden stairs. The railings were all polished brass, the
work being done often enough that they gleamed, even with the bag up top
blocking most of the direct sunlight coming from the left side of the ship.
Above as well, of course. It was only about ten-thirty in the morning, which
was why she was still there at all.


The pilot house was being manned by
a familiar face, though it wasn’t Admiral Welk this time. No, it was Kelvin
Westmorland. Except of course that Kelvin was roughly in admin and not an
airship pilot that she knew of. Also, he didn’t work for Vernor Industries.
Westmorlands couldn’t really do that. Not yet. They worked for the kingdom and
king. He was dressed in the wrong uniform, given that.


When he turned to her, to see who
was there, his eyes seemed nearly empty, compared to the light and smiling man
she knew.


“Hello, Miss. Is there a problem
down below?” That was one reason she might be there. The other, more likely
one, would be getting the man coffee. Possibly a snack, but most people didn’t
do that until tea time.


“I need to go into town, back home,
for a few hours. I thought that I’d check and see if anyone needed anything?
Candy, tobacco, that kind of thing?”


“How are you going to do that? It’s
a long way to the ground.”


He sounded bland about it, instead
of either worked up, doubting or like he actually understood that she could
just go and do that kind of thing. Which he did know. He’d seen part of her
training, personally.


Which meant he wasn’t actually there.


“Teletransport. I’m Gwen. I don’t
think we’ve met?”


“Larry Sport.” He waved at the
control wheel in front of him, and nodded. “Pilot, clearly. That, or we’re all
in a lot of trouble. You can teletransport? Why are you working here?”


The words sounded baffled, as if he
honestly didn’t know. Which, she realized, might just be the truth. If he were
trained to not think of himself as being anything except the person he was
pretending to be at the moment. If that was the case, he was either
infiltrating the ship, or more likely, was going in under cover, to their
destination.


“Oh, you know, they needed the help
with loading. Everyone is leaving to join the military right now, so…” She
flipped a palm, as if it wasn’t a big deal.


Larry winced.


“I tried. Weak heart, unfortunately.
So I get to do this. It pays better, so there’s that. I could use a paper?
Almost any will do. It’s what I miss, doing this kind of work. We can get the telesar
at least. Do you have any favorite shows?”


She did, which was interesting
enough, since it was a thing to talk about from the world she was in.


“Agatha Longbranch? That probably
isn’t your speed. Anyway, I have the show before hers. Well, there’s an hour
where Brian will be on alone, but…”


Larry, the man who definitely
wasn’t a Westmorland put there to spy on someone, grinned at her.


“Ah. I get it then. Gwen Farris?
Splendid. So, not only are you a woman from another world, but you do errands,
too? I should get you to take me someplace, using your magic.” He laughed then,
shaking his head. “Sorry, that’s impossible. Even I know that.”


She didn’t nod, since she
could do that very thing.


“Well, let me know? Anyway, I
should get with the Captain.” That was the Admiral. He ran the fleet, but on
the airship, he was the Captain, regardless of his rank. The trick to that was
that she didn’t know where the man was. Not that it was hard for her to find
him.


That happened when the man himself
walked through the heavy wooden door, holding a rather nice brown mug. It
smelled like coffee. That was one of the things that everyone on the ship
drank. They didn’t do tea there. The Western Kingdom loved it though. Why that
was, she didn’t get at all.


“Captain. I was just talking to
Larry. I’m going home for a bit. Into work at WGN? I can pick up some light
supplies, if it’s needed?” She was about to list things off, when the man
smiled at her.


He was nice looking. Dashing, to be
honest. In a mature way. Lean, with silver and black hair, and dapper in his
ship uniform, which was blue, and had gold on the shoulders and cuffs. It could
have been a joke, but it actually looked very tasteful.


“Gwen! That sounds interesting, to
be totally truthful. I don’t need anything at the moment. Can we send you out
for things at need? I don’t know how hard that kind of thing is to do on a body.
Can you get back? The ship is moving…”


She nodded, since it was a thing
she’d done before. A few times. It wasn’t even hard.


“Sure. I’m coming back to the ship,
not the space it’s in. I know it pretty well, so it isn’t that hard. Really, I
can come and go pretty easily, as long as I don’t have to carry anyone. If you
want me to do that… Well, that one takes a bit out of me.” It was just
the truth.


The thing there was that Kelvin
would know that and Admiral Welk might, or might not. Gwen hadn’t actually sat
down with the man for a long discussion about things. Especially in the last
few years. She’d been gone, Katherine having taken over. Then when she was back
in control, she’d kind of ignored a lot of people that might have been worried
about what had happened. Mainly due to her own personal shame on the whole
thing.


Which was probably selfish of her.
It hadn’t even occurred to her that some of them might have been feeling poorly
about the whole thing for completely different reasons. To Gwen the issue was
her failure. Always. It was hard for her to get that no one seemed to really
hold the whole thing against her, personally. No, most people seemed to blame
Katherine. Her family as well. The parents were always to blame in the Western
Kingdom. It was considered their responsibility to have raised their children
correctly. Even once they were adults. That probably extended to the rest of
the family as well.


Here she’d been hiding away.
Because she felt horrible about what had happened. At the same time, these
others might have been avoiding her. Not because they didn’t like her. No,
because they felt just as bad about it all as she did. Even if she didn’t see
how that could be the fact of the matter.


The whole thing baffled Gwen. The
real issue was, she kind of had to wonder if it might not be the case. That
people like Admiral Welk felt that he, somehow, had wronged her. Gwen
Farris. Possessing spirit from a different reality.


The man nodded at her and smiled
politely.


“Ah? Well, we can put that to use,
I wager! For the moment I’m fine. We just started the cruise, after all. I’d
heard that you were doing a program on the telesar. In fact, I heard the last
episode. That was… Very different. A bit too honest, for most.” There was no
emphasis on the words, but also no condemnation in it. The man was just giving
his opinion.


“I know. I just need for people to
see what’s actually going on. Everyone has been thinking the wrong thing about
Ethyl and Robert for far too long. If I want people to see the truth, I have to
give it to them. I’m just amazed that no one has called me on all the lies that
I told them originally. Well! I bet that will be what happens today. Still, I
can take my lumps. We’re good though? You don’t need any candy or anything? A
newspaper? I’m already running past a news stand for Larry here. He gets
whatever is new though. No specific orders, unless you want me to get it wrong.”
She grinned about the idea. After all, she doubted that she’d known where to go
for most things.


“I should be good, thank you, Gwen.
We can send a list with you later as well, if needed? We might have some things
in a few days.” Again, the words were completely bland sounding.


As if he wasn’t suggesting
something completely different than getting a candy bar, or some fudge.


“Sure? Just let me know a bit ahead
of time, so I can get them from the right place. Or… If someone needs to be
moved around? That is harder, but can be done. If it comes up.” Gwen had
to work not to add anything to the idea after that.


The Admiral just smiled at her,
moving with her as she went toward the door.


“I… I’ve been rather busy of late,
I fear. I should have made time to visit with you. Forgive me?” The man seemed
to mean it.


Gwen nodded.


“I was working the whole time, more
or less. For the King and Queen. Guard duty, so it wasn’t hard, but you know
about that kind of thing.” She grinned then and shared what she’d just been thinking.
“Plus, you know, I was hiding from everyone. What Kat did… I’m always amazed
that I wasn’t put to death for it. It wasn’t me, but… I don’t know. It’s so
hard to work out what to do about it.”


The Admiral just took a long, slow
breath, then made a face that looked a bit chagrinned.


“I think that many of us are in the
same basic place that way. I should have run to your side, the instant I heard
you were back. Instead I stayed away, fearing that you’d call me to the carpet
for not aiding you enough to prevent such a thing in the first place. I don’t
know what I could have managed, but it’s my responsibility to care for you.
Better than has been done.”


The man meant it, clearly.


She snorted and laughed at the same
time, which was incredibly geeky, she didn’t doubt.


“That’s all of us then, isn’t it? I
don’t know what I could have done. I just feel like I should have
managed it anyway. It isn’t your fault. Mine either, as hard as it is for me to
buy that one. No one is responsible for all of this except for Katherine and
some insane Europans. They wanted power and got it. Most people can’t really
handle that kind of thing, much less nations. Still, here we are. Ready to
destroy everything to prove…” Gwen flipped her palms up. “What, I do not know.”


The other man nodded, then reached
out to touch her on the shoulder. He stopped himself partway there, which was a
thing that she’d noticed people doing before. When she’d first gotten there
Gwen had figured it was about her. That they didn’t like her, so wanted to
avoid contact. Now she had to figure it was about the man making certain no one
got the wrong idea, while showing her that he did want to be supportive.


So she smiled.


“I can pretty much go anywhere. To
get anyone from a distance. Honestly, if I know where it is, I can get anything
that weighs less than a few hundred pounds. In general, I need to go and get it
though. Otherwise it would be stealing.”


“Oh? Good to know. As I mentioned,
it may well come up soon.”


Because Gwen was willing to bet,
the real mission was a bit deeper than just taking some goods to Eng. Her
thought, given the little she knew, would be picking up whoever they had taking
Darnell’s place in Paris. If he hadn’t worked his way across the channel, after
collecting data or whatever he was there for.


The trip into town, which meant
moving thousands of miles back home, went well. The show had fewer questions
that week. Most of them were annoying, as if they were making up for the lack
of quantity. Mainly thanks to having no real answers. Such things as when she
was going to get married.


“Well… That one isn’t real, is it?
I mean, who would want to marry an alien?” She managed to sound humorous about
the idea, then had to fight a laugh, since Brian, her old co-host, stuck his
tongue out at her. Like an impish child.


“Who? I think that many
would. Especially a catch like you, Miss Farris. Still, my best guess would be
your current gentleman friend? Not that I can’t tell when a question is
pressing you. So, we should cover your trip to the candy shop? That made the
news last week! Was the maple fudge as good as you wished for?”


She nodded, meaning it.


“Better. It was a dream. I
took the loading crew four huge boxes of candy. It’s all gone, needless to say!
I need to get right back to the Peregrine as soon as this is over, or I’d get
more. Well, that and a paper for one of the pilots. That’s Carmichaels’ if
anyone wants to try it out. Over on Fourth and Elm.”


The next question was more
interesting, since she got to give out the number for Westmorland Central. A
man asked for it, so he could sign up for the Special Service. At least
to try out.


“Good idea. Really, anyone that can
handle it should be signing up. Don’t be shy about using the telesar to get
with them for training options for other things as well. Even if you’re just
making them up. You’ll want to ask for Peter or Manly Westmorland specifically.
Great team, as far as training goes.” She grinned, then snickered. “I’m teasing
on that one. Not that they aren’t good. I know that I’d get with
them if I were going off to the military soon for instance, to be perfectly
honest. Peter is only fifteen, but the Westmorlands don’t coddle the kids all
that much.”


She didn’t really think about it
all, teasing like that on the air. Even Brian just thought it was cute. At
least he chuckled a bit and it didn’t sound harsh or evil.


“There you go everyone. Get with
Peter and Manly for training before going off to the Special Service or
military duties. I have to imagine that would be the fast track to
advancement or inclusion in special combat units.”


That was likely sounding,
but to get in on it people would have to be willing to deal with Westmorlands.
That wasn’t going to happen very often, Gwen didn’t think. Not that there were
many people listening to the program. It was just on a single local station.


When they were done she grabbed the
paper, getting a few of them, to take to Larry. Gwen didn’t let herself even
think about who he really was. Not even what might be going on. The trip itself
was just supposed to be loading and unloading as far as she was concerned. The
hour she was gone didn’t come out of her sleep time, but other than cleaning
and checking the tie downs, there wasn’t a lot to do on the ship. Not until
they put in to dock.


That would be the next morning, if
all went well. Which meant that she was sweeping the outer decks, along with
Meter and Tomas, later that afternoon.


It wasn’t hard at all. The wind
kept the dust off, for the most part. Plus, it was done almost constantly, so
the thing kept itself clean. That meant they didn’t have to work all that hard.
It was mainly what you had people on the ship do in order to keep them busy.
Which was needed, since there was nothing else to do. The officers had the telesar,
but even they only listened to that when they weren’t on duty. It was a
merchant ship, but they were being paid to work, not play around.


Meter grinned at Tomas as he moved
past him. Gwen half figured that he was going to make a snide comment about
her, but the man wasn’t even mean.


“So, new man, how do you like it so
far? Exciting and entertaining enough?” Meter, who was a large, powerful
seeming fellow, kept sweeping the whole time. He wasn’t a body builder or
anything, but the man seemed fit.


A body created by a life of hard
work.


Tom did his own sweeping.


“It’s different than I thought it
would be. Hard, but not constantly so. I really figured that I’d be ground down
by now, but it’s been a nice few days’ rest after that first portion.”


That got a chuckle from the ex-Air Navy
man.


“No doubt. That’s everything, isn’t
it? In the last war we’d stand to alert for weeks with nothing happening. After
the first two battles, you come to love that part. The lulls. The young crave
excitement, the wise seek the rest between the waves.”


Gwen was standing a bit away,
working her own straw broom. They didn’t need dust pans since things just went
over the edge of the ship in the back. That way it didn’t blow back onto the
side of the ship, making it dirty.


“Darn, Meter. That sounds almost
wise. Like Yoda.” She blinked, swept and didn’t explain.


Tomas bit though.


“I don’t know the name. A
philosopher from your world?”


Meter winced, then shook his head.


“Curly isn’t Gwen Farris. Lots of
people here aren’t who they are. Understand, new man?” It was a bit gruff
seeming. Hard, and like there was a problem in the making.


Tomas didn’t take offense, just
chuckling a bit while nodding.


“I misspoke, of course. So, we put in
to Eng in the morning? I hear that they’ve been having a hard time of the current
conflict.” The change was nearly smooth, which got Meter to stare at the new
man, probably wondering who he was. Other than Tom.


Gwen nodded.


“Yeah. We should get in, unload
fast and then see if we can pick up a load. I don’t know what’s available. Then,
that isn’t my job. It might already be arranged. If the people on the ground
are having that hard of a time, they might not have much to sell.” It was an
island though, which probably meant they had sea food to move, even if nothing
else was available.


That would take too long to ship,
even by air.


Diets were less varied than what
she was used to, from her old world.


Meter just shrugged, then moved
closer to both of them.


“When we get in, don’t go into the
city. Normally we get a day or two in each port. Even if we get that,
stay close. We might have to leave in a hurry.”


It was so clear that he
wasn’t sharing everything he knew. Gwen just nodded.


“We won’t. I think we all
understand that part. Things aren’t what they seem right now. Right Tom?”


Omegon the hero looked back at her,
but Tom Moore, the cover identity, nodded.


“That’s a good idea. I don’t need
to play on this trip. It will help me look better with the bosses, don’t you
think, Curly?”


She did, so nodded as she worked.


“Yup. That’s Meter’s point, no
doubt. Good. Pass the word with the others? If they don’t already know. We’re
the new people, but… Just in case?”


Meter just looked at them both like
they were being strange, but finally waved toward the back of the deck.


“Let’s clear this level and get to
the next. I need to find Gloria. Curly is in charge. Hit the next level too,
before it gets dark.”


She kept sweeping.


“We can get that done. Come on, new
guy.” She nearly winced, but didn’t let herself. She was so obviously Gwen
Farris that it wasn’t even funny. No one was going to be fooled by her acting
otherwise. She’d been telling everyone in the world that she was off on the
Peregrine. Which might make sense. After all, if she was there openly, working
as a loader to get the goods in place, then no one would think it was a special
spy mission.


Which meant that she was being
used. For being Gwen Farris, which was a new thing in her world. To
anyone looking in from the outside it had to seem nearly like the entire thing
was about her. A special, easy, trip to let her feel useful. Even having a
Westmorland on board could be taken as being a guard for her. Possibly for
Katherine Vernor.


The thought itself got her to
consider that one for a few seconds. It wasn’t a horrible idea, come to think
of it. For a moment she wondered if that was just the case. That Kelvin was
there to take her out, if Kat tried to run again. Gwen could have told them not
to bother if that was the case. Then, if it really was that one, Larry wouldn’t
have that fake name. The man would have just been put there with a few weapons,
ready to go if it came to it. After all, it wasn’t like Gwen could miss that
her friend was on the ship with her.


As they got to the back, moving
quickly, Tomas whispered as she passed.


“Yoda?”


She grinned.


“It’s from a story. A wise
nine-hundred-year old alien being that gives advice that sounds wise, but
actually means almost nothing. I was teasing Meter a bit there, which isn’t
fair. His words were probably meaningful. Not that I can prove it.”


“Ah. I’d wondered. Anyway,
something strange is going on here, isn’t it?” He looked straight forward, as
if they might be overheard.


“Oh, yeah. My guess is that there’s
some kind of mission going on, that we just happen to be near at the moment.
So, I think we should stay with the ship and make certain everything is ready
to go at a moment’s notice, if we can. Stay prepared for anything. Just in
case. If we get lucky it will end up being nothing, but we can’t know that.”


There was a nod then. It was a
simple thing, and he brushed her shoulder as he moved past, sweeping the entire
time. It was a bit fresh, if they weren’t supposed to know each other. Nice
though. Gwen stopped herself from smiling, since the goal was to have Tom work,
as a form of training for the coming military stuff. Whatever that ended up
being.


The evening went slowly, as things
did on the ship, but she got to sleep until four in the morning, which put her
being awake as they approached the island of Eng. The name annoyed her a bit,
since she kept wanting to add land to the end of it. Every single time
the name came up. Even inside her own head. Europa was just as bad for her. It
was too close for her to not try to correct. Luckily, she was just herself now.


It had been kind of brutal when she’d
been pretending to be Katherine.


A thought occurred to her then.


“Crap. Katherine! We haven’t been
getting you your reward time!”


The voice in her head sounded calm
when it replied.


~I was promised an hour per day, as
soon as this is done? That should be close to a whole day in a row.~


“Oh, good. I kind of forgot about
you. That… Sorry. I shouldn’t do that. Who said that?”


~Adam Westmorland. The man is most
concerned about me. That’s probably why Kelvin is here. Like you thought. To
kill me, if I try to flee.~


That might be right, but Gwen
thought that it could also be something else. It wouldn’t be the first time
that the Westmorlands had done things that were directed toward her if it was. Without
telling her what was going on. It just didn’t feel right this time. Not that
she’d blame them if it were the idea.


“Well, don’t worry. We’ll make sure
you get taken care of. Thanks for being a sport about it all.”


There was no answer. That was
probably due to the fact that everyone had to get up, regardless of when they
were supposed to be sleeping, which made the whole thing a bit more noisy. They
got rolls for breakfast, which meant heavy bread things, not donuts.
That and coffee. Lots of that, since they had to be awake.


Groundling, who was the loading
boss for the trip smiled at them as they met in the back of the loading bay.


“We’re going to be unloading fast,
as soon as the first wagon is in. Then we don’t know if another load is coming,
so we need to stay near the Peregrine. The Captain can have us leaving inside
ten minutes, so let’s not stray. If you do, we will leave you behind.
Understood?”


Gloria seemed to be in on things,
or at least wanted them to think she was.


“I need two helpers as soon as the
loading is done. I want to clean the rear maneuvering engines. Port and
starboard.” The blonde woman looked around, her face bland for some reason.


Gwen raised her hand.


“I can do that? Tom, you were
looking for ways to seem useful, right?”


He nodded, very seriously.


“I was! I don’t know what to do for
that. I can learn, however?”


That got Gloria to actually clap
her hands a few times.


“Good! See me as soon as you’re
free. We should be in dock in an hour. I want to be unloaded by noon. Get ready
to work!”


There was a groan from the men.
After all, it had taken almost a full day to load in the first place.


Going faster would be possible, but
hard.


Possibly important, too.











Chapter thirteen


 


They all worked like something was
going to explode on their ship and they really wanted it off before that
happened. Gwen pulled out the stops, getting Groundling, Gloria and Tom to pass
her energy, as she loaded half wagon loads at a time. It took a lot of focus,
lifting things into the air with her mind. The trick of it wasn’t really one
for her, naturally. It was just using the same mental controls that were used
when she flew, with the field being around the objects that needed to be
shifted around. That was all.


That was about a ton being moved in
a few moments each time. At least with the aid she was getting from the others.
The loaders didn’t stop just because of that, either. Everyone did what they
could to get the job done. So there was a lot of sweat flowing, along with
grunting and jogging feet as they worked.


Gloria pushed them to go faster.


“Go! New wagon, up!”


That meant they weren’t finished by
noon. It took until nearly two, but it was still done as fast as the wagons
could get into place. Half of those were horse drawn things, which could pull
more weight than the magical ones by about fifty percent. Gwen had to move hard
though, the entire time. It was exhausting, but the others providing power
really helped. It shocked her a bit, since some of the other men, all loaders,
took a turn as the others got tired out.


Gloria was an engineer, so
of course she was decent, magically speaking. Her job required her to be high
end that way, no doubt. Not at the top, probably, but she needed to charge
large crystals sometimes, which required a certain amount of base ability. That
the others all were as well… was a bit strange. They were loaders after
all. That was a manual labor position. On any ordinary airship it was anyway.
That alone would have been a sign that something strange was going on, if she
wasn’t already suspicious. More, they were probably nervous at the moment.


Otherwise they would have been more
careful to hide the truth from her.


After all, Gwen had known these
guys for years. Some of them. Most of the people left behind, though not all,
had been on her very first trip out with the Peregrine. None of them even acted
all that shocked that Tomas, the new man, was able to feed her enough power to
make it worth doing.


They weren’t all top end talents
that way, but at a guess they were all above the seventy-five percent mark,
which was telling. Ex-Air Navy, all selected out for magical power. That
was probably informative on a level that was insane. Better, or worse, they’d
been collected from before the current war. So this wasn’t something new
just for that. It was an old, tried and true, working team.


With Duke Morten leading them, if
in secret. That was probably something that she should have noticed before. It
was clear that her buddy Groundling was a hard man. The name itself,
Groundling, meant executioner. No one normal went around calling
themselves that. It had real meaning in the Western Kingdom.


As in the man that put you in the
dirt for the final time.


Still, at two in the afternoon,
they had things done and if anyone was feeling tired, they didn’t show it. In
fact, everyone was kind of nervous seeming. Excited and jangly, instead of
acting like they wanted to run off to sample the goods that Eng had to offer
them.


Gwen waved to her boyfriend. She
had to fight a grin. Having a boyfriend, even a secret one for the moment, was
kind of a big deal. She was willing to bet that most of the others there didn’t
have one of those, for instance.


“Tom. We’re up for the rear
engines. We need to pull those and get them clean as fast as possible. Gloria?”
It was her gig after all.


Interestingly, they actually were
taking the things out, using the side elevators. Those were a lot more like
complicated dumbwaiters more than anything else. The silver and copper colored
engines, which were actually steam rockets, were walked back to the engineering
section quickly, pushed on the heavy carts they had for that kind of thing.


“Curly, work the port side unit.
Tom, you’re with me over here. We need to have these back in the wall inside an
hour. Got that?”


Nodding, Gwen started right in.


“Understood. Let’s get that done.”
It was harder than it sounded, since Gwen wasn’t getting any hints as to
what she had to do. It was, apparently, her steam rocket to service and clean
that day. Emergency or not. Still, she didn’t have the newb on her team, so
managed to work nearly as fast as the other two did. That meant she was ten
minutes slower than the others, but Gloria didn’t even stand over her, as she
put the whole thing back together. She double checked her work, then did it
again.


Taking a breath, Gwen shrugged.


“Gloria? Do a pass on mine? I don’t
want to find out that I messed something up later.”


Seeming a bit tense, Gloria just
did it, nodding as she got finished.


“Good work. Let’s get these rehung.
You…” She glanced around, then shook her head. It was a slow thing, that held
meaning. The hidden kind that Gwen was almost never privy to. “We’re doing a
pick up. I shouldn’t tell you, but this isn’t the time to be running off,
or anything… No one knows the timing on it. It may not even happen. Stay ready.”
The words were whispered, but loud enough for both of them to hear. Tom didn’t
say anything about it at all.


The work went fast, meaning they
then got the privilege of puttering around the deck, inside the loading hangar.
Technically it was owned by Vernor Industries, even if it was in Eng. Most of
the ports they went to were, apparently. Including the ones in Europa, Marduk
and the Chinoise. Groundling mentioned that, as they all pretended to clean the
brass railings. Well, Gwen actually did it. Tomas did as well. The rest
of them were so clearly phoning their efforts in, it wasn’t even funny.


What was humorous, to Gwen at
least, was when Darnell, the useless man that had once greased the corner of a
charging pack, walked up to the ship. He had a bulging sack with him, made of
canvas or burlap. It was a bit dirty looking and bunched at the top. It wasn’t
even a pack or anything. Just a simple bag. Like what potatoes came in. No
handles or anything. The guy was unshaved, seemed unclean and looked
like he was going to smell if he got too close. Groundling went very still, on
seeing him. So did everyone else.


Gwen nearly did, but then fell back
on the story she’d been given the entire time. That Darnell was a joker and a
waste of space who had been kept on because it was hard to find another guy to
lift and tote things. Only that wasn’t really true. Not, keep the useless
man around for three years, honest. Which given everything meant that the
fellow, who wasn’t all that old, might well have been something other than
she’d been led to believe the whole time she’d been around.


Which was interesting, since that
meant he’d probably been trying to trick her, the first time they’d met.
Since that should have ended in thousands of mets of damage to a crystal, that
meant the man was being set up to be seen as a giant fuck up on purpose. To the
eyes of the daughter of Robert Vernor.


So, just to be in keeping with the
game, Gwen glared at the man when he walked up. After all, she’d been
told he’d been abandoned in Paris. For cause.


“Darnell. I see you made it back.
Grab a rag and start on the starboard rails. If I hear anything about
you trying to take liberties with another woman, especially one that works for
Vernor Industries, I will personally drop you in the ocean. Got it?” She
sounded pissed. That she wasn’t at all was missed by almost everyone.


Darnell just nodded at her.


“Yes, ma’am. Lesson learned. I was
just…” He stopped, and looked hangdog, instead of going on.


Which made sense if he didn’t know
the cover story that had been made up.


“Fine. Stow that gear and get to
work. Now.” She turned, to look at Groundling, her face a bit evil
seeming. At least that was what she wanted to seem like, if it was possible.


“Do we have a load incoming? We
should try to get something, but… Really, I’m going to kick his ass if I
have to look at his face for too long. For real. That kind of thing reflects on
all of us. Word gets out that we let men do that kind of thing and there won’t
be a single cook willing to serve on our line.”


The three men that were following Darnell
into the hangar all seemed to be official, for some reason. Dressed in bright
red, like the Europan guards had been. Even if they were in Eng. Gwen ignored
them, yelling about taking liberties with their people, at nearly the top of
her lungs. She even approached Darnell, and pushed him a bit. As if he were
about to have his behind truly beaten by a tiny woman.


The others tried to calm her down,
but she let herself seem ready to fight by the time the strange men got to the
back of the craft. Looking over the deck, she smiled.


“Ha! Even the Europans are here to
get you, Darnell. Fine. You men want this would-be rapist? Come in. Come
in! This is bullshit! What did you do this time?”


Oddly enough the strange military
men, in their rather pretty uniforms, didn’t speak very good Western. They were
following Darnell however and started to chase him, before he could get rid of
the bag he had with him. That was going to start a fight, she didn’t doubt.
Probably because the bulging sack didn’t have his clothing in it, just masses
of other things.


Groundling started screaming
something, in Mongolian. It was distracting to the men in red, if nothing else.
Several of the others moved to pull weapons from both the walls and in a few
cases their persons, which was telling. Too much so. Normal ships crews
wouldn’t have that kind of thing available. Not on a merchant ship, like the
Peregrine.


Gwen shook her head, waving at
people. Covertly. Then she counted on the idea that these men wouldn’t
understand her very easily. Not with her funny accent.


“Get those put away. We’re fine.
What are they saying?” She looked at the others, but it was Tomas who moved
toward her.


“That they want that sack he has.
That he stole something from them? They aren’t saying what, just that he took property.”


She nodded, since it made sense to
her. Enough that everything clicked into place inside her mind. The trick, her
part in the day’s events, would be in fixing things before anyone got to the
bag. Which was inside of what she could do, with enough effort. 


It took work. Really, there was
some theft involved as well. Along with shifting the contents of the bag in
three batches, barely able to sense what was inside the thing, replacing them
at the same time. It caused the tan sack to jump a few times, but nothing
exploded, thankfully. Groundling was distracting the soldiers nicely, screaming
at them and getting in their faces.


Which meant that Gwen had to go to
her room, in order to hide the documents that she’d removed from the cloth
sack, taking them to Westmorland Central. It was the safest place that she knew
of for that kind of thing. In fact, they ended up on Adam’s desk, since she
figured that would be a secure enough place for secrets. They might not be
friends, but she had no doubt at all that she could trust him with sensitive
things. Especially if it might be for the kingdom. She jotted a note down for
him, saying only that Gwen had left them there. Also that she had no clue what
it was about and that he shouldn’t peek, since it might be a secret.


It could be the secret plans for
cute underwear for all she knew. Hopefully that was the case, actually. That
would be wild, after all. Plus, she had a reason to wear that kind of thing
now.


Then she moved back to the
Peregrine as the Europans tried to push around the crew, grabbing at Darnell,
pushing him to the ground as they stole his sack, using force that wasn’t going
to play with anyone from the Western Kingdom. It meant they had his secret,
ill-gotten bag of loot.


Of candy. The good kind.
Probably several mets worth, which Gwen was going to have to pay for, when she
got home. She’d stolen it from the display case in Carmichaels’, after all.


Opening it with force, the men went
ballistic for some reason. They even patted Darnell down, looking ready to
strip him, publically, to find the papers that they knew the man had to
have. That part started a fight. Which came about when Groundling moved
to hit one of the red clad men in the head.


Tomas tackled one of the others
from behind. Gloria pulled a wrench, looking ready to slam the last one in the
brain case.


Then she said something harsh in
Mongolian. It sounded a bit rough, like she didn’t know the language very well,
but it got the men to stop. Groundling pushing the man that he’d been fighting,
moving him away. With enough force that the man nearly flew backwards.


The red covered men left then,
walking quickly, calling something back at them. Gwen didn’t get any of it, of
course. She really needed to learn some other languages, it was clear.


As soon as they were gone, Gloria
turned to her.


“Get the back hatch sealed. Tom, go
with her, in case they come back. Everyone else get ready to move. Groundling,
talk to the Captain. It would be best if we could leave. Now.” She sounded
tense again.


Gwen got the basic idea. The
Europans weren’t in their own land, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t have
friends nearby. 


People ran, in response to that. It
took them a few minutes to get the giant rear hatches sealed. They were a lot
like heavy barn doors, that had wheels that needed to be turned to pull them
shut. The stout chains clanked as it happened, but they were well oiled,
because everything on the Peregrine was well cared for. Tom, who had a red
scuffmark on the side of his face, from tackling the evil Europan would be
candy thief, grimaced.


“That wasn’t good. We should
probably get out of here. They don’t belong, but Eng probably can’t afford to
fight them out of their ports yet. I think these came from Paris? They
mentioned something like that.” He grunted as they got the doors sealed and
locked up.


Gwen nodded.


“What did Gloria say to them?”


That one got a smile.


“That we weren’t going to allow
them to steal his candy or rape him. She was a bit clumsy on the
phrasing, but I think they got the point.”


“Yeah they did. I thought we were
going to have to take them with us, for a while. This will work better though.
No blood to clean up, for instance.” They had some tarps, if it had come up.
That would keep the blood off the deck, if they did it right. She had
experience with that kind of thing.


Whatever else was going on, they
were underway, not ten minutes later. Just as a group of fifty or so
crin bearing Europan red coats came running up. Firing at them, from the wash
of light that came off the weapons. That was a light blue, instead of the
sickly green she was used to seeing from Western weapons. She had to admit that
they were prettier than the last ones that she’d seen. Those had been
green and in Europan hands, so it wasn’t about different manufacturing styles
alone, most likely.


Groundling led them out onto the
deck, giving orders.


“They can’t hit us from here. Not
with wide spreads like they’re armed with. A bit of luck, that. We should fire
back or they’ll think that we’re going to put up with this kind of thing.
Everyone grab a crin.” Those came out of the walls, with everyone being handed
one of the things. Even her. She missed all the men on the ground, not
being a great shot at those distances, but not everyone did.


Despite what Groundling had said
about the weapons being used against them, which were something like shotguns,
she guessed, there were loud smacking sounds where the craft was being hit. No
damage seemed to be done, so there was at least that in their favor.
Interestingly, both Tomas and Meter were managing to hit people, one right
after the other. Gwen finally got one, she thought. The men ran shortly
after that, not injured enough to be dead, or even dying.


The distances made a big
difference. They were over half a mile away already, which was lucky,
apparently. There would be deaths involved if they’d still been in dock.
Probably theirs. After all, fifty soldiers were a lot to face at one time. Even
if they weren’t all that good with their weapons.


What Gwen found to be most
interesting was that another airship tried to chase them. It was about ten
miles away as they moved over the ocean. It seemed a bit over the top to her,
if she were going to be honest about it. On the great side, the thing was white
and red, in a stripped pattern. It reminded her of the candy that Darnell had.


“Ooooh! Right. Darnell,
share that stuff out? I want some of the maple fudge.” The man looked at the
sack, then nodded.


“Certainly. I… don’t suppose anyone
understands why I have it?” He looked at Groundling, who stared at her, getting
the basic idea.


She didn’t make him ask.


“I stole your papers and replaced
them with candy. I have to go and pay for all of that, as soon as we get back.
The files are currently with Adam Westmorland. Their leader, in case the name
doesn’t ring a bell. Just sitting on his desk, with a note saying he shouldn’t
read them. He won’t.” She didn’t ask what the things were about, since it wasn’t
her job to know that. She had enough secret data to be going on with, as far as
she was concerned. If they wanted her to know more, they could tell her.


Duke Morten smiled at her then,
clearly not meaning it.


“Not bad. Especially since it
wasn’t part of the plan. I don’t suppose we could get those back? They need to
be delivered to a different location.” There was a pause, then a glance at the
sack. “Save me a lime ball?”


Darnell looked into the thing
carefully. Then he grinned, like the clown Gwen had always known him to be.


“We can do that. This is a nice
spread.”


Gwen teletransported to Adam’s office,
picked up the files and had them back inside a minute. Those were handed over
to Groundling, since he was the one that knew where they needed to go. Then
Gwen was delivered her payment of light tan fudge.


“This stuff is the bomb.” No one
registered that one. Then, they knew that bombs were a thing, but also
that this was delectable fudge, which was probably confusing. So instead of
dumping it all over the side, they just let her eat the single piece of candy
that she’d taken.


Darnell put a hand out toward
Tomas, his face seeming tired. He was still a young man, but there was more
stress living there, somehow. It showed in the lines around his eyes. Those
were deep now.


“Thanks for the help back there.
I’m Darnell Tombs. There was a bit of confusion, so…” He glanced around, then
did something Gwen wouldn’t have suspected him going for. He told the truth, if
without going into things too deeply. “I was sent to get something from Europa.
They took exception to it.”


“Tom Moore. I noticed that.
Those men seemed rather upset that you had their candy. And didn’t have their files.
What have you.” His words were dry and he seemed older than his years at the
moment. He was only twenty-two, but fit in with everyone else there.


They all did. Oddly enough, that
seemed to include her. Gwen Farris.


Alien woman.


Apparently, also a member of the
little group they had going on there. Whatever they were called. At least for
that day. At the moment they were fleeing though, the real action being done on
the bridge. It didn’t look like the other airship was closing with them very
quickly. That was hard to tell though.


“Say, what happens if they get
close to us? I mean, before I fly over and pop their balloon for them?”


Groundling gave her an incredibly
strange look then, followed by a smirk.


“That’s the crux of airship combat,
isn’t it? You try to go higher than the other ship, then hit their bag while
they can’t get at you. Most boats don’t carry a flying person that can do that
however. Can you get that high? It could be five thousand feet up. Maybe six?”


She could do it. It was no harder
to go up thousands of feet than one or two. Speed was harder, but her
top speed was about four or five times faster than an airship could go.
The trick would be going in so high that no one could hit her with a crin. It
would mean waiting until dark, most likely.


“I’ve been up to over ten thousand,
starting from the ground. That isn’t a problem. I can do that at night? If it’s
needed. I can also take the papers where they need to go, in case we don’t make
it?”


It made sense to her. So did not
telling her where that particular place was. If it were up to Gwen she would
have gotten Adam to take them to the right place, but Groundling wasn’t her.
No, currently, he was the man that would become King, if anything happened to
Ferdinand.


The guy glared at her a bit… except
that he wasn’t, she didn’t think. He was looking hard and thinking, but
not about to attack her or anything. That was just her reading into things,
because of her past. Groundling was doing something much different. Thinking
about how to best get the job done.


“General Alstop. He’s the commander
of the Embattled. I don’t know if you’ve met?”


The name was kind of familiar,
actually. She ran through a description of him.


“Middling thin, about this tall.” A
hand was held up for that one. “Short silver hair. Blue eyes… Um…” She could
see the face floating in front of her well enough, she realized. If it was the
right man. “Really interested in making fun of Consev’s shooting
ability?”


That got Groundling to laugh and
slap at his right leg.


“Oh. That’s him. The very
man. You can get to him?” He started to pass the files over, but Gwen waved her
right hand at him.


“Let me check this first… One bit?”


There was a nod, so she closed her
eyes, focused on the face floating behind them and moved her information, the
data that made up her very being, to the sense of the other man. It was a skill
in and of itself. A thing that had been tortured into her, in the original
training. Finding her target, no matter how hard it might be to locate them.
Gwen needed a clue, but there was one this time. So she was with the man she
was visualizing not ten seconds later. Avoiding the pain that she feared would
be coming if she failed. That part was always there.


He yelled at her. Manfully
bellowing, if in fear.


“Gah!” Then, quickly enough,
he started to go for a weapon. From the look of what he was doing that was
going to be a PC. A power conduit. It took a certain amount of skill as well as
magical power, to even make one of the things work. That told her a lot about
who she was facing.


Gwen smiled and waved at him.


“General Alstop? I’m Gwen Farris.
We’ve met before?” She waited, in case the name was wrong. The man was in a
green uniform however, with enough shiny and colorful ribbons to be both
military and important.


“Miss Farris? This is most
irregular. Are… you all right?” It was a slightly strange thing to ask, but he
didn’t start out by trying to grab her behind, which meant he had to go the
other direction, being very concerned for her. There were only so many things
that politeness allowed him to do in the moment. Plus, she wasn’t giving him a
lot of time to consider his responses. It was a bit rude of her, no doubt.


Looking around the room, clearly
his office, she noticed that on his desk, a very grand wooden thing,
there was a brass name plate. It said General Harold Alstop, which made for a
good point of confirmation.


It was possible that he could have
known she was coming, then set things up like that, but she really had to doubt
that it would be the case. That level of skill in precognition was as rare as
teletransport on the level she was using it.


“Stand by for Duke Morten? If this
area is secure?”


The man nodded, looking puzzled.


“It is. I can lock the door, or…”


She nodded, left, grabbed
Groundling, then returned, so fast that she ended up having to sit on the
ground, gasping for air. It was her least favorite part of using her new
skills. The heavy breathing portion of events. It hurt, almost as much as doing
heavy sprints did.


Both men seemed concerned by that
part, so she waved at them to do their thing. Groundling got it first, his face
a bit dark.


“We got the documents requested.
Right now we’re being pursued out of Eng. Miss Farris suggested that we get
them to you now, in case we don’t make it. We should be able to, but it isn’t
the wrong idea, just to hedge the wager. I don’t know if we can go back from
here…” He looked at Gwen, who nodded, and made herself stand up.


“Yeah… Just a… Just a minute.” It
was hard enough that the man, who was rather solid around the middle, she’d
noticed, seemed to get the idea. They weren’t leaving their ship two
people down if it came to a fight. Especially since she was the one that could
fly over and take care of things.


The General glanced at the files,
then set them on his desk. It was tidy, nearly to the point of being bare.


“Very good. I was unaware that we
had access to anyone that could do that sort of thing. Miss Farris… The
name is familiar, but…” He looked at Duke Morten, as if he just didn’t get it.


Groundling glanced at the door.


“Special Service. Civilian side.
Temporarily working on the Peregrine to fill a crew gap. I’ll get you a number,
in case you need to beg her help. She’s the one that invented the dot-aimers?”


The man went wide eyed then. He
smiled in fact and brought his hands together happily.


“Ah! I do recall you then.
Amazing magic that. Wonderful. I will be in touch soon, if that’s acceptable? There
are some things… Well, I won’t speak of them now. No offense, Duke Morten.
Compartmentalization.” He glanced at Gwen, as if she might not understand the
word.


That was only because he
didn’t know that she’d watched as much television as she had. It made sense to
her on a level that probably would have shocked the fellow if he learned about
it.


“Understood. Let’s get back now? I
should be back at Park Street in… Well, we’re making pretty good time on the
Peregrine at the moment, so I don’t know? We won’t have to unload on the far
side either.”


Groundling, seeming more like Duke
Morten suddenly, regardless of how he was dressed, filled her in. Both of them,
actually. It was apparent that he was addressing Henry, too.


“Eight days. Clearly, that’s if
we can fight off or disrupt the following craft. Miss Farris can be around
earlier. Handy talent, teletransport.” The words were a bit impressed sounding,
for some reason.


The other man nodded.


“Rare. Special Service already?
Brilliant catch on their part. I’ll be in touch as soon as possible. Nice to meet
you again, Miss. Duke Morten.” He bowed then, but not too far. 


Gwen nodded, then grabbed
Groundling in a way that probably looked like she was going to pick him up from
behind and moved back to the airship. That gave her another five minutes of
gasping to get past. It kind of sucked, to be honest. Not in the fun way
either.


Gwen considered that as her new
catch phrase, since she had a perfectly good boyfriend to practice on right
there. Not that they’d been doing anything that interesting on the ship. Not
even holding hands. Tom had been keeping to his act incredibly well. Nearly
like a spy from a movie. Then, he was a super hero. It probably followed
that he had mad skills in keeping things separated like that.


Then, having done all the
teletransport for the day, she got to go and clean things, even if they were
being chased by insane Europans. In a strange way it made sense for two
reasons. The first was just keeping everyone busy. They had energy to burn,
after all, so might as well use it. The second, well, they might have guests
soon. Which wasn’t really true, since there was no good way to force a boarding
of an airship.


You just took them out of the air,
if you needed to do anything. You could couple ships. One of them would
have to be much larger than the other to start with. Then the people on the
smaller craft would need to be willing to close with them. After that both
sides would be needed to help tie things down. It took incredible coordination
between pilots at the same time.


So it wasn’t really happening that
night.


After that was dinner, which was
beef steaks, gravy and fried potatoes, along with fresh rolls that the cook had
made. She didn’t seem upset to see Darnell in particular, meaning that she’d
probably not been in on the false story. It was probably just as well, really.
There was a good chance that she didn’t know about the special work that the
crew had been getting up to or anything like that. Which meant that for the
story to really fly, Darnell would have had to actually bother her enough to be
noticed by the others.


So, lies were the better plan that
way.


Tomas sat right next to her, his
leg brushing hers occasionally under the table. It wasn’t anything overt. At
least she didn’t think it was. No one jumped up to thrash him at any rate. The
food was good, but Gwen didn’t stuff herself. She had things to go and do.
Being uncomfortable would just make that harder.


After the meal was done, a thing
filled with tension and small talk, Gwen waved at Groundling.


“Can I borrow a crin? I can’t fly
and blast power at the same time. I’ll leave half an hour after twilight. I
need to be able to see, but don’t want to be noticed.”


The man didn’t respond for a few
moments, but instead of telling her that a girl had no place killing fifty odd
people, there was a single nod.


“Let’s get that done. It’s poor
form on our part, but so is coming after us because they didn’t like the candy.
That’s war for you though. It turns everyone into animals. Are you certain you
can handle this?”


Gwen didn’t really know, but acted
like it was a simple enough thing for her to do. Honestly, that could be the
truth, if she was able to avoid being killed while she tried to fly over.
Groundling didn’t make her wait, or ask twice for a weapon. That was gotten
from a locked panel, which was inside the broom closet. Which was where everyone
normally kept their weapons on civilian ships. Clearly.


She checked the crystal pack in the
handle, making certain it was fully charged. It didn’t have a dot-aimer on it,
which could actually come in handy. None of the weapons had one, so she’d have
to make do. That probably wasn’t going to be a huge problem. The bag on the
other airship was probably the size of several large warehouses put together.
It looked pretty big to her anyway.


“Right. I’ll be back in about an
hour. Save me some candy?” It wasn’t really dark yet, so she waited, going to
the lowest deck, since it was the broadest one. When the ship was lit up fully
in the distance, the red and white nearly glowing in the setting sun, she held
the crin’s copper tube in her left hand, then rose from the deck. That meant
using the game controller in her mind. It was how she made it all work for her.
A thing which probably meant she was well and truly insane. It worked though,
for a lot of things. She just pretended that she was holding a game controller.
Then, knowing what it was supposed to do, holding the feeling of that
part of the magic, it just worked. As long as she added power constantly at the
same time.


In this case the hard part was
going to be the distance and time involved.


Unless people started shooting at
her. That would become the big problem, if she messed up, or was noticed
doing what she was. The idea wasn’t that no one wouldn’t be looking at her, as
much as it was that no one would be expecting a person to fly off into the
night. Not from that far away. It took a while to get to the right spot, about
a thousand feet over the top of the candy striped bag. It was hard to see,
since it was getting darker out. There was no particular sound from the thing.
Then, the wind was mild and the engines were largely various magical things.
Corrections used steam rockets, which weren’t that loud. They hissed, but there
was no roaring sound.


They also weren’t her concern. What
was, at the moment, would be the idea that she didn’t want to be directly above
a large explosion. Hydrogen gas would heat the air, which would go pretty much
straight up. To that end, she moved over to the side, by about a quarter of a
mile, huffing loudly enough already that she had to question how, exactly, she
was going to get back.


Still, she fired and managed to hit
the bag below and in front of her, on the third shot. The fourth missed again,
but the fifth and sixth did their jobs, making the thing explode. It wasn’t
like in the movies though, just making a whumping sound, the light
showing that it was well and truly on fire. Going down suddenly too. If anyone
noticed her there, flying away, they didn’t manage to hit her with anything.


Then, they were probably all a
little bit busy at the moment.


Dying would do that to you. Not
that it was an instant death sentence, going down over the ocean. It was, as likely
as not, a choice between burning to death, or diving into the cold water below.
Now that it was underway, she winced.


“Not… Cool… Gwen.” Her breath was
hard enough that she wondered if she could make it back. It was tempting to let
go, plunging toward the water, with the idea that she could teleport from there
as she fell. The problem was that she was already a bit too tired to really do
that. Maybe she could, or maybe she’d just end up in the drink, not swimming
well at all, since she didn’t know how.


Being crippled as a child, no one
had ever thought to teach her. Functionally she probably couldn’t have
learned, since her mouth didn’t really close back then. Not until after a whole
lot of surgery.


So, to avoid that and already
knowing what real pain was from her training with the Westmorlands, she
flew into the night, nearly missing the Peregrine, since they didn’t have any
exterior lights on. That was normal enough, unless they were coming in for a
night landing. Over the ocean, they weren’t going to hit anything.


Luckily there was a bit of light
coming from the ocean behind her. The craft that had been chasing them not
sinking at all it seemed. Not in any kind of quick or easy fashion.


Which she could kind of understand.
The gondola under the bag was essentially a boat, after all. It was still on
fire however, so watertight on the bottom or not, they were helping her out.
Not a lot, but just enough she could make out the silver thing as it flew
along. Just as she got to the deck, her power gave out, dumping her with a
thud.


No one was around though, which was
fine with her, since she had some heavy breathing to do.


No one wanted to listen to that.
Well, someone might want to, but they were probably sick individuals
that had too much time on their hands.











Chapter fourteen


 


After a whole week, with an extra
day tacked on like Groundling had mentioned, the Peregrine returned to its home
hangar. It was nice to be there, but seemed strange, since there was no cargo
to unload. It made the trip feel incomplete somehow. Like they were cheating
the company, using their ship to travel around like they were.


Oddly, no one minded that part of
things. After all, they’d finished the important mission part already. That
Gwen hadn’t had much to do with that, on paper, meant that she apparently
wasn’t going to be called in as soon as they got back to answer to government
officials. It would be coming, she didn’t doubt. Probably by Ferdinand doing it
himself. That wasn’t exactly the easiest thing for her to deal with, or the
best way for it to be done, but she understood he meant well. To him, it was a
kindness, since he knew that he was a great guy. That part was true.


Which was what made it harder for
her than if it was some person she didn’t know calling her on the carpet to
dress her down for getting involved where she wasn’t actually needed. Gwen was
really good at ignoring jerkwads that wanted to harm her, after all. What she
was less skilled at was having people that meant the best for her
standing there looking sad about the risks she was taking.


Still, she managed to get Tomas
back to his house after only about ten minutes. She didn’t love doing things
like teletransport with multiple people at once, but it was clear that it was
going to be coming up for a good long while. The war needed someone like
her. At least now that it was a known thing that they could get prisoners back
from the enemy like they could.


Gwen stretched as soon as her
breathing became regular again, sitting on the nice sofa that Tom had in his
living room. Back sitting room, to be more exact. His place wasn’t exactly Park
Street, but Gwen didn’t mind that so much. It was a nice big house, with good
things inside of it. Like her boyfriend.


That was a thing that she really
expected to just vanish, of course.


Having a person to call her own.
She had a few that were around though. Friends. Like Bethany and even
Ethyl. Agatha, Ferdinand, Heather… The list went on past that even. Which was a
good thing. A strange and nearly unbelievable one that made her smile. It was
that expression that she was wearing as Tomas turned to her, his face lighting
up.


“It was different than I thought it
would be. We… Actually did something, didn’t we? True, I didn’t do as much as
some, but…” He smiled anyway, his eyes happy seeming. “But it was real. Omegon
actually managing to help, even if it was only by sweeping a floor or two.
That’s enough, isn’t it? We, the world, the kingdom… We don’t need a masked
hero to stand for us. Just people willing to try…”


He stopped then, his face twisting
a bit.


Gwen just nodded though, still
happy.


“Yep. In the end that’s really all
we need. Not that training and hard work won’t help, too. Now, I need a
good shower. Do you want to come with me?” It was incredibly forward of her,
but for the first time in her life she wasn’t afraid that someone was going to
reject her out of hand. Even if they ended up not being together eventually,
they were together then, at that moment.


“Yes. I’d like that, Miss Farris.
There is a good one over here, near the master bedroom?” He led the way,
carrying his bag along with him. “Plenty of room in here, if you’d like to
stay?”


He smiled at her, his face seeming
peaceful for some reason. Content.


Like that was going to last for
more than a few moments.


“Sounds fun. Of course we need to
go and see to that training in the morning. With Pete and Manly? Plus, we
should also make sure you get your next graphic novel out. It can be about how
Omegon the hero fights the evil Europans? Not that they’re all bad. We
just haven’t gotten to see the good ones yet, most likely. Well, except that one
man.” She grinned then, realizing that her boyfriend hadn’t even heard that
story. Not from her anyway. It was possible that someone else had told him, but
it wasn’t public knowledge.


“Oh? Was he nice?” There was
something in his voice then, which she didn’t really recognize. Not at first.


Jealousy. It was a mild thing, but
still there, if highly suppressed.


“After a fashion. He was a healer.
From Europa. He started having visions of the world being destroyed by the
Elder Gods, so worked to find a way to save everything from total annihilation.
In the end all he had to do was help kidnap a woman from a different reality,
killing her in the process. Sacrificing one life, to save millions. Billions,
in the end. It was… Well, a good trade, don’t you think? I know that we all get
to blame Kat for it all, but she wasn’t alone in getting it all done.”


That had been Jeffrey. A man that
she barely knew, having only met him two or three times. He’d known her,
however.


Tomas looked a bit hard then and
frowned as they walked. The place was bigger inside than she’d originally
thought, she realized.


“He died in the events in the
cave?”


She blinked, smiled and shook her
head.


“Um, no? He’s still alive, as far
as I know. Not even in prison. After all, he saved the world. He offered to
kill himself, after it was done, but that seemed a bit… I don’t know, like a bad
ending. Besides, it isn’t like he’s going to keep doing that sort of thing. He
can’t steal anyone from other realities himself and wouldn’t even if he could. So
I asked Ferdinand to just let him go. You know, the whole pat on the back
routine?”


Turning to walk through a rather
nicely decorated door, which was white with gold paint on the trim, her
boyfriend grumbled a bit.


“Still, you should be treated
better than that. Everyone should. At least if we can.”


Dropping her own bag, Gwen looked
around. The room was easily big enough for two. More than that if they wanted
to get kinky. Not that it was her plan for the near future. Being close to
someone was nice though, now that she’d done it a few times.


It was a thing to try doing again.


“That’s always the rule, isn’t it?
We should save people suffering and hardship, if we can. If we can’t…
Well, then we have to do what we think of as right and hope that it’s enough.
It probably won’t be, but hey, that’s up to history, not the little people like
you and me.”


Tomas giggled then. It didn’t sound
well balanced totally, but it wasn’t unkind.


“Do you truly believe that you’re
one of the little people in this world, Gwen Farris? You’re probably the
closest thing this land has to a true hero right now! As it stands I’m planning
to pair you up with Omegon in his next adventure, just to improve his
credibility. Perhaps on an airship? Or is that too close to the mark, do you
think?” He waved for her to head toward a door to the left. There was something
slightly playful in his voice then. “Of course, I need to find the author of
your other book, to make certain they don’t have a legal claim to the
character. I haven’t found them so far, though I have to admit I haven’t tried
that hard. Have you had any luck?”


Gwen shook her head, then started
to unzip the front of her jumpsuit. She had on underwear and a light shift
under that. She thought that was what the non-stretchy t-shirt thing was
called. They were in a matching light pink color, which distracted the man from
the fact that she needed to shave her legs soon. Instead of feeling uneasy, she
shrugged.


“Not yet. It won’t take long if I
want to get to it. I’ll do that later? After we finish having fun here.”


That part was fun and used
up all the hot water. When they got out over an hour and a half later,
Gwen felt both clean and ready to see about some things. It meant leaving her
boyfriend behind, but he had some things to get ready for, as well as ideas to
write down, for the books.


“I’m… I need to get back to Park
Street, before everyone figures out where I’m staying. I guess this is kind of
improper? Hanging out with you like this?” She didn’t really care that much. It
was all about trying to make certain she had the right rules working in her
head. That part actually felt incorrect to her, she realized. Like it was no
one’s business what she and Tom got up to in private. The only people
disagreeing were an entire kingdom.


The man, looking fresh and ready to
face the world, nodded.


“Oh, right! That could be an issue.
I’d forgotten about that part, to be honest. I don’t suppose that you’d be
interested in marrying me? I know that I’m not that great of a catch, being
insane and fantasy prone as I am… But I have some businesses and income. A few
houses and a title? I hear some women like that sort of thing?” He didn’t seem
all that shy about it all, though it was clear he didn’t think her answer would
be yes.


Which was odd.


The man was nearly perfect after
all. Interesting and willing to be a bit flexible as far as what was real, or
could be. That was pretty much a thing that was going to be needed if he were
going to be hooked up with her for any length of time.


“Um… Sure? Yes? That sounds-” She
stopped talking then, her voice muffled by a giant kiss. That was better than
it had been before. Just a bit of practice let them both work out what felt
nice, or at least it seemed to be working that way.


She did it back, since it was all
about being a partner. Even Gwen got that part.


Tomas grinned, his eyes shining
happily.


“Wonderful! We should do that next
week? Before you wake up and realize that you can do a lot better than me. I’ll
have my man, Smithers, get a wedding hall prepared?”


She tilted her head, then tilted it
back and forth a few times.


“Three months? We have that
training first. Also, if I try going too fast, Ethyl will probably disown me.
Trust me, I’m not going anywhere. You’re certain about this? You don’t
have to marry the first girl that comes along. Not that I’ll stop you from
having some fun with the second one either…”


That got him to shake his head.


“No, Gwen. I know what I’m asking.
You’re the right one.”


He looked deeply into her eyes, his
brown to her own light chocolate.


“All right then. Let’s do it?”


That meant going to Park Street for
her, even if Tomas had other things to do. What that was exactly she didn’t
know, not asking for the specifics. It was important for people to have their
privacy, after all. At least she thought that was one of the big relationship
things. It was funny, but she kind of had a clue this time, as to what to do.


After all, she’d been engaged
before.


The first thing was to bug Ethyl
and Robert over the matter. Then Bethany and Heather. After that she really
needed to find whoever was putting out those comics about her. It was one thing
to suggest she was into girls when she was single. Another to say that when she
was about to get married to a man. They’d at least need to rework the things so
she was doing both. Otherwise their comic was going to seem stupid.


In the end, she decided to see
about that one first. Starting by looking at the company name on the back of
the book. It was something called SimColored Press. She blinked at the name,
not being an idiot. Not most of the time. SimStyl was a magazine that exposed
people as being gay. Sometimes even if they weren’t. The thing there was that
Gwen knew the person behind that, or at least one of them. Deborah Winslow.
Charles the super butler’s younger sister.


She wasn’t a horrible person, but
back in the day she and Katherine had been an item for a while. Before the
woman had been dumped for several other people, including Erin Debussey. Kat
would have been much better off sticking with Debbie when it came down
to it. Even being homosexual in a world with almost no place for that kind of
thing was better than trying to destroy it all and bring in the most horrible
things in existence.


Thanks to her new tricks, Gwen was
outside of a rather plain looking apartment building not five minutes later.
Dressed up for visiting, complete with makeup on. Not a lot of it, but enough
to work with, as a starting point. She’d have to get better at it, she decided.
If she didn’t want Tomas to change his mind on her. That didn’t seem likely,
but that wasn’t the only factor for her.


It felt it. That was just
her though. A life of being alone had warped her, turning her into something
that was more designed to be on her own than anything else. Now, slowly, Gwen
was being hammered by kindness and the love of others into something different.
A person, or something like it. Not that she hadn’t been that before, but now…


Now the world was different.


There was a list of who lived in
which place outside the main door, so she worked out that Deborah was near the
back, on the third floor. Living with a Yoko Winslow, if the listing was
correct. Given everything that probably meant that they were a couple. If so,
it was a good thing. Even if they couldn’t be married there.


The walk up was easy enough, since
she wasn’t running it. That reminded her to do that later, if she got a chance.
The last few weeks had been short on exercise that way. If you didn’t do it for
long enough you lost what had been worked for.


Knocking got a response, with a
rather cute seeming round faced woman answering the door.


“Hello?” She smiled prettily
enough. Her dark hair was short, black and her features were more Asian than
not. In all she seemed nice so far.


“Hi! Is Deborah in? I’m Gwen. Gwen
Farris? I’ve come to berate her a bit. About that graphic novel series of
hers?”


The woman clearly knew what
she was going on about, from the look on her face. She seemed a bit worried for
some reason. Guilty, in her own right.


“Deb? A, ah, Miss Farris is here?”
She let her eyebrows go very high then. Which reminded Gwen that she knew
who this lady was. From television, of all places. The age was a bit
off, by about fifty years, but as Deborah bustled into the room, wearing a business
suit, if the lady’s version with a skirt and heavy gray material that was only
a bit shiny, the whole thing clicked into place.


“Gwen? I… wasn’t expecting you.”
Her voice was a bit diffident.


As if she really hadn’t. If so,
then she wasn’t paying much attention at all to who and what Gwen Farris was.


“Oh? I just came to let you know
that I’m getting married. In three months? You might want to make your books
about me match that. Is Miss Ono here the artist on that? If so, you do good
work.” Not that she knew that the names would match up. It was weird, seeing
her there, but if the world had a version of her, Heather Westmorland,
then why not a famous artist.


The other woman smiled, or tried
to.


“Yes? It seems that you’ve already
done the footwork, if you know my family name. It was my idea… I… Hope it
hasn’t made things too difficult for you? You were gone, or we…” Her voice
didn’t even hold a trace of an accent, unless it was the slightly British sounding
one that everyone in the Western Kingdom seemed to hold to her ear.


Gwen smiled.


“A bit. Anyway, I just thought that
you might want to address that part? Also, you’re both coming, right? Tomas
will want to meet you both, I’m sure.”


Deborah made a face then and
sighed.


“Well, thus ends that
experiment, eh? It was a good run, for a book of that sort. Time to call an end
to it. Now, Tomas? Charles didn’t mention a new man in your life. Here I’d
thought that we were getting along so splendidly, too. He did get in touch to
let me know you were back before it hit the media, for instance. Now that I
think of it, that was probably his warning to me to stop the book series.
Oops?”


She did not seem repentant.
It was a trait of hers, as far as Gwen knew.


“Well, you know. Besides, I
get to move over to the Omegon graphic novels now. I think it’s going to be
very patriotic. Fighting in the war against the Europans?”


Deborah flipped both palms, but
Yoko when wide eyed and seemed hopeful.


“Truly? That’s amazing! I
wish I could work on something like that. I don’t suppose you have a way to
introduce me to the publisher? I can send my portfolio along, if you can?”


Gwen nodded, since she knew that
Tomas was going to be busy soon. If they were going to keep up a steady flow of
books, having others work on them was going to be a good idea. Maybe even a
great one.


“That… I can ask? Can I get back
with you on that in the next few days? It seems likely to me.”


The woman nodded, then ran away.
Deborah just smiled, standing there at their front door.


“So. Getting married. Do you think
it will take this time? Is he nice at least? I mean, if you have to have
a man, he can at least be the right one. Nothing against Duke Aubrey, but
everyone could tell he wasn’t the correct person for you. I could at least. It
was in all the gossip magazines. I know, because I put most of the information
out there for them. This Tomas… you didn’t give a last name?”


Gwen smiled then.


“Tomas Harrison? He’s a Baron. Not
that I care about that. He also publishes the Omegon Comics. That part is a
secret, I think? So that his hobbies won’t tarnish the family name? Sit on that
part, will you? Otherwise I’ll…” Gwen shrugged then, her mind working hard for
a few moments. “Otherwise I’ll provide the world with pictures showing you
entertaining men at an orgy. Well-endowed ones, taking you in each hole.”


That got a shocked laugh from the
older lady. She was in her mid-forties, Gwen thought.


“I’ve never done that!”


Gwen winked at her.


“I’m from another world,
Deborah. You’d be surprised what I can do, if I set my mind to it. Not that I’m
really threatening you, but I can actually do that, if my hand is
forced.” She was proud of herself, having resisted the urge to threaten
violence. “That one would nearly be fair, after all that you and Yoko have been
doing to my name for all this time.”


It really was, which it seemed that
both women understood. The other woman hadn’t been kidding about the idea that
Gwen should take her portfolio. Not just copies of it either, but her actual
physical work. Half was in a large tube that was made of sturdy paper. The rest
in a leather binder. She just handed them over, without asking a single
question. Not even suggesting that she wanted the things back.


Gwen nodded, seeing the trust implied.


“I’ll get these back in a day or
so? Regardless of the outcome. Now… I’ll deliver these? Thanks, by the way.”


Deborah rolled her eyes.


“For presenting you to the world as
something you aren’t?”


Gwen shrugged then, flipping her
left hand.


“No. For letting me help change a
broken part of this world. Hopefully toward something better? That was the
idea, right? Not just making it seem like I know how to be kinky like that?”


They both looked at her funny,
which she didn’t get, until the small dark haired woman spoke.


“Kinky? I don’t know that word…”
She looked at Deborah, who shook her head, clearly not having that one either.


Gwen sighed.


“You know, weird sex stuff? I’m not
all that experienced. Well, anyway, I’ll set some things up and get back to you
as soon as possible, Yoko. In a few days. We won’t leave you hanging.”


Then, not bothering to walk away,
she vanished in front of them. It wasn’t like her ability to do that was a
secret at all. Not now.


That meant going back to Tomas, who
she found in a room, speaking to a man she didn’t know, his voice pleasant.


“Three months from now. I need to
get the specific day… I…” He looked around, his left hand on the sphere in
front of him, since the telestator needed that to stay on. He lit up when she
got there.


“Gwen! I need a specific day for
the hall? Is that…” He tapered off, but she nodded, naming a number, which was
just the twenty-second. He did the rest.


“Got that, Smithers?”


“I do, sir! This is
wonderful news. I’ll post the announcements. We need to contract a wedding
planner… Or, does Miss Farris have one?” 


She blinked, then nodded, making a
happy face.


“Honestly, I might know someone. I
have to ask, of course, but Agatha Longbranch might want to help. Also
Ethyl. Vernor. She’s… More or less my mom.” They helped the last time if
nothing else. Even Kat had, come to think of it. She was better at that kind of
thing than Gwen was.


Fear ripped through her for a
moment, but she didn’t let it get to her. She always had fear now, as a
constant companion. Instead of making her weaker, it had inured her to that
kind of thing to a good extent. Gwen moved forward and touched her boyfriend,
her fiancé, on the shoulder.


He leaned into her hand a bit,
which was nice. Reassuring. Better than she would have thought she could ever
have.


The call ended a few moments later,
so she was able to pass the portfolio along. Being an artist himself, Tomas
nodded in understanding, sat and started to flip through the book first. He
said nothing, just staring at each page closely. Then he did the same with the
things in the tube.


“These are rather good. The style
reminds me of the art in the Gwen Farris Investigations. That would be down to
the nudes, most like. I take it you found the man?”


That got her to chuckle.


“Eh. Woman. Women, actually.
Deborah Winslow, from SimStyl magazine? Also her girlfriend Yoko. Still, they
decided to give up the other comic, since I’m marrying and that might be harder
to explain. I was thinking that, if she’s good enough, you might consider
bringing Yoko on to Omegon? I don’t know if she can copy the style, but if
you’re going to be busy, we need someone to keep the issues coming out
regularly.” Especially if they were going to be turning the character into a
patriotic symbol.


She grinned.


“Ooooh! We can bring in a
Westmorland character too! Call him Captain West, or something like that?”


It was a joke, but Tomas
tilted his head, not smiling.


“Ummm. Possibly? Let me meet a few
first? That might be… I can see it. Though we might want a second book for that?
A whole line of the things, if we can hire the right people for it. If… Are you
certain it isn’t too juvenile for you? I have a lot of stories to tell.”


Gwen smiled and kissed him.


“I love the idea. Especially
if we’re supporting the war effort. Now, I have to run out again. I still
haven’t told the Vernors. Or Beth. That… She’s my best friend, you know? Not
like in the books, but… When I didn’t have anyone, or even a world, she was the
one that stood by me. Only…” Gwen shook her head, then smiled. “Only that isn’t
all of it. They all did. Beth, Heather, even Billy and Adam. The
Vernors, Charles…”


It was almost like she knew people.


“Now you. I… It feels weird, having
all those people. Ones that aren’t going to all just leave me, or decide that
I’m not good enough.” It sounded a bit weak, but got her a hug, instead of
called names.


“You have a whole world here, Miss
Farris. We’re not perfect, but we are yours. All of us, I don’t doubt.”


They cuddled for a long while, then
did some things that should have made her blush, but didn’t.


Then she went to tell everyone the
good news.


Saving Bethany for the last batch
of the day.


When she got there, to the little house
that her friend shared with her own husband, Gwen waited at the door, knocking
politely.


It took a bit for someone to come,
but when it happened it was her oldest friend in any world. Looking a bit plump
for Beth. Healthy and not fat really. She was showing a bit, the bump high on
her stomach, pushing her uniform top out a little. That was telling, since no
one else in the world was going to let the woman do anything as basic as real
work.


Gwen went wide eyed at the blue
outfit, then winked.


“Finally get tired of sitting
around? I knew that was coming. Beth Westmorland has no training in how to be
lazy. You know, you should come and do my show soon. Have you heard about that
one?”


She was hugged, then held as the
other woman chuckled a little bit.


“Heard about it? I’ve
listened to every minute of it. It’s one of the most popular new things on.”


She wrinkled her brow feeling a bit
off.


“Uh, how? It’s only a little local
WGN show.” Not that anyone had told her that part, but it made sense to her.
She was new. That was how things like that worked.


Beth just shook her head, her hands
moving to her stomach.


“It’s national. Replayed almost
everywhere. Even in Marduk and the Chinoise. You’d have thought that someone
might have mentioned that part? Well, no difficulty. It’s still the same show.
Now, come in? As you might be imagining, no one has let me do more than operate
my own fork in the last two weeks. I’ve even had to wrestle that away
from people a few times. I’m about to go and demand the right to work. That’s a
thing, right? You can help me with that part? I can… Really, I can help you
with whatever you have going on? You almost always have something… Hmm?” She
seemed hopeful.


It was pretty much true, too.


“You know, I do have some
things. Some of them are just for me. School classes for instance. There’s some
new training though? I don’t know if you heard about that?”


She clapped then and moved out of
the doorway.


“The bit with Peter and Manly? That
was a surprise! It’s supposed to start in a few weeks, after you and Baron
Harrison go first as a test of the new protocols? I didn’t know that you two
had met. I never have. Is he kind? He’s attractive. I’ve seen pictures, of
course.” She was a Westmorland after all. They did things like that.


“He’s great. Um, we’re getting
married? In three months? I-” She was going to say that she could use some help
planning the wedding, but the screaming and carrying on was a bit too loud for
that. So Gwen just took her hugs. Ethyl had been about the same when she passed
the news to her.


“Gwen! I’m so happy for you! This
is amazing. Fast, too. Are you…” She looked at Gwen’s stomach.


“Still a virgin? Why yes, I am.
Thanks for asking. Though Pete did set me up with some birth control. It’s just…
After this training, Tomas is going into the military. There’s a war on. I have
things to do as well. We need more people doing that. I don’t suppose anyone
has volunteered yet?”


Bethany seemed surprised, but
happy.


“Gwen… Hundreds have
applied. We have one hundred applicants just for the women’s side of the
Special Service! We’ve…” She looked around, then had Gwen sit on a low sofa
like thing. It took a moment, but her best friend settled directly next to her.
“This is a secret, but we have twenty men and women that have volunteered to
learn using the old protocols. Powerful individuals. No one thought that
would ever happen. Adam cried when Peter and Manly told him about that part. I
mean, publically wept. He wasn’t the only one either.” She teared up a bit,
but smiled at the same time. “They even know what they’re going into. I
suggested that they use the new protocols as well. It’s a bit kinder. Not much,
but…”


Gwen nodded.


“Yeah. I get you there. We’ll
probably have to do both. Now, I need to get to work! First though, I owe a
certain Katherine about a day and a bit of pure pleasure. Hopefully that won’t
burn her mind out. Or mine. After that? I think we need to get things set up to
take out the Europans. They made a mistake, attacking my people.”


She said it that way on purpose.
Because it was true. Finally. These were her friends. Her family.


No one was going to harm them. Not
if she could stop them.


Working together, she was almost
certain they could set that up.


For the first time, Gwen didn’t
feel like she had to face the world alone. That made her dangerous, she
decided. She liked the feeling and wasn’t going to let it go so that some crazy
idiots could feel like they were big men. Or whatever the real issue was.


That part wasn’t important. What was,
in that moment, was that her people were under attack.


She grinned then and talked about
the wedding. They couldn’t stop living after all. Not if they were going to
keep going on after the battles came.


Which she fully intended to do. No
matter what it took to make that happen.
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