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Dedication

 

Dedicated to cross-dressing genres! Science fiction, science fantasy, space opera, fantasy, epic fantasy, who cares? It's fun! 

 

 


 

 

 

A Word (or two) About Mythology

 

Welcome to the Ring Realms universe, a cosmology populated by magic, technology, gods, goddesses, and multi-verses. Comic fans will feel right at home, but fandom is not necessary to be drawn into the world's magic and heroism. Those learned in mythology may see a name (or a score of them) that they recognize. Intentional. In fact, I've taken heat for not creating my own gods and goddesses. Key to the point is they ARE my gods and goddesses, and you the reader's as well. I wanted something familiar to the readership rather than add EVEN MORE bizarre names to the milieu--something that is one of the all-too-common pitfalls of fantasy writing. If you see a name you recognize, rejoice in that knowledge because where possible I have tried to keep to the spirit of those myths whilst incorporating them into a much larger cosmology. Notice, I say 'spirit of'--please don't flagellate me (however much I might enjoy it) for not adhering more closely to the source myths. Liberal dramatic license has been taken in order to heighten and enrich the story... Enjoy.

 


 

 

 

If there is one thing five thousand years of slavery have taught me, it's patience...

--Senalloy Moirae Corresont

 

Chapter 1

Before, During, and After

 

Corim Vale knelt in the grass allowing the scorched dirt to filter through his fingers. He wrinkled his nose at the sour smelling air. In the distance, strange carriages rumbled back and forth between spires of glass and steel hundreds of paces tall. Silver objects streaked overhead in the dark blue sky. Frowning, he rubbed at his smooth angular face that had never felt the touch of razor. His fingers strayed to the Shaladen blade Stellaraac, now disguised as a gold bracelet on his arm. This felt wrong, a bad omen in already questionable circumstances.

His dark eyes narrowed in concentration. Faint magic resonated in the grains of dirt. Every magick possessed a signature. He recognized the originator of the magical fire-blast that caused this scorch mark. He grimaced. A tenday ago, he might have been able to spell the word 'magick', but not much more. His knowledge of that esoteric science had always been of an extremely general nature.

That changed after he joined with the essence of the Ice Falcon. In fact, many things changed that day, not all of them good.

He rose and turned to his companion. "Meridian's alive," he said, looking up.

"You sure, Kid?" Brawny Tal said arms folded. Talorin Falor was a big man with a dark hair, a rugged face, and a physique that suggested every bit of his awesome strength. Many knew Tal as the 'petrified man', eyes of ice, a jaw of iron, and fists of rock. When the Shael Dal wanted someone or something brought down, they called Tal.

Today they were on a simple follow-up reconnoitering, not an assault, so neither he nor Tal wore armor or carried any other weapons besides the Shaladens. Because this was a technical world, they came dressed in simple garb to attract as little attention as possible, simple dark tunics, breeches, and soft boots.

"As certain as--" Corim paused to watch a woman in skin-tight lavender jog down the path. The place they were investigating appeared to be a park. Apparently, people came here to get away from their huge buildings, strange carriages, and foul-smelling air. Dressed in garish apparel, they ran down the dirt paths. Others wearing odd boots with wheels on them whizzed by with surprising speed down the stonework lanes. He shook his head as the jogging woman receded. "As certain as I can be without Meridian standing here," he finished.

He rubbed the silver band on his other arm with the glowing white jewel in it. "I'm still new to these senses, but Aarlen's sure."

Tal's brow furrowed and he grunted. "It's damn spooky, Kid; you and her together--ain't right."

Corim nodded. "Can't say I'm pleased with it either. It's disturbing to find myself acting and responding with somebody else's feelings and knowledge. She's a woman for one thing."

Tal snorted and rubbed at the stubble on his face. "In body, maybe. Never figured what Beia saw in her." His gaze followed another set of runners on the path. "Beia's a good lady. She had a heart that wouldn't quit. Whitey never did nothin' she wasn't compensated for."

He drew a breath. "I know little of her except from the legends, and what I feel of her now. She was a tortured soul who took out her hatred on the universe." He reached into a pocket a pulled out a leather pouch and dumped a handful of the scorched dirt into it. "She was one of the best time-divers ever born. Her skill with magic is legend. She proved a match for blooded Kriar in hand-to-hand combat. Regardless of her faults, she reached the pinnacle of human ability."

Tal shook his head. "More to life than capabilities. If you only use your talents to make trouble for the universe, in my mind, you're just a waste of flesh. Think you know my motto about useless flesh."

Corim rolled his eyes. "Cut it off." He started down the knoll toward the path, Tal following. "Forgiveness is never easy, especially when you refuse to ask for it. She loved Beia. That redeems her some in my eyes."

"Kid, it's just plain twisted." He glanced up the trail. "So, what now? This don't get us to Hecate, or find that missing Gene-thing everyone is cryin' about."

"Senalloy thought that Rakaar might have hidden the Genemar somewhere on this world. I also wanted conclusive evidence as to whether Meridian was dead."

Corim followed the trail. Ahead it circled a lake. It was strange that they tracked Meridian here. Why this spot? Had the mage followed someone into the center of this park? The only thing that made sense is another of Meridian's followers had escaped the attack mounted by Tal's assault team. Perhaps Meridian sought revenge on one of the followers that betrayed him to ally with Rakaar.

The big man looked at him sideways. "Well, ya got evidence now."

Corim listened to the sound of his boots crunching on the path for a moment. "Wasn't what I hoped to find."

"Kinda got mixed feelings on that myself." Tal paused to watch a slender blonde woman sway by in a rainbow-colored outfit. "Whew. I've got to get Terra some of that stretchy stuff." He glanced back to Corim. "Wouldn't hurt my feelings none to be the one to do Meridian under. I was disappointed someone else got the pleasure."

Corim glanced back to the woman Tal had looked at. How did they get in those clothes? They looked painted on. He also noticed that many of the people running had black devices inserted into their ears.

He focused back on the problem. "How could Meridian have gotten away from Rakaar though? That Baronian was extremely thorough."

"Meridian's a slippery bastard," Tal muttered. "I've killed his simulacrums a dozen times. Rakaar might have killed a dupe and didn't get an opportunity to verify he got the real deal."

Tal's explanation seemed all too plausible to Corim. They followed the curving path around the lake. Corim had been uneasy about coming back to this world. The whole unnaturalness of it made his skin prickle. Still, each step brought him closer to finding Aarlen's soul and the Genemar hidden by Rakaar. They were steps that would restore Beia and the others to life.

They walked in silence for a while, then Corim spoke up. "You didn't say. Was Elsbeth able to help with Ceraph's condition? Aarlen seemed pretty sure something could be done about it."

Tal nodded. "Elsbeth checked her over. She said that the bloodstone ring held Raph together. It just ain't easy healing."

"Have you considered taking her to the Kriar?"

Tal shook his head. "Not Raph. Elves and this tech stuff," he gestured to the tall buildings of glass and steel in the distance. "Don't go together. Hell, this stuff and me don't go together. I got elves in my family two generations back. For Raph, it'll have to be magic. Won't chance polluting her."

Corim nodded. "I still feel responsible for what happened to her. I should have insisted she stay behind."

"Kid, it was Beia's call." Tal's blocky face turned stony. "She took responsibility for the team. She hung in instead of calling reinforcements. Her choice cost us big. Don't know if I'd've done different though. Like her, I wouldn't want to risk alerting the bastards and have them get away."

"You know I'll do whatever it takes to see Ceraph healthy again."

"I know." He clapped Corim on the shoulder with a solid thump. "You don't let anyone down as long as you can help it." They reached an intersection in the trail and Tal looked both ways. "Wonder where Terra and your babes are hangin' out."

He looked up at the bigger man. "Tal, please don't call them that."

"What, you want I should call 'em Goldie and Ironbutt instead?"

"No. I especially don't want you to be demeaning to Senalloy."

Tal raised an eyebrow. "'Spose it is a little coarse. Guess I can go with 'Silvertop' instead. That is one shiny head of hair she's got." He grinned and elbowed Corim. "How is the love triangle anyway? They still fighting over you?"

"It's not funny." He drew a breath. It made him uncomfortable every time he thought about it. In fact, it was worse than Tal knew. Before he'd learned to control his metapathic talent he'd become special to Ceraph, Tal's mother-in-law, and Annawen, the Kriar twin who accompanied him on their travails to resolve Meridian's knot in time. Annawen hadn't given up either. The big problem was he liked all of them. He'd be a blessed man to have any one of the four as a permanent fixture in his life. Having all four as potential fixtures was torture.

"I'm married. I get to laugh at the plight of you good-looking single punks. Fitting that a pretty-boy like you gets in trouble with the babes."

Corim frowned, none of the three women were anywhere in evidence. "Strange, not like them to wander off. Not that I'm worried, isn't anything here that could harm them."

Tal chuckled. "Between Terra's Shaladen, Goldie's tech, and Silvertop's natural Baronian meanness, they could probably take over the city."

Corim snapped his fingers. "Bet I know where they went."

Tal raised an eyebrow. "Yeah?"

"Remember when we came in. Terra said she smelled something?"

"It's good call," Tal said, nodding. "Terra is one hungry lass, and Silvertop eats enough for three."

Corim headed where he recalled Terra had indicated the smell had been coming from. Tal's observation about Senalloy was correct. The Baronian woman did eat enough for three normal women; maybe four. Of course, she was taller than himself by two hands, and was trying to put on weight. When he'd freed her from Rakaar's chains, she'd been a mess. Given her height, she had weighed a fraction of what she should. From what he'd seen already, Baronian physiology used up a great deal more energy than a normal human's even when resting.

Tal sniffed. "That's it. Smell it?"

Corim took a whiff. The odor was vaguely like roasting meat mingled with the smell of bread. He nodded. Some distance off, the trail wound between some trees. Several people were standing around a white cart with a red and white tarp hanging over it. One of the figures stood head and shoulders taller than the others, and sunlight reflected off silver hair.

He pointed. "That's them."

As they changed course to meet up with the women, a feminine voice called from behind.

"Cory! Hey, Cory! Wait up!"

Tal glanced back. "Speakin' of babe trouble. Here comes more."

Corim looked around. Dressed in skin-tight red, heavy bosom heaving, was the blonde woman they met in the halls of Meridian's headquarters. "Melody?"

"Tell ya, Kid, yer a regular babe magnet."

Melody was every bit as curvaceous as he remembered. The revealing outfit somehow managed to exaggerate her already ample proportions.

"I've got enough problems already," he mumbled under his breath as the buxom woman stumbled up, gasping for breath. He could only sigh as the woman's heavy breaths made it look as though she would fall out of the flimsy garment. He caught her arm to keep her from falling. He touched the Shaladen on his wrist, making sure that it synchronized with this world's language and idioms. "Melody--err, are you all right?"

"Well--" the woman huffed. "I am now." She smiled at him.

Tal shook his head. He looked off in the direction where they saw Senalloy.

Corim smiled back. There certainly was nothing subtle about the woman.

"Shame on you," Melody finally said. "Making me think you were dead!"

He frowned. "Pardon? What do you mean?"

"Why, I was barely down the hall before that terrorist attack on the building." She put a warm hand on his arm. "You know, I checked back the next day to see if you were all right, but no-one knew who you were."

Corim sighed. "It was nice of you to be concerned. No, uh," he shot a look at Tal. "Our jobs were terminated because of that mess."

"That's terrible!" Melody breathed. "Anything I can do to help?"

Tal rolled his eyes. Corim elbowed him. "We'll be okay. We have our," he glanced at Tal again. "Our wrestling to fall back on."

"Oh, I remember!" She beamed. "You know, it's so odd. A man stopped me yesterday and said I would see you today."

Tal's face turned serious. Corim focused on her more closely.

"Really, did he say anything to you?"

"The strangest thing. He said to tell you he was tired of running and that he would meet you at a place called Baltizaar. Isn't that weird?"

"Yup, pretty weird all right," Tal muttered.

"That's very--interesting--Melody. I appreciate you taking the time to tell me. Is there anything I can do for you?"

Drawing herself up, she smiled and gave him a coy look. "Well... I was wondering if you'd reconsider going out on a date."

A pair of female arms looped around Corim's waist from behind, and a warm body pressed against his back. He smelled a vaguely fruity scent as a chin came down to rest on top of his head. A strong slender hand snaked up his left arm and gripped the band that was his Shaladen. "That depends honey," said a deep feminine voice. "Do you like threesomes?"

Melody's eyes widened as she looked up. Corim couldn't see behind himself, but he knew how daunting Senalloy could be. The blonde's terrified expression proved the truth of it.

"Melody," he said in a level voice. "Meet Senalloy. Sen, Melody just told us that that our friend Mister M. is waiting for us at Baltizaar."

Senalloy leaned around giving him a view of her surprised expression. Many of the scars that marred her face were no longer in evidence. The discolorations were still visible when she was close up like now. "How interesting." She focused back on Melody. "Thanks for passing that along."

Melody swallowed and nodded. "Don't mention it," she squeaked. "Cory, uh, you didn't mention you were attached."

He grinned. "You never asked."

The lady in red raised a finger and nodded. "Good point. You know, I better get going." She turned and made a hasty retreat.

"Nice meeting you," Senalloy called after her.

Melody hurried faster.

<Must you hang all over him?> Dulcere's thoughts came to him from close by. The Kriar woman stepped around Senalloy, gold skin gleaming in the afternoon light. She looked up at the silver-haired Baronian woman with an irritated expression. She wore a sleeveless white blouse and dark pants. She brushed back waist length dark hair and lowered the mirrored lenses she wore to disguise her solid black eyes. As always, the sight of her took his breath away and made his heart speed. 

Senalloy looked down at him. "I don't think I've heard him complain."

Dulcere put hands on hips. <That's not the point.>

Corim hated this. Dulcere was jealous, but wouldn't admit she was jealous. He couldn't push Senalloy away because that made the big woman try harder. The Baronian was starved for attention after having been isolated and mistreated for decades. Senalloy read a great deal more into what he considered basic gentleman's conduct and respect for a woman. He guessed privacy and dignity were gifts of incalculable worth to a slave who'd hadn't possessed either. She was a passionate person, and given her history, he didn't have the heart to try and keep her at arm's length. What made it tougher still was she, like Annawen, was not only accessible, but aggressively willing.

Dulcere, on the other hand, was still sorting out her feelings, afraid to touch, annoyed and stymied by Senalloy's constantly being in the way.

The Kriar glanced back to the retreating Melody. <I felt it when I walked up. What is it about that over-endowed female that appeals to you? Surely, you're not attracted simply because of a pair of oversized glands!> 

Corim heard Terra laugh. Senalloy who was still holding him from behind vibrated with silent mirth.

"I'll be honest," he said. "I know it's just another body proportion, but..."

"But damn, he likes proportions like those!" Tal said with a grin.

Dulcere folded her arms, elfin face set in an 'answer me' frown. She sniffed and looked at Corim.

He gazed at her not knowing any safe way to answer the question. "Tal's answer is--well--accurate. I suppose human men have always been attracted to traits that are suggestive of fertility." He shrugged. "We don't think about it...we just respond." Corim paused and tried to change the subject. "Shouldn't we be concerned about Meridian?"

Terra came around and put her arm on Dulcere's shoulder. Over the last tenday the two women had grown close. "What's to be concerned about?" Terra asked.

<It's a trap of course,> Dulcere added.

"Which means of course we're going anyway," Senalloy finished.

Tal gestured to the group with a thumb up. "Now, that's somethin' a man likes to see, everyone on the same piece of parchment."

Terra looked at him sideways. "Isn't it, 'Everyone on the same sheet of music'?"

The big man shrugged. "Same difference, whatever. We up for it?"

Corim pointed to Tal. "You're still team leader."

"Kid, you know I'm always up for a fight."

He looked to Dulcere and Terra. "You feel the same way?"

The cat woman pushed a hand through her mane of dark hair. She nodded. "Just let me finish my 'hot dog'."

"Your what?"

"Silly name, isn't it?" Senalloy said above him. "Doesn't even look like a dog. They taste pretty good though."

Dulcere sighed. <I am fortunate that I don't have any need to pollute my body with--> She paused when Terra gripped her arm.

"Dulcere, don't tell me what's in it. I know it's terrible."

<Yet, you consume it anyway. It makes no sense.>

She rolled her golden cat-like eyes. "I'll heal."

"Some pleasures of the flesh are worth the price you pay," Senalloy said, twining a finger in Corim's hair. "Corim, now that you know Meridian is alive, have you reconsidered going to the place where they worked? Rakaar kept me on the ship and never brought me planet-side, so I never saw where he lived down here. If we can track down Rakaar's living spaces, we might get some clues to where he hid the Genemar."

"I didn't want to chance it before," Corim said. "Now, I think we need all the information we can get. We'll need disguises. Good ones this time. Melody just told us that they think we were a part of a terrorist attack. So, the local law enforcement may be looking for us."

"Hate to break it to ya, Kid, ain't no way to disguise her," Tal said indicating Senalloy.

"Don't have to," Corim answered. "She wasn't seen with us. Let's head that direction and come up with something along the way. Unless you disagree, Leader?"

Tal frowned. "Meridian can wait. Considerin' all that flap about that Gene-thing, best follow up or people'll be beaten their chests and gnashin' their teeth."

The group of them started off down the path that would lead them around to the park entrance on the city side. The path led up into some trees. As they headed up the hill, Corim's fighter instinct made him glance back the way they'd come. His stomach tightened at the sight of two men. He'd seen them on the trail on two other turns before this.

"Tal?"

"Yeah?"

"Look cautious, but behind us are two men in blue coats. I think they've been following us."

Tal scrubbed at his hair and took a furtive glance. His voice took on a gravely tone. "Yep. They're posse all right. Shoes ain't dusty--polished. They walk like they got sticks shoved up their butt. They're expectin' action."

Terra and Dulcere moved a few steps to either side, and Senalloy dropped back several paces.

"What do we do?" Corim asked.

"Keep walking, don't act like you seen 'em. Armor up, some of their weapons can hit from a long way off."

Corim nodded and touched the Shaladen on his arm. He concentrated and felt the surge of Eternity's power rush through his body. Like a wave of heat, he felt the Shaladen's essence travel along the surface of his skin, making it take on a slightly reflective sheen as though coated in thin layer of water.

Terra shook her head looking over at him. "Corim, you are just too damn good with that thing. You know it's not fair."

"What's fair?" he remarked, keeping his eyes to the top of the hill. "This damn ability is always getting me into trouble. First time I met Tal, he tried to break my face."

"Hey, wasn't nothing personal. You made me mad with that wussy win. I--" He paused. "Oh spit."

The trees at the hill summit had come alive with people. There was the sound of metal clashing, and big versions of slug throwers leveled at them from three sides. A glance back showed their pursuers had pulled out weapons as well.

A voice, amplified by strange magic blared out at them. "This is the police. Put your hands up!" 

 

 


 

 

 

I am a man of letters. I use a sword because that was the only tool available to me to accomplish my goals. Fate saw to it that my next tool was a Shaladen. To say that it changed my life is an understatement...

--Corim Eric Vale,

Protectorate Enforcer, Gamma Class 

 

Chapter 2

Jail Bail

 

The five of them stood in the open surrounded by an unknown number of law enforcement people, all of whom had weapons. Corim saw at least ten people visible. He knew that between the five of them they could win free of this press. The problem was he didn't want to kill a dozen people to do it. These people were doing their jobs trying to protect the folk of their land.

<Tal,> he thought through the Shaladen. <Let's cooperate. Dulcere can warp us out later. No sense killing a bunch of people trying to defend their interests.>

"Drop your weapons," the voice hollered through the magical enhancement.

"Moron," mumbled Senalloy. "Can't he see we don't have any?"

"Put your hands on top of your heads."

<Stay calm,> Corim thought to her, complying with the spoken orders. <No sudden movements.>

<I don't like this,> Dulcere thought to him. <They may recognize I'm different and try something--strange. I should warp us all out.>

<No. Someone told them we were in the park,> he answered. <I want to know who. I don't want them trying to take you apart though. So leave, but keep us under surveillance.>

He saw her concerned expression in his mind. <Are you certain, Corim?>

<Please.>

<All right, but I don't like this.> It felt to him as if warm arms hugged him. From the corner of his eye Corim saw a bluish flash and heard a thump of inrushing air. 

Four men startled, and whirled to look around them. A confused babble ensued as men rushed forward to put their weapons on them at close range.

"Hey!" shouted the metallic voice. "Anyone else moves, we shoot! Down on the ground. Move!" 

They complied.

Personnel continued their frantic search for Dulcere.

<I'll play along, Kid.> Tal grumbled, hands on his head. <But I don't like it. Yer gonna owe me a drink for this one.>

<First pub were in,> Corim promised. <Think about it. They're law enforcement. They may have data we need. They'd never let us near that information--unless they take us near it. I doubt they know about telepathy.>

The big man grunted. <Kid, I hate it when you make sense.>

Several men swarmed over them, pulling their arms behind their backs and clapping restraining cuffs on them.

"Weapons?" a heavy-set man in dressed in a yellow coat asked as he walked down from the hill top.

"None, Sergeant," a plain-faced subordinate in blue answered. "Not even a knife." 

The four of them were dragged to their feet, each with a guard on each arm. Corim tested the metal restraints, concentrating on the Shaladen strength. He felt the energy build in his arms and sensed the metal stretching. He relaxed. They wouldn't take more than a few moments to break. 

The man addressed as 'Sergeant' looked to be in his late thirties with a square face, thinning hair, and hard blue eyes. He rubbed at the left side of his head, drawing attention to the fact that part of his ear was missing.

A slim woman also dressed in a yellow jacket with gray eyes, pointed features, and brown hair pulled into a bun stepped up beside him. She folded her arms and shook her head. "Jeez, Sarg, get a load of these guys--talk about breakfast of champions. What do they feed these monsters?"

"Don't know," the man mumbled. "You can bet they're enhanced. You men, back off a bit. These guys so much as twitch. Put a slug in them." He came closer until he was within touch of Tal. "Yeah, this is the puke in the security video. One that was taking off heads with that pig sticker."

"The only pukes were the bastards that lost their heads," Tal growled. "Slave trader vermin."

The woman raised an eyebrow. "Can't place the accent."

The sergeant rubbed the back of his neck. "So, you're a vigilante? Think you can come into my town and screw with criminals on my turf. Buddy, I don't think so. We've had our eye on these creeps for years. Can't walk into my city and just whack whoever you please--even if they are scum. Where'd the woman go? The one that disappeared!"

Tal gritted his teeth. "There's only the four of us, Buddy. As far as your turf is concerned, they were the bad guys in my stomping grounds long before they set a foot here. Where I come from--I'm the law."

"Izzat so?" the man said scowling. He pulled a weapon from a holster under his arm, pulled a slide back on its top with a snap and put it under Tal's chin. "Well, lawman. A lot of people got hurt in this operation of yours. Lot of people got dead. That really pisses me off."

"Friend, if yer trying to scare me, you're wasting your time. Put the gun away or I'll make you eat it."

The woman shook her head. "Sarg, back away."

"Follow the lady's advice," Corim said. "I wouldn't advise threatening my friend."

"You wouldn't, eh?" He pulled the weapon off Tal and pointed it at Corim's groin. "Tell me, pretty boy, what would you advise now?"

Corim swallowed. This fellow had a serious attitude problem. "I would advise you to consider if we really have the face of your enemy. Do the four of us look like criminals?"

The sergeant scowled. "What? You too pretty to sit behind bars?" He looked to the woman. "Whatddya think, DeMarco?"

The lady narrowed gray eyes. "Well, Sarg, he does have a nice-looking ass." She reached around and felt Corim's buttocks. "Yep."

Corim heard Senalloy snarl. She spoke in a tone as dark and harsh as anything Rakaar had ever uttered. "If you wish to keep that hand you'd best take it off him." Without physical contact with the Shaladen, she couldn't speak in the language of this world.

Weapons swung toward the silver-haired Baronian.

DeMarco straightened up. "I don't know what she said, but the intent was pretty clear."

She looked into Corim's eyes. "That sky-scraper your girlfriend?"

He sniffed. "We are--close." Corim felt Aarlen surge in his mind. Felt the tingle of his metapathic power in the back of his head. "DeMarco was it? You can trust us. We are not the enemy."

The woman blinked and shook her head. She put a hand to her face and staggered. The sergeant caught her shoulder. "Hey, Luce, you okay?"

She frowned at Corim, and looked back to the sergeant. "Yeah, just got dizzy for a second."

"All right, play time is over, I want these guys in double shackles and leg-irons, put them in high security."

After a demeaning search, and the application of more shackles, the law people paraded Corim, Tal, Terra, and Senalloy toward a large version of this world's vehicles. Red and blue lights flashed. Strange fragments of conversation blared from the various different vehicles arrayed in the area. More enforcement people stiffened and became alert as they were escorted through. 

As they reached the back of the machine, Corim noticed it was armored, and possessed no vulnerable windows as did most of the carriages they'd seen. Men slapped the bolts back on the heavy metal doors, opened them, and ushered each of them inside one at a time.

They seated Corim on a bench next to Tal, fastening his leg and arm restraints to bars provided for that purpose. Terra, and Senalloy were fastened similarly on benches across from them. The metal chamber smelled caustic; a combination of oil, and other odors that Corim didn't recognize. 

The door clanked shut and the bolts were shoved home. Someone thumped on it twice. A rumbling went through the vehicle, and something near the front started making a growling sound. In a few moments, the floor vibrated and they lurched into motion as whining came from beneath their feet. The vehicle bounced and jostled, and made a few turns, then accelerated.

Tal shook his head. "Gotta hand it to ya, kid. You have a special touch. Dozens of Protectorate missions, I never had any frap with the local constabulary. The second one I'm on with you, I get arrested."

Terra smiled showing elongated incisors. Her gold eyes flashed. "Tiger, look at it as a new experience. Live a little. These sheep can't hurt us. Relax."

"I know that," the big man growled. "It's the idea." He smiled. "Can't they tell I'm wearin' a white hat?"

Terra laughed. Corim didn't get it.

The contrivance they were in thumped and bumped, and the whining grew even louder. The growl from the front rose in pitch and it became more difficult to talk over the rumble of the vehicle's movement.

He looked at Senalloy who wore a sour expression. "You okay?"

The Baronian woman's brow furrowed. "I was just getting used to not having chains." She clanked one arm against a restraint.

"It'll be all right. It's only for a little while. We just need to play along until we can see if they have any information we can use."

Senalloy frowned and nodded.

"Kid, I hate to break it to ya. If they do have any information, we're going to have a tough time getting at it. They keep it in machines. Searching through them things isn't anything I'm good at. That's more Goldie's realm. Those Kriar got the damn things in their heads."

"Huh?" Corim rubbed his temple. "What things?"

Senalloy snorted. "He's talking about cybers. The Kriar have small thinking devices built into their equipment, and sometimes in their bodies." 

"So, the people of this world have these 'cybers' too?"

"Primitive versions, yes," the Baronian nodded. "They are mostly used for storing knowledge. Even with the lower level of technology here, they can fit the equivalent of tens of thousands of books into a space about the size of a large coin."

Corim's eyes widened. "Really? Thousands--on a coin?"

Tal laughed. "Yeah, kid, get one of them computers and you could put a whole library in yer pocket. Wouldn't that be grand?"

He grinned. "It sure would."

Terra chuckled. "Look at his eyes glaze over. I swear Corim, a half-dozen beautiful ladies hang off you, and you get more excited about a bunch of books. Something is wrong with you."

Tal nudged Corim. "Bet if Silvertop there had pages and a table of contents, you'd drop Goldie in a heartbeat, eh?"

Corim shoved the big man back and shook his head. "Hey, it's not as if I don't like women. It's just that when I was coming up through the tournament ranks, books were always more practical. Something useful came from them without heartache or emotional attachments. I was rarely in a town for more than a few days. There just aren't that many women interested or willing to live that kind of life."

"What good are those sissy girls anyway, Corim?" Terra said smiling. "When you've got 'babes' like Dulcere and Senalloy around?"

The Baronian looked at the cat-woman with a raised eyebrow.

Tal rubbed his chin, and looked at his wife. "I dunno, I've always thought there was something a little off with havin' a girlfriend who can beat you up." When Terra scowled he added, "but you get into it after a while."

Senalloy sighed. "Corim just hasn't let a girl get close enough yet so that he can appreciate a feminine complement." She sniffed. "He thinks Dulcere is the lady to do it. I've never seen a great elder so easily confused by her feelings."

Corim pressed his lips to a line, deciding it was best not to let Senalloy bait him. She loved teasing.

"Hey now," Tal said, pointing a thick finger in the Baronian's direction. "Go easy on Goldie. She's saved your skinny butt more than once."

"Indeed," Senalloy nodded. "She and I go back more than you know. Did she tell you, Corim, that I nearly ended Meridian's farce before it all started?"

Corim's brow furrowed. "No. What happened?"

"When Rakaar was working on the paradox generator, he kept me at the arena. I saw they were keeping a Kriar and one night I slipped out to see her. I almost broke her loose but Meridian surprised us and I was forced to hide. I would have gotten away clean except Rakaar caught me. He dragged me into Meridian's lab. Meridian was furious and tried to kill me with his magic."

Tal snorted. "Oh, that was brilliant. So, just how hard did you hit him?"

The Baronian shook her head. "Obviously, not hard enough. I broke half his teeth and knocked him out, but Rakaar stopped me before I could kill him." She sighed and held up a tiny space between her fingers. "I came that close. One more good punch and I could have buried them both. Meridian had tied Rakaar's soul-stone to his life force, and when he died Rakaar was going with him."

Corim narrowed his eyes. Meridian's name still made an angry heat churn in his guts. "I would have liked to have witnessed that. I never did see the bastard really get what he deserved."

"Kid, if we catch that slime, I'll be glad to hold him while you give the creep a whack or two. Just return the favor, okay?"

Despite himself, Corim grinned. "Deal."

"Tiger, I think we'd all be standing in line for that pleasure."

The whining sound of their travel changed in pitch and it was easy to tell they were slowing down. The vehicle came to a stop, then started up again lurching as though making a turn.

"Sounds like we're probably getting close to where they're going to drop us off." 

"So," Terra asked. "Do we have a plan? You know they're going to question us. What do we tell them?"

Corim shrugged. "I believe Tal had the right idea, just tell them as much of the truth as they're willing to accept. We are the law after a fashion. We were killing criminals."

"So, what am I supposed to tell them?" Senalloy asked. "I don't speak their language for one thing. I can mindspeak them, but I figure that would be a bad idea."

"It would be," Tal confirmed. "This culture doesn't have it. They would--" He looked to Terra. "What was that catchy phrase you told me about?"

The cat-woman grinned. "'Have a cow.'"

"Yeah, you start talking in their heads they'd 'have a cow'."

"Have a cow?" Corim repeated. "What's that supposed to mean? It sounds painful."

Terra grinned. "It just another way to say, 'get overly excited'. I heard some boy say it to friend who started yelling at him over something. He said, 'hey, man, don't have a cow!'."

He frowned. "That doesn't make any sense."

The woman shrugged. "A lot of idioms don't without the cultural context."

Senalloy raised an eyebrow. "I suspect I can live without such context."

Corim rubbed his forehead chains clanking on his arm. "Just the same, Tal's right. We don't want anyone," he glanced at the big man. "Having a cow. If you noticed, the one fellow mentioned that we were probably 'enhanced'. I suspect that means they know we're strong. We don't want them so scared of us that they make it impossible to get away."

The four of them lapsed into silence, no doubt each person troubled by the possibility of being trapped without a means of escape. They were in another timeline and inaccessible to all but a few. 

Assistance. Why hadn't Dulcere checked back with him? He hoped something hadn't happened.

Corim listened to the whine of the vehicle and the rumble of its wheels against the uneven stone of the road. Despite its cumbersome appearance, the machine moved with impressive speed.

He guessed about a half a bell had passed before the vehicle arrived at where they were going. He heard the men talking in the cabin after the machine jarred to a stop. Soon after, they angled down and sounds changed, the rumbling being reflected back as though they were in a tunnel. After a couple of sharp turns, and then a reverse they came to a stop.

"Guess this is it," Tal said with a frown.

"Much fun," Terra murmured.

"Just stay calm," Corim said. "We always have the telepathy. If there's real trouble we can summon each other with the Shaladens."

"Except for me," Senalloy said with a frown.

"If you get in trouble I will come get you," Corim told her.

That seemed to mollify the silver-haired Baronian.

More time passed. There were noises outside the vehicle but no indication of what was happening. After enough time to make Corim reconsider his plan twice, the bolts were finally thrown back, and the doors were swung wide letting in a hot draft of foul smelling air that reminded Corim of rotting eggs. After some time around these people, he had come to realize that all the vehicles created the smell when they moved. In this cramped space, the odor made his eyes water.

Outside, they appeared to be in underground area. The stone was all cut at right angles making it obvious that it was nothing natural. White lines were painted on the stone some two or three paces apart. Further away, a grillwork guarded the mouth of what looked like a tunnel.

Several guards dressed in helmets and what looked like padded armor clustered around the back opening. Most of them were carrying what looked like a large club with silver wrapping around the end.

"Careful of the rods," Senalloy advised. "Those will hurt."

"What are they?" Tal looked around as two men worked at undoing the chains binding them to the benches they were on.

"Stun weapons," the Baronian answered. "Like getting hit with lightning."

"Ow," Corim murmured.

"If I'm hit with one," Terra growled. "Someone will eat it."

"Just relax," Corim advised again.

Terra and Senalloy were led out first, three guards for each woman. The guard types, most of them male, shook their heads and whispered between themselves about the size of the two females--especially Senalloy. Remarks were made about Terra's cat-like eyes, and the Baronian's silver hair. 

Corim and Tal were nudged out, each with four guards. The restraints on their arms were unfastened and refastened with their hands behind their backs. The guards were taking no chances. The four of them were lead up a small ramp to what appeared to be a building within a building. Windows with metal mesh across them looked into lit up chambers filled with this world's strange apparatus.

They stopped one at a time in front of a heavy metal door, each one being taken inside after a short delay.

The door closed behind them. The caustic smell from outside was replaced by a septic odor and the air was cooler. One at time they were led into a room, where they were checked again for hidden weapons. Each of them were asked their name, and if they possessed any identification which of course, none of them had.

Terra fussed with the men as she was forced to relinquish her jewelry. <I better get that back,> she rumbled in Corim's mind.

They urged her forward through a kind of low arch on which many colored jewels blinked and flashed. Men, these dressed in white coats, stood behind a wall of clear material. They looked at something that illuminated their faces in strange colors. 

For some reason, Terra's passage through the arch seemed to stir them up. She was asked to step back through two more times, with the white-coats mumbling something about malfunctions. They finally had the guards pull her back to the center of the room while other devices were brought out and passed back and forth around Terra's body.

<Do you know what all the fuss is about?> he asked Senalloy.

She glanced over her shoulder at him rolling her violet eyes. <The Shaladen. They're upset because they can't read anything from her.>

Corim let a breath. <I don't think they'd like what they read even if they could see through her defenses.>

<Probably not,> Senalloy agreed.

They finally gave up what they were trying to do with Terra and took her down the hall out of sight. Senalloy caused less of a stir though apparently the machinery didn't know what to make of her either. Like Terra, Senalloy was forced to give up jewelry and belts and other clothing accessories. Communication was a problem and they entered the big female in their log as Jane Doe.

"Step forward," the men told Tal. 

"Stand on the red footprints," the guards told Corim.

"I don't understand it," a man in white smock mumbled behind him to one of the guards. "I took a couple dozen pictures of her with six different cameras. Not a single picture came out. She was just a blur on the opticals and she didn't show up on the digitals at all."

"How is that possible?"

"There's no freakin' way I know of. The silver-haired chick showed up fine, so it's not the equipment."

"Strange."

"They're all strange."

A man with a small slate in his hand walked up to Tal. "Name?"

"Talorin Falor," Tal answered.

The man scribbled something with his stylus.

"Address?"

"Eh?"

"The address of where you live?" the man in white said with a frown.

The big man rolled his eyes and shook his head. "Don't have one."

The man with the white smock stepped out from behind Corim. He had several boxes hanging on straps around his neck. He put one to his face and appeared to look at Tal through it. He pressed something on the top and there was a bright flash. The big man flinched and made a growling sound.

The man in white looked at something that glowed on the back of his box. "Damn it," the white-coat mumbled. "He doesn't come out either." He took another box and flashed it at Tal making him flinch again. Apparently getting the same result a second time, the man lifted the third box.

Tal made a rumbling sound and scowled. 

"Sir," Corim said. "Maybe you might not want to do that."

The mousy man who Tal could have shattered with a finger-flick looked back. He glanced up at Tal's frowning face and shrank back.

The lengthy examination of Tal resulted in the same consternation that Terra had caused. The Shaladen seemed to block the functioning of their machines.

After some time, they gave up in disgust and led Tal off.

"Step to the center," they ordered Corim. 

Corim did so.

"Remove all jewelry and place it in the container."

Corim removed his bracers, the rings, and the heavy necklace which allowed him to adapt to different environments. He dropped them in the blue container held out to him.

"The arm band too."

He looked down at the Jyril item. 

"It doesn't come off."

The man frowned.

"Hold out your arm."

The two of the guards examined the band looking for catches or breaks in the metallic material.

"It ain't going anywhere," one of the men determined, "it's like welded to his skin."

The white-coat frowned and made a note on his board.

"Name?"

"Corim Erik Vale."

"Address?"

"Don't have one." 

"Occupation?"

He frowned. "Combat instructor."

The man with the little boxes flashed a couple at him, complaining that he got the same result as with Tal and Terra.

Like Tal and Terra, he was asked to step through the lighted archway half a dozen times while they tried to figure out what was 'wrong' with their artifices. The smaller hand tools were panned over him, all with the same result.

The men were shaking their heads sharing theories and speculating as to what was happening.

Corim looked to the one who seemed to be in charge. "Maybe we're ghosts."

The man grimaced and gestured him through.

The guards escorted him down a long corridor, letting him through two heavily fortified gates which were opened for them. As they proceeded inward Corim smelled something he recognized; depression, stale air, and perspiration. Corim guessed all dungeons smelled alike.

Though it looked more sophisticated than dungeons from back home, the cellblock wasn't that much different from jails that he had occasion to visit. He was led past several cells most of which were empty. He saw no evidence of Terra or Senalloy. The women were probably kept with a separate population.

They stopped in front of a cell. He noticed Tal was already inside reclining on a bunk with his hands behind his head.

The guards told him to get up and stand leaned over with his hands pressed against the back wall. Tal got up with a snort and did as he was instructed.

The guard called out a number. There was a response and the door slid aside. Corim was directed to do like Tal.

He clanked forward and leaned against the wall next to Tal.

"Some plan you got, Kid," Tal said.

He sighed.

The cuffs were removed and the chains pulled off his ankles.

The guards stepped out and the gate closed with a final-sounding clank.

"Since this is your idea," Tal grumbled. "You get top bunk."

Corim sighed and nodded.

He climbed up and lay back to wait. He hoped it wouldn't be too long. There was a universe of other things that needed doing...

 


 

 

 

I have come to know humans. Largely they are unsophisticated, ill-tempered, and ignorant. Mother insists that we can learn from them and spends an inordinate amount of time in their company. As I work with Corim and feel the strength of his passion, especially the emotions he directs at me, I am coming to understand her affection...

--Dulcere Starbinder,

Belkirin, 3rd Mitaka Legion

 

Chapter 3

Bail

 

For Corim, time did not pass quickly. Reclining on the topmost bunk above Tal, he lay on the prickly blankets, hands behind his neck and head on the sparse pillow. With nothing to listen to but the moan and whisper of other prisoners, his thoughts kept circling back to Dulcere. Did she abandon them? That seemed unlikely, equally improbable was that something could have captured or injured her. He'd witnessed the Kriar belkirin's phenomenal powers--and that had been when she was weak with fatigue and injury. In the intervening period since their last battle, she had been restored by Kriar physicians to her full strength. Only an Eternal could be considered more dangerous. Despite her immense power, when she was around him, it never occurred to him to be afraid of her. He guessed it measured the depth of his foolishness.

Two bells into their captivity, he felt a thought impinge on his consciousness. <I'm bored,> the mental voice told him. In his mind, he saw Senalloy's long face and faintly blemished skin stretched in an expression of malaise. She rolled her violet eyes. <Tell me a story or something.>

He sighed; the ever needy Baronian. She so wanted attention. As he grew to understand Senalloy, he'd learned that slave or not, she had all the passions and aggressiveness of her culture. Such creatures of action rankled at long spells of inactivity. <About what?>

<About you,> she answered. <I can't have heard everything. Didn't you do anything exciting before you started fighting Meridian?>

<I fought a dragon once,> he answered.

<I've seen the scars,> she responded. <Tell me about it.>

Corim recalled that blighted adventure and all the mishaps and successes of that quest. Locked in a cell he could do little beyond worry about Dulcere and wait, so he poised himself and told the tale.

Telling the story through telepathy enabled him to share every aspect of his experiences--reliving for her each sight, sound, and smell over the long travail into the Radigast mountains and the lair of a certain ancient lizard that marked him for life.

He felt Senalloy nestling comfortably in his mind, content to see and feel the arduous expedition as he battled through predatory creatures and hostile terrain. He noticed that she enjoyed not just the story, but being with him. Senalloy not only wanted, but needed someone to be close to. Despite himself, her sincere appreciation made him warm inside.

His narrative was a little more than half done when two guards appeared at their door. Corim informed Senalloy the guards had come and focused his attention back on the cell.

"Vale," the bigger of the two men blared. "Upstairs for questioning."

"Finally," Tal grumbled. "I was running out of knock-knock jokes to tell Terra. Get what you want from these guys and let's get out of here."

"I will try," Corim said, dropping off the top bunk. "I am a little concerned about Dulcere."

"Don't worry," Tal said. "Goldie can take care of herself. She must have had something important come up."

Corim stepped to the back of the cell, leaned forward and placed his hands against the wall before the guard asked him to do it. He glanced back to Tal. "Without telling me?"

Tal shrugged. "She has more going on than just us."

"I hope that is all it is."

"Stop mumbling in that drek and spread your feet," the guard said. "Billy, keep the gun on the big guy."

Rolling his eyes, Corim did as ordered. At the guard's yell, the grate slid aside and he entered. Once he was inside, the door closed again behind him.

"Hands behind your back."

Corim complied and cuffs were clamped on his wrists.

<Don't you bet these guys would dren themselves if they knew we could talk without making a sound,> Tal said in Corim's mind.

"Lean forward, shoulders and face against the wall," the guard ordered, placing a hand in the middle of Corim's back.

Corim drew a breath and complied. He really didn't like being treated like a criminal. As Tal told the sergeant, the only people who died were evil individuals who deserved death. <A score-day ago I couldn't hear thoughts,> Corim answered. <I feel no anger toward these people. They just don't understand.>

The guard clamped shackles around his ankles and strung a chain through them. He pulled Corim back to a stand and walked him to the door.

<That doesn't keep them from being fools,> Tal said. <You watch yourself.>

The guard called out and the door was opened, Corim was paraded out and the door shut again.

<I will.>

The enforcers escorted Corim to the other end of the cell block past several rough-looking prisoners that looked up with grim faces as he passed. They cycled through four gates and turned into a short hallway that ended in a pair of metal doors that slid aside after one man pushed something on the wall. A few moments later, the doors opened revealing a chamber a little over a pace on each side. Why were they leading him in here?

He was prodded inside and the doors closed behind them. A moment passed, then the room jolted and lurched upward. The guards didn't show concern so Corim stayed calm.

Apparently, this chamber was a variation of the clear capsule lifts that he rode to get to the upper reaches of Meridian's headquarters building. After a score count, the doors opened and they pulled him into another corridor, this time occupied by people. 

Corim guessed it to be an administrative hall. Opened doors looked into dozens of small rooms containing desks, chairs, maps and books. The air itself had a heavy unfamiliar scent to it that reminded Corim of boiled blackwater leaves, the burning odor of pipe-weed was also heavy in the atmosphere.

As he was pushed through the area, he noted that he attracted a lot of attention. Nearly all the uniformed men and women who worked in this place turned to follow his progress. Several them made whistling sounds and shook their heads.

What did they find so unusual about him? It couldn't be his size--he stood fractions taller than the guards escorting him. He did notice that not many of this constabulary force looked to have much martial and physical training. He remembered the woman DeMarco having remarked as to what they'd been 'fed'. He guessed like the 'have a cow' idiom they had laughed about, there were limits to what the Shaladen's magic could translate. 

The guards sat him down in a featureless white room with a desk and four chairs. A barred glass was fitted in one wall. Though he couldn't see through the material, he sensed people looking at him through it. Such odd customs this culture had.

Corim relaxed as best he could with his arms shackled behind him and perched on the small, no-doubt deliberately uncomfortable, metal chair. He closed his eyes directing the Shaladen to probe for any information regarding Meridian or Rakaar. His initial scan turned up empty, or they simply weren't known by those names in this place.

He had started scanning thoughts for images on their appearance when the door to the room opened. The sallow faced sergeant now in lighter clothing and minus his yellow jacket stalked in followed by his lady partner. The man's serious face looked drawn, his heavy-lidded dark blue eyes sparked with irritation and something else--concern. Concern over what?

The woman, DeMarco wore a similar expression, her anxiety well disguised but evident to Corim's heightened senses.

They pulled out their chairs, and made a show of arranging the papers they had brought with them. He felt them composing themselves for an ordeal. Something Corim had done long since.

Why were they so agitated? Probing their surface thoughts with the Shaladen didn't reveal much. So much of the information simply didn't make sense without the proper context. Something to do with laws, procedures, rights...he focused outward with the Shaladen probing for the knowledge that would somehow correlate with this jumble of facts and information.

Corim swayed back as the Shaladen scanned the people nearby, sucking in idioms, customs, laws and culture in a stinging mental barrage that made his eyes ache and a pulse thunder in his temples. He was still blinking in disorientation when the sergeant spoke.

"You do understand you're in a lot of trouble?"

Unable to rub his eyes with his hands, he managed to scrub his face a bit against his shoulder to clear the blurriness. His stomach twisted. That had been a lot of data; almost too much. He really needed to be more careful. As Terra said, he was too good with the Shaladen. It was not just a weapon, but an incredibly powerful tool--one that did as directed with minimal safeguards to its user.

Though much of the information the Shaladen gathered still needed to be analyzed and assimilated, there were a few things that seemed clear.

"I understand no such thing, Sergeant," he said in a mild voice.

The Sergeant's face darkened, and the woman shifted in apparent nervousness. "What makes you say that?"

"First, we were never read our rights, we have yet to be formally charged, and lastly none of us were allowed our phone call." Whatever a phone call was. "There seems to be a breach of procedure in progress here."

The sergeant turned crimson. "You're a terrorist, Buddy. Terrorists don't get citizen's rights."

Corim frowned. "You will pardon, Sir, but I cannot think of any acts of terror committed by myself or my friends. If you are thinking of the property destroyed in the building, I believe careful investigation will reveal that the damage was done by the residents themselves--not by any of us."

"Listen you smooth-talking punk, don't give me any bullshit. I've seen pictures of that bruiser buddy of yours lopping the heads off two men."

He sighed. He knew this wouldn't be easy. Time to put the debating powers he had learned in sage's guild to work. "And do you have any such pictures of myself? Your pictures show someone else, not any of my friends, throwing the object the causes the explosion, do they not? Is it not true that your pictures fail to show that they were in fact destroyed by the blast? In all actuality, I am the only one that your pictures show as having survived--right?" He leaned forward. "Do you often put ghosts in jail, Sergeant?"

"I'm not here to answer your questions," the Sergeant snapped. Corim saw the man struggling not to react. "You are."

"Indeed," Corim responded with a nod, fixing his dark eyes on the man. "That is because you can get clues from nowhere else. Be honest, you really have no answers. You know not where we came from and cannot account for our disappearance. Truthfully, Sir, was it not all a rather grand and quite unsolved mystery until someone informed you of our whereabouts a short time ago."

"That's enough of your crap. Now, answer me, why were you in that building?"

Corim narrowed his eyes. "We were after slave traders--fugitives."

"So, you're going to stick to Falor's story that you're a posse? What country are you from then?"

"We are not from any country. At least, not one you would recognize at any rate."

"And you expect me to believe that? You have no identification, no papers, how am I supposed recognize that you're an agent?"

Corim pondered how to rationalize that. Militia and agents of the king usually did have seals, identifying insignia, and papers of assignment. These people would not accept an idea like the Protectorate, and certainly not time or dimension travel.

"If you could identify me, Sergeant, I would be failing at my job. I am a ghost, even your own people say it. All of us are ghosts. That is why there is no record of us, even your machines cannot read us. Does that not bother you?" He looked to the glass. "The men behind the mirror there are speculating why their machines cannot hear my heart or determine if I am lying."

The sergeant's eyes widened. He looked to the grille. "Ralphy?"

There was a rasping sound, and voice issued from somewhere above them. The voice sounded hollow, agitated and tinny. "Sarg, this guy is spooky. He isn't registering on anything, not even on the infra-red and micro-wave scanners."

Corim raised an eyebrow. "Instead of trying to put me in jail, why not help one another? I am back in your city because I am looking for something."

"I'm not buying this load of secret-agent bull," the sergeant growled. "Some wet-ware bio-enhancements are not going to get you off the hook, hear me? It's all just a psyche out. Were these guys competition, did they owe your bosses money? I want to hear the truth, not some fantasy story!"

He gritted his teeth. This fellow wouldn't know the truth if it bit him in the eye. He now regretted having decided to go along with this. He'd learned little more than what made these people so confused and fearful--too many laws, too many contradictions, and not enough truth.

Still, he held out hope he might get through to this man.

Corim started to speak when something buzzed on the Sergeant's hip. He frowned and looked down to a small blue box on his belt. His brow furrowed. He stood and went to the door of the room and opened it.

Corim turned in his chair to see what this new complication might be.

There appeared to be a commotion in the main portion of the administration area Corim had been brought in through. Men were standing up from their desks and women looked around with frowns.

The author of the confusion became evident instants later, a tall woman carrying a large black case and dressed in a dark blue formal suit like what the male business-people wore. She had shiny auburn hair and gold skin. Two administrative people, a male and a female were rapidly talking apparently trying to impede her progress through the cluttered area of desks and chairs.

The woman's appearance was striking in comparison to rather plain looking females around her, the glow of her skin, the shine of her hair, and the contours of a shapely body obvious in the tailored outfit. Even her eyes seemed to gleam behind the wire-rimmed glasses perched on her nose.

She didn't seem to notice all the stares directed at her. She deflected the questions and statements with an upraised hand and curt words, snapping cards from a breast pocket and shoving it into the hands of the two trying to deter her from entering the back half of the office.

Peering around the area she focused on the room where Corim sat. She turned and stormed straight for them, tall heels clacking on hard floor as she sidestepped furniture and brushed people aside. 

"Detective Garrett?" she said in a breathy voice.

The sergeant made a bewildered nod as he looked up at the woman who was noticeably taller than himself in the stilt-like footwear.

"Good," she said, whipping a card from her pocket and presenting it. "Anna Kullen-Frielos of Dammer, Brighton, and Frielos Associates. I believe you have illegally detained my client, Corim Vale." She gestured to Corim. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to release him..."

 


 

 

 

Why do I pursue Corim? Because nobody else has him yet. Yes, I have Drucilla, and I am still quite in love with her. I just can't help but think the kind of fun she and I could have with innocent, easily-shocked Corim. The enjoyment would be endless...

--Annawen Felspar-Frielos

 

 

Chapter 4

Legal Briefs

 

"Release him!?" the sergeant hollered right into the face the gold-skinned lawyer. "Ms Frielos, are you crazy? It took us a year to catch them! As it was, one of the slippery bastards got away!"

Corim could only wince. He knew the girl. People did not yell at Annawen. He was certain it was her now. To anyone who knew her, it wasn't much of a disguise, the only thing different was her eyes. The name, the gold skin and auburn hair--who else could it be? The most surprising part to him was hearing her voice. In weeks of being around Annawen, at best she'd spoken one sentence aloud. Cassin did all the vocal talking if it was necessary. Here she was though, with a very firm and strident voice of her own--higher pitched than Cassin's, but penetrating and clear. 

Eyes flashing, Annawen pushed the glasses down her nose to look over the rims. Perched atop her high heels she loomed over the law man like a wave getting ready to drown a swimmer. "Sergeant, need I remind you that I am the attorney representing mister Vale. Watch your tongue," she poked him in the chest with a lacquered fingernail making the man wince back a step. "Otherwise, I will have you in court for slander so fast your head will spin."

Sergeant Garrett initially retreated from Annawen's assault but rallied. "Look, some two-bit shyster is not going to waltz in here and bail this sicko out. He and his accomplices pulled a vanishing act once already."

"Mis-ter Garrett, I will be dancing on your unemployment check if you're not careful. Unless you can produce an indictment, he goes free. I know for a fact that RAB enterprises filed no suit for damages against Mister Vale or the others. No families have come forward to make allegations against him for any of the alleged murders you have yet to charge them with. You have a piece of video. I suggest you talk with the D.A. because, Mister, you are on thin ice. I'd welcome the opportunity to take this to court, then pound you with a counter-suit for violation of civil liberties." She leaned forward so her nose was almost touching his. "I am not impressed by some puffed-up flat foot with a sewer for a mouth. Unless you want serious trouble, I suggest you get in the captain's office now and get this straightened out. Otherwise, I am going to bury your tin can terrorism task force like three weeks of bad rubbish! You get me, Sergeant?"

Garrett stared at her slack jawed. No doubt wondering how Annawen knew so many facts about the situation. Corim wondered too, even with telepathy such details would be difficult to ascertain. This went beyond just knowing the situation, she knew the language, the idioms and lingo, and had the belligerent lawman backpedaling.

The detective turned to his partner who had not said a single word during the questioning or the subsequent intrusion of Annawen. "DeMarco, watch these two until I get back. There's something funny going on here."

The woman rose and nodded to Garrett. Corim saw she must still be disturbed by what he said to her earlier in the day when he touched her mind. The telepathic touch effected the woman far more he imagined it would.

With a growl, Garrett pushed past Annawen and headed into the confusion of bodies that immediately closed in on him as he headed out.

Annawen stepped into the room and up to the lady law enforcer. "DeMarco, isn't it?" she asked, holding a hand out.

The woman eyed Annawen suspiciously but took the proffered hand and they shook. "So, you're representing Mister Vale?"

Annawen turned her head to one side. "Indeed."

DeMarco pursed her lips, dark eyes narrowing. "And how did you know he was being kept here?"

The gold girl grinned. For the first time, she met Corim's gaze and winked at him. "What good is a lawyer if they can't do a little detective work or keep tabs on their clients? Dozens witnessed that arrest in the park." She turned to Corim. "It would make my job easier mister Vale if you just called me."

He shook his head. "Well, Anna, they didn't give me my 'call'."

Annawen put the large black case she was carrying on the floor. "Is that so?" She folded her arms and focused narrowed eyes on DeMarco. "Proper procedure seems to be a weakness of this operation."

The lady officer frowned.

He drew a breath. He needed to be careful what he said in this place. Still he needed to know why Annawen was here playing a role instead of Dulcere simply coming and teleporting them out. "So, tell me. Did you find the belkirin I was looking for?"

Annawen sighed. "Actually, it came and found me."

Corim shared in the humor of talking in innuendo with a witness present. "I've been concerned, it's been gone quite a while."

The gold girl nodded. She looked at DeMarco, then back to Corim. "Everything has a story mister Vale..." her voice trailed off. 

DeMarco found her voice again. "I'm curious, Ms Frielos, you wouldn't happen to be any relation to--"

Annawen focused on the woman. "To Belair Frielos? The CEO of Frielos Pharmaceutical Enterprises? Yes, I'm his sister in law."

The lady's eyes widened. 

Annawen went on. "Our firm is the sole legal counsel for FPE Inc., we prefer to keep things in the family." She gestured to Corim with a smile. "I maintain a few outside clients just to keep things interesting." She raised an eyebrow. "You can see why I wouldn't mind being retained as his counsel, right?"

DeMarco looked at Corim. Her brow furrowed.

Corim frowned at Annawen. "I believe our definitions of client-lawyer privilege are slightly askew."

The gold woman grinned. "I was born askew, Corim. You know that."

He rolled his eyes.

Annawen turned to look back out the doorway. "It appears your partner is experiencing some technical difficulties with the captain." She looked back to Corim, then to DeMarco. "So, tell me. Is it standard procedure to shackle up someone you haven't even charged with a crime?"

DeMarco scowled at Annawen. "Have you seen the videos of these guys? They're dangerous, they ripped through RAB's security mecha using nothing but swords."

"Swords?" Annawen said in an incredulous voice. Raising an eyebrow and she gave the other woman a skeptical expression. It was calm moments like this he appreciated the girl's intelligence, beauty and grace. She had stepped cold into this problem and had all but mastered the situation. "Now miss DeMarco, don't you think that's rather silly? If this man could do that, would he be sitting here? I know he's pretty imposing physically--but if he were that strong, those restraints, in fact one of your cells, couldn't hold him. In fact, I doubt your guns would scare him either. You would never have been able to bring him into custody. How do you rationalize that?"

DeMarco turned her head. "It might not make sense, but there is definitely something strange about him. He doesn't show up on our scanners--any of them."

Annawen raised an eyebrow. "I wasn't aware there was a law against privacy."

"Listen you," DeMarco snapped. "There is a law against terrorism. The only need for concealment like that is to avoid security. The only people who need to do that are mercenaries and terrorists--"

"--and covert operatives." Annawen added. "Do I have to spell this out for you? A mercenary or terrorist would have resisted arrest--especially if they have the kind of enhancement you're implying."

"You're saying he's a spy?"

"Did you find any identification on him?"

"No."

"Money?"

"No."

"Car keys?"

"No."

"Doesn't that seem strange?"

"Of course!" The woman snarled. She rubbed her forehead, showing that Annawen's verbal fencing was getting to her.

He opened his mind and sent a thought for Annawen alone. <What's the point of confusing this lady? She just works for Garret.>

<Are you kidding, Corim?> Annawen thought back. <She's the brains of the team. Garret is just an unimaginative blowhard. Crack her and he'll fold. She lets him do the talking so she can focus.>

Corim frowned and looked at DeMarco. The woman was obviously flustered, and trying to regain her composure. <By the way, thanks for coming and helping.>

In his mind, he felt a warm pressure, as though Annawen had put her arms around him and pulled him close in a hug. <Don't thank me yet. You haven't seen my bill.> Annawen went and sat on the edge of the desk and crossed her legs.

DeMarco massaged the bridge of her nose. "If he's a government operative, why not send an agency official?"

"Which agency do you think he's from?" Annawen responded. "Look DeMarco, we both know RAB enterprises was suspected of all manner crimes that local and federal law enforcement couldn't make stick. A team of people goes in and cleans out all the higher-ups and vanishes. Sure, there's a mess left behind--a few injured bystanders but in all, the world is a better place without those creeps in it--wouldn't you say?"

DeMarco stiffened. "Proper law enforcement does not act as judge, jury, and executioner, Ms Frielos. I don't care if he works for god almighty. Murdering people, even if they're scum, is wrong. That's not the way things are done."

Corim sighed. The lady had a valid point. Murder, regardless of the justification, was wrong. Of course, sometimes people didn't have the luxury of taking the easy way out. "In war," Corim said. "People die."

"This wasn't a frikkin' war!" DeMarco yelled. "It was a shady corporation involved in drug traffic and mob related crime!"

"Those are just the crimes you knew about," Annawen said. "Look, I really don't have to give you the satisfaction of an explanation. I'm only here to represent my client. I hoped this might be easier if you saw some of the big picture."

"I don't see anything," DeMarco growled. "What I hear is a bunch of half-truths that add up to squat. Where's your proof lady--where are the sealed documents that back you up?"

Annawen closed her eyes and shook her head. She snapped her fingers and pointed to the doorway.

A few heartbeats later a red-faced Garrett stomped back into the office fists clenched and head down. He leaned against the door frame. The captain's answer could be read in the man's body language.

Annawen made a show of studying her fingernails with a smug expression on her face.

"We have to back off. There's too much heat over this."

"Heat?" DeMarco growled. "From where?" She glanced at Annawen who continued buffing her nails.

Garrett threw up his hands. "The captain was crapping in his pants, he was juggling the chief, the governor, and the D.A. and all of them were screaming at him."

"The governor?"

Garrett nodded. "I don't know who these pukes are, but they are seriously connected."

Annawen looked up. "If you would get our walking papers, I'll sign for it and we can get out of your hair."

"Damn it," DeMarco growled. "Let me talk to the captain! This stinks..."

In the woman's anger and frustration, she turned too fast and caught her foot on the leg of the desk. In a heartbeat, she was diving for the floor. 

Without thinking, Corim lurched to catch her with crack of snapping metal. He caught DeMarco mid-fall and helped her up. "You okay?"

Surprised and winded, the lady law enforcer straightened up. "Thanks, how did you...?" DeMarco looked at the deformed cuffs on his wrists and touched the shattered links of chain dangling from them.

Garrett put a hand on the weapon under his arm.

"Sorry," Corim said, feeling his face grow hot. "Reflex. Sorry about breaking these--I hope they're not expensive."

Wearing a pained expression, Annawen put a fist to her forehead.

"Damn it," DeMarco said. "He could have broken them any time he wanted."

Annawen slid off the desk and straightened up. "At this point, his abilities are irrelevant. Please return the property belonging to Corim and the other prisoners, and sign them out. Going in to the captain and giving him more stress won't change anything. The D.A. won't press charges, and neither will the state, that means no case. No case, means unlawful detainment...am I getting through to you?"

There was a stony silence in the room. Garrett and DeMarco stared at them.

Annawen's brow furrowed, glancing from the lady to the man. She drew a breath. "I understand that RAB Enterprises was a big project for you two. They won't be selling death anymore. The good guys won. You may not like the handling of it--but you must see that justice was done."

Corim met DeMarco's eyes. "If it's any consolation, I am no more comfortable with what happened than you. They were cornered desperate people. They would not surrender."

Garrett growled. "What I saw the big guy Falor doing, wasn't no kind of law enforcement." His voice turned dark and his eyes narrowed. "It was summary execution. Those men were unconscious."

He winced. "It was a complicated situation. These people possessed far more power than you know. Tal acted to keep the situation under control. The biggest man, we know him as Rakaar, could do things you would not believe."

"You mean Richard Steelsheen?" DeMarco asked. "We never found him. He's missing, presumed dead."

"Dead," Annawen pronounced. "Now, we've played nice. Would you please get those releases?"

"Lady, your cavalier attitude is pissing me off."

Annawen's controlled composure snapped. Her eyes flashed and her body went taut. Her hand snapped out, and captured the man's neck tie and jerked. Corim thought sure she would choke him, but the folded silk cloth came free with a snap, showing it was simply something pinned to the collar of his shirt.

In one quick move, she yanked on either end of the fabric which snapped with a loud rending pop. 

The man eyed her with open astonishment as she stuffed the pieces into his pocket. Corim noted that he was at least smart enough to know snapping that fabric was equal to breaking a steel chain. 

"You want to go rounds with me?" she growled. "You better know who you're dealing with." She sniffed. "Now, back off."

The sergeant retreated a step, eyes wide and still focused on her. Men in the outer administrative area made whistles and shook their heads in empathy to the heat their comrade had just received.

Annawen turned to DeMarco. "Do I have to go to the captain and get those papers myself?"

"No," DeMarco said. "I'll get them."

Garrett sputtered. "How did she...???"

Corim shook his head. "You thought I was dangerous."

"Come on, Garrett," DeMarco said with a cold look of resignation. "I'm not leaving you alone with her. The next thing she snaps might be your neck."

The two enforcers stepped out and locked the door.

Corim glanced at the barred observation window where he knew people still listened and watched. He focused on just speaking in the common language. "I don't know how wise that was," he said to her.

Annawen glanced at the window. She sniffed and spoke in common. "You didn't hear what he was thinking," she answered in a growl. "He's an insensitive small-minded unimaginative stinky chauvinist reprobate. Fine one he is to moralize." She let out a breath. "How are the others? I assume they're okay."

He nodded. "Senalloy hates being cooped up. Tal isn't much better. Can't say I blame them."

"Well, I'm here. I know my way around legal stuff."

"Yes, what was that about being the sister-in-law?" Corim asked, scratching his head. "That was true?"

She sighed. "Of course, it was true."

"We're in another time-line on another world how..."

She put a hand on Corim's shoulder. "Do you have any concept of how big Aarlen's family is? When I married into the family, I gained relatives on several thousand civilized planets. I tell you--" She laughed. "Holidays are hell."

"Married?" Corim thumped down in the chair. He was stunned. "You never said you were married."

Annawen frowned. "Didn't you ever notice the ring?" She indicated a large platinum band set with diamonds on the third finger of her right hand. "What did you think that meant?"

"It meant you liked jewelry!" He retorted. "You have rings on six fingers and to be frank--" He leaned forward and dropped his voice. "Those ten-days we were together you didn't act married!"

She shrugged. "It's an open marriage."

He rubbed his face, the fragments of chain on the broken cuffs clinking. "So, Aarlen is your mother-in-law?"

"Yes, scary thought, isn't it? Why do you think we let Beia boss us around?"

"I thought it was because she's your godmother and your mother's adoptive sister."

Annawen rolled her eyes. "Okay, that too, but Aarlen selected Beia to be the Magistrix Conjugal. That makes her my mother-in-law as well." Grinning, she leaned forward and her voice dropped to a whisper. "Now that Aarlen is in you--you've become my mother-in-law...funny, huh?"

Corim scowled. "No." Reflexively, he rubbed the white Jyril armband that once held the soul template of the elder woman. "I do not find this condition humorous." He sniffed. "And neither does she."

The gold girl shrugged. "All right, funny isn't the right word--ironic then."

"I fail to see the irony," he grouched.

"You're too close to it, Corim. There is definite irony--that ancient black-hearted hellcat so steeped in hubris and knowledge not only beholden to, but sharing bodies with you... You two couldn't be anymore opposite if you tried. You're a baby, and that shining armor of yours hasn't even a smidgen of tarnish. That, my friend, is irony. Of all the bodies for her psyche to wind up in...you are the last one she would have picked."

"Trust me," he murmured. "She isn't exactly who I would have chosen either." He glanced out the window toward the administrative area. DeMarco and Garrett were sure taking a long time with that paperwork. "So, Dulcere is okay?"

"She was when she told me to come get you."

"Why did she come to you?"

"Corim, come on, you aren't thinking. She knows us, trusts us, and we can travel. Who else is she going to ask?"

"That's right, where is Cassin?"

Annawen smiled and winked. "Oh...she's around. In case things didn't go smoothly."

"Good."

The gold girl folded her arms. "What's taking them so long? They aren't going to change the captain's mind. I fixed that good."

"What did you do?"

"Everything I said is true, Corim. I am the sister-in-law of the owner of an incredibly powerful company on this world. He makes a few calls and government officials quake in their boots. It doesn't hurt that the Frielos family has a couple members positioned in high government offices as well."

"And just out of nothing you can pop in and he would do that for you?"

"No Corim," she bent down and put her palm against his chest. Her green eyes met his. "But he'd do it for you..."

 


 

 

 

Corim is a good boy with a big heart and he's had a positive influence on my grumpy bear husband, Tal. The other guys, they're too familiar, too alike, they're no talk, all do. While I understand the need for action, I've grown fond of the 'think' before 'act' precedent our freshest member sets.

--Terra Karlin-Falor,

Beta Class Protectorate Enforcer

 

 

Chapter 5

Discovery

 

Sitting in the bleached confines of the law enforcement interrogation chamber, Corim stared at Annawen. As his eyes met hers, the cramped nature of the room became more apparent, the muted sounds of conversation seeping through the walls, the stale air fouled with the smell of blackwater and pipe weed. He glanced at the hand she had pressed to his chest. Until this moment it never occurred to him, how much of him was Aarlen and what that really meant.

Corim swallowed, focusing on her intense green eyes. "The family knows what happened and recognizes me? How can that be?"

The gold girl pressed her lips together. "It helps if you know some of Aarlen's history. She's been 'killed' several times. Right when everyone thought she was dead, she'd just come back meaner and more powerful than before. More, she has a history of being rather unpleasant to the family members and people who celebrated her death too early. The silver eyes and your ability to use her magic is enough proof for many. Aarlen did not share her secrets--even with her children. If you were trying to restore her to normal, needed assistance, and failed to get the necessary support..."

"There'd be retribution if she recovered," Corim filled in.

Annawen nodded.

"Alright, what you say makes some sense but we're in another timeline," Corim said. "Isn't Aarlen alive and well, here. For that matter, aren't I here somewhere too?"

"No," Annawen said. "That's one of the Shaladen's extraordinary powers. You can never meet your temporal double. The moment you pick up a true Shaladen a kind of temporal 'compression' goes on. While you and bonded with it, you are unique in the multiverse, there are no shadows of you running around in time--just you."

Corim rubbed his face. "That's a relief. It's hard to fathom that even being possible!"

"It is an ability unique to Protectorate, even Kriar time science cannot duplicate it."

Annawen put hands on hips and frowned in the direction of the captain's office. "I'm getting angry. This is taking too long."

"I did want to say," Corim said. "You do look rather striking in that outfit. I like the green eyes too, like your mother Dorian's, quite attractive."

The gold woman grinned. "Why thank you!" She did a slow turn for him. "Not used to seeing me in so many clothes, eh?"

He sighed. "Nor did I ever expect to hear so many words from you. You have a nice voice."

She swayed back. "Two compliments in a row? Are my ears working right?"

"Milady, since our first meeting I have never thought you anything but attractive. You can read my emotions so you know that's true."

"I know." Annawen giggled. "I just can't help fishing for compliments. As to my words...well, I save them up for times like this. As you know, I go weeks and months at time never saying a thing. It's hard for me to talk when we have far better, faster means of communication."

"I know what you mean. I've become attached to telepathy myself." His stomach twisted. "I am dreading the day I have to give up the ability." He looked to the window, from where he knew they were still being observed by the law enforcement staff. "Those artificers must think us rather crazy."

Annawen glanced toward the grill. "Well, they might if they could understand the language. They're probably pouring through their literature trying to figure out what dialect we're speaking." She pressed her lips together. "If those two officers don't return soon I will go get them...locked door or no."

"You really scared that man, Garrett," Corim said in a chiding tone.

"He should have been scared," she said with a serious expression. "I was mad. I break things when I'm mad."

Corim pressed his lips together. He wanted out of this place. His search for information yielded nothing of value. No one in range knew anything. "So," he said. "This person you're married to. What's his name?"

"Her name," Annawen answered. "Her name is Drucilla."

Corim's breath caught and he blinked. "Her? But--"

"But I seem like such a well-adjusted girl?" Annawen put in, fists on hips. "I am. Cassin is married to a lady as well--Sindra."

"Wait," Corim said. "Your flat in Ivaneth was not big enough for four."

"It's not," Annawen admitted. "We'd been living apart for about a moon. Silly argument really--over having children. The first one we've had in 5 summers of marriage."

"Children?" Corim echoed. This was too much information. This was not his business. He knew when he caught on that Cassin and Annawen had two mothers, the family relationships would be complicated. He still didn't couldn't untangle that relationship. They swore that neither mother was a step-mother. "I shouldn't pry, but it comes as such a surprise you didn't mention their names--either of you...not once."

"We tried not to think about them. Thinking our family might never exist again was bad enough." She stomped her foot. "They'd better show up with those papers soon." She focused on Corim again. "I brought up our mates because they will want to see you soon, to verify Aarlen's presence in you."

"Even if I am Aarlen, what can they do? There's no spirit to put in the body."

"That's a contradiction, Corim," she responded. "If there's no spirit, what's that presence in you? How can Aarlen's powers and knowledge manifest in your mind without some basic essence of her?"

Corim shrugged. "Ask the Jyril. I have no idea. My guess is that the Jyril somehow imprinted her on my spirit somehow. The same way the Shaladen imprints the user on its spirit."

Annawen nodded. "It has to be something of that nature. That's what they will wish to ascertain." She dropped her hands. "Time's up. I'm going to drag them back here by the ear."

She turned to head to the exit.

Right as Annawen reached for the knob, the door unlocked and opened. Garrett and DeMarco, both red-faced and obviously agitated entered the room with papers in hand.

"The other three are being brought up," Garrett said without preamble.

"You just need to sign on these, Ms Frielos." DeMarco said in a crisp tone, placing four stacks of papers on the desk and a writing stylus on the first pile.

Annawen looked between the two officers. She sighed, went around the desk and thumbed through the pages, scanning the literature. "You needn't have spent all that energy putting together surveillance," she said as she signed her name with a flourish on the first set of documents. She glanced sidelong at DeMarco. "You will not be tailing or observing my clients."

The dark-haired lady scowled, but didn't respond.

The gold woman looked through the sheets, made some check marks in some boxes and made initials in other locations. Corim looked over her shoulder. He marveled at how even the written language was decipherable to his eyes. How did the Shaladen do that? He could tell that the black symbols on the pristine white parchment were totally alien, yet their meaning was clear to him; acknowledgements, lawsuit deferment, receipt of materials. Being able to read in any language certainly was no hardship for a scholar such as himself!

Satisfied, Annawen pushed the first sheaf of papers aside and started on the next. Without looking up Annawen said, "While you're standing there, would you please unshackle mister Vale? I assure you he is not violent unless attacked."

Garrett and DeMarco looked at one another. After a moment, the male detective pulled a ring of keys from a pocket in his pants. He pointed to the cuff. Corim raised his wrist. 

Shaking his head, Garrett stepped up and fitted the key into the small hole, released the cuff, and pulled it off. "Damn," Garrett murmured setting the cuff on the desk. "You are one spooky goon."

"Just because you don't understand me, doesn't make me 'spooky' Mr. Garrett," Corim replied in a cool voice, holding his other wrist out for unlocking.

The heavy-set law man unlocked the other cuff. "A dangerous guy like you without a leash is a threat."

Annawen focused on him. "Whatever gave you the idea he didn't have a leash, Garrett? All power has a price--everyone answers to someone--trust me." She pushed aside the second sheaf of papers.

Corim rubbed the circulation back into his arms as Garrett knelt and undid the leg irons.

Once loose, he nodded to Garrett and DeMarco. "I apologize for the trouble."

"Don't apologize to them," Annawen responded with a frown. "They should have known better than to snatch you up with such weak evidence."

He sighed. "If possible, I would like to salvage something from this." He met DeMarco's gaze. "We were looking for someone--it's important we find him."

"What? So, you can chop his head off?" Garrett snapped.

Corim rubbed the back of his neck. "If you knew what he was capable of. You would prefer that to the alternative."

DeMarco put a hand up to quiet Garrett. "Who is it you're looking for?"

"I suspect he's the same one who informed you we would be in the park," Corim told them.

"Go on," the woman prompted.

"You see there were two ring leaders," Corim explained. "One man we know as Meridian Arcturus. The other man--you called him Richard Steelsheen--he knocked Meridian out of power and took over. Meridian is guilty of so many crimes, but his longest ongoing criminal activity is enslaving people and forcing them to fight to the death for profit."

"Gladiatorial combat?" DeMarco said with a raised an eyebrow.

"If that's what you call it," Corim said. "The magnitude of this is difficult to capture. We're talking about hundreds of thousands of people killed in hideous ways. Others starved or otherwise tortured to death. The man is capable of anything. He has no regard for life whatsoever."

"I'm not so impressed with you folk's regard for life," Garrett said with a scowl. "I don't know any Meridian associated with RAB."

"I have a picture if that would help," Annawen said.

Corim looked to her. "You do?"

She nodded. "You pay me to be prepared, don't you?"

His brow furrowed. "I'm wondering how much I'm going to owe this time."

Annawen grinned picking up her case, placing it on the table and snapping the latches. "Oh, lots..." She opened the case and thumbed through the many pockets and documents. "Ah, here." She pulled out a white square upon which was imprinted a shiny colored likeness of Meridian. It showed the man's ursine visage, the creased brow and dark eyes radiated menace even in a picture.

Corim guessed this must be more Kriar magic because the image's lifelike precision.

Garrett picked it up. "Turan," he said after studying it for a moment. He handed it to DeMarco. "Yeah, he's a scary guy."

The woman took the picture and nodded. "Michael Turan. We knew about him, but we never learned where he fit in. He disappeared right before that little show of yours."

There was a knock on the door and Tal, Terra, and Senalloy were led in by a contingent of guards. The shackles and handcuffs had already been removed from them.

"So," Corim said. "You don't know where he might be?"

DeMarco shook her head. "We knew he was part of the shady dealings, but he kept a low profile."

The little room felt crowded with huge Senalloy and broad-shouldered Tal standing in it. Corim smiled at the Baronian and she nodded back with a grin.

Annawen looked around. "Personal effects?" She pointed at one of the guards. The man jumped and left immediately.

<I had no idea you could be so bossy,> Corim told Annawen in her mind.

Grinning, she peered at him over the rims of her glasses. <Corim, there are many things about me you should know.>

"So," Tal said in common. "Am I hearing this was a big waste of time?"

"Maybe not," Corim responded. He rubbed the Jyril armband. "DeMarco, I know we got off to a bad start here. We could use the assistance. We need to see where Steelsheen and Turan lived. I know it's a lot to ask..."

"No freaking way," Garrett stormed. "You should be in jail, you and the pig sticker!" He pointed a finger at Tal. "You're just lucky the shyster pulled strings for you--"

The man stopped when DeMarco slapped him across the shoulder. "Pipe down." She looked to Corim. "I don't want any more vigilante justice. No more dead bodies."

He drew a breath. "I can't promise." He glanced to Tal. "We can try. To be honest, when we came here it wasn't our original intention to kill those men."

"Maybe it wasn't yours," Tal grumbled.

Corim frowned at Tal. Terra elbowed her husband.

"We have different philosophies on law enforcement," Corim said. "At any rate, we just need to see those two locations. You can even come with us if you want."

<Kid, are you drunk?> Tal said in his mind.

<They're going to follow us anyway, might as well keep them where we can see them,> he responded.

Garrett was shaking his head. DeMarco just continued to stare at Corim.

<Did you do something to her?> Senalloy asked him telepathically.

<Not intentionally.>

<That's what I thought.>

"I need to think on it," DeMarco said. She held up the card Annawen gave her. "I can reach you through Miz Frielos?"

He nodded.

"We better not keep you." She gestured to the door.

Prisoners or not, a contingent of men showed them the way to the front desk, where everyone's items were returned. Corim felt better after sliding on his rings, clamping on the bracers, a replacing the heavy necklace. Terra and Senalloy were murmuring at the return of their jewelry. After each signed for their items, they were escorted to the exit of the building, Garrett and DeMarco trailing behind the procession.

Outside the sun was setting, the street crammed with noisy vehicles vying for space.

Annawen started to lead them down to the street-side.

"Hey," Tal said pulling Annawen back.

"What?" She said looking up at him.

"Nice rescue." The big man engulfed her in a hug. "That was pure class."

Casting a wary eye at Terra, she gave him a kiss on the cheek. <It's boring being nothing but a decoration all the time.>

"The accommodations were charming and all, but I believe those four bells could have been spent more productively," Terra said with a sigh.

"Yes," Senalloy agreed. "What now?"

<First,> Annawen told them. <We get out of here.> She took Corim's hand and pulled him down the steps to the street.

A blue wedge-shaped vehicle rolled up in front of them and came to a stop with a low thrumming. It was fair-sized machine with a sliding door on the side. The window closest to them lowered with a humming sound.

Cassin leaned down to look at them over the top of dark glasses. "Get in," she said over the hubbub. "Dinner is on us."

 


 

 

 

For anyone keeping track, the Protectorate had become female centric. Aarlen, Elsbeth, Gwenafra, Arabella, Megan, Damrosil, and myself, we outnumbered the boys by two, and aside from Arabella and Damrosil, we had far more years of life. Of course, I got along with my husband. That didn't mean anything went smoothly or reasonably.

--Terra Karlin-Falor,

Protectorate Enforcer, Beta Class

 

 

Chapter 6

Eye of the Beholder

 

Corim had visited many big cities in his life, throngs of people going about their daily lives, merchants, vendors, horses, carts, wagons and militia all swirling together in a loosely organized chaos. As he paused on the street side outside another world's law enforcement building, the daunting realization struck him of how miniscule his experiences were. He leaned his head back to take in the impossibly high buildings, clustered so tightly the tall shafts seemed to converge overhead. Streets crisscrossed one another into the vanishing point in three directions. Vehicles rumbled by on the lined pathways, and others shrieked through the sky overhead. People, the city's denizens, were everywhere as far as the eye could see.

It was hotter here than he remembered and the stench that had almost overwhelmed him in the enclosure outside the jail stung his nose. In his initial foray into this strange world, his contact had been brief. Tal had gated them to the location and they had gone to work. Haste being essential, they rushed past everything to get to Rakaar and the other enemies as fast as possible. He never got a moment to take in the surroundings. That a city like this could exist staggered his imagination.

<Corim?> Annawen put a hand on his arm. <Are you okay?> The gold girl's telepathic words snapped his focus back to what they were doing.

"Dizzy," he murmured.

Annawen stepped up to the blue vehicle that Cassin was piloting, and pulled a latch on the side door and slid it open.

"Is this necessary?" Tal asked with a frown staring down at the vehicle. "Let's just teleport out of this pit."

<Let's not get the locals anymore upset than they already are,> Annawen said. <We have half a floor watching us.> She leaned in and pulled something and the first row of seats leaned forward giving easy access to the seats in the rear of the machine. She gestured in.

"Come on, Tiger," Terra urged. "More adventure." She climbed in and settled in the back seat looking around with expressive yellow eyes.

Tal grunted and clambered in next to her.

Annawen pushed the seats down with a click then turned back to Corim and Senalloy.

The silver-haired Baronian sniffed and climbed in. She didn't look very comfortable with the top of her head almost brushing the low roof.

<You too, Corim.> She pulled on his arm.

Drawing a breath, he stepped on the running board and ducked in. The inside smelled strange, vaguely like wet leather and soap. Whirring sounds came from the front compartment where Cassin sat. She had her arm over the seat, looking back at them.

Annawen closed the sliding door with a thud, and cranked something that latched with a clunk. She opened the front passenger door, tossed her case in the space between the seats, hopped in and shut the door with a slam.

"Everyone okay back there?" Cassin asked.

"No," Tal grumbled. "Don't like these rolling deathtraps."

"We're fine," Terra responded putting an arm around her husband. "Where to?"

"Like I said," Cassin responded. "Dinner. We have some news from the guardians and some things to discuss so we might as well be comfortable while we do it."

"The guardians?" Tal said with a frown. "That can't be good."

"No, it's not," Cassin responded. She looked to Corim. "You okay?"

"I am--adapting."

Senalloy put a hand on top of his, warm, strong fingers lacing with his in a steady pressure.

"Here we go," Cassin said. She turned back around glanced out the windows and flipped a lever, the vehicle surged forward with a growling sound.

It was different than being in the back of the law enforcement wagon. This machine accelerated with much greater speed and with windows looking out in every direction, it was apparent how fast they were moving. Heart beating fast, Corim gripped the arm of the bench they were sitting on.

As they lurched through a few turns and sliced between several vehicles Senalloy frowned. "Here," she said. She reached up to the overhead to a piece of metal and fabric that was hanging down. She pulled the long strap out across Corim's chest and snapped it into something in the seat next to him. She did the same for herself with a strap that hung next to her.

With the way they were diving through the press of vehicles, Corim felt glad for the harness. Though seemingly erratic, it was apparent that Cassin was experienced in navigating this form of machine. In the back, he heard Tal make distressed sounds.

"Sorry about the hurry," Cassin called over her shoulder. "We want to get out of the city center before the shift change, or we'll be a bell just getting out of the core district."

"I still would have preferred teleporting."

"Tal," Cassin said shaking her head. "There are rules about cross-culture contamination. We can't just go popping around, the rules..."

"Oh, stuff the rules," Tal rumbled. "Bunch of junk is what they are. A couple of people see us pop in, other folks'll just think they're crazy."

"Unless we get recorded doing it."

"Shaladen prevents it," Tal said. "They were having fits in that lockup because they couldn't get pictures of us."

"They did get pictures of us," Corim corrected. "They got pictures of you killing Vulg and those others."

Tal rolled his eyes. "Freak incident. That Baronian magic dren frelling with the Shaladens. These guys don't got magic like that."

"Well," Cassin tempered. "You might have the luxury of breaking the rules, Ann and I are on conscription, remember? Aside from that, we don't have the protection of a full Shaladen like you. We can get recorded and hence get in more trouble than we are already in."

"That was the worst bunk," Tal said shaking his head. "Heartless bald-headed buggers--you helped save whole frelling timeline--you should not have gotten punished for that."

Annawen looked back. <We thought it was terrible too, but you can't argue with them. The time laws are absolute black and white to them. We'd be in a lock-up right now if Aurra and Nova hadn't requested conscription instead of incarceration.>

"Not to be unkind," Corim said. "But we are wasting time, especially if this is going to be some fancy dinner as I suspect."

Cassin glanced back at him. "You know us too well. Don't worry, work will be getting done while we feed our faces and enjoy some wine."

"Cassin, you and Annawen don't need to eat."

"Need--no. Enjoy...yes. It's okay...really...we must wait until the next fractal ripple to get out of this parallel timeline anyways. Remember, the timelines are still stabilizing, and we have to be careful of entries and exits."

"I suppose," Corim said with a frown.

"Cass, we aren't dressed for something fancy," Terra remarked.

"Hey, that's right," Tal said, brightening. "We go to some fancy place Terra has to dress up in that frilly stuff again." He raised an eyebrow. "That's worth the price of admission."

His wife folded her arms and stared at him. "What's wrong with the way I dress?"

Tal leaned back, obviously detecting the treacherous territory he was treading in. He rubbed the back of his head. "There's nothin' wrong with it, I just like that other stuff--ummm, better."

"Is it I don't show you enough skin? Hmmm?"

"Well, yeah--errr no. It's not the amount, it ummm, how it's uhhh--displayed."

Corim shook his head. Tal lacking for words--that was a new experience. Perhaps he could intervene a little. "You are quite beautiful milady," he said. "Tal was rather taken with your appearance when we were on the mission. These otherworldly clothes made better what was already quite splendid."

Terra's chin rose and she gave him a wary smile. "Oh?"

"Yeah," Tal agreed, nodding. "What he said."

"Will I look beautiful in such clothes?" Senalloy fished, violet eyes studying him.

He looked over at her. "Without a doubt."

She smiled.

They continued through the city. Corim noticed that there was a definite organization to the movement of the vehicles. Devices hung over the street intersections, when the light was red the drivers stopped, when green they proceeded. He had to admit that there was a certain beauty to some of these artifices, especially the colors and lines of the machines. He found some of the people he saw through the windows to be fascinating in the ways they appeared--skin tones, hair, and clothing.

"Annawen," he asked. "Do you and Cassin visit places like this often?"

Annawen looked back. <Once or twice a moon.> She looked over at her sister. <Cassin likes driving around.>

"Well, not these kind of vehicles," Cassin said. "Here we are." 

She turned in at one of the large buildings, the vehicle bumping up a ramp and then slanting down into a tunnel. She turned between rows of other stationary vehicles and slid into an open slot. She turned something that stopped the rumbling beneath their feet.

Annawen exited, opening the sliding door to allow Corim and Senalloy out, and tilting the seats forward for Tal and Terra. Corim stepped down and went around the front to stand with Cassin. 

Annawen's twin was dressed in some close-fitting black pants and high-heel boots. She wore a simple white blouse and a few pieces of jewelry. It was just the sort of thing he would expect the level-headed rational woman to wear. She too had altered her appearance so that her all-black Kriar eyes were not apparent. Instead, she had human-appearing, and quite striking green eyes.

He gave her a hug. "Thanks for coming."

Cassin hugged him back. "That's what friends are for..." She winked. "Making bail."

He glanced from her to Annawen. "You know, I like the black eyes...but the green eyes are nice too."

"They look good on yah," Tal agreed. "That's no jest."

Corim surveyed the arrays of vehicles lined up between plain gray columns of poured stone. So much variety, so many people--while daunting, he did find it interesting.

"Come this way," Cassin said. Boots clicking on the smooth pavement she and Annawen led them on a winding course between the machines toward the middle of the stone enclosure. 

"We still haven't solved the clothing problem," Terra advised.

Annawen raised a finger. <Got it covered, you'll see. You and Sen will love it.>

Tal frowned. "I'm smelling girly stuff. What are you up to?"

"Be a good husband and just roll with it," Cassin said with a grin. "It'll won't take long."

The big man rolled his eyes. "Yes, it will."

They filed into an alcove where three doorways were placed close together. The portals split in the middle and Corim assumed they were like the ones he saw in the law enforcement building. Cassin pressed a circle with an up-arrow symbol on it. With a ding sound a red arrow illuminated on the wall and doors parted to reveal a small chamber. The gold girl walked in turned and gestured them in.

At least now he knew what to expect. Corim stepped in with Senalloy close behind. Once inside the tall woman draped her arms around him, body fitted against his back. She felt warm and soft. He had to admit to himself that it was nice. He wished Dulcere could so be casual and familiar. Tal entered, then Terra and Annawen. As the doors shut behind her, Annawen frowned up at Senalloy. Corim couldn't see Sen's expression but knew she would be smiling.

The room lurched upward. After a few moments of humming the doors opened into a red carpeted hallway. Annawen led the way down the short passage, the walls painted in an abstract collage of the seasons, snow fading into spring, summer and fall. Unfamiliar mellow music echoed from somewhere above as they exited the passage and stepped onto a railed terrace at the bottom of a giant atrium. Scores of people milled through the area and the levels above.

"Nice," Senalloy breathed behind him. "I had almost given up on this world."

The building itself appeared hollow with a large tropical garden filling the lowest level. Water spilled off a rocky outcrop into a miniature lagoon illuminated with colored lights. Above them, streamers of lanterns and other colorful decorations crisscrossed between the terraces higher up in the structure. Corim marveled at the artistry and innovation even if it seemed a bit sterile.

"A mall, Cassin?" Terra asked with an arch expression.

"An upscale mall," Cassin corrected. "You'll see." She led them across the terrace toward some stairs.

Corim looked over at Tal. The man was rubbing the back of his neck with a resigned look on his face.

His first instinct was to ask but decided that for once he would wait and see. Senalloy walked next to him a smile on her face, apparently happy to simply take in the various sights and sounds. Of those, there were a plethora; dozens upon dozens of shops selling all manner of clothing, jewelry, electronics (whatever those were), food and books.

He stopped, making Senalloy stumble with the abruptness of his halt.

A book-store. A store that sold books. That was something worth investigating. He saw an inviting array of titles on display in the window.

<Corim?> Annawen said. She looked to the focus of his gaze. She laughed. <We can check that out after we do what we need to do.>

He faced her. "Promise?"

<Cross both my hearts.>

"Good." He started after the others again.

Tal shook his head. "Damn, Kid, wipe off the drool. It's just a bunch of books."

"Indeed," he said, enthusiasm not cooled in the least.

Senalloy put an arm around his shoulders and gave him a squeeze. She grinned. "You really are one of a kind."

He gazed at her brow furrowed. "Is it that bad?"

"Not at all!" She leaned her head down to brush against him. The group turned a corner and pushed across a large open space filled with more than a dozen types of eateries. Appealing food odors of more types than Corim could identify swirled in the air.

"Mmmm, smells good," Senalloy said brushing back her silver hair and raising her nose to sample the air.

"Where we'll be eating is better," Cassin said, looking back.

Senalloy returned her attention to him. "See, Baronians view knowledge as power. It is acquired, absorbed, coveted but rarely enjoyed." She straightened, hands behind her back she looked up into the bright lights of the atrium. "To the people I've known over the centuries, knowledge was nothing but a commodity, a means to an end, but not you." Her gaze came down to meet his, violet eyes expressive. "You love the learning itself and I find that trait admirable."

He focused on her. "Honestly? You don't think it's weak?"

She raised an eyebrow. "To me, weakness is a lack of resolve; a lack of courage. You aren't weak Corim. Young perhaps, inexperienced, but I see that passion in you, that desire to grow. You just need time and the right people in your life." 

Corim noticed Tal was staring at the Baronian. The big man didn't say anything, but he could tell he was thinking.

He saw Terra had also been fixed on the woman at that moment. He knew that both held some reservations about Senalloy. To them, she was a Baronian, a member of a race they only knew as enemies. Since her release, Senalloy's abilities and potential did nothing but increase with each passing day. He surmised that Sen's true power far exceeded Rakaar's. The battle-mage had kept her chained, inhibited, starved and tortured simply to maintain control.

Corim knew Senalloy worried the others, but because he had vouched for her, they had not pressured him about it. He likened it to someone keeping a large wild animal. A person was safe until the creature got upset. Senalloy was neither a beast nor a pet, but she did pose a danger. 

The rational part of him could not condemn the woman for something she hadn't done yet. In fact, in front of him, her worst infraction had been teasing. Though capable of incredible violence, she showed no temperament for it. He knew he wasn't entirely objective in this. Despite his attraction to Dulcere, he found himself appreciating Senalloy more and more, something he knew to be part of her campaign. It went beyond the touching, it was her manner, her desire to be accepted and wanted. 

"What's the matter, Corim?" Senalloy asked.

He sighed. "Nothing. That was a thoughtful thing you said."

She leaned her head down. "I worry you, don't I?"

"A little," he admitted. "Perhaps not enough."

The woman pursed her lips, violet eyes hooded. "The nature of Baronians is to dominate and control. Violence, like knowledge, is a means to an end--not an end in itself." She gave his shoulder a squeeze. "There is no need to cause mayhem to get something someone hands to you willingly. Before this, I stared at a wall unless Rakaar let me do something else. I ate bread-scrapings and water. I was drubbed for stepping even a hair out-of-line."

She drew a breath. "For that, I could be bitter, angry, and destructive, lashing out at everyone. I could. Then again, I could also be grateful. My life is so much improved. I can smile and actually have fun. I feel so good sometimes it makes me stupid. What is it costing me? I have to be nice. After what I've been through, that is nothing--it is so far beyond trivial. Nice is easy, nice is being patient. I have been waiting for my freedom for five very long millennia. I would have to be grossly stupid to ruin it." She waved her finger at him and blinked her violet eyes. "I am not stupid."

Hearing it all laid out, he felt his stomach tighten. "No, you're not."

The group came to strange narrow staircase, stranger because it moved. Corim saw people filing onto it and being propelled to the level above. Cassin and Annawen waited at the bottom.

"So," Tal said, suddenly breaking his silence. "Is that all you plan to do, Sen--be nice?"

Senalloy threw back her head and laughed. "Lords no! I'd go crazy! No, I plan to mix it up and break my share of heads--and you will help me."

The warrior turned and scowled. "Come again. How's that?"

"You just lost Aarlen, Beia and Ess, along with Cassandra and Dorian. The only compensation is that you now have Corim." She put her arm around his shoulders and gave him a warm shake. "While he's quite resourceful and intelligent, and very nice to look at, he can't be expected to make up for all of them. You need someone strong, who has experience and is able to, as you're fond of saying, 'take out the trash'." She put a hand on her chest. "That's me. I'm your candidate. I don't even need a Shaladen." She leaned forward, her voice turned to rasp that made Corim's skin prickle. "Rakaar was a weakling."

Tal raised an eyebrow. "Izzat so?"

"Yes, give me a ten-day and I'll prove it. Any test you want."

"Yer on," Tal said. "You're good at magic too, right?"

She sniffed. "Very good."

"Okay then, I got something you can help with when we get back."

Senalloy leaned forward. "Ceraph, right?"

Tal's face turned serious. "Yeah."

"Done."

"What?"

"We'll talk about it." She looked to Cassin and Annawen who had been waiting. "Let's go."

The two nodded and escorted them onto the moving stairs.

As the mechanism trundled them up to the floor above Tal faced them. "You better not be joking with me."

"Tal, you're sponsoring Corim. It's Corim's word keeping me out of a cell. What sane reason would I have to make you angry?"

The burly man frowned. "You been makin' a lot of sense. That don't mean we can trust ya though." He turned and stepped off the moving steps.

"He cares a lot about Ceraph," Corim said in a low voice to her. "It would mean a lot to him if she were healed."

"Mmmm hmmm," she hummed in response, eyes flashing.

Cassin crossed through a throng of people and stopped at a pair of glass doors. In fancy gold letters was the word 'Salon'. His brow furrowed. By itself, the word meant nothing to him.
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