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Chapter one


 


“Pit fights.”
The rather charming lady who was speaking at the moment actually bothered to
seem upset by the idea. The trick there was knowing if she actually meant it or
not. Her face sold the idea fairly well. The topic at hand, not so much. The
woman wasn’t the kind to get into others business, even if it hurt them
to do whatever floated their boat.


She was blonde
in a cool looking, rather sophisticated fashion. Like a movie star from the
fifties. A bit like a young Hepburn, if she’d been lighter in color. Her skin
was smooth for the most part but she showed that age was creeping up on her.


Richard Drake
knew about that one first hand. Not about Christian Pours in particular, just
age, due to his own life. Decades crept up on a body and after enough time
tended to have its way with you, no matter how hard you fought against it. This
particular woman was holding out pretty well, still being pretty in a classical
sense, even though she had to be pushing into her late forties.


Not that he
would have kicked her out of bed for it. The biggest issue there was that she
was probably half his own age. Possibly less than that. Sure, he looked
to be about seventeen or so, possibly eighteen in a nice suit or at least a
button up shirt and a sedate tie but the real years mattered. To him at any
rate. Unfortunately, his hormones weren’t being that kind to him at the moment.
They were responding to all of the women around him as if they were valid
relationship material. The fact was that most of them were so much younger than
he was that calling it cradle robbery would be a kindness.


Worse, the
lady, the team three boss, had come there to work and here he was acting
like a schoolboy, being distracted by the pretty girls instead of doing his
job. A thing that he’d pretty much left off by the time he’d turned thirty. Now
that kind of feeling was back. With a vengeance that told a tale of not leaving
him alone with his thoughts, ever again.


Still, Richard
had been invited to the meeting as if he were needed for it.


Which, at the
moment, he didn’t get at all. He was a credible thief. Possibly a decent enough
leader of small groups, if there were rules to be broken. Acting outside of
those rather narrow areas didn’t really hit the things he was classically good
at. At the moment his skill set was pretty much that, walking through mirrors
and working on old cars.


That and the
occasional con job. That last was a subject he knew a lot about, without having
done much of it in his old life. When he hadn’t been Infected at all. As a
thief he’d cracked safes, stolen art and jewelry and on occasion had taken out
a few bank vaults. The cons had only been about getting the information that
he’d needed on his targets.


The only
reason for him to be there would be about that part of his skill set. His
ability to get information from people, using social engineering.


He glanced at
Christian which got her to look back and nod in his direction. There was
meaning in the look. Her eyes lingering on his, closing down, to hide something
she was trying not to let everyone in the room in on. It probably wasn’t about
his good looks, in particular. He was far closer to average that way than the
woman would normally have had to settle for.


So it was
about his skills at infiltration, most likely.


“That’s my
thought on the matter. We need to get some eyes inside the club there. Cameras
as well. Even just getting someone in there to talk to people might be enough. Right
now… Frankly, things are conflicted for a lot of the fighters. They don’t truly
want to be there but no one is really holding them hostage. The big problem is
that fights are being set up that… Well, there have been serious injuries. Some
of the fighters are wondering if that was done on purpose.” She seemed a bit
hopeless suddenly. As if no one at the table was going to get the complicated
ideas that were going on in her head.


Worse, it
seemed to Richard that she felt like no one would back her up. Like they
weren’t all on the same team. That had to stop, of course. Especially if
the woman was looking at a cad like him for backup, first thing. After all, she
was a telepath. A really good one.


That had to
mean she’d picked up all of what he was thinking a few moments before.
That had to be a bit distressing. On the one hand he was having inappropriate
thoughts about her of a sexual nature. On the other, he’d dismissed her for
being too young in almost the same thought. That didn’t even leave her a place
to land, given she had to know about both sides of things like she almost
certainly did.


Since she
nodded again, he smiled at her. After all, it had mainly been about
thinking she was attractive, even if there was a bit of a brutal edge to the
rest of it. The important bit was the con she wanted to pull. Getting people
inside to collect some basic data. Before going in and doing anything in
particular. That wasn’t his career wheelhouse of choice, personally. Still, he was
probably close to being the best they were going to get that way on short
notice. Which would explain why little old him was there at the table in the
conference room with the three team leaders, Brian Yi, Cin Mableton and the big
boss of the place, Director Turner.


That
particular woman was all about work, all the time but was still managing to
pull off looking rather fetching that day. Even if she was in a military
uniform. Then, unlike Pours, Turner looked to be in her mid-twenties, even if
she was older than that by a good clip. A good chunk of people at the IPB base
had that going on. It generally signaled something in particular, like virtual
immortality or a very fast rate of healing. That or the ability to produce
illusions.


A
thing that Pours could have pulled off, he didn't doubt. That she didn't bother
was nice.


It
meant the woman wasn’t all that vain.


For the
Director it was that first one. She was pretty much in the game of life for the
long haul. Mableton, the head secretary or the Director’s Assistant, whichever
title she had, was in the same boat, if for a different reason. The big
difference there was that she was honestly about the age she looked.


Meaning way too
young for him. They all were, really.


The thoughts
bothered him a little. They were too scattered and focused on women instead of
the job at hand.


All of which,
he realized, was about him not being on task. For about fifty years his
hormones hadn’t really been an issue for him. Not on the level they were being
at the moment. With an act of will he got himself on the right page and tried
to think with the right head for the situation.


“This is
mainly a fact-finding mission, then? We go in, poke around a bit and get out
with the information we need? That shouldn’t be too hard to pull off. Any of us
here could probably manage it just by walking up to the door.” He sounded all
right, if a bit young and high pitched. That was just to his own ears though.
At least no one else seemed to think of him that way in particular. They
treated him like he was new but not a baby. Regardless of how he looked.


It was Yi that
answered, slowly nodding first. His short black hair didn’t move. It was a good
look for a man and seemed almost military. His own hair was a bit longer than
that but was also tidy enough. Richard Drake wasn’t a fighter though. Brian Yi
was. It made a difference in how they prioritized their lives. Rich wanted to
blend in. Brian needed to be ready to face violence at the drop of a hat.


In the moment
he was being thoughtful, it seemed. 


“That… I think
I get the picture. A lot of Infected aren’t going to have great economic
chances. Not even a job at McDonald’s or pumping gas. Something like fighting
would give them a way to make some kind of a living though. Illegal, since
Infected people aren’t allowed in sanctioned sports at all. Not in any of the
leagues that exist right now.”


Yi looked at
Pours, which had everyone else doing it. The woman actually smiled back. It
seemed real enough. It wouldn’t last though, since her first mode was some kind
of dislike of other people. At least in groups. It had been in the briefing
that Turner had given him herself, a few weeks back.


On one of his
nearly daily visits to the base.


Though, he was
nearly certain the woman had already had that, her first mode, fixed. Meaning
that it wasn’t a big issue for her any longer. That probably meant that Turner
had warned him off from her for some other reason. Probably in an attempt to
keep what he was doing a secret. As if the woman wasn’t going to know all about
what they were getting up to at any given time. Cindy was in on it. Kate as
well. They were both basically super telepaths. That Christian wasn’t going to
be just as up on things was ridiculous.


Honestly, she
was probably in on it all with them. Otherwise she would have refused to do
anything with them at all. Which meant that, given they were planning to take
down a big swath of the government, that it was odd that the woman would be
trying to pull him away for something as minor seeming as an illegal pit fight
setup.


When she
glanced at him, again, she nodded for the third time. Her face was a bit less
friendly though. Not mean. Just pensive. As if she were trying to send him a
message without blasting her thoughts all over the place. He got a very faint
sense of her trying to push a note under his door.


A thing that
wouldn’t work, physically for the woman.


Unlike
everyone else there, he didn’t have a room, having gotten an apartment off base
three towns away. That was mainly so he wouldn’t be directly under government
control all the time. Since he was technically in admin there, not an
operative, that was allowable. It meant that he didn’t have to bring his cat
with him to work every day, if nothing else.


Not that Tabby
wasn’t there, watching everyone closely. Curled up directly on top of
one of Director Turner’s feet. The woman was hard in a lot of ways but she’d
managed to reach down and pat the little gray cat several times already. They
got along pretty well. It was interesting to see. The woman knew that the
little cat, who seemed young and lanky, even if she was old for a feline, was
connected to his subconscious mind. A sense of her was always there, really.


Even when he
went to other realities. That spoke of a deeper connection than he would have
expected. It was a thing to think about, when he finally worked out exactly how
his powers functioned.


Christian took
a big breath. One that caused her sweater to tighten over her chest enough to
be interesting. That mean Richard had to focus on her eyes, which took more
work than it really should have. They were a pretty blue, at least. A thought
that wasn’t going to help him, or her, much at the moment.


Ignoring his
mental assault on her virtue she spoke rapidly.


“That’s what
I’ve been picking up. The thing is… Not all of the fighters are Infected and
some of the class one and two’s are being put in against people that are up to
class four… It isn’t just not a fair fight. I mean… people are going to start
dying if that happens too often. Like Brian said, its unregulated and has to be
by law. If we break it up though… A lot of those people won’t have any place
else to go.” She actually hung her head a bit then.


As if she kind
of thought that bringing it up in the first place was a poor idea.


Cin grinned.
It was slightly evil looking. The kind of thing that he was used to seeing on a
lot of his old colleagues, if he were going to be honest about it. Thieves and
con artists weren’t the only people that he used to deal with, even if he
hadn’t done a lot outside of that basic field.


The cute woman
glanced at Pours directly.


“Right. If we
shut this little operation down, then people will be unemployed and going
hungry. There has to be illegal gambling going on as well. We could just
go in and make some arrests. Basically, punishing people for daring not to just
curl up and die. On the other hand, if we don’t do anything and people start
buying the farm, some of you will feel bad.”


The words were
interesting, since it was kind of clear to him that Cindy didn’t think that she’d
have a problem with that kind of thing. Richard on the other hand was
actually a bit torn over the whole thing. He wasn’t against a few laws being
broken in order to survive, after all. His nearly sixty years as a cat burglar
and thief showed that pretty solidly. Rules were there to keep stupid people in
line. It made it easier to steal their things.


At the same
time, he could get people not wanting others to just die in order to
make a living.


Which meant he
made a face. That was a mistake, since Turner brushed her cute curls out of her
face and locked her rather lovely brown eyes with his. It was striking and in
the wrong way. He was old, not stupid. Making eyes at the boss wasn’t a good
way to handle a business meeting. These people wanted him in on this particular
job for some reason. Pours had given him the nod on that part. Meaning it was
about more than just finding something for him to do.


They had some
down time on his official project and they were stalled out on the real one.
Trying to take down the child rapers and killers that were a big part of the
secret governmental system. That this was connected to that in some way was
probable, given that.


He looked at
Pours, waiting for another nod to confirm what was going on, when Turner spoke,
forcing him to look away. At the same time, Cin Mableton grinned at him. It
could have been due to him being cute but given that wasn’t particularly true,
he had to think it was more about what he was thinking, using her powers.


The boss woman
spoke, forcing him to look at her directly again.


“You see
something here, Drake?” It was just a question.


The kind of
thing that a good boss would ask, since anything might be important in
an operation. It was the kind of thing that he’d done before, as well. Getting
data before the actual heist took place. Infiltration, without being a spy.


He nodded
then, doing it in a thoughtful manner. No one wanted the new guy to have all
the answers after all. Worse, he really didn’t. Seeming too self-assured
would piss people off and possibly make for hard feelings. On the other hand,
if you wanted to be taken seriously, you had to show some of what you
had, on occasion.


“We could work
this as a two-fold mission. Send in a team of people as fighters, since that
will almost certainly be the easiest way for getting them in. That and maybe as
their manager or trainers? They can’t be famous. None of them. Really, we need
to make it so that no one can be identified as IPB at all for that. Then we
send in a more official team to handle the situation once we have the
information we need. If people are being set up to be murdered, we stop it. If
it’s just bad policy causing some mistakes… Well, this kind of underground
fighting is illegal… Infected people need to make money though. We
could… Set rules and weight classes? Start our own league that way, maybe? That
way we can take over officially, without hurting the little fish too much.
Really, if we do it in Nevada we can probably swing legal gambling on it.”


It was about a
third of an idea and once the words were out, he kind of expected to be
verbally spanked for saying anything. They didn't have the information
yet and they were the law. The oppressive bad guys that spoiled all the
fun for people that wanted to live their lives on their own terms. At least as
far as Infected people went. Government stooges who were supposed to
keep their own kind under control.


Even if
the original charter had been about protecting the Infected from society, not
the other way around.


Interestingly,
several people nodded at the same time. That one of them was the Director got
his attention. In a more businesslike fashion this time, instead of just him
being incautious with his thoughts. That was something to keep in mind, when he
went on the mission. He needed to live his role, once on the ground.
Constantly.


The other one
nodding was Cin. She spoke first, since the girl was like that. Assertive and
prone to taking over, if given half a chance.


Good traits in
his book, as long as she made sure to be right most of the time. Given her
powers, she really did that part pretty well. It made her not only useful but
needed for a lot of things he wanted to get done. Which probably meant he
needed to court her a little bit more. Find things she wanted and deliver
enough of them that she thought of him as a pal. Crew, at the very least.


There was a
hard rapping on the table from the woman. It sounded like metal or stone
hitting wood but was just her finger tips. That she was more than she seemed
physically was a thing to keep in mind. The woman could put him through a wall
if she didn't like what she read from his mind.


“You know,
there really doesn’t seem to be anything preventing us from doing that.
It isn’t illegal for the Infected to have their own sporting groups or clubs.
No one has ever tried to put in official rules for it before, so they can’t
really do it yet. If we put out a list of rules and enforced them… That really should
work. We need to go in first though and make sure this isn’t run by the mob. At
least, if they want to run it, they need to follow our word on it. We own the
Infected business, capisce?” Her blue eyes actually gleamed a bit, as if
she knew more than she was letting on. Given her powers, which was pretty much
telepathy on a major scale, that was probably true.


Before he
could call her on holding out on them, she shrugged. While glancing at him,
clearly knowing what he was planning to do in a moment.


“There’s a bit
of dirt to collect here. A few bad apples we need to remove first, or at least
get in with… That will take people going on, on the ground. We can send three
or four people, I think. More than that will seem off. Who do we get for that
though?”


She looked at
Yi, who, interestingly enough, didn’t spit out a list of names or simply
volunteer himself for the job. Instead he looked across the table, directly at Richard.


Which nearly
got a head shake. After all, he wasn’t a fighter in particular. Not old enough
to be a manager, either. Not that both of those things couldn’t be handled, if
it was really needed. They had some people that were willing to do work like
that for them after all. Changing how people looked for instance was well
inside of what their pals in Noram could do for them. Some of those had already
been done, in fact. Getting bodies for practice sessions in another world had
been his main job for the last month, at the IPB. That meant he had a way in,
on things like that. Not that the rest of them couldn’t have pulled it off just
as well.


Instead of
mouthing off like a punk kid, about how he didn’t want to do the work, he
nodded.


“Right. We do
have some people that won’t be easily identified right now. Peggy and…” The
name escaped him for a moment, even though the face slapped him in the
forebrain pretty hard. She was cute enough now but had looked like an unwrapped
and desiccated mummy the first time they’d met. That had been changed by magic
workers from a different reality.


Both of the
women had been made to look a lot different. Peggy was better looking but both
were kind of on the decent side of average now. Easily cute enough to turn
heads while walking down the street. More to the point, they hadn’t been on
television recently. That meant no one in the world could connect them to the
IPB. They were, for all intents and purposes, not involved with them at all. At
least as far as the public was concerned.


Snapping his
fingers, trying to get the new memory of the name out he got it. Hopefully.


“Nan? Are
either of them decent in a fight?” That got addressed to the boss, since it was
her job to know that kind of thing. At least in his book.


Turner
actually smiled.


“Both
of them are good enough for this kind of thing. All our operatives can fight.
Peg is a class three, Nan is a four. That will put them at the top end of this
little fighting club?” She addressed Christian on that, seeming happy with a
nod in return.


The cool
blonde looked to be melting though, her nerves being stressed by the meeting.
Even if her first mode was gone. That was a thing that he’d noticed himself. He
didn’t manically want to steal everything in the world anymore but his desire
to take things that weren’t strictly his was still there. Like it had been his
own life. With Pours, she still had her social awkwardness or introversion
going on. It just didn’t dominate her world now.


Turner glanced
back at Rich, then tilted her head.


“Who else do
you like for this?”


That part was
a bit harder. They needed to send in at least one man with them. Not because
the women weren’t capable. They probably were, even if they were skirts. It was
simply that more than half of all fighters, even ones that were Infected
would be men. The managers probably would be as well. They were the people that
were interested in fighting, as a rule. Then, most would think that government
agents would be in the same boat, so that could work for them. The team needed
to be balanced though.


“What about an
agent? We can get them fixed up in Noram and pass them off as Infected. Then
send in Peggy as one of the managers? Can she pull that kind of thing off?” He
didn't really know the woman.


Oh, sure, the
rather busty, honey blonde woman hugged him each time they met, now but they
hadn’t had a lot of time for that kind of assessment. She was just happy
that he’d gotten her in on getting her looks changed for free. No that he
didn’t enjoy her response to it. She was dating Denis Thompkins though and the
man was crew. They’d done a job together. Really, they were still on that job.
It was a big thing, too.


The truth was
that his friendship was more important to Richard at the moment than a
piece of trim. Even if Peg had turned out to be a rather nice-looking gal.
Kind, too. Also, a murderer, if he recalled the story correctly. That probably
meant tough but might not mean savvy when it came to undercover work.


Yi nodded.


“That… I think
that’s the plan then. Peggy and Nan, Agent Lloyd and Richard. You and Lloyd
will need to be a bit more distinctive though. You both look like you could
pass. So do the other two now. Something dramatic? This is, it’s mainly run by Infected
people, right?”


Those words
got a head shake, from Mableton.


“In part. The
people at the top are mainly uninfected or can pass. No real bigots
though, so that will work. If you’re willing to change enough for the job. I
don’t know Agent Lloyd?”


Looking
around, Brian shrugged.


“I
don’t either. I mean, I think we’ve met, in passing but that’s it. I just
picked up his name as being the right one. Precognitive? We can ask?” The words
sounded a bit dark and gloomy. Raspy, like the man was ten or twenty years into
his three pack a day smoking habit.


He wasn’t.
He was really just so shell shocked that his mind probably should have snapped
years back. Instead the man got up each day and fought to save lives, instead.
It was brave as all get out but not precisely sane.


Then, no one
ever said that being sane was required of him. No, his power set the
rules, which meant he had to go and fight to the death on a nearly daily basis.
Sometimes more than once. It probably meant Yi was a good enough fighter to go
in with them. The man was simply too recognizable.


The fellow
that kept killing the murderers was too well known not to be noticed.
Especially by people that were doing illegal things. That kind would know who
their adversaries were, out of simple survival.


At the head of
the table there was movement as the Director pulled a small, black mobile
phone. She did it like it wasn’t a miracle of science. Then, most people did,
so it was a thing to keep in mind. He’d used that kind of thing himself in the
past but had never bothered to own one. Really, Rich needed to get in on that
kind of thing, since it looked like he was going to be around for a while.
Dying in an old folk’s home it hadn’t been needed.


Now it was
strange that a kid his apparent age was walking around without one. As in he’d
actually gotten strange looks a few times when he’d mentioned not having that
kind of thing in public. Part of his new job would be blending in. Which meant not
looking like he did when they left on the mission. He needed to be older, or at
least strange seeming. Like Yi had mentioned.


Turner spoke
almost instantly.


“Burks. We
have a mission for Agent Lloyd. Undercover, with a team. He’ll need to get some
changes made, to pass himself off as Infected.” There was silence then, the
whole room waiting for whatever the response would be. Turner just nodded and
kept going after a bit. “Right. We need to pass him off as a professional fighter.
Illegal pit fights, with Infected. We have a team selected for it already.” The
names weren’t listed off though.


A moment later
she hung up.


“He’ll be over
here in a few minutes. Charles, Nan and Peg are on Team Two.”


The rather
bulldoggish looking man, who had a manly bit of a mustache and the look of law
enforcement around him, nodded.


“I’ll get them
in directly. This is a bit of a different mission for us.” He seemed a bit
uneasy about it, which at least Pours and Mableton seemed to get.


Christian was
not handling the room well though at all. She seemed ready to sprint out, in
fact.


Seeing that
got Richard to shrug and wave at her. She was doing her best to hang in and
fight her nature. Having recently gotten rid of his own mode that way, a
compulsive need to steal he knew how hard that could be.


“Hey… We need
to set up a trip out later today. We really don’t have a need for it for
another few weeks. You should go with us and get that Mode ripped out.” He knew
she’d already had it done. At least he thought that was the case. If nothing
else her nerves could be settled a bit, around other people, even if it needed
a bit more work. The people, the kids learning to do that kind of thing, seemed
to appreciate the practice, so it wouldn’t be an insult to them.


The woman
looked at him and then rolled her eyes.


“It isn’t
that. I’ve already had that done, like you were thinking. I’m just…” She looked
uncomfortable and didn't speak then.


Cindy did,
since that was the kind of woman she was. A bit bitchy, but honest enough.


“It’s gas. We
all had burritos earlier, you know how it goes.”


That was true
enough. Not that other things hadn’t been on offer. Richard had eaten battered
fish and fries, himself. Which was a good idea.


Instead of
making a big deal of his mistake, he shrugged.


“Got it. Sorry
there, doll. We should go and get people, then meet back here then? Everyone
that’s going. I don’t know exactly how to get us there.”


Really, he
knew three different ways. The easiest being to get with Brian Yi, since
he had powers that allowed that. Plus, the man was sitting right across from
him and in on the mission planning. Normally Rich would have tried little Sara
first, since the kid was just as capable that way and liked to help but she was
already off in that other world. Going to school, of all things.


It was a
boarding school type situation. A thing that the kid had been at for nearly a
year already. She came to visit every few weeks but couldn’t stay long, since
they ran eight times faster in Noram than they did in the IPB world.


Meaning that
to the kid, she probably felt a bit neglected. Except that they kept sending
people in to visit her every day or so. About once a week, in the time frame
she was living in. What they hadn’t done is get them all in at one time.


Turner made a
small sound.


“We should get
Lydia in on that then. She’s up on the roster for inter-world travel this week.
Who do you want for that?” The question was directed at Richard.


Which was
pointed. It basically meant that she was putting him in charge of the mission.
It would probably change as soon as they had their Agent on deck, of course.
After all, Rich had a whole two months of experience in the IPB. Most of that
had been spent working on off base projects, the one he wasn’t allowed to think
about openly in particular. That or in getting bodies for wizards to practice
life changing magics on. It hadn’t been that hard really, since they’d gently
put out to the public that it was possible.


As in they’d
gone on the news and simply told people about the program and how to get in on
it.


People from
other worlds was a known thing. That some Infected had their first modes
removed was as well. The hard part was getting people to trust them enough that
they were willing to show up at the base. Even those that were willing to try
it kind of suspected it was a trick and that they were going to die.


Most of them
didn’t.


Out of the
several hundred that had gone so far, six of them had. The IPB had put
that out to the press as well. The reason they were being gifted with such
changes was all about being willing to help trainees learn to do the
work. A few of them had failed. More than a few people had been saved by
other wizards with more experience stepping in and taking over just in time.
The whole procedure was dangerous, after all. Even if everything went right, there
was always a chance that the subject could die.


Even given all
of that, thousands of Infected were on the waiting list. A two percent chance
that they’d die was more than worth giving the new techniques a shot for a lot
of people.


Of course, the
ones that needed the big changes were the most likely not to make it. They were
also the most motivated to try in the first place. That factor was
probably pushing the death toll up a good bit. On paper it was bad that anyone
died at all. In real life it was working out for them perfectly. They told the
press that there was a real, if small, risk to the procedure. That meant the
people who were willing to try it seemed brave, instead of just greedy.


On the other
side, with the Wizards and their people, the ones that were willing to risk
their lives seemed nearly like heroes, instead of people scamming them for free
work. Not that Richard wasn’t planning to go off that day and do exactly that.


Con his way
into unneeded changes for the sake of a mission that no one in that world had
any reason to care about at all. For that matter, unless it was really about
something bigger, they probably didn’t need to work it as a real mission at
all.


Except that,
for some reason, several of the people there wanted him, personally, to go into
that situation. It could have been a test, of course. Making sure he was a team
player and all that. He was, at least as far as getting specific tasks done.
Meaning it wasn’t a big deal to him if that’s all the whole thing was about.
Making sure he was willing to give his all to the project at hand.


Which he was.
Besides, they kind of needed to come up with some way to reassure the Noram
people that the recent deaths weren’t a deal breaker. The IPB barely noticed
the risks. The wizards and mages on the other side were freaking out enough
that they’d stopped what they were doing and were reevaluating their programs.
That needed to be nipped in the bud, if at all possible.


Part of his
con there required them to keep helping. That meant making certain their people
weren’t too afraid to do the work. After all, even the less skilled magic users
were mainly good enough. A few special cases had hit them at the wrong time,
that was all. Hard things that might not even have been possible to do at all.


They broke up
as a group then, with a rather embarrassed seeming Christian fairly bolting from
the room. He felt bad about it, since he was the one that had brought it up in
the first place. Putting her on the spot like that wasn’t a great way to make
friends. Mableton walked across the room and slapped him on the shoulder.


“Don’t feel too
bad. It would have been worse for her if she’d exploded in the middle of the
meeting. I’ll be going in with you later, if that’s cool? I actually have
people to check on over there, if you can buy it. A whole boyfriend and
everything.” She waved that away, as if it weren’t real.


Rich nodded
anyway. As far as he’d heard it kind of was.


“Sounds like a
plan. I think I need to find… Lydia? I don’t know her very well. I’ve seen her
a few times. Any hints on how to get her help with this?” It might be her job
of the moment but alienating people was never a good idea. Especially since
courting her for more work later was a good idea.


Interestingly,
Mableton touched his shoulder again. She held it as well. It was an odd move,
to be certain. Almost flirtatious, which was out of place having just mentioned
her boyfriend not ten seconds before. Him thinking that got a squeeze, not her
hand taken off. Given she was standing there, probably reading his mind like a
book, that meant something.


What, he
wasn’t totally certain.


“Lydia…
Really, she’s feeling a little underappreciated at the moment. Not… Well, she
moves people around and answers phones but that’s about it. She isn’t really in
on anything. Find a way to include her and you’ll probably be in on some
underage poon-tang in no time.” There was a pause then.


After a
moment, there was a smile.


“She’s still
fifteen. The age of consent here is sixteen, which is two months away
for her. Not that I want to cock-block her or anything. There are rules though
and really, she thinks that you’re cute, so you need to be ready to fend her
off for at least that long. Especially if you go with my plan and start
treating her like an actual adult. It’s going to have an impact on her
fragile little mind.”


There was a
hint of wicked teasing in the words. No lying though. It wasn’t even meant to
be cruel, he didn't think. No, it was just the invasion of privacy that was the
joke of the moment. Only it wasn’t one, at a guess. Just a heads up about a
real potential issue, before it became one.


“I’ll keep
that in mind. Most of you are kids here though. Hardly anyone is even in
their fifties.” Shaking his head, Rich tried to make the words playful.


Cin cleared
her throat.


“No doubt.
That’s got to be off-putting. We don’t even know the right movies to talk
about. Anyway, I think that Lydia is in class right now. In the school building,
with Lauren.” Instead of letting go of his shoulder, she moved in and gave him
a small hug first. Then backed off a few steps.


He took that
as his cue to leave.


“I think I can
find that. Thanks for the information. We’ll meet back here in… Call it two
hours?”


It probably
wouldn’t take that long but there were always problems to be worked out. For
instance, if they had to find a different Agent to go with them for some reason.
That or if Lydia was too busy for them that day.


That was his
job to take care of for the time being, so, dressed in his tan fatigues with
matching boots, he left the headquarters building directly. That space kind of
matched him. It was mainly in tan and brown as well, from the carpet to the
brick outside. The new school building was just a spiffed up double wide that
had been put near the back of the complex, behind the motor pool. It was a bit
of a hike to get there. On the nice side, when he went in, not knocking first,
the decor was in decently bright colors, instead of the drab tan that was so
popular for the rest of the space.


It was almost
as if they didn't want to stunt the minds of the people learning at all.


There were
three students inside, working on computers. Along with a teacher at a decently
official seeming desk at the front of the room. She looked up and smiled at
him, then spoke in a normal tone of voice, even if the space was quiet
otherwise.


“Hey, Richard.
What’s up?” The teacher, Lauren, spoke in a friendly enough tone. They sat at
the same table at meals on occasion.


The lady had a
nice enough figure on her and wasn’t officially dating anyone. A thing that had
been mentioned to him several times. Not all of them by her, either. She
did seem to be nice enough to be worth seeing. A thing that he probably
needed to look into. If he wasn’t going to be abusing girls that were far too
young for him anytime soon.


The others
there, two girls, who both looked to be teens and a man who seemed to be in his
thirties all glanced up at him. One of the girls, the one who wasn’t Lydia,
being a bit white for that job, smiled at him as well.


“Fucking
monkey spunk.” She grimaced after the words came out. “Hot come in my mouth.”


No one else
seemed shocked by the words and even he’d heard the trick before. It was just
her first mode. It caused her to blurt things out like that. If they were
pointed at all, he didn’t know.


Some of the
telepaths probably did but if so it wasn’t on the rumor mill that he’d heard
about.


Nodding he
waved toward the front of the space.


“We have a
mission. Lydia is up for that. Transport and planning. Mainly logistics on
moving us around. Both to Noram and then for the actual mission on our side.
Communications, too. We’re going in undercover, so that’s going to take some
doing. On the first leg…” He shrugged. “That’s going to be about begging for
some work to be done, if possible, as well as visiting with Sara. Everyone
that’s going needs to be at the HQ in two hours.”


He tried to
make it sound official, which basically worked.


At least the
man that was there, Keith, nodded.


“There you go,
Lydia. A real mission and everything. Now if we could just get Team Two
hooked up for anything.” The fellow gave Richard a knowing look then, followed
by a shrug. “It’s a lot better than it used to be. There just isn’t that much
to do right now. We only need so many people for Team One. People would
probably be scared if I was posing for photos with their wife and kids anyway.”


That was
self-depreciation. The kind that wasn’t properly needed. Most men would have
been worried if Keith was posing with their wife at a least. He was manly
seeming and decently muscled. A lot of men would feel inferior to him due to
that. His face was fine enough, at a guess. He was a bit untidy, with a day’s
or more worth of thick beard growth but that seemed popular enough for the time
being.


Not knowing
what to say, Richard shrugged back. When in doubt, copy what the other person
was doing. As long as you didn’t do it so much that it became mocking, folks
tended to like it well enough. It made them feel like you were just like them.


“We have… Nan
and Peggy for this mission? Plus, an Agent and myself. Lydia isn’t going inside
with us. It’s a real enough thing, though.”


That got
everyone in the room to nod and seem happy enough at least. Phoebe, the
foul-mouthed girl, grinned.


“Fuck me with
a grapefruit… Or a cucumber.” There was a different tone to her voice then.
Instead of sounding like she was fighting the words, they just flowed, like
regular speech. Especially on the last sentence.


So he nodded
at her. She blushed nicely enough, as if she’d been asking for something kinky
of him. On purpose. When he spoke he ignored the words, since he was clearly
supposed to.


“When the
regular trips start back up, you should go and see about having that first mode
removed. I mean, you can always swear if you want to, right? It’s always
nice to have a choice. I’d get you in today but we’re already begging for work
to be done out of turn. On the good side, I bet we can bump you up the waiting
list, since you know people on the inside.”


The girl, who
looked to be about the same age he did, whatever that meant, flared her
nostrils a bit. It made her seem a bit insane.


“I’m not
really allowed off the base. Not without permission. I ran away once… So…”
There was no swearing that time, at least.


Lydia nodded a
bit, looking down. In shame. Lauren did much the same. Keith on the
other hand made a snorting sound.


“Meh. I bet Richard
and Lydia can get you set up that way. Just have the student working on you do
something cool and kind of hard to do and it should be enough. Maybe learn to
change colors or something on demand? Most of the work people want done is
taking things away or looking better. If you do something unique it could work.
Even Marcia would be willing to let you go if you were taking a real risk to
make us look good.”


The words
showed a certain kind of street savvy, Rich had to admit.


That being the
case, he let his eyes narrow a bit, then agreed.


“You know, I
bet that’s true. I’ll see if we can do that. It won’t be that unsafe or
anything, either. Not if we do it right. Let me get with Tim Baker on that?
Anyway, Lydia, I kind of need you inside an hour, over in headquarters? If that
won’t put a huge hole in the learning day, I mean.” He looked at Lauren, since
she was the schoolmarm there.


Rather than
glare at him, she just nodded.


“We can make
that work, for a mission. So, I just show up in two hours to go and visit
Sara?” She was clearly kidding.


Keith did the
same, raising his right hand.


“Oh, me too. I
haven’t seen her for over a month. She’ll forget her movie watching buddy if I
don’t head over there soon, I bet.”


That didn't
sound very real to Rich. Nodding anyway, he threw in a casual smile.


“Good idea.
You should see about setting up some movies for her to watch over there. See
you in two hours.” He started to walk out, since he wanted to change clothing
first, if possible.


He was in real
clothing at the moment. As in they were solid and made of material that was
designed to take wear and tear. Around his neck he had a magical talisman that
allowed him to put on magical clothing. It was a thing he didn't do in public
very often. Not in his own world. The trick there was that the IPB wasn’t
admitting to having a trove of magic like that, for the time being.


Mainly it was
being hidden from the rest of the government. They might feel threatened if
they knew it existed, after all. The IPB was already too powerful for most of
the other agencies to feel comfortable with. Not in political influence, just
in that they could have taken over by brute force if it ever became needed.


Plus, if they
told the rest of their people about that kind of thing they might be expected
to share. It was a finite resource, so they didn’t really want to do that, as
an organization. At least that was how Rich was taking the basic directive from
Turner. That meant he hid the clothing amulet he had on him, unless he was
heading to a different world.


About twenty
feet outside the door of the school building Lydia caught up with him. She
wasn’t panting, even if it was clear that a bit of jogging had taken place to
reach him.


She moved in
silence for about ten seconds.


“Um… So, the
mission? Is that real or code for something else?”


There was a
blink on his part then, since it was clear that she meant something more adult
than cutting class early for the day. That was a bit different than he would
have expected from her. Even with the warning from Cindy on the issue.


“Real.
We’re infiltrating an illegal fighting club. It’s mainly Infected people doing
the fighting, which means it’s our job to see what’s going on there. You can
get us there, right? We might need to be moved at times as well. If that
happens, then you’ll need a disguise. Really, we should get your face changed
for that too, if we can. You don’t mind being a man for a few weeks, do you?
Maybe with some scars and a tattoo or two?” That was teasing, which the kid
got.


“Or I could
just look older? Maybe a bit different, in case anyone sees me? I can’t
go everywhere. I can go from any node to almost any place, so heading in
that way works but I haven’t learned to open those up on my own. There are
natural ones and I can use shortcuts, so we can travel kind of fast that way.
It isn’t really teleportation.” She didn't seem embarrassed about that.


Which was
correct. It was a skill that she’d won for herself by brutally hard work. Not a
power, strictly speaking. Not a gift that was handed to her. A thing
that she’d taken for herself. There was no need for her not to be proud of
that. Not that she was letting that show through in particular either.


“That probably
works better for us than if you could just zip from spot to spot. It
makes it seem more like the kind of power that a bunch of regular Infected
might be able to bring to bear for regular travel. Faster than a car, without
being such a big thing that it makes you a class five. Anyway, when we get into
Noram… I guess we need to find Sara first? Then get off to the Moon there and
beg for a while. They’re into groveling there, right?” He pantomimed a bow as
he moved, not doing it very well.


They were huge
on bowing there, even when you weren’t asking for things.


She nodded,
her face lighting up a good bit.


“That does
work pretty well. Still, we shouldn’t just show up at a school like that. No
one has said anything overtly about it but it’s kind of considered rude there
to just show up to see a student. You’d need to see the headmaster first, I
think. That’s Douglas Baker or his wife, Laurie. Really, we should probably
show up and bother someone else, at a distance and then see if it’s all
right for us to meet up with Sara. That will seem more polite. On the nice
side, we can kind of kill several birds with one stone, since Douglas Baker is
Tim Baker’s father. I happen to be friends with Dumas Thompson, who’s
Douglas Baker’s grandson. Piece of cake setting that all up.” 


She smiled,
since it probably wasn’t that simple. It did sound like a nice piece of social
engineering, however. Working people around inside their own rules, in order to
get what you wanted. Hopefully without them ever becoming too suspicious
of your intentions.


They walked
for a while about five minutes, in silence. As they did, Lydia seemed to become
a bit nervous. Probably due to the silence, coming from his direction. When
they got inside the head office, he waved a bit.


“I need to
change into my traveling outfit. Do you have anything…” The words were very
close to being rude. The girl was basically a soldier, so wasn’t going to have
fancy clothing on hand, all the time. They could get into the magical stores
for that though and hook her up with the same thing he had.


Rather than
look upset, the kid let her head float up, once only.


“I have an
outfit or two for that. I’m not the Ambassador or anything but I get invited to
fancy parties over there on occasion. Not here, of course. Just over there,
where I get to be the cool alien girl that travels between worlds.” She tapped her
chest, near her throat, to show what she meant.


That she was
wearing a magical clothing talisman around her own neck. It made sense and
showed a certain level of cleverness, her having cadged one of those for
herself. Possibly from another reality directly, given she could come and go as
she pleased.


“Good. We need
to be somewhat impressive that way, this time. Something… A bit more matching
with what they do there? I haven’t really paid that much attention. Can you set
that up for us? I need to change first. Get out of the real clothing. Otherwise
things are going to get awkward.” That and lumpy, since the magical clothes
would form right over whatever you were wearing.


Ideally you
were naked when the thing turned on.


It took a few
minutes for him to get into the head and strip. The device, as soon as he
wanted it to turn on, which he indicated by tapping it gently while holding the
idea of being clothed, put him in a basic brown outfit. Simple trousers, pull
up boots that folded over at the top and seemed like leather and a loose top
that would have been a long sleeve pullover made of rough fabric, if it had
been real. When he walked out, holding his real clothing under his right arm in
a bundle, Lydia was already there. Dressed in an identical outfit to himself.


She held her
left hand out, to take his clothing.


“We can store
it behind the front desk here. That way we’ll be able to grab it first thing when
we get back.”


Richard didn’t
really care where they kept the clothing, as long as they had a plan for it.
Doing what Lydia suggested would work well enough, of course. That meant he did
what she wanted, handing the bundle over instantly. She didn’t bother speaking
to the woman behind the counter at first, just doing what she’d suggested,
ducking down.


When she was
gone, there was a soft whisper, which got the blonde next to her to go wide
eyed.


“We get to go
to another world? That’s great!” The words from the secretary were loud and out
of place. Enough that Turner came out of her office, looking stern.


She glared at Richard
for some reason.


“You’re taking
Sinclair with you?”


The words got
the brown clad Lydia to stand up, suddenly. She looked a bit guilty. She
started to stammer, as Rich shrugged. It was clear that Lydia had said
something like that to the other girl. Probably a friend of hers. Offering to
try and get her in. Then it was jumped on a little too hard, possibly messing
up the treat or payment that Lydia had in mind.


The thing
there was that you backed up your crew on a job. Even if you didn’t always get
why you were supposed to do it. Planning things out was better though, which
Lydia should have understood. They’d need to chat about that, if they were
going to be working together very often. Now he was stuck, with Director
Turner looking at him like he wanted to steal all the girls away for a long
weekend without asking their father’s permission first.


“Right. I put
Lydia on transportation for the mission. That and outside communications. I
guess she’s getting her team set up for that? We might want to arrange for some
alterations, if she’s going to be seen. Possibly… Um… Phoebe, as well? On
communications, so we can have twenty-four seven coverage that way. If they’re
seen doing it, that can’t come back on us. They’re all a bit distinctive right
now, since we only have so many young people around here.” They had some
disguise devices, that worked a bit like the clothing ones, only for faces. It
would be enough, he didn’t doubt.


That didn’t
get this particular girl over to another world of course. It was his fault for
spinning such a poor lie. With proper planning they could have done a much
better job. Part of that was clearly on this new girl though. She’d blurted
when whispering back was clearly the order of the day.


Their shared
boss crossed her arms and scowled.


“You want
Phoebe and Sinclair for this? What if they take off, once you have them over
there? They’ve done that kind of thing before.” The words didn’t hold even an
ounce of playfulness. As if fleeing into a world where they didn’t know the
language or customs was going to be an easy thing for anyone to do.


Thinking that,
he shrugged.


“Then they do?
Really, they should make contacts first, if they want to plan that kind of
thing. Get trained up on what would be needed first. I doubt that will be
happening too easily today. This is mainly about unit cohesion, right now. We
can leave them here or select someone else if you want. It’s just the team that
Lydia thinks will work for this. It’s up to her. You too, of course.” There was
no sense that he cared at all.


Which was
directly down to the fact that he didn’t. Also, it would help get Turner on
their side if she was in the loop. She wasn’t stupid, so would catch that there
was no real reason for them to take all the girls they were. It wasn’t for a
slumber party after all or anything like that. Richard wasn’t even trying to
get them into bed. Mainly because that would be wrong, to his own way of
thinking.


After about
forty hard glaring seconds, most of which had Sinclair being looked at like she
was due for a solid paddling, the boss lady snorted.


“Fine. Lydia,
you’re in charge of that. Got that Sinclair? If you or Phoebe mess this up, she
gets in trouble for it. I want you to work out constant communications with the
team going in on the mission. That means at least one of you is awake and on
that at all times. Get with Agent Lloyd on that and see what he wants done that
way. He’s your expert.” The woman turned on her heel then and all but stormed
back into her own office. Leaving the door open.


Sinclair
seemed a bit scared. Lydia however sighed and looked relieved.


“There we go!
I kind of meant that we might be able to get you out later. You
get to go this time though! Yay! We can put your language lessons to use
finally.” Turning to Richard, she made a bit of a face. “We’ve all been
learning Standard. Phoebe, Sinclair and me. It comes up working the front desk
and Phoebe is our friend, so…” She seemed embarrassed that she might be getting
her pals in on the good things like that.


Ones with
useful skills, it seemed. That made it a decent idea, all on its own.


“Good pick for
the crew then, if they have the language down at all. At least on the first leg
here. Can you get outfits for them? We should do that part carefully. Who does
that for us?”


Rich knew the
answer, which was that they had a whole Cindy Mableton for that. She was the
Ambassador for that world after all. It meant they were taking her, even if it
hadn’t been her plan for the day. Not that he hadn’t been there thirty odd
times himself already. That was for a fairly specific thing though. He’d
dressed in nice business attire in the main, not in silk and velvet outfits,
which were popular for the men there. At least the wealthy and powerful.


The thoughts
had Cindy coming out of her office, also wearing brown. Matching Lydia and
himself. Holding out four white glass amulets with glowing blue on the front.
It was some kind of mystical sigil. What it meant… Well, that was probably
something like clothing amulet. Just in a different language. Magic,
if not Standard.


“Lydia, why
don’t you go and collect people? They need to rally in about an hour and forty
minutes. We’ll meet back here when you have everyone. I do like your
plan for this. If we’re going visiting we need to look the part, if I have the
rules for that down correctly.”


The girl
smiled at him, touching his arm lightly.


“They do
really have rules for it. We aren’t even trying to stay for months on
end. That’s inside what’s allowed, by the way.” She grinned then, a bit
wickedly. “Then, if one of them ever shows up at your door, you’re expected to
take them in as well. Keep that in mind, since vacationing in a
different reality is amazing. I’m kind of shocked that none of them have
come here for that yet.”


Lydia took off
then, at a jog. Who she was getting specifically Rich didn’t know. Not that it really
mattered. Having the entry team with them was a good idea, since the more time
they had to bond, the smoother they’d be able to work as a unit. They weren’t
getting much that way, due to the nature of what they were doing.


Though, no one
had claimed they had to go right into the fight club. It made more sense to do
some recon first, then go in. Armed with information. Before he could mention
that, Cindy reached out and touched his arm.


“I’ll work up
a dossier on that. It’s true though. No one did say you had to rush in first
thing, did they? I’d probably do it that way but if you want to be all professional
about things like that…” There was a playful hit to the arm, which hurt enough
that it was hard not to react to it.


It rocked him
to the side and made a dull thumping sound at the same time. Like a punch from
a boxer would have. Cindy acted like it was nothing and Sinclair looked…
scared.


“You’re going
with us? To this other world?” The younger woman sounded frightened as well.


Cin winked. It
was a bit creepy, the way she did it. Worse for coming from her attractive
face.


“That’s right.
Just think… All that alone time for us to get to know one another. Right now,
why don’t you strip and put this amulet on? I’m sure that no one will mind if
you do it here. With us all watching.”


The words,
oddly enough, were being obeyed when Richard rolled his eyes.


“Cut that out,
Cindy. She’s on the crew. I don’t know what you had between you before.
I also don’t care. It ends now. If you can’t work together then
I’ll have to rework the mission. So far she’s pulling her weight. You are, too.
That means I want you both in on this.” Not that he could cancel the
whole thing. Then again, he didn't know that for a fact at all. It might well
be that if he took the issue to Turner she’d tell him to do what he thought was
best. Right now, that was still going in.


With both of
these gals doing their part, without being catty shrews about it.


Waiting, Cindy
finally laughed a bit. Clearly reading something in the air, in front of her.


“Fine. Fine.
I’ll pretend I’m a grownup for the time being. Still, Sinclair… If you’re on
the crew, that means you have to really be on the crew, understood?
Betray us and I’ll kill you.” Her voice was perfectly flat on the last words.
Deadly sounding.


He didn't know
how that death would come, just that if the taller woman didn’t do what she was
told, it was going to be happening. That fit with what few things he’d
heard about Cin Mableton. She was mainly known for being good with information.
She also had a habit of murdering people. Not everyone, all the time. Enough
that Sinclair nodded hurriedly and then looked at Richard.


The thing
there was that she was clearly afraid of him, too. That part didn’t make any
sense at all.


She just stood
there, as if not knowing what to do. Her fingers on the buttons of her fatigue
top.


Waving a bit
toward the restroom, he tried to seem relaxed.


“I think you
can change in there?”


The woman
didn’t wait for him to say it twice or explain anything, like how to turn the
amulet on. As soon as she was gone, Cindy sighed.


“About eight
months back, before I got here, she and Phoebe threw in with some of our
enemies and ran away. Sinclair was the ring leader there. They ended up with
Phoebe locked in a small cell healing people on demand and Sinclair drugged out
of her mind and being raped fifty or sixty times. The thing is that Sinclair is
about a hairs breath from bolting again. She’s blaming everyone but
herself for what happened.” There was a gusty breath then. One that spoke of
frustration and annoyance. “Only, they could have just gotten plane
tickets home. I mean, just marched into Marcia’s office and set up for her
to pay for their airfare. Instead they turned on their friends. People were
hurt because of it. Our people, even if it was only them.” She looked ready to
go on.


In a rather
negative way.


Richard tilted
his head then and nodded.


“Can I get you
to watch them, then? We can’t have anyone messing up the operation. We should
replace them, given that. We can’t have people running off halfway through the
job. Then again, if we can convince them that we’re on the same side, that
might work. What do you think?”


There was a
pause, with her eyes moving back and forth for a few moments. Then a rather
annoyed facial expression.


“They should
be fine, really. Sinclair is trying to just serve out her time on probation,
which will only be a few more months. Phoebe is actually all in on this
with us. She doesn’t really have anyplace else to go. Plus, it’s kind of
working out for Lydia. She used to look really different. We got that taken
care of for her. Really, she’s not a bad kid.” There was another face then, and
a hard look that seemed nearly bitter. “Honestly, neither is Sinclair. Don’t
tell them I said that though. It’s my job to torture them to death if they
don’t make it. So far, they have been but we can dream, right?”


Mableton
looked a bit flat as she spoke. Sinclair came out just about then, in time to
hear the last few words. Probably not the part about her being a good
enough person. It meant that Cin was trying to keep the girl in line using the
threat of death. A thing that she might actually do, making it awfully
credible.


Turning, Richard
took in the girl, who had managed to dress in all brown. That meant she had
some familiarity with Noram style technology.


Magic. There
was no use hiding from what it was. The people there used magic to get things
done. It worked. Possibly better than science did, in a lot of ways.


“There we go.
Cindy was just saying that she thinks you’ll do fine for this. Phoebe,
too. Then she covered for that when you were coming out with that death threat.
To hide that she actually likes you okay. Don’t let it get to you. Just make
sure you stay locked on to the job at hand and it will all be fine. Now, you
speak Standard? That’s useful for this. You should make a point of meeting
people over there then. In case you need to run off there at some point in the
future. We can feel that part out as we go. We’ll cover the plan as soon as
everyone else gets here.”


That meant
waiting, which was done in Cin’s office. At least for him, it was.
Sinclair was expected to stay at the front desk, answering phones, until it was
time to leave. They had another girl coming in to take over for her. June.
He’d heard the name but didn’t have a face for it yet. 


Just before it
was time to leave, Cindy stood up, stretched toward the ceiling with both hands
and moved over to some nice treasure boxes that were floating along the wall.


It didn’t
amaze him to see it was where they held all the magical devices. That they
should be in a locked room at the very least, if not a vault, occurred to him.
He didn’t mention it though. After all, they might need to steal some of the
things, sooner or later. Having them there made that much more likely to
pull off. Especially if he had Mableton in on the operation with him.


The crew that
was going in with them was a bit different than he would have figured on at
first. They had Brian Yi, even if they didn’t need him directly. Then they had
a rather foxy looking red head that bounced and jittered nearly as much as
little Bridget Chambers. In fact, those two looked a lot alike, since the
smaller version was standing right there, already dressed up in all brown. The
older one was in casual clothing however. A daringly short skirt and a tight top
that was getting him to pay far too much attention to her.


Cindy handed
the woman an amulet, though Brian already had one of his own for some reason.
In the back of the group were Keith, who’d taken time to shave it seemed,
Lauren, Peggy, Nan and a man dressed in all black.


Being an
adult, Richard started shaking hands and speaking.


“This should
be everyone then? Phoebe…” She walked in last, smiled, waved at him and spoke a
single word.


“Fuck!”


He nodded.


“Good then. We
have clothing for everyone. I’m Richard Drake… Everyone here knows everyone
else? I don’t have a first name for you, Agent Lloyd…” The man might not want
that known, of course.


Rather than be
a problem about that, the man simply looked at him, then extended his right
hand to shake. It probably indicated he was also a grown up.


“Price. Nice
to meet you. This is the group going with us?” He didn’t even pretend to act
skeptical about it.


Cindy shook
her head though.


“Not on the
bigger mission. Rachel, Bridget, Brian, Lauren, Keith and me are just going to
visit with Sara. That’s our cover operation. We might be gone for several days
our time here. There’s an eight to one lag where we are going. That gives us up
to three weeks to visit, plan, get what we can done and to negotiate things, if
possible. Richard, Price and Lydia are in charge. I’ll run the diplomatic side,
since I’m so charming and all that. Right now, we need to change. The uniform
is magical clothing for this section of things. Everyone strip down and get
naked for that part. Unless you already have that on, of course. Then
only strip down if that’s a fun time for you.”


Acting almost
like she meant to do it in the first place, she tossed an amulet to Agent
Lloyd.


“You can use
the restroom. The girls get to share this place. The rest of us will wait in
the lobby. Five minutes. We’re going to be a while getting everyone
dressed properly. Longer than that, if we get there in the middle of the night.
In that case… well, we might well be camping out for a while. On the good side,
I know just the spot for it.”


The people
already dressed in brown moved to the front space, with the rest of them taking
a while to change. The girls took a full ten minutes for some reason. Agent
Lloyd had hurried and was out inside five minutes, like he was supposed to be.
Less than that, actually. Closer to one.


That meant he
got to be dressed up first. His clothing ended up being a rather interesting
and slightly girlish blue costume made of silk, with a ridiculous hat and a
little velvet cape. It made him look a bit like a matador. The shoes lacked
buckles, being more like leather slippers, and the hose he had on covered to
his knees. It was ridiculous, naturally.


The women were
all placed in different styles of dresses, with Cindy being in a rather lovely
pink thing that looked ready for a classical ball. It even had a bustle in the
back. Lydia was in a similar outfit, except in a lavender color but the other
women wore different things. All long and all dresses however.


Brian was in a
rather plain black outfit that had hints of leather on it and seemed almost
martial somehow. The kind of thing that a person could go directly from the
ball into a fight in.


Cindy left him
for last. That probably meant something special. The outfit he was placed in
was solid silver though. Gleaming like the metal. That or a mirror. Looking
down at it, he smiled.


“So that I can
vanish if I need to? Just touch my own sleeve? I wonder if that would work?” In
the past, if he touched a mirror he held, the thing didn't come with him to the
other world.


A place that
was, supposedly, inside his own head.


Cindy winked
at him. A less creepy version than she’d given Sinclair earlier. Again, it was
a bit flirty, if he was any judge of things like that any longer. It would be
fair to assume he was well out of practice.


“It should
follow you, in a pinch. Mainly this is just Tim’s favorite color. He’s the one
you need to impress, so it makes sense to catch his eye. It won’t be lost on
him but the effort should be appreciated. Now, Lydia, when you’re ready?”


They had to
walk to the little red house on the side of the main building there and step in
one at a time. Again, he went last. It didn’t take long however. Lydia seemed
to know her stuff, when it came to getting people to other realities.


At least they
all made it and were alive on the other side. That was pretty much all it took
to impress him.











Chapter two


 


On the good
side, they weren’t showing up in the middle of the night in the strange,
almost alien world they appeared in. In fact, it was brightly lit, sunny with
no more than two fluffy white clouds in a pristine blue sky. In fact, it was
incredibly warm out. A sort of South Western heat that was both dry and melting
at the same time.


Everyone was
dressed too warmly for the day. Even Richard, as old as he was, kind of felt
that getting the kids into shorts and light t-shirts would have been fair game.


“It must be a
hundred and ten out here.” That was muttered and came from Nan. Who smiled
rather prettily anyway. She looked Asian now, after the work she had done about
two months before. Chinese with a bit of Mongolian thrown in.


It probably
made her just a little better than average looking back home, though she had
enough makeup on that he wouldn’t have refused to buy her a drink, if they were
at a bar.


Lydia, being
their transport person and the lady with the plan, took the lead, walking away
from the tiny red hut off to the right. A nice large house came into view. The
kind of thing that would have been referred to as a mansion in the mid-west,
back home. Big and well cared for, without attempting to be a palace. There was
a nice stone wall around it and copious use of wood in the construction. That
part was rare for the area. Even the rich seeming places that could be seen on
either side of the place, in the distance, were made of stone and adobe.


There weren’t
a lot of trees in the Capital area, which showed a certain level of wealth in
the building of the place in front of their group there. Standing out front,
wearing deep black and blue clothing, were two men. Guards by their bearing.
They stood straight and the younger of the two went a bit wide eyed when he saw
the well-dressed collection of people descending on his position.


In fact, even
if it wasn’t needed, his right hand slowly crept toward the pocket of his too
warm jacket. Where, no doubt, his weapons were kept. The older man glanced at
him and shook his head slightly, even if that didn’t seem to change the course
of the hand on the nervous man.


Richard forced
a grin then, since avoiding trouble was always the better course of
action, when available. He’d pull their mission there and regroup rather than
get into even an argument with these men. It was so much easier to explain away
being polite than it was covering up a murder.


“Smile
everyone! Especially you, Brian. With the eyes, like we’ve practiced. Smile
with the eyes!” Yi was doing a lot better now, faking being sane and not
seeming like he was so shell shocked that he could fly off the handle at any
moment.


It wasn’t
real, of course. That meant, when he let his guard down he seemed ready to
fight to the death. Constantly. Without even getting pissy about the words the
man did his part just then, however. Smiling so radiantly that it took real effort
to match it. Almost everyone else gave it a solid try then with Cin and Lydia
bowing. That got him to go as well, since his man on the ground there had
instructed him in the practice first thing. Before his first trip to Noram in
fact. That had been Tor. The wizard.


The rule was
that if one person bowed, you did it too. Even if you didn’t understand what
the heck was going on at the moment. At the very worst you’d seem like a
simpleton that didn't know the rules. A very polite one. The truth was
that they didn’t have a mechanism in the culture there to think of bowing as
anything else, not as far as Richard knew. That meant it was the go to move to
use when things started to happen, if you didn’t get what was going on. Bowing
to an insult would force the other person to do it back, he thought. That might
well short circuit a conflict, if done at the right time.


Everyone else
had gotten the same message at some point, though they needed to have gone over
it before heading out. Planning was key for things like that. So was reminding
people what to do in strange situations.


As he bent
over, with the whole group doing the same thing along with him, even the
twitchy guard relaxed. Both men bent in half then, right arms folding in front
of their bodies, as was considered correct. Cindy and Lydia both curtsied but
the other ladies with them just bowed. That seemed to be interchangeable for
the women, from what little he’d seen.


Cindy stood up
first and started to speak in Standard. It was similar to German in tone, as
well as being mainly incomprehensible to Richard. There were a few words that
he’d picked up in passing. Hala, instead of hello, for instance. Mit,
instead of with. A few words were even clearly English in origin or would have
been in his own world.


After a few
lines of speech, the older of the guards, who only looked to be in his forties,
so not some kind of ancient pensioner, turned, walked to a small covered booth
next to the wall and rang a bell. Several times. Then they all stood there,
waiting.


Cin turned and
explained at least.


“We need to
wait for someone to come and let us in. Probably Tyler, the butler here. It can
take a few minutes to get things around. It isn’t considered rude or anything.”


Why she added
that part, he didn't know. Not until about fifteen minutes later when a rather
tall man in a heavy suit that was navy blue with ridiculous red piping on the
sleeves came out. He was blond and so tall that it was slightly annoying.
Easily over seven feet. The wait in the hot sun seemed a bit long, even to get
past security.


Not that they
had any right to be there at all. Lydia was trying to play inside their rules
though, so he had to trust her take on things. Even if they were turned away,
it was worth a shot.


The man bowed,
first thing, and spoke to them all, in English. That meant they all bent in
half as well, doing it nearly in unison. It got his eyes to open a little
wider. There was a pleasant look on his face to go with it, instead of a stern
look that spoke of them clearly coming to be a hardship for him.


“Welcome!
Ambassador Mableton, so nice to see you. You as well, Line Walker Lydia. Line
Walker Yi.” He moved forward and hugged the ladies. There was no love for Yi
that way, which was good to see.


Interestingly,
the giant of a man redirected his gaze toward Richard then.


“Attaché
Drake, isn’t it? The man that arranged for all those brave souls to come and
help our mages learn life changing skills? There’s been much talk of that…
Perhaps it’s a bit indelicate to speak of at the moment… We could have word on
that topic, later? You should all come in first though. Out of the heat. This
way.” He turned, gesturing toward the building behind him.


Cindy and Lydia
went first, with everyone else training behind. It was a lot of people to just
walk up to someone’s door with, unannounced.


Words flashed
up in front of his eyes, in a deep blue color. They obscured his vision a
little. Not enough to get him to misstep. That was part of Cin’s powers, so
he’d seen the trick before. The information was helpful as to what the giant
was thinking at the moment.


Also, who he
was and the fact that Richard needed to either agree to speak on the topic
suggested or get ready to go to war with the man. Possibly fight a duel. The
real kind that would end in death or at least him being soundly thrashed by the
giant.


Both of those
options sounded annoying and like a waste of time, so he smiled.


“It would be
good to speak to you about that work, actually. I have some thoughts on the
matter. We’ve brought some people here, to help with that.” He waved back
toward Phoebe and Sinclair, both of whom didn't react at all. “These ladies
have volunteered to work with two of the mages that had people pass away on
them before. Simpler changes, so that we can build up their self-confidence.
That’s got to be hard, having people die on you like that. We’ll have
more people in the future for that but…” He pretended to blush, pushing blood
into his face.


The giant man
sobered instantly, his feet still moving. His voice was deep. Somber as well,
compared to even a moment before. His accent was a bit thick in places, while
still being decently understandable.


“That’s the
heart of it, isn’t it? There has been talk in Council of Counts as to if your
people would be coming to war with us over those losses. Six of yours
have perished at our hands.” It might not have been real but the man managed to
seem sad about it.


It was
tempting to shrug, which Rich managed not to do at all. In fact, he schooled
his face, even if the Count wasn’t looking in his direction at all.


“That was always
a risk. A known thing. It hasn’t even hurt the numbers of people volunteering
for the effort here. We’ve told the public too, so it isn’t being hidden at
all. We just have to make sure that the kids here who had that happen to them
don’t quit or fold under the weight of it. Not that it’s the only reason that
we came.” More words, seeming rather bold and red, with yellow inside of them,
flashed up.


He took it to
mean he had to tread carefully then. So, he read them off almost verbatim.


Cindy was
apparently going to make certain that they didn’t say the wrong thing way too
often, at least. It wasn’t as good as having worked it all out ahead of time.
Not that he wouldn’t take it in the moment. They just couldn’t allow themselves
to get lazy.


As the giant
blond man turned to give him a questioning look, he went on. Smoothly enough,
he thought.


“We came to
visit with you and your wife, the Countess. We’re all friends, or at least
should be, after all.” It seemed phony to him, saying it that way.


Which the
Count understood it seemed. At least his demeanor changed. Almost as if he
suspected plotting suddenly. As if he were being brought into the plan though.
It didn’t hurt that Cindy wrote something toward that end in front of his eyes
in rather less panicked seeming script.


There was a
theme to the idea.


They needed to
do certain things, before asking for help in getting what they wanted.
The trick to their con would be in making the Count and his wife feel like they
were important to the IPB world as a whole or at least to their group there.
Which wasn’t false. After all, Lydia had come to these people as part of
her plan, right off the bat. That meant a lot, really.


The house was
nicer inside than out, as well as being cool, comparatively. Almost cold at
first, since the air conditioning was clearly going full blast. Not that he
could hear it. However, it was working though, he enjoyed the effect. They all
seemed to, even though no one spoke of it.


Lydia, who was
standing near the front of the pack, smiled.


“Is Countier
Thomson, Dumas, here by any chance?” There was no explanation as to why she was
asking after the man, or boy since he was a son of the family.


The Count
simply nodded.


“He should be
at his studies at the moment, up at Lairdgren. Language lessons. Rather, he
helps to teach English there, apprenticed to Ancient Doris. I believe he’ll be
back shortly? No more than a few hours. We can have rooms made up. Will you all
be staying the month? Longer, of course, if you wish.” The man laughed a bit
then. “Though in that case, I have to admit we’ll want to move you back to
Thomson house proper. It’s much nicer there in deep summer. It get’s a trifle
warm here in the Capital about then.”


That they
weren’t in the depth of the hottest months made Richard feel genuinely sorry
for the people that lived there. Not that he hated the heat. It was just a bit
oppressive outside already.


Cindy shook
her head a bit and moved over to touch the fellow on the arm. That took
reaching upward.


“We won’t
impose on you for that long. Not while you’re busy with the Council of Counts
like this at least. Though I do have an invitation for you and your family to
come and visit with our President soon. Technically you’re getting in
along with Ambassador Thomson, of course. Just so you understand who the
important one is over there. Oh… Clemance is being requested as well, if he can
get away soon. We have another group of pilots being readied to be trained.
Jump ship, of course. He doesn’t have to do all of it now, there’s just a
request for oversight. More of a management and inspection thing than last time.”


The man
stiffened, which looked nearly like he was taking offense. Except a grin
followed it.


“I understand.
It would be good if he wasn’t gone for too long? Perhaps… No more than a year?
Our time. That isn’t long over there, but he has schooling and his own training
here with Space Fleet. Their admiral has taken him on as something of a
protégé. He’s currently about to be on break from school at the moment. Off to
Lairdgren, since it’s the family tradition. I attended there as well, as did my
mother.”


It was a lot
to take in and meant almost nothing to Richard and probably the others. The man
wouldn’t have been bragging about it though, if it wasn’t meant to be
impressive.


Rather than
commit to knowing things he didn’t, Rich simply nodded as they were led to a
sitting room. On the way in a second bell was rung, which had a smaller man in
a black suit scurrying over almost instantly.


“Tyler, we’ll
need rooms. I don’t know that we have enough space right now…” He seemed
actually worried about that, for some reason.


As if putting
the strange home invaders on the floor would be too much to ask. Since the
other plan they had was literally sleeping on the ground, that didn’t
seem like a hardship to Richard. Not really.


The new man,
who from the name was probably the butler there nodded. He looked a bit stiff
as well.


“Very good,
Sir. We could turn out the third floor rooms? I…” Both of the men winced.


Cindy
explained it though. She was good that way, it seemed. Useful.


“Those are the
old servants quarters. The Thomsons keep their people in the nicer rooms
generally. The old traditions basically had a cubby for the people that worked
here.”


There was a
slow nod from the giant man.


“Barely a bed
and a rod to hang clothing on.” He started to say something, when Peggy spoke
up, smiling.


“That sounds
fine. We’re all pretty much military anyway. No one will complain about the
rooms being too small.” She didn’t glare at anyone in particular, over it.


Perfectly
timed, Phoebe spoke as well.


“Cock smoking
fuck knocker!” It came out as a yell.


Rather than
explain that to the Count, Richard simply smiled back at the girl, then moved
to pat her on the arm.


“Don’t worry.
I’m sure he wasn’t trying to insult anyone by saying you’d whine about
something that trivial.” The second the words were out, Rich realized
that he’d said exactly the wrong thing.


At least the
Count bowed suddenly, his face extremely troubled seeming. Baffled,
which wasn’t a good thing to let happen to anyone that you wanted help from.
Before he could recover, Phoebe did it for him.


“Sorry about
that. My first mode makes me do things like that. Yell and say bad things… It
wasn’t about you at all. I can’t help it, so… Please don’t take offense?” She
bowed then, going lower than the big man by several degrees.


Which had the
rest of them doing it at the same time. It was the rule after all.


Then the girl,
who was thin enough, if a bit soft seeming for the IPB, moved forward and
helped the Count stand up. From the way her eyes were moving, she was reading
something first. It seemed to be the right thing to do, anyway. At least the
Count hugged her. A thing that was returned easily enough. Keith looked at the
scene a bit tensely but no one else did.


It was Yi that
broke them up though, about ten seconds later. Rightfully so, since it was
pretty close to being improper already, as far as Rich could tell. Different
places had different rules but there were limits. The fellow was married for
one thing. If he wanted to get some on the side… Well, a woman from a different
reality was probably the way to go for a short-term thing. He could hit that,
then let her go home, forgetting about her, if that was his plan.


Doing that
right would still need to be hidden from the wife and kids. Possibly the
servants, too.


They were led
into a large front room then, as Tyler the butler scurried off. A few moments
later a rather attractive woman walked in. She was pretty small. Not the
tiniest person in the room, since Rachel and Bridget fill that role for the
moment, both being smaller than she was. Still, if the woman was five feet tall
it was only thanks to her shoes having two-inch heels on them. She was
incredible looking, though. Enough so that it was distracting. To detract from
his staring, he stood, bowing to the woman. That got everyone else doing it,
which happened twice for some reason.


Finally, the
woman spoke. If anything, her English was nearly flawless, even compared to her
husband, who was doing a credible job of it. Much better than his
mumbling along in Standard would have been. Which was a thing that he needed to
fix, as soon as possible, he decided. Going to a strange land and not knowing
how to speak the language was a serious disadvantage. Especially since it
represented a whole new world to explore and exploit. To steal from, if it came
up.


Not that he
had any need to do that kind of thing so far.


The small lady
smiled at them and moved in first to pass out hugs.


“Cindy! Lydia!
You brought new friends for us as well? How wonderful! Will you be staying here
with us? I insist.” She seemed to mean it and even if it was a bit tentative,
she moved to hug the others as well. That included Peg and Nan, though for some
reason she skipped Sinclair. It was kind of obvious. Pointed even. As if she
was doing it on purpose.


Keith got one
though, along with Yi, and Lauren was greeted by name, which was special
seeming enough. Interestingly, Rachel groped the poor woman a bit when it was
her turn, though Bridget managed to be pretty polite about the whole thing.
With her it was just a friendly hug.


Everyone was
introduced, including Agent Lloyd, who was hanging back. Smiling, while seeming
ready to fight for them at the drop of a hat. Not that Brian didn’t have that
vibe going on as well.


Richard was
the last one greeted by the woman. He got a hug, which was nice, if a bit
closer than it had been with some of the other people. Right in front of her
husband, too. The man didn’t look away or seem to think anything of it but to Rich
it felt a bit like he was being cuddled. Kind of inappropriately, for some
reason. Probably due to the fact that they’d never met before.


Then his
hands, both of them, were held in hers.


“Mr. Drake!
I’ve heard wonderful things about you from two of my brothers. From Queen
Constance, as well. Your efforts to help mages and wizards from both Noram and
Vagus learn dangerous skills are well known. We should…” The lady stopped then
and turned away a bit. Still holding on to Rich’s hands.


When she
spoke, her voice was almost subdued.


“Would it be
proper to have Timon and Torrance in for dinner with us this evening? They both
wish to speak to you. All of you, I’m certain.” She seemed nearly ready to cry,
for some reason.


Cin moved in
then and nudged the woman. It was friendly at least.


“It isn’t
that. No one is even thinking about pulling out of our arrangement to
provide people for you. We’d love to have them in. The entire Baker family, if
possible? I won’t lie to you, half of us came to check on Sara. We just
don’t want to make the other kids at her school feel bad, since she has a lot
of visitors and a lot of them don’t have anyone. Orphans and throw away kids.”
The words were a bit matter of fact seeming. Almost a bit too much so.


Richard shook
his head then.


“So, do
something about that? Set up a tour of the base for some of them or something?
They’re just kids, right? It won’t cost much to set them up, I bet. Keith, you
always wanted to adopt some kids, didn’t you?” Richard didn’t know that about
the man at all. Putting his people on the spot was a poor plan, too. Also, he
didn't know why he’d said anything about it at all.


Not until the
words; Brian’s powers, flashed in front of his eyes.


What that
meant, he wasn’t totally certain. There had been hints about Brian kind of
organizing things that way, but it felt strange, having it happen to him
directly like that. Like his mouth wasn’t his own.


Keith,
however, covered like a pro. That or a mind control victim.


“You know,
that’s true enough. A lot of people on the base might be willing to take some
kids under their wings like that, too. Have them in for the holidays and all
that? It isn’t like we don’t have time, is it?”


Nan went next,
smiling rather hugely.


“That sounds
fun, actually. We’d need to learn to speak their language. Lydia, you can teach
me, right?”


The Count and
Countess both looked at them for a few seconds, then smiled. It was a bit
strange seeming. Like the cultures didn’t express some things in the same way.
It was bound to happen, of course. Really, it was one of the reasons that they
had to be very careful with these people. Anything they did might be the
wrong thing.


His own crack
about Phoebe’s outburst for instance. The proper thing to do would have been to
let Cindy or Lydia, their experts for the region, handle it. Instead he’d let
himself speak out at the wrong time. Taking over because some old-fashioned
part of his soul kind of thought that women weren’t real leaders. Even if the
ones with him gave the lie to that pretty solidly.


Even
apologizing might be the wrong thing to do. Which meant keeping his trap shut,
unless it was time for him to speak. Smiling seemed to work though, so he did
that without letting himself seem too strained.


They were
waved, rather gently, toward the sofas and chairs in the room. They took up
most of them. He ended up sitting directly next to Nan, their legs bumping
occasionally. No one seemed to notice that except for him. On the other side Yi
sat. Their legs didn’t touch at all. It probably meant that the lady
needed more space, due to her dress. Not that he minded the contact. She was a
pleasant sort, really. Polite and kind when it mattered.


She liked
Tabby, too. The little cat had stayed back at the base, with Marcia Turner. You
didn’t take an animal with you when you went to visit people, as a rule. At
least that hadn’t been the way Richard had been raised. Hopefully the Director
would remember to feed her. Not that the cat wouldn’t do that for herself, if
the need arose. She’d hunt or go and pester the folks at the mess hall until they
met her needs. She was clever that way. A lot more so than a normal cat might
be.


It was kind of
clear that she understood English, after all.


The Countess
produced a picture phone from a side pocket. A thing hidden in the design of
her dress perfectly. There was a bit of lace that pulled out but which hid the
line of the thing. Richard noticed it happening. No one else did. Which
probably meant he was staring at the poor woman a little too closely. She was
incredible to look at. On a level that had his hormones roaring at him.


Even being a
bit stronger than a regular man, he didn't really want to fight her giant of a
husband if he could help it, so averted his gaze a good bit. Not that he didn't
eavesdrop shamelessly. The words spoken were all in Standard, though a helpful
translation appeared in front of him. Floating in the air.


Like
subtitles, only in real life.


Cindy getting
him and possibly the others hooked up with information when they needed it. A
good thing, in his book. In fact, it was close to being amazing. Not just
because it was a power she had. No, the woman was bothering to make sure
her crew got what they needed. Being a team player was important if you were
going to pull off a con or heist. Also, military missions. This current one was
a lot more con than anything else.


They had
leverage, it looked like. A thing that he hadn’t really understood before that
day. The Noram folks were clearly worried that they might pull out of their
deal because a few people had died trying for miracle cures and changes that
they couldn’t have had back home at all. He’d already set the ground work for
some of the free work to be done, even. Sure, it meant working with the kid’s
that had failed and gotten some people killed already. That was a risk.


A small
one.


The truth was
that the mages and wizards that were learning to do that kind of thing were all
hard working, driven people. The kind of folk that wouldn’t make the
same mistakes twice. Really, in each case the issue had been due to the
Infection being so strange that accidental changes to biology had caused hearts
or brains to suddenly stop, instead of smooth alterations to take place.


None of them
there that day were that bad off. So, it would be fairly safe to have work done
that way. Not perfectly so, which was why the con would work. That hint
of danger, a potential threat, would cause a lot of people to back out. Even if
it wasn’t anything real.


Honestly, they
needed to find something big, to show their high level of confidence in the
people there. What that was, he didn't know yet.


After a few
words of greeting, the Countess took a deep breath. The words in front of him
explain what the wonderful woman was saying.


“Tor… people
from the IPB have come to visit. I think they wish to speak to you? Timon as
well. You mentioned wanting to visit with them?”


The man on the
other side of the stone telephone, his face upside down at the moment, from
where Rich sat, answered. His voice was deep, even if his face was a bit
delicate seeming. The man was nearly as tall as Count Thomson, which helped
with the whole thing. Otherwise the poor guy would have seemed a bit girly.


“I did. Any
word on the weather there? It’s going to be bad if they can’t help us anymore.
Even Tim barely has anyone willing to work with him that way right now.
The word on the deaths hit the net… We won’t have a war or cutting of ties over
this, will we?”


Even if he was
supposed to keep his mouth shut and was pretty certain that Brian wasn’t
forcing him to do it, Richard spoke. Loud enough to be heard, even if it was horribly
rude of him to interrupt like he was doing.


“Not at all.
We brought some people with us. Volunteers that are willing to work with the
mages that lost those people. We were mainly planning to do it in order to
bolster their self-confidence. They were taking on some of the hardest projects
available when that happened to them. It’s a thing our people understand. These,
the people with us, will be pretty easy, without being an insult to them, I
think. We can make changes on any level needed to help boost their morale.”


Instead of
glaring at him for interrupting her private conversation the Countess got up,
walked across the room and held her phone out, facing him. Allowing him to
speak and be seen. Tor Baker was still too good looking for a man. Almost
girlish. The kind of thing that ruined men for real work, in general. Except
that for some reason the attractive giant actually manage to keep himself
pretty busy and didn’t stand on airs a lot.


“Richard?
That’s… Wonderful to hear! I can bring my people by directly for that. It… A
few of them have been troubled over the events. No one was certain how your
people would respond to it all. I certainly wasn’t thinking that you’d bring
volunteers to work with those people specifically. That shows a lot of bravery.
Trust as well. I can come to you and bring you here?”


Those words
got a snort. From the Countess. It was delicate at least.


“I’m not
letting that happen, Tor. Bring them to dinner tonight, here? I want to get
with Timon as well. We could… I’m not certain who else will be allowed?” She
looked over at Cindy then. Rather directly.


Like she
wasn’t planning a dinner party at her own place.


The blonde
woman smiled at least.


“Could we have
the Baker’s invited? Douglas and Laurie. Possibly Prince Benjamin as well?” She
turned, to look at Peggy, for some reason. “Ben is in charge of the main
embassy here. Along with Will Baker. Will is off world right now, or I’d invite
him. We’re dating. He, um, kind of asked me to marry him. I haven’t said no,
so… I don’t know on that part.”


She didn’t
blush about it.


Richard simply
nodded. It kind of made sense and she was about the right age to get hitched.
There was no benefit to waiting for that kind of thing if you had options and a
desire to do it.


“Right? So we
should get his parents in then, to meet with you? Good plan. Oh…” He didn’t try
to be sly about it, since he had a real plan. One that just occurred to him in
the moment. 


After all, he
needed a disguise that would make him seem overtly Infected. At the same time,
they needed to show that they weren’t afraid to work with the mages there.


“Could we get
Erath in, do you think? I wanted to talk to him about some temporary work. We
discussed the idea before, if briefly. We’ll probably want you and Timon on
that as well, Tor. I want to try a massive project. It will probably get me
killed but if we can avoid that part, we can televise it and show everyone
that getting this kind of work is pretty safe.”


Cindy chimed
in instantly.


“Put it on the
Austran and Harmony nets. Maybe Fleetnet as well? A big part of why people are
reluctant to try it probably has to do with fear of the unknown. We get around that
by making it known, right?”


Tor froze. In fact,
he was so still for a moment that the only movement of his picture was a slight
rocking of Countess Thomson’s arm as she breathed. Then he nodded. Slowly.


“All right. We
need to move carefully on these things. Still, if you and your people are
willing, I can have some of those particular students at the meal this evening?
At nine, your time, sis?” The man had moved back to using Standard, but the
words were coming as subtitles, so were easy enough to follow along with.


The Countess
redirected her phone and agreed easily enough. They even set the numbers of
people coming in. It was kind of a big meal to force on her really, since
they’d come in with eleven people that day. All of them just trooping in
without warning.


Then as the
calls continued, the numbers grew as well. In the end it seemed like they were
going to be at a meal with nearly forty people. With only a few hours’ notice.
Near the end of that, a younger man, one who was probably twelve or so, walked
into the room. 


He was dressed
in the same brown outfits that they all had been earlier. The fellow, who was
decently tall for his age, being over five-nine already, bowed as soon as he
saw who was there. Richard stood up and did it back, going first this time. The
others managed it, if on a slower scale.


Lydia moved
over though and hugged the guy. He was a bit young for her but three years or
so wasn’t that big of a deal. As long as she didn’t get pregnant by him. Richard
had no clue how to arrange a shotgun wedding across worlds, after all. On the
good side, after they went home, all Lydia had to do was stay away for a half
year or so and the kid would be older than she was. He certainly wasn’t being
shy about hugging her back. It wasn’t chaste at all. 


Without
realizing it, he cleared his throat, like an old man. Which he was, even if his
face and body didn't match that at the time being.


To his credit
the boy pulled back, without getting pissed off about being interrupted or
acting embarrassed about it. Countess Thomson smiled and covered her mouth,
looking away from the scene. As if her young son was being a bit advanced for
his years. It was probably true enough. For the life of him Richard couldn’t
recall what he’d been getting up to at that age.


It certainly
hadn’t been cross world traveling fifteen-year-old women. Not that he
remembered at least. It had probably been playing soldier, baseball in the sand
lot and working out his first thefts. All of which he’d gotten away with.


Cindy did the
introductions, which meant going back over everyone that was there, nearly. Not
all of them, however.


Lydia covered
that for them.


“Dumas is a
line walker. The Ambassador to our world from here, so that’s decently
important. He’s at the base a lot.”


Price Lloyd
bowed then.


“We’ve met.
Just a few times.”


The kid was
either the kind of person to match faces with names perfectly or a great liar.


“I recall
that. So nice to see you here. I didn't know we had guests or I would have
dressed in finer clothing. Perhaps I should excuse myself? I was just at the
school, up in Lairdgren.”


Richard waved
that part away.


“You look fine
to me. We seem to have a bit of a dinner meeting coming at us. That… We pretty
much forced our way in here and dumped a huge mess on the staff and your
mother. We should help with that. Not that I know what to do for it. I can lift
and carry at need, though?”


The reaction
was interesting then.


The Count
stiffened up, seeming actually upset for some reason. The Countess on the other
hand moved over to him and put her right hand on his arm. She was lighter than
the others from there, except for Tor. The people they’d brought were a pretty
light-colored group, really. Matching her pretty nicely.


“It’s no
trouble, that way. Thank you for thinking of us. The servants are very good
here. We also have top end food units. Several of them. My sister Tiera gave
them to me. Have you met her?”


That got him
to shake his head.


“Not yet. She
sounds amazing, if she can make things like that. Willum’s Aunt Tiera? I’ve
heard her mentioned, I think, if so.”


There was a
clap that ended in a clasping of hands then.


“Exactly the
one. I should invite her as well. Really, let me see to that. I can sit her by
you, if you don’t have a date for this evening already, Richard?” She batted
her eyelashes at him. It was an old-fashioned thing, but one he recalled from
his youth.


“I don’t. Do
we need dates for this? I wasn’t…”


Dumas
shrugged. A very American seeming thing. The body language was practiced. Also
correct to set the IPB people at ease. Really, he seemed to have the makings of
a good confidence man. Richard was kind of so-so that way, himself. He could do
it and knew the grifts. He wasn’t totally smooth all the time though.


This boy was
making him buy the idea that he was from the same country that most of the rest
of them were. While standing in a different world and knowing it wasn’t
true. That took skill.


“Don’t worry
about it. There’s a traditional seating order, which we can move right around
for this. As long as none of you will find it rude? Lydia can be my date for
the evening?” That part came out easily. Like an adult who was merely making
plans.


It also set the
groundwork for later. That was impressive.


The Korean
girl smiled at the boy then.


“I’d love to. Thanks
for asking me, Dumas.”


That left a
lot of people but they had some extras coming in, or so it seemed. They mainly
needed men for the job, once they assigned everyone a seat mate. He was
apparently getting in with the Wizard Tiera. It sounded like a decent plan at
least, since she had connections he needed for the current job he was on.
Getting those changes made and getting people in to visit with little Sara.
True that last part was for the others and was more cover than anything else,
for him being there in the first place. If they didn’t try though it would look
like she wasn’t loved.


No one wanted
that.


It turned out
to be about six in the afternoon when they were taken to the small third floor
rooms. They really weren’t that bad. Ten by ten spaces, with large beds, small
desks, dressers and wardrobes for clothing. They had to share the bathing
chamber down the hall, however. That or move to the one on the ground floor,
which was offered to them by the butler.


He took it as
a hint that one didn't go to a fancy dinner party there unwashed and in their
traveling clothes. The big tubs were filled for them by Dumas, who’d made a
point of collecting them all up for it. The interesting part was that they were
all supposed to shower and bathe in the same room. Sharing the tubs for soaking
after they got cleaned up. The kid went with them.


No one freaked
out, though it was clear that some of them were feeling a bit shy about the
whole thing. Lydia in particular. She didn’t cover herself, just turning three
shades of red. For his part, even if he was a bit too prudish for that kind of
thing in the main, Richard managed it all right. Years of sponge baths and having
things put in his body by bored men and women had kind of killed off any sense
of modesty that he might have once had.


If anything,
it was harder for Keith and Brian. Price went nicely blank through the eyes but
the other men were clearly trying to hide the fact that a lot of the ladies there
were cute. It would have worked on Rich that way as well, except that he was
ready for it and turned his mind away pretty sharply. Working on the plans for
later. Trying to get the needed planning done, while smoothing over the
problems that had come up.


It saved him
from having to try and hide an erection like the other fellows were doing
suddenly. Except Dumas. To him it was probably just normal. He even looked at
the ladies, taking in their forms without trouble.


Once in the
tubs everyone relaxed well enough. The water was very warm, which the boy
explained to them, sitting directly next to Lydia in one of the four tubs. They
were close enough together for everyone to chat pretty openly.


The blond kid,
his hair darker when wet, patted the side of the wooded vessel he was in. Richard
was one over, with Bridget Chambers and Cindy. Brian was in with Peggy, Keith
and Price. It was an unusual set up with the last tub having the most people in
it.


Dumas pointed
at a small ceramic looking tile on the side of the things.


“We have
magical devices that warm the water, pump it from the cistern and in the end
will filter it clean and return it to the magical river around the city walls.
I don’t know if you got to see that on the way in? Cousin Will made this one.
The river? It’s better than the old one. Don’t tell Uncle Tor I said that but
it’s true. You all know Will, right?”


It was pretty
clear that they did, since the man was in the IPB with them. Small talk was
like that though. You said things to keep the conversation going. At least if
you weren’t going to be a jerk about it.


A thing that
everyone else was clued in on already, it seemed. At least Nan nodded.


“He’s pretty
famous back home. I didn't know he made magic though. At the base he mainly
cooked and practiced fighting when we weren’t on missions. We should go and see
his work though. I’ve heard about the river, since a lot of people were here to
see it when it went up. I didn’t get to be in on that.” She sounded a bit sad
on that score. Not bitter though.


Keith made a
soft sound in the back of his throat.


“It’s pretty
amazing. We should get Will to make one for us back home. I mean, it won’t be
as nice, floating above a wire fence instead of a thirty-foot solid wall but I
bet the protestors will like it anyway. The thing glows, after all. It can play
music, too.”


They all
agreed it sounded like nice work. Then they made small talk for a while.
Eventually Bridget, who looked younger than he did, but was actually about seventeen
or eighteen, touched his arm. It was a bit disconcerting at first, being that
they were both naked and in warm water. It was just to get his attention
though.


“We should
make sure to do that thing you suggested. With the kids from here? Sara told me
that most of them are orphans. We can’t get them parents really but we might be
able to make things a little better for them. Bring them treats and stuff.” She
seemed to mean it.


Richard
nodded.


“Let’s do that
then. Keith, you want to head that up? To start with. You won’t have to do all
the work yourself. It’s just that as soon as we get back, most of us here are
on a mission. After that’s done you can grab up people in the mix here for that
job.” He grinned then and looked over at Dumas. “You know, plying your school
kids from here with treats and goodies so that they’ll love us best, when they’re
older. It never hurts to have friends, does it?”


Rather than
laugh or even chuckle politely, Dumas simply nodded.


“You mean to
bring them over as spies for you, then? That’s… A rather good idea. We
haven’t managed anything like it in your world yet at all.”


Rich thought
about that for a minute, then shook his head.


“Haven’t you?
So far both you and your brother have worked into decently high-level
positions. True an Ambassador doesn’t make a great spy but working with pilots
on… What kind of ships were those again, Cin?”


She tapped his
leg with her foot, under the water. It worked since she was sitting across from
him. She was slumped down far enough in the water that her nipples weren’t
floating, thank goodness. It was distracting enough for him already.


“Jump Ships.
Space craft that can go to other planets and stars in minutes. We have twenty
of them. The U.S. I mean. Mexico and Canada both have one each, as well.
Clemance taught the first round of pilot instructors for them. Good point,
though. That means he can monitor our military pretty directly, if he’s careful
about it. You should set that up, Dumas.” She made a face then. “I can do it
and we have other people as well that have powers that are able to put things
like that together. It doesn’t replace bodies on the ground. There have been
some things lately. Tech most likely, that’s gotten around our powers pretty
nicely. Blocking and jamming even the best telepaths when we try to get inside
information on certain people. Getting eyes in place like that is a thing that
the IPB can’t do, directly.”


That
part didn’t have to be explained. Not to any of them. Even Rich got it and he
was the new kid to the IPB. They were watched so closely back home that he’d
been given orders not to even think about the operation that they had
going on with his old pal Katie.


They’d uncovered
a huge child sex and murder ring. Really, Kate had. She knew everything anyone
else did, after all. The trick there was that they’d stolen proof. A lot of it.
It was depraved stuff with a lot of magical trappings that spoke of Moloch
worship or perhaps Satanism. Mainly being performed by very high powered and
famous people. They even had trophies and body parts that had been taken to
blackmail people into good behavior.


That had been
nearly two months before and even Kate, who was good at everything, was having
trouble getting the word out on it. The people they were trying to take down
were so powerful and entrenched that even just showing the world the data had
flat out failed.


It had been
stripped from the net so fast that only a handful of people had even gotten to
see the proof. Worse, there were rumors out of fake videos being put up. That
was hitting the news services already. An effort to discredit what they were
doing before it happened at all. Given they had people with literal super
powers on their side, that they were being shut down that way was incredible.


Not in a way
he could enjoy or endorse, naturally.


The heist had
gone well and they’d gotten a lot of information. Then… Well, it was probably
just true that the sickos had murdered all the kids in their warped stable of
sex toys and lunch snacks and disposed of any evidence that would link them to
the depraved acts.


Except for the
blackmail material that had been taken by them. That was why it had been
captured in the first place. If you wanted to climb the ladder of success to
the top levels, you have to not only play ball but also make the people that
controlled things feel that they had you for life as their dutiful puppet.
Hence doing a lot of sick and unforgivable things, which they recorded, to hold
over them for the rest of their lives.


The trouble
there was that people willing to do that kind of thing once to get ahead seemed
to enjoy it. They didn't just do it once or twice but rather constantly. It
wasn’t a few lost kids, it was so many that the number was hard, if not
impossible, to count.


At the moment
it looked a bit like the bad guys were going to win. That they were truly above
the law. Untouchable, unless their masters deemed it needed in the moment.
Needless to say, Kate was not pleased with that idea. Apparently, there
were a few more things to try and then they were just going to start murdering
some people. That part wasn’t up to him though. How they were going to find the
right people he didn't know. Who was going to do the hit…


Cindy kicked
him again. There was a little, almost sly, smile on her lips.


“We should get
out of the tubs soon. We need to get ready early, since we’re guests here. Come
on, everyone. I’ve been getting some good ideas as to how to dress you all for
this. By that, I mean shamelessly stealing from the minds of some of the
best fashion designers in Noram.”


It took a
while to get them all dried, combed, brushed and in the right outfits for the
meal they were going to. It wasn’t a royal ball or even a party really. At the
same time, they weren’t supposed to look poor or out of keeping with social
norms. It meant strange suits for the men and fine dresses for the ladies. They
weren’t gowns though, just nicely colored and form fitting things that were
slightly old fashioned in style. Things that would have been popular before
Richard was even born as far as the cut went.


The men were
in something closer to doublets and hose, however. It left him feeling funny,
even if he didn’t have to sport a cod-piece all night. The others were in
variations of different colors. Keith for instance was in lavender for some
reason. It looked fine enough on him, if a little soft. Price, their new Agent
pal was in dark blue velvet, while Yi was in stark black.


Interestingly,
Richard was dressed in silver again. It was a bit more subdued, while still
being metallic looking. On the great side, he actually got to have real
trousers with his version of things. Part of that was down to the fact that he
normally wore a business suit when visiting there, he thought. It had set a
precedence.


They went to
the meal about half an hour early, which was expected, it seemed. That meant
they all sat, or milled around in a holding room, off the dining hall. Drinks
were being passed around, with most of them having enough alcohol in them to
light a funeral pyre, if they weren’t careful. On noticing that, he caught
Cindy’s eye and shook his head.


They couldn’t
afford to be too drunk. Especially since some of them might end up being loud
mouths if they were. That meant arranging for something else that looked right.
Water would do in a pinch, he thought.


There was a
nod back and after a few minutes the trays of alcohol started to miss his crew.
Especially the younger girls. Keith looked to have something harder than water
in his crystal goblet. Yi on the other hand had something that looked more like
juice. Little Bridget had something that smelled like berries when he walked
past her. Rachel on the other hand clearly had wine.


“Take it easy
there? We need our wits about us here.” It was too hard to explain what he
meant without going into things that they didn’t need aired yet.


The woman
smiled at him and tilted her head. Sexily. She was small and thin enough to be
cute, it simply wasn’t what she was going for in the moment. Then, she didn’t,
from what he’d seen. She had two functions. Either being a bit sexual or totally
locked on. It was clear she wasn’t picking the second one for her party face.


“Don’t worry.
I can’t get drunk. At all. I could chug this for an hour and nothing would
happen. My metabolic rate is just too fast for that.”


It was news to
him, so he nodded.


“Watch the
others then? We don’t need issues.” It was bad enough that he kept talking when
he should have been running Cindy and Lydia as their leads for the
mission.


Bridget, who
was the most powerful being in the room at the moment, if not on the planet, at
least physically speaking, touched his arm.


“On it. I’ll
make the rounds. You should go and get with Tim and his people. He’s about to
come into the room.” She looked around, with the man himself and Marcia Turner
walking in with linked arms.


Only this
wasn’t their Director, being a bit taller, by about a foot, as well as a bit
more tanned looking. Darkly enough that it seemed nearly exotic.


Richard waved,
even if he was technically closer to Tor than Tim Baker. He’d met the man and
they’d been friendly enough. Plus, if worse came to worse this was the man that
might help them out with what they needed just because it was a thing to do.
Hopefully that wouldn’t be needed. It never hurt to have contingency plans.


“Tim…
Patricia!” It was a bit casual for him to use their names like that, given the
rules there. Except that, instead of being offended, he got a hug from the
woman and a slap on the back from the man. They didn't bother bowing, which
meant something.


Hopefully that
they were accepting him as a friend.


“Richard!”
That came from Tim, who turned just as Tor and several red robed mages came in.
There was a dark skinned blonde girl as well, who looked to be about twenty or
so, dressed up for a party. She was tall, but in a nice pink dress that was
filled out with frills and fluff. Mrs. Baker, Rich thought.


Unlike the
last time they’d met, the girl looked horrible. Oh, her face was made up well
enough, but there was raw sadness in her eyes. Probably due to her having been
one of the people that had lost one of the Infected people being changed.


He hadn’t
really connected that before but waved at them. There were five of them in
their party. Two younger men and a woman who was about Lydia’s age as well.
They all seemed Chinese, more or less. Tor led them all over. Unlike Tim and
Patricia, these people were incredibly somber in how they moved.


Taking a line
from Patricia’s book, he moved in to give the ladies a hug, even if it felt
incredibly improper to him. Tor didn’t slap him in the head, just accepting his
own clap on the shoulder. The two male red robed fellows did as well.


“Thanks for
coming! Did you tell your friends here what the plan was?”


Tor looked
away then and shook his head.


“No. I’m
pretty sure they expect to be sent off to prison, if not hanged for their
failure. I didn't know what I was allowed to say.”


That got him
to blink, since he would have told his people what he knew regardless of
what the new rules might be.


“Nothing like either
of those. We brought some people for you to work on. Special ones. Easy enough
changes. Really if any of you feel creative we can probably get Nan and Peggy
in on this as well. Something like glowing skin or an electrical aura around
them? The tricky part, the one that you might refuse is what I want to get with
Erath over.”


Everyone
looked at him then, with Patricia Baker touching his left arm.


“Something…
secret?”


He took her
meaning, or part of it. Then shook his head.


“No. Just
hard. Maybe impossible. He mentioned when he did the work on me that he could
try giving me the correct number of arms and eyes. I said we might try
that later. It’s later. People need to see that it can be done, safely.” His
voice was a bit dry as he spoke. Relaxed. As if it weren’t going to be a large
issue.


After less
than a moment, Timon Baker stared at him, speaking rather firmly.


“You need to
hide who you are? You’re with the IPB, so some kind of mission in your own
world. Looking different like that would be accepted as being Infected there.
So, you aren’t trying to hide that. In fact, you want to accentuate that
for whatever the task at hand is. You mentioned these changes to Tor as being
temporary. That tells me you’re not in too much trouble, or at least don’t want
us here to think you are. Meaning that it most likely isn’t a grave threat to
you, even if this would be a rather significant alteration. So… In part this is
really about what you just told us. Making certain our people can see it being
done. We’ll need to go carefully on that. Which is why you requested both Tor
and myself for it as well?”


Richard
smiled.


“That’s pretty
good. When we get back there is a mission. The idea is to go in without
seeming like we work for the IPB. None of our people have four arms or eyes.
Really, I should get the whole Ysidril look, if it’s possible. Just for the
sake of doing it. If it won’t kill me, that is. It can all be cosmetic. At the
same time, we can pop that up on your net here and show everyone how safe it
is. Then in a few weeks, I come back and we undo it. Not that we have to prove
anything to the people back home that way. The waiting list is in the thousands
already. We were just worried that some of your folks here, the ones that had
the hardest projects, might be feeling down about it. Some of the kids
volunteered to help with that. So that you won’t feel like you can’t do it. We
can make those as easy or as hard as you want.”


There was a
short burst of Cantonese from Mrs. Baker. The blonde one, not Patricia. It
occurred to him that a whole lot of the women there that night would have that
name. The trick was that he didn't know what to call the lady with Tor other
than that.


She looked at
him then, seeming almost ready to cry.


“What if I
fail again? What if someone else dies because of me?”


No one else
spoke at all then. Leaving it to him. That meant he needed to make something up
that would leave Mrs. Baker feeling fine about doing the work. At least the
first time.


“Oh… Um… Here.
Sinclair! Over here!” He had to wave, since a lot of the people in the room
were taller than he was. Calling the girl over got Cindy in the mix as well.


Which meant
that she spoke first.


“Hey! Alyssa,
Trice, Tim and Tor! Is it time for the secret then, Richard?”


He nodded. The
woman would know what he was thinking. Possibly better than he did at the
moment.


“Part
of it. The bit about Sinclair?”


That got a
grin from Cindy. One that seemed more than a bit vicious.


“Right. About
eight months ago Sinclair here ran away from the IPB. That’s forgivable.
The problem is she also betrayed us to our enemies at the same time, which isn’t.
So, to make up for that she’s volunteering to work with you. If you kill her,
then you do.”


The slightly
younger girl stiffened a bit, seeming scared suddenly.


Which had
Cindy going on. Sighing a bit as she looked at Richard, who was about to call
her on what she was doing.


“Which, me
being a bit mean to her still aside, won’t happen. You just tried one of
the hardest things to do last time, Alley. I’m not certain that anyone
would have done better given that, not even Tim. Sinclair just needs a new face
for the mission coming up. That way she can change back later and not be
identified by anyone. We could just use disguise amulets for it, since we have
loads of those, of course. So this is mainly about giving you someone to play
with.”


The rather
well-endowed woman, who was better than cute, nodded then.


“So, it won’t
matter that much if I fail and kill her?” There was less fear in her voice
then. It was almost playful.


That meant
Rich got to agree, which was the best way to make friends, most days.


“Exactly.
Don’t do that though. We might need her for what’s coming up. I was thinking we
could do things up right, though. Maybe with an eye patch? Thin but darker
skinned. Asian…” He looked around and strained his brain to get the right name
out in time. “Vagish? A bit more manly seeming. If she’s seen it will be useful
not to call too much attention to herself. Right now she’s too cute for covert
work.”


Sinclair
didn’t say much, just looking a bit freaked out still.


Then the
others were introduced to their working team. It was interesting, since Peggy
was more than willing to go with an uglier face than she had and Nan sort of
blushed.


“Um… what
about being really pretty? I’ve never done that. I’ve been homely most of my
life. I need to be a fighter though, so that might not work.”


Tor tilted his
head then, looking down at them all.


“Get Tim to do
the work on that. That’s his basic style. Overdone good looks that push the
boundaries of reality. Maybe with the full pheromone effect? That and some
other protections, if she has to fight. We don’t want our people going into
battle with less than we can give them.”


It was
interesting, since one of the men that had a patient die on him was selected to
work on Price, even though their plan was to do something similar power wise.
Only with more strength and speed, as well as near invulnerability. The trick
there was that the man needed to be really distinctive, as far as looks went.


There was a
somber nod from the mage when he heard that. One that spoke of planning,
rather than fear. It was a good thing to see.











Chapter three


 


It was interesting
to see that the fight that broke out just after the meal wasn’t one that
involved any of the IPB people at all. No Baker family members or mages,
either.


Instead it was
a different Count than their host, one named Boris something or other,
assaulting a smaller fellow who seemed to be some kind of merchant. At least
that was what it sounded like to Richard. In truth, all of that information was
coming from the man who was both attacking with some vigor and foaming at the
mouth more than a bit. From the screaming it seemed legit enough. 


The Count was
pretty certain that the other man had killed his brother. Though it was
possible that someone else had done it and this guy was being blamed by proxy.
It was hard to tell, to be honest.


“You fiend!
I’ll kill you for it! You killed my brother! I’d challenge you to a duel, but
trash like you isn’t worth the paper to write the writ on!” That bit was
followed by some fairly decent attempts to stab the other man with a rather
large, gleaming, dagger.


At least Richard
thought it was that kind of blade. The design was a bit different, even if the
idea was similar. A sharp point meant for sticking someone. Possibly several
times. The edges were well honed as well.


That was made
clear by the bright lines of red that appeared on the smaller man’s face and
neck from the slashing. At the same time he was being killed rather effectively,
the fellow was defending himself decently. Most of the wild slashes were being
deflected by carefully raised arms. There was no particular reaction to pain,
either.


Tor ended the
actual assault, by the simple expedient of getting up and tackling the wild
Count. That caused some rolling on the floor that reminded Rich of his
current mission. Infiltrating super powered Infected pit fights. That was
mainly due to the light show that came up as the two men wrestled for control
of the blade. It seemed technical and as if they both understood how to do that
kind of thing.


Tor grunted a
bit as he worked the larger fellow around, the sharp blade in his hand.


“Everyone be
careful. His knife is going through our shields. Some kind of magic on it…” For
all that he was fighting for his life or at least that of the smaller man, who
was still ten inches taller than Richard was, their wizard was calm and
collected as far as how he sounded.


He went on,
breathing hard, without seeming distressed yet.


“We need to
remove the blade from him.” Even more impressively, the words were all spoken
in English, instead of Standard.


The idea left
Rich feeling a bit bad for not having learned more of that language himself
already. True, he’d been busy. That wasn’t an excuse though. Not if Tor could
fight an armed man while speaking in a way they could all understand.


It was,
interestingly enough, little Bridget that handled that part of things. She
walked right through the cascade of brilliant sparkles, bobbing and weaving a
little like she was suddenly drunk. Then she simply pulled the blade from the
attacker’s hand. Gently. At least there was no blood curdling scream of agony
when she did it. There was a soft popping sound that might have been a finger
dislocating or a small bone breaking. 


Three other
men, who’d been at the side of the room for the whole meal, behind the attacking
count, Boris, leapt in then, pulling weapons of a different sorts from under
their heavy tunics. The color of their clothing matched, being a rather ugly
brown that seemed to have been rubbed in mustard before they put the things on.
Workmanlike, only in a soft material that gave the lie to that. 


Those three
were taken down by Brian Yi and Rachel. Before they could go for the still
bleeding man with the black hair that had sunk to the floor. In a pool of deep
red.


They didn't
try to back up or protect their Count at all, meaning they probably had orders
to make certain the victim died that night. 


Most of the
others had pulled back, wisely enough. Except for Phoebe and a tall blonde
woman in a lovely gown. They both moved on the downed man. As the other woman
dug at something around her neck, Phoebe kissed the man on the lips.


Not for too
long. About half the room watched her do it, going still at the strangeness of
the action. Right until the man’s wounds started to close up. Healing in real
time, right in front of them. Then they just looked back at the subdued
fighters. After all, they had rapid healing magics. The kiss was a bit odd
perhaps but no one was blaming the girl for it at the moment. Probably due to
shock. That or they were just really accepting when it came to making a
move on someone.


It was Timon
that cleared his throat, getting their attention.


“Well.
We all saw that one coming, didn’t we? Count Montross was fingering his
magic knife and glaring at Dorgal for the whole meal. I don’t suppose the fact
that Dorgal Sorvee was was off in Vagus when your brother died will clear him?
Busily being their King, I believe? That should pretty much take him out of the
running for blame on that one, shouldn’t it?”


There was no
answer from the still sparkling man on the ground. He just kept fighting with
Tor. No one jumped in to help their guy, either. Why that was, Rich didn't
understand. Oh, his part in it, since getting into a fight with people
like that if you didn’t have to was foolish. Especially in a place so far from
home where he didn’t know all the rules. What he was missing was why no one
else was helping out. Tor was one of their people, after all. Really, he was
getting ready to try and jump in himself, now that Impulse had taken the knife
out of play.


Not that it
would help that much. It was simply that not doing anything might make them
look bad as a group, later.


More text came
up then, floating in front of him, in blue. A calming color, that carried a
hint of laugher behind them. 


The words presented
got him to nod, even if he didn’t understand all of them. 


It seemed the
man who was glowing was in a combat rage. The other three had been his guards
and the reason they all thought Dorgal Sorvee, a former King had a part in the
brother’s death was due to the fact that Sorvee’s father had actually
done it. Their family was the secret guild of assassins there. A thing that at
least some people had an inkling of. Worse, Dorgal looked a good bit like the
older man, in the right light. It was simple mistaken identity.


The reason no
one was helping Tor, even if he was one of their people, was that
tradition said that no one was to interfere in a situation where combat rage
was taking place. Their wizard was just breaking the rules. Technically Bridget
had as well. A thing that no one there was planning to notice all that much.


Attacking
someone in a combat rage was, if not acceptable, not a thing that could be
prosecuted in any court. The Count, given that, had done his part pretty well.
His men going after Sorvee had probably been an act of war, however.
Possibly between County Thomson and County Montrose. Worse than that, it was
very possible that the Baker family would also be involved in that battle.
Possibly the IPB as well, which was why no one there, including the downed men
of the attacking Count, planned to mention Bridget or the others taking action
at all.


For the third
time that day, he had to admit that having Cin there was a flat-out boon to
their current mission. He would have been completely lost without her data
points. Probably trying to pull the hair of the still fighting Count as well.
That or pulling at his arms ineffectively. At the moment, he simply moved back,
safe in the knowledge that no one was going to think him a particular
coward for not stepping in. Given that nothing much was going to be going on
until the Count died or calmed down, he moved over to Erath.


The Ysidril
boy was standing next to another of his own people. One that had been
introduced as their Ambassador. Neesa. It was clear that the four armed, four
eyed red and white alien was a woman, however. Mainly because everyone had
referred to her as a she, earlier. Other than that, he couldn’t see it.
She was a larger version of her brother. Both were squat and had a powerful
look to them.


Muscle played
under their scales as they stood there.


Smiling, he
waved at them. That got another text prompt from Cin, which was for him to drop
his mouth open. Fairly wide. That would signal them that he was faking a smile
at the moment. There was a diagram showing just how far to go and everything,
which was a thing he hadn’t known for certain Cindy Mableton could do. That could
be useful for passing plans later. Really, she could probably do a real time
display that would show where guards were during a heist or job, if she planned
it out first.


The move got a
very slow reaction from the others. Little Erath, who was less than four feet
tall, if about Richard’s own weight, being blocky and slightly muscular like
the kid was, didn’t speak for several moments.


“This is…
Harmful touching?” Two hands, the right ones, waved toward the events across
the room.


Richard
nodded. That was one way to put it, after all.


“Exactly. Wasted
effort as well. I hope it doesn’t disturb you too much? We seem to have handled
it without anyone dying.” They spoke in English, which was useful for Richard,
being out of his depth language wise there. He didn’t speak alien at a bet.


The other one,
Neesa, gave him an almost ponderous nod.


“Very
disturbing. We… Our people cannot truly comprehend this. We can see death and
understand that things stop to function… It… When we see this kind of thing, it
isn’t what you see. We can tell that people are close and are touching each
other. That it damages… Not how it is happening or why though. We don’t
have that ability.”


Richard nodded
then.


“Ah. Well,
that’s interesting. I was just coming over to set up some work with Erath. This
probably isn’t a good time though, if you have that going on. We could leave
the room?”


There was a
head shake then, first from the bigger of the two aliens, then by the smaller
one who was in red robes. Those covered his scales and marked him as a Mage of
Vagus. A full mage, even if the kid wasn’t all that old. Tor had filled him in
on that part the first time they’d all met.


“Not needed. We
can work here. What work would you wish of me? I… I’m normally good with human
identification. I can’t place you, however. Forgive me. It is a deficit of my
people.”


“Richard
Drake. I’m one of the IPB people. The one in charge of getting the volunteers for
the life changing practice? When you took out my first mode you mentioned
trying out giving me the correct number of arms and eyes. I said we could look
into that later? Like I was telling Tim and Tor earlier, it’s later, now. It’s
a big change to make, so I brought them into it as well. Really, if you think
you can handle it without getting me killed, I was thinking we’d go in for the
whole Ysidril package. Scales and all. Do it up right, for everyone to see.”


Both of the
other beings stopped moving for a moment, then bounced on their toes. At
different speeds. Erath was moving faster. After half a minute, the smaller one
spoke. His English was a little hissing at the edges, due to his snout and
hundreds of sharp black teeth. Very understandable though. Really, he had less
of an accent than Tor did, even given that.


“We can do
that! I have some plans but did not think it would be allowed to try. The other
humans have all been most uncomfortable about the idea of looking normal. The
trick will be in leaving that which is essential for life and comfort the same,
while changing those things that will not do harm. I should speak to these
others about this matter…” He took a single step, then stopped, staring at the
fight on the ground. It had been going on for a few minutes and showed signs of
slowing down at least. The sparkles in the air had faded a lot, for instance.


The man on the
bottom, who had a seven plus feet tall Tor on top of him stopped dead then and
seemed confused.


“I… What
happened?”


No one
explained. It was sort of clear that the man should understand that he attacked
someone after all. His men had to have been ordered to take the action they
had. Otherwise they would have tried to stop Tor and possibly Bridget when they
broke the rules by stopping the Count from acting in his rage.


Instead they’d
gone for Sorvee. Who was already fully healed. At least as far as visible
wounds went.


Tor stood up
though and helped the Count to his feet. Then, carefully, a brown-haired woman
who seemed strong if not pretty in a classical sense, moved forward and ushered
the man from the room. The downed guards went with him. Followed by Count
Thomson. There was a sense of gravity in the steps of the last man.


Who was on
their team.


“Bridget,
Brian… Can you make certain nothing happens to Count Thomson?” Richard didn’t
shout the words. They both heard him anyway, following quickly enough that it
seemed slightly urgent. Then he turned back to his new Ysidril pals.


“There we go!
We should be able to get to that planning now. We need to work out how to get
that up on the net here. To show that even extreme work can be done safely. So,
you get the idea… Don’t let me die. We’ll look bad if that happens.” He
opened his mouth again, like before. A fake smile for the strange people.


They did it
back, roughly matching him. Which probably meant they got just how dangerous
the idea actually was. Even Rich understood that making one kind of being into
a totally different one rapidly stood a chance of just not working as the
transition happened. 


Tor and Timon
both rallied decently fast and since the meal was over, they were game enough
to cover the whole thing with him. As odd as it seemed they both already had
some plans for that kind of work. They were each a bit different that way, with
enough overlap that they weren’t really arguing about what would be the best
thing to do. That was a promising signal.


It was Timon
that set the time schedule.


“We can start
this in the morning. I want to cover the plans first, in depth. After a
night’s sleep for those of us who do that kind of thing. The same for the
people doing the work on the others. A full planning session first, instead
of flying off without care. I’ve been meaning to push for that a bit more than
we have been so far. We tend to just set the mages to work, after being told
what to do for a few minutes. We can do better than that.” There was an uneasy
look between the two giants, which finally settled on Richard.


It clearly
meant something. What that was supposed to be was culturally significant, no
doubt. Instead of pretending to get it, since blending in wasn’t an option at
the moment, he looked back at them. Focusing mainly on Tor, since they had more
of a history.


There was a
duck of the head that seemed almost shy.


“We don’t know
if you can stay. It would be rude to have you sit here, waiting on us like
that. Perhaps we could arrange entertainments for you, while you and your
people wait?”


There was an
in, as far as their plans went, that the words provided. Rich jumped on it,
trying to seem smooth. As if he were just trying to find that entertainment for
people, being a good fellow, like he was.


“I think…
About a third of the people with us came to see little Sara. She’s at school.
The space port one? We could liberate her and her classmates there, if there
aren’t too many of them and take a trip someplace? That can be educational, of
course. Maybe a tour of the IPB base? The rest of us should be doing our own
planning. Right now, we have an outline of a plan. We need far more
information. Which Cindy can get for us, if she’s back home for a bit.”


Instead of
saying no and asking him to leave, without a group of minors in tow,
Timon waved at a boy and a girl who were standing across the room. They seemed
about the same age. Really their whole group did. About eighteen or so, more or
less. These two were fairly normal sized people, however. Dressed nicely,
without going as over the top as some in the room had that evening.


“Da! Ma! Dis
ist Richard Drake.”


No translation
came up, but for once Rich didn't need one. It was practically in English,
after all, even if the accent was heavy.


He waved, then
bowed.


“Hala. Which
is about the end of my Standard so far, unfortunately. I need to learn to speak
it. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”


The couple
didn’t speak English it seemed. So, they all used the same trick and smiled, a lot.
It was clear that they were Douglas and Laurie, which Timon explained,
translating for them as they negotiated not only the liberation of little Sara,
but her thirty-six school mates. It wasn’t a huge school, thankfully. At first
it was kind of clear that they weren’t all that certain about taking the tykes
off to a different world, or even going themselves. That changed when Dumas
Thomson walked up, smiling and getting hugs from the couple. They might have
looked about eighteen or so but they were still the kid’s grandparents.


After he spoke
for about a minute, they had the beginning of a real field trip planned. It
would be about two hours in the IPB reality. Almost a full day in Noram time.
Sixteen hours at least. Though Richard had to disagree with that one.


“Shouldn’t we
time it so that they miss a whole day and a few hours here, so it won’t mess
with their sleep schedules? Or is that too much time off from their studies?”
He wasn’t in charge of their school system, after all.


The words,
once translated, got him slapped on the arm by Douglas.


He, at least,
figured that to be the better plan. It was the one they ended up going with at
any rate.


Cindy came
over then, pawing at Tor enough that it got the tall man’s attention. Not in a
negative way, either. That got Richard to snap his fingers. The woman had a
boyfriend and he’d asked after marriage. Cindy hadn’t said no, which
meant she was likely leaning toward a yes.


“Right! We
forgot to have Will’s parents in to meet with you. You know, to set up that
wedding? We need to get on that. I’m not certain how to set that up. I’m sure
they’ll want to do that though, before you two run off together.” He wasn’t
really teasing. 


After all,
Cindy was going to end up in trouble if she didn't have a steady man in her
life. She was too good looking to go around making passes at all and sundry
like she’d been doing. Sooner or later one of the men was going to break down
and get her pregnant, then she’d be stuck, scrambling to pass her kid off as
being that of whatever man she could trap on short notice. If she didn’t become
a single mother or abort the baby. There were more options now than there had
been when he was a boy.


Those weren’t
new things though, so it wasn’t truly a shock to him. He’d lived through the
seventies after all. The changes had taken place while he’d watched.


Everyone there
seemed to think it was a good idea as well, meeting the future in-laws. Even
Cin didn’t growl over it.


Instead she sighed.


“Right. I
should probably get on that. It’s a bit nerve wracking, you get that? What if
they’re sane and don’t like me?”


Timon laughed
at least, even if no one else did.


“Neh. Face it,
they’ll love you. It’s a good political move, as well. The King has been
practically pulling his hair out over how to bind you to us here a bit more
tightly over the last year. A marriage like that should reassure him a lot.
I’ll just coach him to make a gift of some land for you both. Maybe a title?”


Those words
got the Ambassador to stick her tongue out at Tim, who laughed at the move. It
was childish. Playful though, which everyone seemed to understand. It eased a
soft undercurrent of tension that had been there all evening. Even the end of
the fight hadn’t really done that.


Cin grinned
then.


“I’ll get
Brian to take me back now, so I can set up that tour for the kids. I should be
back in… Probably an hour or so? Then I need to get some sleep. We can meet at
the school tomorrow, for the trip, as long as we’re going to be allowed to do
it now. If not… Well, we will be. Sooner or later. No one back home
wants to alienate anyone from here. So far our relations have been
nearly perfect. Trust me, that’s rare, for us.”


There were
some noises from the hallway, which sounded like fighting, then after a few
sharp sounds silence filled the room. Everyone went quiet, even if nothing new
was happening. A single three fingered hand touched his arm at nearly the same
time.


The larger
Ysidril. Neesa. Their Ambassador.


“Is it allowed
for those of my kind to visit your world?”


He didn’t have
a clue but Cindy did. Nodding she reached out to touch the alien.


“It is!
We can do that in this group tomorrow or whenever you like as a separate
mission. We can even show you around. Everyone will think that you’re Infected,
until we explain. I’m sure it will be fine, once they find out that you’re just
aliens.”


Which was
probably true enough. That there were people from other worlds had been on the
television. No one cared all that much. Most of those people had been roughly
human looking, which might skew things a little in the public eye. Then again,
the Ysidril didn’t even understand violence as an innate part of themselves.


A thing he
needed to remind Erath not to add to him in the changes to come. It
wouldn’t really fit with their plans. It would be too hard to be a fight
manager if he couldn’t understand what he was looking at when it took place.


Shortly after
that, they were shown to their rooms by several of the staff. Brian, who’d been
the one to remove the four attackers from earlier, when they’d tried to rally their
forces in yet another ambush of Sorvee, left with Cin at her request. If
they got back in a timely fashion, Rich didn’t know. In fact, he was off in bed
almost ten minutes later. Dressed in pajamas, in case he had to get up in the
middle of the night. The little room he was in was big enough for him. Lacking
windows or easy escape routes, since the nobility back in the day had probably
wanted to make certain no one escaped in the middle of the night. It did
have a mirror however, with just enough light in the space to allow him to use
it in order to get out, if he were trapped in place.


A thing he did
once, just to make certain it was enough to get to that other world.


More to the
point, it allowed him a way to get into his own subconscious mind. Part of it,
anyway. An empty expanse, that only showed the spots of light let in by mirrors
and shiny things. For some reason. Not that he didn’t like glitter in his
world. It just didn't make a lot of sense to him as a power.


Some people
had mentioned their powers seeming to reflect their inmost beings or desire at
the time of their change. When it had happened to him, he’d been about to
drown. If anything, he should have grown gills and webbed feet, given that.


Except that
he’d fallen toward a mirror at the time and had been trying to save Tabby. So,
really, his thoughts hadn’t been about him living at all. It had been seeking a
way to save her. At a time when the only thing he’d had the power to do was
reach out awkwardly as his hand hit the mirror.


It worked well
enough. More to the point, he needed to make time to work with his
power. No one had pushed him on that yet, since it wasn’t really useful in a
fight. Or for much of anything else, other than bypassing doors or walking around
unseen.


He’d been told
that, since it was really all in his head, he might be able to bring the points
of light together with a bit of practice. It could save on walking for hours,
even if he had to move from mirror to mirror. It sounded useful enough, if he
could work that out. So far, he’d kept busy enough with different things not to
have simply stopped for a while to see what was possible that way.


Probably
because he was freaking old and doing new things took energy, time and the
ability to care. The first two had been returned to him. The last was
taking a while to kick back in. It was showing, too.


At first, he’d
blamed his being sloppy on his first mode. A desire to steal anything he could,
that practically forced him to do it. That was removed inside a week.
Then it was down to him being too busy. The truth was that old age had pushed
him into not caring much about the world in general for a long time. Not
outside of what was right there with him at the moment. There had been no
family to worry about and everyone on the t.v. was remote. Separated by a glass
wall of unreality as he sat in a room filled with people, waiting to die.


Now he had
youth and even power. Time was… Well, as far as the doctor could tell, he
wouldn’t die unless something killed him. A shot to the head, a fall
from too great a height or a meteor landing on him would all do it. Age wouldn’t
though. Not as long as he entered the mirror world occasionally.


Which left
only the fact that decades of conditioning had trained him not to bother being
concerned with pretty much anything. It was a good way to die or end up
arrested. Somehow, he had to find that spark again, before it was too late.


That was what
he was dwelling on as he drifted off to sleep. After a while his bladder demanded
that he get up for the day. Rather, it was telling him that he needed to use a
restroom or else, which by the time he found the right room and figured
out how to use the facilities, meant he was well and truly awake. A shower and
a good tooth brushing later had him ready for whatever was likely to come at
least.


That part was
interesting. His hosts had provided both toothbrushes and paste for everyone to
use, marked individually with their names. In English. They were more or less
the same type of thing he would have seen at home, only with finely carved
handles. Some kind of etched ivory, at a guess. The paste for that was marked
as well. It tasted of licorice and had to be scooped out of a tub with a tiny
paddle but worked.


The toilets
were actually harder to master at first. They were used the same way, in that
you sat or stood over them to do your business. Instead of a handle they
flushed using a metal rod with a hand on it that you had to pull straight out.
The little metal thing had five fingers and a palm, for some reason. The look
of the equipment was different, too. Still, they were the right basic shape for
him to get the idea, so he wasn’t relieving himself into someones extra low
wash basin or anything.


He hoped.


There was
daylight coming through the windows. From the line of shadows cast it was still
pretty early in the day. Probably about seven or eight. He had a watch on his
wrist, having slept with it near his bed, of course. The thing told him that it
was about two and a half hours since he’d left home, in their time. A lot more
than that had passed for him, of course. Almost a full day on the watch.


That didn’t
help him know what time it was in either place, of course. Everything he had on
that was just going to be wrong.


Wandering down
the stairs led him to one of the front spaces. There was a bit of noise going
in it already, which, when he looked in the door made a good bit of sense. It
was two boys, Dumas and another young fellow, who looked like his brother,
arranging packs for a trip. They were more like duffle bags than backpacks and
seemed to hold enough for several days. There was a woman with them as well.
The older seeming boy was taller than she was by about four inches. All of them
were taller than he was.


The place was
probably going to give him a complex about being short, he decided. At five-six
he simply wasn’t a vast person and never had been.


That put the
lady at a few inches taller than he was. She was a fit looking, if a bit hard
through the face. Her eyes were a mid-tone blue and she was showing honey blonde
hair in a single braid down her back. Her skin was a golden tan color, even if
her features were Caucasian. She was matching the older of the boy in uniform
though.


Black from
head to boots, with a military feel to the cut. Austere. Practical as well. The
kid had two blue lines on the cuff of his sleeve on either side. The woman, who
looked to be about the same age as Cindy from the base, had four lines of
orange. At a raw guess that would mean she was in charge. The Admiral,
possibly. At least if Clemance Thomson was her protégé. That had been
mentioned. Then again, this could be his babysitter, or even his date. It was
kind of clear that the Noram rules for things like that were different than
back home.


Holding a hand
up, slowly so as to not scare anyone, Richard waved.


“Good morning.
Um… Hala?” Then he bowed, draping his right arm gracefully over his middle and
going low, in case the woman was as important as she might be.


No one looked
at him like an idiot at least, just doing it back, so he was probably close to
doing it right. If not, they were being dammed polite about it, which still
counted in his book.


Dumas stood up
first.


“Right! This
is… You know, I don’t have your use title for here down exactly, Mr. Drake. How
should we address you?”


He got the
concept but really didn’t have a specific job title at all. He wasn’t the
liaison or anything, just the guy who arranged schedules and conned people into
doing free work for them.


“Richard,
Rich… Drake. All of those work well enough for me.”


The words got
an honest laugh from the lady with them.


“Ha! Good. That
will make it easier. I won’t have to memorize twenty new strange sounding
things to call you then. Richard Drake… You’re the fool that’s going to let
yourself be turned into a Ysidril? You do know that you’ll probably die
doing that, don’t you? Dumas was telling me about it. So that we could put it
up on the fleet’s net.” She grinned, even if there was a bit of name calling
involved in her statement. It was in really good English though and that
counted for a lot, he decided.


He’d heard
worse insults, anyway. The ones she used smacked of just being the truth.


“The very same
moron, indeed! It fits with a mission that I have coming up soon anyway. Plus,
it will be good practice and show the people here that this is pretty safe. As
long as I don’t die, like you mentioned. Otherwise it won’t be a good example
at all. Then, no one claimed life was without risk, did they?”


Rather than
act offended by the banter that she’d started, the lady moved in and stuck her
hand out, to shake. She’d bowed already, so it was different. No one else had
done that there yet at least. Her clasp was firm. Nearly a test. One that he
passed, it seemed.


“Stronger than
you look. I’m Alice Orange. Fleet Admiral. I think we can show that, though on
a time delay. That way if you melt into a puddle of goo it won’t scare the
teams I want to have some alteration work done. In the last three months we
haven’t had any new volunteers for that program. They’re all afraid. Most of
them. The bravest already went, of course.”


They’d shaken
hands, so he automatically stuck a paw out to the new kid. The one he didn’t
know. It was returned almost instantly. Easily, even if it was a foreign
custom.


“Clemence
Thomson. I’m pleased to meet you, Drake.” It was a bit obvious the boy was
playing at being grown up. He nearly nailed it though, which was honestly close
enough. They looked to be in the same rough age range, after all.


“The one that
we need to get data on the fleet maneuvers for us back home? Very good. You’re
packed for it. Are you heading out with the others today, then?”


If any of what
was being said was news to the three standing there, it was hidden so well as
to be nearly professionally done.


“That’s the
plan. Today or in the next few. I probably won’t get a lot of information. Last
time I was kept on the base the whole time. When we weren’t in space. What kind
of information are you looking for?”


That got him
to shrug.


“Honestly? Not
much, as far as specifics. We’re just grooming you for later. In case anything
comes up down the road. You know, we ply you with liquor and women now,
then later you’re our pal when the chips are down. That kind of thing.” Rich
glanced at Dumas, who seemed slightly surprised for some reason. “Don’t worry,
the little kids will just get sweets and television shows. Movies and
things like that. Also, I was joking about the women. I don’t know
anyone like that back in my reality. I can hook you up with booze
though, if you want.” It would probably require some theft, or bribery. His
mind started to work out the best way to do it.


Really, it
wasn’t hard. He was old enough, even if his I.D. said otherwise. That meant he
could get someone else to buy for him, without it being a moral issue for them,
then pass it along to the boys, if they wanted. Cindy seemed like she’d be good
for something like that.


Given her
powers she might also find a girl for the older kid, too. If he
needed the help. It was kind of clear that his little brother had gotten the
looks in the family. That or someone had smashed the kid’s nose for him a few
times and then tried to yank his ears off. There was a hard edge to the kid
that way. A good look for a man, really. Not too pretty.


Alice nodded,
as if he was seriously planning to bribe the kids.


“Do you have
good ice cream there? It’s been ages since I’ve had anything like that. I tried
for some in Austra a few years ago, but the quality wasn’t great. Dressed up
ice milk.” She pretended to shudder a bit, as if that was gross or something.


“We do all
right that way. Really, we can have some made up for you, if you want? Gourmet
stuff. Get Dumas or Lydia to bring it to you. Well, after a while. Lydia is our
transport and communications chief for the next mission. It’s sort of a
promotion for her. I don’t think anyone mentioned that part to her yet. I kind
of led with her having the job, not that it was a step up.”


Admiral Orange
blinked at him then, her lips curling up to one side.


“That’s the
way to a woman’s heart. You’re a bit old for her, aren’t you? Old enough to be
in the military…” She seemed a bit skeptical about that, for some reason.


So, he was
honest in return.


“I’m older
than that. I used to be a marine, back in world war two. That’s…” He was
about to describe the conflict to the woman, when she twitched a bit.


Then relaxed.


“We had that here,
as well. About three thousand years back? I was born about a hundred years
after that, myself. How old are you in your time frame?” She seemed curious
about it, for some reason. Which probably had to do with aliens and people from
other realities being kind of interesting.


“Ninety-four.
That means that Lydia is older than I am. Dumas, too. From their time learning
to travel between worlds.” He’d gotten that choice bit of data from Eve
Benson.


A person he
needed to track down soon, if he didn’t want to be the kind of creep that
banged a woman once at a party then lost her number and address. Which he
didn’t. She was a real peach. A vampire, so there was that. He could walk into
mirrors himself, so the thought of casting stones that way kind of missed him
in the moment.


Vampires
existed in some places. Rich was fine with that.


Clemance
sighed then.


“I know. They
told me about that in the introduction to Line Walking class that I’m in. It
doesn’t start for several more weeks here. It will come faster now though, if
I’m in your world. At this rate I’m going to look fifteen when I’m supposed to
be twenty-five.”


Dumas laughed
at his brother then. Not unkindly.


“Just get
yourself aged up to match. I’m planning to do that soon. By a few years,
anyway. I could have already done it but mother still thinks of me as a child.
I don’t want to push her too hard that way. Father either, of course. I left
one day and came back a week later, nearly a thousand years old. They can’t
really accept that. I doubt that anyone can. Not easily.”


Looking at the
kid, Richard just had to agree. He didn’t seem that old. Nearly a thousand.
With the twenty-five-year-old woman next to him being over three thousand, if
he’d heard her correctly. Near that, anyway. That kind of left the other boy
out, since he was close to the age he looked.


Rather than
make a deal out of it, which could set the guy to thinking he wasn’t going to
be taken seriously, Rich forced a smile. Making sure it looked genuine.


“We need to
make sure everything is ready. I don’t suppose anyone knows if Brian and Cindy
got back in yet?”


It was
Clemance that had the answer for them.


“They did.
About two in the morning. I was just getting in about then, myself. I don’t
have to sleep if there isn’t time for it. A built-in thing. We weren’t planning
on waking anyone up for the day. Just waiting on them to rise on their own.”
For some reason the boy bowed toward him then.


The others
didn’t. Still, Richard did it back. When in Rome it was best to be polite.
Otherwise you’d end up being taken as a slave and that couldn’t really end
well.


“What time is
it? My watch is set to home, so I’m a little off that way.” It would take math
to work back to the exact time. The poor chronometer was working perfectly but
they’d changed the framework it had to move in.


Before he
could convert the time since he’d left by a factor of eight, which wouldn’t
help him there much at all, Dumas pulled out a pocket watch. It was an old
fashioned looking thing made of silver, with a fine glass face to it. The cover
that flipped open had fine scrollwork engraved into it and there was writing on
the inside. It wasn’t anything Richard knew how to read, of course.


The boy
looking man nodded firmly.


“Seven-forty…
Now.”


Scrambling a
bit, he adjusted the time on his watch to match that. No one spoke while he did
it, just seeming to understand the idea. Even if he was pushing buttons instead
of twisting a knob. The device made little beeping sounds as it was changed. It
wasn’t set to match the other time piece exactly but was close enough for the
time being. Unless they were going on a precision heist or take down, it
wouldn’t be needed.


“We’ll get
them up at eight. Is it possible to have food ready for Rachel and Bridget?
They have wicked fast metabolisms. They’ll need something as soon as possible.
The rest of us can wait or go without.” He doubted that anyone there would make
them do that but it was true enough.


He didn't
really need three full meals a day, himself. The others might not be perfectly
comfortable without eating, which was probably good for them. They were
supposed to be on the job. That wasn’t always going to be comfy for them.
Practicing that first would let him get a feel to how they’d handle hardships
later.


Clemance bowed
again.


“I’ll see to that
directly. We can take them trays, directly to their rooms. Should we serve
everyone that way? I don’t want to seem like we’re stinting them.”


Richard
considered the idea, since it sounded rather nice. Then shook his head.


“No. The IPB
isn’t exactly the Marine Corps but they aren’t that soft, either. We have some
people with special needs. The rest of us need to actually hold to some kind of
discipline. Especially since we’re here to get some things done. Visiting and
all that. We can’t do that locked in our own private rooms.” The work as well.


Honestly, it
was as much about keeping ties strong between them as anything. That was
something to keep in mind.


Alice slapped
him on the arm. Good naturedly. It nearly knocked him down. That had to be on
purpose, since it didn’t hurt when she did it. She connected and then pushed
instead of striking him full out. 


“Yes! I knew
I liked you people. I was afraid I’d be sitting around bored all morning
waiting for people to sleep their hangovers off. Noram has many charms. I can’t
love their drinking culture, though. Half the recruits from here think that a
good way to spend an evening is passed out on the floor, in a puddle of their
own drool.” She grimaced a bit and gave Clemance a side long glance.


Which had him
nodding.


“I know… It
was just the once. I haven’t touched a drop since then…”


Then, without
saying anything, the kid jogged from the room. A bell rang gently in the
background about half a minute later, as Dumas set to making sure he had his
gear arranged correctly. Then he did the same for his brother, as Alice called
off a list of things from memory.


Richard stood
and listened, paying attention to what was going into the bag.


It was a lot, including
real clothing, several clothing amulets, four shields, six different weapons
systems, real knives to the count of three, glass tiles that supposedly held
things like toothpaste, brushes, combs and even houses, two different
vehicles and a large box filled with things like lights and noise makers to give
as presents. As well as a small food producing unit, in case he had to feed
himself while he was away.


In short, the
kid could have moved to a different world and set himself up almost instantly,
with no more than he was carrying on him that day. 


Dumas looked
at Rich when he was done, seeming ready to explain the idea. Alice grinned
first.


“We need to
get the size of this down. Double up on the amulets. Condensing them so that
they’re all on one tile? Tor has some things like that, I hear. I can’t work with
him most of the time. Too good looking.” It was said with a serious air, as if
that were a real problem for her.


Nodding, Richard
just agreed. After all, calling the man too pretty was just true. It
also probably wouldn’t be an insult, if he heard about it later.


Dumas rolled
his eyes then and tapped at his throat. His face blurred a bit, shifting him
from being a nice enough looking kid into being kind of homely. A lot like his
brother. The nose matched, in fact. So did the ears. The disguise being used
now probably meant the other kid was doing that as well.


“Sorry, Aunt
Alice. I must be tired. I totally forgot about that. Then, I’m not Tor, so you
seemed to manage well enough with me.”


She slapped
the smaller guy on the shoulder, rocking him a bit less than she had been with Richard.


“This is
better though, still. You seem a lot more trustworthy now. I can handle average
pretty well but the technicians that made me all that time ago placed… Well,
it’s complicated. Basically, programing that makes it so I can’t trust
attractive men. It’s been an issue over the last few decades. I know, on
a deep level I can’t shake, that even my own friends, ones that have never lied
to me at all, want to trick or fool me.”


Thinking for a
second Richard touched his own face.


“I’m pretty
middling that way. This is okay for you? I could put on a disguise as well, if
it will help.”


There was a
bit of a funny look then. It seemed confused for a moment. Really he figured
that she was trying to work out how to tell him that he wasn’t good looking
enough to count for her. Instead she smiled at him. It was warm. Friendly even.


“It would be
good, if you could? These new amulets for that are amazing. It’s not really the
kind of thing you ask an Ambassador from another world, though. Luckily yours,
Mableton, is a woman. I have no problems that way. Some of the men with you are
a little attractive for me. Not too bad.”


Dumas took his
own turn walking from the room then, leaving them alone. He didn’t explain but
was back before the awkward silence got too intense. With a fist full of the
little glowing tiles that had magic on them. One was handed over to Richard,
instantly.


“Here you go.
Please take it as a gift. It will allow you to alter your look. I could do that
for you, if you want?”


Smiling, then
bowing before taking the thing, since doing that while taking it would
mean that he was dating the kid, he thought, he shook his head.


“You use it
like the clothing magics? I should just need a mirror, in that case.” Not that
he didn’t have a few in his pocket at the moment. Complete with little lights.
LEDs that would let him escape into another reality, even in a pitch-black room
or cave.


Pulling one
out, after placing the amulet around his neck, it didn’t take too long to work
out what was needed. He could even mainly look like himself, if he wanted. He
gave himself a nice scar on his left cheek, a large bump on his already big
nose and made his brows meet in the middle. It was a bit goofy seeming, while
still being hard enough to seem manly.


The Admiral
nodded at him almost instantly.


“That’s good.
Thank you. It’s a pain having to force everyone to do that kind of thing just
so I can trust them. Unfortunately, no one knows what having the Rhetistics
removed would do to someone my age. Probably cause a complete mental breakdown.
I’m unstable enough as it is already, so it has to stay.”


He shrugged.
They both seemed to get what that meant.


“No problem.
You’re staying here for the day? So we can send the visiting team off and get
the men working here set up first thing. Dumas and I will take care of that.”
Not that he couldn’t do it himself. He was forcing inclusion, since it was the
best way to get someone to feel like they were on your side in things quickly.


Given where he
was, Rich bowed toward the boy then. It got one back, with a smile that spoke
of getting when he was being manipulated.


“We should see
to food for Rachel Chambers and Bridget. I think Clem went for that, but we can
take it up to them, allowing the servants to prepare a meal for the others.
This way.” The kid didn’t run this time, though his clothing shifted from a
nice black velvet outfit to the plain brown that the magical clothing turned on
as.


Richard didn't
get why he was doing it but did the same, just in case it was important.
No correction came or anything. When they got to the kitchen area, Clemance and
another man, Tyler the butler, were both carrying very large silver platters.
They had domed ceramic covers on them and everything. It was rather fancy.


Dumas nodded.


“I’ll take one
of those up, Tyler. Is it possible to have a meal arranged for the others as
well? We can seat in the dinning room. We’re going to be waking them all… Now,
I think. You said eight, correct Mr. Drake?”


He had, which
meant following the boys, both carrying the heavy trays carefully, up to the
third floor. Then, since they were his people, he knocked on each door, one by
one. It was an oversight but he hadn’t memorized who was in which room.
Thankfully Bridget was right by the stairs, being the first room he knocked on.


There was a
noise from inside and then the door being clumsily worked at. The unfamiliar
latch took about fifteen second to be negotiated. A very tired seeming young
girl opened the door up, to find Clem pushing a tray of food at her instantly.
She took it without comment, mumbling as she moved back.


“Tanks. One…
Le’me eat… Be out…” Then the door shut rather firmly. 


That noise,
even if it hadn’t been too loud, got several other people to come to their
doors. Rachel was directly behind them and replayed a very similar scene to
what her granddaughter had. Really, they looked enough alike to be sisters,
instead of more distant relatives. They had the same distinctive red hair and
red-brown eyes.


The rest of
the people either were invited to dine with them in half an hour, in the large
dinning room, or were put in a disguise, if they were men. They did all of
them, given that no one there was actually ugly enough for Admiral Orange.
Brian cheered, on hearing that.


“Heh. That’s
a first in my life then. I’m too good looking for someone? If she wasn’t
my son I’d date her.”


That got Richard
to blink and Brian to explain.


“There are
different versions of the same people in different worlds. Really, each of us
is just a little part of a giant creature made up of individuals in other
realities. I think… Anyway, Alice is also my son, Scott. She looks better,
though don’t tell him I said that. I don’t want to give him a complex.”


That would be,
Richard knew, Prime. The famous guy. It was interesting to hear about. The man
was on the base back home. Not anyone that Rich had spent any time talking to.


Dumas nodded,
however.


“Yes. For
instance, your director is also my aunt Patricia. Mr. Yi is my Uncle Torrance.
Ambassador Mableton is my Uncle Timon. Which brings up some troubling thoughts
as to the marriage between Cousin Willum and her.”


Brian laughed
at that.


“Biologically
they aren’t close at all, so it’s cool I guess. I’d have a problem with
it, if it were me. It isn’t though and can’t hurt anything. I’m mainly
trying to just not think about the topic too much, myself.” His voice was a low
raspy growl. The words were playful.


The tone spoke
of misery.


As the man
moved back into his room to change, then down the hall to the restroom, the
others were all gotten up for the day. With only a bit of guidance from Dumas
they even got to the correct spot in the house in time for the food to be
brought out. It was delivered on individual plates. Each holding different food
items. Almost as if they’d ordered the food personally.


Richard had
two eggs, sunny side up, one slice of buttered toast and a cup of black coffee.
Across from him, Peggy had a heap of pancakes and Brian had French toast. The
thing was, once it was in front of him, Rich realized that it was almost
exactly what he would have gotten at a restaurant if he had a choice.


Which meant he
glanced at Cindy, who nodded as she settled herself.


“I put in an
order with Tyler, since he was worried about having foods everyone would like.
We’ve worked together in the past. He’s a good man. We should get him to go
along with the crew going to visit today. He speaks some English and is good at
managing people. Not that it will be a problem. Marcia is briefing everyone on
the base about the visitors and the press is being banned for the day. At least
this first time. She did offer to send people in to help with language
lessons, though. I think you’re up for that Lauren? Keith too, of course.” She
smiled. It was wicked looking though.


Both of the
people mentioned just nodded.


They were
joined at the table by several red robed mages, Tor, Tim and Alyssa Baker after
a few minutes. They had plates coming out as well. The food on them was
different, but not too much. Interestingly, Alyssa had French toast as well.
Tor and Tim both had bowls of what looked like oatmeal.


Half of them
had coffee though, which was pretty much what he would have expected back home.
A bit darker perhaps and bitter enough to strip the sleep off of a tongue. It
worked to get him to wake up, which was the point of having it in the first
place.


There was
small talk at the meal, which included the likely weather of the day, the
upcoming events in the Capital, where they were and that the Queen of Noram’s
birthday was the next thing most of them had to worry about.


As soon as the
food was done, Cindy stood up.


“I need
Rachel, Brian, Bridget, Lauren, Keith, Clem and Dumas. That’s the team going to
the Port School. Will as well, since he’s back now. Down in Soam. We should
call and let him know that sleep is for the weak. The rest of you are working
from here today?”


No one spoke
for a while, so Richard did. Nodding as if he knew all the secret plans. He
didn't. It was just important to keep things moving. They could change direction
later, if need be.


“That’s right.
The mages and Mrs. Baker are in with our planning team for the upcoming
mission. That way we can go over what can be done and what’s needed before
hand. I think that Timon, Tor and Erath have a special meeting planned to go
over the changes they want to make on me? As long as I live and can still
function, while looking very different, I’m good. That means I can be in on the
meeting for the mission. Erath will know what to do for my part.”


No one even
looked at him funny for saying all of that. In fact, Tim Baker smiled. It
seemed pretty real, even.


“Exactly the
plan. The rest of you can get to your alterations today. As soon as we’re
ready, we come and grab you up, Richard? That might be later today. Erath
doesn’t sleep or get tired, so he can work whenever you want. Who’s doing the
moving pictures for the net release?” He glanced around, as if no one there
would have a clue as to what would be needed for that.


There was a
low chuckle from Alice.


“I’ll do that.
Just a bit of the work being done, a few minutes for each person, then the
transformation, I think. It’s a bit boring to show the whole thing. We can edit
and do a voice over to explain what’s going on and how long it takes. Do I get
real equipment for this or am I using my communications device?”


Tim, looking
different than normal, being disguised to make him look a bit rough and
lopsided, rolled his eyes.


“I have real gear
for it, actually. I’ll need to run back to Harmony… Call it fifteen minutes?
I’ll do that now, so the schedule won’t be too disrupted.” The man left
directly, at a quick walk.


They broke up
into different groups then, with the main one leaving, following Cindy to the
little red hut out front, off to find little Sara and her school friends. At
least he hoped they were mainly friends. It would be miserable to dump a kid in
a different reality in a place where everyone hated her for being strange.


Timon was back
inside ten minutes, before Richard had even settled in the front room they were
taken to for their mission planning session. After a few minutes, the man
walked out of the nicely appointed sitting room, leaving the IPB people behind,
along with three robed mages and Mrs. Baker. Who was a wizard. How that was
different, he couldn’t tell. Alice was there as well, standing back, going over
how to use the new camera equipment.


Then things
got a good bit more interesting.


It took
translating into Cantonese, done by Mrs. Baker for them but after two hours of
conversation they had some incredibly specific things down for all of the
others. Then covered who would be doing what, as soon as the mission started.


“Lydia
is in charge of communications but also travel. I want electronics, phone and
possibly telepathy set up. Christian or Cindy can do that part for us, I think.
Pick one and let her know she’s on backup. We’ll try to work without that
though, in case there are telepaths at the location who might overhear us. That
means we need to try and control our thoughts the whole time as best we can.
Price and Nan are going in as our fighters. That means you’re not in on
information gathering in more than a casual way. We’ll put cameras on you and
have you mainly record things. Better to stay silent than to be seen as too
nosy. Leave that to the managers. Peggy, you’re in on that part with me. We’ll
ask questions when we can. Phoebe, Sinclair… Communications with Lydia. If
anyone has to go in for a retrieval, that will be Sinclair. You teleport,
right? We shouldn’t need that but if we do I want the option. I can get myself
out, if it becomes needed.” He stopped, looking at everyone there closely. No
one seemed that worried and they were all, surprisingly, paying attention.


Phoebe nodded.


“Monkey
balls!” She blushed and tightened her lips then, even if it was clear that she
was trying to shout at the same time. It more or less worked.


“Right. We’re
going over contingency plans here. The truth is that this is just a basic recon
mission. Make friends. Pal around with people and watch. We need to find
out if people are being abused directly or if this is all down to poor
management. We’re not making any arrests and unless someone is about to die, we
don’t intercede in anything. Keep your covers at all times. Including in
private. Try to keep your thoughts under control as well. We all have to hold
to that, if we can and it won’t be easy over that kind of time frame. Guard
your thoughts. Live your cover. Infected people might pick up on us being IPB
and fly off the handle if they do. They won’t all instantly get that were there
to protect them. Even if that is the job.”


The one that
he’d been given, anyway. Even earlier in the meeting with Turner and Pours. No
one had even suggested it was about punishing the fighters for making a living.
Only the ones behind making a hash of things. If it could be fixed without
getting the law involved that was all to the good, as far as Rich was
concerned. Working on the right side of things still felt funny to him. Off and
annoying.


Like it was a trap,
instead of him just pulling a new job.


A life on the
other side, almost sixty years of actively pulling heists, mainly second story
work, had left him leery of law enforcement. The IPB was a bit too close to
that kind of thing for him to ever really be comfortable that way. Going in on
missions with them was…


Well, he’d
clearly been stalling on it. That was so obvious in the moment that he nearly
made a face. Thankfully he didn’t, since Alyssa Baker was speaking.


“We have the
plans for each task ready. We should… Have Tor or Timon standing by, in case we
make any mistakes. I… We can’t lose anyone else.” The woman teared up.


Richard wanted
to tell her that was fine and that they could wait. To make it easier on her. A
lifetime of experience had taught him a different lesson, though. People
needed to know that there was no safety net if they were going to do their
best work. You trained them first, then let them practice until they were
ready. Then, as you put them out on the tightrope for the test, you took the
net away. Nothing focused the mind sharper than that.


“Nope. You’re
all ready for this. We’ll go over each plan again, then do the work. No one
looking over your shoulder. As for the deaths… you have to know that working
with Infected people, some of them won’t make it. If the changes are too big,
their systems won’t be able to handle it. Maybe you can figure out how to do
little changes, fixing them slowly, over time? That isn’t my area, so I don’t
know if that would work or not. The thing is that you can’t let that stop you.
You don’t always get the win. Sometimes you have to just suck up the pain and
go on.”


He was being
too hard on the woman, most likely. At least she started to cry, full tears
dripping down her cheeks. Fat and damp. One dripped onto the front of her blue
top.


Then Alice
spoke. Firmly.


“Damned
straight! These people know you won’t fail, Alley. None of you will.
Not on this. Not today. They came, willing to die to prove to you that
you’re capable of this. Now, let’s get this set up. I want to get interviews
with each of you first and then after. Move… We don’t have all day.”


They did, of
course. As it turned out, after half an hour of talking to everyone, with
Alyssa Baker translating for all of them, since it was in three different
languages, it took about six hours for everyone to be done. Near the end Timon,
Tor and Erath came in. Standing back, without doing anything at all. Not even
the normal going over of the work that Tor did with the students.


Erath let his
mouth fall open. Enough that it was clearly a Ysidril fake smile.


“They are all
finished with the work. They are going over it, several times each, to make
certain of their skills. I should practice the same thing in the future. All
beings are capable of errors. Checking for them is the sign of expertise.”


There was a
grunt from Tim then.


“We all should
be doing that, every single time. Add that to the training courses, Tor? It’s
kind of common sense. Measure twice, bake once.”


Hearing all of
that got Mrs. Baker to stand back. She was behind a soft chair that had
Sinclair in it. On the outside the girl still looked the same. Then, she would,
until they used their healing magics to speed up the changes being made. All of
them were in the same boat.


Lloyd, Nan and
Phoebe were the others to go in the first round. Peggy had opted to let the
healer go first, in case they didn’t get a second chance while they were there.
Not screaming obscenities every five minutes was more important than protecting
Peggy’s identity. The truth was that she wasn’t known as herself or IPB at all,
having been changed once already. So if they needed, she could go in looking as
she did right then and be altered later, to hide who she was, if it became a
problem.


For all they’d
talked originally about Tim doing the work on Nan, Tok, one of the male mages
had actually done it. As he moved back, he took a deep breath, then spoke. In
very accented English.


“Is good. Do
now.” Then, gently, even if his voice was gruff and a bit old sounding, he
pulled out a rock that glowed on the front of it. The same green silhouette of
a man that the glass tiles he’d seen had. Each of the people the work had been
done on got one.


As soon as they
were activated, with a simple tap for each, everyone also got a camera stuck in
their faces, one by one. Price, Nan and Sinclair in particular. Phoebe’s face
altered a bit, since she was a little girl and had wanted to have her nose and
complexion fixed. It made a difference, but not so much she didn’t still look
like herself. She could, at least in a normal color paletteA, change colors as
well, in theory. That had been added just to make things harder on the woman
that had been working on her.


Agent Lloyd
changed into a different man altogether. He stretched to be four inches taller,
became a bit thinner and his face warped into being heavy at the jawline. His
brow as well, making him look hard and brutish. At the same time a tracery of
glowing blue veins covered his flesh, which had turned a deep, jet black. It
was incredibly striking. All his hair fell out as well, including his eyebrows.
Not the eyelashes, though. 


Nan did
something totally different, turning from a decent looking Chinese woman into
an incredible looking one. Her eyes were a gemlike green. Her chest
expanded at the same time but only a bit. Enough to catch attention, without
getting in the way in a fight.


After a
second, everyone in the room was staring at her. She was incredible, after all.


Tim grinned.


“Well, the pheromones
work. You should turn those off for now. It’s a bit distracting.”


The words got
a giggle from the woman. It sounded like bells.


“Let me see… I
think I can do that. I just imagine my skin feeling cold?” She did that with
her eyes open, which made her seem very fine looking, without being the center
of the universe. It took a minute for him to feel that way however.


He stood there
with an erection, feeling awkward. All the other men had that going on as well,
at least in theory. No one stared or mentioned it.


Sinclair
changed, too. In her case it was nearly as dramatic as the others.


She started
out a rather pretty, young, blonde woman of about twenty or so. The kind that
would have been a natural for a school’s cheer team. Maybe even the kind that could
go professional for that. Then, over the course of minutes, she shifted, turned
brown skinned, hard featured and wrinkled at the corner of the eyes. On her
right cheek was a row of three scars.


Looking at
her, Richard had to smile.


“That’s
perfect! No one will recognize you at all, later. After you get changed back.
Good job, all the way around. Thank you, everybody. This is… excellent.”









Chapter four


 


It took three
days for the trio of mages or wizards that were doing the work on him to feel
ready to make the changes they had planned. Erath was doing the actual work,
with the other two standing by, in case they had to reverse something on short
notice. The whole thing was decided to be possible, while still being dangerous
enough that it was clear several people in the mansion were uneasy about it.


Not the people
with Richard, of course. They were busily practicing for their roles. Wrestling
in the back yard, with kicks, punches and at times weapons being used. Those
were often magical in nature, to mimic possible abilities that could show up on
the mission to come.


When the work,
which took fifteen hours all told, was finished, all of it being recorded by
Alice, even if it was pretty boring to watch, the results were a bit different
than the others had experienced. After all, in order for the mass to work out,
Rich had to shrink by over two feet.


The only way
for that to work out was for him to look like a prepubescent Ysidril. Which
meant being too young to have a sex at all, yet. 


 That hurt, a
lot. It was on camera too, so it took an act of will not to scream, several
times over the two hours of rapid healing that was required for the whole thing
to take place. Even whimpering wasn’t allowed. Not by him, anyway. Everyone
else had suggested it might itch a bit. It felt different than that. Probably
due to how intense and massive the changes were.


On the great
side, Timon stood next to him the whole time, making sure everything was going
all right. It was like having a top surgeon on call, just in case. When the
whole thing was done, the pain suddenly vanishing, everything looked and
sounded tremendously different.


For one thing,
the perspective was wrong. He’d been short before, and now it was like he was a
tiny child. Things looked different, as well. The room there was bright and
colorful, except that now he could see millions more colors than had been there
before. Some of those he didn't even have a name for.


Opening and
closing his hands, all four of them, took a good bit of focus. It wasn’t hard
but it felt a bit like he was hallucinating, instead of living his changes in
the moment.


Nodding, he
let his mouth open a little bit, to show he was happy. A thing that would work
there and not back home, since it would seem hostile to people if he did that.
Erath did the same in return. He looked a lot different now. For instance, the
boy clearly didn’t have scales at all. That was just his daily clothing. A
thing that was easy to see with Ysidril eyes. There were colored patterns on
the front of his outfit that had been invisible to Richard before the change.
It kind of glowed and looked like a pattern. Perhaps writing.


“This is
different.” He sounded higher pitched as far as that went. As for strength… He
was fine. Probably no weaker than he had been since he’d become Infected.
Standing, which meant hopping down from the soft chair a bit, like a child
might have to do, his tiny legs caught him easily enough. He still waddled a
little as he walked around the room. The feeling was light. As if he didn't
weigh much of anything at all.


The lower arms
were a bit stiff when he moved them. Not fake feeling, just off. Like they
weren’t processing smoothly just yet. Rich played with his fingers, three on
each hand, touching them together over and over. Trying to learn how to use his
new shape.


“How do I
look?” The words were clear enough when they came out. He’d been worried about
that, since he had a long snout like face now, with several hundred black
pointed teeth. His tongue was a lot longer as well. 


Erath moved to
get a small mirror, off of a low table.


“Very
nice. You should put clothing on. You look very young. Seven or so of your
years? Will that work? The mass was… Most adult Ysidril are larger. I know I
mentioned that… I don’t wish to distress you, however.”


That
part just made sense.


“This works.
Where we’re going no one will think I look young, at all. I’ll just seem
different, which is the point. I think… What should I call myself?”


Phoebe, who
was in the doorway, watching the show, smiled at him.


“How about
Gary? Something nice but plain. Easy to remember as well.”


It worked even
if it was the name of a person that had annoyed him for years. Gary the Whiner.
The trick of taking on a new identity was to simply embrace it and not look
back. Not until it was time too.


“Gary. I can
use that.” There was a nod toward Phoebe. At least he thought it was her.
Mainly because she’d changed her clothing to be the brown base outfit and no
one else had. Otherwise she might be anyone.


For what he
was doing even a single name would be enough. A lot of Infected on the fringes
did that kind of thing. They’d been kicked out of the families for being
strange, so refused to use their last names at all.


He clapped
with all four hands, then let Tim put a clothing amulet over his head. It was
on a nice thick string. Tapping it had him dressed in a brown tunic with four
arms, as well as short trousers and big boots that bulged outward at the toes
to fit over his new feet.


Laughing a
bit, Erath moved in and touched his upper left arm. That had a red and blue
scaled pattern showing up underneath his outer clothing. It matched Erath in
form, but not color. It did leave him covered with small, very fine scales over
his plain reddish-purple skin.


The next part
was interesting, since he was both starving and everything he was brought had a
heavy carb load to it. Mainly vegetables, fruit and breads. There was no meat.
Nothing like that at all. No nuts or fish, or even chicken.


“I’m a vegan
now?” He thought that was the turn of phrase. It meant a fool that didn't know
meat was good for you. Like a vegetarian that had hit their head or something,
causing them to think that honey was theft from bees. Which it was.


Tasty, tasty
theft.


Tor nodded.


“Too much
protein will effect you a bit like alcohol for a regular human. Stick to plants
in the main, when in doubt. You’ll process what you need from them differently,
so having the needed essentials for life is pretty simple. You’re actually a
lot more efficient that way now. Really…” He grinned, seeming pleased with
himself for some reason. “Other than your Infected state, you’re essentially a
Ysidril in every real way. You should be able to see and understand
violence as you asked for, however. You might want to avoiding doing that kind
of thing yourself for a while, if you can. I don’t know how well that part is
going to work. You’re stronger and faster than any other Ysidril by a good bit.
The mental portions of that kind of thing might be spotty though.”


It was a good
point to bring up. Going into a situation like they had planned was risky that
way. Especially being openly Infected and small like he was. Thankfully he
tried to live without that kind of thing whenever possible. It just made sense
to him. Fighting was a good way to get hurt. It was also a good way to come to
the attention of the police, which was a poor plan when you were going to be
taking things that weren’t yours later in the day.


So he nodded.
That still worked the way he was used to. The world looked and smelled different,
in that it was a bit more intense but his muscles still pretty much felt the
same. It was a bit like wearing gloves, having only three fingers on each hand.
The extra arms took focus to use at the same time still… Other than that, he
was just himself. It was workable.


More to the
point, no government agent would look like him at all. Not even in the IPB.
Especially since he was functionally a class one, even with the new upgrades.
The others were all working a bit differently than that. At least on the
insertion team. The people going in.


Nan was
clearly a class five now. She was just as strong and fast as she’d always been,
which had placed her at a solid class four. Able to fight an armed squad of ten
to twelve soldiers and be expected to win most of the time. Only she could also
produce a force field now that protected her from impact forces and energy
blasts automatically. That was, Timon had assured them all, magical in nature.
A stripped-down version of what many in Noram wore around as a talisman.


Worked into
her very bones. A state of being that would last for about ten years, even
after she was changed back to how she used to be.


That would be
enough for a class five rating for her. The pheromones made her cripplingly
attractive however. Her looks didn’t count in a fight, perhaps. That part of
her nature could. At will she could cause almost anyone, man or woman, to stop
and lust after her hard enough that thinking was difficult to do.


Price Lloyd on
the other hand was nearly as tough, though not as strong or fast. An honest
class three or four. If that kind of person were also ex-special forces and had
trained for years to be an MMA fighter in his spare time. Plus, he could shock
people, kind of like an electric eel. It wasn’t a powerful ability or anything.
A bit flashy, making sparks in the air, between his fingers, however. A good
kind of thing for a show, without just murdering anyone that had to be hit that
way instantly.


Peggy, was
interesting as well. The mage, An, who did the work on her had actually kept
her at about the same level in her looks but had given her bright green
hair that glowed at the tips with matching eyes that reflected the light in a
way that was stunning. Also in green. Her powers weren’t touched at all and she
looked like a fairly decent white woman otherwise, which was considered a bit
of impressive work by everyone there. Apparently, it was easiest to make
someone look like what you were used to seeing. For Mage An, that was Chinese
people.


Which probably
explained why Peggy looked a bit like Alyssa Baker. Not enough to be rude about
it or mocking the other woman though. She had lighter skin however. Like Tor
had.


The difficulty
for Gary was that when he looked at her and then looked again, it was like
seeing a new person. One he couldn’t exactly make out in a way. The glowing
green tips of her hair and reflective eyes helped, thankfully. 


No one tried
to rush them home after that. Really, Countess Thomson kept acting like they
should stay for at least a month, practicing their new skills and
getting used to things. As well as planning. The only issue there was that they
needed to get to data that wasn’t available sitting in a different reality.


As they left,
passing out hugs, since clearly, they were all pals now, Erath moved over to Richard.


“Your
transformation has been seen among the peoples of the fleet. When you return it
is requested that you speak to a panel, going over your experiences of being so
different? It is considered valuable information, since no other has ever done
such. The Forten in particular are fascinated by what you might tell us. Is
that allowable, do you believe? I would not wish to impinge upon your duties to
your people.” Then the little guy, looking taller now, since he was at least half
a foot larger than Rich was, bowed.


As if that
were his own people’s custom.


“Of course.
I’ll try to keep notes, as I can. I probably won’t be able to write anything
down, being on the job like I will be. I don’t suppose you gave me a perfect
memory or anything?” Dropping his mouth open a bit to show obsidian black
teeth, a Ysidril smile, he started to move toward the door.


Erath did the
same, walking with him.


“Of course. It
was needed, in order for you to adapt quickly to the changes made. You also will
not need to sleep in order to integrate ideas, doing that every seventy of your
minutes or so, like our… My people do. At that time you may see or hear strange
things. It will only last a few moments and that it is not real is very clear.
It will not happen if you are too engaged mentally, so try to make time for it
in your schedule. If you wait too long, you will end up taking longer to
process things.”


That was news.
It made some sense though and hopefully wouldn’t be too big of an issue.
Especially if it didn’t happen when he was busy doing something else.


“Got it.
Thanks, Erath. I’ll collect that information as best I can. I’m not certain
when we’ll be back. An operation like this could last anywhere from a week to
several months. Longer even, though probably not in this case. We already know
that illegal things are going on. The trick will be in getting proof that will
hold up in court. If we can’t work out a different fix for it.”


The small mage
gave him a hug, which felt close and intensely connected. Not sexual at all,
just nice on a level that was completely different than he could describe.
Almost like a drug.


The others
moved along, so he let go and nodded to the tiny alien.


“We’ll be back
in a bit. Probably months here, even if it goes quickly over there.”


There was a
nod in response. No words, however.


When they got
to the little red hut, outside the front gate on the paved but still slightly
dusty street, Erath hugged him. Again. It was strange, being they were both
men. Even if the equipment for that was so different that Richard understood he
wasn’t having any relations with women back at the base. Even if they were
curious enough to give a Ysidril a try, nothing they could do would work all
that well. Part of that was down to him being essentially a little kid that
way.


On the good
side, as far as he could tell, he functionally didn’t have any hormones that
drove him toward that kind of thing left in his body. Possibly that would
happen if he saw a cute Ysidril woman. So far that hadn’t come up at all. Even
Nan didn't have any effect on him. He could see that she was attractive for a
human being. Other than that, it was hard to tell who each person was, unless
they had something else going on. Glowing blue veins like Price had really helped
that way. Interestingly, he could sometimes tell who was whom by their voices,
if they spoke first.


Which was how
he understood who Lydia was. It was a strange thing, when the girl walked out
of the booth toward them. She had the same hair, the identical Korean nose and
skin color, since she hadn’t been changed at all. They were just going to use
face paint for her disguise if they needed one for her, since she had other
duties to attend to, even if they had a mission. For the life of him though, Richard
couldn’t make out who she was, until she patted him on the shoulder and said
something.


“Ready to go?
We have everyone else back already.” She sounded a bit deeper of voice to his
ears, though still much like herself.


“Sure thing.
Thanks for all the help, Erath. Tell everyone else that again for us? We’ll
start funneling people through to practice on as soon as you’re all ready
here.”


That got happy
seeming bouncing.


“Indeed. I
shall make certain we are ready for such, as you say. Until next we meet, Gary.”


That use of
his new name got him to nod. It was incredibly important to live the names you
picked for yourself. From that point on he had to be Gary. No last name used at
all, having been kicked out of his family at fifteen for changing like he had.


It had left
him a little bitter toward regular people. Not to the point of bigotry. Just
enough that he kind of didn’t trust them if they looked too normal. Not until
he got to know them for a while.


Lydia walked
him into the transportation booth and the world blinked around him. There was a
sense of something having happened, which he’d never gotten before, even after
twenty or so trips to other realities. Not in the same way. He could feel that
he was in a different place. Facing a different direction in relation to the
sun.


As they left
the booth, with him walking at what felt like a forced march and was clearly
just enough to keep up with a regular girl who wasn’t that tall, Lydia spoke
again.


“We’re all in
the conference room. Marcia wants to be there for the mission planning. I think
Cin has data packets for us? I… I’m still in on this, right?”


She seemed not
to think that was a real thing for some reason.


“You’re in
charge of transport and communications. Have you been working on any of that?”
They kind of needed a way to get there in the first place. That would require
getting to California somehow.


He’d been
thinking teleportation but got a surprise then.


“Yeah. We’re
borrowing Bridget’s van to get you all there. It isn’t really nice or anything.
It runs well and is in good condition. It also has civilian plates on
it. It’s a bit of a drive. You can’t really fly, looking like you do. Not just
you but Agent Lloyd. If you tried, there would probably be a fight. Nan is set
up to drive, along with Peg.” She bit her upper lip then.


As if he
didn’t get that the normal looking Infected people would be less likely to be
pulled over than the uglies like himself and Price. It was probably illegal for
him to even drive a vehicle at all, being too small to control it. A thing he
might pull off in an emergency. If the vehicle had special hand
controls. There was no way for him to see and reach the pedals, which made
pulling him over if he tried it almost certain.


Agent Lloyd
just looked funny. It meant they needed to stay out of the way.


“Good
thinking. I didn’t know that Bridget drove. You’d think she’d fly everywhere.”
They were moving into the headquarters, which meant that, just as he spoke, the
lady herself bounced into view, from the conference room to the left.


The rapidly
twitching red head, who was taller than he was now by over a foot, rushed him.
At least he thought it was her. Her face didn’t mean anything at all. It was
the pattern of movement and her size that gave it away. So, it was her or
Rachel.


“I know, you’d
think that. It’s so hard to get any action that way though. I have a mattress
in the back of the love machine, in case I want to get my groove on in exotic
locations. I mean, that’s never actually happened yet but I have a plan
for it, just in case.” The words were high pitched, fast and happy. Instead of
sultry. So, short red hair and that meant it was Bridget after all.


Nodding, he
tried to sound serious. His high-pitched voice made that hard to do.


“It’s always
best to have a plan, just in case. Thanks for the loan. We’ll try not to trash
it. If we do, I’ll get you a new one.” Probably illegally.


There were a
lot of ways to get vehicles that wouldn’t be traced too easily. As it was, they
needed to make sure no one had a reason to run their plates. Not if it was in
the name of Bridget Chambers. Then, a lot of people, even in law enforcement,
might not make that connection instantly. To the world she was just Impulse.
The mass murdering and unstoppable threat.


Smiling, which
he could see easily enough and even understand still, she moved in along side
of him, a single hand resting on his shoulder as they walked.


“It will be
fine, I’m sure. I saved you a seat, over by me, Rich.”


“Gary. I’m
Gary. No last name.”


Instead of
acting like that was a shock, the girl nodded. Everyone else was listening to
them as well. He could see them do it. No one was easily identifiable, however.
Not even his own team, except for Price. Lydia was still there and he’d tracked
where she went, thankfully. What he could get was who was male and who
was female. They were all in uniform, making even that kind of clue a thing
that meant nothing to him in the moment.


So he took
charge.


“We need to go
over the information we have. The rough plan is simple enough. We go to the
location, get a meeting with whoever sets the fights and show off our fighter’s
abilities. You two, Price and Nancy, should be able to get in pretty easily. If
not, then we’ll have to pull back. Maybe see about asking how you get into that
kind of thing as an excuse to find out more information.”


One of the
women, who had light colored hair, spoke then. Proving she was Cindy Mableton.


“You want to
see Ronaldo Carlisle. His original name was Ron Carlson, of Detroit Michigan.
Not Infected. A bit slick. He thinks of himself as a major fight promotor and
organizer, even if he’s working illegally. If you flatter him a bit you’ll get
inside easily enough. Your face blindness is going to be a bit of a problem
there. He’s not that distinctive of a man, Gary.”


Several people
looked at him then. Gary shrugged, making sure to think of himself that way.


“Face
blindness is my first mode. I can’t tell you normies apart. What can I say?” He
tried to sound a bit like a nineteen-thirties movie gangster. It didn’t really
work, even if no one said anything to him about it.


Cin nodded.


“That works.
It will also give you a reason to ask a lot of questions of people. If they ask
about it, just tell them that you have to work out things other than looks
about them to keep them straight in your head. Anyway, I have the address for
you. Tell Ronaldo that you heard about the fights on the grape vine. You won’t
really need to have a specific endorsement from anyone. He’ll probably act like
you do need that, even if no one ever comes in with that kind of thing there.
Not even when they have it. Just show off the people that you’re bringing with
you. Nancy… You’re good with doing him in the back room to get you all in,
right?” That was pure teasing and a bit inappropriate, given they were at work.


Still, it was
well meant and their sex bomb didn’t act shy about it.


“That’s pretty
much going to happen, isn’t it? I mean… I knew that when Tyler the Butler asked
if I was free the other night. He wasn’t the only one that did, either. It’s
part of the package. I can play that way though, if it’s needed and won’t ruin
the arrests, later?”


It was a bit
more open that way than Gary would have expected a woman to be. Then again,
she’d spent a lot of her life looking like a desiccated mummy. She might just
have learned not to be too picky that way. On the other hand, she might just
want the attention or be affected by her own pheromones. In which case she was
going to be having sex a lot. Those things were potent.


There was a
nod from Cindy and from another blonde woman down the table. If it was in
response to what he’d been thinking or not was too hard to guess. Still, it was
a good point. One that he brought up with the others.


“Do they have
any telepaths there on staff?” They needed to know how intensely they were
going to have to control their thoughts.


Cin shook her
head, her short hair moving enough to show she was being energetic about it.


“Nothing that
will bother any of you. Two of their fighters have very low-level abilities
that way, so you’ll want to be careful about what you think about them. They
have a couple of near time precogs as well. Those are both traits that help in
a fight. The rest are mainly physical or energy based. About a third of them,
the fighters, are just regular humans. They tend not to live there.”


A thing that
Gary wasn’t wild about. Average people being around. At least as far as
trusting them went. His buddy in the group was clearly going to be Price, given
that. The other two were too normal looking.


Peggy grinned,
speaking easily. She was still wearing a long single braid and it glowed green
at the tip of it, which gave her away. There wasn’t enough light in the room to
make her eyes reflect and glow in particular at the moment.


“This sounds
straight forward enough. How are we collecting information?”


That, it
turned out was a combination of covert body cams and microphones. They also all
had cell phones, so that they could just call out, in order to keep in touch.
It wasn’t that high tech or anything. They were just cheap models bought at a
convenience store with a lot of minutes packed onto each one. In a pinch they
could call Phoebe directly, on her phone, from anywhere. That required them to
memorize some code phrases, just in case.


They went over
the whole thing a half dozen times. All of the information was memorized, at
least by Gary. He had every piece of information about several key people
floating behind his eyes on demand, after the first glance at what Cindy had
provided them. Pictures, names, even social security numbers. He could call
people he’d never met as well, as long as they still had the same cell phones.


Then, after
even Marcia was happy with what they had planned, she set them loose.


“When do you
plan to start traveling?” As she spoke, a little gray cat walked into the room
and moved directly over to Gary. It took climbing up on the conference table, a
large shiny topped thing, first, but then she dropped into his lap to be
petted. He used his lower hands for that.


The cat
he was going to miss. Marcia was having her stay in her room at night and in
the main office during the day. It wouldn’t be the same as having her human
there to take her places and spend time with but she liked the other woman too.
Just not as much as Gary.


“In an hour,
if we can manage it. We have enough time to travel. If we drive straight
through and sleep in shifts. Most of that will be done at night, which will be
safer for people like us. Price and I will stay out of view.”


That meant
they needed some cash for travel. A thing provided for them out of funds that
the base had for such things. Interestingly, he was handed the wad of bills
that Marcia liberated from her office for their use. When they were alone, with
Gary almost invisible in front of her desk, she spoke. Her voice low.


“You’re going
all in on this one… Clearly. That’s good, if probably not really needed. There
are other things going on that you need to keep your eyes open for. I can’t
tell you what, since that might alert the people you need to watch. In the
crowd and on the fringes of what you’re doing there. You’ll know it when you
see it, or at least you might. Record the information and get out. No more than
two weeks. You’ll need not to think about this part. That’s why I didn’t bring
it up for the others. Price might manage it. I’m not certain about the others.”


That she was
about him was a bit strange. He’d been a thief and used to being careful
his whole life, certainly. That didn’t make him proof against telepaths in
particular. The government hadn’t used those in his entire career. The one or
two times that a target had used that kind of thing, he’d simply bailed on the
heist. Once he’d found out. That there was more going on in this case…


It made
perfect sense to him.


True, it
wasn’t the way he wanted to run an operation. The whole thing simply made more
sense now than it had to him before. Sending in a team of people undercover to
find out if fighters were being abused was a huge waste of resources. They
could send in human agents with cameras in that case, just to watch the fights.
Going to the men in charge and letting them know that the IPB insisted on some
new rules would fix that part almost instantly as well.


Criminal
operations tended to listen when the feds told them what to do in order to avoid
prison time. Especially if they were being left free to keep making
money.


Really, he’d
been thinking of the whole thing as a practice operation. Maybe a test to make
certain he was willing to play ball. That there might be other things going on,
particularly if they were related to the heists that he wasn’t going to think
about that had taken place before that…


Controlling
his mind, on a level that he hadn’t been certain he was capable of, he nodded.


“Understood. If
there are any problems we’ll pull out, instantly.” That hadn’t been spoken of
at all. The truth was that he didn't know if that was the Marcia Turner plan
for them or not. It was his go-to in life, regardless. If things got too hot,
you left the room.


That had kept
him out of prison more than once in life. In over sixty years he’d never had so
much as a parking ticket.


“Exactly. I’d
say to keep me informed… That might not be possible. Call in with updates if
it’s safe. Arrange with Cindy for a regular information drop time. Don’t… Don’t
tell the others about any of this.” She spoke as if he might not get that part.


He nodded. It
made perfect sense. A lot of things clicked in his head, deep inside. He didn’t
let anything come to the surface, however. It was interesting, since he could
feel what he was thinking on all levels, all the time. That meant he could
control for it as well.


It wasn’t him,
really. It was being Ysidril. A thing that no one in his world was ready to
face off against. A true alien mind.


“We should be
leaving soon then. I’ll try to keep on top of what you suggested.”


Then, not
waiting to find out more, since the woman was clearly done talking, he waved at
her and took his large wad of cash and left. He needed a bag to hold that in,
he decided. At the moment it went in a pocket that he made on his right hip.
The thing was sealed over, the brown outfit he was wearing turned reddish
purple to match the scales. It made him seem a bit lumpy, but no one was
picking his pocket for their travel funds, either. Not unless they used super powers.


It was Nancy,
their Chinese-American sex bomb Infected fighter, who went to get the van. The
others all had clothing in bags with them. They changed, too, into real
clothing. Nothing was going to fit him that way, so he kept his magical amulet
on for that.


Price looked
at him as they crammed into the back of the van, sitting on the mattress in the
back. A real thing that had actual blankets on it. No seat belts or safety
harnesses at all. That would get them a ticket if they were pulled over, no
doubt.


The ladies
were in the front, looking normal like they did.


The black and
blue fighter waved at his outfit.


“No one here
has anything like that.”


There was a
shrug then.


“It’s my super
power. I can make an outfit appear. The rest of this is mainly a detriment, or
most people will think so, which works for me.” That would go away if he lost
his amulet, of course. It was a risk, if not a very big one.


Price nodded.


“Neat. So,
Gary, how long have we known each other now?” They had a plan for that.


“About three
years, isn’t it? Back when you were dating Peg. Too bad you kids broke up like
that.”


It was a bit
of a convoluted tale. Peggy, who was keeping the same name, since she was
certain that she’d mess up otherwise, used to date Price. Until he’d
cheated on her with Nancy. The trick there was that they kind of needed each
other to survive, so hadn’t let that break the whole group up. It
created tension from time to time between them though.


That kind of
thing happened with Infected people more than others. They kind of had to keep
to their own and most of them only knew about ten other Infected people at all.
So, even if they were jerks, socially awkward or annoying, no one was normally
kicked out of the group.


Back in the
late eighties Gary had started noticing that effect. The worst Infected, the ones
whose thing was a bad temper or fear on a level that they couldn’t
function often had to go it alone. The worse things were for them that way, the
harder life got in general. Most Infected people just had first modes that
messed with them a bit. They were always a bit upset, or lonely, that or they
had a compulsion to do something. Counting, collecting or a positive emotion
taken too far were pretty common.


Those kinds of
things were pretty much taken in stride by what community they had. He’d never
been a part of that, back in the day, just seeing it from the outside. The
others with him knew a lot more about the ins and outs of that kind of deal.
Hence coming up with the love triangle angle for their con. It would fit better
than if they’d just met on the road one day.


The van was
clean inside. Having heard about Bridget’s sex mattress he’d kind of feared it
would be a disease-ridden thing with stains all over it. Instead it smelled
faintly of perfume. Something kind of like citrus fruit. There were sheets and
blankets on it as well. Clean ones that were all gray and very military
seeming. Probably stolen from the base provisions. The kid wasn’t called
Impulse for nothing, after all.


There was even
food in the back. A lot more of it than he would have thought to bring,
himself. So far, after the first bit of needing to stuff his newly pointed
face, Gary hadn’t been hungry at all. The change had been intense of course.
The initial part of it. Now it seemed that being a small Ysidril meant he
wasn’t going to have to constantly be fighting to keep himself fed.


Seeing where
he was looking, as they got out on the road, Price sighed.


“I probably
shouldn’t eat up all the provisions. I’m starving though.” He laughed
about it, instead of attacking the food in the boxes. From the front, Nancy,
who was their main driver for the mission, nodded. The back of her head moved
at least.


“I get you
there. We tried to pack in extra for that. I didn’t know what you’d need, Richard…
I mean, Gary. The rest of us will need about ten to fifteen thousand calories
per day to feel right, though. Something like that.”


Trying to
sound like a gangster still, Gary didn’t bother correcting the driver. Her
attention needed to be on the road. Plus, she’d already done it herself. That
would probably start a bit of a competition toward getting the rest of the
names right.


The thing
there was that Nan was actually named Nancy on her birth certificate.
Peggy was using her own nickname of Peg and Price was unusual enough as names
went to sound fake. Over all they really shouldn’t have that many
problems or be outed as IPB Operatives. Only two of them were, after
all.


The trip
wasn’t all that comfortable for Gary, since he had to try and stay in the back
of the van as much as possible. The few times he got out, to stretch his legs
or figure out how to use the restroom, people stared. Interestingly, a few of
them smiled and some of the younger ones even waved at him. He tried to always
do that back. Even if they were normies, who he couldn’t really trust.


Not after what
happened with his mom and dad that way.


After eight
hours of driving, Peg took over, with Nancy chatting instead of sleeping. That
put three people in the back, on the single mattress. It took work for Agent
Lloyd not to start trying to get with Nancy, it was clear. A whole lot. Gary
was fine that way still.


The
conversation wasn’t about that though.


“I’m
impressed. No one has tried to spit on either of you yet or anything.
They didn’t call the cops on us either. It will probably still happen but this
is… Kind of huge. It’s almost like we’re normal people or something.”


Gary didn't
really see it that way. To him it seemed like they were getting a lot more
attention than was normal. Then again, most of his life he’d been nearly
invisible to the world. In it, but not of it. Men weren’t noticed unless they
tried to be or did something scary. Just by dressing in casual clothing and
smiling a fellow could largely vanish to the minds of both men and women.
Especially if he wasn’t physically imposing. Tall or large men made more impact
that way.


Nodding, his
high-pitched voice still a bit annoying to him, Gary tried to sound like he’d
lived the Infected life for a long time.


“Yeah. It was
different a few years back even. I like this better.” It was honestly true.
Even if the old hatred of the Infected, his new people, hadn’t hit him directly
back then.


Nancy might
not have been an undercover agent but the doll was smart enough it seemed. She
just reached out and patted his arm. Like they were old friends. Which was
what the case was supposed to be.


“I’m so happy
for you. Both of you. We all deserve a break that way.” Act or not, it
was clear she meant it.


The others
eventually fell asleep. Sticking to the plan, Gary didn’t move into the front
of the vehicle, not even to keep Peg company. He did sit behind her and to the
right. That way no one would be able to see him but he could see her, in case
she started to drift off. There was music playing on the radio. After a bit she
started to sing along with it. Perfectly, he noticed. Doing the background
vocals as some guy sang about heartbreak. It wasn’t even a country song. When
it was about halfway finished Gary made a small noise.


“Not bad. At least
as good as the lady on the radio.” It was important to reinforce your crew when
they did things that worked out. Including things like singing or even just
being polite to people. It created a better working environment. It had to be
real, which was hard with some people, naturally. That meant always being on
the lookout for things that you could compliment them on.


It probably
wasn’t going to be hard with the crew he had with him. 


The woman
smiled, her eyes flashing green as the oncoming headlights hit them. Her entire
head didn’t glow though, just the tips of her hair, which were tucked into her
shirt. That was a loose t-shirt in red. A thousand shades of it, even if he
knew that his old human eyes wouldn’t have seen it that way. There were some
other colors as well. Ones that he didn’t have names for.


“That was
me. On the radio? Tobin doing the lead. Lauren from the base was in that too.
We have a couple of things getting air time now, from the last album. We need
to do a new one soon. It will probably be the last. Wren was in there as well.
In that last song. You know, Lydia?”


He hadn’t
known that any of them could carry a tune in a bucket except for Tobin
Peterson. That one had gotten his attention, since the man was kind of famous
for his singing. Not the kind of music he liked, personally but anything
written after nineteen-sixty was too new fangled for him and had been for most
of sixty years.


Still, it was
impressive.


“Ha! Well,
that’s interesting. Are you going solo after that? The last group album, I
mean?”


There was no
noise from the front at all for a bit, signaling that it might have been a bad
question. Instead of being given the silent treatment forever, she started
speaking, about a minute later.


“I hadn’t
thought about that at all. Right now… I haven’t really been sent on a mission for
fifteen years. The last time I did anything real, I killed a bystander. He’d
started making fun of how I looked so I kind of… Bit his throat out.”


Then she’d
been locked up for years and even when they let her out eventually, she’d been
mainly confined to the base. Her irritation hadn’t even been her first mode,
hence being locked up. The man had goaded her so aggressively that no one had
really blamed her for the death. Except the people that hated all Infected.


Now she was
free of that. Meaning she could do anything she could pull off, if she wanted.


“All in the
past, doll. Now you have the entire world at your feet. It’s a different game
that way. I was trying to tell a friend of mine that not long ago. I don’t know
if she really gets it yet. You can do anything, if you try hard, plan right and
don’t get caught.” Most people didn’t even have that last part as an important
issue.


If you were
following the law well enough, no one cared what you did. Kerry, his new friend
from the IPB had been the one he’d been talking to on that topic. She was
famous, too. Good looking and with all the resources she needed to do anything
she wanted in life. The trouble there was that, like most people, she was kind
of blind to it.


After another
bit of driving in silence, there was a large shrug.


“I might. Try
a solo album. I don’t really have a name. Back-up singers don’t. I bet I can
get Tobin to help me write some songs though. He just… Comes up with stuff. I
mean, really easily. Maybe I could get myself changed to look like Nancy first?
I hear that the IPB can take out first modes now. Do you think that’s a real
thing?”


Gary couldn’t
smile, which would have given things away, so it was a good thing. It meant he
was able to spread all four hands, palms up. Then get back to the covers they
were supposed to be keeping the whole time. Even in the parts when they were
alone.


“I don’t
really know. It would be nice being able to tell who was who though, if they
can do that kind of thing and will for people like me. People have died if they
were too different… I might not be a good match for that. I bet you could do it
though. You’re pretty much a regular person. Not like…” He didn't say more,
trailing off. After a bit he whispered to her, still playing the game. “Price
is almost normal though. The news said that some things could be changed
that way. If it’s real, you should do it. Both of you. You could get rid of
that compulsion to eat Mexican food all the time.”


It was a joke,
since her first mode, the one they were pretending she had, was suspicion. That
way they could explain away her being nosy all the time. Price had to pretend
to be extra friendly and Nancy was extra interested in sex. At least if anyone asked.
She’d picked it out herself. It fit her powers well enough. At least part of
them. On the good side she was strong enough that no one would be easily
forcing her to do anything she didn't want to.


It was one of
Gary’s biggest concerns for the mission however. She was a distraction but also
a lure for a lot of people. Even going into the store to get treats or fuel
from the pump people acted as if she might just be famous. Then, being Infected
didn’t always turn out for the worst. A few got lucky in their powers. Some
less so. Like him.


They had to
trade a few more times and then find a park for everyone to get out at. They
didn't stay long, just using the facilities and stretching their legs. It was
six in the morning, so no one was there to be bothered by the freaks or
anything. The one older man they saw walking along the road past them frowned a
bit and looked away. No cops were called and he did manage to wave back
when Gary signaled him. It showed that regardless of where he was looking, his
attention was firmly on them.


Also that he
wasn’t a real threat and didn’t think they were, in particular.


It meant they
were all the way into L.A. by noon. The traffic on the freeway was horrible, of
course. That had been the way of things for nearly forty years. At the
warehouse that was used for the fights, they all piled out of the van.


Price, who was
in jeans and a t-shirt, his veins glowing against his black skin lightly in the
bright sunlight, smiled. It just fit his normally happy self, after all.


“This seems
like the place. I wonder if anyone is here, this time of day. We should knock.
Let me.” The man moved smoothly, faster than a regular human would have
managed. It took Gary fifteen seconds to cover what Price had done in two. That
was scurrying for him.


When they were
all there, clustered at the door, dressed as close to regular people in style
as could be managed, Price knocked. Not gently, but it was a happy rapping
sound, not a booming attack on the wooden front door.


It opened
almost instantly, a solid looking lady with two heads, who was muscular and
nearly seven feet tall answering it. Her hair was light blue, at least on the
parts that Gary could see from down where he was.


The head on
the right did the talking.


“Hello! We
aren’t really open for the day yet. Is there anything I can help you folk
with?” The face wasn’t particularly pretty, not having any makeup on it. On the
other hand, she was just average seeming. Only her large body and the other
head really made her seem out of place at all. That was identical, however. Possibly.
It looked at them and smiled but didn’t say anything. They both had dyed blue
hair. It was showing at the roots, which were a plain brown color. That was
invisible to him until she bowed her heads, nodding toward him. Her clothing
was similar to what Price was wearing, being jeans and a t-shirt.


Probably meant
for a man. A very large one.


It occurred to
Gary that, while he could tell she was female, thanks to her bustline and hips,
the fact was he really wasn’t getting what she looked like. He thought
she was average and that the heads matched. For all he knew she might be rather
homely. That or incredibly attractive. Each head might also look different. It
was too hard to tell, even looking at them directly.


Still, he
moved forward, since he was the one that was in charge. Clearly. You could tell
by his having all the useful arms and eyes.


“Hey there!
I’m Gary. This is my partner, Peg. Our fighters here are Nancy and Price. We
were told to get in here and talk to Ronaldo Carlisle? This the right place for
that? We came in from out of state.” Meaning that they might need help if they
missed by a few buildings… or twenty miles or so. If that had happened, then
the odds of them finding a giant two headed woman seemed small.


The large
woman, or women, nodded. Both heads acting in unison.


“I’m Sally.
Ronaldo isn’t in for the day yet. That probably won’t happen until four or five.
I handle most of the new fighters, the arrangements and things like that
anyway. Can…” She blushed.


Gary couldn’t
tell what she looked like really, even seeing all the parts of her face. That
the blood flow increased to her cheeks and what that meant he got instantly.


After a bit
she went on, since no one else said anything.


“Are you good?
At fighting? We have real matches here. This isn’t professional wrestling or
anything fake like that. So, you know, no rules. It isn’t for everyone.” She
stopped them and shrugged. It was a massive thing. It showed power in the
movement. “Well, we do really have some rules. No eye gouging or groin
strikes. We try to keep the power ranges and skill sets pretty even. You get
paid, win or lose but you only get a thousand for a loss. Ten if you win and
it’s a popular match up. Probably five per win for the first four matches,
since no one will know who you are. Most of the cash comes in from gambling, so
there’s some money to be made.”


She gestured
for them to follow her, waiting for Gary to move up beside her, since he was
the one she expected answers from.


“Yeah. Peg is
doing training and management, though she can fight too, if it comes up. I’m
out that way.” He used one of his hands to gesture at his strange body. He was
trundling along, the large woman clearly going slowly, so he wouldn’t have to
run. It showed a certain focus on what the people around her needed. “Does that
work for you?’


There was a
happy seeming nod from the left-hand head. When it spoke the voice sounded a
bit different. A bit more sultry, rather than matter of fact. Sexy even. That
didn’t fit the looks totally but if the woman had only had one head it probably
would have meant that she wasn’t going home alone at the end of the night from
most bars. Even if she was over seven feet tall and a bit muscular from
the necks down. It might even work for her having two heads. A lot of men were
willing to experiment, after all.


“That does
work. We’ll have to have the fighters try out. Just sparring. We get people in
from time to time that oversell their skills a bit, so we’ve learned to check.
It’s just safer that way. We have different categories. Like power class
ratings? What do you folks run that way? Um… Class two? Most here are in the
one to two range…” It was a guess, which was clearly based on nothing much.
Mainly that they were there, instead of in hiding or taken by the IPB.


Price smiled.


“Three for me,
I think. Not that I’ve ever really tested it out. Nancy is… Don’t tell, but
she’s probably a five. We always lie and tell people she’s a three
though. We don’t want… you know, the feds…”


Sally, who’d
only given them the one name so far, even if there were two heads, nodded.


“We have a few
people here like that. Fours that work down a bit, so the IPB won’t get them.
So, class threes, but Nancy here needs to be going up a class for real,
at least? Let me get some people out for sparring. We don’t close until late,
so people, the ones that stay here, they tend to sleep in. That’s only about a
tenth of our regular fighters. The ones that can’t pass. I just don’t sleep a
lot, so… You know, I’m on the door in the mornings.”


It made sense.
It also meant they got to look at the fighting arena. It wasn’t exactly Madison
Square Garden. There was an octagon with iron cables around it to contain the
fighters. That was on a raised platform, but only by a few feet. There were
stadium style bleacher set up, which went even higher than the stage, so that
it actually had a feeling of the people in the middle being in a pit when they
fought.


 Sally rushed
away, waving them towards the seats. Instead, both of the fighters looked
around for a place to change, then ran to the van for gear. They were both back
and in work out clothing before anyone came to visit with them. Making good use
of their time, Nancy and Price were in the middle of the octagon, wrestling and
hitting each other. Softly, but they were real blows. Both of them were tough
enough to take it without being hurt at all.


When Sally
came back she had a short but very muscular man with her, who had a nice white
pearl finished blue and pink color and no hair. Next to him was a woman that
seemed totally normal. Really, she could have been at a kid’s baseball
game and the other mothers would have taken to her as if one of their own. She
was a bit on the plump side, to be honest. Not the kind of person that looked
to be in fighting trim. Normal though, for the modern world. That or back in
the fifties, before everyone had decided that looking like you were half stick
was a good thing. Then, with Infected people you didn’t always know what you
were looking at. Sally had gone to get fighters from the back and came out with
the two with her.


If one of them
looked like she could pass, it probably meant something that she was staying
there. What that was, could be anything. A bad first mode came to mind. From
her face that didn’t seem to be it. At least there was no sense of rage or
despondency yet.


The three
people there didn’t interrupt the sparring going on, just watching for several
minutes first. Closely enough that it seemed like they were impressed. Actually
analyzing what they are looking at, as well. Finally, Sally clapped her big
hands. Loudly. It was enough to get the people in the ring to move back from
one another. Politely, with smiles on their faces. Neither one was breathing
all that hard or anything. That was a sign that they were both powerful and
good at what they were doing.


“Nice. That
alone got you in. Let’s see what you can do against other people? No time to
study their moves, making it a bit more real. Mick, why don’t you work with
Price there? You should be about in the same range.”


Nancy traded
out with the shorter man, who was dressed in tight shorts that made him look
like a funny boy. Price had the same thing going on, so it was probably just
the basic uniform for the kind of fighting they were doing. Both men had shirts
on at least. Gary was pretty sure that they wouldn’t for an official fight.
That was fine. No one looked at men trying to hurt each other and got aroused
by it. No one sane anyway.


When they went
at it, Price had the other man down almost instantly. Even after Mick started
to glow, giving off green waves of light that made everyone else in the room
seem a bit sick, he couldn’t pull out a win. Which was telling, considering the
men were only lightly touching one another as far as hitting went the wrestling
portion seemed to take more energy for both of them. After a while Mick stopped
doing his power infused trick and tried to protect himself a bit better as far
as the actual fight went.


No one was
proclaimed the winner or anything. Sally just called them out of the ring and
replaced them with the women.


She did it
pleasantly. Enough that it made her sound incredibly normal. Nice, even. Then,
just because she worked at an illegal pit fight club didn’t mean she wasn’t
good people. A lot of criminals weren’t bad at all, except for the one thing
they did to survive. Some of them weren’t that good, at the same time. It was
easy enough to sound sympathetic, which had to be kept in mind.


“Next up. Keep
it clean. Let’s see some hustle out there, ladies!”


That order to
keep it clean wasn’t for Nancy it seemed, since the other woman started out
hitting hard. So much so that Nancy’s shield turned on, not allowing any
contact at all. Well, she could hit the other woman, of course. Even the
thunderous sound that came from the short haired woman didn’t do much. It was
incredibly impressive though, as far as the show went.


After two
minutes she was being choked out by Nancy anyway. Well enough that she tapped
on the lady’s arm, which had Sally call the match over.


“Good enough. Really
good, in fact. A bit too much for the people we have here right now. We
can bring someone in, maybe? From one of the other clubs. There might be a
couple we can do that with. Um… Peggy, was it?” She looked over at the other
woman, with both heads working at once. The right hand one spoke for them both
this time.


“Peg
but close enough. What can I do for you?”


“Let’s put you
against Mick there.” Sally, who’d been impressed with the others seemed
actually happy with that match up. It was a lot more even. They weren’t
really hitting one another doing a lot of complicated rolling around instead.
In the end Mick got a painful arm lock on the girl, which got her to give in
before it was broken.


It took nearly
half an hour though, which apparently was a big deal.


Sally seemed
to think so.


“Nice
work. Really good, actually. Close enough that we can get people to bet on that
matchup. Can you fight in two days? Both of you? Friday and Saturday are the
money makers for the crew here. It’s a real fight and you’ll be on the
undercard for it, being new. Still, it’s a payday. If you want to take it? I
know that you’re mainly on training for the others? I’ll try to set up
something for them… You’re folk, though if you don’t mind working on training
with other people we have a few fresh bodies that could use someone to help
them get in shape for upcoming fights. We can line up a lot for the first
timers. Nancy is going to be hard that way. She’s good but too strong
and fast. That trick with the force field… It pretty much means there are about
ten or so people in the country that could really fight you. Most of them
work for the IPB, so I doubt that we’ll be able to get them in.” There was a
bit of a frown then, from the head on the right.


A tight thing
that spoke of her being more than a little bit too powerful for the fighters
they had there. A thing that Sally at least seemed to actually care about. Mick
as well. The other fighter, Jelana, snorted loudly over the look.


“I hear that
one coming from a long way off. What is she, a class six? We need to
hide her away, or bad things will happen. We could use someone on
concessions? That or… Well, Ronaldo was talking about getting some ring girls in.
It won’t pay as much and… Well, he’s a bit of a pig that way. Not the worst
ever, but if he thinks you’re cute he’s going to ask you for sex. That
will probably be all of you.” She did dart over to Gary with her eyes,
indicating it might not be him in particular.


Which was a
relief.


There was no
such indication for Price though. That could end up being a problem. The kind
of thing that could endanger their mission there. It would be important to talk
to them all first, in order to make certain they didn't do the wrong thing. The
trouble with that was down to the idea that they were probably being watched
constantly. Their minds might even be read. Just because it wasn’t a huge
danger didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. Some of the fighters could read minds a
bit. That could be any of the three there with them at the moment.


Sally made a
sound then. It was more of a considering thing that not. 


“On the good
side he won’t fire you for saying no. Just try not to put him through a
wall or anything when he does it? Some of the others here might ask about that
kind of thing, too. In general… Well, no harm in asking, right? We don’t
let anyone push others around that way. It’s a rule here. If it gets to close
that way, for any reason, not just that, walk away, if you can. Fighters can be
pricks as a rule and the Infected ones are no better from what I’ve seen.”


Everyone
nodded, so Gary did as well. Then, almost cutely, Jelana waved at him.


“If we can
find another little person, you could do a match. That would draw in the
numbers.”


He laughed
then, which was high pitched.


“Except that I
can’t fight. I did some boxing in the Marines, about half of forever ago. I
wasn’t brilliant at it even when I was more normal shaped.” He put his upper
hands up as fists, to demonstrate. It was the wrong thing to say, he realized.
He was supposed to have popped at fifteen. It was his entire act. Blown
in one ill timed sentence. Instead of taking it back he waved a hand.


“Just after
that, I turned into my currently lovely state. So, I don’t have skills
that way. Not like these folks here.”


Rather than
get upset with him over the lie that he’d ever been normal, Jelana just smiled
at him. It was actually pretty gentle seeming. Especially coming from a
fighter.


“We can teach
you to fight. Really it’s better if you aren’t coming in like Bruce Lee here.”
She gestured at Price for that example. “We can match a lot more
beginners with powers than we can real fighting experts. Plus, you’re kind of
cute. That can play pretty well, I bet. If nothing else you can help in
concessions or taking bets? We all kind of have to do something like that
around here on fight night. Even the other fighters pitch in part of the time
for things like that.”


The idea of
being on display as a fighter didn’t really thrill him, personally. On the
other hand, these people seemed to be trying their hardest to get them all
into place, even if they were new. Including finding a spot for Nancy, who they
were afraid wouldn’t work out as a fighter. That showed they were probably
decent people.


Unless it was
all a trick to have them beaten and killed. If so, it was still probably being
planned for in the ring, which showed a certain level of business sense about
the whole operation.


“I’ve never
run numbers. Still, I bet I can learn. Perfect memory, or nearly so. That and
making clothing for myself are my powers. The rest is just an attractive
package.” He gestured down at himself, with his upper hands. The soccer mom
looking Infected woman seemed to think that was correct, instead of funny.


“Neat. So you
can do your own costumes? We don’t really do a lot of that, but a bit of flash
never hurts. What kind of things can you do?”


That turned
out to be a lot. It all came into being with four arms and the legs fit
perfectly, even if his self-image wasn’t of the form he was currently wearing.
Even the hats fit and could be taken off. They’d vanish if he got more than
about fifty feet away, however.


Jelana
actually moved over and patted him on the back.


“That is so
much better than what I have. I’m strong and fast and make loud noises. That’s
it. My first mode is compulsive truth telling. It’s a thing.” She didn’t seem
upset that way.


“Really? I
can’t tell people apart. It’s a form of face blindness, I guess. I mean, I’ll
get you, Sally, being so tall and conveniently having two heads like that.
Which is brilliant by the way. I mean that one, too. You’re pretty much
my new best friend already. As soon as Jelana or Mick walk away, I won’t be
able to tell who they are. I might learn Mick, based on his skin color. Which
sounds really racist when put that way, doesn’t it? It’s true though. So,
please don’t get mad when I ask your name each time? I really have trouble with
Nancy and Peg and I’ve known both of them for years. I can kind of guess
by voice. That’s less than perfect though.” He felt awkward admitting to
something like that.


Mick just
shrugged.


“I’ll make
sure to announce myself each time. We can spread the word on that? If that
won’t make you feel bad, I mean?” He seemed concerned that it might, which was
a thing to note.


“That would be
fine. Great, actually. Thanks for the consideration. All of you. It can be hard
to be accepted in a lot of places. Even passing out hotdogs and beer is kind of
a long shot… Well, you know.”


The thing was,
they all did. Even Price nodded, which no one cared about. It was kind of accepted
that a black and glowing blue man with no hair was going to have problems out
in the real world.


Sally grinned
after a second, nodding a little bit.


“Our average
clients are a bunch of boozing gamblers that pay money to see people beat each
other without rules for their own amusement. Other than that, they tend to be
pretty decent people. No bigots bother to come for some reason. Not many anyway
and if they do they keep their mouths shut about it. We rarely have trouble
here and if we do, it’s almost never because of that. Oh, you might get
called a dirty Infected if you kick someone in the nuts but that’s just
anger talking, not prejudice really.” She seemed pleased by that.


The left head,
which still sounded a good bit more sultry than the right, winked at him.


“Welcome to
the club, by the way. We’ll get you all set up with rooms, until you find
someplace else. They aren’t fancy or anything but some of our fighters just
live here full time. It’s easier for some. You four are together though?
Sharing a house and rooms if you have them?”


The answer
there was complicated. It was Peg who told the story and unlike Gary’s botch
and warped coverup, she held to the correct tale.


“So, I’m in
with Gary, if we’re doubling up. Old baggage, you know? Price and I used to
date. It didn’t end perfectly. He cheated on me, with Nancy. I mean, I get
it and know she can’t help it but if you have a boyfriend you might want
to watch him around her.”


Again, they
all really did seem to get it. It ended up meaning that they were given a room
to share, which was fine. Other than a daily shower and maybe some work with a
toothbrush, he didn't need a bed. Just a place to stand for a few minutes a day
and hallucinate in front of a wall. It could allow him some time to poke
around, if he was careful.


Working
concessions might well do that, too. It sounded main floor adjacent at any
rate. That had to be where the real action would take place.











Chapter five


 


Gary, the worlds
most human alien stared at the color images all around himself. To the left
there was a line of pavement moving as indistinct buildings and telephone poles
of various kinds moved past. It looked pretty real, while clearly being part of
his memory from the road trip that had gotten them to the fight club.


Except that he
hadn’t seen most of what was being shown at all. He couldn’t have, since his
position from the back of Bridget’s van had been without windows on three sides
and his head had been kept well down most of the time from the front. Just in
case someone could see inside. Interestingly enough, he got parts of what was
happening as it replayed in his head. At about fifty times the speed it had
happened at the first time.


He’d been able
to hear the buildings and power poles as they’d passed them. The other cars as
well. He didn't have magical hearing however. It was pretty close to what a
normal human person would have had. Really, his own hearing, after coming back
from the mirror world the first time had been a bit better. Not much, just
enough to notice.


The thing
there was that he could tell when exactly each object had been near him. Not
the colors or anything like that. The telephone and power poles were made to
look like wood, due to that fact that he knew most of them would be. The
buildings showed as a sort of off gray color. Indistinct, though the shapes of
the places were nicely solid. The other cars were all metallic silver to his
mind, for some reason. It was very clear that hadn’t been the case in real
life. His hallucinations just weren’t filling that part in for him.


While that
took place to one side, there was a set of images above it. Those were mainly
all about what had been going on inside the van. It was very clear and while
also sped up a lot, new pieces of things pushed themselves forward at him. He
couldn’t tell who anyone was by their face, though it was clear that Peg had
been left edgy when it was her turn to drive. A thing that he’d missed at the
time.


There was no
reason for it that he could see. She was just a bit jumpy and had followed the
road rules like her very life depended on it.


In the top
right of his hallucinogenic stream a two headed woman, who was large and
muscular, went over everything she’d said before dropping them off at their
rooms for the day. The rest of them were napping, since it had been a bit of a
trip and they were supposed to be up in the evening. The weekends were the big
fight days but they opened on Wednesday and Thursday each week anyway. Most of
those fights were a bit tamer, from the sound of it. Often things thrown
together on the fly.


The kind of
thing that led to mistakes being made.


Sally wasn’t
totally pleased by that, Gary didn’t think. Her faces both went hard as she
covered that part of their world for them. As if it were a thing that was
needed, simply not loved by the woman. Like going to the dentist was for most
people.


After ten
minutes of processing the memories of the last few days, since he’d pushed
things, not wanting to let his guard down too much, it all caught up to the
present and reality went back to normal. That part was interesting. Because it
had been clear to him the whole time that he was remembering things, even as
they’d looked real. One eye, the lower right one, had been examining the room
he was in the whole time.


That sounded
like a good trait to have if you were a prey animal, but not being able to see
or handle violence had to mean that nothing in their history had really hunted
the Ysidril as a species. If they had, then the gentle beings would have ceased
to exist. Probably a very long time before.


Making a
mental note of that, he decided to find out more about his new, if temporary,
people. It was interesting, if not totally needed for the latest mission.


Smiling a bit,
by dropping his mouth open a little, Gary decided to trundle his stubby little
legs out into the building to see what was going on. After all, what he needed
to do as far as mental hygiene had already been done for the day. It might be
dangerous, of course. If someone thought he needed to be locked up in his room
for instance. That or if violent Infected were around.


No one had
locked the door to their room from the outside. There was a lock on the
thing though. The room itself wasn’t big, being about ten by ten. It had a
single bed in it, which he was, naturally, going to be sharing with Peg.
Platonically, of course.


The woman had
drifted off, so he used the key on a string to lock the door from the outside.
One thing that being a thief for most of his life had taught him was the value
of locking your doors. Windows as well. Not that they rated that kind of thing
yet. He probably never would there. No one would, since the warehouse didn’t
have a lot of windows at all. The blue painted steel on the outside was largely
untouched from what he’d seen.


Unless there
were hundreds of the things along the sides or back of the place. It didn't
make sense for an illegal fight club to have a lot of ways to look in. Then,
criminals often took what was available, as far as tools and facilities went,
rather than having new things made for their illegal purposes. It was just so
hard to get permits for whorehouses and illegal fight clubs.


No one
bothered him as he moved through the whole building. Casing the joint like he
planned to rob it. That wasn’t in the works, even if his head kind of filled in
how it could be done. There were no alarms on the ten windows he found, for instance.


The central
office was in the middle of all the other rooms, which did offer some
protection. The thing there was that he walked into it without even having to
use his room key again. It was just unlocked. He didn’t go into the back room,
since there was a camera visible inside the space, through the door. So was the
big gray safe.


A Wetchel
1942. A thing so easy to crack that he was almost certain he could have done it
with a makeshift stethoscope, even with only three fingers on each hand.
There was no one there. Instead of getting clever and trying the safe out, just
for the practice of it, Gary turned and walked out. If he was on camera it
would look a bit strange. Also, very clear that he hadn’t stopped to
take anything.


As if he were
looking for someone and had left as soon as he’d gotten that no one was around.


It took about
half an hour to cover the whole space. It wasn’t that huge. The issue was that
his legs were short and he really needed to make a mental map of the place.
That meant getting all four of the exits down as well as the locations of the
windows. Half of those were on the second story, which would take climbing to
get down to the ground from.


A thing he was
normally pretty good at. That might, or might not, have changed in his new
body. His fingers looked really strong, being far thicker and more muscular
than they had in the past. He had two forward facing digits and one that was
between them only on the bottom side. That might mean he had a very strong and
certain grip.


Only he hadn’t
tested it yet.


His legs were
tiny though and wouldn’t be as good for bridging gaps, at a guess. On the other
hand, literally, he had four of the things. That should, in theory, help
him in situations where the purchase was less than totally secure.


Without
testing that part of things, he wasn’t planning to try scaling anything too
high. That would, or at least could, lead to him falling and jeopardizing the
current mission. What he needed was a gym, or access to a children’s
playground. 


While he didn’t
exactly find a climbing wall or a nice fire escape to practice on, there was a
room that was filled with various exercise equipment. Mainly heavy bags for
boxing, mats to practice wrestling on and some heavy weights for lifting. Along
with a chinning bar. That was set a bit high for him to jump up to, since it
was about eight feet from the ground. There were bars set into the cement
however, making it very solid seeming.


Considering
the stand-alone structure for a bit, Gary nodded.


“Climb the
side and hope that falling from that high won’t kill me?” It wouldn’t, he
didn't think. Then, he wasn’t totally certain he could manage even that bit of
climbing. He felt strong enough, though it was no more than he’d had as a
human. Not since being Infected.


Taking the
smooth, nearly slick metal in his upper right hand, having reached upward as
high as it would go, he pulled a bit. His fingers didn’t slide as he’d expected
them to, forming instead to the metal almost in a form of suction. Carefully he
pulled himself upward by that single limb, then used the other upper left one
to reach high again. After five reaches, he was at the top, grasping the bar in
the middle.


“That worked.”
He spoke to himself, his high voice a little annoying to himself still.


It didn’t take
long to test some things then.


Doing both
pull-ups and chin-ups worked. A thing that he was able to do with any of his
hands. Including the lower ones, though that required him to lean back at a
strange angle. When he’d done one armed repetitions to the tune of twenty on
each arm, feeling it a little as a familiar burn, he dropped.


His legs
caught him pretty well. They didn’t hurt from the nearly four feet of vertical
drop at least. That was on to concrete, as well.


Getting back
up was interesting. He couldn’t just bend his knees and hop up, it was true. If
he went to all sixes and pushed with all of his limbs at once, he caught some
pretty serious air, as it turned out. Enough so that he missed his grab the
first time, in shock. The bar, eight feet high, was under him by a foot and a
half, doing that way.


Using just his
legs had gotten him about two feet off the ground, so it was a marked
difference. On his second try he snagged the metal and swung for a bit. Just
moving back and forth, then changing hands. As he did it, a large person came
and stood in the doorway.


Sally.


Letting go at
the high point of a swing he flew backward, being carful to land in a way that
would let him take the force fairly evenly on all six of his limbs. That was
easier for him now, since they were all the same length. It worked really well,
as far as landing went. It barely even felt like anything.


When he stood
up, the two headed woman clapped.


“That… Is a lot
more physical than I’d thought you’d be. You kind of made it sound like you
might be sort of handicapped that way, earlier. I didn’t want to say much. We
try not to make people feel bad that way here. This isn’t that, though.” The
right head was the one speaking.


Until the left
nodded a few times.


“Oh, I’m Sally.
I should have said that first. I’ll work on that.”


He nodded
then, not smiling at all.


“Thanks, doll.
I’d actually guessed that part, for once. I don’t sleep, so decided to poke
around and found this place. I haven’t really done a lot of physical things
since I… You know, became like this? It’s hard to get used to. Not that it’s
new, exactly.”


There was a
nod from the giant lady, who towered over him. Even standing back in the
doorway, clearly working not to loom at all.


“Yeah? Can you
lift weights at all? That’s kind of my big hobby, anymore. I mean, I’m good at
it, so why not, right? Here, let me…” She moved to a rack of what had to be the
biggest dumbbells Gary had ever seen. Now, Richard had seen some that
were much larger, at the IPB base. Outside of that he hadn’t at all. Not under
any identity he’d ever had.


Schooling his
mind, he focused on being Gary at the moment. Especially since the woman,
moving easily, picked up what had to be a nearly two hundred-pound weight and
casually handed it to him. He took it in his upper right hand, since that was
the one he thought of as being his strong hand. That did two things.


The first was
that he promptly fell forward. The textured metal didn’t cut into his
hand or leave bruises, but he had to stabilize himself on his other five limbs
in order not to go down. Sally gasped, at first. Then, almost instantly, she
nodded.


The second
thing that took place was that he curled the huge thing with one arm. Not an
amazing amount of times, just ten. Then he transferred it carefully to his
upper left hand and did the same for the lower two. Each getting ten reps. He
might have done more weight, he thought.


Then he knew,
since Sally wasn’t the kind to leave good enough alone.


She worked
upward until he was holding nearly three hundred pounds in each hand. He
couldn’t do much of anything with it, but the thing wasn’t dropped and he was
able to shuffle over to the rack and put it back on his own.


That got the
lady to close her eyes.


“Just with
that we could put you up against half the people here. We’d need to work out a
fighting style for you first. Not that you have to fight if you don’t want to.
You were a Marine though, right? I was in the Army Reserve, myself. Then I woke
up with this body and two heads one day. Horrible nightmares. That’s my
first mode. They aren’t good. I…” The muscular woman shook her head then. The
right hand one. “I take speed to stay up. It’s killing me. I get to choose
though. Incredibly horrible dreams or eventual liver and kidney failure. For
now the idea of dying in a few years doesn’t sound so bad. You get that one, I
bet.” She waved at her two heads then.


He sort of
did. Not for the reason she was thinking. He knew that it was possible
to change back. Sally didn’t. It made a difference. He was smart enough to
understand not wanting a first mode though. First hand. Nightmares didn’t sound
that bad. Not sleeping because of them kind of did though. It was hard enough
just not going to bed like a normal person for him already. Even if he didn’t
get tired.


There was no
way that the black toothed, four eyed and four-armed monster wasn’t going to
understand her plight though. Even if he hadn’t been hit too hard that way so
far, personally.


So he nodded.


“I heard that
the IPB has a new treatment. They can’t fix everything. I don’t know if they
could help me at all. Some people that are too different have died, trying it.
I’d go and do that… I just want to get Peg set up first.” He picked one of the
people as his special friend. She was the one that he had a room with so it
fit. “Then, well, I don’t think it’s a trick. Too many people have been helped.
Even just being able to tell who people are again might be worth it. Even if I
have to look the same.”


The trick was
to act like he wasn’t certain it would work.


Both heads
smiled at him then.


“It’s
tempting, isn’t it? Even if they just kill us all, that might be better. Well,
for some of us. Peg could pass, with a headscarf. Nancy… Even being Infected
the world would accept her, I bet. Price… That one has to be tough. The guys
get it the worst, out in public. People walk away from me. Someone like him
will just be attacked, as often as not. How is that for you?”


That was a
dangerous question to ask. Also a trick one, he realized. The woman wasn’t
asking what it was like to be a tiny Infected man. She was trying to find out
if he was a man or a woman. He’d been a Marine. To him that meant man, all the
way through. To her, who’d also done the military thing, probably a lot more
recently, it could mean either.


“It’s tough.
People assume that I’m male. No breasts, you know? Plus, high and whiny voice
or not, I talk like a gangster from an old movie. On purpose. I was a man
before. Now… I’m pretty much not either. I mean, things are different as for
the plumbing. It works, bathroom wise. The rest…” Shrugging wasn’t really
possible.


It was the
first time he’d mentioned that part of things to anyone since leaving Noram.
Erath had told him that he was pretty much a Ysidril child though.
Several times, seeming almost as if that might be a mistake. Not male or
female yet. That he wouldn’t be, until he grew up.


Which was
never going to happen for him. Anytime he went into the mirror world he’d
de-age to about the point the Ysidril had set for him. Thankfully, if all went
well, he’d be back to being himself in a few weeks. If not, then he was going
to be stuck like that for a long time. It wasn’t all bad. It also wasn’t him.


For a long
while the woman didn’t speak. When she did her voice was kind.


“So… After we
get your Peg set up, you and I head off to Montana and see if they try to stick
us in a wood chipper? I can drive. I mean I have a license. No car.”


She seemed
serious about running off with him for that. Even if they were going to be
killed, instead of helped.


“Yeah. I can
get us a ride. I mean, the others know that I’m planning to try it. If I live,
then Price might do it, too. If you want, I’ll go in first? Then if it doesn’t
work, or it’s a trick, you can stay away.” It wasn’t that big of a risk.


A small one,
since his change back would be a fairly major thing. Erath had done the first
bit, meaning that, for a fair test, one of the others needed to get him
back. They were working on tricks and techniques for it. Things that should
work. Nothing was assured. The trick there would be getting the right people to
do the work on it. The ones that had lost people before would be best.


That way they
could prove to everyone that they could do it. Even if it was close to being as
hard as anything ever could be to manage. Erath had done it, with a lot of help
from Tim and Tor on the planning side. If the others could change him back,
looking like he was, that would be incredibly huge.


Both heads
teared up then. Bending over the giant blonde hugged him. It was a bit strange
but worked for him. The contact felt nice. Warm and close. Better than he was
used to from such things. Like his brain chemistry was telling him not to let
go and that the world was totally right, the whole time he was in contact with
her. It was a powerful effect. One that took him off guard. Like it had with
Erath, the whole thing wasn’t sexual. Just incredible.


Luckily, he
let go instead of clinging to the poor woman like a freak. It was close, he
realized. When the letting go happened he still felt better. Closer to the
woman than they really were by many times. Like they’d had sex and he hadn’t rolled
over and gone to sleep. On the good side he knew that she wouldn’t be feeling
that way.


There was a
wiping away of tears though.


“That’s really
nice of you. We can do it together? I don’t trust them… The IPB. They’ve gotten
a few friends of mine. Only… They didn’t just roll in and start killing people
for being Infected. Each of them was having problems. It was probably the only
thing anyone could have done in about half the cases. I don’t know on the rest.
Maybe, if the world were different, we could have talked them down. Holly…”


There was no
explanation of who that was.


Gary didn't
ask. Some things were stories that had to wait, if they were ever going to be
told at all.


A third shadow
hit the door then. A dapper looking fellow in a three-piece suit. It was a
classical design. His teeth were whitened and his dark skin looked pretty close
to perfect, except for a few darker scars on the bottom of his chin on the
left. It was just enough to make him seem manly, instead of like a dandy.


His hair was
curly and a deep black, with no other color to it. Meaning he was younger than
seemed right. Probably about thirty or so. That or he colored the gray out of
his hair. The shiny shoes needed a sound polishing but were real leather.


Rather than
say hello, or explain why she looked a bit weepy, Sally covered by winking at
Gary with one eye from her left head.


“Gar, could
you hop up on the bar there for a bit?”


He didn't ask
why, since clearly it was all about impressing the boss, for some reason.
Possibly to try and set him up for a fight to the death. Hopefully as the
likely winner. That wasn’t assured at all. Still, if that was the game, then he
needed to play into it.


As he hopped
up, laying almost flat as he drifted downward, Sally started talking. She did
it well, too. Dramatically.


“We had three
new fighters come in today. Well, two fighters, their trainer and their
manager. Here…”


As he swung
from the bar a bit, by his upper hands, she scurried over, got two
hundred-pound weights and handed them to him. Carefully. As if she was ready to
take them again if he couldn’t hold himself up. Not only could he, Gary managed
to do arms curls as he did pull ups. Meaning he was a good bit stronger
than he had been in his human shape.


“This is Gary.
Their manager. The rest are even more impressive, physically. Nancy… We
probably can’t use her. She’s too powerful. Jelena was tossed around
like a ragdoll and literally couldn’t touch her. Super strength, speed and
a force field. She’s also incredibly hot. Asian, to set the look there. We
were thinking of getting her in as a ring girl? It’s a waste. If she was a lot
less powerful her fighting skills would still have her near the top of our
league. Her boyfriend is even better. I mean, easily pro-level, MMA. Possibly
boxing and something like Muay Thai.” She stopped and laughed a bit. “High
strength and speed though. Also really hard to hurt. Probably a class four.
He’s willing to lie and claim to be a three though, to get fights. We need to
be careful there, but I think he can handle it. You know, not kill anyone.”


She went
silent for a bit, as the dark skinned well-dressed fellow nodded.


“You said
there were three fighters?” For some reason he looked at Gary then, his face
interested in how that would work.


Ignoring the
plea to not have Price accidently kill anyone.


Sally nodded
then. Even if it was clear she got the idea. The man might be in charge and he
was well spoken enough, in a slightly over enunciated way. Like a person that
had grown up with a strong accent, who needed to prove to the world that they
were more than their beginnings.


“Peg. Their
trainer. She’s good, too. At about the same level as Mick. Female. Cute,
without being too much. Nancy… If it were a fair world she’d be in movies or at
least porn. Honestly, she could probably do either one of those things
anyway. Go and get a job acting. I don’t know why she hasn’t.” There was a
baffled tone to the words.


Which got Gary
to drop, still holding the two hundred-pound weights. He used the rest of his
limbs to catch his weight but had to admit it hurt a bit, through his lower
back. He didn’t let that show and the stinging faded as he set the things down
and stood up. It was enough to remind him not to do it again.


The man in the
suit saw that and smiled.


Then he stuck
out his right hand, to shake.


“Ronaldo Carlisle.
I run the business side of things here. The cash at the gate, the house take on
the gambling spread. Sally here does the important parts. Just don’t tell her I
said that, or she’ll take over and I’ll be back to running boosted stereos out
of the back of my brother in-laws van.” He smiled as if that were a joke.


Which it
probably was. They needed a face man for the whole thing to work, at a bet. An
uninfected person who could deal with the public and pay whatever bribes they
needed to. Things that might not be even taken if a two headed woman tried to
set the deals up. 


“Pleased to
meet you, Mr. Carlisle. I’m Gary.” He left it there. The man didn’t ask for
more of a name, either.


“Nice meeting
you as well, Gary. What’s the plan for the night, Sally? Put the new people
in?”


There was a
slow shrug. The left side head spoke then.


“We have a
full ticket. I want to put Peg in on Friday, for the first fight. Against
Sansosa, I think, if he wants it? She’s strong, fast and good, but not over the
top that way. He’s a better fighter technically.” Stopping she looked down at
Gary. “He’s a professional boxer and has a college wrestling background. So,
he’s good. Roided up to hell, which means he can’t get pro-fights right
now. Not until he goes clean. It’s a pretty even match, I think. Slightly in
Peg’s favor, since she’s good that way. Solid. She held Mick for half an hour
before getting caught in an arm-bar earlier.” That was for Ronaldo.


The man beamed
a bit, hearing that.


“That’s not
bad. Can an Infected woman beat a powerful regular man? It’s a real fight
though? I mean, do we need to give odds on one of them?”


The words were
both familiar and didn’t mean much to Gary. He’d never gone in for gambling. It
was a con game, designed to skim money from both the winners and losers. Legal
in places, though not where they were standing.


Not that he
cared about that part of things.


There was a
pause and then a shrug on the two headed ladies part.


“Honestly? I
don’t know. I think that she’s probably a class two? Is that about right Gary?”


She was
probably closer to a class three or four, thanks to her training, but he
nodded. She hadn’t ripped Mick apart earlier, which probably meant she could
pull that off with this Sansosa guy.


“A one point
five to two? How good is this other fellow? I don’t want my fighter eaten up in
her first match. Even is… Well, I don’t want her getting too hurt.”


The financial
boss spread his hands and smiled.


“He’s good.
Like Sally said. If she says it’s a fair match, then it probably is. It’s a
fight. We don’t want anyone taking on anything they don’t think they can
handle. We have tapes on Sansosa, don’t we Sal? You can run those by Gary and
his fighter, see if she’s comfortable with the idea. It’s short notice. Most of
our fights tend to be like that. We don’t have the stability to book things
months out from the event, yet.” The man smiled. It seemed pretty genuine. “Not
that I don’t have some feelers out for that. We might have to change locations,
to keep the gambling up if we go legit. I can’t say much. You understand what I
mean.”


There was a
dark look from Sally then. As if she really did.


Gary, on the
other hand was left almost totally in the dark. It sounded fine, really. If
they went legitimate then there probably wasn’t a lot to investigate. So far
Sally seemed to actually care about the fighters. True, Peg wasn’t a
class two, which Sally knew first hand and Sansosa was on drugs but that didn’t
seem like too big of a mismatch on the surface. They could pull out if it was a
bad fight, even. At least until these people got some good blackmail material
on them.


That or they
racked up enough debt to have to take any fights offered, no matter how bad a
mismatch it was.


So far there
was no proof of anything like that. Then, if they hit you with things like that
on the very first day, even Infected people would probably run away. The
screaming would be optional. Some would, no doubt. Likely, right to the local
police. That might not help them, if the cops were on the take.


In his
experience, most U.S. police and the Canadians tended to be sort of honest that
way. They might buckle for a truly large sum of cash, of course. Then, it
wasn’t worth paying Officer Maroni two million dollars not to hassle you about
the local weed trade for most small-time players.


True, an
illegal fight club would be pulling in larger funds than that. Especially a
place that was putting normal men and women up against super powered people.
That kind of matchup would get bets flowing for certain. The trick would be in
setting things up so that thing at least looked fairly even. A good human fighter,
a real pro, might have a good chance even against a class three if the powers
involved were right.


Which could be
Sally’s point with Sansosa.


Gary nodded.


“I’ll get her
around. The others too, if you don’t mind? They should meet the other boss here.
Just a word, Mr. Carlisle? We were told earlier that you might be asking people
for sex. Don’t try that with Price. We need to fit in here and I don’t think
that one would fly well. He’s not against others doing that kind of thing. Just
him, you know?” That part came out high pitch… and hard enough that the
other man blinked, as if Gary were going to do the beating himself.


 Honestly, he
wasn’t sure what Price would do about that kind of thing. Probably say no and
not be a grumpy old man about it. If that was the case, then he might be
playing things wrong. Worse, if Carlisle wasn’t into that kind of thing, then
he’d probably just insulted the man enough that they might end up fighting.


Ronaldo
swallowed a bit.


“He’s got a
bad mode?”


It took a half
second to work out what the guy was getting at. Asking if Price would go after
him physically for real, do to something that was outside of his control. It
was the kind of thing that might get them asked to leave.


So he smiled
and shook his pointy little face.


“Nah. His mode
is fine. He’s really happy all the time. I just don’t want to put up with the
fallout of him running around for a month trying to sleep with every woman in
the place to prove he’s not a funny boy. It might hurt his mindset for
fighting, so we should avoid that. The fights come first, right?” He didn't
know that at all.


Still, the
other two both nodded, with Ronaldo even taking a deep breath.


“Whew! Yes,
I’ll avoid that one, then. Thanks for the warning. One thing we don’t need
around here is more drama. You didn’t mention the ladies with you though.
Or yourself, for that matter.”


Gary was, even
if his act was younger than he was by three quarters of a century or more, much
to old to be shocked by much. He just waved that away.


“Not me.
Thanks. I don’t have the right stuff for that anymore. At all. Just, gone. No
libido, either, thank all that’s holy. I mainly got unlucky when I popped
Infected. Downsides every way you turn with only a few things that are even
interesting to compensate.”


Sally nodded,
her face serious. Which Ronaldo looked at. It was a warning. To the other man.
Probably letting him know not to go too deeply into it.


The black
fellow did his own nodding then.


“Good to know
then. The others are…”


He blinked,
with all four eyes at once. The man clearly had a problem. Not just wanting sex
but in pushing for it even when the clear conversational gambit should have
been changing the subject.


Gary faked a
laugh. It sounded close to real, even if he couldn’t smile. It probably made
him seem like a tiny, but bright colored gargoyle.


“They’re both
adults. Really, Price is too. I shouldn’t have stuck my nose in there.
I’ve just seen it before and it was a mess. He might have grown since then. If
he hasn’t, I don’t really want to get things stirred up. Sorry there. I
shouldn’t get into things. They’re my friends though.”


His crew for
the job they were on. Which he wasn’t going to mention.


That he’d
messed up his cover story already was… Insane. He had a nearly perfect memory.
That included things that he’d known before, not just what had happened since
changing. At least he could remember the last Gary he’d known. A total waste of
space that whined all the time.


Interestingly,
he could see the face in his mind. Just like he could tell that kind of thing
looking at the people with him. It was simply that, in the current world, he
couldn’t actually tell who was whom. Not unless they were Sally.


Then he had
that one down perfectly.


He understood
fully why the humans in the other world had to wear special symbols around the
Ysidril all the time. If he saw Ronaldo for the rest of the day, he might get
it, unless someone else was wearing an identical suit. He could even get the
difference between a white person and a black one. Asian was probably in there
as well. Maybe not though, if it was based on pure coloration.


He knew men
from women of course. Who they were was just beyond him. Even things
like them being pretty or not were. He’d seen Nancy before the change for
himself, so knew, intellectually that she was incredible looking and seemed
Chinese. Now she seemed almost identical to Peg.


Thankfully she
had that wonderful hair that glowed at the tips.


He got a slap
on the shoulder, from Sal and a small nod from Ronaldo.


“Like I said
about the drama. Are your people going to be all right working with the public?
Not everyone here is. Even the human fighters won’t do it, sometimes. Too good
to get a man a drink, even if they get paid for it. Not as much as if they were
fighting. You can’t fight every night.” He seemed to be concerned over
the idea.


Like any good
business man might be. Really, he didn’t even seem that creepy, except with the
sex stuff. It was probably an act. Which was what Gary was there to find out.


“We should all
be fine that way. I can’t tell one human face from another but that really shouldn’t
affect me with a crowd to much. They all looked alike before I popped. Price
and Peg are good that way, too. Not hot heads really. Nancy is… She’s all
right. She gets harassed a lot, though. I mean… Pretty much constantly. She’s a
good gal that way but no one wants to be pinched and fondled for hours on end
while working.”


That got a nod
from Ronaldo.


“Which is why
Sally wants her for the ring girl spot? We can call tonight the tryout? She
gets ten an hour today. If the crowd likes her… We can call that a hundred on
week nights and two hundred on Friday and Saturday? It’s not a lot, but the job
is literally walking around with numbers on a card. For about fifteen minutes a
day, if she does the whole thing with flair.”


It seemed
about right, if he wasn’t underselling them all. That was possible. After all,
when he’d been a kid, penny candies didn’t cost a penny. They were ten
for a penny. That or a handful for the same amount. Now that would cost more.
How much he didn't know.


“I’ll run that
by her. By everyone? We can meet for that video you mentioned at any time that
works for you. Now… Do you need us to help set anything up? Like I was telling
Sally here, I don’t sleep. I also didn’t bring a television with me or a computer,
so… Lots of time to get things done.”


Sally was the
one that answered. The head on the right.


“Can you be in
the main hall at six? We can run over the video after tonight’s matches. That
will end at midnight. We open the doors at eight. No one will be in until nine
normally. Not on a Thursday like this. Then it will run three hours. Get with
Lannie. She runs the concessions for us. Regular looking woman. Older… That
won’t mean anything to you, will it?”


He laughed.


“Nope.
I can go in there and start calling for Lannie though? Will that work?” It was
possible that it could make her mad, if she were Infected. Maybe even if she
weren’t. That was kind of rude if you didn't do it right and as far as the
people around him had to be concerned, he just didn’t smile at all.


Leaning down,
Sally patted him on the shoulder. She seemed a bit hesitant about it. That
wasn’t her thinking he was too ugly at a guess. It was that she thought she
was.


As if he knew
what she looked like that way.


“If that
doesn’t work, come get me and I’ll introduce you. She’s a good person though.
Sharp when it comes to keeping the sales going. Do what she says and it won’t
be a problem.”


That gave him
an hour to get with the others. That and to try and report what little he’d
picked up. It would mean making a phone call. Rather, it meant having Nancy do
it. She had a lot of friends, after all. That meant her calling people
constantly, even whispering over the cell phone, was kind of a given. She
needed to hide things from Price. Her boyfriend. Not that he was. Even in the
cover they’d come up with. That was just something Sally had assumed.


Which probably
showed an open mind that way. Price, currently, wasn’t exactly going to make
the cover of any magazines in the next few weeks. Not that Gary was either.
Ever. That hadn’t even been a real thing when he’d been a kid. Back then the
only people that got onto that sort of thing were politicians and people in
Norman Rockwell paintings.


Which wasn’t
exactly true. He’d been in his twenties and thirties when Rockwell was popular.


Interestingly,
while he couldn’t tell who was napping in his bed until he saw the green
glowing ends of her hair, finding the room had been simple. It was a bit of a
maze and the whole thing was already committed to memory.


“Peg? Time to
get up. We have work in a bit.” The door was open, so he tried to sound gentle
about it. There was a stirring then, with a woman in a t-shirt sitting up,
looking a bit shocked.


“I’m awake.
What’s the plan? I didn’t know we were doing anything yet.”


“Concessions
with Lannie, who’s in charge of that kind of thing. We need to impress her with
our good work ethic and how humble we are when not fighting. After we do
whatever that entails, we need to get with Sally. She has a fight for you. It
sounds like the man is actually really good. We get to see video though and you
can refuse the fight. I need to get with Price and Nancy. She’s on as a ring
girl, if she wants the job. It’s an in, so she should take it, even if it isn’t
fighting.”


There was a
slow nod, as the woman stood up, stretching as she did it.


“I’ll get
ready. Jeans and a t-shirt, or is there a uniform?”


He had no
clue.


“That sounds
about right. I’m sure that if there’s a hat or something it will be provided.”


Without adding
more things he didn't know Gary, who managed to keep thinking of himself with
that name, for the most part, walked to the next door over and knocked. It took
several tries to get anyone to come to it. At the same time two other doors
opened, with different people looking out. He didn’t know them. At least he
didn't think so. One of them was an all red man, which was new to him there.
Then there was a woman with short hair. It was hard to tell but he thought she
was taller and had silver hair, meaning she wasn’t Jelana.


He couldn’t
smile, even as Price came to the door. Wearing the same silly trunks as before.
At least the style was similar. These were in black. He had a good body, of
course. That got noticed by the woman, he thought.


Glancing
around he nodded.


“Since we
don’t have fights tonight, we’re going to head over to concessions and get with
Lannie. The plan is to get in a bit early. About six. Nancy is on to be the
ring girl. This is her tryout.”


He didn’t
whisper, since it was too late for that, interestingly, the red colored man
made a bit of a whining sound.


“Awwww… I
don’t wanna go to work.” It sounded teasing at least.


Gary glanced
at him and gave a nod.


“No one does.
Yet here we all are, getting ready anyway. It’s hardly fair, is it?”


That got a big
laugh from the man across the hallway.


“You telling
me! I’ll be there. Six, you said? That’s early. Something going on, you think?”
The way it was spoken was as if the man thought he knew him. He wasn’t Mick,
unless the man could change colors. Which was possible.


Gary let his
head tilt back and forth.


“Meeting the
new people and making sure that we all look good. Maybe working out how to
increase sales with Lannie. I hear that’s her thing. Good sales?”


That got a bit
of a nod and a funny look.


Then the man
closed the door. Which was fair. The woman one place down scowled at Gary.


“New people? I
hate new people. I should already know you already.” There was real
grumpiness in the words.


So he nodded.


“I’m Gary.
This is Price. I can’t see faces, so I have no clue who you are and won’t
unless you introduce yourself each time. We also have Nancy and Peg with us.
Good kids. Is that enough to start as for knowing us? We can do more. We’ve got
your back, you know?” It might have been the wrong thing to do.


Then again, if
her first mode was a dislike of new people, the fastest way past that was
making themselves familiar. Maybe. She didn't launch an attack on him.


“That helps,
actually. The rest will take time. I’m Silver. Like my hair and amazing aura of
power?” That came into being then. It was a glow that seemed about as bright as
a small LED, only spread out over several square feet of space around her body.
Maybe two or three of the things.


Price smiled
then.


“Neat! I need
to go get ready. I’ll get Nancy around. What’s the outfit for that?”


He didn't really
know, of course.


“Something
tight on the bottom and either see through or very low cut for the top? I don’t
know how much we should let her show. This is a family fighting club,
right?”


Silver looked
at him funny, then nodded.


“Except that
it really isn’t. Still, we should get her to stay mainly clothed until the big
fights. Does she have the body for that kind of thing, do you think?” Then she
scowled, since not knowing that, clearly, meant that Nancy was a new person.


Which couldn’t
be helped.


Price nodded
though.


“She really
does. I’ll let her pick out what to wear. That way I’m not the one making
trouble. I can blame you and Silver if she strips down, right Gary?”


That was
teasing, and had Nancy, looking sleepy and possibly not being her, poking her
head out into the hallway. Silver stared, which probably meant it was the right
person.


“What’s this
now? I’m going to be a stripper?”


Gary snorted.
He did a really good job of it too. Everyone jumped back, as if frightened.
Then they laughed. Even his new pal, Silver.


“Don’t be
silly, Nancy. We want you to go out topless, not take all your clothing
off. Silver here wants to save that for the weekends. Friday and Saturday. You
don’t get paid enough for that on the week nights. I think we all get ten bucks
an hour tonight. Anyway, this is Silver. She hates new people, so we’re old
pals. That means you can share clothes and get something for a costume?
Otherwise I have no clue how to do that.” He managed to sound a bit seedy, like
a gangster from an old movie.


Cagney,
to be exact.


Everyone else
seemed to think he was being precious, from their expressions. There were worse
things to be. What he really wanted was to seem like he fit in.


That got him
to try and snap his fingers. Nothing happened, though the others all looked at
him.


“Right. Nancy,
you wanted me to remind you to call Lydia? This is me reminding you.” Then he
turned and walked back to his own room. Which meant walking in on Peg changing
clothing. Which showed she had a nice enough body.


Wider at the
hips than before, with a real enough bustline. Her face was something he
didn’t really understand. It was all there still, of course.


Instead of
covering up, she waved for him to close the door. Her breasts were out, being
totally uncovered. That got him to shake his head.


“You know,
there was a time when seeing a mostly naked woman meant something to me?
Now I can’t even tell if you’re cute or not. I mean, seriously. It’s hardly
fair, is it?”


The words got
a nod, then, like a pro, she answered. In character.


“I know. The
change, being Infected… It’s a curse. Worse for you than me. I’d trade places
with you, if I could. So that you could have a better life.”


That got him
to blink.


“Nah. Sally
and I were just talking about heading over to the IPB base in Montana. We
figure its even odds on them helping us or sticking us in a compost heap. I
just want to make sure you kids get settled here first. Not that you don’t have
to drive us there. Drop us at the gates or something, in case it’s a trap?” That
wasn’t too likely.


The trap part.
A thing he knew and tried not to even think about in the moment.


Peg shook her
head.


“What if you
die? That’s a big risk.”


That got him
to look away, in case anyone was watching them. It wasn’t their room and they
had to assume there were cameras there. Even if there weren’t.


“What if I do?
I can’t live like this forever. I’d rather buy the farm than do that. Sally was
telling me about how she has these horrible nightmares. Bad enough that she has
to stay awake. Killing herself with amphetamines so she won’t sleep. I’m lucky
compared to that and I don’t want this anymore. At least with the IPB, well, if
they just kill me, maybe that’s not so bad? Especially if they try to
help me first. Look at me, Peg! I’m a joke. If I was two feet taller,
I’d be a monster. I could get a job as one in the movies already, I bet.
I’m just… Just so tired. It isn’t fair.” That sounded defeated and wasn’t real
at all.


It still got
him a hug. The same thing happened when he wrapped his arms around the woman as
had before. It was almost like being high on something. That lingered for a
long time, until the move was broken. He did it, even if it was nice.


“Thanks.
You’re a good woman, Peg. If I was even halfway normal… Well, I’m not. We should
get ready for work. That’s at least something to do.”


He felt fine,
if not a bit better than that. The hug had really helped. Like a needle
to the arm filled with morphine. Peg, for her part, seemed nearly miserable.
Which would be about not helping her friend enough. As a bit of acting, it was
probably unneeded. It would also prove to anyone watching them that they were
legit. As long as Nancy and Price weren’t in the other room going over how much
they loved being in the IPB.


If they were
doing that, then it was very possible that they were going to end up being
found out. On the great side, Price Lloyd wasn’t an IPB operative at all. No,
he was an agent. The kind of person that knew how to do the sort of work
they were doing. The others had been at the briefings.


Then again, so
far, the only real mistake had been his. All he’d needed to say was that
he didn’t know how to fight. Still, slips happened in life. If you wanted to
succeed you had to be able to cover for the minor ones.


Worrying over
things like that weren’t going to help them do their job. Which was to
investigate and if possible, collect footage of wrongdoing, if they found it.
They probably would. The whole thing was either a good and wholesome way for
Infected to enrich other people, or a not so goody-two-shoes version of the
same thing.


Even Sally had
kept pointing out that they were going into real fights. There weren’t supposed
to be eye gouges or strikes to the groin but even in practice she’d had to tell
Jelana to keep it clean. Given they only had the two measly rules, that meant
something pretty serious was up that way.


A thing to
keep in mind for Peg. A kick to the gonads wouldn’t stop her, not having those
and being tough. That meant she needed to be ready to stop eye attacks pretty
firmly at a bet. If that kind of thing happened, well, they might just find out
that night if it did.


Gary wasn’t a
fighter though. That meant he really wasn’t up on what was legal or not. Past
that boxing he’d done at nineteen, mainly to show he was manly enough not to be
pushed around for being short, that kind of thing had never really come up for
him.


Even the
people around him only fought with their hands when they were upset. It was a
waste of time, for the most part. Served best by not engaging in it. That
wasn’t going to help their people in the ring, if they took fights. It was up
to him to learn about that kind of thing first then. Especially if it
was a set up.


Changing his
clothes was easier for him than his roommate. It took no more than a thought or
two, and instead of jeans and a t-shirt he was in a dapper three-piece suit,
neck tie and hat. That sat on his broad head a bit awkwardly, without falling
off. Then, even if it was early, he made his way to the center area. The ring.
No one was there, but after about fifteen minutes of milling around, someone
popped their head into the area. It was a woman.


“Lannie?” He
waved, in case she couldn’t see him, being near the ring in the center. That
and short enough to be missed behind chairs.


“Here! What
may I do for you today?” The woman had a nice Scottish accent. What she looked
like, other than having some gray in her long red hair was impossible for him
to tell. Well, the parts were all there. She had freckles, and pale skin. Other
than that, he felt like he was literally looking at a herd of cattle, trying to
tell one of them in the crowd from the next one. Worse, at least when he’d been
human, that kind of thing hadn’t been as hard for him to manage as this
felt.


Trundling a
bit, while still moving quickly, on his hind legs, something occurred to him.


Ysidril were
meant to walk on all sixes. They seemed ungainly, because they were basically
pretending to be human for the rest of them. Given that, they could probably
move a lot faster if they did it the way nature intended. Not that he was going
to take that up, in particular. Not unless he needed to run. In that case he
needed to head straight to the closest shiny object, since that would be faster
for him by far than fleeing on foot ever could be.


Still, he
hurried to the woman, since she was in charge.


“Hello! I’m
Gary. Sally told me to get with you on the concessions. Something about new
people pulling their weight… or increasing sales, even if you normally keep them
high? One of those. Take your pick.” He was too high pitched but was still
trying for charming.


The lady
smiled at him.


“I get a
choice? Both are good but I have to think that increasing sales would be the
real point. Let’s do that one?”


He nodded
then, as the others, including at least six more people he couldn’t possibly
know, all came in at once. Lannie seemed nearly shocked.


Gary let it
all seemed planned.


“Well then. Let’s
do that? Where do we start?”











Chapter six


 


It was funny,
what set the different people into a funk when it came to working. Almost
everyone there was willing to help set up the food and drinks. Even to help run
the full bar that was going on along the back wall. They didn’t have a vast
kitchen, though there really were treats like hot dogs, hamburgers, fries and
onion rings. Soft drinks as well as roasted peanuts, for some reason.


Like it was a
ball game for the family, instead of an underground fighting pit for deranged
gamblers to get their jollies in.


A few of the
new people grumbled a bit about the work, since they were fighters, not
amusement park workers. Gary could see that one pretty clearly. The thing was,
they were supposed to be helping their crew separate the idiots from their
money by selling things. They were going to have a confined audience to pass
off overpriced drinks and food to, which had to make it easier. Plus, the
people there would be used to the idea of people selling them things at real
events.


That took a bit
of work but also some tricks. Like looking professional and making sure that
people knew who to go to for the food and drinks.


Lannie, being
clever, had hats for them all to wear. Stupid looking blue and red ball caps
that had staff written on the front in large white letters. Almost half
the people refused to wear them outright, with the other half standing around
seeming pleased about that idea. As if it was too much to ask for them to do.


Gary rolled
four pairs of eyes, which was disorienting to say the least. For a moment he
actually felt like he was going to fall over, forcing him to close the things.
That got attention as he snorted a bit. Apparently, that worked to make him
sound angry enough that almost everyone paid attention.


“No! We’re all
working this bit and we’ll do it right. That means we need to work on our
patter, have the things we’re selling ready to go on short notice and that we
wear the uniform that will help us separate these people from their money! So
wear the darned hats and stop whining about it! Sure, they look stupid. We do
that so the audience will feel like they’re better than we are, even as they
buy things that will destroy their liver and make them fat. It’s camouflage,
not an insult. Now, let’s get those passed out and see about that patter? Like
in a ball park or a stadium.” They had the seating for it.


Oddly, only
about a quarter of the people there knew what he meant. Lannie got it,
so smiled as people actually took the hats and grudgingly put them on. Rather
brilliantly she didn’t comment on what he’d said, otherwise, letting him take
the lead, since that would mean she could dump the heat on him later as well,
if anyone complained about it.


Since Gary
wasn’t going to be there in a half a year to deal with the bad feelings, that
worked for him. No one tried to hit him or anything, so whatever their first
modes were, none of them seemed to be blasted by pure rage or anger. That was
good to see. Otherwise it would be hard to work that night.


Almost as a
joke Lannie passed him a white plastic tray-box with a blue webbing neck strap
that was loaded with nothing at all. It would be good for carrying almost
anything they had, however. Glancing at the red haired pale woman, who seemed
to be a bit older, as in about fifty or so, he nodded.


“What am I
selling?”


Almost
chuckling she shrugged.


“How about
peanuts first? That’s our lowest seller, so anything we can do to pick that up
will help.”


“Right, let
me…” Then, holding the white plastic box with his lower hands, speaking in his
piping voice, Gary tried his best to be loud. He wasn’t very, which hadn’t been
a thing he’d noticed before. He could speak all right, but yelling came out as
just a bit louder than his speaking voice.


“Get your
peanuts here! Fresh roasted peanuts, hot and savory. Just like yer granma would
have made if you hadn’t been such a rotten little kid. Get yer peanuts, best
around! If you miss out on this, yer cheatin’ yourself. Treat yourself right
with some fresh roasted peanuts only…” He had to stop then, as everyone looked
at him. “How much does a bag go for?”


Lannie didn't
even have to look at anything then, answering off the top of her head.


“Four dollars
a bag.”


“Only a measly
four dollars a bag! Hand me a five, leave a dollar for a tip and it’s still a
better deal than you get anywhere else! Get yer fresh roasted peanuts!”


It was funny,
since most of the people chuckled at him. It wasn’t until one of them, a man that
he didn’t know, who might have been Mick from earlier given his slightly pearl
colored skin and bald head, spoke from the back.


“Great, now
I want peanuts.”


Which was the
point.


Gary nodded.


“It doesn’t
really matter what you’re saying, the point is to let people know that you have
what they want. Even if they didn't know they wanted it.” It was pretty much
how about half of all cons started. He wasn’t a confidence man, of course. That
didn't mean he hadn’t picked up a trick or two from some of his friends over
the years. Most of the tricks they used weren’t even that hard to manage
really.


You offered
people what they wanted, pretended to give it to them then got more from
them than they wanted to give at the end. Sales was pretty close to that,
except that a good salesman made sure their customer was happy after the whole
thing was done. It cut into the profit margin but was safer in the end.


Interestingly,
Lannie took over then and pointed at Price. He flared blue a bit as she did it
but already had the silly hat on. He got a box as well.


The woman
didn’t give him a lot to go on.


“Beer. Solo
cups, five dollars each.”


The man looked
away, possibly being puzzled, then nodded.


“Um… Well…”
Then he froze for a bit. Long enough people were looking for him to get angry
or upset.


“We got your
beer over here! So fresh from the tap it still has a head on it! Drown your
thirst while it’s still cold and tasty. We got your beer! Only five per cup!”


He ran through
it a few times and then everyone else had to go. It didn’t take that long,
though by the end of their practice for the evening it was time to actually
start making the food and getting the supplies ready. That wasn’t hard, since
Lannie tried to do it all herself.


Which meant
Gary waved at half the people.


“We’ll take
this in shifts. Every time someone comes back with a tray we want a new one
going out full, so keep an eye out and make sure you know the prices for what
you’re selling. When in doubt get with Lannie on it. Or…” He looked at the
board behind the little concession area and nodded. “Or me. I have it
memorized. How do you want us to do this, Lannie?” She was the boss, after all.


The woman
glanced at him, then winked.


“That’s a good
plan. I need a hot dog, fry and burger station. We also need a dedicated runner
for the mixed drinks. Who…” She hesitated then, as if she expected people to
give her problems on that kind of thing.


It was a good
way to get with the high rollers. Which meant they could use that to get a
camera close to them. He didn’t have one on, being not up to speed on the
technology well enough yet.


“Price, why
don’t you do that for tonight. I’d do it, but I won’t be able to remember faces,
so that’s out. That’s my first mode, not me being lazy.” He tried to sound a
bit defensive about it. No one even looked at him funny, however. Probably
meaning the word had gone out on that already.


Lannie just
nodded.


“That works.
Thanks, Gary. Silver, would you work back here with me? You can make the food.”
That seemed a little off, until the lady with the silver hair nodded.


“Getting me
away from all the new people out front. Thanks, Lannie. Sure, I can put some
things together. I have all that MacDonald’s experience to fall back on from
when I was sixteen.”


That it seemed
was true of a few of the others, even if no one had known it before. They got
the first part of the food handling then, having experience, with the rest of
them being out on high pressure sales.


Price was
going to be doing the fancy drinks, which would allow him to be all over the floor,
both before and during the show. Each of them had a camera on them, except for
Gary, since the truth was that he didn't know how to use one of them yet. It
hadn’t sounded hard but Cindy had figured that he could run other parts of the
game without a problem.


Nancy probably
would have to take hers off, if she were really going to be wearing very little
for her new job of the evening.


If the others
had thought to get their cams on them, he didn't know. It wasn’t as if they
could have a chat about it there. If Price did have his, then he could get
close ups of a lot of faces. That meant it would be up to Gary to watch the
rest of the operations that night. To see how the fights were run and all that.


That and make
it seem like he was a great worker who cared about making money, more than
being nosey. So far, he’d been bossy and annoying no doubt. No one had put him
through a wall for it. Probably because he was wearing a suit. That kind
of thing really did work to influence people into thinking you were in charge.


It was
probably why Ronaldo wore one, after all. It was a trick that worked even when
people knew you were doing it.


Lannie had him
out on the floor as things were filling up, carrying cups of beer, cola and
bottles of water. He ran a spiel first thing, using his upper hands to point at
what he had, since he really wasn’t all that loud.


“Get a drink
before you sit! It’s easier that way. Get two and you won’t have to get up
halfway through the fight! Prices so good you might want to get some to take
home with you later!” They weren’t that good, being about twice what they would
have cost in the store. Still, as people moved into the seats, they stopped in
the aisle about a quarter of the time to pass him a few bucks. Some even
tipped, when he called out his little bit about no need for carrying annoying
coins around if they did.


Which meant he
was back to the stand, sold out, in the first ten minutes. Lannie just stared
at him, then made up a second tray. There was no one free to go out yet, it seemed.


“That was
fast! Here, I loaded more beer on this time. Let me know what goes fastest?”


That, it
turned out was the water. It all sold though. On his third trip he had two
boxes of things, one stacked on the other, the one in his bottom hands being clear
plastic bottles.


“Still cold
and always fresh! You’re gonna get thirsty, so get an extra bottle now, before
they run out!”


People had to
pass things around, like at a ball park, by about nine, when the first fight
was going to start. The place wasn’t full, and the sales people all got waved
back in, before the first fight. The house lights dimmed for that, and a sound
like a drumroll started to play over the loud speakers.


The voice that
came fairly boomed. It was very clear though. Enough to sound forced, meaning
it was probably Ronaldo. Two men in shorts went into the ring in the center of
the room.


“Ladies and
gentlemen. We have two new fighters here tonight. In the black trunks with the
golden skin is Nigel Bacus. In the Purple and gold we have Kid Lewis! This is
an Infected match up, so for your own safety please respect the ten-foot zone
around the cage. We will begin the fight in three minutes. You have three
minutes to make your bets.” There was a pause then and people actually got up from
their seat, trying to get to the small booth off to the righthand side of the
room. There were three people inside of it. With Sally and Ronaldo being two of
them. At least there was a black fellow in a dapper suit who had been on a
microphone and a two headed giant woman. The other person could have been
anyone. They were beige, more or less.


The fighters
just stood, glaring at each other. There was no one else in the ring with them.
No managers, or even a referee. That seemed off, since it sounded like they had
rounds. At two minutes and fifty-five seconds a woman in very little clothing,
walked into the ring holding a cardboard sign that had a black one one it with
a white background.


She was nearly
falling out of her bikini top and the bottoms were what the kids called thongs,
he thought. She was showing a whole lot of flesh at least.


Then, Ronaldo
came back on over the loud speaker.


“The fight
will begin in thirty seconds. All bets are in for round one. Fighters, are you
ready?” That got a choppy wave from the gold colored man and a smoother one
from the other. “Ring girl out. Let’s all give a big hand to Nancy!” That got
some hooting, since people did seem to like attractive women.


It also killed
time.


“In ten.
Fighters, remember, no eye gouging or groin strikes. No powers that will impact
the audience. Five minutes on the clock. When the bell rings, stop and go back
to your designated corner. Ready… Fight!”


The men didn’t
slam into each other with a desire to kill or anything. In fact, even if Gary
wasn’t that much of a fight fan, it seemed a little bit lack luster at first.
It was kind of clear that the whole thing was going to be about Nigel the gold
man dodging energy attacks from Kid Lewis, while the Kid there tried just as
desperately not to let the other man close with him.


From the pace
of the moves, Nigel had an edge as far as speed went. It wasn’t that incredible
to see but it was real enough to make it an even fight.


No one got too
bored, since real shots were exchanged. When the gray beams of light hit the
golden man, who shone like metal, they knocked him down with a meaty thunk.


The first
round went to Lewis due to that. When they stopped, Ronaldo opened the betting
booth back up, so that everyone could have a second chance at placing their
bets, now that they knew a bit more. It was a bit of a mess, though gave Gary
an idea.


The second
round was more of the same, but in the nearly five minutes they had for bets
and people to find their seats again between rounds, he got everyone out on the
floor with loaded food and drink trays.


“Get yer hot
dogs! Hots dogs here on your way back to your seat! Get a drink so you can yell
louder!”


They were all
calling things out like that, going back in with partially empty trays as soon
as the betting was over.


In the fourth
round, just after Nancy left, getting more applause for being so cute, Nigel
moved in first thing, took the other man down and started to beat the crud out
of him. It wasn’t elegant, just fast and hard. Kid Lewis did manage to fight
back, mainly hitting the other fellow with beams of grayness. They worked, so
it wasn’t just a one-sided beating or anything.


The trouble
there seemed to be that they were both getting tired. Nigel slowed down a whole
lot in the fifth round, and when he was hit, the beams didn’t do the same kind
of damage as in the first two rounds. In the end Nigel moved in, and simply hit
Kid in the head a few times, knocking him out. He started to move in to keep
fighting, when Ronaldo spoke.


“We have a
winner! Nigel Baaaacuuuus!”


There wasn’t a
lot of cheering, at first. Not until Gary started clapping and chanting his
name. That got ten other people to do it. Most of them on the concessions crew.
It was infectious though, meaning that after the first five or so seconds of
them all doing it, half the room was.


The few
hundred people there even cheered for the man when he waved. Nancy moved in… To
help get Kid Lewis out of the ring. Then it needed to be cleaned up, which
meant a person he didn't recognize running in to do that.


Looking
around, he nodded.


“Let’s get
back out there. Ten minutes before the next fight? That’s ten minutes to get
these hungry and thirsty people to part with that money they don’t need!”


Taking his own
advice, he hit the floor pretty hard. One of the people there, a man in a suit,
waved him over. Waving what looked like a twenty.


“Boy! Can I
get a scotch? Neat, if possible?” The tone wasn’t actually that snotty
sounding, for all that he’d been called a boy. It was probably just that he was
three and a half feet tall at the moment that had done it, rather than
harkening back to the day of servants as a true underclass.


“Right away!
Price! Over here!” He pointed with one arm and waved another, as the black and
glowing blue man moved over faster than most would have managed at a run.


“A scotch,
neat, for this gentleman.” That got a nod, with their fighter running back to
fill that order, as Gary pushed more water and red solo cups of overpriced
beer. No one complained about it.


He did get
another request, for a hot dog, which meant getting with a different floor
worker. He couldn’t tell who that one was either but they worked it out and
made four more sales at the same time it was being arranged.


After that
Lannie had them all pull in for the second fight.


That one was a
lot rougher. Both fighters, a man and a woman, were pretty tough. They also
kept fighting when the round ended. That meant Nancy went in after about thirty
seconds and tossed each of them to their corners, standing in the middle
of the ring. In a black bikini. That got the room to go silent. Rather, the
literally tossing of fighters like they weighed nothing did it.


Ronaldo
laughed. It sounded a bit deranged, to be honest. At least to Gary.


“Don’t
mess with our ring personnel. Fighters, hold your positions. We’re opening
betting for round two now. Five minutes. Nancy, hold there, please?” It was a
question, without being one at all. Really, the man in the betting booth
sounded like the whole thing was just part of how things were normally done there.


Those fighters
still went at it hard, until the third round, where one of them won using a
move that seemed a bit like an illusion. It was only done the one time, making
it hard to tell what had happened. He’d blurred, making a large fuzzy patch in the
air, in front of the woman making it seem like he was about three feet to the
left of where he actually was. At the same time, he shuffled to the right of
the blur in space and hit her in the side of the head while she was confused.


Given that it
wasn’t that brilliant of a power, it still worked, even if it probably wouldn’t
have on anyone that had seen it more than once. It just took too long to set
up. Nearly five seconds. Even Gary would have seen it and just stood back,
working out what was going on.


It ended the
fight though. They had to set up a cheer for the winner, with people seeming
happy enough, except the ones that had lost money on the fight. They
were a bit grumpy, which seemed to be just what was going to happen with every
match. No matter who won or lost. Someone was always going to bet the wrong
way.


After hitting
the floor, a man in a suit waved to him.


“Boy! Could I
get another scotch?”


That meant
waving Price down again.


“Sure thing,
sir. Do you want some food with that? Soak up a bit of it? Maybe something for
your friends? Water or a soft drink?” They were obviously guards of some sort.
Good enough ones that one of the men shook his head, instantly.


“Sorry, not on
the job.” There was a nod with it, to Gary, which was interesting. Again,
probably because he was in a suit.


The man that
kept referring to him as Boy, got a burger though, which was an extra sale. He
and his people weren’t gambling. Just sitting in the stands near the back,
watching the fights. They seemed to enjoy that at least. There was cheering and
even standing a few times by the man in the suit.


He was a bit
chubby and had a large nose. Past that, he could have been anyone. Still, he
didn’t move places, so by the third fight, seeing the man’s drink was finished,
he just walked over.


That got a
smile.


“Just the man
I need. Maybe a water this time? I don’t want to get dehydrated. I have work in
the morning. Say, do you know anything about that woman? The one with the
numbers? Um… Nancy?”


Gary nodded.


“Nice girl.
She’s a fighter, working the ring this week though, between bouts.” He didn't
really have a lot more to add. Not with a stranger.


“Really? That
explains the thing in the middle of the second fight then. Ronaldo is doing
good work then. Thanks. Sorry, I didn’t get your name?”


“Gary. I have
that water for you, right here.” Which was what he was carrying on the bottom
tray. The guards didn't have anything at all, which was interesting.


Before he
could make change, the man in the suit waved at him a bit.


“Nice meeting
you, Gary. I like your suit.”


“Yours is
pretty sweet, too.”


That got a
chuckle, which meant he could get back to work. The concessions sales had
dropped off a little bit, as the evening wore on. Instead of trying to sell one
last beer, Gary got Lannie to load all of the trays with bottles of water from
the massive refrigerator. Then everyone stood by the doors on the way out.


“Water! Make
sure to hydrate so you won’t be hung over in the morning! Get your water!”


They were all
saying the same thing, which kind of worked. The water might not have been a
very high-end product, as far as markup, of course. He was willing to bet that
normally they didn't have any sales at all as people left. He wasn’t certain
but he thought that his suit guy got another bottle on the way past.


Then they just
had to put everything away, as well as help clean the place up. No one wanted
to do it. Even if they had another set of fights the next day.


Gary waved at
everyone.


“Sooner done,
right? Let’s get on the sweeping and picking up. Who’s taking down the
concessions with Lannie? Silver, you were on that. You good with hanging here
for that?”


The woman
didn't seem thrilled since she flipped him off.


Then made a
funny sound. Like a laugh, even if she wasn’t smiling.


“Sure, Gar.
Stick me with all the greasy work.”


That got him
to nod.


“Good plan.
Thanks for suggesting it.” Then he hurried off to help clean up. He was the new
guy, after all. It was one thing to be old and a pain in the ass. It was
another to not do his share of the work. People that would stand right next to
you in knee deep muck with a grin on their face would stab the jerk that was
sitting in comfort while they had to pick up partially eaten food, betting
slips and spilled drinks.


Interestingly
after about half an hour, Ronaldo and Sally came out and signaled to Lannie.
They made a little group, huddling together. Whispering. It got a little
animated after a bit, with some hand waving added to it. Then their suit
turned and waved them all in.


Sally was
beaming and spoke first.


“That was good.
Better than just that. We had a pretty average Thursday night crowd but the
betting was up by fifty percent. Lannie, you had something on the
concessions?”


The woman did,
standing there with tears in her eyes and a smile on her face.


“This was the
top sales night we’ve ever had. It was nearly two hundred percent higher than
the next best day. Ever.”


A woman, who
had been out on the floor, even if he didn't have a name for her moved a bit.
She had rainbow colored eyes, in that they constantly shifted colors. They were
huge, too, which would give him something to key off of, if he ever learned her
name.


“It was Gary.
He really kept us moving the whole time. I even made tips, which is a
first here. We should divvy those up with the people that actually made the
food and got the drinks out.”


The words got
a little groan. It was mainly playful and came from several people.


Ronaldo just
whooped. It didn’t really fit his persona very well, even if it sounded pretty
happy.


“Great job. Everyone.
Gary, Nancy… Sally and Lannie, can I get a word? Then… Sal you have a meet with
Peg and her people about that fight tomorrow? Also Kenton and Briggs. We need
to get everyone fighting aside for a talk first. The rest of you get out of
here and go have a life or get laid. If you can’t… Well, you always have my
number…”


It had been
professional enough right until the last line. Some of the people laughed at
the man over it.


Nancy moved in
to stand by Gary, with Sally moving past them, reaching down to pat Gary on the
shoulder as she led them all to the back room. The one with the outdated safe.
It took a few minutes of walking. They all moved at his pace, since he was the
slowest one there.


At least on
two legs.


They were
taken into the back office. As soon as they all sat down, Sally took over. It
made things kind of clear that she was the one really in charge. A thing that
Gary wasn’t certain Ronaldo really understood.


“Nancy… That
was a good save, in the second fight. We should have a referee all the time.
It’s hard to get people willing to go in the cage with Infected people though.
We mainly only need that to stop things when the rounds end, so… you could
stand outside for that? Can you get inside the ring fast enough if something
happens, do you think?”


She nodded,
her face seeming pleasant.


“Sure. It
isn’t that high. I can just hop over it. So, I do that and parade around half
undressed?” She didn't seem nearly as upset about that part as Gary would have
thought. Really, she seemed to like the attention.


Ronaldo
nodded, which got Sally to follow along, after rolling her eyes. At least the
right-hand side head did. The left one just stared at Nancy.


That got Gary
to wave his upper right hand.


“A thousand a
night when she’s doing double duty like that. Also something a bit more
substantial clothing wise while she’s not doing her ring girl duties. We don’t
want her having her little top torn off when she’s breaking up a fight.”


There was an
agreeing nod from Sally’s right head and wide eyes from Ronaldo. The man
glanced at Nancy, who was still in her tiny, no doubt borrowed, outfit.


“We don’t
want that?”


Lannie looked
away, clearly a bit annoyed by the words. That meant Gary got to explain the
idea.


“Sure. First
of all, she gets more for working nude. Just like the rest of us. Second, if
something serious is going on in the cage, we need it to seem that way. A
suddenly naked bombshell being in the mix will cause people to think it isn’t
real. That will lower what they bet.”


Those words
got everyone to nod at least.


Sally reached
over from where she was sitting and slapped Gary on the left shoulder. It was
covered with a suit jacket, at the moment.


“A real point.
We can do something. Maybe a trench coat or… no, that’s too cheesy. Some kind
of coat though, that can be taken off and put on quickly, as her job changes.
If that works for you?” That was addressed to Nancy first, then Gary.


Since he was
her manager.


They both
nodded. Ronaldo let his head move side to side then, thinking about things.


“Okay, then.
Let’s set that up for tomorrow, with the refereeing? Now, Lannie… You wanted
Gary to work with you on concessions?” His voice dropped a bit, as if he were
trying to sneak that part of things in.


It wasn’t a
glamourous job, which could have been the point.


His new
redheaded compatriot nodded.


“Yes. That
whole thing tonight was him. Even the people chanting for the winners was. We
even sold more mixed drinks. Do you think Price will be willing to do that on
nights he’s not fighting? He actually got all the orders right. There were no
complaints at all, which is rare. I know it isn’t exactly what you all came
for…”


Nancy
shrugged, her left hand floating out to take his lower right hand.


“We’re used to
making things work and doing what we have to in order to survive. Gary… Do you
think you can do that, with Lannie? Help get the sales up even more?”


There was a
smirk that went with it. One echoed by the others. Except Lannie. She just
looked at him. Closely. Like she was trying to read his mind.


That got him
to think about things for a moment.


“We can
probably double what we did, on the weekends. Everyone was sloppy tonight, on
our sales staff. Me included. We also need more people making food, if it’s
going to sell faster. Part of that was my fault. I didn’t know how the timing
would work or what people were going to want. I have a small clue now, which
means I can do better. The crowd will be larger… That means we need more time
for the betting windows to be open. That or to add more people for that. I
don’t know how to do that part for you but it was clear that we could generate
more enthusiasm for the fighters, if we have everyone working together. That
will push things.”


It didn’t take
a thief to know that one. It was how public events worked. It was why
old televisions shows would hire a guy to sit in the audience and laugh, so
that everyone else would know what to do. In the sixties, rock bands, or their
managers at least, would hire girls to go and pretend to faint when they walked
off the plane. Making them seem far more impressive than they really were.


He spoke then.
Thinking out loud, more than anything else.


“We should get
Price and whoever else is going to be on fancy drinks some nicer clothing to
wear. White button up shirts, ties and slacks. That kind of thing? The rest of
us are good in the silly red and blue caps.” He wanted to smile then, and
couldn’t, so tried to wink with one eye at Lannie. “Those really are awful.
They work though, getting attention and separating out the people that need to
take the customers money from them.”


The words got
Sally to make a face.


“I noticed
that. How did you get everyone to wear those things? Most of the time people
just refuse. Then, I’ve never seen that many people there to work before like
that.”


He was pointed
at by Lannie then.


“Gary pretty
much told them that the things were there to let the customers feel superior to
them, so that they’d let their guard down and hand all their money over. It kind
of worked. Even Silver wore hers and she was back in the kitchen for the whole
thing. She did good work, by the way. I told her she could work that from now
on. Her first mode…”


Everyone
seemed to get that part. Even Nancy, who sat there quietly then.


It was their
giant friend who smiled and sat up straight then.


“We have the
start of a plan then. So, Gary, you’re on getting workers around for tomorrow
night on concessions? That and any plans you and Lannie come up with for that.
Let me know if I’m needed to help with any of that.” She didn’t try to get out
of doing extra work or anything, which got Ronaldo to make a face.


“See. Now if I
get all lazy, everyone is going to think poorly of me.”


Nodding, Gary
had to agree with that assessment.


“On the good
side it probably won’t come up. Unless… Do you have a printer near here? We
could do up some coupons. You know, buy a drink of any sort, get fifty percent
off of a bag of peanuts, that kind of thing? People kept asking after popcorn
as well. It might be a good seller.” No one had said anything to him, but four
times people had asked for it inside his earshot.


Lannie made a
face then.


“Popcorn. I
can do that. It will probably be a week or two before we can have that out. I
have to order some things. Really, I need to do an inventory before leaving
tonight. This was like going through a whole weekend.” She seemed pleased by
that, at least.


They all stood
up then, with Sally waving for two of them to follow her. The others got up,
with only Lannie leaving the room with them. She walked back toward the main
arena though, where Sally waved for them to follow her. Right over to Peg and
Price, who were talking, standing in the hallway in front of their rooms.


Peg waved.


“We were just
debating how to find you. That fight video? We were also trying to work
out what the catch was going to be.”


 Price seemed
a bit shocked for a second, his eyes going fractionally wider than normal. Then
he smiled, pretty happily and nodded.


“I figure that
you’re setting Peg up to face someone about three times better than she is.
That or he’s going to start out cheating in the first round. There was no one
to stop that kind of thing earlier…”


Instead of
acting worked up, Sally nodded.


“I get that.
This is an illegal operation, so things like that are bound to happen. We try
to keep it at a minimum. Our patrons aren’t coming to see people die. Not
really. They like the fights and seeing what Infected people can do. Sometimes
what a normal guy can do against someone with powers. We don’t fix the fights
though…” She looked away then and started to walk down the hallway. “Come on.
I’ll show you the problem here with Sansosa.”


That there was
one and it was being admitted to wasn’t a thing that Gary had expected to
happen. Everyone else moved at his pace again, even if Sally was clearly trying
to get ahead of them this time. Walking faster than the rest. She had to keep
stopping, so they wouldn’t get lost. When they got to the plain brown door that
was their destination the large lady just opened it. Showing that it wasn’t
locked at all. Inside was a space about the same size as the bedrooms they were
all sharing. Ten by ten.


There was a
desk though and several flat screen television monitors on the walls. Also, a
computer, which was sleek and new seeming. The giant of a lady settled behind
her desk, lightly. Her chair protested at her weight. Nothing else made any
noise though. She wasn’t clumsy about it, just big. Muscular and powerful.


After some
work with the small gray mouse to her right and a few taps on the fairly
fresh-looking keyboard, a fight started to play on the largest screen there. It
was about forty inches wide and mounted just over seated eye level.


There was a
large hand that waved, getting the rest of them to look at the television as
they found places to sit.


There were
enough chairs, even if they were a little high for Gary, personally. He hopped
up into one anyway, since standing would make it look like he was trying to
escape for some reason.


“Sansosa
versus Marvin Head. Marvin is, or was, Infected. He died. In a different fight.
Here… You can see, they’re both pretty decent. Marvin wasn’t really ready for
this fight.”


That had to be
pointed out to him, which Price did for them all.


“I can see
that. Sansosa looks ripped. Like a bodybuilder. Too much so, if he isn’t
Infected. Also…”


The powerful
looking man closed with the Infected one, who looked a lot more normal. About
the same size, but just like a guy that worked out occasionally. No veins were
standing up or anything. As soon as he could, Sansosa took the other man down.


Then promptly
bit him. No one stopped the fight.


Nancy nodded.


“Because you
both don’t have referees and biting isn’t outside the rules? If I was in there
I wouldn’t have stopped it either.”


It got worse
as it went on. There was fish hooking, ear grabs, face locks and a whole host
of other things that Price called out. Whatever Marvin the Infected guy had
going for him power wise didn’t show on the video at all. Nor did it help him.


In the third
round, beaten, battered and bloody, Marvin passed out totally. Sansosa kept
beating him, for about thirty seconds until Ronaldo called the match.


“Really, we
should have pulled Marvin. He wasn’t truly horrible just not ready for that
kind of thing. He died about six months after that. In a fight against an
Infected that I’d thought was a class two who ended up being really powerful.
There was a release of acid that just… Ate a hole in him.”


Almost as if
she suddenly realized that telling the new people things like that might be a
mistake, Sally made a face.


Price just
nodded.


“Okay, so…
Sansosa here is willing to do anything inside the rules? Even things
that most people wouldn’t, like biting, scratching and probably name calling if
it would work. So standard fighting tricks alone won’t be enough. Most of those
things only work if he can grapple with you. He’s strong. On drugs for it… That
or secretly Infected and hiding that so he can have a real fighting career.
That doesn’t seem that special. You’re probably what… Five times stronger than
that, Peg?”


The words got
a strange look from Sally again. Then Peg was stared at. That had really been
about what she’d mentioned earlier though. They’d all hidden a bit of what they
could do. That hadn’t been, however.


“I have better
speed as well. I agree though. I need to stick and move, using kicks to hold
him back. If we go down… Well, then I throw him off. If I can’t, then I’ll need
to batter him so much he can’t get too bitey on me. When in doubt, control the
head.”


Nancy nodded,
as if that were a real saying.


They sat
through several more fights, going over how to defeat the man. Apparently, he
was good. True, he was kind of using dirty tricks to make up for not being super
human. A thing that Peg simply accepted, after the last video was put up.


“I think I can
deal with that? He’s inside the rules and what he’s doing is no more unfair
than if he had claws that popped out, or strength like mine. Maybe less so. The
way he fights reminds me a little bit of Brian Yi.”


That was the
wrong thing to say. At least it could be. Rather than try to lie about
it, Gary just nodded.


“That Proxy
guy from the IPB. I can see it a bit. Yi is better. They fight that way for the
same reasons, on a bet. Sansosa has to use whatever he can in order to
win. It leads to some similar fighting traits.” He kept his voice academic on
the topic. Then dropped it. After all, you didn’t have to hold a three hour
conversation about people you didn't know.


There was a
strange look from Sally.


“You studied
Proxy’s fighting style? Um… Why?”


No one spoke
for a moment. Not until Price did.


“For the
second most obvious reason. He’s good. You said Sansosa is a pro-fighter?
Outside of here, I mean?”


That got a
slow nod from both heads.


“Right.”


Price
shrugged. Easily. It was a relaxed move.


“They both
cheat constantly, doing it first. At least by normal social rules. Yi has some
kind of precognition though. I looked at every tape I could find on him. He’s
legit on the fighting side, no doubt. He also has something else going on that
way. It isn’t telepathy, since I saw him use it on a robot once. The biggest
trick he uses is just not hesitating at all. He blitzes from the first moment
of a fight. Every single time. That works but isn’t exactly good for sports. Especially
if we’re going to have gambling going on.”


He’d mainly
been listening to what was going on, since it was clear that he was out of his
league as far as fighting went. Still, there was money to be made. Not a lot of
it, unless Peg could win. The thing there was that he didn't know the answer.
Price could have been warning them off. So could Peg, by mentioning Brian.


Turning to
her, he tilted his head.


“What do you
think? There’s danger in it, since having chunks bitten off of you is never
fun. On the other side, you’re probably evenly matched, considering your
strength and speed. It’s up to you though.”


Price glanced
at Peg then and rolled his eyes.


“Take the
fight. You need the experience and this guy is good for that. No powers, though
we can almost count his willingness to do anything for that. The trick will be
in not really hurting him. That’s the problem with this one. You can hit
him hard once and take him down. If you do that though he might not get up
again, or end up with brain damage. It’s a real fight though, so you can’t go
too easy on him.”


Sally didn’t
pretend to be confused, just sighing.


“That’s about
right. It’s a bit hard to manage that kind of thing for most people. What do
you say? You still have a place here, even if you say no.” It was clear
that she wanted the fight to happen. Also, that she meant it.


Peg had a
place there, even if she didn’t want to risk the fight. For any reason.


It was almost
like the large woman knew she was on camera.


“I’ll do it. I’m
going to have to go and buy some clothes for the match. That or borrow
something. Nothing I have is all that nice.” She seemed embarrassed by that.


Gary shrugged.


“I made some
cash in tips. Not a lot, about a hundred and fifty dollars. Enough for a nice
uniform. We can go get that tomorrow? Maybe hit some provisions? I managed not
to eat all day. I should have gotten Lannie to comp me a burger.” That or
something with no meat in it. It was important to recall that kind of thing,
since doing drugs could lead to issues, on the job.


That got a
nod, from the lady in charge.


“You have to
get your own food. We have some people that can go shopping if you need? Some
of us can’t really do that very comfortably. Even now. Things are a lot better
than they used to be…”


Nancy smiled
then.


“I can do
that? I’ll go see if anyone wants me to pick anything up. If Peg tucks her hair
in, people will just think she’s a feminist with a dye job. It works pretty
well. The boys… Well…” She looked away.


No doubt
thinking about the hardships being tied to them required of her.


That, or how
difficult life was on people that looked a bit different. She hadn’t always
been as good looking as she was in the moment, after all. That she might be as
able to put herself in other people’s shoes as anyone in the world could be was
simply a fact.


It got Gary to
reach out and touch her arm, lightly.


“No problem.
We can guard the van. Speaking of which, if we get the cash around, we need to
get her into the shop.” The van was actually in very good automotive health. It
was simply a good way to get out of the warehouse district if they needed to
talk.


He had to
admit that it was clear that they couldn’t do that there. Which meant not being
able to keep up with their plans.


Price gave him
a look then.


“Planning on a
trip?”


There was the
slightest hint of accusation in it. As if that kind of thing had been a problem
in the past for them.


Gary looked
away, since they had a cover to keep.


“I decided
that, in a few weeks… Maybe sooner, I’m going to go and see if the IPB can help
me at all with that alien treatment crap they’ve been talking about. Probably
not. Sally and I were talking about it earlier. You can get us there, right? We
leave late on a Saturday and if it works, be back before the next Friday. If
not…Well, you can be back by then. All of you. I’ll have them do me first.”


Peg actually
gasped.


“I know you
said… But… What if it isn’t real?”


There was an
exasperated sound from their black and blue buddy. His blue tracery of veins
actually lit the room for a moment. Something that Gary had never noticed from
him before.


“Easy for you
to say, isn’t it Peg. You look almost normal. Plus, you’re a woman. No one
thinks of you as a real threat. Gary was attacked twice last year. Well, you
know that, you were there. Even if all he did was cover his head and let
them beat him! Of course, he’s going to try this thing. Even if it doesn’t work.”


Nancy closed
her eyes then.


“We know that
it can work, part of the time. We’ve seen people that had it done and are
better now. Infected, only they just have powers, not first modes. Sometimes
they even get to look different, if they want. I was talking to Lydia earlier…
She mentioned a friend of hers that had that done. So it isn’t just some excuse
to execute people. Only… She said that some people have died trying it. They
were all really different. Like you, Gar.”


She seemed
scared then.


Which got him
to smile.


“Which is all
the more reason for me to go and see what’s up with it. Look… I promise I won’t
do anything too big. If they can’t help me, then they can’t. Asking won’t hurt.
You don’t have to come, Sally. Besides, even if they can’t do anything for me,
maybe they could get rid of Silver’s mode? I haven’t said anything to her. We’re
friends now, which means I need to get her hooked up if I can.”


That was just
true. No one spoke for a bit. When someone did, it was Sally.


“I’ll go at
the same time. Show everyone that it works. They keep saying it’s free… How
does that work?”


Gary knew the
answer, which he carefully didn’t think about.


“We’ll have to
ask first. I don’t want to be in debt to someone that I don’t have any way of
paying back.”


Peg grinned
then.


“I hear that
Christian Pours’ parents, the hotel people? I heard that they got a bunch of
their friends to pay for it. Bigots, mainly. The idea is to get rid of all our
first modes, making us more or less normal. There was something about Tobin
Peterson as well. He had that done, I think. At least he looks different now.”


There was a
snort from the left head of Sally.


“Right. Like
that’s the same guy? His record label is just claiming that, putting some cute
guy out front. The sound is the same. It can’t be the same guy, though.”


They chatted
for a few minutes like that. Going over who might be behind things. Carefully
not mentioning aliens from a different reality much. That part seemed too
farfetched to be real, after all. Everyone could tell that part was a trick of
some kind. It had even been on the news that it probably was. Instead it was
just some Infected person that could take away first modes and maybe make
people look different. A healer, kind of.


They weren’t
expected to hang with Sally all night, since she had work to do. It was very
late. Nearing one in the morning. Everyone else was still awake however. Since
they tended to live at night and sleep days. Everyone kind of split up then,
with Gary heading over toward the concession stand. When he got there several
people were in the front, eating hamburgers. Some of them had a lot of those.


It was
interesting, since everyone there turned to look at him.


One of them, a
man he didn't recognize, grinned.


“It’s a
tradition. We steal food from the stand here on the night before payday. I
don’t suppose you’d like a chicken burger?”


Stopping, he
crossed his lower arms and stared at the man.


“Wait… We have
chicken? That wasn’t on the menu. It sounds good. I can’t eat anything with
protein in it. All the people with me haven’t eaten today. Nancy and Price and
Peg? They need a lot. I can get by for a long while if I have to.” His hunger
was pretty normal that way. “Any chance I can get in on this? We should list
what we take, so Lannie can replace it later.”


Even if they
had to pay for it, that was a good plan. You didn’t steal from crew. Not if you
wanted them to keep working with you. Especially not the boss. Just a hint of
that kind of thing could tear a group apart. He’d seen it, and lived it, more
than once. Thieves weren’t always the brightest of people.


Still, his new
crew seemed mollified by his need to eat like the rest of them and even if they
didn’t love the idea of signing their names to a list saying they owed anything
for their stolen food, they all did it. Packing him away with enough food for
himself and the others, as long as he hadn’t badly misjudged how much they
needed.


It took
searching to find them. Really, they found him, as he sat in his shared room.
That part was interesting, since Peg came in, with Nancy, Price and Silver. The
hair gave her away. She saw the paper tray of food and nodded.


“Already on
that then? I was just going to sneak off and get something for these three. Um…
Peg said that you wanted me to go on a road trip with you? Not why though. Am I
your date for that or what?”


If she didn't
like that idea, the woman was being a trooper and keeping that hidden pretty
well from him.


“Nope. I’m
planning to go and see if the government can really do anything for Infected people.
I was thinking that you might want to get that first mode removed. I’m doing it
first, so if it doesn’t really work, the rest of you can bolt. Do you want in
on that? The van will be a bit cramped. I think we might have Sally along,
too.”


The woman made
a face. This time she glanced at Nancy for some reason.


“You’re all
going?”


“That’s
right.” Nancy spoke firmly enough that it sounded almost hard. For someone who
was very sexy. “You’re my friends. I won’t let you do it alone.”


Silver shook
her head. It was a large thing.


“None of you
know me at all. I mean, I have a criminal background. Going to the feds with me
in tow… We might all end up being arrested.”


Price shook
his head.


“We’ll be
careful on that then. What did you do?”


“Prostitution.
Some petty theft. Drugs. I’m clean now, other than the whole illegal fighting
thing. Even that… Plus, they have like, super telepaths. It was in the news.
The one that found all those nukes? I’m not a good enough person for them to
help”


There was a
rude noise then. Raspberries. From Peg.


“Screw that!
Everyone has secrets. I bet no one would even bother reading your mind there.
Mine either. Besides, they aren’t the DEA. If you sold drugs before, they
wouldn’t arrest you. The IPB? They only care if you’re going to kill people
using your powers.” She was a little too certain seeming.


Also correct.
The thing is, their covers wouldn’t know that kind of thing. It probably
wasn’t a big error, though it was the kind of thing they all needed to learn to
avoid. Including him. It was tempting to tell everyone that the IPB was honest
and would really help them.


Only there was
no way for Gary to know that at all.


On top of that
they really did have some sharp telepaths. Thinking about that he managed to hold
still as words popped up in front of his eyes. In red, so he wouldn’t miss
them. Nancy and Price stiffened as well, though Peg just blinked, very slowly.


The message
just said, leave, now. It didn’t tell them anything else at all. Not at
first. As he thought for a second more data came in.


Telling them
that there was a team coming, pretending to be the IPB. Which wouldn’t
be true. It was more local than that and not their people at all. They had
about forty minutes to be gone or they’d end up in the local jail for having an
illegal fight club.


In short,
someone had ratted them out. Why or who that was he couldn’t tell. Cindy put
some words up for him.


Later. Get
the footage Price and Peg took and get out. Take the others with you if they’ll
leave. These are not good people just trying to stop crime.


Standing up,
Gary nodded.


“We need to
leave. All of us. I wasn’t honest before, about my powers? I can, sometimes,
see the future. Right now, there’s a raid headed our way. We have… maybe
thirty-five minutes to be gone. I… We can’t be here when they come. Everyone
that can should leave. Now.”


His team stood
up, and Silver did as well.


“Fuck. This
has happened before. Let me…” She ran out into the hallway, in front of the
room Peg was sharing with him.


“Five-oh! Five-oh
incoming! Everyone out of the building! Half an hour max! Five-oh!”


Several people
hurried out then, into the hall with them.


Gary turned to
the others on his crew.


“Price, Peg,
get all the gear. Nancy, get the van ready. We’ll pack it with as many people
as we can. Who else can drive? Do we have enough space for everyone?”


Someone jogged
up then.


“It’s Mick. I
have my Winnebago out back. That will hold ten or so. Dart! Can you fit five
into your bug?”


The all black
woman nodded. She looked like a shadow, only made darker and solid. There were
no features at all. When she spoke, it was in a strained whisper that was both
near and far away at the same time.


“If they don’t
mind being cozy? How do we know this?”


Nancy pointed
at him then.


“Gary. He has premonitions.
Real ones. Not all the time or anything. When he speaks, we listen. Come
on. Get everyone!” She seemed nearly panicked.


As they ran,
they managed to find Sally, who had a bag with her already. About two thirds of
them did. Inside five minutes they were all outside, driving away at a sedate
and controlled speed. After all, Price had mentioned that to everyone. Being
stopped for speeding would pretty much have them caught. Driving slowly and
with control would have them ignored.


They were on
the road for nearly five minutes, Nancy behind the wheel, with Peg next to her,
when they saw the caravan of police and SWAT vehicles headed in the direction
that they’d just come from. It was enough for Silver anyway, who moved to look
out the window.


Gary ducked
down, even as she described the train of cars to them.


“Fucking hell.
That must be half the department out there. For an illegal fight pit? What the
freaking hell are they thinking?”


Price was
across from Sally, who was being very quiet. She brushed at the hair on the
left side head, seeming nervous. More than the rest of them were.


It was the man
who spoke though.


“Who knows
what they were told? If it was serious enough, that say, a group of Infected
had taken a bunch of people hostage and planned to kill them, it would get this
kind of response. It shouldn’t, since in that case the IPB should be
called in. Let me…” The man pulled his cell phone then, the smile that he’d
held on his face almost constantly being gone suddenly.


He had to hit
some buttons, then look something up. That a phone could do that was amazing,
at least to Gary. His probably could do the same thing. He just didn’t know how
to make it work.


A soft but
manly voice spoke from the handset. It was too hard to make out what was being
said.


“Hello. This
is the L.A. IPB office?” He paused just long enough for an answer to come in.
“Good. There’s a SWAT team hitting an Infected fight club in the warehouse
district. Mainly class one’s and two’s inside. There’s no threat there but we counted
nearly one hundred vehicles headed at it. Can you tell me anything about that?”


Instead of
asking who he was, the voice just went quiet for a bit.


Finally, Price
looked at everyone else.


“They claimed
that a class five was killing people in there.” He looked at Silver then Sally,
rolling his eyes. “Which isn’t happening Agent… Sorry, didn’t get a name
there?”


He waited.


“Agent Glades?
I was just in that building. We evaced the whole place when one of our people
had a premonition. I don’t suppose you could get them not to trash the place?
We kind of need it for work.”


After a moment
he nodded.


“I look
forward to meeting you then. I’m Price. We’ll see you in the morning. If
this is all handled by then.”











Chapter seven


 


Nancy and Peg
had taken turns driving their weary band of refugees around until six-thirty in
the morning. Sally flat out refused to even call the others until they went
back to the warehouse themselves, of course. It was what the rest of them would
have done, so no one mentioned that they might well be arrested by the evil IPB
agents that had called to claim they were waiting for them.


Even to Gary
it sounded a bit sinister. Then, he still had trouble trusting the Feds.
Everyone else acted the same way. Even those on his own crew. People that knew
they weren’t going to be arrested or killed by the agents on the scene. At
least in theory.


When they
pulled up there was a tan colored sedan with government plates right in front
of the building. Only the one. Two men in black clothing, with very short hair,
sat inside. They were fit, since you weren’t allowed to be an IPB Agent if you
couldn’t maintain that state. They had to fight Infected people after all.
Really, if Gary had been told correctly about that part of things, they did
most of the work that way.


The operatives
did the heavy lifting. Fighting the worst threats. Most Infected weren’t class
sevens, thankfully. In fact, there were probably only a handful of those or
higher in the whole world. The average was between a class one and a class two.


Most of the
fighters there were in a slightly higher range, which meant the agents in their
car were probably thinking they were riding into a potentially hostile,
well-armed, camp. Price smiled cheerily, sitting in the back of the
light-colored sex van still.


“I’ll go over
first. If they shoot me… Well, then drive away.” He sounded confident about the
whole thing.


Which had
Sally taking a shuddering breath.


“I… I should
go first. I’m in charge here.”


Gary nodded,
then reached across the space between them. Touching her arm, gently. Thinking
about getting a hug off of her. A thing he wanted pretty strongly in the
moment. A bonding thing that called to him, without being sexual at all.


Rather than do
that, he stood up.


“Let’s split
the difference? I’ll go over first. After all, I’m wearing a suit, which
should set them at ease. Then I’ll signal for the rest of you to get out, if
it’s safe. If not… Then leave me. I’ll meet you at the fall back location.”
They had one, which was in San Francisco. Though if he was going to make it
there, Gary was going to have to cheat and walk the distance through the mirror
world.


Which reminded
him to practice that, if it came up. There was supposed to be a way to shorten
the distances, using his imagination or a trick similar to that. If so, that
could come in handy given his current shape. The mental ground in that other
world was like trying to walk on invisible soft clay. Possible, but not simple
or fun in particular.


Price shrugged,
Sally said no and Peg grinned, still in the front seat.


“That should
work. Be careful.”


In all it
meant that he was able to open the sliding side door of the van and carefully
climb down. At the same time both agents got out of their sedan. It was a bit intimidating.
Still, the door closed behind him as he moved over at a slow walk. It probably
seemed like he was being careful, which was true. He also just didn't move that
quickly, walking like he was.


When he got
close enough, one of the men, who had tan skin and features that looked
regular, if that counted for anything, spoke.


“Price?”


Gary slowly
shook his head.


“Nope. Gary.
Price is in the van. We didn’t want to scare you, so sent out the adorable
looking one first. You get how that works, right?” His voice was high pitched.
The words were nearly playful. “Just to clarify, all of us have decent first
modes. Not hard to control. Silver… She doesn’t like new people much, so avoids
them. We should leave her in the van. The rest of us are real mensches. Salt of
the Earth types.”


Which was
close to being true.


Instead of
answering, or even laughing about his presentation, the one that had already
spoken nodded.


“Good to hear.
I’m Agent Glades, IPB. This is Agent Holland. Should we deal with you or is it
safe for the others to come out? We’ll go with your plan here.” The man sounded
sincere enough and didn't have a firearm in his hand.


The other guy
was a little stiff seeming. Only that though. His face was blank, not angry or
scared in particular.


“Let’s wave
and see?” He turned to do that, noticing that Glades waved at the same time, a
smile fixed on his face. The other man didn’t grin but waved as well, following
along, if a little bit later.


Slowly, people
started to crawl out of the back of the van and the front seats. Turning back
to the Agents, Gary spoke, making sure his mouth didn't move much.


“You got that
we have an undercover operation here? From what Price said? Most of them don’t
know about it. Call in to Director Turner to check that. Later.” He didn't
know how that worked in real life. If it were Rich, he probably wouldn’t have
believed anyone saying that without I.D.


There was a
bit of a nod, only a fraction of an inch, from Holland.


Who sounded
rough when he spoke.


“That… sounds
right. Friendly you say?” He still seemed strained.


“That’s right.
All of us here. I wasn’t kidding on that part. We have an undercover operation
going. We need this fight club to be left up and running for now, if possible.
If not…” Well, then it wasn’t. What he wanted only counted for so much if the
law was coming down on them.


Glades watched
the people coming toward them.


“Got it. Is
everyone here in on this? This group?” He meant those in the van, Gary thought.


“No. Most are.
Sally the two headed lady is in charge of the club here. Real nice gal. She
doesn’t know anything.” It was tempting to tell them to be polite. A thing that
he didn't do, since it might not be their job that day. Even if they were
willing to back them up.


It was a huge
risk, since Gary didn’t know what men like these would think was the right
thing to do.


Price got
there first, his hands well out, away from his body. As if having a gun on him
would somehow make him more dangerous than he currently was.


“Hello! I’m
Price. We spoke on the phone?”


Glades nodded
and stepped in, to shake hands with the deep black and glowing electric blue
man. If the looks bothered him, it didn’t show.


“Agent Glades.
This is Holland. We just had a little talk about jurisdiction with the local PD
last night. They got a call at about one in the morning claiming that a class
five was tearing the place here apart. Killing people. Also that most of them
were Infected. So, you’ll be happy to know that the police riding in were at
least claiming they were trying to come and save you. Which would have
been stupid, if it had been a real event. We straightened them out and searched
the place here for them. You’ll be glad to know that no one was harmed. A few
doors were broken. Sorry about that.”


If he really
felt bad about that it also didn’t show.


Sally took a
very deep breath.


“So it was
some kind of harassment thing? Like the hate groups do?” It was the left-hand
head that spoke, looking directly at Glades. The other was watching Holland
pretty carefully. Waiting for him to go for a gun or call in the snipers.


Rather than
bother doing that, Agent Glades adjusted his sun glasses. They were the
mirrored type that hid the eyes.


“Probably. We
have no way of knowing who called it in yet. We’re trying to get what we can
from the nine-one-one dispatch. That takes paperwork and about three to seven
days to process. On the good side, anything that gets called in for this
address from now on should come to us first.”


For some
reason Sally didn't relax much, hearing that.


Gary spoke
again, since managing the potential problems there seemed to be up to him and
Price that day.


“Okay then.
You said you were up on this being an unsanctioned fight club and that you don’t
care, as long as no one gets hurt too badly? We have gambling, too. Also decent
food and drinks, if you and your buddies want to come and check it out. I bet
we can waive the door fee for you, if you want?”


Holland
frowned then and shook his head.


“That’s too
close to a bribe. Officially, we aren’t thrilled about what you’re doing here.
It also isn’t our job to report you for it or to clean it up. That gives you a
limited window of protection. For the time being. Get too out of hand and we will
have to shut you down.” There was a feeling to his words of being serious.


Next to him,
Agent Glades grinned a bit.


“At the same
time, we know that it isn’t always easy to make a living if you’re Infected. We
have orders from the top not to get in the way of that, as long as no one is
getting hurt. Keep it low key? We can’t fight the rest of the government for
you, if they want this place shut down. We also can’t be seen to endorse law
breaking, even if we can ignore parts of it.”


Price glanced
at Sally then.


“Understood. We’ll
make sure there are no major problems. Sorry about all of this… We have no idea
what was going on. You have my number, in case you get more calls like that?
Sally, you should do that too, so if anyone tries for us again they can get in
touch and just ask if something is really going on. It will save a lot of time,
I bet.”


That, for some
reason had the agents laughing. Not hard. It seemed genuine though. Like they
really thought something in the words was humorous.


Holland nodded
at the giant woman.


“That it
would. Also, we have cards, like this is the seventies still. You can call
either of us directly, or our boss, twenty-four-seven. Really, if you call in
and tell the boss how polite and helpful we were, that will be the first time
in history that it’s ever happened. Consider that? Hmm?” It was a bit of a
joke.


Gary winked
with one eye. The top left one.


“We’ll do
that. Now… Really, we need to get you two out of here, since you get the idea,
no one wants the Feds on top of them. The only thing worse would be dentists.
Well, maybe the IRS. Then we need to run a search of the building to
check for any booby traps or bugs you might have left. Or those others from
last night. I know it’s a bit untrusting but I wasn’t here to watch the place
all night. Anyone could have gotten in. Apparently, we have enemies.”


Both men
nodded at the words, even as Sally looked a bit freaked about it. Price smiled
again, keeping to his extra happy act really well. Nancy was standing back,
closer to the van, though Peg was right behind Sally. Her hair out, showing the
glowing green ends. It was pretty to look at.


Glades nodded
sharply.


“That’s what
I’d do in your shoes. Nice talking to you folks. If I could get that number,
ma’am?” Sally moved in and spoke gently, as Holland moved back toward the car.
He got into the driver’s seat, doing it slowly. Watching them out of raw habit,
at a guess. That or he truly feared an attack was going to come after their
fairly polite conversation that went exactly as well as anyone could have
hoped.


As soon as
Glades was in and buckled up, they drove away. Calmly.


Peg faked a
sigh.


“Okay. That
was a men’s deodorant moment! Are we really checking like that? I don’t really
know how.”


Sally, the
head on the right, closed her eyes for a moment.


“I had some
classes on bomb spotting, half of forever ago. Gary? How about you?”


It was true,
even if what he knew officially was fifty plus years out of date. He’d also
worked with explosives in the past few months, so had that part down.


“Yep. I don’t
really know what to do about bugs. We can look around. Let’s get to that now,
so everyone can come back and get some sleep before we go to work tonight. I’m…
We need to open up. My guess is that whoever called in that lie about things
here was trying to stop us from doing business for some reason. In a way that
probably would have had half of us killed, if we’d been here. That… The
premonition I had? That’s what it showed me. It wasn’t as innocent as it
sounded. If we’d been here, most of us would have died. A lot, maybe even most,
of the police attacking us, too.”


Reaching down,
Sally patted him on the shoulder.


“I caught that
part as well. Let’s start in the main area and work through the public spaces
first. Then back into the private rooms. A bomb under the stage would kill more
people than anything else in there. Well, under the stands.”


That part,
going under the stage and stands was his job. He didn't find anything of note.
About twenty-seven bucks in cash and change that had slipped through the cracks
and enough trash to make him unhappy with the cleanliness of the whole place.
That was all though.


He had to
crawl under the main stage, which was ridiculously easy for him. His lower eyes
showed what was on the ground under him rather clearly, even in the dim light.
The upper ones allowed him to see the structure over him. There was still no
bomb. No trash of note either.


In all it took
an hour to find out that nothing in the building was going to blow up on them
and that they really didn’t know if they were being bugged or not. Short of
pulling apart all the lamps he wasn’t going to be able to tell that himself.
They needed equipment for that kind of thing. The type that he’d never actually
had to use in life.


Being a thief
didn’t mean eavesdropping all that much. It also meant not staying in place
long enough for anyone to really be watching that way. So, while he could tell
if there was a microphone where it didn’t belong in an old style corded phone,
that wasn’t really going to help with whatever the modern tricks for that were.


Meaning they
had to assume that watchers existed around them, all the time.


It was a cheery
thought, so Gary didn't speak about the idea out loud. It might be happening.
Then again, there was no real reason for it to be. Calling in a hit team, using
the police to kill them, was an old trick. A thing that had been around for
decades. Most of the time it didn't work. Ramping SWAT up first thing by
claiming that super powers were in play would have probably gotten the work
done.


Most of the
fighters there had a trick or two that helped in a match. That didn't mean they
were bullet proof. Gary certainly wasn’t. If he’d been sitting there eating fries
after work with the others when the shooting started, he might well be dead at
that moment.


Certainly, the
police would have tried to kill him as soon as they saw how different looking
he was. His mouth was filled with sharp looking black teeth. That would have
done the trick, he had to assume. The only other thing that made any sense
would be if someone had wanted to get them all out of the building. If that was
the case, then those people would have to be in well enough with the police to
go in and search or do whatever it was they wanted while everyone was gone.


It was
tempting to call in and quiz Cindy on the matter, since the woman would be
certain to have found out a lot more than they had there on the scene. Their
entire job was all about collecting physical data. Getting recordings of the
crowd and finding out if death matches were being set up. So far it didn’t
really seem like that.


Except that
people had died in fights. Sally had seemed sad about that and played it off,
which meant very little that way. She might have set up a match, knowing it was
dangerous in the first place. The woman might even have told one of the
fighters to kill the other.


Just as
possibly, it could have been a mistake, or even set up by someone else. Like
Ronaldo. So far, he didn't really seem to be in charge of the fights. That
didn't mean he had no influence at all. The man could whisper in Sally’s ear or
even push her into making poor choices.


Really, they
had nothing so far. It was early yet, which meant that there was no particular
reason for them to have anything worth being there for. That could take weeks,
if there was anything to find at all.


They were able
to call in everyone that had run out after the search was finished. Sally did
that part, rather efficiently. Then they had to have a group chat before anyone
was allowed to get off to bed for the evening. Morning, as the case may be.


They met in
the front, off to the left of the arena.


Sally looked
tired and slow. Probably due to the lack of both sleep and speed in her life.


“Someone
called in a SWAT team on us. No one knows why. It might have been a joke or…
Trying to get us all killed. The IPB got them to back off and will be handling
anything that happens here from now on. At least that’s what we were told.”


Everyone in
the room looked uncomfortable with that news. One of the men, or a deep voiced
woman in the back spoke up then.


“Do we need to
run? The IPB… That can’t be good.”


The reaction
to that was a nod, from both heads as Sally looked at the back of the crowd
there. It was less than twenty people. Most of them looked exhausted at the
moment.


“The agents we
talked to didn’t seem to think we had a problem there. They aren’t wild about
the fights or the gambling but they’re willing to look the other way, as long
as we keep things safe and sane as far as the fights go. They want to keep the
deaths down. For everyone. We can all get behind that, right? They seemed
legit.” Then she looked over and down at Gary, for some reason. “You were
there. What do you think, Gar?”


He didn't have
anything prepared as for a speech but got the idea. If more than one person
thought that it wasn’t a problem, it probably wasn’t.


“That’s what I
got off of them, too. They seemed to get that we all need to make a living.
Something about the head honchoes at the IPB having told them not to get in the
way if people weren’t getting too messed up. Which means we need to be ready
for a big crowd tonight. Everyone should get some sleep. The concessions crew
needs to be ready at six, for set up. I’ll be going around and banging on doors
at five, so rest if you can. For now this seems like a prank. Still, keep your
eyes and ears open. Get with Sally if you hear anything weird. Or me, I
guess. Sally is less slightly likely to get you to try and sell things to
people, so keep that in mind.” It was a lame joke.


One that got
nods instead of even a chuckle. People started to leave then, which Sally
allowed with a slow nodding motion of her right head. It wasn’t until they were
all gone that she turned to look at Gary. Staring a bit. He figured it would be
about him being bossy like he was. Instead the large woman closed all her eyes
and shook both heads in unison. It kind of showed why she just went by Sally,
instead of having a name for each head. She was only one person after all. How
she coordinated like she did was hard to understand. It probably would be
without medical testing.


“I can’t
believe this crap. It’s hard enough to get by in life, even for regular people.
Why make trouble for us? We’re not really hurting anyone. Even if someone just
hates people for being Infected… Why not leave us alone?”


“I don’t know.
Not at all, Sal. Still, if you can get some sleep, you should do it. I’ll be up
for the day. Sleep isn’t a thing for me, really. I need some time to think,
that’s all.” That pretty much described the Ysidril way of coping with new
memories. Taking a bit of time to think about things occasionally. Every
seventy minutes was the rule that he’d been given. Instead he’d pushed that out
to one longer period about once a day, so far.


That was
probably inefficient. Erath had presented a plan for him that would have him
breaking it up into smaller bites, taking less time over all, no doubt. Not
listening to the expert on that kind of thing was stupid of him. The reason for
what he’d been doing was down to a combination of stress and raw habit. Gary
was used to sleeping for a long while each day. It felt right to him to do his
new form of sleeping all at one time due to that.


The words got
a miserable look in return. Along with a pat on the back, the woman bending
over in half nearly to do it.


“Thanks. I’ll
try to do that. The nightmares… Anyway, see you at five, if not sooner? Thanks
for all the help. I really want to see what you can do on concessions
tonight. That kind of blew my mind, yesterday.”


They both
walked in the same direction for a while. Until Sally headed off toward her
room. Gary ended up in with Peg, who was asleep like a good girl when he came
in the door. That had been broken open, pretty obviously. It was likely that
every door that had been locked was.


After doing
his daily hallucination review, which took less time to get through since he hadn’t
waited a whole day for it, Gary moved out into the hallways and started
walking. His clothing amulet let him change into a red t-shirt and jeans, along
with running shoes on his feet. True, they all looked funny on him but that
didn’t mean they didn’t kind of fit with what most people wore, day to day. A
shower would have been nice but he didn't know what was going on, attack wise
and didn’t really want to leave the place unguarded all day with no working
locks on the doors.


 On his third
set of rounds, letters started to float in front of his eyes. Getting his
attention, by using his name. The old one that he used to have. Days before.
Meaning that it was probably Cindy Mableton contacting him. He thought that the
others were in contact with Lydia on a regular basis. It hadn’t been like they
could just chat about how well things were going that way, so far. Speaking of
anything out loud inside the arena complex would be insane. Doing it in the
van, the one time they’d had a chance to do that, would have had Sally and
Silver right there with them.


A thing that
no one had even tried to do. It had been bad enough that Peg had been as
positive as she had been about the IPB. Most Infected just wouldn’t be.


Richard
Drake.


Then, without
too long of a lead time, the red words started scrawling information for him.
It was fast and a bit sloppy seeming. Almost like it was handwritten, which was
different than the type fonts the woman normally used with him.


No one is
watching right now. We need to pass the footage that Price and Peg got last
night. We’re sending Sinclair in for it, as a patron. Make the pass to her.
There were people in the crowd there we need to watch. Several of them.


Which he
simply couldn’t identify. Then again, they had vast amounts of insider
information from Cindy, so they probably just needed physical proof that the
people had been there. He thought about what to do for a moment. After all, he
couldn’t really tell who Sinclair was when she came in. Handing the files to a
random woman who might be Asian looking wasn’t the best plan in the world. As
it stood, he’d probably end up giving them all to Nancy, thinking it a job well
done.


Damn.
Right. Get Price to make the hand off to her. You were correct on the mind
reading. The people we want watched have a person on that, when they come. Keep
that in mind. Thankfully she isn’t very good. What you’ve been doing is
working. Sinclair will be there at fifteen after nine.


That was going
to be interesting to set up. Before he could get any other information from the
rather distant blonde woman, the words faded totally. It would have been
nice to know who was calling things in on them like that.


Even if it was
Cindy or Brie. 


That was a
thing he hadn’t even thought about in days. The political situation they were
struggling with. If the current issues were related to that, he didn’t know at
all. Probably, since that would explain why things hadn’t been mentioned
to all of them at the same time. Only to him. The one person on the current
crew that was also part of the other operation, other than Cin.


Not that it
couldn’t be any of a hundred other things as well. The very idea that they were
keeping secrets from their own crew both made sense to him and bugged him at
the same time. Secrets led to making mistakes. Except that they were in a world
where the major danger wasn’t about someone getting mad or scared and squealing
on them to the police. Telepaths collecting things from their very thoughts
were the issue.


One of them,
anyway.


Trying to pay
attention, Gary kept walking the building. Making certain that no one was
bothered as they tried to sleep. At five sharp, he started to pound on doors,
like the miniature Hitler he almost certainly was. That was going to make him
infinitely popular, he didn’t doubt. Still, after fifteen minutes of making
sure everyone was alert enough to start their day, he managed to catch a shower
and brush his teeth. He needed some food as well but that was going to have to
wait.


The one bun
with lettuce and tomato on it with nothing else that he’d had the day before
wasn’t really holding out too well. Not that he’d die if his belly wasn’t
perfectly full all the time. Ignoring that part of things, he got dressed in a
nice suit, one that he turned blue, to match the red and blue hat he had on. It
was kind of ugly and mismatched in style. It would get attention however,
without seeming more out of place than he already was.


At six they
had the whole concessions crew ready to go.


No coupons
were ready, or so he thought. Until Lannie brought those over, holding them
with a soft smile on her face. They looked professionally made. Even better,
they were for more than one thing. He read one of them out loud.


“Buy one, get
one free peanuts, or fifty percent off with a drink purchase. We should be able
to move them that way. We had a bit of a thing here after you left last night.
SWAT raided or tried to. We all took off and I guess the IPB got them to back
off of us, after a while. The whole place was searched before they left.” He
sounded a bit dismal about it.


His red-haired
work buddy just shook her head.


“Is that
why all my locked cabinets are broken open? I mean, the food goes missing
occasionally, on a weekly basis. No one has ever done that before
though. It isn’t like I keep drugs locked up in there. Just food.”


“Most likely.
Anyway, that shouldn’t be a problem for now. Not from what I was told this
morning. Let me get these coupons to everyone. They look good. Like we
actually planned this out in advance or something.” It would have been a great
time to smile. It simply didn't happen. Just dropping his mouth open a bit
would look too hostile for regular people, he was almost certain.


The
concessions boss did that for him, letting her whole face light up.


“Thanks. I ran
it by the print shop. We need to make at least ten dollars to pay for those.”


They could do
that.


When the doors
opened they had at least double the patrons there, compared to the night
before. If anything, they had a bit more than that. The arena wasn’t packed
full, which would be five thousand people. Instead they probably had about a
thousand, all told. More were coming in and like the night before, Gary had
people trying to sell them things as they sat.


“Get yer
drinks! Water, soft drinks, beer! Get yer drinks before you sit! Buy two and
save an extra trip to the end of the aisle later!”


Everyone had
to scramble to keep their sales trays full making suggestions like that. Mainly
because it actually was a good idea and a lot of people could see it. Even
holding two plastic box-trays himself, Gary was back at the stand every ten
minutes or so. Right until the first fight started.


That one was
interesting for him, since it was Peg, who was introduced only as that, her
single name being stark and alone. There was no nickname for her, with no last
name being used of any kind. It sounded plain and a bit boring, going up
against Carlos Sansosa. The Ravager. The whole fight was actually very
measured, considering the man’s reputation and prior experience. Pretty even
seeming as well. Which meant that Peg was holding way back.


A thing that
the people working concessions sort of understood. Jelana even laughed during
parts of it, shaking her head slowly in bemusement. At least Gary thought
that she was Jelana. The truth was that there were six or so women there at the
arena each day that he frankly couldn’t tell apart. One of them wearing a light
blue shirt had walked up to him earlier and said it was her. That helped
but the truth was he didn’t know who was who a lot of the time, unless they
were distinctive in some way.


It was starting
to actually bother him.


They fought on
their feet rather well, trading blows, punches and kicks, for the first round.
It seemed fast and the man was bleeding from the face after that. Not horribly.
Just enough to let everyone know that it was a real fight. When Ronaldo called
that the next set of betting was open for three minutes, Nancy hopped into the
ring, nearly flying over the eight-foot-high fence, wearing only a bathing suit
and a concerned expression. She made sure he wasn’t bleeding too much, carrying
an actual med-kit and wearing very visible purple latex gloves. She even
cleaned up the blood on the floor, to prevent slipping when the fight
continued.


It really made
a difference as to how professional the whole thing felt. As if someone cared
to keep things tidy and make certain the fighters weren’t being abused. A thing
that wasn’t lost on Gary, or it seemed the crowd there.


For all they
were supposed to be carnage hungry degenerates, gambling on the outcome of an
unfair fight, no one seemed upset to find that much care was being taken with
things. True, a few did hoot at Nancy and at least one or two called out for
her to take it off. Other than that, they focused on getting beverages, food or
placing bets for the next round.


The male fighter
might have been willing to push the line as to what most would consider fair in
a normal match but it didn't mean he was an animal the rest of the time,
apparently. At least he seemed to be polite enough to Nancy. There were
some glares toward Peg as they waited. It was psychological warfare but also
got the crowd to stay interested in what was going on in the extra long time
between rounds.


Gary didn't
see most of what was going on, since they had sales to make. That part of
things was his job in the moment, which meant hustling to get it done in the
brief window they were given. Technically no one had told them not to sell
during the fight itself. It was simply that everyone stopped buying, making it
a good time to run back to the concessions stand and refill the trays. In the
first two minutes, trying to keep an eye on Peg and Nancy, since they were on
his crew, Gary made seven or eight sales. Mainly of beer, which was a popular
choice there at the arena.


A familiar
voice called out to him from the stands. A female one. Sinclair. He thought.
Price was ready to make the pass or should be. They’d talked about it for
nearly ten whole seconds at least. In a vague and hinted way. The truth was
that if Cindy or someone else hadn’t gotten in touch with their agent, there
probably wasn’t going to be anything to pass along. It wasn’t as if they could
just hang around openly talking about the footage that they’d gotten.


More to the
point, that the others on the team had gotten for them.


“Can I get a
drink? Something mixed?”


She should
have had a real order. A specific drink that she wanted to at least ask for.
Everyone else that wanted that kind of thing had been pretty focused on what
they liked to drink. Some of them even down to the brand name. The issue there
was that Sinclair wasn’t really old enough to drink and didn’t hang out in bars
as a rule. That meant she lacked the life experience to pull off what she was
trying. She looked old enough now that no cop in the world would care if she
was drinking. Really, as long as she didn’t act too confused when the order
came, no one would be all that amazed by it.


“I have just
the man for you, ma’am. Price! Mixed drink, over here!” Gary was holding two
trays, with the straps overlapping around his neck but waved with one of his
upper hands toward the rather spectacular looking black and glowing blue veined
man.


Sinclair
smiled, which didn’t mean much. The idea that it really might not be her hit
him then. The voice had sounded familiar. The problem there was that they
weren’t long term pals. Recognizing a voice wasn’t exactly a life long skill of
his in particular. It hadn’t come up all that often for him. Not until recently.


That, calling
Price in would, he hoped, be enough for them to make the data pass correctly.
If not, they’d have to try again. Somehow. If it was important enough, they
could all just leave and take the information in themselves. That might
keep them from getting the rest of what they needed, so wouldn’t be the
preferred plan.


As it was, Peg
and Nancy weren’t going to be any real use in collecting anything that night.
Price had a camera on and going. At least that was the plan. If there was
anyone in the crowd that they needed to learn something about…


The truth was,
Gary wasn’t getting that kind of thing at all. Cindy had hinted that it might
be the real plan. The actual reason why they were there in the first place.
Meaning that no one had really cared about the illegal fighting and gambling in
the first place. Not from the IPB side of things, anyway. It seemed suddenly
off to him, sending in operatives and an agent just to collect some video of
people at a fight.


Even if a
politician or famous person was there watching it, that kind of thing probably
wouldn’t ruin their career. Not in the times they lived in. If nothing else
they could just claim that they’d been there to make sure no one was being
abused, while not stomping on the ability of Infected folk to make a living. It
was a bit strained as a bit of reasoning, certainly. The kind of thing a
lot of people might not believe.


Except that
most wouldn’t care.


The truth of
the matter was that being there and watching what was essentially an MMA match
probably wouldn’t have more than a human-interest story on the news for a night
or two. If it was just some kind of movie star doing it, then it would be even
less of an issue.


The truth was
that the public was too jaded for minor scandals that weren’t about sex, murder
or stealing from the public to have a real impact any more. Even the sex things
were fading fast.


Even in the
eighties a politician could have lost his place if his, or her, affairs had
been found out. Now that kind of thing was shrugged off with a mild chuckle.


Kate, who he
instantly changed his thinking on to the name Brie, was having trouble getting
the news out about a giant pedophile-oriented murder and torture ring.
With pictures and body parts as evidence, along with video and sound
recordings that would have haunted Gary’s sleep if he’d been doing that still.


True, most of
that was down to forces behind the scenes not wanting to believe it was true,
instead of people not caring at all. Part of him wanted to just dump all the
information on the web at once. A thing that Brie had pointed out wouldn’t
work. Not because she had the perfect slow release plan, either. Simply due to
the fact that those they wanted to take down were so powerful that they kept
making the news vanish as soon as it was put up. He’d heard it was up on the
deep web. A thing that he didn't understand much at all.


Worse, even
the more tech savvy people didn’t really have access to it there. It took some
kind of special program to get information from that part of the net. Really,
it was the kind of thing only criminals and perverts used. At least that was
the story Gary had been told. It meant that there were as many people using the
horrible video to get themselves off as there were those trying to spread it
around in order to take down corrupt officials.


That part had
been interesting to learn. Even among the pedophiles and sickos that used that
kind of thing, the dark web, a certain percentage of them had been trying to
get the word out. Apparently, there was a level that even sick freaks weren’t
willing to go to. Given that some of these people had been vanishing, or even
being murdered to shut them up, it wasn’t a small thing they were doing. Even
with that, almost no one had even heard rumors of what was really going on.


“Kid! Gary!”
The voice was a bit away from him but he spun in place, his short legs making
the move a bit slow seeming. It wasn’t a rapid pivot or anything.


The voice
belonged to a man in a suit, with two large guards next to him. It was, almost
certainly the man that had wanted the mixed drinks the night before.


So he waved as
he scrambled over. After all, he was there to sell things like drinks and food.
If that meant being called kid… Well, it was an improvement over boy.
Enough so that he nearly tried to smile, before realizing that kind of thing
wasn’t happening with his currently pointed face. Instead he waved.


“What can I
get for you gentlemen tonight?”


There were two
smiles from the men. The one in the center who’d been talking and the bodyguard
on the left. Next to the chubbier fellow in the middle was another man. The
clothing he had on was nice, also being a suit, if one in a deep purple color.
Like what a pimp might have worn, in a seventies movie. Except the cut was
better. It seemed tailored and had narrow lapels with a waist that was drawn
in.


It was the one
from the night before that spoke however.


“I was just
telling Danny here that I knew you. From last night… but still that counts,
right?”


Which it
didn’t, though he nodded anyway. There was no harm in being friendly, after
all.


“Of course!
You had a scotch and a burger. All of that was good?” He didn't really know,
since he’d only been eating the buns and fixings for his food. That and fries.
The protein would make him drunk, basically, or so he’d been told. At least if
he had too much of it at once.


It was a thing
to try, before changing back to his old face. Not that he was willing to do
that kind of thing while on a job like they were. He’d made a few mistakes
already. Getting wasted on anything would leave him open to doing a lot
more than that, at a bet.


There was a
grunt from the man then.


“Not bad,
considering this isn’t a five-star restaurant. Anyway, could you get us some
burgers? Maybe a couple of sodas? Coke or whatever you have here?” There was a
glance at the man in the purple suit, who nodded.


Then he spoke
in a mellow enough voice. It sounded more refined than the other guy.


“That sounds
good. If I could get a diet? I need to watch what I eat, for work.”


Which told
Gary a lot about the man. He wasn’t built, so probably wasn’t an athlete or a
fighter, even if thin. What he looked like was anyone’s guess. He was white and
seemed symmetrical, which probably meant good looking. His hair was a deep
brown, as were his eyes. Even given that, nothing about the man seemed
familiar.


“I can do
that, if you aren’t too picky? Onions on the burgers?”


The new man
didn’t want that, where the heavier guy did. That probably meant they weren’t
planning on kissing later that night, even if they were together for the
evening. Instead of calling over someone to deliver the things, Gary did it
himself. After all, the match was starting again and it would take him a few
minutes to get things together.


“Hey, Lannie?
Can I get two burgers, one with onions, no mayo. The other with everything
except onions, one coke and one diet coke.” They had more drink options than
that, though most just got the basic beverages there. It was as if they didn't
want to worry about making a mistake or making things too hard on the vendors. 


Except that it
was probably some other factor than that. The crowd wanted what they wanted,
like anyone else in life. These people, mainly men, weren’t going to worry
about what was easier for the people making the sales, in particular.


The slightly
older red-head winked at him.


“For Mr.
Scarpetti and Danny Leer? That’s surprising, isn’t it? You wouldn’t
think that they’d know each other.”


Gary felt all
of his eyes blink then. While he had no clue who a Danny Leer was, other than
his purple suited customer, the name Scarpetti range a bell. One that called
him back about fifty years.


“Tommy
Scarpetti?” It wasn’t exactly a common surname, after all.


Lannie, who
had her head down, writing, nodded.


“Tom
Scarpetti. He works with Ronaldo from time to time. A regular here, so I
bothered to learn the name. Do you know him?” She said it like that wasn’t
likely at all.


The truth was
that Gary didn’t. Not precisely. It was more that his father, if it was the
same Tom Scarpetti, had been a major west coast crime figure about fifty years
before. The kind that had made a point to buy stolen goods, very high-end ones,
from him. More than once. The man had a weakness for paintings from the old
masters.


Gary on the
other hand had been good at collecting things like that from secret, rather
secure, facilities. It had made for a rather close relationship for a while.
They hadn’t been friends exactly but the man had talked about his boy often
enough for the name to stick in his head. The last that he’d heard the kid had
just graduated from law school.


Not intending
to follow in his father’s footsteps at all. A thing that his crooked old man
had been rather proud of, if he recalled correctly. Which he did. All of
it came back to him perfectly, in fact.


They had to
make up the burgers. Which were ready to be assembled and wrapped in their foil
covered paper wrappers. While that was being done Gary was able to set up his
trays for the next break in the action, while getting a third, empty one around
to place the food order in. the drinks came first, in their red plastic cups,
followed by piping hot burgers. Put in place by Lannie herself.


“Here you go,
Gary! Thanks.” She didn’t explain why thanking him was in order at all. She
seemed to mean it though. At least there was a smile with the words that seemed
real enough.


“No problem.
I’ll be right back for the other trays.”


It took
scurrying to get to the men with their order. Most people didn’t bother getting
anything special like that, so it was a bit strange. Still, it helped to make
any sale they could and Scarpetti was a regular there. That meant it was
probably worth going out of his way to make the man happy. Within reason.


The fighting
was happening again, with Sansosa seeming a bit more desperate to close with
Peg this time. There were some rather frantic seeming tackles that didn’t work,
since he was just shrugged off and tossed to the side. Double leg take-downs,
that were countered with hip tosses.


Gary knew what
the moves were, based on what everyone had been saying during practices. That
and having caught a bit on television, over the years. No one at Shady Lane had
been a huge modern style fight fan. That didn’t mean a few pay-per-view matches
hadn’t been on the television a couple of times.


He hadn’t
really paid attention to them. They were still there though, in his head.
Perfectly, or nearly so. That kind of surprised him, since at the time he’d
been pretty certain that he’d slept through most of the events.


Now they were
all there as if he’d been analyzing them carefully at the time. He kept an eye
on the match while he made his way over to the two customers. Mr. Scarpetti
passed over a hundred-dollar bill as he took the food. It was a lot to make
change for but Gary had it on him. Doing the math in his head he nodded.


“Eighteen even
for that. Here…” He started to pull the cash from the pocket on his front,
where he was keeping it all.


That got waved
away.


“Nah, you keep
that, Gary. I know that it isn’t your job to wait on us like this. Real nice of
you, though. Thanks.”


Next to him,
Danny Leer smiled.


“Yes, thank
you.” There was a pause, as he unwrapped the burger, which seemed to be to his
liking well enough he didn't mention the order at all. “Um… Do you know who
that woman is? The official in the bikini? She’s incredible. I work with
actresses all the time and none of them are both that good looking and
can do their own stunts like that.”


Gary found the
words a bit off. The tone of them was wrong, really. It wasn’t exactly like the
man was hiding sexual interest or anything, either. That might have been part
of it, there was just a hint of something else in the words.


“Nancy? She’s
a friend of mine. We go way back, actually. She came here to be a fighter. This
stuff is just something to do while they’re getting her a match. Peg, the woman
in the ring? She’s actually Nancy’s trainer. Price, too. You know, the
hard liquor guy? I’m their manager, in case you wonder how they got so
lucky as to get to hang around with me. Sansosa was just too good of a match-up
for Peg to pass up, so it was put together. This is a solid match.” He leaned
in a bit and whispered. “Peg is holding way back. Bet on her in the next
round or two.”


They didn’t
have to follow the advice. It was clear that people around them had heard him
as well.


Scarpetti
smiled at him.


“Oh? I might
just do that. Thanks, Gary.”


The man might
get him in trouble for the inside information. Then again, Peg could make a
mistake and lose. It was, as everyone had kept informing him, a real fight. If
one that wasn’t in the regular man’s favor. In the ring things looked pretty
good, however.


At the break
one of the bodyguards got up and moved to the betting window, which probably
meant his advice was at least being looked into. As soon as the man got up,
almost as if they’d been waiting for something like that to happen, three
rather large fellows, dressed in casual clothing, though the kind that made
them seem like biker gang members rather than comfortable t-shirts and jeans,
made their way toward Scarpetti. They did not seem to be happy about it
either.


“Crap.” One of
them had a knife out already, as he moved in, ready to stab, or at least
threaten someone. “Price! Everyone!” He stopped for a moment, then yelled louder.
“Hey, Rube!”


That was old
carny slang. A thing that Gary had only been briefly, on rare occasion, since
it had made a good cover to move into a few areas. He’d done it several times
though. No one there had told him they knew about that kind of thing but
several people came anyway. One of them was Price, since his name had been
called. The other was the woman he thought was Jelana.


Setting his
trays on the ground, Gary bent over and ran at the man with the knife. On all
sixes. That was far faster and easier than waddling at him. Enough so that it
was truly clear to him that Ysidril were simply designed to move that way. Even
on the concrete floor he was moving at about thirty or forty miles per hour.
When he jumped at the end getting to the attackers just in time for one of them
to yell, he managed to leap over the six patrons that were in the way.


“Die you
mother fucking leech!” This was from knife guy, who stopped talking suddenly
when a hundred and twenty-five pounds of nearly flying Gary hit his back. The
knife arm was grabbed with two right hands, the left with the lower left as
they both moved toward the ground. Or at least into the laps of the men there.
Scarpetti in particular.


The bodyguard
that was still there moved to wrestle with one of the other large attackers, as
Price hit the last one from behind. In the back of the neck. It worked very
well to stop him from doing much of anything. Gary paused for a bit, not really
being much of a fighter himself. The man he was on top of had a knife still, so
he started hitting the man in the back of the neck with his free upper left
hand. That didn't exactly end the fight instantly.


Mr. Scarpetti
rallied after ten or fifteen blows and added in a few of his own. Somewhere in
there the man they were hitting dropped the blade like a good would be killer
and slumped toward the floor, unconscious. The whole thing hadn’t taken long at
all. They were still in the betting window between rounds, even.


When he looked
up, Gary noticed that almost all of his vending crew was there, grabbing the
men and pulling them away. Which made for two problems. The first was that they
had three violent people to handle. They couldn’t just turn them over to the
cops, either. Not at an illegal fight club.


The second
problem was that his people weren’t making their sales.


“Uh… Price, Jelana
and um…” He pointed at a man who looked powerful enough, if normal, more or
less. He had vaguely pearl colored skin and a funny concessions hat that said
staff on it. 


Helpfully the
fellow nodded.


“Mick.”


“Right.
Thanks. You three take these guys to the back. Everyone else… Free drinks for
the people in this section. Sorry about the disruption here folks. We try to
keep the fighting in the ring! Don’t forget to buy some peanuts to go with
those drinks!”


He walked on
two legs back to his trays, only to find that four patrons that had been
attacked were with him when he got there. The two large bodyguards, Leer and
Scarpetti, to be exact. The fight in the ring started on time, with the three
violent men being pulled away into the back area of the arena by the others.


It was Tommy
that spoke for them. He sounded authoritative, as if he were suddenly in his
element.


“We need to
question those men. Normally I’d call the police, since it looks like attempted
murder… This is an illegal operation, so that might change things.”


That probably
would, normally. Thinking for half a second, time seeming to almost slow down
in a strange way while he did it, Gary nodded.


“We’ll call in
the local IPB. We have a bit of a deal worked out with them. They keep the cops
off our backs, as long as we run things the way they want. No deaths here or
people getting too hurt. I have some numbers for that. They’ll probably pass it
over to the regular police, unless those guys that tried for you are Infected.”


The man, who
had a law degree at least, seemed up on that kind of thing.


“They’d need
to be called in anyway. That should work. I don’t recognize any of them. Sorry
about this, Danny. This isn’t the way my normal evening goes.”


Then, instead
of marching them all to the back instantly, the four men let Gary go and
offload his trays. They were just set on the counter of the concessions stand.


Lannie looked
scared, her eyes wide, when he got there.


“Are you all
right? All of you? I saw that there was a fight.”


They largely
nodded, though one of the guards had bruises on his face. If it bothered him he
wasn’t letting it show, otherwise.


Glancing that
the woman, Gary nodded.


“We should be
fine enough. I need to head to the back to see to this. Oh! I comped drinks for
that entire section over there. I’ll pay for it, if need be. We need to get
everyone out and selling hard on the next bit. We’re going to be four people
down. I hate to leave the floor like this…”


That got waved
away. She looked concerned, without seeming too worried about a bit of lost
revenue. Probably because they made most of the money on gambling, which hadn’t
been disrupted at all, so far.


“Hurry back.
We’ll handle this part.”


There was some
calling out, to other people as they moved away. That was toward the back, with
Gary pulling out his black and rather bland burner cell phone. He was calling
the IPB, after all. Not that he couldn’t call anyone he chose on it.


The number he
dialed was Agent Glade’s cell, even if he had three numbers to pick from in his
memory. That would reach the right place, more or less. The thing picked up
almost instantly.


“Glade here.”


“This is Gary,
at the fight club? We met earlier. We just had a bit of a dust up here.
Civilian on civilian. It looks like attempted murder of one of our patrons. We
have the three men that did it in the back right now. The people attacked seem
to be important, so we instantly thought of you and your friends. Plus, we
can’t let people trying to kill people go. We run a clean establishment here.”


Which was a
lie. Everything they did was at least a bit crooked. Even the
concessions probably weren’t paying their taxes or something like that. Illegal
operations didn’t pay things like that, as a rule.


There were
questions then, with the phone being handed over to Scarpetti so that Glade could
speak to the man personally. When it was handed back, the Agent grunted at him.


“We’ll be
there in fifteen minutes. Try to keep anyone from killing the hostiles if
possible? That makes it too hard to question them.”


“Sure. This is
taking away from my real work here, selling food and drinks… Which isn’t your
fault. It just annoys me.”


From the
cheering someone had just won the fight in the ring. Turning to look, he saw
that Peg was standing and Sansosa wasn’t. After a bit, Ronaldo came on over the
loud speaker.


“The winner,
by knockout in the fourth round… Peg! Let’s hear it for her!”


There was
polite applause, which wasn’t really good enough. As he walked Gary started to
clap and chant.


“Peg, Peg,
Peg.” Interestingly, Danny Leer did it too, which got things started with the
crowd. That was bit better. It didn't last long, though it was just ending as
they got to the doors that led into the back hallway.


Gary figured
that the men would be kept in the main office, for some reason. Price and the
others had decided that locking them up in the gym area was the better plan.
With several guards standing right there the whole time.


Waving at them
all, his concessions crew people, Gary went into what was going on.


“The IPB is
handling this for us. We’ll back them up when they get here.”


The woman, Jelana,
winced. Hard and like she meant it.


“The IPB?
Fuck. What if they start killing us all?”


Looking in her
direction, Gary shook his head.


“Nah. They’re
on our side in this. Mainly they’re going to be here to cover our backs
with the regular cops. Sally and I met with them earlier, about that thing last
night.” He looked at the men, Scarpetti and the others, since they wouldn’t
know about everything. “We had a fake SWAT set up thing here last night.
Someone claimed a class five was holding hostages and wrecking the place. We
got out in time to save everyone, then the IPB got them to back off, since
nothing was happening.”


It was close
enough to what the truth was.


Interestingly,
even if he worked with Ronaldo at times, Scarpetti seemed fine with the news of
the feds coming.


“Yeah? I’ve
never had any real problems with them. The IPB. Solid operation from what I can
tell.”


That wasn’t
what the Infected people there thought, clearly. The three men who were sitting
on the floor didn’t speak, though one of them moaned a bit more than was
strictly needed. Sure, he probably had a broken arm and a concussion but it was
the man that had tried to stab one of their patrons. That meant Gary wasn’t
going to worry over his well being too much for the time being.


When the IPB
got there, it was Sally who walked the men, four of them, all in black suits
with uniformly short hair, back to them. Her faces wore concern on them. She
also searched them all closely first thing. Her people, at any rate, looking
for injuries. At least Gary took it to mean that.


So he waved at
the agents, then her.


“We’re all
fine. The men on the floor there are the attackers. I’ll let everyone else go
over things?” Not that he was getting out of his turn on that. Still, the three
men were finally bound, being cuffed and left on the floor there.


Then he was
taken to the side by Agent Glade. That meant ten minutes of going over the
story from his perspective, as the white man in front of him wrote it all down,
triple checking everything. The rest of them had to go as well, before the IPB
Agents even decided what to do as far as calling in the regular police.


Glade waved a
bit at the men on the ground.


“We’ll pull
them outside. You might have to answer more questions for the local PD. We’ll
stay here with you for all of that. No one is near a cop without one of us
standing less than ten feet away. Everyone understands that?” It was nearly
cute but one of the men on the floor nodded.


No one
corrected him. After all, it was impossible to tell at a glance who was
Infected or not. As long as powers weren’t being shown, odds were that no one
would mention it, either.


It was getting
late, though they had five fights that night. Looking at the IPB man, Gary
shrugged.


“We need to
get everyone back to work, unless you need us for the moment? We’re losing
money on this already.” That was certainly the truth, since they had Sally in
the back with them, instead of taking bets. Part of the concessions crew as
well.


Interestingly,
Agent Holland nodded at the words.


“That’s a good
work ethic there. Not a bad job on the takedown, either. We can find you if you
stay on the floor here for now. Thanks, everyone. Remember what we said about
having one of us nearby if the police want to speak with you. It will save on
problems.”


Jelana didn’t
seem convinced of that, though Price nodded. Then, he would. He was too
friendly for real life in a lot of ways.


“Thanks.
Gary’s right though. This is the big money night of the week and we’re back
here instead of doing our jobs.”


That was
enough for them all to get free. Even the bodyguards, Leer and Scarpetti.


Those men all
went back to their seats, with Gary instantly getting them new drinks and
burgers. The things smelled wonderful, even if he wasn’t allowed to
really have one. The same as they always had to him, which was interesting.


After all,
he’d been changed into an alien. The world looked different to him,
having a lot more color and vividness. At the same time, it felt, sounded and
smelled pretty much the same. The scents were stronger. Not different
though.


He tried to
keep that in mind for his report to the Noram people, later.


It could be
important, to some of them.











Chapter eight


 


He’d missed
the entire second fight. From the sound of it the thing had gone three rounds
and had, for some reason, been a lot more bloody than the first one had been by
a good clip. There was no time to listen to the chatter about it, since they
were halfway through the third fight when they all got back out onto the arena
floor.


Gary had to
snap at a few of his people to get them back onto task. Not Price, of course.
The man was just as locked on as always. Silver wanted to chat though, instead
of making the food and drinks they needed for their marks. She actually
flinched when he did it, even if his voice was a bit too high pitched to be
truly menacing.


He didn't
apologize. After all, he meant what he was saying.


“Keep it
together and work. We have to make up for lost time here. It’s going to
get intense for a bit, so get ready for that.” He didn’t glare, just locking
eyes with the silver haired lady for a moment. Then he hit the floor like a mad
man.


“Dollar off
soda and beer for the next two rounds! Show a losing bet tab for the third
round and get a beer free!” The words were almost screamed, since all of the
floor people had to hear it. After about twenty seconds the call went up from
everyone. Including the people that were trying to sell food.


That took
longer to make, except the peanuts.


“Free peanuts
with two beers! Buy’em fast, this round break only! Get your beer and a snack
now, while the hot deals still last!” It was a risk, offering things like that,
though not a huge one. They were behind in sales at a guess. Getting people
buying, even for a few minutes should help the overall flow of things.


True, it
wouldn’t if everyone was really being a penny pincher. On the good side, the
more they drank, the more likely they were to both spend and gamble. Unwisely,
even.


Hence giving
free beers to the losers. As they got drunker, betting more would seem like a
good idea. Plus, it gave them a bit of a consolation prize when things didn't
go their way, which should help people be a bit happier.


He started his
own battle then, even if it wasn’t the one in the center of the ring. Both
fighters in the third match of the night were decent looking. Not really better
in skill than Peg or Sansosa. Flashier though. One had a nifty sound effect
thing going on. If it helped in the fight was impossible to tell. Some Infected
people had powers that didn’t really do much. Most did, in fact.


The fighters
they had there were good that way, over all. They mainly had some kind of trick
or gimmick that made a difference in a real fight. The average Infected person
was kind of like he was. Able to do something interesting, like walking into
mirrors, or make the room feel warmer by ten degrees, without being a danger to
anyone. Not power wise.


The other
fighter, who was a woman that stood at least six-five or six and had snakes for
hair that shot lasers was pretty interesting as well. She was called Medusa,
naturally. The light beams weren’t exactly a big deal, being used to blind and
confuse her opponent for the most part. That meant both fighters were flashy
about what they were doing, while still relying on skill. When they went to
grappling it was clear that snake lady had an edge there. Her hair bit and
fired lasers, at the same time.


The other man
was being bloodied enough to the crowed was clearly turning toward Medusa by
the fifth round.


In the betting
break, Jelana called out to him.


“Gary! Brad
here wants to know if he can get a combo deal with a hotdog and beer for two
bucks off?” She was, clearly, just asking him. She had a man by her, Kevin,
since he was the red skinned one, who had a tray of hotdogs right there. Jelana
had beer, so it seemed like a likely match.


Rather than
wave that it was okay, he put up two of his hands, then stripped his magical
red and blue ballcap off and waved it.


“House
special! House special! Get a hot dog and a beer for two bucks off, good to the
end of this fight!” They all started calling that out again. Even when he kept
going. “Pass the venders a ten and leave’em two bucks for a lucky tip! The more
you tip, the better the luck!”


It was the
kind of thing that some gamblers believed in. As if doing a good turn would actually
increase their chances of winning. It didn’t work that way. Reality was rarely
that kind.


Then again,
the people that worked there knew a lot of the fighters. That meant they had at
least a bit of insider information. Gary was out for this particular fight that
way, being too new. It had worked for the first one. Kind of.


On the good
side, Scarpetti and his people weren’t blaming him for getting one of the
guards to head over to the betting window. That could look like a set-up, if
you thought about it too hard. A thing that hadn’t been intended at all. The
man still looked nervous and was glancing around constantly. At least in the
few seconds that Gary could afford to let his attention drift from the task at
hand.


In the last
round, Medusa just pummeled the hell out of her opponent. It got so bad that
Nancy jumped in and pulled her off. Tossing her into the corner. That didn't
set well with the woman, who foolishly tried to rush Nancy then, as if she were
doing anything more than officiating. Her dark leather coat was long enough to
hide her bikini, though she flashed that a bit as a new fight broke out. 


With her. That
didn’t last long.


Medusa tried
to kick her in the knee twice and Nancy hit her once, with an odd overhand
blow. It was big, powerful and took the other woman all the way down. The
snakes still moved, so she was alive. Then, as Ronaldo called the winner, which
was Medusa, Nancy picked up the fighters one at a time and jumped out of
the ring with them. Virtually flying over the eight-foot-high fence. Carefully
cradling them on the landing. The audience stopped making noise for a bit, then
cheered. All on their own.


The very
attractive woman didn’t even bother trying to wave at anyone. When they started
selling again, before the fourth match, the police got there. That was
annoying, since people were actually buying already. He expected to be taken
outside, with an IPB man standing there to guard him from the evil police.
Instead Scarpetti and his entire crew walked over, spoke to the police and the
chubby would be victim waved to the IPB. That got papers waved around by a man
in black.


Those looked
to be the reports that had been taken already.


Then, instead
of being run outside, they were waved over, one by one, with Scarpetti
presenting a new gentleman to him when he walked over. The guy was black,
seemed tired and had on a suit.


“Gary! This is
my law partner. Glen Robest. Glen, Gary here saved my life. I want to make
certain that’s noted in the reports, officers. The people involved here are
legally employed salesmen and women, who risked their lives to protect people.
If there’s any legal trouble from this, Glen here will represent you. All
of you.” There was a look at the other fellow.


A thing that
got a nod and a hand to come out, being held downward for Gary to shake.


“Pleased to
meet you, Gary. I’m certain that there will be no particular problems here. Not
with hundreds of witnesses like there are. Don’t you think that’s right,
Officer Bryant?”


The man in
question didn’t seem to be particularly worried or intimidated by the Infected
people around him. His uniform was real and he was the only policeman in the
room with them, for some reason.


Which probably
meant he was the one with training to deal with Infected people on the force.
That or the one brave enough to come in and talk to people without fingering
his handgun the whole time in fear. Either way, it kind of worked.


“Sounds about
right to me. Even the use of force seems to have worked out pretty well. Can
you go over that for me, Gary? First, Gary what?” It was a normal enough
question.


Also one that
he didn’t have a real answer for. Not that would hold up for the police. That
meant scrambling, to come up with a cover identity that would both hold up and
not screw him over, later. The one he had, Richard Drake, was official enough
to hold up. It had been set up by Brie, who was probably one of the top fake
I.D. people in the world. It was, essentially, simply real, it was so good.


The thing
there was that it was potentially linked to the IPB. Rather than worry too
much, he just went back a few. To one he remembered everything about, that had
been lying dormant for a while.


“That’s the name
I go by. My real name is Howard Selznick. I stopped using it when…” Gesturing
downward, he snorted. “Well, when this happened one painful day. That
was a while ago. I tried to get new I.D. but it was remarkably hard to prove
who I was for some reason. That was… Oh, a long while back.” It was also a new
story. One that was at odds with his cover.


Then again, if
it became an issue, he could just tell everyone that he didn’t want the police
to know his real information, so had lied. That was a dicey step to take, even
if no one was going to easily bust him on it. Not unless they had real contacts
in the government that even cops didn't have most days. People willing to go
into paper based files to find out if his story was true. Which it would still
be shown to be, more or less.


The name just
got written down as if the information was correct.


“Date of
birth?” The man looked at him like it was the normal thing to ask.


So he gave it,
everyone there staring at him suddenly. As if it was abnormal to be nearly a
hundred years old. That, or they thought he was lying. The cop seemed to be in
that camp, even if he didn't question Gary on the idea too much.


Scarpetti went
a bit extra wide eyed though. Whatever he was thinking stayed behind his pursed
lips. After that information was provided and where he was staying, which was
the building he was standing in, even if he didn't know the exact address, he
got to cover the whole story. Yet again. The officer double checked everything,
then smiled down at him.


“Thanks. We
can get in touch with you here, if we have any follow-up questions? You might
have to testify in court. Um, that won’t be a problem for you, will it? Eh…
First Modality and all that?”


That the
policeman was informed enough to even ask that was impressive. Really, it
likely confirmed his idea that this was the cop with special Infected training.
That and how polite he was being.


Gary shook his
head.


“Yes and no. I
won’t have to brutalize the court and don’t get stage fright or anything to
prevent me from telling this story to a jury. On the other hand, I have total
face blindness. I can’t tell who is who. I mean, if one of these gentlemen
walked away and took their jacket off, I’d think it was a new person when they
came back. It’s horribly annoying. It also means I can’t identify anyone. Not
for certain.”


That got
written down.


“That
shouldn’t be a problem, given they were all apprehended at the scene and there
were a lot of witnesses. Thank you for your time, Gary.” Then the officer,
looked over at one of the black suited IPB agents and waited.


Gary was waved
away, with a smile.


It sounded
like Agent Holland that spoke.


“I know you
want to get back to your work here. We’ll be in touch if anything comes up.”


Glen Robest
handed him a card and got his cell phone number. Interestingly, so did Tom
Scarpetti. The man actually looked at him funny and touched his shoulder.


“Howard Selznick…
You didn't know a man named Joe Scarpetti, say, oh, forty years ago, did you?”


That was Tom’s
father, of course. It would have been easy to make a denial and he intended
too, until large red letters flashed in front of his eyes. They told him to
tell part of the truth. That he had known him. Also, to get the other
man to talk to him later.


“That’s right.
He was an art collector. I sold art back then. Part of the time. We could talk
about old times, later? I hate to run off here but we need to shake up the
sales again. The kids are doing good work out there but we need to get the
audience engaged a bit more.”


The man was a
lawyer, so clammed up instantly when a hint seemed to be given and nodded.


“We’ll set
that up. Perhaps tomorrow, mid-day? I’ll call then, to confirm. That or get my
secretary to. One of the perks of being a founding partner in the firm. I don’t
have to share a secretary with everyone else.”


That anyone
did sounded a bit cheap to him. Rather than judge, since he’d never been in the
work world at all, he nodded.


“Sounds good.
I don’t sleep, so we can do that whenever is good for you. I need to be here
for work, six to close…” Not that anyone had claimed those were his hours. It
was just when the money could be made. Seeming like he didn't care about that,
being a fairly poor Infected person that needed to make his way in the world,
was foolish.


He shook hands
with everyone, then bustled off, taking almost half an hour to get the crowd
into the idea of buying things at a proper rate. They were also getting
properly smashed, so the bets went up a lot. A few people had to be tossed out,
for fighting, as well. That was done by Mick and Price, without the need for
the police to be involved. At least as far as he knew.


It was going
to be a ticket trap out front, if people tried to drive themselves home, given
the police presence that was still there. That meant, when it was time to set
that up, he got everyone to push water and to offer to call cabs for
anyone unsafe to drive. Most of the drunks didn’t take them up on it. About
twenty out of the several hundred too drunk to drive did though. It took a bit
of time but the cab company he looked up was actually more than fine
with having the extra work.


Which meant
they had a bunch of cars left in the parking lot after closing. A thing that
wasn’t a big deal to anyone at all. After getting everything cleaned up, Lannie
smiled.


“Should we
just make up the food that you’re all planning to steal anyway? I need to do
the receipts up.”


Gary knew that
he could eat and that some of the others would have to.


“Great plan,
we can do that, then clean up in here so we don’t have to do it twice. I really
need to make a run to the store. That or send someone. It’s hard to find vegan
options, you know?”


That got the
woman to look at him funny for a bit, then nod.


“You don’t eat
meat either? I thought it was just me and Sally, here. I have some veggie
burgers that aren’t too bad, if you want to try some?”


That actually
sounded delicious, since it wasn’t just a bun with lettuce, tomatoes and
pickles on it. That and fries. He could have those just fine, it seemed.
It was just meat products that got to him. Possibly dairy, which he hadn’t
tried yet, either.


“That sounds
wonderful. Thanks, doll. It’s been a while since I’ve had a proper meal.” Which
was true. Really, he’d been in Noram, in a different world, when that had taken
place.


It hadn’t been
a long time before but the truth was that Gary was getting ready to be done
with being a Ysidril. It just wasn’t comfortable for him. Not bad or evil, just
so different that part of his mind didn't want to handle it any longer. It was
too different to adapt to.


Lannie moved
off to get him that food, which Silver did the actual cooking on, making things
for everyone. She grinned at Gary who was on the other side of the counter,
just standing there for a moment. Even though he needed to get his butt in gear
and start sweeping up.


The woman
smiled at him. The worried kind that people used when they didn’t want to start
a fight.


“We’re good?
You seemed upset with me earlier.”


“A tense
night. Sorry about that. Not that I was wrong at the time. My
presentation could have been smoother. Don’t take it personally. It wasn’t
meant that way. At least until the next time. We’re trying to get things around
here and that thing tonight wasn’t helpful.” He didn't feel bad over having
growled at her a bit, since there were other things going on in his world.


Including some
that he didn’t really know about, at a bet.


Cindy hadn’t
bothered to explain what he was doing at all, with Scarpetti, earlier. They had
a meeting and he was clearly being pushed to do something in particular.
What that was, he couldn’t guess yet. It seemed a bit strange that he had a
special meet set up with a man whose father he used to take commissions from.


The man asked
for special pieces of art, letting him know where they were first. Most of his
jobs had been self-directed, not set up that way at all. The mob boss had liked
his work though. More to the point, the man always paid off for what he wanted.
To the tune of millions of dollars over twenty years for the work that he’d
done.


Under an old
name that Gary hadn’t used in forty years at least. After that he’d been David
Hughes, followed by the last Howard and then Richard Drake and Gary.
That he’d even thought to use the name that Tom Scarpetti would recognize was
insane. Unless it hadn’t been him acting alone in doing that.


There had been
no words that he’d seen, which meant it might not be Cindy doing it. That
didn't mean it wasn’t someone from the IPB, however. Really, that was almost
certain. Mainly because the other side didn’t have anyone that could control
people on that level. If they did, and knew about Gary, then his side would
already have lost. It was too specific to be someone random. Not that it might
not be coming from inside Gary. He was different now than he was used to. That
could include different ways of thinking and acting.


Really, in
hindsight, letting himself be changed as much as he had been, wasn’t a
brilliant idea. Not right before going in on a mission like he had been
planning. That the mission itself was different than he’d been led to believe
at first wasn’t helping a lot. There had been several changes to his cover,
however.


That was the
kind of thing that got people taken out and shot. At least in times of war. On
the good side, he really doubted that the people at the club there were going
to hurt anyone. They might kick them out if they were uncovered as being with
the IPB. They could and probably would, feel betrayed by them. Harming them
wasn’t in the cards. Even if they’d been helpless or weak.


So far that
kind of thing hadn’t happened at all. The worst things that he’d heard of there
had been people dying in the ring. There was at least one and Sally had
seemed to be openly working to prevent that from happening again. When it had
turned out that Nancy was able to control things in the ring, Ronaldo had hired
her for the job almost instantly. Even in the face of the fact that she was
doing a great job as ring girl already. A thing that he’d called for on his
own.


Sure, he was a
bit slick, seedy and way too much into sex with anything that moved to be a
traditionally good guy. That didn't mean he wanted people dead in his ring.
Which was better than Gary had feared at first, going in.


His early
expectations had been more along the lines of a desperate struggle to keep
everyone alive. Instead they were dealing with something that was illegal,
dangerous and on the wrong side of societal norms, while still not being evil
about it.


Not wanting to
be lazy, since he was being bossy with everyone and was still the new guy, moved
to pick up the main arena and sweep. It was more work that night than the one
before by several times. Still, fifteen minutes later they were all done with
it, since everyone had moved to work while the food was being put up for
everyone. They ate sitting in the stands closest to the concessions stand.
Sally moved to sit by him directly, only one of her heads eating her own veggie
burger and fries. They both had the same amount of food, even if the muscular
woman probably needed more.


She winked at
him, taking a sip of her soda. It was orange flavored, at least that was what
he could smell. It didn’t seem to have anything extra in it, making it more
adult.


“That could
have gone better. Still, no one died and we didn't lose that much money on it.
Really, the gate was good, and we made more on the betting than we have been by
almost ten percent. That’s kind of big. Lannie, how was the concessions?” She
seemed almost shy about asking that. Given the disruptions that was probably
fair.


There was a
soft chuckle.


“Well… Clearly
we could do better than that… Still… It was the biggest night ever that
way. Second night in a row. I admit I was a bit worried with all the
sudden specials you came up with Gar. It worked though, even if we had to
hustle in the prep area. We should add a person there, if we’re going to keep
growing like this. It’s… Well, it’s amazing, is what it is. You’re all kind of
kicking butt, lately. Especially after last night. I can’t believe that.”


She didn't
have to go into what it was she meant. They all knew.


Sally looked
away then, her left face going hard, as the right continued to eat.


“That… I
haven’t been able to find out who did that. Tried to have us swatted like that?
Thank god Gary was here. If he hadn’t been, there would have been deaths.” She
shuddered a bit, thinking about it.


A thing that
they mainly seemed to understand. Not only would the cops have come in
shooting, the Infected would have fought back. Given that a class two Infected would
be expected to beat an armed fighter most of the time, that probably would have
meant that a lot of police would have died as they took out the fighters there.


How the
numbers would have worked out, he couldn’t tell. It might have been possible
that the entire force called in would have died. In which case military, or
more likely, the IPB would have been called in. In that second case his new
pals would have simply died. There was no real way around that, given the set
up.


It was a major
flaw in the police system. When they brought force to bear, there was no wiggle
room for someone to use self-defense against them, even if it was needed to
save their own lives and they were law abiding people that had broken no laws
of note. The state didn't tell people that they were just expected and
required to roll over and die in that kind of case. They just enforced the
rules that way, not letting people know it was the set up from the start.


Not that Gary
thought that the individual cops were thinking that way. They probably
couldn’t, by the time their training and indoctrination was finished. They were
sold a blue lie that was so strict that varying from it was considered more
dangerous than murder of a civilian was. That didn't make the individual cop
evil, of course.


They were just
so sold on their own system that they wouldn’t see things in anything other
than black and white. So if the cops, who considered themselves the good guys,
had come in to the club, abused people and started to murder them, they would never
be able to admit that the fault had been their own in the first place for
attacking people. If anyone had suggested it to them, they probably wouldn’t be
able to understand the words being used at the time.


Not due to
being stupid either. Just so brainwashed that it wouldn’t make sense to
consider other lives, especially Infected ones, as equal to their own. Gary
could understand that kind of thought, to a certain extent. Mainly in that he
didn't really think that anyone else outside of his crew and friends were as
worthy as he was himself. Not really. There was a soft spot for certain kinds
of people, of course. Kids and pregnant women. Even if they weren’t his.


He just ate
for a bit, until Ronaldo spoke, sipping at something from a red solo cup that
didn't seem to be water.


“We were up on
a lot of things. Even better, the police showed up and didn't try to close us
down or ask for a bribe. That was down to the IPB being here. Do you have them
on payroll, Sally?” The words just came out and didn't seem to be meant as an
insult. Not even to the men in their black suits.


Left head
shook, since right head was taking a sip of Orange Fanta.


“They didn’t
even hint at anything like that. They just did their jobs. Then when we
asked for more help, after that attack, they came and did it. That… I wasn’t
expecting them to help us. Really, I’m not sure why they did.” She
glanced around, looking at Price in the end.


He was eating
a real meat patty on one of his four burgers. Swallowing a bite, he let his
voice sound happy. Like it almost always was.


“Easy. We
invited them in. That probably doesn’t really happen in their world, so they
decided we must be the good guys. That kind of started us out at eighty
or ninety percent in their books, instead of the normal ten percent that people
get when they feel like hostilities might start. Then, we did it again, like
they said to. We didn’t block them out or hide much from them, which
again, probably means that we’re on the right side, to them.” He stopped for a
bit and took a drink of his soda. “Not that I know any of that for certain.
I’ve just been trying to think through it and put myself in their place. Most
of the time the Infected are kind of negative toward them. We presented as
neutral to friendly, so they’re doing the same back.”


Sally didn’t
seem to trust that. Ronaldo was a bit more relaxed on the issue.


“That works
for me! We should have them over for a cook out or something. I can make some
spare ribs. I have a great sauce recipe for that.” He seemed to be joking,
though Nancy nodded at the idea.


“In a week or
two, once things die down a bit? That way it won’t seem like we’re bribing
them. Maybe have one of the police officers in as well. It can’t hurt to get in
with the locals that way. In case the IPB ever isn’t around when we need them.
It’s harder to kick in the door of your own neighbor, after all.”


That didn't go
over nearly as well, though no one screamed at her to shut up. Silver rolled
her eyes though. She kept glancing at Gary, for some reason. After a bit Mick
and oddly enough, Price, were doing the same thing.


Sally caught
on to it and tilted her left head.


“What’s up?
Something with Gar here?”


Mick laughed,
for some reason.


“Hell yeah.
He said he couldn’t fight. He took down an armed man, twice his size and was
never touched at all. He’s strong, too. I’m not sure I could beat that four-armed
thing he has going on, now that I saw it in action. That run at the start was fast.
I think we underestimated what you can do, at first.” The man stared at him,
letting Silver take over.


“Agreed. Do we
get him a fight though, or keep him on the sales floor? I know that concessions
aren’t the big part of the operation here but we brought in what, five thousand
on that tonight?”


Lannie
shrugged.


“A bit more
than that. Six thousand and change. Nearly ten dollars on average from each
person we had in tonight. That’s up from an average of three dollars each or so
on an old-fashioned night.”


The words got
a snicker from about half of the people there. Including Nancy. Why that
happened he didn't know. Not until Ronaldo informed the rest of them.


“An
old-fashioned is a hand-job. I bet if we were offering that kind of
service we’d make even more money! Then again, the cops would shut us
down for sure, so it’s probably better not to go there.” Just so no one would
get confused he pantomimed the action. That got another laugh.


That, Gary
decided, would explain the chuckling. That there was a term like that
which he didn’t know bothered him a bit. It wasn’t like he was a prude or had
lived a life in a cave. As a career criminal, that kind of thing was largely
known to him.


Which probably
meant it was fairly new. Something that had come up inside the last twenty years
or so. Being old had put him out of the loop on some things, after all. Even
before he’d tucked himself away at Shady Lane, waiting to die, Howard had been
slowly pulling away from reality. Everything had started to change too fast for
him to bother keeping up with. Especially knowing that the end was coming.


Now, with at
least a whole new lifetime in front of him, Gary, or Richard Drake, had a good
reason to actually learn how to live in the new world that had developed. It
had actually been a bit hard for him to learn the new kinds of skills he needed
since becoming Infected. For some strange reason, he’d actually been busy. It
had been hectic, which was invigorating in a lot of ways.


He really
wanted to smile and find out how a new term for hanky-panky had sprung up like
that. In the moment it wasn’t a good place to ask, he had to figure. For one
thing he was fairly certain that no one there would understand that hanky-panky
was the same thing. That was a term that had shifted inside his own lifetime.
Now, it meant doing something strange or slightly criminal.


That wasn’t
what it had meant when he was a kid at all.


Sally shook
both her heads, all of her eyes rolling in unison.


“The point
is that we need Gary doing both things, if he can. Right now, I don’t have a
good fight for you. Someone without powers, maybe? I was thinking a little
person at first but that wouldn’t be an even fight at all. Someone large,
without your strength would be better. We should get you into training first.
Peg… You have that for him?” There was no asking if he wanted to fight,
which was manipulative.


That fairly
rang off the large woman, her left head looking at him slyly.


Knowing that
he wasn’t that into the idea of getting into professional fights. It really
wasn’t the kind of thing that he’d focused on in life. Then again, he’d just
been considering that he needed to learn new things. In his mind that had been
all about learning how to use his cell phone and possibly a computer.


Also learning
to fight might be the kind of thing that he needed to think about. Back in the
day, in his regular human life, being injured was always a poor plan. Now, if
he got hurt, all he had to do was walk into a mirror for a few moments and he’d
be perfectly fine again. That was a thing that he hadn’t bothered to do since
coming back, since it really hadn’t come up at all. He’d done it a few times in
Noram, to make certain that it wouldn’t change him back into Richard the first
time he tried to escape that way.


It didn’t. He
was stuck as Gary the Ysidril until someone used magic to change him back. That
felt dangerous, suddenly. If, for any reason, he couldn’t get back to that
other reality, he was going to be stuck as an alien for the rest of his life. A
thing that might be very long.


Rather than
let himself develop some kind of pansy attack, huffing and puffing in his
worry, Gary nodded.


“I can learn
to do that, I guess. Peg, you’ll help me with that? You too, Price?”


Both of them
nodded, as Nancy smiled at him.


“I can do that,
too? It’s been a bit slow for me here so far.”


No one spoke
for a few moments, until Jelana did.


“We can all
help with that. Gary could be really popular as a fighter. It’s looking so
distinctive. That and being so cute.”


They all
seemed to think that was true, from the nodding going on.


Stretching her
arms over her head, Peg yawned and then looked directly at Gary.


“I need to get
some rest first. We can start on that first thing in the morning? For tonight,
who’s on guard?” She stopped then, and looked around, as if saying that was
going to give her away as an IPB Operative.


No one else
thought that though and at least half of them got the idea, after the incident
of the night before.


Gary let his
head come up.


“I can do that
again. I just need twenty minutes to get ready first.” He didn’t explain that
it would be spent hallucinating his last half-day. If he’d been told correctly
it wouldn’t even take that long to get through. It was needed, however. At
least if he wanted to work through what had been going on in a deep fashion.


There was a
nod from Sally, while one of the men there, who looked squat and muscular, with
a blue and pink pearl sheen, meaning it was probably Mick, nodded.


“I can take
the first shift on that. We shouldn’t dump everything on Gary, even if he
doesn’t sleep.”


Everyone else
started to volunteer, if a bit begrudgingly. Not all of them wanted to do the
work, it was clear, even as they all understood that having someone awake to
set up an alarm might be important. After all, someone had tried to have them
executed via SWAT team. That meant it was more than possible that whoever had
done it might change up and try to use another method to take them down.


So, he was
going to get help. Even if some of them weren’t really thinking about things as
well as the others.


They had to
finish eating, then cleaned up the kitchen space. About half of the people
floated away, though Gary made a point of helping. So did Price. Nancy actually
tried, though Ronaldo pulled her away, attempting to get her to go off and have
sex with him. That was so obvious that most of the women and some of the men
were shaking their heads as they worked.


What didn’t
happen was Nancy going off with the man. Nan had made no bones about being
willing to be a lot more friendly in order to sell her act. For some reason she
came back to help out, about ten minutes later. She didn't talk about Ronaldo
hitting on her, however. Not until Silver moved over to her, with a broom in
hand.


“You turned
him down?” She seemed somber about that, for some reason.


Nancy shook
her head.


“Not really. I
just told him we needed to set things up for when we weren’t at work. It
wouldn’t be fair to everyone else to skip out on this part of things.” She took
the broom from the other woman and started to do her share. It was notable that
a lot of people had skated out on that part.


Then, that
people tended to be lazy was part of the human condition. Even Peg had gone off
to do something else, with Sally. That was probably work oriented. At
least Gary hoped that was the case. Those two were solid people, so checking up
on them would make it seem like he didn't trust them. Which he did. At least as
far as the current job went.


That kind of
thing was always a balancing act. You needed other people to pull off certain
heists, or jobs. Doing some things alone was a good way to overstep, if you
weren’t careful. The issue there was that people needed to be managed for the
most part. Watched, and coddled, until the work was done. The IPB people were,
so far, pretty good to work with. Not all of them were totally locked on all
the time, true. The ones that weren’t hadn’t been forced onto his teams, so
far.


The two groups
he’d worked with had been good. Willing to put the work in. Even doing
things that hadn’t totally made sense to them at first.


Sally, in her
own way, fit that mold as well. She knew her current position well and kept on
top of it. Even as she was killing herself with drugs, trying to not have a
massive problem with her first mode. That situation wasn’t going to
last, long term. Eventually her mind would go on her from lack of sleep. It
probably already was. Then she’d fall into paranoia and delusion.


Which was a
thing that Gary could help her with, as soon as the job was done. It might take
getting her hooked up in a different world, sure. That was a thing that he
could pull off for her, even if she didn't know that about him yet. The trick
would be seeing what the Infection wanted from her.


With him, it
seemed to insist that he have the power to walk into mirrors. At least into his
own subconscious mind, which was what was really going on. Also, that he help
out as far as taking down the evil people that were raping and killing kids in
ways too horrible to allow. Not that he wouldn’t have done that anyway. What
the entity that gave them all powers didn’t care about at all were the first
modes, it seemed. That was a side effect of the condition, as far as the
wizards that actually communicated with it could tell. It also didn’t
always care what Infected people looked like. Not enough to argue about it when
someone wanted to make a change. 


Peg had gotten
rid of her long, alligator like face, keeping her strength, speed and
toughness. Nancy had actually had powers increased, which had been no problem
at all.


Gary had
become a freaking alien and that wasn’t an issue at all.


On the other
hand, some Infected people had different traits that were needed by the
Infection. There had been a fur covered man for instance, with a tail. The
wizard that worked on him had managed a nice normal face, removing all the
extra hair… With the tail having to remain, regardless of the rest of the
picture. That had happened about a quarter of the time.


One trait
being left that made people look strange or different, even with powerful magic
being in play.


So, it was
possible that someone like Sally could be left with two heads. Just getting rid
of a first mode would be helpful there. Being able to sleep, peacefully, was
important to the human condition. Giving her that kind of gift would be worth
doing.


The others
made certain he could go and stare at a wall, which took far less than twenty
minutes this time. The information he recovered was strange though and a bit
troubling. Mainly the parts about Tom Scarpetti. The man was both clearly legit
and had accents of being involved in crime. Both things taking place at the
same time.


That wasn’t at
all impossible, of course. It probably just meant that he was actually crooked,
with a very solid veneer of respectability over him as a shield. In the same
way that politicians and large businessmen did things. They were technically
within the appearance of the law, while truly being involved in organized
crime. It was just a special kind that the law ignored, being part of their own
system.


Overtly, a
lawyer shouldn’t be into that kind of thing. At least Gary didn't think so. Not
that they were saints as a profession. At the same time, Tommy was involved
with Ronaldo and the fight club there. Enough so that, when people wanted to
attack him, they knew to go there, to the arena, to get that done.


Which was
interesting all on its own.


The three men
had clammed up when they were caught, not speaking at all, other than some
moaning, once it was clear they weren’t just walking away from their attack. At
the same time, Tom Scarpetti had been totally willing to speak to the police
and deal with them. As if he had no fear of being seen there at an illegal
fighting pit.


Even one day
after the police had planned an attack on the facilities.


There was too
much missing to make a clear picture of things. On the good side he had plans
to talk to the man the next day. That might not help him that much. Cindy
seemed to think it was a good idea, at least. It might have been helpful if she
would fill him in, of course.


He waited
after the thought, in case she was listening to him in the moment. If so, the
woman wasn’t being helpful. No words came, to give him a hint about anything.


After standing
in his room for a short while, Gary headed out and started to walk rounds, with
Mick. They covered the place, inside and out, walking together, slowly. Using
his clothing amulet, he dressed in an all-black fatigue like outfit, since it
seemed a bit more official than a suit. There was no hat to go with it, even
though he could have made one.


That was just
to fit in with the others there. Outside of work, no one wore hats there. It
was a thing that still kind of bugged him, Gary had to admit. When he was a
kid, even going into the fifties or sixties, before the time of the hippies, all
men wore hats. Not inside, just when they were working or moving around outside
the home or office.


Then, over the
course of twenty years, that had pretty much stopped. A long time before but it
was still something that was lacking in the new world that had sprung up as he
aged. At first it had seemed rude to him, instead of just a change in cultural
habits. Now it was simply how the world worked.


So, he went
without a hat, even if dressed up like a low rent ninja.


Mick talked as
they moved, after the first few rounds of the whole place. People were still
awake, since it was only about four in the morning. The man kept scanning the
area while he did it, so Gary didn’t complain. Talking was how you got to know
the people around you. In this case it was how he might find out about the
fight club there. Even if that, protecting the fighters there, wasn’t really
needed, they still had to prove that to Marcia Turner and her people.


“That thing
yesterday… I don’t know who would do that. Some loser that didn’t bet on the
right fighter?” His voice was smooth sounding, without being sly or sketchy. He
just seemed like a normal person.


Unlike Gary,
who sounded like a little kid. High pitched and annoying.


“That’s one
possibility. Though…” He stopped for a moment to think. “It sounded a bit more
knowledgeable than that. Whoever called it in claimed it was a class five
that had taken hostages. Not just an Infected person doing it. A class five,
specifically. Calling it in that way pretty much forced the police to gear up
and come in shooting, first thing. I guess they should have called the IPB
first, which didn’t happen at all. We had to call them in.”


That got a
slow nod from the blocky man.


“I’d noticed
that. Still, anyone can know that kind of thing. It isn’t some kind of special
secret that only Infected people know, right? Classes like that?”


That was true.
The fact was that most people didn’t really understand that kind of thing. The
ones who might, could in potential be the same sort to watch Infected people
fight for fun, however.


“I know. So,
it might just be some loser, like you said. Then we had one of our money people
attacked here. Scarpetti? I don’t know what he does, behind the scenes. Lannie
mentioned that he’s a regular and works with Ronaldo a lot. That might be
linked?” Not that Gary could see how. They were just two events in close time
proximity.


Probably
unrelated.


Mick let his
head bob a bit as he moved. The man kind of flowed, even as he moved slowly, so
that Gary wasn’t left behind.


“I can see
that. So, someone trying to shut us down? Why though? I mean, I suppose the
cops could do that, what with the illegal gambling and fighting going on.
Though… If they wanted to do that, they could just serve papers or even arrest
us all, right? Even if they needed to call the IPB in to get it done, that
would work. We really are breaking the law. If it was the government
that wanted our asses… Well, then sending the IPB at us would be the way to do
it. We can’t fight them. The operatives? Hell, they could send in Impulse alone
and we’d all just die.”


It was
tempting to defend Bridget, since they were friends, more or less. At least
they’d sat at the same table for most of their meals. She was fine as a person.
Nicer than Gary would have believed, without meeting her. That wasn’t the point
Mick was making. It was simply that they could have been killed pretty easily,
if it was the big guns coming at them.


“True enough.
That means it was probably more local than not. Probably not the cops, either.
If they’d come storming in, a lot of them would have died. Sure, we might all
have eventually, too. That would still be stupid for anyone involved to set up
as a lark. Also, if that was the case, they would have just come in anyway. If
it was their boss. The Chief or Captain? Instead they let the IPB Agents
handle things as soon as they got here.” He didn’t speak for about two minutes,
mapping it all out. “Meaning that it was probably either one of those losers,
like you mentioned, or at least someone motivated by hate, or someone
from inside here.”


Gary had to
mention it, since the most likely people to have done that would be the ones
that had just shown up. They hadn’t, as far as he knew. If the plan had been
changed that way, no one had let him know about it at least. Which could simply
be that he didn’t have a need to know about it. In that case, it probably would
have been Price tasked with calling it in.


That or Cindy.
Possibly Lydia doing the work, from a distance. That seemed wrong though. As if
it wouldn’t come up at all. Even if things were getting convoluted. Still, Cin
had known to warn him to get everyone out. It had solidified people’s trust in
him and by extension the new crew that had come in a few days before.


To him it
seemed totally phony, suddenly. Suspicious enough that Gary was wondering if
his own people really had set that whole thing up, for some reason.


Mick, thankfully,
seemed kinder than that.


“God. I hope
not. Someone having a first mode deal going on that forces them to do that? I…
don’t know everyone’s modes like that, do you?”


“Not even a
little bit. I have face blindness, myself. Price is just friendly as a rule.
Nancy is as well, just in a different way. Her turning Ronaldo down like that,
even for a few hours is a big deal really. Peg just collects little
figurines. It’s an obsession for her. Not as strong as a lot of what people
have going on. Sally has nightmares. Um… Jelana only tells the truth? I think
Silver doesn’t like new people. That’s it here, that I know about.”


It was all
that he’d gotten that way.


Mick took a
very slow, rather deep, breath.


“I envy
everyone. I mean, you have all those cool eyes and arms, unlike me.
Sally get’s two heads, which has to be useful at times. That kind of
thing. Lannie is just kind to people as her mode. It makes her a little soft on
everyone, which is why you’re helping there a lot. You’ll get on some lazy ass
people if they don’t do their work. She can’t. None of that really should cause
anyone to falsely report something like that.”


Which sounded
right, if they had everything they needed to know that way. It was missing most
of the people there though. They had fighters coming and going in the evenings
as well as some people coming in for the concessions and other duties that
didn’t live there at all.


“It might not
be related to us at all. I mean, Infected people? It could be… Oh, I don’t
know, something like a land speculator just wanting us to move. That would do
it, if the police attacked like that. It could even explain the thing with Tom
Scarpetti. I mean, if he’s behind something going on here, attacking him might
scare him away. Not that I have any reason to think that’s real. No evidence at
all. I’m just spit balling.” Which wasn’t useful. Making guesses without
evidence was wasted time.


The other man
didn’t call him on it though. Even if it would have been totally fair to do
that.


“Right. It
could be too many things. I’m not even really certain what we’re doing here. Us,
I mean. Walking guard duty like this. We can’t stop a SWAT team. We could set
up an alarm but only after it’s too late.” There was a dismal tone to the
words. They weren’t wrong, either.


Gary knew the
real reason though.


“It’s so that
the others can sleep, knowing that someone is looking out for them. Plus, if
something starts to happen, we can call the IPB in. They made a mistake, giving
us their numbers. I know that I’m planning to call every time someone stubs a
toe, myself. Still, they set the rules, not us. If the police give us any
problems, we call them in and let the men in black do their hocus pocus and
pull our bacon out of the fire.”


That got a
laugh, even if it wasn’t very funny.


“I guess that
does serve them right, then. Still, I’m nervous as fuck. It’s why I took the
first shift on this. I know that I’m not getting to sleep easily anyway. I
suppose I could have watched a movie. The new Nocturn is out. You like those?”


It was the topic
being changed. Just in the normal way of things however.


“Never seen one.
I’ve seen ads, on television. Are they any good?”


That got a
smile and a hand waggled side to side after being held out.


“Sort of? It’s
mainly about a regular guy that uses his martial arts skills to kick the butts
of Infected monsters. He’s not really that good, as a fighter. Movie magic
though. He always manages to dodge the eye lasers and super speed powered kicks
for some reason. That’s hard to do. I know that I can’t manage it anyway and I
have actual powers…”


Gary nodded,
rather than commenting on the movie directly. After all, it was probably a
power fantasy for normal people. Showing them as strong enough to be safe with
super powered people out there in the world. It wasn’t really how that worked.


Which was the
point Mick was making.


“I guess it’s
going to be my turn soon? Trying to dodge those lasers? I’m faster on all
sixes. It makes me seem a bit less human though. Like an animal. It’s why I
walk like I do. Trying to fit in.” A thing that made sense to him, once he said
the words out loud.


The Ysidril
probably knew that they could move more smoothly all the time. Faster and with
less discomfort. They walked on two legs for the humans around them. To
influence their minds. A thing that Gary could get behind in life. After
all, he was waddling around slowly at that very moment, for much the same
reason.


Plus, for him
it was simpler to do, being used to walking on two legs. It spoke a lot about
how the Ysidril thought. He’d met several of them and not one had ever run on
all their feet in his presence. It hadn’t even been mentioned as an option to
him. That could mean it was a cultural thing for them now. A thing that they
all did, so often that no one had thought to mention it to him when he’d
changed. They were noted as being very kind and non-violent. Part of that might
cause them to try and mimic people around them, when they could.


That got
stored away for later, since he was having a conversation at the moment. With a
person that had a lot more information than he did, if that could be brought up
without setting off alarm bells. There had been some information of use
already.


For instance,
Gary had figured Lannie as being a normie. Not Infected at all.


As they moved,
the number of people out and about slowly tapered off. At six in the morning, Mick
yawned.


“I should get
some sleep, if I can. Someone should be around for this… I didn't catch who.”


Gary had,
since it was Kevin. The red colored man. Before he could mention that, the
fellow actually found them, waving.


“I got this
now. Thanks. Anything happen?” It was kind of obvious the man had napped a bit,
even if he’d gotten himself up in time.


Mick shook his
head.


“Not even a
single thing. So, that’s good. Hopefully that sticks for a while. We don’t need
extra troubles.”


No one did,
which had them all nodding along with the words.


Kevin sighed
and looked at Gary.


“You have a
route down?”


That got them
walking away as Mick waved and headed off to find some sleep. It was a bit
boring for Gary. At least he had people to talk to.


“This way. We
need to mix things up. Cover different paths every few hours, so that no one
can time what we’re doing.” That kind of thing could lead to having the main
safe robbed, after all. Even with a guard out and about.


It wouldn’t be
hard to do. Even without paying any attention to that kind of thing at all, it
was really apparent that a lot of cash was kept on hand there, each day. The
main portion of their security system was the fact that they had ten or so
Infected people living there all the time. Most nights they didn’t even have
anyone up and walking around at all. At least they hadn’t before Gary had
gotten there.


Sally was
awake though, and in the gym area, lifting incredibly heavy weights when they
walked by. Gary waved to her, without stopping to chat. The lady was busy,
moving things that probably weighed many times what she should have been able
to even shift around a little.


It showed
strength on a level that was probably enough to have her rated as a class
three. A thing that she’d never mentioned to him at all. Then, she knew a lot
about fighting and had never suggested that she was a fighter herself, either.
Most of her focus had been spent on other people that way.


As they moved
through the building, the scent of smoke hit Gary first. Kevin didn't seem to
pick it up at all. Not running, he headed toward the front door, opening it to
find that there was a car on fire out front.


“Holy hell. That’s
not normal.” Without waiting he called the IPB Agents. They needed a fire crew
as well, but if they didn't want a massive fight to break out when the police
came, they were going to need to have someone there to run interference. Before
the line picked up, Gary nodded at the red colored man.


“We need
everyone to be awake. This could be a distraction before an attack.” Looking up
he waved. “There are cameras out here. Can we get a copy of that brought up, do
you think?” He was adding too many things at once.


The other guy
didn't answer, just running away. Screaming fire. It would work, no
doubt. No one wanted to burn to death, after all.


In his hand,
the phone started talking. The voice on it was sleepy sounding.


“Agent Glade.”
That was all he said, meaning the man either had no life, or it was his work
cell phone.


“This is Gary.
Again. We have a car on fire here, at the fight club. I’m calling you first but
we need a fire unit. There are vehicles left from last night.”


“Yeah? Why?”
The questions showed the man sounded half asleep still.


“We served
booze and got people cabs to take them home, so they wouldn’t get arrested. Someone
is going to not be very happy, I bet. We have cameras here. They look real, so
we might have caught who did it.”


“Right. I’ll
call the FD in. Five minutes. Can you stay there, in case the fire unit gets
there first?”


That made no
sense at all, even though he could do that.


“Yes. Tell
them to look for the incredibly sweet guy with four arms.” His voice didn’t
sound sarcastic at least.


Glades
chuckled a bit.


“That’s the
plan.” Then he hung up, suddenly.


Several people
ran out of the building, Sally holding a fire extinguisher. She didn’t try to
fight the fire though, shaking both her heads at once.


“That’s not
good. We need to move the other cars away so this doesn’t spread. Come on,
everyone help me.”


They were
still carrying the closest vehicles away, working in small groups, when the
first fire truck got there. The men on the truck looked terrified. Not of the
blaze either. That meant Gary was up.


“We called
this in. Um… Everyone here is safe. Really nice. What do you need to
fight the fire?”


He figured it
would be for everyone to go away, so that the insane Infected people wouldn’t
kill them all. Instead one of the men waved at him.


“Right. We
were told to look for the four-armed guy. You’re in charge here?”


That wasn’t
true at all. Still he nodded.


“That’s right.
We should have these other cars away in a few seconds.”


Not answering,
one of the men started to shout.


“Foam
suppression. Set up hose three. Bartley, you’re on the pump unit.”


Then, almost
as if there weren’t strange people standing there, looking a bit too much like
a carnival side show, the firemen did their job. It didn’t take long for them
to have the flames under control. Less than three minutes. The car itself was
still too hot to leave alone, so they stood there, making sure it didn’t light
back up due to residual heat.


Gary knew
that, since one of the men helpfully explained what they were doing.


So they were
still all there when several IPB suvs drove into the parking lot. The men in
their black suits got out as one, seeming ready to fight.


Interestingly,
they were looking off into the distance, seeming ready to fight for
them, instead of against the Infected people there. Sally, at least, seemed to
notice that part.


It was
different, he had to admit.











Chapter nine


 


They had two
things going for them. Video that was decently high quality and other people
standing there when it was playing on the screen. That was good, since if Gary had
been doing it alone he never would have fixed the face of the man that
firebombed the car.


Price however
nailed it first thing. Glade and Holland, both seeming like they’d missed out
on some sleep to be there, caught it at the same time, or nearly so.


It was their
black and blue man that had the answer first though.


“Hicks. One of
the buddies of Clint Claret, the stabby man from last night. This… Doesn’t make
a lot of sense. Can we get a number off of the car? Find out who owns the
thing?”


Holland made a
disgusted noise.


“Not off of that.
The plate is gone. Melted.”


Which was true
enough, except that Gary had seen it. That meant he had it memorized.


“California
plates. Four D, G, I, seven-fifty-two.” That got written down and then called
in instantly.


Price shook
his head anyway.


“Not that it’s
likely to be connected. Hicks probably figured that it was one of our cars and
just lashed out. That was stupid of him. He should have attacked the building,
since he knows for certain we all work here. That’s probably just some random
car.”


It didn’t take
long to run the plates, which showed that they probably were just something
that belonged to a random fellow who liked to drink a bit too much. On the good
side, the IPB had no problem sending the local police out to look for their new
friend. Hicks the firebug.


Agent Holland
seemed annoyed by the whole thing.


“This is
ridiculous. What he figured he was going to do…”


Gary kind of
got the basics of it. He thought.


“Distract us?
Possibly get us to call in Tom Scarpetti? He was acting as our lawyer or at
least getting things set up that way with his law firm, last night. Right in
front of the attackers. They might figure that it’s a full-time gig for him,
given that? In which case… Well, we probably have someone set up with a sniper
rifle across the way, if that’s the plan. Waiting for Tom to show up and save
our bacon, again.”


It probably
wasn’t. The IPB agents both looked at each other, made considering faces and
nodded.


Glade pulled
his phone instantly and hit very few buttons.


“Martin?
Glade. Can we get a covert sweep of the rooftops and surrounding area? Look for
snipers first. Then booby-traps.”


Something else
was said, getting a nod.


“Right.” Then
he hung up, allowing them to go over the footage again. It was definitely
Hicks, according to everyone else that had been there the night before. Except
for Gary. The man was dressed in similar clothing to the night before, he
thought. A jean jacket with patches and blue jeans. The face could have belonged
to millions of people, of course.


They kind of
puttered around, standing in the back of the main office, right next to the
easily cracked vintage safe. The first they heard that anything was going on
outside was when the shooting started. That didn't last long. Everyone ran
then, as if it was their job to get involved in whatever would be happening
there that involved gunfire.


Everyone
except Gary, who walked. Slowly. Ready to vanish into a mirror as gunmen rushed
in. Nothing of the sort happened. When he got to the door, Price turned to him,
his bald black and blue head shining in the sun a bit.


“You called
it. Sniper on the roof across the way. One that didn’t want to answer any
questions. It wasn’t Hicks, so they’re sweeping the area for him now.
Odds are he’s around here someplace.” It took longer to find the man, who was
hiding in a car two block over. Hunkered down in the back seat, from the sound
of things.


No one was
talking to Gary directly, of course. Everything they got went to Glade, who told
Sally and Price, who in turn slowly mentioned things to the rest of them.


The third man,
Stabby, as Peg kept calling him, wasn’t found at all. Which made sense given
that even the local police didn’t let would be killers go that easily. The
trick with the other two was that they technically hadn’t done anything
illegal. They’d fought when subdued, both claiming they hadn’t known what was
going on at the time.


The people
that had caught them weren’t the cops, so it simply wasn’t resisting arrest.
That meant there had been nothing real to hold them on, the night before. They
hadn’t even been booked, since it wasn’t illegal to be jumped by Infected
people.


It took
forever to get things cleared up that day. Late enough that Tom Scarpetti
actually called him, to set up that meeting.


When the phone
rang, Gary honestly figured it was going to be Lydia, checking in on them. Even
if Nancy had been their main contact that way. Instead it was a man’s voice. He
barely understood who it was. At first.


“I was
planning to swing over for that chat. Call it an hour from now?” No name was
given.


“No. Not here.
Two of our special friends from last night firebombed a car here. The best
guess right now is that they wanted you to walk into the sniper fire
they set up. I’ll come to you. We need a location that’s secured. Really, you
need to get to someplace safe.”


There was a
pause, then a soft chuckle. It sounded stressed, instead of being real.


“Gotcha. Meet
me in an hour, at fourth and maple. That’s about two blocks from you. I’ll
handle the rest.”


That sounded
like a poor plan. Not that Gary mentioned it.


“I’ll be
there. Fifty-nine minutes from… Now.”


He had a
watch, after all. A good time piece was important in life. It was cheap and
digital but kept nearly perfect time anyway.


Scarpetti hung
up, which meant that he needed to get with Price or one of the others, to
explain why he was leaving and who had him. In case his body washed up in the
river later that week. A thing he didn't know was possible at all. If Ysidril
floated or not, or could swim, he had no clue.


They could
hold their breath. He knew that, because he tried it as he walked over to
Price.


“A moment?”


The man walked
with him then, just leaving the other Agents standing there. They moved to the
side of the lot, not heading inside. It was exposed, if anyone decided that
another sniper operation was in order that day. Then, it was kind of long odds
that either of them would be the target. If they were, then they would have
been shot at already. That might have happened if it was just a spree killer or
terrorist as well.


Price didn't
let him speak, whispering as he turned away from everyone else.


“I passed the
thing, last night.” There was no mention as to who had taken it, or what the thing
was.


Gary knew
already. It was a data drive, given to Sinclair. Meaning that he’d been right
about who had been there. Possibly.


“I’m off for a
meeting with Scarpetti in… Fifty-six minutes. I passed the word that this might
have been about a hit on him. The man did not sound surprised to learn
that. I’ll try to be back inside an hour, after the start of the meeting, if at
all possible. If I show up dead, that’s who I was supposed to be with last.”


Rather than
telling him not to go, Price looked around.


“Understood.
We need to pull out, as soon as you get back. Holland dropped some hints that
the local PD is up on us being here and about to start dropping some dimes. Rat
us out to the people here? We need to get out of here first. That could get
violent.”


It could,
if they were found out as being spies like that.


“Or we can
just tell them ourselves? This place is… Well, not legit but I couldn’t find
anything all that wrong with it, other than the obvious gambling, fights and
selling alcohol without a license. These aren’t death matches being set
up. They need full time officials in the rings, other than that…”


Price didn’t
seem to agree with that idea at all.


“Too risky. We
don’t want to fight our way out of here. Anyway, we’ll be packed and ready to
move, as soon as you get back in.”


That got a nod
in return.


After all,
Price was an agent of the IPB. He was trained to think of things in a specific
way. The rest of them had different rules to follow. For Gary, those were
hardly any at all. At least no one had ever claimed he needed to be doing more
that way.


“I’ll try to
be right back. It’s pretty obvious that this is what we were here for in the
first place. At least why I was here. Cindy setting that up, you think?”


The man shook
his head.


“Brian,
probably. That’s his thing. Making weird shit happen at a distance like this.
Complex things that don’t really make sense at first. Do you have a gun?”


Gary held up
his three fingered upper right hand.


“I can’t use
one. No, though. Hopefully this isn’t some kind of strange sex thing.” That
didn’t feel like a real worry to him. Not that it couldn’t turn out that way.


Price nodded,
then walked back to the other agents, since that was his natural pattern in
conditions like that. Staying inside the loop with the black clad men. It was
so natural to him that they were allowing it to happen. A thing that shouldn’t
have been going on at all. Some of the others, Mick, Jelana, Silver and Sally,
were clearly aware of it happening. Two of them seemed suspicious about it. The
others just focused their attention in that direction, staying well back from
the IPB men.


Gary waited
until ten minutes before he was supposed to be at the meeting. Then, carefully,
he trundled quickly for him off in the right direction. It took bringing up a
street map of the area, a thing that he’d seen nearly fifty years before.
Luckily the names seemed to be the same still. There were clearly new buildings
in the area. Still, he got there on time.


Just as a
black limo pulled up, the rear door opening quickly. Before the wheels stopped
moving, in fact. Inside sat Tommy Scarpetti, with a driver in the front.


“Gary. Please,
have a seat.”


He climbed in,
using all six appendages to make it happen. It wasn’t a smooth feeling thing,
though it probably looked flowing enough. When he turned to face Tommy, the
gray haired, rather chubby fellow pressed a button to his right.


“Drive when
you’re ready.” Then he sat, until the vehicle moved.


“I hear it’s
harder to listen to a moving vehicle. We can’t be heard back here, so
speak freely.”


That made some
sense. The man had asked him to be there but didn't speak to him. That meant
Gary had to start things off.


“You
recognized one of my old names. I did some work for your father, about forty to
fifty years ago. When you were a kid. For about twenty years. I remember him
being so proud that you were in law school. A real lawyer, not caught up
in the life. You recognized me, which means you’ve been thinking about having
something stolen? That and your father told you a lot about his business in a
way that he probably should have protected you from. If it’s about artwork,
just say no. I’m out of that kind of thing.”


The man
nodded, abstractly, his face so still that only the wrinkles on it told any
kind of story at all. Those spoke of a life that had been lived, if not that
hard.


“Nothing that
nice or pretty. I have some clients who… Well, let’s just say, they aren’t that
into the idea of me not being in with them as deeply as they feel I should be?
Some things that belong to them have been stolen and I need to get them back.
These are important people. Those men from last night? They were a
message. Either I retrieve what they want, or I die. I can’t be the only person
getting this kind of thing, either. Meaning that they’re truly desperate to
have their items returned to them. I can get why…”


The words were
supposed to be shocking to him, he didn’t doubt. Gary didn't need to take ten
minutes to work out what was going on there at least.


“Shit. That
crap on the deep web? With the kids and all that?” He didn’t get into
specifics, in case it was something simpler than that. Some missing money or
jewels. Things that he could help get back using a few old skills and some
proper planning.


Looking
slightly shocked, Tommy nodded.


“Exactly. The
bad stuff, too. I’d let them all fry for it but I can’t survive that. I’m not
certain we, America, can. There are too many of them in on that kind of
garbage. Killing and raping kids. Worse things than that. It isn’t just
kids, either. About half of all missing people are them. They eat them,
Gary. I won’t get in on that kind of thing, so I’m expendable. I know too much
to leave alive if I’m not useful to them.” He paused. “I need to get them that
video and some other things back, or I’m toast. What would it cost to get you
to help me?”


That was a
desperate play. A grasping at straws that bordered on useless and insane. It
should have been, at any rate. The trick to the whole thing was that Gary
actually knew where the things were being kept. Close enough to be able to find
them at least. With his old friend, Katie. A person that hadn’t had much luck
getting the needed exposure at all.


If they could
leverage some people into opening up a bit, possibly catching that on tape as
well, it could make a difference. Probably not. It explained why he was there
at least.


“Two billion.
That was with a B, so don’t get confused. I have a crew for this. Infected. All
of them are IPB operatives. Rogue, so don’t worry about that part. This whole
thing here? With the club? That was just about making sure the Infected here
were being treated well enough. Practice for infiltration, really. I don’t
really look like this. I got work done that no one can match, just as a lark,
for my cover. We’re dealing with people that can get this kind of thing done,
understood? Top end talents that no one else in the world can match. It will take
a few weeks but we might be able to find who stole those things… for a price.
You heard about the girl they have who found those nukes?” It was possible that
the man hadn’t.


That kind of
thing didn’t really make the news, after all. Tom Scarpetti had insiders
working with him though.


“I did. You
have her in with you on your scams and heists?”


“Yep. More
than just that. You’ve heard of Proxy? He’s in with us too. We even have their Director,
Turner. Don’t get me wrong. They’re not all corrupt. I’m playing them,
more or less. I managed to take charge of their new rehabilitation program
after I popped, about three months ago. The thing is, they’re willing to help
hold the government together and I’m willing to get paid. Two billion, firm.
Half up front, half on delivery. Full refund if we don’t pull it off inside a
month. That should set your friends minds at ease enough to get them off your
back for a while.” He looked at the older seeming man and blinked with all four
eyes. “Of course, if we can’t find what you need, then you’ll need to run. I
can get you set up in a different reality, if it comes to that. One where even
the heavy hitters from here can’t find you.”


All of which
was true. Also, a thing that the man had clearly heard about from his sources.


“Holy fuck.
You’re not bullshitting me?”


“Not on any of
it. I need to get back to the club. We’re pulling out today. It looks like the
local police were told about us and want to mess with the IPB for stepping on
their toes. As if that’s not going to backfire on them. So, are we good
on the money side of things? If not… Well… I can still get you out. Maybe some
of those other people you mentioned, if they’re in the kind of danger you are.
That won’t help your clients, though. If they won’t pay, you should hint there
might be another way to make things happen… Then get in touch with me, fast.
You have my number. We’ll arrange for you to vanish.”


His voice was
still too high pitched. The other man didn’t seem to care about that part of things.


“I’ll run the
offer by my contacts. I should hear back by this evening. Sooner, possibly. Do
I tell them what you said? I mean about who your crew for this is? That… I
mean, the IPB being in on it…”


Gary nodded.


“They’re the
ones with the people that can get the work done. If they don’t want to work
with Infected people… Well, then I can’t help them. Let me know what they say?
It isn’t like it will cost them anything if we fail.”


Instead of
answering directly, Tom leaned over and spoke after pressing the intercom
button.


“We need to
head back to the first location. Thanks, Marco.”


There was a
turn, shortly after that. No speaking for a time as well. Just as the car
pulled up to the curb, a thing seen only through darkly tinted windows, there
was a soft whisper.


“I hope to god
you can pull this off. I’ve got nothing else here. Lot of people are in the
same boat, too.”


Gary nodded.


“It will be
hard. We have resources that no one else does, so keep that in mind. If it can
be gotten back, we can do it. If not… Well, we still might be able to help you
out. Keep that in mind?”


Then he
climbed out, walking back toward the fight club warehouse without waiting for
the vehicle to pull away. It took him nearly a full ten minutes to get back.
Gary just had to hope that he’d set up something that was going to be useful at
all to them. A bit more information would have helped. It was a thing to chat
with Cindy about when they got back.


Possibly with
some minor yelling involved. Not that he’d do that. It was too divisive to go
after people you needed that way. She was worth more to him as a friend than as
just a colleague. Real friends were far less likely to sell you out, after all.


Everyone was
gone from out front, though the husk of a burnt car was still there. It wasn’t
smoldering or anything, meaning it was probably safe. The thing had started out
a nice blue color and was now just black. It reeked of burnt oil and gas, as
well. Plastic, too.


Heading in,
Gary didn’t have to search too hard to find his people. They were in the main
arena area, on the far side of things. With Sally and several others standing
in front of them. His folks had their gear with them and seemed ready to
travel.


The person
speaking was Sally, who turned to stare at him.


“Your friends
are leaving. I think they were planning to abandon you here.”


Rather than
play into the line given, he shook his head.


“Not that one.
They’re taking us to the IPB base in Montana. We all decided that we
needed to get out of here for a bit. Really, we should all go. We have a plan
for that. I go first, then Sally, if it works. Who else is going to give it a
try? We can… Well, I bet we can see about setting something up for later, if
you want to hang back here for a while. Make sure we don’t end up vanished into
nothingness. Obviously, if we do, then put the word out about the IPB.”


Sally, both of
her, looked at him closely.


“We’re really
doing that? I figured it was just… You know, talk. People say things like
that…”


He nodded.
They really did. Most people were so full of B.S. it was amazing that anything
ever happened in life.


“This is a bit
faster than I thought. It’s just because of the things going on here. It’s a
bit too dangerous for my blood. The others wanted to stay. We need Nancy and
Peg to drive though and Price won’t stay without the rest of us. He’s really
loyal that way.”


That actually
seemed to make sense to them. At least one of the men, probably Mick, looked at
Sally.


“I can set the
fights while you’re gone? Probably not as well. You have the week planned for
us already, so it won’t be too hard. Silver, you can take over for Gary? Keep
people motivated like he does?”


That got a
nod.


“Sure. See you
in... How long?” She sounded suspicious. Like they weren’t coming back.


Gary didn’t
really know.


“It could be a
few weeks. Probably less than that. We might have to camp out and wait. If
we’re accepted at all. We’ll be in touch, though.”


It was, in the
end, far too easy to drive away with a whole Sally. She was on the
mattress of the sex machine, with two men, leaving the city not less than half
an hour later. There were a few uneasy looks from Peg at first.


By the time
everyone relaxed, it was hours later. They’d stopped to get fuel once and fast
food for the road. He got to eat a rather drab salad and a meat free side of
pasta. Sally had the same. With several servings being delivered.


The woman,
looked at them when they got back on the road.


“So, are we
really going to the IPB base?”


Gary nodded.


“Instead of just
running off with you for immoral purposes? We can do that later, after
we get those nightmares taken care of. Things are different here than they
seem, which was your point, right?”


That got two
nods of the head and Price to glare at him, getting what was coming. Sally
noticed that part, since it was so different than he’d seemed the rest of the
time he’d been around. So Gary explained.


“Price doesn’t
really have a first mode. None of us do. Though I am suffering from
face blindness for the time being. Which, by the way, is way worse than
it sounds like it should be. We were sent in to make certain your fight club
wasn’t setting Infected people up to die. You passed, by the way. I have
connections with the IPB and their program to get changes made. It works,
pretty well. We can’t take away Infected powers but a lot of other things are
negotiable.”


Nan, who was
driving, smiled. When she spoke her voice was sweet sounding. Kind and gentle.


“I used
to look like a mummy without the nifty wrappings. For over twenty years. They,
the people that do the work? They did this for me in less than six
hours. Peggy here used to have a rather prominent face.”


The other
woman laughed a bit. Seeming slightly tense.


“Like an alligator?
I mean, it stuck out a good fourteen inches. Just boom, right out to here.” She
measured that off with the palm of her right hand, turned halfway around, to
demonstrate.


Price made a
face.


“And I’m not
actually Infected, at all. The specialists we have for this kind of work did
all of this on request, for my cover. Agent Price Lloyd, IPB.” After saying
that the man went very still.


Sally just
stared at Gary.


“What about…”
There was a wave at him. Taking in his entire body.


“Infected and
rather normal looking, most of the time. I can walk into mirrors and through
them. The rest of this is magic or due to it. I currently look like an alien. A
Ysidril. One of them is a wizard from a different reality, so he hooked
me up this way. You’ll love him. Great guy.”


Sally went
still, sitting on the mattress for a while, just waiting.


“So… This is
different. I’m being kidnapped?”


Gary shook his
head.


“Nope. We’re
just using our inside influence to hook up our new buddy. I mean, you probably
noticed that we kept having the IPB in and they didn't go around shooting
anyone for being Infected? That wasn’t down to us being there. The IPB
is the Infected Protection Bureau. The Director there Marcia Turner is
pulling out the stops to live up to that name now. It doesn’t mean we don’t
have to stop threats sometimes. Just that we’re stepping up now when we can.
Getting the hook up for our infected pals and making sure the regular cops
don’t start things that end in death, when possible.”


It was a bit
of a speech, though Peggy nodded instantly about it. Price did too, after a
moment.


“Kind of like
that. We were always trying to do that. After the thing with Impulse a few
years ago, we suddenly had fewer threats. That helped get a lot of people
calmed down.”


There was a
shudder from the large woman, her seven-foot frame shaking more than a little.


“Impulse. That
kid freaks me the fudge out. Step out of line and she’ll show up to kill you.
It’s worse than with Proxy, even. At least he only comes at you if you’re killing
people. You have a way to control for it, just not doing that. Impulse though…
She could snap at any time. Then we’re all screwed, aren’t we? A whole world of
nuclear weapons packed into a teen girl.”


The snort that
came from Gary was rough. Almost angry sounding, like a dog’s bark. Sally
actually pulled back from him a little. It was just in shock from the sound,
not fear itself.


He rolled all
of his eyes then. It was still disorienting. A lot more so than doing the same
thing as a human would have been.


“That is not
what Bridget is like at all. She’s a tiny little sweetie, to tell the truth.
When she heard that we were heading out to make sure your fight club wasn’t
setting up Infected people to die, she lent us this van. Think about
that… Impulse has a sex van.” The words got silence in return.


Sally patted
the mattress she was on, which was made up as a bed with both sheets and
blankets.


“She looks too
young for that. I mean, can she even drive?”


It was Price
who answered.


“For a few
years now. Perfect driving record, as well. She really is a good kid. Nearly
eighteen now, I think?”


Peggy shook
her head.


“Just now turned
eighteen. A few weeks back. I was thinking we could take her with us next time
we go to Noram and see about getting her aged up a bit? Otherwise she’s going
to look thirteen for the next hundred years or so, I bet.” There was a slightly
snarky tone to her voice, as if that kind of thing wasn’t a good plan.


The thing was,
Gary had to admit that doing that kind of thing was important, too. Forcing
Impulse, one of the most powerful beings on the planet, to suffer through even
a bit of discomfort they could work around was stupid. On the other hand,
getting her set up would endear her to them.


Honestly, it
was a nearly brilliant thing to get in on.


“Right. We
have to go to a different world for that. They really do good work. Like I
said, I’ll go first. I’m not certain what they can do for you, exactly, Sal.
The Infection won’t let some changes take place. Those are mainly in the
powers. So, if you have to have two heads, then it can’t be changed. The first
modes are doable all the time.”


They chatted
about what would be needed that way, with Peggy trading off with Nan on driving
every six hours or so. They had to get out every now and then and people did
stare at them when it happened. On the second to last stop, a group of teen
boys called them names. Dirty Infected was part of that. A few other
choice phrases, with shouts about having too many eyes and heads being part of
that. Some of them were even a bit sexual. It didn’t sound fun, the way it was
put.


Rather than
get upset or kick their asses, Sally just waved and laughed at them.


“Five years
ago they would have thrown rocks. We would have seen people like that on every
stop, too. One of those boys actually looked embarrassed and waved back. That’s
a huge improvement. It’s almost like this won’t be going on forever. Like maybe
there’s hope?” She shook her head. The right one. The one that did and said the
practical things. “Which probably means that I’m going to die, trying to be
changed. Still, I’m ready. If I have to die, then I’d rather do that than go on
like I have been. I just want to sleep.”


That sounded
nice, he had to admit. Days got far longer when you didn’t have any real
down time.


Gary nodded
across the mattress at Sally. His pal, for the moment at least.


“You’ll
probably live. Some have died. Not a lot. It’s a lot safer than surgery
would be here. We’ll have to see how it comes out in the end. Still, it’s worth
it. These people helping us are some good folks. Largely students there,
learning magic. A special kind. That’s how we’re getting in. They do the
work for free and we provide people for them to practice on.”


That news
didn't get so much as a hint of a frown from either head. After a while, nearly
two hours, Sally nodded.


“I’ll do it.
Like I said, I’m ready to die. If there’s a chance of things getting better…”


Rather than
coddle her too much, Peggy, who was driving, spoke loudly.


“I know. We all
do, at least a little. Anyway, we’re nearly at the new base. We should call in
that were coming so that the gate guards know to let us in. We all look
different. I don’t have my IPB badge or I.D. with me, either. Plus, it’s night.
This way people can be gotten around to visit with us.”


That was a
really good point. To that end, Gary called Lydia, since it was her operation,
being in charge of communications like she was. The girl picked up instantly.


“This is
Lydia.”


“Hey, kid.
It’s Gary and the gang. We’re almost at the front gate. Can you meet us out
front? It was mentioned that none of us have our I.D. with us for some reason.
Personally, I blame the Democrats for that one. We have a new friend with us.
Sally. You’ll all love her. Great gal.” That last bit was just to let
them know she wasn’t a threat.


Sally smiled
at him anyway.


Like he was
flirting with her.


At least the
head on the left did. That part was very interesting. He wouldn’t have been
able to tell who she was in a crowd, if other people in it had two heads going
on as well. Still, he could tell what her smile meant without even thinking
about it.


Nothing was
done back on that one. Not because he didn’t like the woman, just because
grinning for himself was right out. His facial muscles just weren’t up to the
task.


They were
still fifteen minutes out when he hung up and when they got to the front gate,
they were met not just by several women, but one tiny one that had red hair.


Nodding as the
van pulled up, he pointed.


“That has
to either be Bridget or Rachel Chambers.” That or possibly Pixie from Team One.
That woman was taller though, he thought.


Price made a
small noise in his throat. It sounded slightly bemused.


“Bridget
Chambers next to Lydia and Director Turner. Brian Yi is behind them.”


That sounded
right, once Gary looked that far back. At first, he hadn’t really gotten that
it wasn’t a fourth woman. Not that Yi was soft or had the right curves. The
crowd just messed with his ability to see what was going on. A thing that he
wasn’t going to miss, as soon as he could get the right changes made again.


They stopped
at the group, with everyone piling out. Sally didn’t go last, trying to merge
with the rest of them, as if she belonged. Interestingly, Bridget moved in
first thing and gave him a hug. It felt incredible still. Like they were best
friends that hadn’t seen each other in years.


“Richard!
Did’ya miss me?” The voice was almost in the same high register as his own.


The truth was
that he’d barely thought of the kid when they’d been gone. They weren’t that
close at all. Still, polite people lied when asked questions like that. It was
more important to be liked than to be honest on things like that. Especially
with a woman who, if she ever got mad at him, could literally remove his spine
from his body.


“I did! We all
did, in fact. Except Sally here, who hasn’t met you yet. She’s come to get in
on the next trip to Noram. I told her that I’d get changed first to prove it
works. That just seems fair. You’re coming along, right Bridget?” He shrugged
then and looked at the others there. “Really, we all should go. That way we can
chat about some things. Unrelated to Sally or her fight club.”


They moved to
walk toward the head office, instead of driving over. It wasn’t that close,
giving them some time for innocent sounding chit chat. About the operation
they’d been on.


Peggy,
brushing at her glowing green hair, light still coming only from the tips like
fiber optics, smiled.


“That’s all
fairly legit. For an illegal operation, I mean. The fights aren’t rigged and
Sally tries to keep them fairly even as far as skill goes. The biggest problem
seems to be that they have to hide their power class levels, being afraid that
they’ll be forced to become government slaves if they show too much that way.
It messes with how the fights are arranged. The few deaths they’ve had really
had to do with that and a lack of good referees. We could task some operatives
for that part, with the various fight clubs, I bet.”


 Nan, who’d
moved over by Brian for some reason, nearly brushing her sexy shoulder against
his, waved her right hand. That meant bumping it into Proxy, who just grinned
at her a bit.


“That’s true.
We didn’t have any problems while I was there and all I did was break things up
four or five times. It wouldn’t take that much power to get it done, either.
Just enough to make it stick when people are worked up.”


As they got to
the head office, Turner stopped and put her hand out toward Sally.


“Marcia
Turner. Director of this place. It sounds like you have things running pretty
smoothly. We might have some ideas to help out with things, if that’s all right
with you? First, we’ve put out an official directive so that you can hold
fights in any state that allows that kind of thing. Complete with rules for it.
There aren’t a lot of those, since it’s actually safer not to load things up
too much that way. We had someone working on that while you were all gone.
Cindy did most of it.”


That was
practically in code, which no one bothered to explain to Sally. The truth was
that she simply wouldn’t be sticking around long enough to need all the insider
data.


Instead they
went into the main conference room, which was to the left and Yi started
playing files that were handed over by Price, Nancy and Peggy, which were
mainly video of them talking to different fighters.


The first one,
Jelana pretty much summed things up, as far as he could tell. It was Peggy
talking to her. From the sound of it, on the first day.


“This place…
Is it safe? I mean, we’ve been in some tough places before. Not everyone treats
Infected all that well. Even if they’re supposed to be friends, you know?”


The woman, who
didn’t have anything unique or interesting about her, meaning Gary couldn’t
tell who she was at all, without being told, snorted a bit.


“We’ve all
been there. This place isn’t bad, though. Sally looks out for us. Even Ronaldo
does. It’s like a giant, totally dysfunctional family. We look out for each
other here.”


Peggy leaned
forward and stopped the vid with a single tap.


“Jelana’s
first mode is that she can only tell the truth. We have hours of her going over
everything but that pretty much sums it up. We covered the whole operation,
then double checked it with nearly everyone else. It’s just a fight club and
they don’t hold death matches.”


Bridget, who’d
settled in right next to Sally, bounced in place a bit. Trying to get
comfortable at a guess. The movements seemed hyper and twitchy. Now that he had
time to pay attention, it was pretty clear that she was just moving normally,
at a faster rate than most people did by far. It left her seeming energetic.
What that meant for her mental processes, he didn’t really know.


She seemed to
catch on quickly enough.


“So, you
brought their real boss in to get her first mode taken out? That way you can go
back and talk to the others with a glowing recommendation, if it works? It
seems to. I was even thinking about getting mine removed. I mean, I’ve learned
to handle it…” She seemed almost ashamed for a moment, as if seeing to her own
needs would be an issue for anyone.


They had room
in the schedule, after all.


Gary nodded at
her.


“We’ll take
you in with Sally? We’re planning to take you anyway. Peggy mentioned that she
didn’t like your face anymore and wanted to make you look older, to match your
advanced years? It was that, or she might have said something about a
birthday present? I can’t remember which.” He did and it was neither of those
things. The girl didn’t freak out about his comments in regards to her face.


Instead she
just hopped up and started hugging everyone. Almost. Sally didn’t rate yet.


When she was
back around the table, sitting again, she looked at the large, two headed
woman.


“I hadn’t
wanted to ask. There are only so many people over there that can do the work
and if I take a turn it means that someone else might miss out that day. As it
is we’ve been running slowly for a while, since the people on their side, the
trainees and the government over there kind of figured we might have a problem
with some of our people dying. As in, you know, go to war with them over it?”


There was no
talking for several seconds. Then Yi waved his left hand a bit.


“It’s a
different mindset. To them they tend to think of things in terms of honor and
war. Losing people, even if not meant as an attack in any way, could be thought
of as one for them. To us it was just people not making it during
complex medical procedures. So they paused everything and still aren’t really
getting that we could pick up our full schedule tomorrow. Their people over
there stopped getting almost any changes at all after the first deaths.”
Smiling, the thin, rather intense young man looked at Gary. “What he’s
doing, being changed like that and going back? That’s huge over there. We need
to get you in for that soon, if you’re making the switch? Erath seemed to think
that you might just want to have the correct number of arms and eyes for a
while.”


It was,
apparently, a joke. At least everyone else chuckled over it for a while.


Except Sally.
She just sat, seeming rather still.


When he spoke
he did it carefully, since anything he said could be taken the wrong way, if it
were ever reported to people in Noram.


“It isn’t
bad, really. I pretty much do like the extra arms. Very useful.
Obviously I’m better looking, too. Still, there are some mental differences
that are a bit hard to take. When do we need to be ready to go?” The trick was
to hurry things along without seeming like a jerk about it.


Lydia pulled a
Noram style magical cell phone out, which had glowing letters on the front that
he couldn’t read, as well as being on a solid sheet of white glass that had
slightly rounded corners. It wasn’t huge but was larger than the IPB issued
phone he had.


Almost as if
the two actions were linked, his phone rang, just as he thought about it.
Everyone looked at him, probably realizing that he didn't have a lot of friends
to be calling that late in the evening. Lydia kept working on hers, even as he
found the right button to allow him to talk.


“Gary here.”
It seemed like a rude way to answer a phone to him. Gary didn’t have a last
name though, so using one would be out of place.


“Gary! This is
Tom Scarpetti…” There was a long pause then. When the words came they were all
in a rush. “They’re in. We have the funds you requested, which will be
delivered at a time and place you request. I had to tell them who was doing the
work… That sold them on it.”


Which only
made sense.


“Understood.
Don’t spread that around, if you can help it. We have… Well, you understand.
This isn’t official. One month, or less. I’ll give you updates when we have
anything.”


Then he hung up.
As if the line might be traced. He doubted that Marcia Turner was going to give
him a phone that could easily be done on, however. As soon as it was put away,
he looked up to find a woman walking into the space. Mableton. He could tell,
since unlike the others there, she was actually in uniform. That meant having a
handy name tag above her left breast pocket.


“Cindy! You
know who we need for the trip?”


She seemed to
be reading something in the air, her eyes shifting back and forth a bit as she
did it. There was a tight smile for him.


“I do. Lydia,
we need to bring in a nearly full load of people this time. Can that be set
up?”


The girl with
the magical cell phone tilted her head a bit.


“Not a clue.
Let me…” A face popped up on the screen. Who it was didn’t make any sense at
all. He thought that it might be a woman.


“Lydia! How
wonderful to hear from you. I was just suggesting to Collette that we have you
and some of your friends over soon. For a party?”


The voice was
deep, which meant that it was probably Tor Baker. 


Looking
around, clearly seeing some of the others there, even if they were upside down,
he went on. There was a huge time delay on the devices. That meant everyone
tended to speak all at once, then wait for the other person to go first. It was
a horrible way to have a conversation. Still, the other end was in a different
reality that ran eight times faster than they did. That they could manage it at
all was incredible. Even using magic, it showed skill.


Tor kept
speaking, seeming fairly pleasant.


“The incoming
fleets are excited to hear Richard Drake’s report on being a Ysidril. Several
of their scholars and scientists wish to examine and interview him. If that
isn’t too invasive? We can, of course find a way to excuse him from that kind
of thing.”


There was a
long pause then, so Lydia went, looking at Gary first.


“Richard?”


“I’m willing
to speak to anyone about it. I think that we planned to have the whole thing
televised? Put up on their data net? I’ve been mentally collecting information
for it, in fact. The point is to show how safe this kind of change is, so I’m
willing to do whatever is needed for that.” He didn’t really stop, only
pretended to. “Oh… Would it be all right to bring some people in for a round of
practice? Mainly to change Sinclair back and to get a consultation with Tim on
my friend Sally. Wonderful woman. You’ll like her. Tall. I know that’s a thing
over there.” That had Lydia moving the device around to show who he meant.


They waited
then, the woman in question seeming almost scared. As if her having two heads
would have her rejected by the man on the screen.


Instead, the
wizard on the other side of thing seemed almost ready to cry.


“That would be
wonderful! I know that you said your people weren’t afraid to do this
but some here have been very concerned that you might just be being polite and
planned to withdraw from us. Hence the party idea. How many can you bring with
you? We can host up to… Say two hundred, for a month?”


Gary, which he
was going to call himself until he changed back into Richard, to stop the
confusion that would arise from doing that, sat up a bit straighter.


“How about
twenty or less, for about a week? We have jobs to see to here, after all. Though,
if your students are ready, we can start a more regular flow of practice
subject through again? We can start with me. You have your wife and the others
who lost people set up to do that?”


That part was
dangerous, of course. They were good at what they were doing and needed the
confidence boost. At the same time, they weren’t the best and Gary had
probably undergone the most extreme changes that anyone ever had under their
system.


The screen
went so still that Lydia started tapping the side of it, like it was a frozen
computer. When Tor went again, he seemed slightly scared. A bit in awe, as
well.


“I will… Tell
them that you requested them by name. We do have some new protocols and
techniques for extreme changes like that. They’re as trained for that as anyone
now… Yes. We’ll do that.” Then the man stood and bowed, which Gary knew meant
doing it back. Everyone in the room did that, with Sally going last. Even if
they couldn’t be seen on the screen.


Lydia took
over then.


“I’ll bring
people in, using the transport booth in front of the embassy there? When will
you want us?”


That, it
turned out, was going to be in about four hours, their time. Mainly because Tor
wanted a little over a day to arrange his party. That made sense.


It also gave
them time to review a lot of the video from the fighters and workers at the
club. After a while, Marcia stood up.


“We should get
going then. Packed and ready. Who all is headed that way?” It was her job to
pick, though Gary had some plans as well.


Which was
probably her point. He’d suggested they all meet up to chat. That was code for
getting off base to do it. The Director was letting him select who was going
for that.


“Denis, Kerry,
Brian, Cindy, you, if you have the time… Sinclair, unless she loves her new
look? Sally, of course. Price and Bridget. The rest can just fill in. Whoever
wants to go visit? We need to start calling people in from the waiting list.
Phoebe can do that?” Not that he didn’t want the girl along with them. She was
just on the communications team and didn’t need any changes that he knew about.


Cindy
scribbled the names down and started to walk out of the room.


“I have the
rest. We’ll be at the box in… Call it twenty minutes?” That was for Lydia, who
was the one with the power to transport them all. At least she had that job
going on.


Brian could
have done it as well. Faster even, if Gary understood the idea correctly. Which
he did, having traveled with both of them in the past. It was important for the
young girl to have responsibility, so they were having her do the work this
time.


Despite what
Cindy had said, it was closer to half an hour later when everyone was ready. On
the good side, Lydia had started to take people in earlier than that. He didn’t
recognize anyone in the crowd that was assembling there, except Kerry, who was
in uniform, being a sweetheart like she was. Her boyfriend was right there with
her. Tobin.


The pop star.


It would have
been easy enough to hate the man, having already won Kerry’s heart like he had.
The problem there was that the fellow was actually nice. In fact, the
first thing he did was shake hands with Sally. She blushed. Both of her heads
did.


“You’re going with
us to the other world, too? Have you been before” She didn't stammer, even if
it was clear she understood who she was speaking to. The man was famous, even
if Gary just thought of him as Kerry’s Tobin.


“Yep! It’s
nice over there. They have magic all over the place. They also don’t care if
you’re Infected. Though… They do seem to think that anyone too different
looking is an alien. Which, well, that’s kind of true.” There was no staring at
the two heads or anything.


Kerry moved
over a bit and reached down, putting her hand on Gary’s back.


“How are
things going? Being different, I mean?”


That got him
to think for a moment. After all, that part of things had been a different experience
as well. Most of his life he’d looked fairly normal. A bit short, without it
being a major problem in life. That was it though. He’d never even let himself
get fat, so didn't know what that kind of thing was like.


Then, for a
whole week, he’d been easily seen as different. Not in a good way, either.


“Most people
were nice enough. A few less so. Sally mentioned that things are better now
than even a few years back that way. Hopefully that means things are going to
be getting even better, over time.” There was no real reason to think that.


Then again,
there was no reason not to.


Lydia worked
slowly, taking people at a rate of about one every minute or so. That was
mainly spent on the other side, where standing for four seconds would take up
about half a minute or so in their world’s time. Gary went in last, for no
particular reason. It felt right to him.


On the other
side, they were near a black stone tower, that had a wall around the whole
place to the tune of being twenty feet high. A glowing river on the top of that
made it feel a bit less like a prison. That and the fact that there were no
visible guards.


When they got
inside, being shown in by a polite boy who looked to be about ten and who
dressed like he was important, in a very dapper suit that seemed almost
military, Gary was separated out and drawn off to the right, into a sitting
area. One that had several people in it, all wearing red robes. That and
several Ysidril. One of those was in robes as well.


That was
Erath, who was clearly a boy. Not old or anything. Near him was a girl
of his people who was easily identified as Ambassador Neesa. The other,
older Ysidril looked different, though they seemed pleased to see him. They
were new to him but as distinctive as anyone would be on first meeting.


It was the
Ambassador that came and gave him a hug first. It was close and lasted for a
good long time. It still hit him nearly like a drug.


“You are well?
We have come with doctors and those who study the mind to poke and prod you.”
It was clear that was both true and a joke at the same time.


“Nifty. We
should do that first, then get an interview done up for your data net? Then we
need to go over the changes and get footage of the work being done and my
transformation back. I have a lot to share, about being Ysidril. Some of
it’s pretty strange…” Everyone looked at him then, as if he held the secrets of
the ages or something.


Neesa bounced
in place.


“What do you
have?” She seemed interested, not afraid he was going to give away the big
secrets. Whatever those were.


“Oh… Well,
everything smells the same. I mean, coffee is coffee and all that. A little
stronger, but that’s all. Taste is like that too. It all looks different.
Everything. You folks see in about a million more colors than humans do. How
you process memories is different as well. Also… It’s really clear that
you aren’t bi-pedal by nature. Walking like this instead of on all six feet has
to kill the lower back.” He’d felt that a bit and was smaller than the others
by a good bit. Then, Erath had mentioned he was a child of their people in
form.


Which also
explained why he didn't have a gender, while everyone else there clearly did.


One of the
human women, who wasn’t in a red robe and had a very large chest, with blonde
hair, meaning she was probably Alyssa Baker, walked over to him and bowed. A
thing that had everyone in the room doing that back.


“Tor told us
that you asked for this group to do the work on you?” She sounded
hesitant. As if there might have been a trick or a lie in what she’d been told.


“Exactly. We
should do the first interviews and tests, then see to that? To your schedule,
of course.”


Pushing them a
bit to rescue their egos was one thing. Forcing them to go when they weren’t
ready would probably get him killed. Being brave was one thing. Foolish quite
another.


The rest of
the evening was spent on planning what he wanted from his transformation, as
well as talking to the Ysidril about everything he’d experienced and how he
found it different than being a human being. They didn’t need to sleep, so the
grilling went on for a long time, well into the late hours of the night.


The Mages were
all allowed to get to sleep, since they’d need to be fresh in the morning.
Everyone else was off being entertained. That and worked on by the others
there. At least that would have been a good use of time.


After sunrise,
he was taken into the same front sitting room, with five people standing behind
him. Alyssa was the one doing the actual work, however. At least to start with.
Then, almost silently, they used their magic on him, over the course of ten
hours. It got uncomfortable, sitting there. From what they were saying, it
seemed that a lot of the work was being double, then triple checked. After
that, one of the Mages, who was a man, handed him a healing amulet.


The thing was
on regular stone. The kind you might pick up out in a field. Except that the
front of it glowed, showing a tiny green man in profile. It looked three
dimensional, once he could see it in full color. There was a tap to the front
of it, then the unit was handed over. A thing that Gary was used to now, having
done it before.


It itched,
rather than being painful this time. A lot, to be truthful. As he stretched and
grew taller, his clothing amulet had to be turned off. That left him sitting
there naked. Able to see his limbs melt like wax, then shift and slowly change
color. After an hour or so, he was brought a mirror.


The face
reflected in it was fine. Not exactly his, true. It was a good face and
similar to what he was used to. The jawline was strong and his nose was a bit
smaller. His ears, which had always stuck out a bit, didn’t now. At the same
time, he was close enough to himself that he wasn’t going to need new papers
when he got back home.


Richard
nodded.


“That works! Let
me…” He stood, looking down to notice that the bits between his legs were a bit
larger than they had been before. It wasn’t a thing that he’d even thought to
ask about, not being concerned that way. Seeing where he looked, Alyssa Baker
grinned.


“All right, so
I might have added a few things that weren’t talked about. I didn’t know
what you were like before, so… Kind of went big with it.”


The largest
thing was that he could see her now. Really, he could tell the difference
between everyone in the room. Including the Ysidril. That part was
unexpected and it was only Neesa and Erath. They both looked like themselves
though. As clearly as anyone else looked to him. It hadn’t been the case the
last time he’d met any Ysidril as a human being.


Getting
dressed with a tap at his neck put him in plain brown clothing and boots. Then
he stretched, bent and twisted. Finally, just to make certain everything was
all right, he reached up, tapping the mirror that Mrs. Baker was holding for
him.


It was a
creation of magic, not solid at all. Still, as his fingers encountered it, he
vanished into a world of darkness, with only points of light to allow him to
see out. Interestingly, there in the inky black was a bit of fluff and feline
cuteness. In the darkness, he picked her up, knowing that it felt like Tabitha.
A representation of her in his mind, no doubt.


Then, still
holding the cat in his head, given they were linked, he tapped the shiny space
in the air that showed the people on the other side all around him. At least
the front halves of them. 


No one
screamed at his magic trick. Then, they were all used to things like that. The
only difference with him was that, when he came out, he had a small tabby cat
in his arms.


A thing that
surprised him, he had to admit. He hadn’t thought about it when he’d picked her
up but he really had missed someone on his trip. A certain tiny, fur
covered person. She purred and didn’t try to jump down. She also didn’t scratch
anyone when they moved in to pet her. Not even the Ysidril.


“Now, how in
the world did that happen?” No one answered him. Then, no one there,
including himself, actually understood how his powers worked.


That he’d gone
into a mirror and come out with Tabitha, who had been in a different reality
was… Wild.


No one seemed
to mind having a cat around however. That could have been a worry. Thankfully,
no one there seemed to be allergic at all.


After a bit
more stretching, a certain feline in his arms the whole time, he was announced
to be in good health. All of which was recorded on various devices for later
playback. Carefully, he was given hugs, with Tabitha in the mix. Including by
Erath, Neesa and Alyssa.


He understood
what that meant to the Ysidril now, at least. It was kind of a letdown, doing
that sort of thing the normal human way.


After that,
the room was cleared, and several people walked in, led by Cindy Mableton. An
attractive blonde woman who actually looked like herself now. Not that
she hadn’t before. He simply hadn’t been able to see it.


Turner, Yi,
Thompkins and Yoder were there. The ones he needed for the heist. That thought
got him to smile. A thing that he’d missed being able to do.


“Right. We
have a job. Stealing back the information that we already stole. So, as you all
probably get, that part won’t be too hard for us. The real trick is…” He
stopped for a moment, as the others slowly started to get it.


Kerry seemed
nearly scared. It wasn’t what the pretty woman seemed like, most days.


“The trick
will be in using this to get the news out? We haven’t been able to really, so
far. How do we use this?”


Richard Drake
pet his cat for a moment, getting the young-looking feline girl to purr louder.


“Easy. We set
someone up, then make sure they get caught, publicly, with all the information.
Someone high profile enough that hiding the evidence won’t really work. Any
suggestions on who we hate enough to do that to?”


It was funny
but there were some. More than a few. Including a few prominent politicians.


That probably
wasn’t going to work, of course. Especially if they were in on the horrible
things that the others were. Still, Richard nodded.


“We can set
that up, then. The trick will be in making certain that nothing can ever come
back on us. I have some ideas for that.”


Mainly using a
combination of distraction and magic. Things that no one would be looking for
at all. Not at the level he meant to bring things into play.


Smiling, glad
to be able to do it again, he pet the cat.


“Now… We need
to get some more changes made. That will take pictures. Anyone up for a quick
trip back to our world for that?”


It wasn’t
going to be that easy. They all understood the basic idea though.


They were
going to set up some of the most evil people on their planet, for the theft of
data that would incriminate themselves.


That left him
feeling almost alive again.


As well as a
bit baffled. After all, he had a cat in his arms. A thing that didn’t make much
sense to him in the moment at all. Not that it was a bad thing. Just one that
didn’t fit with what he knew about his powers.


“I need to
work on that. What my abilities can do? Before we start in on this whole thing.
We need to actually plan now, or else this could end up going very wrong.”


Everyone there
seemed to agree with him.


Even Tabitha.


Which made
total sense. She was very smart after all.











Afterword


 


Do you like being in the know and not left behind everyone
else? Of course you do! Being the last to know things is horrible and makes you
fat. (I saw a study on it. I’m nearly certain it said that.) So, to avoid
extra, unwanted pounds make sure to go to pspowerbooks.com regularly!


Weight loss can’t be guaranteed but checking the bulletin
board there will help you find new p.s. power books to read almost every single
month! Plus, cool perks that no one else in the world will give you, like the
ability to (occasionally) vote on what series gets a book next and the right to
name cool new inventions! (Or at least give ideas for those names.)


Sure, it’s mainly about the books…


So how about being able to get the books before everyone
else? Hmm? Hmm? That’s worth doing, don’t you think? Sure it is.


See you there. Unless, you know, you’re good with that extra
weight gain and being the last to know. That’s fine if you are. We’re good.


No problem.


Really…


pspowerbooks.com
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