
        
            
                
            
        

    


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Portals of Infinity


 


Book Nine


Consequences


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Published
by John Van Stry


Copyright
2020 John Van Stry


 















 


Copyright John Van Stry 2019


Cover Credits: eBook Launch (http://ebooklaunch.com/)


 


No part of this eBook may be reproduced
in any form without expressed, written consent from the author.


Any resemblance between characters in
this story and people living or dead is purely coincidental. This is a work of
fiction created by the author and the author retains all rights to the material
in this story.


 


License Notes


This eBook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If
you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an
additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase
your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


 


P101884















 


Dedication


For
my mother, 


Kathryn
(Otto) Van Stry, November 20th, 1929 - May 22, 2020


I
miss you, Mom. Thank you for always encouraging me to read.


 


 















 


Portals of Infinity Series:


Portals of Infinity: Champion for Hire


Portals of Infinity: The God Game


Portals of Infinity: Of Temples and Trials


Portals of Infinity: The Sea of Grass


Portals of Infinity: Demigod and Deities


Portals of Infinity: Reprisal


Portals of Infinity: Kaiju


Portals of Infinity: The Seven Worlds































Predominant Races Per World


 





Note: This
doesn't mean that a particular race can't be found elsewhere, even in large
numbers; they're just a small percentage of the overall population on that
world.


 















 


Table of Contents


One. 8


Two. 14


Three. 25


Four 29


Five. 35


Six. 44


Seven. 51


Eight 54


Nine. 64


Ten. 71


Eleven. 80


Twelve. 88


Thirteen. 99


Fourteen. 106


Fifteen. 111


Sixteen. 127


Seventeen. 136


Eighteen. 144


Nineteen. 152


Twenty. 160


Twenty-one. 166


Twenty-Two. 172


Twenty-Three. 178


Twenty-Four 186


Twenty-Five. 193


Twenty-Six. 203


Afterword. 206


 















 


 


One


On the Road to Rivervail


 


 


I looked around as we rode out of
Tradeson. It was August now, and the heat was definitely starting to make
itself felt.


"Ugh, I can't wait to get
home, back up in the mountains," my son Baron grumbled as he rode along
beside me.


"You could have had your fur
cut shorter, you know," I told him.


"I'm not going to show up at
my wedding looking like some flatlander peasant, Dad," Baron grumbled back
at me. Then he glanced over at me and grinned. "Besides, you saw how much
the Mowok fems liked my pelt!"


I snorted. "They liked that
you're my son and the crown prince. I don't think your pelt had anything to do
with it."


Baron laughed. "Be that as it
may, Dad, I still got a lot of compliments about it while I was bedding
them."


I shook my head and tried not to
smile. Baron was tall for his age; he'd inherited my size as well as Rachel's
good looks. He was a very handsome young man, and during the six weeks we'd
spent out on the Sea of Grass living with the Mowoks, I don't think he'd slept
by himself after the first night there. To say he'd been popular would have
been an understatement of epic proportions. 


I'd taken him there because I
wanted him to learn about our allies, and I wanted him to be accepted by them.
The Mowok tribes covered a good portion of our northern border, and their
skills in riding and fighting were, without a doubt, the best. 


Thankfully it wasn't just the Mowok
fems who'd been taken with Baron. The young males, and even most of the older
ones, had been impressed by his abilities, both in the saddle and out of it.
Baron had less of a temper than I did, and a lot of his mother's winning
personality. He never showed off, he displayed a measure of wisdom not common
in one so young, and most importantly of all, he listened.


"You know, several of the
chiefs told me how impressed they were by your sitting with some of their
elders and listening to their stories. I mean, I thought you were doing it to
score points with their granddaughters and get them in bed." I turned and
looked at him; I could see he was looking embarrassed suddenly.


"Welllll," Baron said,
still looking a little embarrassed. "I was doing it to win over
some of their granddaughters, and maybe a few of their daughters as well."


"Oh? And did you?" I
asked.


Baron grinned a little sheepishly.
"Oh yeah, did I ever! But it was worth the time I spent. Besides, Dad,
it's not like I saw you going without!"


I sighed and shook my head.
"Your father can be very weak when it comes to a willing and pretty
female."


"Ah! So that's where I get it
from!" Baron said with a laugh.


"According to your mother, the
males on her side of the family also have a long history of such behavior. So
don't be so sure you're getting it all from me!" I warned.


"Well, I definitely want to
come back next spring for another visit."


"Oh? What about Leiss? Going
to leave your new bride home alone before you've been married a year?"


"Actually, I think I'm going
to bring Leiss here with me."


"Are you sure that's
wise?"


Baron nodded slowly as he rode next
to me. "Yeah, I think she'd like it. Plus it would show them that I trust
them and have faith in them, that I would bring my wife to be among them. You
know, you should talk to Mom about sending Diament to Glisan for at least a
summer, maybe longer."


"Looking to get rid of your
younger brother already?"


Baron shook his head. "I think
he'd enjoy it. It'd get him out of my shadow, let him go off and accomplish
something on his own. Let's be honest, Dad. Diam is either going to end up
running my armies, if he shows the temperament, or he's going to get stuck in a
city someplace, running it for me — which I know he'll hate.


"The Mowoks, if nothing else,
will turn him into a first class wolat rider — and probably a pretty good
warrior. They won't treat him special, because to them he won't be."


"But what if he decides he
likes it so much, he wants to stay there?" I asked.


Baron laughed and smiled at me.
"How do you think the Mowoks would feel about the royal family if one of
our own, my very own brother, was to decide to become one of them and live
among them?"


I scowled slightly and looked at my
son. "You really are trying to get rid of him, aren't you?"


"Did you know when you're not
here, he takes Tom Junior there out for a ride every day?" Baron chuckled.
"Even when you are here, if you're not going to be using him, Diam takes
him out. All to keep him well exercised for you, of course." 


I sighed heavily. "I don't pay
enough attention to you kids, do I?"


"Oh, don't worry, even Mom
hasn't noticed. Ask him if he'd like to go there next spring."


"Rachel is going to hate me
for this." I sighed.


"Alert!" one of the
riders in front of us called, and then everything slowed down. Looking at where
the corporal was pointing, I saw a dozen people rise out of cover in our path.
All of them were armed with swords. There were ten soldiers riding in front of
us, and twice as many behind us. It's not like I was going to travel alone when
I've got the crown prince with me, son or not.


"Where's the trap?" I
heard Baron yell as he turned this way and that in his saddle. I was looking
around myself. There was no way a dozen men could take us on; they were
obviously a diversion.


"Wheel right and charge!"
I yelled out, using my champion's voice. Ideally we could ride over them and
trample them into the dirt, but whoever had set this up had to know that. So we
were probably flanked as well.


"Watch for arrows!" I
yelled again, and we turned as one and took off across the uneven plain as I
moved my wolat, Tom, closer to Baron's. He was most likely the target of this
attack. What I needed to find now was the champion—or champions—behind it. I
was too well known here on Saladin these days for any of the locals to attempt
this without help, and even then, they'd probably think twice.


"Shit!" I heard Baron
swear, and looking over, I saw he'd taken an arrow to the butt. His mount had
taken several as well.


Looking back behind us, I saw
another group had risen out of cover behind us, on our left flank. Apparently
they hadn't expected the sudden change in direction, and we'd avoided being
fully caught in their ambush. There were also more attackers further back,
confirming my suspicion that we'd been flanked on both sides. 


But what worried me most was the
male leading the ones on our side; he was moving as fast as I was and had a bow
out.


"Ride into the portal!" I
yelled at Baron as I opened one up to go back to Fel's temple.


"I can still fight!" he
yelled back.


"Don't sass your old
man!" I growled, and the moment the portal was open, I pulled hard on
Tom's reins, moving behind my son and intercepting the next two arrows with my
own body. It hurt, and I popped a cure as Baron rode through, then I dropped
the portal. 


"With me!" I yelled and,
turning Tom around, I reversed and charged back the way we had come. From the
looks on the faces of those standing around the lone champion, I don't think
they'd expected that.


They expected even less for us to
pull out bows as we turned and pepper them with arrows. While the Mowoks might
prefer to use lances, Hilanders were biased towards the bow, and a surprising
number of them had discovered the short bow, shot from wolat back, could be a
very devastating weapon during a charge. 


By the time we closed with the
first group, only two men besides the champion were still standing of that
group. 


We all drew our swords, those of us
using bows shifting them to our off-hand, and attacked, using our knees to
guide our mounts. The two still standing with the champion lasted less time
then it takes to talk about it. But the champion put up a good fight, taking
out two wolats, wounding three of my men, and killing another before I got
close enough to cleave his head in two. 


By now, the group that had been on
the other side of the road had their bows out and were shooting at us, so we
charged them, getting to them about the same time as the original ambushers,
making it about two dozen of them to the almost three dozen of us. Unfortunately
they had another champion with them, and he was spurring them on, making me
suspect he was working for a local deity.


Unleashing my own champion
abilities, I exhorted my men, and we slammed into their bowmen with another
devastating clash…only this time, we didn't stop. We rode over them, then,
pivoting, we came back and rode them down again. Apparently their champion
hadn't considered this tactic, and he quickly grouped his remaining men around
himself while refusing to face me in direct combat.


So we switched our own tactics and
rode around the group, out of sword range, as we peppered them with arrow after
arrow. It wasn't long before the second champion ran out of cure spells, and as
his men died around him, he opened a portal and dove through it, closing it
behind him and leaving the rest of his men to die.


"Try to take one alive!"
I yelled, swearing. Turning Tom, I charged straight at them, hoping to do just
that. But Tom had plans of his own and bit the head off the one I was going
for, and the others fell over dead from another round of arrows before I could
do anything else.


"Dammit," I swore again
and looked around.


"What's wrong?" Fourth
Jace, who was the officer nominally in charge of the group, asked.


"I wanted to find out who they
were working for," I said with a sigh. "Detail a couple of men to
search the bodies; have the rest scout the area to make sure there aren't any
other surprises here. Oh, and send me the worst of the wounded."


"Yes, William!" he
replied and set to following my orders as I dismounted and searched the bodies
as well.


 


I was able to heal the worst of the
injuries; about half of the men were wounded, and five of our wolats were
injured enough they couldn't take riders. We'd had three wolats killed, and
four soldiers. Fourth Jace dispatched our two fastest surviving riders ahead of
us to Rivervail; the rest of the group would move more slowly, as some of them
would have to ride double.


The weapons we found on our
attackers and the dead champion were typical for the area, and except for those
I found on his body, none of them were even steel, which I found interesting.
Steel was known here now, if still in short supply. What I also found
interesting was the weapons on the bodies of those around the champion who had
escaped didn't look handmade; they looked to clean, and too neat. The weapons
on those men also seemed to be identical to each other, more like they were
machine made in a shop than by a blacksmith or weaponsmith. I grabbed a few of
them, as well as a few from the other group, and looked around.


"Jace, do you need my help? Or
can you take it from here without me?"


Fourth Jace looked at his two NCOs,
who both shook their heads. 


"We're good," one of them
said.


"I think we can handle it from
here, William."


I nodded. "Thanks, all of you.
I'll be sure to see to it your superiors hear of your actions today. You were
all outstanding."


They smiled and nodded; taking
Tom's reins in my hand and opening a portal, I led him through to Fel's main
temple.


 


"Hi, Fel. Where's Baron?"
I asked, looking around.


"I had Nara take him to a more
comfortable room to await your return."


"In short, you didn't want him
to see me pitch a fit," I grumbled.


Fel laughed. "William, ten
years ago you'd already be ranting and raving. I'm impressed at how much you've
grown."


I sighed while rolling my eyes.
"Who were they? And why were they here?"


"It's a bit complicated, so
let me break it down piece by piece. First, the champion you killed? He's
homegrown; his name is Falantz, his god is Tistre, and they're literally on the
opposite side of the planet. So far from here, they know almost nothing about
me, and even less about you."


"Then why were they
here?" I growled.


"I'll come to that in a
moment," Fel replied in a patient tone. "You see, they only know
about me—and yes, about you—because of what happened with the Kaiju. When they
were tricked into helping in the attack on Baron, they had no idea he was your
son. They also had no idea you would be there. 


"So, needless to say, there's
a lot of apologizing going on."


"What, they're afraid I'll
raise a navy and sail around the world to attack them?" I retorted
sarcastically.


"Well, you have to admit, you do
have something of a temper, William, as well as a reputation for vengeance. But
it goes beyond that."


I looked up at the holy symbol of
Fel's on the wall in surprise. "It does?"


"Yes, William," Fel
agreed in a slightly deeper and more annoyed tone, "it does. Back when you
were in the void for those two years, I agreed if no one attacked me until you
returned, I would restrain both you and myself from conquering any new lands
for twelve times as many years as you were gone."


"Wow, I had no idea."


"No, of course not. That was
yet another reason why moving into the Seven Worlds was so important to
me."


"Why'd they agree to that,
anyway?"


"Partially because you'd just
saved all of us from being destroyed, though mainly because I had the backing
of several local gods, as well as Aryanna and all her friends. Incursions into
the upper plane by creatures of the negative planes are not taken lightly, by
anybody. It's probably the one thing all the gods will unite to fight
against."


I pondered that a moment, then had
a sudden realization.


"So with this attack?"


"Exactly," Fel agreed,
reading my mind. "That agreement is now void, and I'm free to send you out
to engage in whatever mayhem I might wish."


"And that means all the other
gods…"


"Are quite unhappy with Tistre
and her champion. I'm not at all pleased myself, William. With things here
being stable and everyone knowing I couldn't expand, I was being ignored, which
was enabling me to focus my attentions on the Seven Worlds."


"And now they think I'm going
to go on a rage and attack Tistre and her champion, Falantz, and engage in all
sort of other mayhem," I said with a sigh.


"Which is why they're being
very apologetic and helpful. Tistre doesn't want you doing that, not because
she's worried about what you might do, but because the other gods are
worried about what you might do. 


"Which brings us to the other
champion."


"We know who they are?"


"Of course we do," Fel
purred. "Tistre sold them out. His name is Harax, and he's champion to
Par, the Blue."


I opened my mouth to say something,
then closed it as the name registered, blinked, and opened it again.
"Isn't that one of the gods in the Two Rivers duo?"


"Yes," Fel said in an
annoyed voice. "It seems, rather than taking their ire out on Vikoria the
Bountiful over their loss to her, or going after me there, they're taking it
out on both of us, and they're doing it here."


"Is Carol okay?" I asked
immediately.


"Carol's fine. Very few people
know where that small church is, and they're all priestesses of mine."


"You've got priestesses other
than Carol already?" I asked, looking suitably impressed.


"Like I told you before, I've
been focused on what's going on there. Several of the women you saved
converted."


"So when do I leave?"


"I think it's best that you
stay here until after the wedding, William."


"After?" I was a little
surprised. Sure, I wanted to be here for the wedding, because it was my son,
and I was sure Rachel would be pissed if I wasn't here as well. But Fel's
business came first. He was a god, after all.


"It's too important for you
not to be there. I've been telling the other gods that if nothing else sets you
off, I'm fairly certain I can keep you focused on the people who came here from
off plane."


"Think they'll buy that?"


"Roden's already told them how
they set up the mothers of two of your children to be raped and murdered. So
yeah, they're buying it."


I looked at his symbol, shocked.


"William, they've all figured
out you're not a typical champion. That you care about your kids, and even care
about their mothers."


"I hope that's a good
thing," I muttered, a little worried as I recalled Stephanie's rules. 


"In this case, it is. Trust
me."


"I always trust you,
Fel," I said with a wry smile. "Guess I'll go check on Baron, and
then let Rachel and Darlene know we're home a week early."















 


 


Two


Hiland City


 


 


I looked myself over in the
reflection of one of the larger windows. Originally I'd wanted to wear a simple
tabard and be done with it, but both Rachel and Darlene had ganged up on
me when I'd voiced that idea. 


So I was now wearing the nicest
sandals I'd ever owned, with what I'd best call 'spats' above that, then some
very fancy leggings, and an embroidered loincloth. The loincloth wasn't exactly
visible however, because of the fancy vest and tabard arrangement I was
wearing. These were undoubtedly the fanciest and most expensive clothes I'd
ever worn. There was even gold stitched into the tabard, vest, and leggings.


The vest was more to conceal the
two dirks and half-dozen throwing daggers I was carrying. The two swords I was
wearing slung over my left shoulder were not concealed at all, though
their usual scabbards had been replaced with much newer and fancier ones.


I was surprised Rachel hadn't
argued when I told her I was going armed. Darlene had started to open her
mouth, but the look I gave her quelled that outburst. 


So they didn't look too out
of place, at least, as their usual scabbards were quite worn.


The maids who had helped me dress,
after spending two long but very enjoyable hours of combing out every square
inch of my fur, took one last look at me, checked that everything was tied
properly and straight, then smiled at me and let me go.


I ran into Rachel in the living
room of our quarters and had to stop and take a nice long look. Being the
queen, her fur was often brushed out to the extent mine now was; however, she
usually didn't wear much in the way of clothing—at my urging, I must
admit—usually going topless and wearing jewelry. This was typical for most of
the felids who inhabited Saladin; there's not much point to a nudity taboo when
you're covered in fur. 


Though as queen, she did
have a lot of jewelry, and she looked good in it.


Today, however, she was wearing a
robe/tabard arrangement that looked more like one of those oriental robes, cut
high on the sides and low in the front. Along with her jewelry and the way her
hair and fur had been arranged, I couldn't help but give a lusty growl.


"Down, Will!" Rachel
laughed. "I'm surprised you like it; usually I wear less."


"It's the way it hides the
parts of you I like so much!" I replied with a purr. "Where's
Darlene?"


"She only started getting
dressed and brushed out an hour ago. She was riding herd on the cooks until
then."


"Oh! Well, I hope she looks as
good as you do!" I said with a leer.


Rachel laughed, and then gave me a
little growl of her own. "You're looking quite attractive as well."


"What do you say we give the
whole wedding a pass and retire back to our room?" I teased.


Rachel wagged a finger at me.
"You'd not only be breaking Darlene's heart after all the hard work she's
done, but I would be rather put out, as well."


I mock pouted. "You know, this
was so much easier when we got married."


"And more fun," Rachel
said and winked at me. "However, part of me did miss having a fancy
wedding, so now I get to make up for it."


"And Baron suffers," I
said with a chuckle.


"Oh, no. He wanted this, and
so did Leiss. Even her father, King Charles, wanted it."


"Really?" 


Rachel nodded. "Hiland has
just become the biggest and most powerful kingdom on the continent, with the
joining of Holden and all of Marland to my rule."


"I thought Marland was a
protectorate split between the two of you?"


"Only until King Charles dies
or abdicates—then Holden and Marland become mine," Rachel said with one of
her more predatory smiles.


"You mean Baron's," I
corrected. "King Charles isn't going to die anytime soon, and I'm not
going to kill him for you."


Rachel laughed. "You don't
have to. He's going to abdicate."


"What?" I said,
surprised.


"He told me last night, after
he arrived," Rachel said with a purr. "He's going to start the
process when he gets home from the wedding. He'll abdicate in favor of Baron
and Leiss once she's with child, so Holden will be ruled as a duchy by the two
of them, Marland goes to me, and of course when Baron ascends to the throne, he
can put Diament in charge of Holden."


"Oh! That reminds me, Baron
thinks you should send Diam to live with the Mowoks for a while."


"What?" Now it was
Rachel's turn to look surprised.


"Baron honestly believes Diam
doesn't want to be a duke or any of that. He actually thinks if we were to send
him to live with the Mowoks, he'd probably abdicate his princehood and become
one."


"Oh?" she replied, giving
me a calculating look.


I nodded. "And I think he
might be right. I asked Diam about it last week, and the look on his face told
me all I needed to know."


"Which explains why you gave
him his own wolat," Rachel said, nodding. "You know," she
continued, "Baron may have a point. If Diam were to join with the Mowoks,
it would pull them even closer to us as allies."


I smiled and shook my head.
"Baron said the exact same thing. He really likes the Mowoks and
wants a stronger alliance with them."


"More likely, he just likes
their women!" Rachel said with a chuckle.


"Oh, that too. But he wants to
take Leiss to visit them. He believes that will show them how much he trusts
them."


Rachel nodded slowly, obviously in
thought. "I'll talk with him about it, and Diam, too. Now, let's get out
there and meet with all the dignitaries, nobles, and the other rich and
powerful who managed to wrangle an invitation."


I sighed. "This thing really
did get out of control, didn't it?"


"Actually, I'm glad it
did," Rachel said with a smile as I took her arm in mine. We left the
royal suite and headed off to the main hall, which was in a separate
building—thankfully.


"Really?"


"The country has grown so
large that the days of the king or queen of Hiland being easily accessible to
the rank and file are long gone. Then there are those who still hold a grudge
against me over my conquering or otherwise taking over their homeland.


"But Baron and Leiss weren't a
part of that. They're a new beginning. It allows those with a grudge to move
on. So everyone wants to show up, start building bridges, and get on his good
side. This way when he becomes king, they all hope to gain."


I shook my head and laughed.
"I hope you warned him about all the ass-kissing he's going to get
today!"


"Your son isn't dumb. He knows
what's going on. But for all that many of them are here to kiss ass and make
their own play for power or recognition, it still helps to draw the kingdom
together and unite us. By the time our grandchildren take the helm, we'll truly
be a single united kingdom once more."


I nodded. "That's a long way
off though, Love."


Rachel nodded in agreement.
"Yes, I know, and it comforts me greatly to know you'll still be here,
keeping an eye on things."


I almost winced at that.
"Honestly?"


Rachel turned to me and unleashed
one if her most dazzling smiles. "Yes, Will, it does. You're not only
committed to Feliogustus and our people, you're also committed to me. To
our family. To my kingdom. Our kingdom," she corrected.
"I know you'll be here until it's safe to retire and join me in the
afterlife."


She leaned into me, head upturned,
so I bent down slightly and kissed her, and I wasn't disappointed. Rachel loved
her kingdom and her people easily as much as she loved me. It was the main
focus of her life and upbringing, after all.


"Been talking to Fel?" I
asked, slightly embarrassed, as we broke the kiss.


"Of course!" Rachel
laughed and pulled on my arm as we left the 'castle' the royal family lived in.
Picking up our guard contingent, we headed for the hall.


"Feliogustus has been our god
for as long as any can remember, and he's been a big part of our success.
That's why I've agreed with Narasamman to help fund two new temples. One in
Eastport, and another in Holden, near the castle."


I quirked an ear at that. Fel
hadn't told me about it, and as I hadn't been to any of Rachel's recent cabinet
meetings, I hadn't heard of it there, either.


"Surprised?" she asked.


I nodded slightly. "Yes. However,
I agree that it's a good idea."


Rachel laughed again. "Well of
course you would, you're his champion!"


I chuckled at that. "True, but
I really do like him. I'd agree with it even if I weren't. What about
Marland?"


Rachel snorted. "I can't
afford to build all his temples, William! Besides, helping those two I
suspect will free up enough money for Narasamman to build more with the
church's own funds."


"True," I agreed. "I
really do need to head up into the mountains to the south and deal with those
two city-states soon," I said, pondering the idea. I needed to do it for
Fel, even if I didn't do it for Rachel.


"It's a thought," she
agreed. "Now, let's greet our guests."


Smiling and nodding, I looked
around as we approached the building housing the main hall. The guards were out
in force, and the number of servants had been bolstered dramatically for the
occasion to help deal with the guests.


Supplying them had been one of my
tasks, while training them on what to do and how to behave had been Darlene's.
One she'd accepted, but I didn't think she'd enjoyed it much, as none of them
had much experience as servants—because I'd raided the Champion's Temple for
all of them. 


The wedding itself would take place
in Fel's main temple. Once the bride and groom were ready, they'd lead the
procession to the temple on foot. After the ceremony was complete, they'd ride
back in an open cart, and the festivities would begin. The reception would
probably be a long one, though Baron and Leiss would make their escape after
the official dinner.


I, however, would have to stay for
all of it.


 


For the next hour, I never drifted
more than a few feet from Rachel's side. When Darlene showed up—and wow, did
she ever look good!—I resisted temptation and refrained from dragging both of
them back to our rooms. Instead, she joined us after I gave her a nice, lusty
kiss, which she returned with interest. I noticed there were more than a few
raised eyebrows, or in the case of the felids, cocked ears, when Rachel
introduced her as our second wife.


Laria was spared most of the
affair. She'd join us when we came back for the reception, but until then, she
was functioning as Darlene's assistant and keeping an eye on the kitchen
workers and the waitstaff. Honestly, I'm not sure she even wanted to be at the
dinner. Large crowds of important and self-important people tended to make her
nervous. I don't know if that was because of her small-town upbringing, or my
tendency, in her experience, to kill them.


As for the rest of our children,
Suisan and Diament, now fourteen and eleven, were expected to be at the
ceremony and the dinner, as they were members of the royal family. My three
eldest with Darlene were now back at our inn, as Travis had taken over running
it, leaving Sylvia, eleven, and 'little' Rachel, seven, here. 


In true innkeeper tradition,
Darlene had put the two of them to work in the kitchen.


"Mother, Father," Baron
said as he escorted Leiss over to us. Both were simply dressed, as was the
custom here for weddings, but their pelts had been brushed to perfection, and
what clothing they did wear was of the highest quality. Each of them wore a
simple circlet upon their heads as well, denoting their royal status.


"Yes, my son?" Rachel
asked.


"May I present to you Leiss,
my bride to be?"


Rachel smiled warmly. "Welcome
to our family, Leiss," she replied, stepping forward and taking Leiss'
hands in hers. "It gives me great joy to see you wed to my son and
heir."


I watched as this little custom
played out. We both knew Leiss quite well by now; she'd been living here for
several months. Or more succinctly, she'd been living with Baron and sleeping
in his bed. I'd been pleased to discover that they really did like each other
and were quite happy with marrying, something I'd been worried about since
Rachel had agreed to their betrothal with King Charles years ago.


Leiss was quite an attractive young
woman—not as beautiful as Darlene or Rachel, but still someone who warranted a
second look. But what truly set her apart was her charisma. Growing up, I'd
often heard the phrase 'but she has a great personality' used to describe a
woman, and it was often done in a less than complimentary fashion.


But with Leiss, that was not the
case. She really did light up a room when she came into it; her manner, her
wit, and her voice quickly put you at ease, and you'd find yourself enjoying
her company. She was well educated and quite smart; her father hadn't skimped
at all on her upbringing.


After the formal introduction,
Baron and Leiss made the rounds, greeting each of the more important guests
personally. My sister Nikki was with them, looking for all the world like
Leiss' personal maid, and very much dressed to fit the part. She was, however,
functioning as a bodyguard for the day. When Rachel and I had been discussing security,
I'd remembered that my sister had once been quite successful as one in the
past. Unsurprisingly, she jumped at the idea, especially after the ill-fated
attack on Baron over a month ago.


Evean was here, as were Teshes,
Shin, and Jane. But they were all here as representatives of their respective
gods. While Jane's goddess Fordessa was a member of Fel's pantheon, and of
course respected, all the others now had temples in Eastport, and in Roden's
case, Holden and Marland as well. So of course their representatives wanted to
be included. All of them were on good terms with both Rachel and Fel, so there
weren't any worries there. Actually I liked the idea of having a lot of allied
champions here, just in case anything did go wrong.


Evean had even brought her daughter
Hoa with her, who was barely more than a month old, not wanting to be away from
her for any length of time. Surprisingly, or perhaps maybe not so after her
exposure to me, she was very much invested in her motherhood. Rachel was so
impressed, she didn't even make any subtle digs about my being Hoa's father.


What had come as a complete
shock and surprise was how Evean and Darlene had reacted to one another: They'd
become friends. Close friends, in fact. I knew Fel had an appreciation for
Darlene because she had once been an inn owner, but I wasn't sure what it was
that had drawn her and Evean together.


Dezba and Joseph were also here,
somewhere. I hadn't had the time to talk to either of them, and while I knew
what Dezba looked like, you never knew what Circe had turned Joseph into
recently. 


 


Once Baron and Leiss had finished
making the rounds, Rachel moved to the dais upon which her throne normally sat,
but which currently held the main table for the dinner and reception.


"Your attention, please!"
she called out in a voice that got it immediately. She may not have a
champion's tricks and cantrips, but she was still the queen.


"The procession will now leave
for the temple of Feliogustus. You are all welcome to attend." Turning to
me, she once again offered her arm, which I took. Darlene lined up on Rachel's
other side and took her other arm, so as to leave my sword arm clear.


"I hate walking in this
outfit," Rachel grumbled in a soft voice only Darlene and I could hear.


"At least it's not summer, or
we'd be sweltering, too!" Darlene replied with a smile.


"Hush, and allow me to enjoy
the view!" I teased the two of them, which earned me a leer from Darlene,
as Rachel shook her head, chuckling.


The wedding mass was nice, if
perhaps a little long. As the queen and royal family, we sat in the row with
King Charles.


Nara conducted the mass, with Tiru,
our eldest daughter, assisting. 


When it was over and the last of
the blessings had been said, Baron and Leiss turned to face everyone as husband
and wife, and then Baron surprised everyone by pulling Leiss over and laying
the kind of kiss on her I know had scandalized everyone with when I'd done it
to Rachel.


And from the looks of things, Leiss
wasn't protesting in the slightest.


"He's definitely your
son," Rachel said with a sigh.


"At least they seem to like
each other," King Charles observed.


"Oh, trust me, they more
than 'like' each other," Darlene said with a chuckle. "The maids have
made more than one comment about the sounds coming out of their room."


Nara had to cough loudly, several
times, before Baron and Leiss got the message and came up for air.


They both promptly blushed as
everyone stood up and applauded.


"Well, shall we?" I asked
Rachel and Darlene as I stood up. We would be the first to leave the temple,
while Baron and Leiss would be the last. Smiling, they got up, and we led the
procession outside.


 


We were on our way back from the
wedding ceremony when the attack came.


Nikki was standing in the cart
behind Baron and Leiss, who were both sitting down and waving to the citizens
of Hiland City who had turned out to watch. Dezba, I saw, was holding the reins
driving it, and a large wolat was pulling the cart single-handedly. I guess
they'd finally made the harnesses I'd told the leather smiths about.


All of a sudden everything kicked
into high gear for me, and I saw a number of arrows heading my way. I
immediately grabbed Rachel and Darlene and, covering them with my own body,
dove for cover. I could hear Dezba yelling for Joseph before the cart was whisked
out of sight by a madly galloping wolat. I could also see Baron and Leiss were
no longer in view. 


I got hit twice as we went down to
the ground.


"Are you two all right?"
I asked Rachel and Darlene. I could hear fighting going on, and our own guards
had their weapons drawn and were in a tight circle around us.


"You're heavy," Rachel
growled.


"Yes, very," Darlene
wheezed in agreement.


"Are you hit?" I growled
worriedly as I kept each of them down with a hand on their backs while I sat up
to look around.


"No, just bruised,"
Darlene said.


"And dirty," Rachel
agreed. "But you've been hit!" she exclaimed, looking up at me from
underneath. I guess she could see one of the arrows sticking out of me.
"Are you okay?"


"What's going on,
Sergeant?" I asked the head of our detail as I used a cure poison on
myself, just in case.


"They're cutting them down
pretty quickly, William. None of the archers in any of the groups have their
bows out anymore."


I nodded and then growled as I
pulled the arrows out one after the other, then healed myself. I stood up and
cast the cleaning cantrip on myself and the girls, then invoked my champion's
aura, and stepped out from behind the guards, leaving the girls behind.


Utter mayhem greeted my eyes. There
were at least forty attackers still standing, and I guess they figured after
the initial attack, they'd retreat. That they'd be able to run from the guard,
who'd have to protect their charges from any further attacks. But what they
hadn't counted on were the locals. All Hilanders carried knives. Quite a few
even carried swords, if for nothing else, to strike down the occasional suzhen,
the local demonic version of sheep, when they got out of their pen and rampaged
around the city. 


Being Hilanders, who are often a
contentious lot to start with, they didn't hesitate to attack the archers. Who,
while they may have been a military force, quickly found themselves greatly
outnumbered. They obviously hadn't expected the anger and the violence of the
locals, either. More than two thirds of them were already down, and if they
weren't dead, they would be soon. The remaining third were quickly being
whittled down to nothing right before my eyes.


Rachel, as well as Baron, were extremely
popular here in Hiland.


"Did you see where Baron and
Leiss went?" I asked the men.


Two of them pointed off to the
west. 


I swore and wished I had a radio or
something. Right now I had no idea where they were or how they were.


"Suisan! Diament!" Rachel
called, pushing her way between the guards.


"Over here, Mom!" Suisan
called. She was getting up off the ground, brushing off her clothing, as
Diament stood in front of her with a throwing dagger in one hand, raised and
ready to throw. As he wasn't holding any in his other hand, I wondered how many
of the dead or dying had one of his knives in them.


"Your son is definitely going
to the Mowoks," Rachel said with a snicker.


"My son? I thought all the
bloodthirstiness came from your side of the family?" I muttered back as
the last of the attackers was cut down.


"Hmm, you may have a point
there. I hope Baron and Leiss are all right."


I nodded and looked around.
"Me, too. They wouldn't come back here; it's not safe. So either we go
back to the temple and I ask for Fel's help, our we go to the reception at the
hall and see if they've sent word there."


"I think we better go to the
hall first," Rachel said. "I'm worried they might have gone there as
well."


I didn't feel any objections from
Fel.


"Have someone gather all the
bodies of the enemy up and put a guard on them," I told one of the members
of Rachel's guard. "Everyone!" I said, raising my voice so it
carried, "Take care of our wounded, make sure the enemy are dead, and the
rest of you with me! We're going to secure the castle and the hall!"


The trip back was a quick one, as everyone
double-timed it all the way back. When we got there, they were still pulling
bodies out of the building and laying them out in two groups. Swearing, I ran
inside to see how bad it was. 


It was bad; there was blood on the
floor almost everywhere. I noticed all the 'waitstaff' I had brought in were
holding swords, and nearly all of them had blood on them. Many appeared to have
been recently healed, as well.


"William!" Shin, the
champion for Tonoponah, called out, getting my attention.


"Shin! What happened?" I
asked, turning towards him as he strode over to me. "Where's Evean?"


Jane ran in at that moment and
stopped halfway in her dash towards Shin, who was more or less her boyfriend,
as she saw the damage.


"They attacked us about a
quarter ago," Shin told me. "They burst through the doors, and even a
few windows, and started to kill people."


One of the 'waiters' came up to me
as Shin was talking. I recognized him as Chen, the leader of the group.


"How many did they kill?"
I asked Chen.


"Seven of my people, six of
the guests." Chen shook his head and sighed. "But…"


"But what?"


I heard it then, sobbing. The kind
of mournful, soulful sobbing from someone who has seen the worse of all there
is to be seen in this life, and who is experiencing it once again.


Looking up, I saw Evean, holding a
bloody bundle in her arms. How she was still able to stand, I couldn't tell;
she had a great many grievous wounds on her body, and was leaving a bloody
trail of her own as she stumbled forward.


I was before her in an instant; I
could feel my blood go cold as the implications of the bloody bundle sunk in.


"I…I tried, Will. I…tried.
There were too many of them. I…I couldn't stop them!" she wailed.


"Hoa?" I asked looking
down.


"No," Evean gasped,
choking a moment. "I got the others out. It's…it's Oren."


"Give him to me, please,"
I told her gently as I reached out to take the dead body of my son from her.


"I'm so sorry," she
sobbed. "Tell Narasamman I tried…I tried…I just couldn't…" She broke
down sobbing again.


"You need to heal yourself,
Evean." I told her. "You need to go home to Roden."


"I, I can't. I used up all my
powers sending the others to him and trying to heal Oren…"


I pulled Oren against my chest and
held his still body tight. I looked at Evean, and the look on her face was pure
anguish. 


"I'm…I'm sorry, Will. I…I
failed."


"Thank you for saving the
others and trying to save Oren. I love you, Evean."


Evean nodded slowly, then gave a
heavy sigh as she fell over, dead.


"Will! Will!" Rachel
yelled as she ran into the room. "They attacked our home! I can't find the
children! There's blood everywhere!" 


"Evean told me she sent them
all to Roden," I said, looking up at her.


"Then…" Rachel gulped
loudly and nodded at the bloody bundle I was holding.


"Oren. She couldn't save Oren."


"Oh, no! Poor Nara…"


"Jane!" 


"Yes, Will?"


"You're in charge here. Get
everything cleaned up and find out which of the guests were killed. I'm going
back to the temple. If Baron shows up, have someone send a runner to let us
know."


"Yes, Will!"


"What, what are you going to
do?" Darlene asked, coming up beside me as I headed for the door with
Rachel.


"Kill them all," I
growled. "I'm going to find out who did this, and I'm going to kill them
all."


 


Nara was waiting for me when I got
to the temple. She looked stoic as I approached her.


"Take him into the back,
please, William."


I nodded and walked down the aisle
and through one of the doors into the back. I knew where his crib was, and I
took him to it, lying his body down inside it.


Stepping back, I turned and saw
Nara had followed me in. Rachel hadn't, so I guessed she was waiting outside. I
closed the distance between us, pulled her into my arms, and held her as she
broke down and cried. 


When she finally wound down, I
picked her up and carried her over to her bed. Setting her down, I slowly
undressed her, then pulled the covers up and sat by her until she'd fallen
asleep.


Two priestesses, one of whom was
Tareassa, came in and got Oren's body after Nara had fallen asleep. Neither of
them said anything. 


When a priest came to remove the
crib, I shook my head. "Clean it, but leave it there."


He nodded and started to remove the
now stained bedding. I followed him out of the room and closed the door.


"What can you tell me,
Fel?"


"Come to Nara's office."


I nodded; it was just a few doors
from her bedroom. Walking in, I found Rachel there, along with Dezba, Joseph,
Baron, and Leiss. 


I gave Baron a hug, and then Leiss,
before sitting down in Nara's chair behind the desk.


"Dezba, thank you. Joseph, I
have no idea what you did, but I'm sure you deserve to be thanked as
well."


"He was the wolat pulling the
cart," Dezba said with a grin.


"Figures. Where's my
sister?"


Rachel spoke up then. "She's
helping Darlene and Laria with their children."


"I thought they were at Roden's
temple?"


"Not anymore. Feliogustus and
Roden opened a gateway a few minutes ago to bring them back. All things
considered, I didn't want either of them walking around without someone to
protect them."


I nodded. "Fel?"


"It was the people from Two
Rivers again, William."


"What? Again?" I almost
asked him if he was sure, but of course he was. He wouldn't have said it if he
wasn't.


"They're not trying terribly
hard to conceal who they are since the last attack," Fel added, answering
my unasked question.


"Why not?" Dezba asked. 


"Because they don't think
William can do anything to hurt them."


"And why is that?" Rachel
asked.


"Because they believe I am not
a god of the Seven Worlds. They know William was sent there only because a
goddess of the Seven Worlds allowed him to be summoned, to help her. Without
someone to summon him, there's no way for him to travel there easily. I would
take months, many months, to make the trip via portal."


"Who helped them?" I
asked. "Was it Tistre again?"


"No, this was actually someone
I—or rather we, William—have had a problem with before."


I looked at his symbol blankly.


"It was Quzelatin."


"Damn," I growled.
"I forgot all about him. I'm surprised he wants to face off against us
again after last time! I guess this means we're going to Bronsard to wipe out
the rest of his churches."


"I'm not sure he has any
temples or churches in Bronsard anymore," Rachel told me.


I looked up at Fel's symbol on the
wall. "Is that true, Fel?"


"Roden was quite incensed at
what Quzelatin did; so were Selentia and Tonoponah. All three of them moved on
his followers, and while Roden got the majority share, even Tonoponah picked up
a couple of small churches."


"So where is he then?"


"I'm working on that,"
Fel told me. "Based on the fur length of the attackers, they're obviously
from the mountains. There aren't any gateways up there anyone from the Seven
Worlds could easily use, so I'm guessing a portal was opened up to a temple in
the mountains. Either one we missed, or Quzelatin built a new one."


"The only place that would
make sense is Ylvani," Rachel said, mentioning the larger of the two
city-states in the mountains south of us.


"It is the most likely,"
Fel said, replying to her. "William, I would ask you to send some scouts
from among our warrior-priests, so we might learn more of what awaits us
there."


"What about these Two River
people?" Joseph asked.


"There are…complications…when
it comes to dealing with them. As I mentioned before." Fel paused a
moment. "But do not worry, something suitable will be arranged, I'm
sure."


I nodded and stood up. "I
don't think there's anything else we can do right now. I would suggest you all
go back up to the castle, and I'd appreciate it if you two could at least stay
a few days," I said, nodding to Dezba and Joseph.


"Sure!"


"No problem!"


"What are you going to do,
hon?" Rachel asked.


"Nara needs me. I'm going to
spend the night here, with her."


Rachel nodded, then stood up and
leaned over the desk to kiss me.


"I'll see you in the morning
then. I'm sure there are a lot of upset and unhappy people right now who want a
word with me."


I watched as they got up and left;
Baron and Leiss each gave me another hug, but didn't say anything. After they'd
left, I looked up at Fel's device. "So what haven't you told me?"


"Go keep Narasamman company.
We'll talk later."


Heading back to Nara's room, I
stripped off my now ruined tabard and the rest of my clothes, and handed it all
to one of the acolytes waiting outside her door.


"Don't wash these. Just put
them away some place safe," I told them and, going inside, I got in bed
with her. She woke up briefly to snuggle into my chest. Closing my eyes, I went
to sleep.















 


 


Three


Feliogustus' Bar


 


 


Sitting up, I picked up the beer
sitting on the table in front of me. "Hi, Fel." I sighed. "I really
messed up on things today, didn't I?"


"Don't beat yourself up too
much, William. I don't think anyone expected Ral and Par to invest this much
time, energy, and resources into coming after us. I suspect it's mainly Par's
doing. It was her champion, after all, who came here for the previous
attack."


"So what you're saying is,
she's a vindictive bitch," I grumbled.


Fel laughed. "Yes, William. I
think that's about the size of it."


"I noticed you didn't want the
others to know about your shrine on Juntura."


Fel nodded. "Yes, though I
don't know how much good that will do. Evean and Jane have been there, so they
and their gods know of it. Aryanna knows because I told her. Nara knows, and
you told Rachel."


"Well, Jane and Fordessa are a
part of your pantheon. What about Roden?"


Fel smiled. "Roden and I have
become strong allies of late. Since I'm pushing into the core worlds, he's
weighing the merits of an even closer relationship, I'm sure."


"That reminds me, what exactly
happened with Evean? Oren isn't even her daughter."


Fel sighed and shook his head.
"Evean believes it was her fault Oren died."


"What? How? Why? What
happened?"


"She was nursing Hoa when the
attack came. She opened a portal and pushed Hoa through immediately. Then she
went to see what the trouble was. Once she realized what was happening, she
opened another portal and told all the kids to run. The maid who was carrying
Oren was cut down from behind, so Evean grabbed Oren and used her own body as a
shield. She tried to make it through, but some of the attackers jumped through
after the kids, so she had to drop it."


"So why does she feel
guilty?" I asked, a little confused. "She did everything she could
have done."


"Because if she'd pushed them
all through, not just Hoa, when the problem started, Oren would have lived. Or
if she hadn't gone to investigate, Oren would probably still have lived.


"You have to understand,
William, Evean's having a child, becoming a mother, changed her. More than she
thought it would. Combine that with growing up in Vietnam during the height of
the war there, plus seeing other children in her village killed." Fel
shook his head again. "Oren dying in her arms was as bad for her as if it
had been Hoa, her own daughter."


I sighed. "Can I see her? Talk
to her? Tell her it wasn't her fault?"


"Not tonight; Roden is helping
her. Besides, I want you to come outside and talk to someone."


Nodding, I got up. "One of the
people who died today?"


"Yes."


I shook my head as I walked over to
the door. "What a day for a wedding. Poor Baron and Leiss; this is not the
kind of lesson I wanted for them today."


"It was one he needed to
learn, regardless of how brutal, William."


I stopped with my hand on the door
and turned to look back at Fel. "Huh?"


"Baron's life has, in his
experience thus far, been one of peace and tranquility. He's never been
threatened. Not seriously. He's never had tragedy delivered to his doorstep.
You and Rachel protected him and sheltered him and gave him a wonderful
childhood.


"Those are all good things,
but to be a good king, you have to see the other side, have to experience the
darkness at least once in your life. Both Leiss and he just received a very
hard life lesson. They've both taken it to heart, as well."


"Which means?"


"Rachel can tell you when you
see her. For now…" Fel motioned towards the door.


Turning back to the door, I opened
it and stepped outside. There was a man sitting at the table waiting for me. It
took me a moment to recognize him, because he was so young, and I'd only ever
known him as a much older man.


"Holse!" I exclaimed in
shock. "You're dead?"


"I'm afraid so, Will."


We clasped arms, and he pulled me
into a bear hug.


"How?" I asked as we
separated, and I dropped into one of the chairs around the table.


"You can't expect an old man
like me to stand back when there's fighting to be had! Can you, Will?"
Holse said with a laugh and picked up the beer Fel set before him.


"But what'll I do without your
help? What will Rachel do?" I said, shaking my head. "You're a
genius, Holse, and one hell of a leader!"


Holse laughed again and raised his
glass in a salute. "Thanks for the praise, Will. But let's be honest here,
you've done a hell of a job yourself in these last few years, and Carso is long
overdue to be promoted to the head of Rachel's armies. He's shown me more than
once that I was getting too set in my ways. It was time for me to step
aside."


"Still," I said and shook
my head.


"Bah, don't worry yourself
none, Will. I died a soldier's death, fighting to defend the land and the
people I love. Sure as hell beats dying in bed! I'd already been talking with
Rachel about retiring."


I nodded slowly, looking at him.
I'd lost Holse. Carrying on without him wasn't going to be easy.


"Now, as to why we're here.
I've been talking with our Feliogustus about the situation you find yourself
in, and I have a word of advice."


"Oh?"


"Don't go after Quzelatin's
temple or people; don't waste your time with an expedition to
Ylvani."


"What?" I said in
surprise. The shocks today just kept coming.


"It's a trap, Will, a fool's
errand. Ral and Par are using Quzelatin and his people. They can keep sending
him help all day long—it costs them little more than a few followers, after
all. But think about this: What do you lose by fighting them?"


I thought about that. Yeah, if they
were up in Ylvani, finding them and killing them wasn't going to be easy. The
people who lived in Ylvani were tough, and its location had more natural
defenses than even Stongshold had.


But still…


"I can't just do nothing to
Quzelatin, Holse. He has to be made to pay."


"Yes, of course. And you need
to make it look like you're going to collect. But he's got unlimited
reinforcements. You don't."


I almost growled. "So what do
I do?"


Holse laughed. "What you're
best at, of course. Go after Ral and Par. Make their lives interesting
for a change. Cut into their power. Why waste your men against their pawn
Quzelatin? And that's all he is now, a pawn. Go after those two first. You can
cut Quzelatin's throat and destroy his religion at your leisure, but only after
you've dealt with the two of them."


I leaned back in my chair, took the
beer Fel handed me, and looked over it at him as I thought about it. Holse was
right. The last two attacks had come from Two Rivers. It didn't matter what I
did to Quzelatin. If I killed him, they'd replace him with someone new, someone
I didn't know. But he was far up in the mountains, from the sound of it. Sure,
getting to him would be hard, but that worked both ways. They were probably
stuck with him until I killed him.


"Better the enemy you know,
right William?" Fel asked.


I nodded and thought a moment.
"I'll talk to Rachel about sending an army to lay siege to the city. Then
at least they can't attack us again unawares. Maybe even have someone parade my
standard around up there so they think I'm stymied." 


I turned and looked at Fel. "I
really want to go to the Seven Worlds and fuck them up, Fel."


Fel smiled, leaned over, and patted
me on the head, and I felt my entire being light up.


"And that's what I want you to
do, William."


I smiled, and dammit if I didn't
purr as well. "You're way too good to me, Fel."


"Yes, but you're worth
it," Fel said with a laugh.


"However," I said with a
scowl, "how do I mess them up? They're well established, with a large
army."


"Oh, that'll be easy!"
Holse said with a grin. "They're in a war, right?"


I nodded. "Yes, against the
people whose land they're trying to take over."


"What's the one thing no army
or nation wants when they're in a war?"


I shrugged. I hadn't the slightest
idea.


"Why, another front, of
course!" Holse said with another laugh, Tipping his beer at me, he drained
it dry.


I suddenly thought of my own
world's history. During the last World War, what had really killed the enemy
was trying to fight a war on two fronts. They hadn't had the resources.


"Exactly," Fel said,
smiling.


I could feel someone tugging at me.


"I think Nara wants your
attention, William."


"Thanks, both of you," I
said and woke up.


"Talking to Feliogustus?"
Nara asked as I opened my eyes.


"Of course," I said with
a nod.


"What about?"


"About punishing the people
behind what happened today," I said, and kissed her.


Nara gave a heavy sigh and I pulled
her closer.


"Of course, there's something
I'd like from you, Nara, Love, if you'd consider it."


Nara blinked. I didn't tell her I loved
her very often. I knew she was hot for me; while I may be the only male she was
allowed to sleep with due to her position as the High Priestess of Feliogustus,
I was hands down the 'alpha male' in town.


"You said the 'L' word."


"And I meant it. I know I
don't say it enough to you, but I do love you, and I do care."


"And you want…?"


"I want another child with
you, Narasamman." I noticed her surprised look, and the touch of sadness
in it as well. "I'm not looking to replace Oren—nothing will ever do that.
But I always wanted to have a son with you, and perhaps if we're both really
good, and pray really hard, Feliogustus will bless us with another."


Nara gave me a weak smile.
"Seeing as you just used his full name, I don't see how he could possibly
say no."


I smiled at her and pulled her
close once more. I knew she'd wanted one last child when we'd made Oren. Truth
was, I'd wanted one as well. 


And right now, I very much wanted
to try again.















 


 


Four


Shrine to Feliogustus, Juntura


 


 


I stepped out of the portal Fel had
opened from his main temple to his shrine on Juntura. Carol came over and
greeted me as I shifted into my champion form, as I once again came out looking
human. I found it interesting that I was wearing the same armor and carrying
the same weapons I'd had when I'd been here last time. It made sense I
guess—after all, as Fel's champion, I wasn't allowed to take any of it back to
Saladin, since it was a lot higher tech than what they had there.


"William!" she said,
giving me a warm hug that involved a lot more bodily contact than I would have
expected. "It's so nice to see you again! Feliogustus told me you were
coming!"


I smiled and bent down to give her
a kiss, which she returned with a large amount of interest as she wrapped her
arms around me.


"Well, it's nice to see you,
too," I purred, and gave her nice little ass a squeeze. "What's got
you so excited?"


Carol's ears went down in a
'blush'. "Do I need to remind you that Feliogustus told me I'm not allowed
to have any boyfriends or lovers, with one exception? One incredibly
sexy and well-built exception, however," she said, adding the last with a
giggle.


"And it's been so looooong
since you were here last!"


I sighed and shook my head as I
looked down at her. "You know, if you want me to visit, all you have to do
is ask him."


"I can do that?" she
exclaimed.


"Yes you can do that. I'm
surprised Fel didn't tell you."


"Well, he said you were
busy…" Carol said, looking down and blushing again. I resolved to make
sure to spend some time here with her. It was only fair, after all, as the last
time I'd been here, I'd left her very much pregnant.


Then of course there was the small
matter of helping her build up Fel's religion. 


"So, how have you been holding
up, and when do I get to see our cub?"


"I just put her down for a
nap. I wanted to have my way with you first!" She purred.


"Ahem!" I heard Laria
clearing her throat behind me, for what I think may have been the third or
fourth time. Separating myself from Carol—no easy task mind you—I turned and
nodded towards Laria.


"This is Laria; my wives sent
her with me to help keep me out of trouble."


Carol peered over at Laria.
"You're not a champion, obviously. Ummm…" She paused a moment.
"Ah, okay. Feliogustus tells me you're Will's concubine, and Rachel knows
Will is allowed to sleep with me or other priestesses, just like he does back
home.


"Oh, and he likes that
dress."


I almost laughed as Laria's fur
stood up on end and her tail curled in embarrassment. I knew she was incredibly
embarrassed and self-conscious when Fel paid attention to her. I got the
distinct impression either Fel or Carol was playing off that now, so Carol
could have her way with me.


Rolling my eyes, I sighed.
"Laria?"


"Yes, Will?"


"Carol's like Nara. I'm the
only man she's allowed to have in her life. Rachel's not going to yell at you
for my sleeping with her."


"Umm." Laria fidgeted
again.


"Laria, I promise I won't let
Rachel give you any grief, and Darlene knows better. Now, let's go find a place
to get comfortable and talk. I have a lot of questions for Carol."


"Just talk?" Carol said
with a pout.


"Business before
pleasure," I told her, and then surprised her with a warm kiss. "I
promise to stay the night."


Carol purred and leaned into me
then as I tucked her under my right arm and let her lead me out of the tent the
shrine was still in, and over to another one, which held her living quarters
and the crib with our daughter in it. Carol was a good-looking felinoid. She
had tawny fur, with a white furred chest and stomach. The black markings on her
face and around her mouth and tail tip made her look a bit like a cougar and
her endowments, while modest, were still captivating. She had apparently taken
to wearing her fine black hair long. She was, in a word, striking. 


Which was probably one of the
reasons why the pirates hadn't killed her.


When we came into the tent, I sat
down on the carpeted floor, and Carol sat in my lap, quite shamelessly. I had
to smile; when I'd sent her off to Fel, she'd been a complete mess. Even when
she'd first come back, she obviously hadn't completely gotten over what had
been done to her. But apparently she had now.


Laria sat down next to us, grabbed
one of the many pillows strewn about, and got comfortable.


"Now, first, have you been
having any trouble with any of the Two River's crowd?" I asked her.


Carol shook her head. "No, not
yet. It's been a constant topic of conversation between myself and Feliogustus
of late. However, as best as he can tell, they still have no idea at all this
shrine, the church, or I even exist. We're trying to figure out the best way
for me to get trustworthy people out here to help me. Nue's church is doing
quite well and she's attracted a surprising number of converts, so we've
been…"


I stopped her, "Nue's
church?"


Carol nodded. "Nue decided to
become a priestess. All but one of those women you saved converted over to
Feliogustus and well, as she's got the only church, that's where they've all
been going. And," Carol paused and smiled up at me, "when you
consider how attractive most of those women are, well they've attracted a fair
number of males to the congregation as well."


I thought about that a moment.
"Nue's a priestess? What about Adonna?"


"She's been helping her
sister, but I think she's planning on going back to being a helmsman once her
baby is a bit older."


I shook my head again. "So,
where's this church?"


"Portland. Nue figured the
size and population would make it a good place. Plus she's a sailor and a
helmsman, as are all the original founders. So they've got a lot in common with
the people there."


"What about Dani?"


"Dani?"


"The elf?"


Carol shrugged. "No
idea."


"What about Ann, the captain
of the Grey Moth?"


"Last I recall, she's got the
ship sailing again, though mainly they're sticking to a Juntura–Lassen run
right now."


"And the war on Rossiya?"


"Nue and Adonna would have
more information on that. Best I know is, it's still going on, but Two Rivers
hasn't made any headway since you armed Vikoria's followers."


"I guess tomorrow you can take
me to Portland, and I'll talk to Nue and Adonna, then," I said. "But
for now, do you have any tasks around here I need to take care of for you?
Anything that needs fixing or moving?"


Carol gave a lusty growl then and
narrowed her eyes as her tail tip started to twitch. "Oh, I have something
that needs fixing and moving, all right!"


I pulled her close and kissed her.
"Well, let me get you out of those tight, tight things then."


"What about?" She nodded
towards Laria.


"Oh, don't worry, I'll take
care of her while you're catching your breath," I said with a growl of my
own.


 


 


§          §


 


 


"You really should have told
me she was lonely, Fel." I sighed and took the beer he handed me.


"She still needed time to
heal, William. You of all people should know, even after I put someone back
together, it takes time for everything to knit."


I nodded and tipped my beer at him.



"It worries me that there are
no guards here," I told him. "I don't like the idea of her being
alone like that."


"I agree, of course. And now
that you're there, William, it's something you need to deal with."


I sighed and nodded again.
"I'd complain about not being able to get started with my attacks on Ral
and Par, but I honestly have no idea where to begin. So while I'm thinking
about that, I really do need to see what I can do to get Carol some
protection."


"And spread the faith,"
Fel added.


I nodded in agreement. "Oh
yeah, you need more priests, priestesses, and churches here. But I really don't
know where to start…Oh! Does it matter what race they are? I mean, can your
followers be anything? Or do they have to be catfolk?"


"No, William, it doesn't
matter; they can be any race. I don't mind at all. Why, do you have someone in
mind?"


I snorted. "If I did, you'd
have already read it out of my mind," I grumbled. "But there are a
lot of races here, and I didn't know if there was like, some rule that forced
you to stick to felinoids."


"No, William, there are no
rules like that here, and before you ask, Ral and Par only take human members
as a part of their creed because that's the way they wanted it. They weren't
very accepting of other races before they ascended, and now they're gods,
that's one of the things that didn't change."


I nodded. "Yeah, I seem to
recall several of their followers referring to the others as the 'lesser
races'. Are there any other gods or goddesses here I have to be wary of?"


Fel laughed. "All of them!
Nobody likes a new player in the game, William, though I doubt most will go out
of their way to make our lives difficult. I have no allies here, not yet at
least."


"What about Vikoria the
Bountiful?"


"She's grateful that I helped
her out, and she does seem to like you, William. But I wouldn't count on any
help from her unless what you're doing is helping one of hers."


"But if I do help her people,
that would increase the odds of her helping me, right?"


"Yes, but Ral and Par seem to
have learned their lesson and are leaving her followers alone for now."


"So no allies, and no
army," I said with a frustrated sigh.


Fel nodded and handed me a fresh
beer as I set down the now empty glass.


"You know, I don't care what
Holse said. I think next summer I'm gonna go up into the mountains and get rid
of Quzelatin once and for all."


"William, if you do that, we
won't know where the next attack will be coming from," Fel reminded me.
"This way we at least limit them to who they're working with and where
they can launch their attacks from."


I shook my head and grumbled again.
"You're right. I just hate the idea of not being able to do something to
hurt them."


"Of course I'm right!"
Fel laughed.


"Oh," I said as another
thought suddenly occurred to me, "why can't I just bring a bunch of
soldiers here from home?"


"I can't send any of my
priests or followers through my portal."


"What about Laria? I brought
her through."


"Laria is there because of
you, William, not me."


"So your priests or our
soldiers could come here, but not if you're the one sending them."


"They also cannot come through
any portal I created, and before you ask, not through another god's portal if
they're allied with me."


"What about Carol and
Nue?"


"They're originally from here,
so they're simply returning home."


"What if I were to open a
portal here back to there?"


"Your portals aren't strong
enough to do that without help from me or an allied god, William."


"So that won't work
either."


"No, it will not."


I sighed and shook my head.
"Well, they sure thought of everything."


"It's not so much that it was
thought of, it's more the fabric of the infinite, William. Here at the base
worlds of our realities, the fabric is thick and convoluted. The 'rules' here
are actually quite simple in many ways, and that makes it much harder to find
ways around them."


"Well, I'll take your word for
it. Oh, do I have to worry about Ral or Par finding this place because of Laria
being here? She's not a priestess, after all, so they can see her."


"Juntura isn't one of their
worlds, so they can't track people here."


"What about Nuris or
Thayne?"


"I don't think they have
anything on Nuris. After the episode with the Grey Moth, a lot of
sailors and others looked for shrines there, and the one they found, they
destroyed. So Nuris is probably safe."


"And Thayne?"


"They've spread out to Thayne,
or at least they're trying to. No churches yet that anyone can tell, but
there's been a few shrines built. That gives them some insight into what goes
on there, but not as much as if they had a church. You see, the way they've
been getting all their information currently is through a network of spies and
priests they have spread out on a number of worlds on the first ring."


I thought about that a moment. I
needed to recruit some allies. Knocking back the rest of my beer, I stood up
and stretched. "Well, I think I'll get some rest now before Carol wakes me
up for round two."


Fel laughed and saluted me with his
beer. "She does have that 'no prisoners' look in her eyes tonight."


"She most certainly
does."


 


§          §


 


"Is this thing safe?"
Laria asked as we got into the small airship Carol had led us to. She'd parked
it under a couple of trees to keep it hidden from casual observation up above. 


"Of course it is!" Carol
chuckled as she moved to the engine controls and proceeded to start up the twin
diesel generators that powered everything.


"Will?" Laria asked,
looking at me as I led her over to one of the seats in the small cabin as Carol
headed for the cockpit.


"It's safe, Hon. Wait
here," I said as I handed Malina, Carol's daughter, to her to hold. I'd
been spending most of the morning holding my newest daughter and getting to
know her. I was excited at the idea I'd get to see Nue and Adonna's cubs next.
Carol told me I now had a son with each of them.


"Where are you going?"


"To talk with Carol."


Laria nodded, then grabbed onto her
chair with her free hand and gulped as Carol took off abruptly.


"What's the rush?" I
called out as I made my way forward to the pilot's station in the small
runabout.


"I like to get clear of the
shrine quickly," she said, keeping an eye on where she was going. Which
was when I noticed we were still below the treetops! She was threading
us around the trunks, and I decided not to bother her more until she finally
came to a clearing and took us up above the trees. 


"Do you think someone's
looking for the shrine?" I asked, looking at the sky around us, trying to
see if there were any other boats in the area.


"Fel doesn't think so, yet.
Juntura isn't very welcoming to the followers of Two Rivers. Since they've been
putting a lot of helmsmen into their brothel, and most of those helmsmen are
catfolk, you could kill one in broad daylight before the mayor of Portland, and
he'd swear he never saw a thing. 


"I mean, it's bad enough so
many of us end up working in brothels against our will because we ran afoul of
the law or pirates." She gave a small shiver. "But for a religion to advocate
that kind of behavior? For their little theocratic government to grab helmsmen
and crewmen and treat them no better than a pirate would? 


"We kill pirates on Juntura,
and those Two River bastards are no different at all."


"Well, you won't get any
argument from me," I growled in agreement. "But I am worried about
you and about the shrine. We need more people here."


"It's only been a year,
William," Carol said with a smile. "I think we're doing pretty well,
all things considered."


"Yeah, but Par is apparently
on a crusade against us, and that worries me. They're a lot more established
than we are, and she has a lot more resources."


"She's on a crusade against you,
William. Neither Feliogustus nor I think she's after him."


"Not yet, she isn't, no. But
I'm worried that might change, and I have an obligation to my friends to see
they're taken care of."


Carol gave a little laugh and shook
her head. "I still can't get over that you think of your god as your
friend. Feliogustus is a god, William."


I nodded. "Yup, and he's also
my best friend." I gave her a pat on the butt and a kiss, then went back
to join Laria, who was looking out the windows now as she held Malina,
apparently having gotten over her fear of flying.


"This thing goes a lot faster
than your car did, doesn't it?"


"Yup."


"How does it stay in the
air?"


I shrugged. "Some sort of
magical rock, best I can figure it."


"That sounds a lot safer than
how you told me the planes from your home stay in the air."


I laughed. "You know, you just
may be right about that."















 


 


Five


Portland, Juntura


 


 


While I'd been to Portland before,
we'd mostly stayed down by the docks. After I helped Carol secure the boat and
take on some water for ballast, she led us off to where the church was. 


"How close to the school is
the church?" I asked Carol.


"The school isn't in Portland,
Will," she reminded me.


"Then where did you build the
church?"


"Right across the street from
the main helmsmen guild hall," she said, smiling.


"How'd you manage that?"


"Well, word got around about
what you did at Gadston on Rossiya, and as you were no longer working for
Vikoria the Bountiful, the credit went straight to Feliogustus. Your share of
the prize money from the Two Rivers corvette you brought in paid for the
building, soothed all the fur that needed soothing, and that was that!"


"Prize money?"


Carol nodded. "I told Ann I
wanted your share, seeing as you worked for Feliogustus, and this was done on
his behalf as much as yours."


"Oh, she must have loved
that," I growled.


"Don't worry; I kept it to
only twenty percent. Your friend Dani took another ten, Ann got all she needed
to refit the Grey Moth, which worked out to about thirty percent, and
the remainder was paid out to the survivors you rescued when they came back, or
the families of those who died when the Grey Moth was captured.


"Now, let's find a taxi, it's
a lot farther than I want to walk."


"It's not down here by the
docks?" I asked, surprised.


"You think the helmsmen want
to hang around a bunch of drunk and rowdy sailors and stevedores?" Carol
laughed. "It's on the other side of the city—way on the other side.
By the nice part of town, so the rich ship owners can be reminded constantly of
who they depend on."


I flagged down one of the taxis as
it came down the street, and being taller than the typical felinoid, I stood
out enough to quickly get us a ride. Settling in next to Laria, with Carol
sitting across from me as she carried our daughter, I looked around and enjoyed
the ride. There were a lot of other races here, no doubt. But felinoids were
definitely the rule, and the further from the docks we got, the less other
races were seen about.


"This is almost like
home," Laria said looking around, "just with horses instead of wolats
and more people."


"Wolats?" Carol asked.


"Wolves the size of
horses," Laria said. "We ride them."


"I must have missed
that…"


I listened with half an ear while
Laria and Carol talked about the differences between home and here. Laria told
Carol a little about the world I came from, having been there with me several
times. Thinking about it, that probably had a lot to do with her adjusting to
everything here so quickly. Things here were a lot closer to Saladin than to
Earth, but it was still different enough that anyone coming here would take
some time to adjust. So if I ever figured out a way to bring a bunch of
Hilanders through, I'd have to take the time to get them acclimated to all the
differences.


That led to me looking at the
average citizen, seeing as they were already here. I wondered what I could do
to get a large number of them to convert? How did the priests do it? Both Henry
and Steve had made it look so easy! Hell, between the two of them, they'd
converted a large percentage of the Mowoks in less than a year!


Oh, what I wouldn't give to have a
couple of dozen Mowoks here, they'd take care of the temple, no doubt about
that!


I shook my head; a missionary I
wasn't. I wasn't a priest, and I wasn't cut out to be one, either. While
priests and missionaries could talk about the lofty ideologies and goals of
Feliogustus, I pretty much just talked about my friend who had great beer, and
who was always there for me.


Not exactly the most inspiring way
to get people to sign up and change their beliefs when you got right down to
it. 


I shook my head. It would be great
if I could import a bunch of our warrior priests, or even our regular priests.
And there were enough soldiers back home at Rachel's who would happily come
here to serve Fel. He was their god, after all.


But I couldn't just pack them off
here. I'm sure there had to be a way to do it, but what that way was, I hadn't
the slightest clue.


Not yet, anyway.


So that meant local talent. I
needed local talent, and I needed a lot of it, and that didn't even
begin to account for my own crusade to pay back one bitch of a goddess for the
death of my son.


Oh, yeah, she was definitely going
to be made to pay, one way or another!


"Will?" Laria asked.


"Huh? What?" I asked,
looking back at her.


"You're growling."


"Oh, sorry. Just thinking
about things."


"Obviously," Carol said.
"Anyway, we're here, so let's pay Nue a visit."


I got out of the back of the taxi
and helped Laria and Carol out, then turned around, and looked over the church.
I was a little surprised by what I saw. It wasn't as big as a temple, of
course, but it also wasn't one of those little storefront churches I used to
see in the strip malls back home. It was in its own building, and it stood
separate from the ones to either side. It had a nice lawn, and the peaked roof
gave it something of a church appearance. 


The second I stepped through the
gateway of the little white fence that surrounded the property, I could feel I
was on holy ground. I immediately tamped my presence down a little, and I could
tell Carol was doing the same. 


Climbing the three steps to the
porch, we walked into the vestibule and into the church. I didn't tamp my
presence down here at all, however; I wanted anyone inside to know exactly what
I was.


"Is that…" I heard
muttered from the front followed by, "WILL!" and a dark-furred female
came streaking down the aisle. I immediately recognized her as Nue, and as she
launched herself at me, I had to admit she was looking a lot better than she
had the last time I'd seen her.


Laughing, I caught her and pulled
her into a hug, and then kissed her.


"Somebody happy to see
me?" I asked.


"Somebody wants to drag you
off to bed!" she growled playfully. "Hi Carol," she said,
looking around me. "Who's the other fem?"


"Laria."


"Is she one of your
wives?" Nue asked with a slight scowl.


"No, she's my concubine, I
love her, and she's the mother of two of my children."


"Oh! Okay. You know," Nue
said and gave me a sly look, "I'm the mother of one of your children now,
too."


"Yes, and I wouldn't mind
meeting them," I said, and giving her another kiss, I set her down.
"So you decided to become a priestess of Fel's, I see."


"Feliogustus," she
corrected me. "Are you happy?"


I smiled down at her.
"Ecstatic. I'm his champion, after all, and I think he's the best."


"Is that why you feel so…"
she paused for a moment and considered her words, "electric in here?"


I nodded.


"Well, follow me, and I'll
show you to my office. Are you going to be staying long?"


"Oh, a few days at least,
maybe longer."


"Great!" Nue said and
gave me a hug. She then turned to Laria. "It's nice to meet you, Laria,
I'm Nue, the head priestess of this church. As a follower of Feliogustus, you
are always welcome here, and as one of Will's women, you are very
welcome here!" 


"Thank you," Laria said
demurely and curtsied.


Nue turned to Carol then. "Sorry,
Carol, for not greeting you first!"


Carol smiled. "That's okay, I
know you've been waiting to see him for a while now. Besides," Carol said
and gave Nue a saucy wink, "I already had my way with him all last night!"


"Well, come! Let's go to my
office, and I'll have Will's kids brought up!"


"Kids, as in plural?" Laria
asked, looking at me.


"Will has three sons
here," Nue said, turning and leading us towards the altar. I couldn't help
but notice the way her hips were swaying and her tail was dancing. I wondered
if Adonna was here, too.


"Three?"


Nue nodded. "One with me, one
with my sister, and one with Dani, an elf who was on the crew."


"Three, Will?" Laria
teased. "No wonder Rachel sends me along…"


"Rachel?" Nue asked.


"Senior wife," Laria
replied. "She's a queen, and after Will brought me home, I think she decided
to try and put some limits on his carousing."


"Senior? How many does he
have?"


"Oh, just the two. But then
there's me, the other high priestess, a couple of girlfriends, another
priestess or two…"


I could feel the fur on my face standing
up as I tried not to let my ears sink in embarrassment.


"Well, he does make lovely
babies, if I do say so myself," Nue said with a giggle.


"Oh, that he does!" Laria
agreed. "I think Rachel just doesn't want him bringing home any more is
all. When Will's at home, she really doesn't want to share him with anyone
beyond Darlene, myself, and maybe Nara."


I looked at Carol, who was
snickering, as Laria and Nue continued on about my 'finer' points and child
making abilities. Obviously I wasn't going to get any help from that quarter.


We passed through a door into the
back, and Nue stopped her dialogue with Laria and told one of the acolytes to
bring the children up to her office.


"How many priests do you have
here?" I asked, using the interruption to try to move the conversation
onto something else.


"None, yet. But there are two
other priestesses."


"That's not bad, how many in
the congregation?"


"We're up to two hundred or
so. About a hundred of those are serious converts, the rest are still trying it
out. I'm sure we'll keep at least half of them."


"Is that good?" I asked.


Nue shrugged. "I honestly
don't know. We're new. We've only been here, in this building, for six months
now. People saw the ship you took, and we've told them about how Feliogustus
helped the common people who were being oppressed, but it takes time for those
things to become known and well, people need to know more about what
Feliogustus stands for, and what he'll do for his people."


"Well he helped you,
right?" Laria said.


"Oh, very much so, and I've
told people about it. So have the others he helped, and trust me, their friends
and family are all very grateful. It's helped a lot with getting us
started."


"But what has Feliogustus done
for them lately, right?" I said.


Nue bit her lip and frowned, but
nodded slowly. "I'm sorry to say, but that's about the way of it."


We entered her office then, and she
had us sit on the two couches there, letting Carol sit behind her desk.


"Well, don't worry. That's
part of why I'm here," I said with a little more confidence than I felt.
Being a missionary wasn't my forte, but I'd seen some of the best of them, and
hopefully something had rubbed off along the way.


The acolyte showed up with another
in tow, and I was surprised to see Adonna there as well.


"William!" she said with
a smile as I got back up and carefully hugged her so as not to hurt the cub she
was carrying. She smiled and patted the side of my face but didn't come in
close enough for me to kiss her.


"Is that our son?" I
asked, looking down at him.


Adonna smiled. "Yes. His name
is Ike."


I turned to Nue, who had picked up
another of my sons. "This is Will Junior," she said, and then blushed
a little.


I took the third cub from the other
acolyte and was surprised that he looked like the others; only his fur was
tawnier, like my own, where Nue and Adonna's cubs had black fur like their
mothers.


"Is this my son with
Dani?" I asked.


Adonna and Nue nodded. "She
was a little upset with us," Adonna said with a smirk, while Nue giggled. 


"Why doesn't he look
elvish?"


"Because crossbreeds with
elves usually look like their fathers," Nue told him.


"However, he'll gain some
traits from her," Carol said, speaking up. "He'll be more graceful,
probably more handsome than his hunky dad, have a longer lifespan, and all
those other secondary attributes elves tend to get."


I nodded and looked down at him.
"What's his name?"


"Slash," Nue said with
grumble.


I chuckle at that. "Yeah,
that's Dani. Where is she, anyway?"


"She's on a cargo run to Zenia
and back with Ann on the Moth."


I bristled a little at that.
"She left our son alone? And he's only a few months old?"


Nue got up and came over to me, and
we switched cubs. "She needed a break, Will. She'll be back in a few
days."


"But he's only three months
old!" I said.


"And you weren't here for any
of those three months, or the months we all carried, now were you?"


My ears went flat in embarrassment.



"Dani is overly cautious as a
mother. Apparently elven children are a lot more fragile than catfolk. She was
becoming a nervous wreck and watching Slash like a hawk. So I told her to go,
and pushed her out the door."


"And she told me she's not
mother material." I sighed and looked down at Will Junior. 


"She's not. She obsesses too
much most of the time. Elves mature more slowly. She doesn't have the patience
for a child half the time, or the attention span the other half. Besides, my
sister and I are responsible for her getting pregnant, so we're more
than happy to help out."


I traded cubs with Adonna then, and
looked at Ike a bit closer.


"I thought Will was
responsible?" Laria asked.


Nue and Adonna laughed and told the
story while I spent time with each of my kids, and we traded cubs a few more
times. I'll admit I wasn't the best father in the world—work often took me
away, and it wasn't like I could say no and stay home when Fel told me I had
work to do.


But still, I was always amazed to
hold one of my children in my arms. 


"When will Dani be back?"
I asked after they'd brought Laria up to speed.


"A few days, why?"


"Because I want to see
her," I said and looked up at them and smiled. "Of course I also want
to see Ann and talk to anybody who's been to Rossiya or Thayne lately and can
tell me what's going on with Two Rivers."


"I can go down to the docks
and ask around," Carol told me.


"No." I shook my head.
"You're not getting involved in any of this.


"What?" she replied,
looking shocked.


"It's not safe for you. There
are too many people who would love to get their hands on you or kill you, and I
can't risk you getting into trouble. You need to lay low," I said, giving
her a measured look. "And I bet Fel is telling you the very same
thing."


Carol frowned, but I could tell by
the look in her eyes I was right.


"Oh, don't get so upset. I'll
be sure to make it up to you."


"And how will you do
that?"


"I'll visit you more often,
for starters." I winked then. "Maybe I'll even give you another cub
as well."


Carol's facial fur bushed out, and
her ears went down as her tail curled in embarrassment.


"Oh, okay…" she said in a
soft voice while the others grinned.


"Now, how about Nue and I take
you back to your ship so you can head back to the shrine? Adonna and Laria can
watch the kids."


Carol sighed and nodded, so I got
up and handed Slash to Laria, gave her a hug, then took Malina from her.


"I just wanted to help,
Will."


"I know, but we're not in a
rush here; this isn't going to be solved in a week or two."


"Okay."


 


"So what's up with your
sister?" I asked Nue as we headed back to the church after seeing Carol
and Malina off.


"Ah, you noticed!" Nue said
with a grin.


"I didn't get a kiss from her,
so yeah, I noticed. She's not mad at me, is she?"


"No, whatever gave you that
idea?" Nue chuckled, shaking her head. "She's probably just nervous.
Now you're back, she's probably worried you'll want her warming your bed
again."


I leaned over, put an arm around
Nue, and pulled her closer. "Will you be warming my bed, Nue?"


Nue purred and leaned into me.
"Always, Will. You're the only male for me. In fact, I'd be more than
happy to give you several more children."


"But not your sister."


Nue chuckled again and shook her
head. "She's got a boyfriend now. I think he's a little put off that she
had your child in her belly when we came back home."


"She had a boyfriend back
here?" I asked, surprised.


"Well, yes and no. My sis had
never given any serious consideration to settling down. She likes flying too
much. We both figured we'd raise our cubs on the boat, until…"


I nodded.


"Anyway. I'm pretty much
land-bound now. I've dedicated my life to your Feliogustus, and even Sis is
pretty taken with him. She may fly again, but she's serious about starting a
family now, and she's entertaining the idea of marriage."


"Ah. And I show up, and she's
worried I might get in the way."


Nue nodded, still smiling.
"And you being you, she wouldn't be able to tell you no, because she
figures you'd ignore it and do what you wanted."


I laughed at that. "I'm happy
she's found someone. You can tell her I won't interfere."


"That will make her happy, I'm
sure. Now, what about me?"


"What about you?"


"I believe I just told you
you're the only male for me and I want your children."


I smiled down at her. "Yes,
you did."


"Well? Do I get them?"
she asked with an exasperated sigh.


"You understand I won't be
around much? I have to travel for Fel a lot, and my wives, Rachel and
Darlene, come first."


Nue pouted slightly, but she
nodded. "I know. Feliogustus explained it all to me back when I was with
him."


"And you're okay with
that?"


Nue nodded again.


I hugged her. "I'll visit as
often as I can, Nue." I looked down at her and smiled. "And I'll give
you as many cubs as you want."


"I love you, Will," Nue
said with a sigh and leaned into me.


"I love you too, Nue."


 


 


§          §


 


 


"I'd tease you for telling Nue
you love her if it wasn't for the simple fact that she deserves it," Fel
said to me as I found myself sitting in his bar. I was sleeping in bed with Nue
and Laria. Nue had quite obviously missed me, and just as obviously really did
love me. 


I shrugged. "It's weird, Fel.
I don't know why I do, I just do. If she wasn't your priestess here, I think I
might even consider dragging her back to Hiland and telling Rachel I've got
another one." I glanced up from the beer I'd picked up off the bar.
"That's not your doing, is it?"


Fel snorted uncharacteristically.
"No, William. But I can't fault your taste in women. Nue will be yours
until the day she dies, like Rachel, Darlene, and Laria. Probably even
afterwards."


"So what did I do to deserve
such love and loyalty?" I said, taking a drink.


Fel looked at me like I was a
child.


"What?"


"You're not that slow,
William."


I blushed. "I think you did a
lot more for her than I did, Fel. All I did was save her. You're the one who
put her back together."


"Which is why she's one of
mine now. However, you went and got her, you sent her to me and
asked me to fix her. Instead of being mad that she tricked you into getting her
with child, you loved her, saved her, and got righteously mad at and punished
those who had abused her. 


"This is after making her a
part of your little harem onboard the Grey Moth, where she had already
fallen hopelessly in love with you, because a male far beyond her station came
and made her his."


"Um, that sounds a little
familiar," I said, still blushing. "But still, how can you say I was
beyond her? She's beautiful."


Fel laughed. "That you can
still be naive at times when it comes to women is definitely one of your more
endearing traits, William. It drives both Rachel and Evean crazy at times, yet
they still love you."


"So I'm not gonna get a
lecture over thinking with my you-know-what, am I?"


Fel shook his head, still smiling.
"I've told you before, I put a lot of effort into making you a prime
specimen. By all means, father all the children you wish."


"Well, if I'm not here for you
to tease me about Nue, or tell me to rein in my carousing, why am I here
tonight?"


"Simple, I need you to escort
Nue to some of the less reputable bars in town."


"You mean the ones the
smugglers go to, don't you?"


Fel nodded. "Yes, those."


"Why?"


"Why, to proselytize! To
gather followers! Why else?" Fel asked with another laugh.


"You want me to preach to
smugglers?" 


"I want Nue to preach
to smugglers. Maybe the other priestesses as well. I want you to go with her to
make sure it's safe.


"As for why smugglers,"
Fel continued before I could ask, "as a tavern owner, I've always had a
spot in my heart for them. After all, it's often the only way a tavern owner
can get the things he needs."


I thought about that; I'd have to
ask Darlene sometime.


"Also, smuggling is near and
dear to the heart of many Junturans."


"More than a few Hilanders,
too, if I recall right." I chuckled.


"It's a natural part of the
felinoid condition, William. We hate being told we can't do something, and we
do love our little schemes and secrets."


I recalled that Vikoria the
Bountiful was also tolerant, if not downright encouraging to smugglers.


"You'll find most mainstream
Junturan gods and goddesses feel the same way," Fel said, reading my
thoughts.


"I still find it odd that
she's a felinoid goddess, but she looks human."


"That's because she was human
to start with. She just really liked cats."


"Crazy cat lady?" I said
with a smirk.


"More like obsessed," Fel
replied with a chuckle. "However, she did right by us felinoids, and
really was quite bountiful. She founded the city on Juntura that her oldest
temple is in. It was only natural they'd venerate her after all she did."


"Huh, I had no idea. Wait, I
thought her main temple was on Prime?"


"It is now. She moved it there
after her religion spread out to all of the original Seven Worlds."


I thought about that a moment.


"Is that why she had to give
up some of the things the other gods have? So she could move?"


"Yes, she had to sacrifice an
ability. She can no longer speak or materialize in any of her temples or
churches."


"Then how does she communicate
with her priests and priestesses?"


"In their dreams. And she only
has priestesses; I believe she gave up her ability to have priests to gain
something else, as well."


"Huh, I didn't know the rules
were that flexible."


"Normally they're not,
William. But here on the core world, there are some exceptions. Like my being
able to spread here."


"Is that why Carol's at the
shrine and not at the church?"


"No, that's more a matter of
security. The church is visible because it's in a public space, and anyone
walking by can see it. The shrine is not. I can't afford to lose Carol right
now."


I nodded. "How's Evean doing,
by the way?"


"She wants to join you, but
seeing as you already left, she can't."


"Hoa is too young to be
without her mother that long," I said, almost growling.


"That's the only reason she's
not raising more of a fuss. Roden's told me it's most amusing. Her lust for
revenge is at war with her newly found motherhood, and it's losing,
badly."


I rolled my eyes. "Glad I'm not
there for that. Anything else?"


"Rachel and General Carso are
putting together a campaign to start the siege of Ylvani in the spring."


"I hope I'm not gone that
long." I sighed.


"You're not taking on the
Mulanders here, William. You're taking on someone who's at least as big as
Tantrus was at his height."


"There's a lot you can't tell
me, isn't there?"


"There are always things I
can't tell you, William. But in this fight, there truly is a lot that even I
don't know. Because there are many other gods and goddesses involved, because I
am a very weak god here on Juntura, and because Two Rivers is several planes
away from here."


"This is going to take years,
isn't it?"


Fel shrugged. "You have a
talent for coming up with unique solutions, William. But most likely, yes it
will be years, possibly even decades."


"And you're okay with this?
Even though you think they're really after me, and not you?"


"They kicked my dog,
William," Fel said with a growl, surprising me. I'd never seen Fel growl
before. "That's not the kind of thing you ever forgive or forget."















 


 


Six


Portland, Juntura


 


 


"Is this the place?" I
asked as we walked up to the front of the bar. The name over the door said,
'Danny The Dog'.


Nue smiled and nodded. "Yup,
this is Danny's place. Normally I wouldn't come here alone, but I have you and
we're still technically crew members of the Grey Moth."


"We are?"


"Ann never fired us. I'm on
medical leave, and I think she's too afraid to fire you!" Nue said with a
laugh. "Now let's go inside, you first."


I nodded and walked over to the
door. I'd wanted to come here yesterday, but Nue said she had a few things she
needed to take care of first. Opening the door, I stepped inside, and while the
place didn't go quiet, there was a definite lull in the conversation. I was
dressed as a crewmember, and I was most definitely armed, with those two sword
hilts sticking up over my left shoulder. 


And I was easily the biggest
catfolk in the bar. Even the bouncers were smaller than I was, and I could see
them eyeing me warily out of the corner of my eye. 


I gave the place the slow once over
as I stood there just inside the entrance. Nue had told me to make sure people
noticed me, and I figured this was the best way to do it. As places went, it
wasn't a complete dive. The walls were paneled and covered with a lot of
flyers, and pictures of ships, printed, drawn, and photographed in frames.
There were decorations from long forgotten events, and even a few pictures of
people that had obviously been on the wall now for a very long time.


The bar itself extended from near
the front of the place all the way down to the very back on the right side,
with booths on the wall across from it, and a number of small tables in the
middle. The place was about three-quarters full, and the crowd looked like they
were either crewmen, prostitutes, or 'businessmen'. A rough lot, all told, and
while mostly catfolk, it was still a mixed bag of races and genders.


Everything slowed down then,
surprising me. Nue had told me this was a rough place, but I hadn't expected to
be attacked just for stepping inside. 


I focused on it immediately—someone
had thrown a heavy glass mug at me! Using my enhanced speed, I caught it before
it hit me. Looking into it, I saw it was empty, so looking back up at the folks
in the bar who were all openly staring at me, I growled, "It's empty,
dammit!" back at them.


Half of them laughed, slapping the
bar, and the other half shrugged, while some wag called out, "I didn't
want to spill good ale!"


"Good point," I replied
and saluted with the mug.


Nue slapped me on the ass.
"Are you just going to stand there, or are we gonna hit the bar?"


"Sorry, Hon." I sighed
and led her down the length of the bar to a couple of empty seats near the far
end, while the bouncers looked her over and gave a knowing nod to each other
that while I might be a big bastard, the wife obviously had me well in hand.


I was glad I'd taken Nue's advice
and left Laria back at the church. Laria was gorgeous, exceptionally
attractive. She'd been raised to be a bribe, after all, and there wasn't a fem
in the bar of any race who was as attractive. Then again, without Laria here,
Nue was now hands down the best-looking gal in the bar. She was drawing all the
attention, so maybe she just hadn't wanted the competition? I thought about
that and idly wondered how Darlene would have been received?


Then again, she'd run the Swan for
years and knew how to put unruly customers in their place.


"Nue!" someone called out
from the far end of the bar as soon as we drew near enough to hear them.


"Jona!" she called back,
and I let her take the lead as everyone went back to their business, since we
obviously knew folks here.


"Will, this is Jona. Jona,
Will." We touched hands, and I looked him over; he was a gnome, and an
older one.


"Damn, you're a big one!"
he said with a chuckle.


"Jona's one of Ann's better
clients," Nue told me. 


"And I'm surprised to see you
in a place like this, Nue. Normally you don't come here without the rest of the
crew."


"Does she look like she needs
the rest of the crew?" I asked, giving Jona an evil smile.


Jona laughed. "I think I see
your point. So what brings you here, of all places?" Jona asked, turning
back to Nue.


"I'm a priestess for a
religion that's new to the area, and I thought I might see if I could find some
converts."


"Here? In Danny's?" Jona
said, surprised.


"Feliogustus has a thing for
bars," I told him. "And of course, as a god of catfolk, he really
understands smugglers," I added with a grin.


"He also hates pirates,"
Nue added.


"And Two Rivers," I followed
up, with a growl. "Of course they're no better than pirates!"


"Ya got that right!" the
heavyset black furred male sitting two stools down agreed with a growl.
"What ship are ya from?"


"The Grey Moth."


"Ann's ship? Then why ain't ya
on it?"


"She's not my only boss,"
I replied and jerked a thumb back at Nue.


"You let a fem tell ya what to
do?" he laughed.


"When she's got my cub in her
belly, and she's still getting over being kidnapped, yeah, I do," I
growled.


"Oh? And how did you
survive that affair?"


"I was off delivering our
cargo."


"Ah, more likely you turned
tail and ran! I bet that cub…" he shut up then as I grabbed the front of
his shirt, pulled him off of his stool, and threw him the rest of the way to
the back wall of the bar.


"No one talks about one of my
women like that!" I growled as he knocked down several people before he
came to rest on a table.


And with that the fight was on. 


"Dammit, Will!" I heard
Nue mutter, as she and Jona took cover, and I took on all comers. 


Honestly, it felt good. I was still
pretty pissed about Oren's death and had yet to come to terms with it. I'd
never lost a child before, and damned if I was anywhere near over it. So I
roared at them and waded into the lot of them, punching and kicking and
knocking the hell out of them. I didn't even feel it when I got hit, I was just
that mad.


What surprised me the most was how
many of them got back up and came at me after I knocked them down, and I think
I knocked all of them down at one point or another. When someone clocked me
with a beer mug, I didn't even bother to pop a heal spell; the pain felt good,
and when I picked them up and threw them clear down to the very end of the bar
and into a wall, no one tried it again.


The fight ended when there was
suddenly a very loud BOOM. Everyone stopped and turned to the front of
the bar. There was Ann, Dani, Dusty, Branwaen, and a couple of others in
matching shirts whom I didn't recognize. 


Dani was holding what looked like a
sawed-off shotgun and pointing it at the ceiling, wearing her usual flight suit
coverall with the zipper dragged down almost to her belly button, showing off
her impressive elven cleavage. I noticed her hairstyle hadn't changed at all,
still shaved on the left, while the hair on the right side fell down past her shoulder,
some of it in long, thin braids.


"William!" Ann yelled in
a voice crewmembers everywhere knew from experience meant the captain was about
to read someone the riot act. "What the hell do you think you're
doing?"


I looked around for the guy who'd slighted
Nue. He was laid out on the floor, shaking his head, and trying to stand back
up. "He said something bad about Nue!" I grumbled and pointed.


"And for that you started a
bar fight?"


"Actually, Captain," Nue
piped up from behind the bar, where she'd taken refuge with Jona,
"he questioned the paternity of our cub."


Ann facepalmed, and Dani laughed
loudly. 


"Oh, yeah," Dani said.
"I can see exactly how that'd set him off, seeing as he rescued all of us
because we were already knocked up with his brats before those Two River
bastards came along."


"What do you mean 'we'?"
some wag called out. Probably the same one as before.


"Why, me and the two
helmsmen," Dani said with a leer, then quickly added, "of course,
Bran's child is Dusty's. Even Will's not stupid enough to take him
on!"


I guess everyone here knew Dusty,
because the statement was followed by a lot of laughter and cheers. I looked
around at the others, who shrugged, and I helped the guy who'd started it all
to his feet.


"Sorry about what I
said," he grumbled.


"No, you're not," I
grumbled back. "But still, I've been needing to get that out of my system
for a while."


Dani sauntered up to me then and
looked me over. "You're not gonna get blood all over me, are you?"


I gave her a smile, popped a cure
on myself, then dragged her into a tight hug and kissed her right there in
front of everybody.


"William!" she hissed and
tried to push away.


"Slash is beautiful. Thanks,
Dani."


Dani sighed and relaxed against me.
"Yeah, he is, isn't he? Best looking kid I've had, too, honestly. I mean,
I love the other two—well, as much as I can," she said smirking up at me,
"but he's going to be one handsome cat when he grows up."


"Why are you here, Will?"
Ann asked as I looked up from Dani.


"I'm thinking of getting back
into the deicide businesses," I told her as I gave Dani another squeeze
and let her go.


"Deicide?" Ann asked,
looking confused. "You don't want me to go anywhere near those Two Rivers
people again…" she gave me a stern look, "do you?"


I shook my head. "No. I may
need to sail with you again, but right now I don't even want to get as close as
Thayne."


"You just want to get me in
bed again," Dani all but purred. She was still holding on to me,
surprisingly. "Admit it."


I snorted. "I'm gonna do that
tonight."


"What about Nue?"


"Guess you're gonna have to
share," I said and gave her ass a squeeze.


"And why would I want to let
you on my ship again, William?" Ann sighed.


"Maybe because no one in their
right mind will mess with you after what I did to the Fast Profit and
the Two Rivers corvette?"


"The boy has a point there,
Ann!" Dusty laughed.


I saw a lot of feline ears swivel
in my direction suddenly.


"What ever happened to the
corvette I gave you? After you sold it off, that is?" I asked loud enough
to make sure I had everyone's attention.


"The local militia bought it.
Apparently they liked all the blood stains you left behind," Dani said,
noticing the attention.


"I think I'm going to sit down
and have a drink," Ann muttered to the rest of her crew. "First
round's on me."


I watched as the rest of the crew, minus
Dani—who was leaning into me and showing no signs of leaving. In fact her
zipper was now well below her belly button—found seats and ordered drinks


"Did you actually take the Two
Rivers corvette out all by yourself?" one of the male felinoids asked,
coming over to me.


"Well, I had a little
help," I told him. "My god has allies, and two of them were with
me."


"Your god?"


"Have you heard the words of
Feliogustus?" I asked him.


He shook his head, and Nue stepped
up and I put my free arm around her as she told him about Fel. I smiled and
listened, only adding a comment here or there when Nue left me an obvious
opening. I had to admit, I was enjoying it, and she was good at it. She was
preaching from the heart, as Steve and Henry had. I know her good looks helped
keep his attention at the beginning, and maybe that of the others standing
around. But as she continued to speak, folks drew up stools and settled in to
listen. 


I bought everyone a round to keep
the bartender happy, but I could see she had them. They liked hearing about my
taking on Two Rivers, including attacking the prison in which they were holding
sailors, and stealing back the Grey Moth. Word of what was being done to
those sailors taken prisoner had been spreading, and it made Two Rivers even
less popular than they already were.


They also liked hearing about my
killing the pirates on the Fast Profit, as well as Captain Jane. Nobody
liked pirates, and smugglers liked them least of all, because their risks were
greater, and they couldn't afford insurance or complain to the authorities.


"I'm surprised they're so
attentive," I whispered to Dani at one point, whose fingers were working
their magic inside my shirt.


"Most smugglers follow
Vikoria, if they follow anyone at all," she whispered back.


"Really?"


She nodded. "Vikoria is
a catfolk goddess, after all, and she doesn't fault smugglers. But she doesn't
really do anything to protect them. Honestly, I think we were the first people
in decades to do anything to help and protect her followers. Your god seems to
be a lot more active."


I nodded and remembered Carol
telling me how she had prayed and prayed for help, yet never gotten it.
And while I knew gods and goddesses couldn't answer every prayer, or even any
prayer, it did seem like the few gods I'd heard of here, other than the Two
Rivers ones, weren't very active when it came to helping their followers. 


I'd have to ask Fel about that some
time.


"I wish she'd finish up; I
want to go home and check on Slash!" Dani grumbled not much later.


"Well, I'm not leaving either
of you alone, so you're going to have to wait," I teased.


"The worse part about it is, I
got the zipper all the way to the bottom, and they're not even looking at
me!" Dani grumbled.


"Oh, they're probably worried
I'd kill them for looking," I whispered back, and leaning over, I gave her
ear a lick, which caused her to shiver against me.


"You know, we could do it
right here on the bar…" she said, looking around.


I rolled my eyes and sighed,
causing her to snicker. Knowing Dani, she wasn't bluffing.


 


 


#                   
#


 


 


"Mmmm, that was nice," a
naked and very sweaty Dani said, rolling over onto her back and stretching
cat-like on the bed. "I like your friend Laria, there. She's definitely a
lot more fun than Nue is."


I smiled and stretched myself. Nue
had left the bed early on, after I'd taken the time to make love to her first.
More because she was tired, and we kept waking her up than because of any
embarrassment she might be feeling.


Laria was fast asleep and immune to
being woken up by others in my bed after all her experience with me, Rachel,
and Darlene back home.


"Oh, don't sell Nue short.
Preaching is hard work, and she sure did a great job tonight. She got several
folks interested enough to come by and give us a look. She was exhausted and
needed to sleep."


"I can't believe she's now a
priestess," Dani said, rolling back over to face me. "She's the last
person I'd ever have expected to stand up in a room full of strangers and try
to convert them."


I smiled at her, pulled her close,
kissed her, then looked into her eyes, purred and asked, "Have you
heard the word of Feliogustus?" 


"Oh, please, don't start that
with me."


"Hey, his champion came down,
kicked serious ass, and saved your life."


"You mean you came
down, kicked ass, and saved my life," Dani said and gave my ass a smack.


"Yeah, so maybe if you
converted, the next time you got in trouble, you could ask him to send me to
bail you out again? After all, he spoils me rotten, so I'm sure he'll let
me."


Dani stopped a moment and blinked
at me. "You're serious, aren't you?"


"Of course I'm serious! What,
you think I don't have feelings for you? I liked you back before you had Slash.
Now that you've given me a child? Dani, I can't exactly say I love you, but
I've got very strong feelings for you now. Feelings I'd like to point out are
obviously being returned."


Dani looked down at her feet and
blushed a little. "Yes, okay, I like you, Will. I like you a lot. You're
big, strong, sexy, fun in bed, and you put your child in me. You saved me when
I needed it, and aren't put off by my bullshit and inability to behave like a
proper elf girl. But I don't see what this has to do with your god."


"Didn't you once bitch to me
about your god not helping you when you needed it most?"


"Umm, maybe?"


"Yeah, well, now you have a
boyfriend who's on a first name basis with one, and who can tell you hands down
you'll never find better. Hell, Fel's the kind of guy you'd fall in love with;
slightly disreputable, womanizing, and always up for whatever the hell trouble
you want to get into."


"Fel?"


I sighed and rolled my eyes.
"Yeah, don't call him that, he is a god now. But to me, he's my best
friend in the whole world, and whenever we hang out or talk, I call him
that."


"You call your god by his nickname?"
Dani said, and snickered.


"Yeah, so?"


"So I can't believe I'm having
this conversation! I mean, I'm a princess! Or was one, anyway. A crown
princess! Never, not once, was I told I was entitled to special attention from
a god, and now you're telling me I, Dani, former princess and very much a
fallen elven maiden—or worse, if you listen to the elves back home—am entitled
to a god's attention? Yeah, sorry, Will, if I have trouble believing
that."


I frowned. "What do they call
you back home?"


"Oh, lots of things. 'Wanton
Orc Slut' is one of my favs, though!" Dani said with a look on her face
that made me think she wasn't at all happy about it.


I tucked her under my chin and
hugged her close. "I want you to convert. I want you to do it for me, if
nothing else."


"Why? Why should I?"


"Because you need someone to
watch after you, and trust me, Fel will do it if only to shut me up."


"Why the fuck do you even
care?" she growled and pushed against my chest, but she wasn't going anywhere.
"So we had a kid together. So what? It's not like either of us asked for
it!"


"Well, I promise to ask next
time, okay?"


She growled at me again. "You
can't be serious!"


"Hey, a hundred years from
now, when you're all grown up? Trust me, I'll be asking!" I joked.


"You will, won't you?"
She sighed and snuggled into me. "Why does it mean so much to you,
Will?"


"I guess I'm old fashioned,
Dani. I want to be able to protect my women."


Dani snorted at that. "I'm everybody's
woman, Will. In case you hadn't noticed."


"But you gave me a
child."


"I've given two other men, two
orcs, children as well."


"Okay, I want you to do it so
I can always track down that hot elvish ass of yours whenever I want to get
laid. That and knock you up a few more times so I can get my use out of
you," I said with a growl.


She was quiet a moment, and I could
have sworn I felt her shiver a bit.


"You always say the nicest
things, Will." She sighed, sounding happy. "You and Granz would have
gotten on great, I bet."


"So you'll convert?"


"Well, if it's the only way
I'm guaranteed more of that fine champion dick," she said snarkily and
snickered.


I gave her another hug, then
reached behind myself, pulled Laria closer, and wrapped my tail around her as I
settled down to sleep. 


At least she wasn't homicidal all
the time like Evean.















 


 


Seven


Feliogustus' Church, Portland


 


 


"You want me to bring Dani
into the church?" Nue asked, looking at me like I'd said something crazy.


I nodded. "Yup. I told her
last night I wanted her to become one of Fel's followers and join his
religion."


"I can't believe you did that,
William!" 


I frowned slightly and looked down
at her as she stood there with her hands on her hips. Even in her full
priestess dress, Nue was a very attractive woman.


"Why not?" I asked her.


"Because she's rude, crude,
and has no morals? She'll sleep with anybody? Hell, she's slept with everybody!
She hops beds more than a brothel's main attraction! She's wanton and
lascivious! It's not just that she doesn't know the meaning of the word 'no',
it's that she's in everyone's face trying to get them to ask so she can say
yes!


"And then there's the orcs!
That elf has probably been with more orcs than, than…" Nue sighed and
threw her hands up in the air, "than anything I can come up with a good
comparison for, William!"


"What, you don't like
orcs?" I asked, surprised.


Nue shivered a little. "They
scare me, I admit it. They're big, they're tough, and even a dwarf will think
twice before taking one on. There's a lot of them who we smuggled for back on the
Moth, and they always used to make passes at me and all that. My sister
was even sleeping with one!" Nue shivered again.


I remembered Adonna had worked as a
prostitute in a paid house to raise the money for them to go to helmsmen
training, and Adonna telling me Nue was painfully shy, and even afraid of most
men.


"Sooner or later there're
going to be orcs in the church, Nue. Will you be okay with that?"


"I…I'll manage, Will. For
Feliogustus, I'll manage."


"Thanks, Nue," I said,
and I pulled her close into a hug and then kissed her. I had a thought then.
"You know, you are one my girlfriends, and I don't share. You can
always tell them you belong to Fel's champion, you're taken."


Nue blushed. "I do?"


I nodded and kissed her again.
"Yes, you do."


"What about Dani? Is she your
girlfriend, too?" Nue asked as she pressed into me, purring softly.


I gave a small shake of my head.
"No, Dani's a lover. I care about her; honestly I do. But I don't love her
like I do you, or Laria, or my wives."


"You know what? I feel sorry
for her. She doesn't love anyone, and no one loves her. I have my sister, my
family, and now you."


"She loved the orc who stole
her from that prince," I told Nue, thinking about that for a moment.


"Oh? What happened to
him?"


"He died. Old age, I gather.
From the sound of it, she really loved him, and he really loved her."


"She's gotta be the only elf
out there who loves orcs and isn't afraid of them." Nue chuckled.


I had an idle thought then. "I
wonder if I could get her to hire a bunch of them to guard the shrine?" 


"Are you crazy? They'd
probably do more damage than the Two Rivers people!"


"But what if they didn't? What
if they could be trusted?"


Nue paused to consider that.
"I…maybe you should talk to Dani. But I have to warn you, Will.
Orcs aren't exactly popular on Juntura."


"From what I've gathered, none
of the other races are popular here."


Nue shrugged. "There are still
far too many people who think we belong in brothels. Halflings and harpies are
about the only ones who don't. The first are a bit afraid of us because we look
like predators, and the second don't find us attractive in the slightest."


"What about gnomes?"


Nue snorted. "Too many see us
as a way to make money off the rest. Our saving grace is, we make the best
helmsmen, so you'll find us everywhere in the Seven Worlds, flying for just
about everybody. That was why the old empire built a school here and put some
harsh penalties on the Juntura slave trade.


"Not many of the people coming
here were surviving their attempts to capture us anyway. When you have the best
helmsmen, you tend to win more battles, after all."


"But there are still a lot of
felinoid slaves out there, aren't there?" 


Nue sighed and nodded. "Mostly
in the second and third rings. In the first ring, they're usually working off a
debt, so it's not technically 'slavery'."


I thought about some of Dani's
comments back when we stopped to refuel at the mining town on Lassen. This
might not be a good idea. Slavery and I don't mix. Then again, Fel wasn't big
on it, either.


"I need to talk to Dani,"
I agreed. "And you need to see to her conversion."


"I still don't know about
this, Will."


I smiled down at her.
"Honestly? I bet she'd like him."


"That's because you're
biased."


"Guilty as charged. Now you
deal with her, and I'll watch the children."


I headed off to the nursery where
the children were. As usual, I ran into Adonna down there.


"Did you really get Dani to
convert?" she asked me with a laugh.


I nodded. "I think she's going
to be around here a lot for years to come, plus I'm sure she'll be very
useful."


"Well, she has been around a
lot, and she sure knows a lot of people."


"And she has a very intimate
understanding of how most of the places around here work. She was raised
a princess," I pointed out.


Adonna nodded. "She's actually
a very nice person, once you get past the quirks."


I chuckled. "Yeah, she does
have a few of those, doesn't she?"


"Well, serving on the same
crew, she tended to let her hair down after a couple of years with the rest of
us. She's quite fearless."


"So how are you doing?"


Adonna smiled. "Fine, to be
honest. Feliogustus helped me with the worst of it, and I have a cub, and with
the way things are going, I'll hopefully start raising a family soon as
well."


"Gonna introduce me to the new
boyfriend?"


Adonna laughed and shook her head.
"No. Sorry, Will, but I don't want to take any chances of you scaring him
off."


I gave her my best innocent look.
"Why would I do that?"


"I don't know if you've
noticed, Will, but you have one hell of an ego at times, and I don't want you
getting into a pissing match with my fiancé. You can be a very possessive male;
I figured that out back on the Moth. My sister may be fine with a
male who's only around occasionally, because she's got her church and her
parish to worry about now. 


"But I want a full-time
husband, not a part-time one."


I nodded in acquiescence. I
couldn't argue with that. "I'll stay away from him. So, do you think
you'll ever sail again?" I asked, changing the subject.


"Once the kids are old enough,
I'll return to it. Though I don't know if I'll ever go back to the trade
routes. More likely I'll become a local helmsman, more of a pilot. I enjoy
flying, but I don't know if I want to deal with the uncertainties of it
anymore." Adonna paused a moment before she continued, "By all
rights, I should be dead twice over. That first pirate you took out? She would
have probably killed us or sold us off. Then of course there's the other folks
you saved us from…" 


She shook her head. "I don't
think the risks outweigh the rewards anymore. Not after all that."


"I'm thinking of talking to
Ann about sailing to Lassen."


"What's in Lassen?"


"Some friends of Dani's I want
to talk with."


"That's a long trip, Will. I
don't know if Dani will want to be away from Slash for that long."


"For a gal who said she
couldn't wait to offload her responsibilities onto you and your sister, I'm
surprised."


"I think she is, too. But give
it a few months, and I think she'll be more than willing to spend time away
from him."


"I guess I'll have to talk to
her."












 


Eight 


The Grey Moth, Juntura


 


 


I looked out over the aft railing
as we sailed away from Portland. Ann had been a little fidgety when I'd asked
to rejoin the crew on their trip to Lassen last week.


"But we're not going to
Lassen!" she'd protested.


"Why not? You'd make a lot
more money that way. Dani told me the Zenia run is barely covering costs."


"Because I'm worried about
pirates, that's why. There are rumors going around the Two Rivers folks are
looking for revenge after what we did at Gadston."


"You mean what I
did," I pointed out.


"I don't know if they're going
to separate the boat from you, Will."


"Oh, they have, trust me on
that. Besides, Lassen's on the other side of the Seven Worlds from them."


"Still, I'm worried about
pirates."


"I can deal with any pirates
we might run into, Captain. Dani's already said she'll go, and as she'll be
bringing our son, between the two of us, I don't think you'll have much to
worry about."


Ann smiled, something I got the
impression she hadn't been doing a lot of lately. "I can't believe how
cute your kid is."


"Yeah, he definitely takes
after his mother when it comes to looks."


"Oh, you're not all bad
yourself," Ann teased, looking down at the tight cargo pants I had on.


"Let's not start that
again," I said with a smirk.


Ann laughed. "Truth is, I
always thought you were more trouble than you were worth and your only interest
was in bedding women. I, I'd like to think I know better now. I know I should
be afraid of you; you really are a monster, Will. I saw all the bodies
when we left that place, I saw the damage on the ship you took to get
Dani back. 


"But you're right, I need, the
ship needs, to ply better routes and get back to trading and yes,
smuggling. I know if you're onboard, things will be safer. I'm just worried
whether you'll listen to me or not."


I smiled. "You're the captain,
Ann. I can't promise not to be a problem or not to annoy you. But I'll listen
to you and I'll follow orders. If there's ever a problem I'll warn you. Yes, I
have a job to do, for my god. But I don't see any conflict. You're good people,
I like being on the crew."


Ann nodded and had sighed.
"I'll get a cargo together; we'll ship out next week."


"Thanks, Captain."


"You're welcome, Will. Oh, and
if you could keep your exploration of the female crew to a minimum,
please?"


I laughed as I remembered that
part. She might still be afraid of me, but she'd still try to maintain some
level of discipline onboard.


I'd met the new crewmembers when I
came onboard today. We had two female catfolk as helmsmen again; both were
cute, and Laria had laid down the law with them. From what Dani told me, I was
out of bounds. As neither was as cute as Laria, they didn't seem to have a
problem with that. 


Considering the two able-bodied
crewmembers, the replacements for Chris and Tanveer, were both male catfolk, I
was sure those girls wouldn't be doing without. 


The exec, Howard, was a cousin of
Ann's. He was actually older than she was, but didn't seem to have any problems
with taking orders from her. Our new cook was his wife, and Nue's gnome friend
Jona, surprisingly, was our new cargo master. 


They didn't have a medic or any
kind of healer on board, which also meant the lookout duties would have to be
moved around from what I was used to last time. I was also considered an
'able-bodied crewmen' and because of my previous time on the Moth I was
senior to the other two crewmen as well as the junior helmsmen. But most of my
watches would be stood in the engine room, because I'd helped Dusty enough
times in the past, he knew I knew how to take care of the engines, set
throttles, and harmonize them. As Branwaen was taking care of her and Dusty's
son Cillian, who was now also aboard the ship, they needed a third person down
there to help and the engineer in me enjoyed the work. 


Plus it kept me from ever having to
holystone the deck again.


"Oh, there you are!"
Laria said coming over to me. 


"Hell of a view, isn't
it?" I said, putting an arm around her.


"You really need to bring
Rachel here one of these days. I bet she'd love it."


"Yeah, I do," I agreed.
"Where's Dani?"


"Feeding your son. I need to
head up to the galley and help Kiara with cooking dinner."


I nodded. Laria and I were
occupying a small cabin attached to Dani's. As we were all pretty much living
together, the door between the two was open. But I didn't doubt there would be
times when that door would be closed, as I wanted some private time with Laria,
or Dani wanted time of her own. Dani was a lover, and she'd had my kid, but she
wasn't really 'my' woman.


A couple hundred years from now, if
I was still doing this job, maybe that would change. But right now, I had
enough commitments, and those people wouldn't be here a hundred years from now,
a concept I was still struggling with at times, so I needed to be sure to focus
on them first.


Going back to our room I looked
through the open door and watched as Dani, now topless, set Slash down for a
nap. The sight of Dani engaging in such a typical domestic scene, with my
son, hit me straight in the feels. Sighing to myself, but smiling, I walked
into the room and wrapped my arms around her from behind as I watched over her
shoulder as she arranged the blankets around Slash and smiled. 


"And here I always thought
male cats didn't care for kids," Dani said rubbing back against me.


"He's lovely," I purred
in softly in her ear.


"That's the only reason I'm
not upset with you over it," she sighed, still watching our son.


Her rubbing, along with everything
else, was definitely starting to have an effect, so I moved my hands up,
cupping those lovely breasts of hers with my hands as I moved my head over to
nibble on her ears.


"What about dinner?" Dani
asked, tilting her head to the side and pushing back into me.


"We've got an hour," I
purred.


"Oh! Well, in that case…"


Yeah, so I'm weak. Sue me.


 


I got to the ship's mess first, one
of the advantages of cleaning cantrips. I went and got a tray, then went up to
the counter where Laria was serving food while Kiara was cooking. Laria wasn't
exactly a crewmember, but she'd offered to help with the cooking and cleaning
of the mess, which had made her immediately very popular with Kiara and Ann. So
she'd been signed on as an 'apprentice' cook and this was really her first
night on the job.


"Where's Dani?" Laria
asked with a smirk.


"Cleaning up, she'll be here
soon, I'm sure," I said with a wink and decided to go sit with Ann, Howard
our first mate, and Jona our quartermaster.


"Some things never change, do
they?" Ann grumbled as I joined them.


"Hey, she had my kid. I can't
help it if love her for it."


"I'd say your full of it, but
I think past events speak for themselves on that matter."


"There are a lot of people who
find it hard to believe you did all that damage by yourself," Howard said,
"even with you bringing back that ship."


I shrugged as I got ready to dig
into the food on my plate. "I didn't. I had help. The two gals I brought
with me are both pretty tough. Then I got a lot of help from Dusty once we got
there."


"Adonna told me some of the
story," Jona said. "Nue refuses to speak of it at all, and our
captain there I think prefers to forget it as well."


I sighed. "It wasn't a
pleasant experience for anybody. I think it's best to honor the captain's
request and let the matter go, okay?"


Jona nodded, and after a moment,
Howard did, too.


"So, what are we hauling, and
where to?" I asked as I ate.


"Furniture," Ann said,
obviously welcoming the subject change.


"Furniture?" I asked
between bites.


"Well, Zenia isn't known for
its forests, but Juntura is. So a fair deal of woodcrafts make their way from
here to there."


"All high-end stuff,
too," Jona agreed. "So while it's heavy cargo, the shipping fees make
it a worthwhile endeavor."


I nodded and listened as they
talked about our destination. We weren't going to Wainwright, where Ann and her
family were from; this place was called 'Gavin', and it was a bit nicer than
Wainwright, which was mostly focused on shipbuilding and steelworks. 


At some point in the conversation,
Dani came in and surprised me a little by going over to sit with Dusty, Branwaen,
and Netia. While I'd been introduced to the two new helmsmen and the two
regular crewmen, I hadn't gotten to know any of them yet. Then again, we'd only
come aboard this afternoon. Dani I guess had met them all on the previous trip.


After I'd finished dinner, I gave
Laria a hug and a kiss, and gave Dani a hug as well. I don't know if she was
big on public displays of affection, but she could bitch at me later if it
bothered her.


Then Dusty and I went down to the
engine room. I would be standing the second watch, and he wanted to go over
things with me.


"I don't expect nothing much
to happen during ya shift, Will. The portal we're making for, we won't get to
until morning. So it'll be steady sailing until then."


"What happens on third
shift?" I asked.


"Noah will be taking third
shift. You may be asked to change the throttle settings by Chloe before she
goes to bed. Aden will be standing watch up there, and he's not allowed to
change headings or engine settings except in an emergency. Noah's not allowed
to touch anything at all; he's here mainly to watch for problems."


"Is that even necessary? I
mean, you didn't set a third watch down here when I was onboard."


Dusty laughed. "Captain caught
Noah in bed with Chloe and was a bit unhappy with that, as Noah was supposed to
be making the rounds of the ship and not its helmsmen. So iff'en his duty
station is down here when he's not making his rounds, there's a lot less
temptation for him."


I snorted. "Chloe could just
as easily join him down here."


"That may be, but neither of
them will be fallin' asleep to the sounds of these beauties!" Dusty said
with a laugh as he waved at the engines. 


I shook my head, and Dusty quickly
went over the few things I needed to do, then he quizzed me on harmonizing the
motors to make sure I hadn't forgotten anything. Second shift wasn't all that
long, only being six hours. Third shift was even shorter at five, and normally
the only watch set during that was a helmsman. First shift was the longest at
thirteen hours, as that was the ship's 'workday', and everybody was up. It
started at seven, and ran until eight in the evening. But nobody stood it in a
single block; duties were split, and while Netia as senior helmsmen was
primarily responsible for flying the ship during that time, Ann, Howard, and
Chloe would spell her so she could take a break during the day.


Even Dusty, Dani, Branwaen, Aden,
and myself were considered able enough to stand at the wheel and hold a simple
course. 


So for most of us, our duties
weren't set in stone, shift-wise. But if Noah and Chloe had a thing going on, I
could see where that would be difficult, as their shifts didn't line up. And if
they'd aroused Ann's ire…


I shook my head again and set to
the chores Dusty had left for me to do 'so I wouldn't get bored'. I didn't mind
the work; having some simple routine maintenance and cleaning to do helped keep
it from getting monotonous and gave me time to think. I was pondering how a
fuel adjustment valve on one of Dusty's engines got as dirty as the one I was cleaning
when I heard someone open the hatch and enter the engine room.


Standing up, I noticed it was Noah
and Aden. Noah looked a little agitated, while Aden looked cautious.


"What's up?" I asked,
cleaning my hands off on a rag as they walked over.


"You think you're pretty big
stuff, don't you?" Noah started off.


I tilted my head to exaggerate my
looking down at him. Noah was about six foot, a good height for a catfolk, but
I was seven foot and built a lot stronger than he was.


"Actually, I am pretty
big stuff, Noah. There's no question of that. So what's your problem?"


"My problem is you gettin' it
on with the girls on this ship while we're not allowed to do any such
thing!" Noah growled.


"Oh? I thought you and Chloe
had a thing going on?"


"The captain put an end to
that! But I see you paradin' into the mess, having obviously been with that
elf, and nobody says a thing about it! Not even the captain! She just looks the
other way!"


"Maybe you shouldn't be
screwing Chloe when you're supposed to be standing watch?"


"We were in port!"


I rolled my eyes. "You were on
watch! You don't fall asleep on watch or sleep with your
girlfriend!"


"This isn't about me!"
Noah yelled.


I looked over at Aden, ignoring
Noah for a moment. "What's your beef?"


"We were the only two single
males on this boat, and I kinda liked it that way," Aden said in a much
calmer voice. "Now you come along, and our girls are giving you the eye.
Can't say as I like it all that much."


I shrugged. "Can't say as I
care. I won't be crawling into bed with Netia or Chloe, no matter how much they
might think otherwise."


"But you slept with the last
two pilots, and even got cubs on them!" Noah interrupted.


I smiled. "Yeah, I did, didn't
I? Of course, that's why Laria's with me. To keep me out of trouble."


"And that's another thing! How
come you get to bring your own little bed war…"


Noah's voice choked off suddenly as
I had him by the throat, my left hand closed tight enough he couldn't breathe,
and several of my claws were now dug into his neck. He was so busy trying to
pull my hand away, I don't think he'd even realized his feet were no longer on
the deck.


"Laria is my concubine, and
the mother of two very wonderful children of mine. She loves me very much, and
I love her. If you ever say a bad word about her again, or if I ever find you
sniffing around her, I'll kill you. Understand?" I said, growling loudly. 


I shook him once, then opened my
hand, letting him collapse to the deck, and he lay there, gasping.


"What'd you do to him!"
Aden growled, taking a step towards where Noah was.


"He'll live. Now back off
unless you want the same treatment," I said, still growling.


"But he's bleeding!" 


I looked down, and yeah, he was
bleeding pretty good. So I put a hand on him and popped a cure spell.


"There, fixed it."


"What, what in the Seven
Worlds are you?" 


"Damn, I know you're both
young, but you're stupid, too?" I said with an exasperated growl.
"I'm a champion, a god's champion! There's no way the captain
neglected to tell you that!"


"What's a champion?" Noah
whispered between gasping coughs as he tried to breathe.


"Think of it as a holy warrior
who works directly for a god and gets all sorts of special gifts. How else do
you think I came back from the dead, went to Gadston, killed everybody, and
then took down a corvette?"


Aden took a step back and stared at
me. "I thought all those stories were exaggerations." 


I snorted. "Like the captain
would ever exaggerate. I'll give you this, you got more guts than I would have
expected. I'm way the hell bigger and stronger than you, older and a lot more
experienced, too.


"Now I know you two haven't
been shipping on the Moth for all that long, so I'll tell you a few
things. First, never come in here again without an invite. Dusty is mighty
temperamental about folks walking into his domain uninvited.


"Second, the captain don't
care much what goes on out of her eyesight, as long as you do your job. This
ship has been jumped by pirates more times than I can count, because most of
'em happened before I signed aboard. So no one gets to slack off, not even me,
because when people slack off, people die. Got that?


"Third, show a little respect.
And not just to the captain, but to Dusty, me, the exec, and all the other
crew. The captain may have been desperate when she hired you aboard, but things
ain't gonna stay that way. If you want to stay here—and this is a pretty comfy
berth—get your butt squared away. As for sleeping with Chloe, you're on
punishment detail. It's not going to last forever. Just don't screw up again.


"Now, go. You'll want to clean
up before your watch," I said, helping Noah to his feet and propelling him
towards the door. I watched as he stumbled out, still gathering his wits.


I looked over at Aden then, who was
watching me.


"What?" I said with a
sigh.


"Does this mean Dani's off
limits?"


I almost laughed. "Dani's kid
is mine, you know that, right?"


He nodded, looking a little
embarrassed.


"Look, I don't own her, we're
lovers. But right now, I'm not in much of a sharing mood, and I'd say it's best
to steer clear. Might want to warn your friend there, too."


Aden laughed. "He's not
exactly my 'friend'. He's a second cousin, and I'm thinking he's not going to
be on this boat much longer, the way he's been acting. I thought we were going
to come down here and talk. I had no idea he was gonna start yelling and
calling your woman names."


I looked at him a moment, then it
clicked. "You're sleeping with Netia and Chloe both, aren't
you?"


"Well, not at the same
time," he said with a grin. "Chloe's mad at him for getting her in
trouble. She had no idea he was supposed to be on watch. Last thing she wants
to do is get fired from her first job."


"You know he's gonna throw a
fit when he finds out."


Aden shrugged. "I know that now.
But he ain't on his father's plantation no more, so he needs to understand he's
not the biggest lizard on the tree."


I shook my head. "Just— just
come to me if there's going to be trouble."


Aden gave another shrug.
"Sure," he said and left, closing the hatch behind him.


I shook my head and went back to
trying to figure out how that valve had gotten so dirty. It might be annoying,
but at least I wasn't dealing with pirates.


 


We hit the portal the next day
without incident. I was sitting the stern deck watch with Laria, who found the
entire process fascinating. She was used to portals, of course, but she noticed
the same things I had and commented on it. 


There were times I forgot how smart
she was.


This was after she proved to Dani
she was a much better shot with a rifle than either Dani or I were. 


We made it to Gavin about an hour
before sunset and were tied up to the docks as the sun was setting.


"Unload will start at
eight," Ann told everyone. "Will, Aden, and Noah, you three will be
helping; Howard will be supervising. So if you three are going ashore, don't stay
out late. I have to meet someone about our cargo for the next leg of our trip
and will be taking Jona and Dusty with me."


Everyone nodded, and Ann turned and
left the mess, where we'd all gathered.


"So, dinner?" Dani asked,
looking around. "Give Kiara a night off?"


"Sounds good to me!"
Kiara said with a laugh.


"I know a good place,"
Howard, our exec, said.


"Can we bring the
babies?" Branwaen asked.


"Between Dusty and Will there,
I don't think anyone's gonna be stupid enough to bother us. Meet at the gangplank
in fifteen?"


We all nodded, and I followed Dani
and Laria back to our rooms to get changed. In my case, I grabbed my swords,
while Laria got her pistol. Dani was already armed, and as she'd be carrying
Slash, I didn't think she was going to grab anything else.


When we hit the gangplank, an
unhappy looking Aden got loaded down with Branwaen's 'baby bag', Laria was
already carrying Dani's, and I almost told her to give it to Aden as well, but
she gave me a look. I think she was feeling sorry for him. From the way
he almost stumbled when Branwaen handed it to him, the bag must have weighted
thirty or forty pounds. 


People tended to forget it wasn't
just the dwarven males who were strong. Their women were, as well.


"Everyone here?" Howard
asked.


A quick head count, and we were
off. 


When we left the security gates at
the docks, I was surprised to see the usual bars, restaurants, shops, and other
dives were nowhere near as seedy-looking as a lot of the places we'd put in at
the last time I'd traveled.


"None too shabby,
Howard," Dani said. "Think we could make this a regular stop?"


Howard shook his head and chuckled.
"Ann hates this place. Only reason we're here is, the money was too
good to turn down."


"Why's she hate it?"
Netia asked. "Sure looks nice enough."


"The pirate who killed her
father lives here."


"What?" several of the
group said, and I gave him a look that almost made him stumble.


"Used to live here,"
Howard corrected, holding up a hand as we walked along. "No one's seen him
since the failed attack."


I looked over at Dani.
"Weren't you on the ship for that?"


Dani nodded. "Yeah, as a
passenger. I shot the bastard with a shotgun—put a pretty good hole in him, I
was packing slugs. He's dead. Went over the side, I bet."


I relaxed a little and noticed Howard
had been keeping an eye on me until I'd nodded.


"So who was he, somebody
important?" Noah asked.


"Spoiled son of one of the
richer merchant princes here," Howard said. "People had been
complaining about him for years, but his daddy kept paying off the right people
to keep them from hunting down and killing his son."


"Until our Dani there plugged
him," Dusty said with a nasty laugh.


"All events in the past now, I
daresay," Kiara said and gave her husband a nudge. "Now, how about
leading us to this place of yours. I can hear Will's stomach growling from all
the way over here!"


"All right!" Howard said
with a toss of his head. I got the impression he really had something he wanted
to say, but with his wife cutting him off like that, he couldn't. The conversation
changed to what ports we were most likely to put into next as we continued on
our way. It wasn't really much farther, being on the edge of the dock district
and the next one over.


As we went inside, Howard had a few
quiet words with the woman working the door, and I think a bill or two may have
changed hands, and shortly after, we were shown to a nice table in the back
that was more than large enough for all of us.


"You seem to know this town
pretty well," Dani said.


"Oh, my last ship used to put
in here regularly. We had a contract with one of the larger mercantile houses
here. When they sold the ship a few years back, the new owners put us all
ashore and took up a trading route from Delaize to Pouli. I guess they figured
we wouldn't fit in well over there," Howard said with a chuckle.


"Yeah, elves can sure be a
stuck-up lot! Dani said with a laugh.


"Elves? It was a halfling-run
company. I tell ya, watching them man a boat, I couldn't stop laughing!"


"Are they the ones who look
like giant hamsters?" I whispered to Dani.


Dani guffawed at that. "Will!
Don't ever let them hear you say that!"


"Yeah, you definitely don't
want to say something like that anywhere near one," Netia said with a
grin, while Chole and Aden snickered.


"Why?"


"'Cause they'll be thinking
you're figuring on eating them, that's why!" She chuckled.


I blinked. "Does that even
happen?"


"Nope, but there's a big
cat-like predator on their ancestral home world, and best any of us can figure,
they never got over it. Guess it used to prey on them or something."


"That explains why, the one
time I saw them, they made themselves scarce."


"Oh, I'm sure you've been
around 'em more than that one time, Will," Dusty said with a smile and a
wink. "They can see a big one like you from a mile off, so they're all
gonna be long gone before you even get there."


"How come you don't know any
of this?" Noah asked.


"Because I'm not from anywhere
around here," I told him. "Now, what's good on the menu?" I
asked, taking one from the waitress and opening it up.


 


Dinner was quite good; Howard knew
how to pick a restaurant. Both babies were well behaved. Chloe was cool to
Noah, who didn't seem to be happy with the situation, but with everyone else
there, he seemed to realize he'd best resign himself to it. 


We settled the bill, Aden passed
Branwaen's heavy bag off to Noah for the trip back, and I almost laughed as he
ended up with Netia on one side and Chloe on the other. The scowl on Noah's
face told me there were going to be some sort of fireworks when we got back to the
boat.


Dani spent most of the trip back
fussing over Slash, while Laria cuddled up under my arm, leaning into me while
we walked. 


When we finally got back to the
ship, Howard stopped me. "Will, could I speak with you a minute up in the
captain's office?"


I nodded. "Sure." I
patted Laria on the butt and sent her and Dani back to the cabin.


"Oh, Noah, get changed and
take the night watch. Captain should be back soon, so we don't want her to find
no one on duty."


"Yes, sir," Noah all but
growled and set Branwaen's bag down with a clunk on the deck, making me
wonder if she'd put some lead weights in there.


I made my way to Ann's dayroom,
with Howard bringing up the rear. When I got there, I stepped aside and let him
open the door, then I followed him in, and he closed the door behind me.


"Have a seat," he said.


I nodded and sat in one of the
chairs at the small conference table as he sat on the edge of it.


"So, Will, why are you
here?" he asked me.


I blinked. "Huh?"


"Why are you here, on the Moth?"


I shrugged. "I wanted to go to
Lassen, and maybe stop at a few places along the way."


"So why not take a regular
boat?"


I thought about that a moment.
"I need to go to Lassen, and I thought if I got Ann to take me, maybe she
could get the boat back on a paying trade run again."


"So you're just here for the
trip to Lassen?"


I shook my head. "No. I have
places I need to go, and things I need to learn. This is a good place to do it.
I like the crew; I like the Moth. I feel bad about what happened
before."


"Why? Ann told me what
happened. Vikoria called her, and she answered. You were just the hired help.
You don't even work for Vikoria. You were a 'loaner', I guess you'd say. None
of what happened was your fault, your responsibility.


"So, again, why are you
here?"


I looked up at him, meeting his
eyes. "I have my reasons. Important reasons. All you need to know is, I
won't endanger the ship or the crew." I paused a moment, then added,
"Why do you want to know? Why are we having this little talk? You obviously
know what I am and what I can do."


"I want you to go to that
pirate's house and make sure he's dead, that's what," Howard said with an
ugly look on his face. "It's been almost five years, and I caught a rumor
a couple of years back that Hoenig's father had the entire crew killed when
they came back because they didn't protect him."


"If they're all dead, what
makes you think I'll find anything?"


Howard snarled out, "Why would
they come back if their captain—if Hoenig, that bastard—was dead? They're
pirates! They would only have come back if they were bringing him
back."


"Maybe they brought back his
corpse?"


Howard snorted. "Oh, like that
would have happened. These people are all vicious scum. They'd only have
brought him back if they were promised a reward, money. That's why they sailed
with the bastard in the first place. 


"No, he's alive, I'm sure of
it."


"And you want him dead,"
I said.


"Yes."


"Why?"


"Because he murdered my uncle
and damn near killed Ann. When my own father was killed in a storm, Daniel took
me in and raised me as if I was his own. I watched Ann grow up. She told me
what you did, what you did for all of them. Well I want you to do this,
too."


"But you said it yourself,
Howard. I don't owe her this; I don't owe any of you this."


Howard nodded slowly. "You
know, Will, I've been a first officer for over twenty years now. I've been
sailing the Seven Worlds for more than forty. I like to think I'm a good judge
of character. That I understand people, I understand who they are, and why they
do the things they do. 


"Take Noah. Noah's going to
learn, real soon, that just because he was important back home it doesn't mean
a damn thing here. That's why his father kicked him out; he wanted his son to
learn a little humility. 


"Now I look at you, and I see
a man who hates injustice and wants to see the people he cares about protected,
wants to see people get a fair shake, and who hates self-righteous bastards who
believe that they can do whatever they please, to whomever they please, solely
because they have money and power."


"How long was he a
pirate?"


"Six years. He took on smaller
boats, killing the crew or selling them into slavery. Mainly he picked on ships
hauling for his father's competitors."


I sighed. "You know this isn't
why I'm here."


Howard smiled. "I have a map
of the town, his address, pictures of him, his father, and a map of the
house."


I shook my head.


"You do this, and I will owe
you, Will. Ann will owe you."


"This is between you and me,
Howard. I don't think Ann needs to know."


Howard thought about that a moment,
then nodded. "Agreed."


I stuck out my hand. "Show me
what you've got."















 


 


Nine


Uomo Family Residence, Gavin


 


 


It was dark out, at least, the sun
having set while I was embarking on this fool's errand. I really didn't think
Hoenig was still alive. Dani said she'd drilled him with a shotgun slug, and I
really didn't see how anyone could have survived that. But I needed allies, and
I needed friends—or, more importantly, I needed people who owed me, and via me,
Fel. I hadn't been given the luxury of walking into a place where Fel already
had an established base. We were at ground zero. So I had to do everything and
anything I could to buy goodwill. 


Howard had a lot of good
information. I had a map of the city, I had a map of the neighborhood the Uomo
family estate was in, and I even had a diagram of the house's interior layout. 


Oh, and I had pictures. Pictures of
Hoenig from before his last pirating endeavor, pictures of his father. Even
some pictures of his mother and younger sisters.


That Howard had all this made it
pretty clear to me he'd been spending a lot of time and a lot of money on this
little crusade. Apparently Howard was not the kind of man you wanted for an
enemy. I just hoped he was the kind of man you wanted for a friend.


When I got to the address, I walked
right by and did a slow circuit around the block. I wouldn't call it an
'estate'. It was a large house with several floors, and there was even a
detached stable with horses in it. I suspected several motor vehicles as well,
being as these were wealthy people. But the property was maybe two acres at
best, and while there was a fancy fence along the front of it, the back, which
abutted an alley where the deliveries and the servants came and went, no doubt,
was nowhere near as fancy.


Or as high.


There were a fair number of people
and vehicles on the road out front—while it was now full dark, it was by no
means late yet—but the back alley was all but deserted. Mostly rodents were
scurrying along it. The gate leading onto the property was closed, and probably
locked. There was a small guardhouse, but there wasn't any guard. This was a
good neighborhood; I'm sure the thieves 'round here were just as high class and
did their work much later at night, when the 'good' people where asleep.


Checking to be sure I wasn't being
watched, I went over the wall, ducked down behind a bush, and took a few
minutes to look around. The house was well lit, but the glass double doors to
the large stone patio were closed. 


Keeping to the shadows, I made my
way to the patio, avoiding the ramps, which I guess were for moving grills or
such, as I crept up the stone stairs and looked in windows. There were a fair
deal of people in the house; I counted a dozen servants, plus Mrs. Uomo, two
daughters, and I guess their visitors. It took me a while to find Mr. Uomo's
study. It was on the second floor, and while I didn't exactly relish climbing
up the outside of the building, my dark tawny fur matched the brick close
enough at night with the dark shadows, I didn't think anyone would notice. If
there was anyone out there paying enough attention to notice, of course.


The scene that presented itself to
me as I peered through the window was not the one I would have expected. Mr.
Uomo was sitting behind a large desk, pretending to be a king on his throne,
like so many of the rich love to do. On the other side of the desk was Hoenig.
Only he didn't look fit and dashing anymore. His once-handsome face now had a
permanent snarl, and his arms and chest, while still broad, had a different set
to them now. 


His legs were withered away to
almost nothing, and he was spending a good deal of time balancing his upper
body as he sat there in a wheelchair. He'd obviously survived Dani's shotgun,
though it was equally clear his spine had not. 


The third person in the room was
even more of a surprise. Their manner of dress didn't fit in here, and I popped
a cantrip to improve my hearing and did the 'eyes and ears' thing as I tried to
figure it out.


"…thank you for the
information, however, I am at a loss as to why you're telling me this,
Roderick," Mr. Uomo was saying.


"I thought you might not have
known the ship that laid your son low was in port—that's all, Andrew, nothing
more. Our relationship has been beneficial to both of us. I simply felt it
would be remiss of me not to bring it to your attention."


"You mean your relationship
with my son, Roderick. I'm aware of the presence of the Grey Moth at the
docks. My sources in the port master's office reported on it hours ago."


"Father!" Hoenig spat out.
"You know they're here, why aren't you doing anything about it?"


Mr. Uomo gave his son an unkind
glance, then turned back to Roderick. "You'll have to excuse my son, he's
young yet. Now, please tell me, what is Two Rivers' interest in this
ship?"


"We caught them running guns
to our enemies. There was a bit of unpleasantness with certain members of their
crew, and they still need to be punished."


Mr. Uomo snorted. "You mean
they blew up your harbor and stole their ship back. The Seven Worlds aren't so
big that news doesn't travel around it, Roderick. If you're so bent on
destroying this ship, you can do it yourself. I see no need to tie myself to
it."


I didn't miss the warning glance
Mr. Uomo shot his son, who was about to open his mouth and say something.


"Yes, well unfortunately I
have neither the funds nor the power to do anything about it. My superiors back
home, while annoyed, lack the resources to carry this out. However, if you were
to handle this one thing, we would be in your debt."


"Yes, that's right; you'd be
in my debt, wouldn't you?" Mr. Uomo said, leaning forward on his desk.
"And how big a debt would that be? You came here making promises
that if we helped you, one day you would help me, help my son!


"Yet he's still in that
wheelchair!"


"Yes, I'm sorry about that,
but…"


"Sorry, nothing! Your mouth
has been writing checks your masters haven't been able to cover! If I do this
for you, you will take my son back to Rossiya and heal him, or I will
have your head on a plaque mounted on that wall!" Mr. Uomo
thundered and pointed to a wall. I was shocked to notice a number of human,
feline, gnome, and orc heads decorating it. 


Apparently Mr. Uomo wasn't any
better than his son was.


"You must continue to have
hope, Andrew."


"Yes, well, shit in one hand and
hope in the other, and see which gets filled first! You want this? Then it's
high time for you and your gods to deliver on their promises, Roderick! I
provided a lot of support for your cause, even before my son was laid low. It's
time for some payback. Understand?"


I watched as Roderick, who was
obviously a Two Rivers priest, took a deep breath and then sighed.


"Fine. I'll go back to my
rooms and pray for guidance. If they agree to heal your son, will you take care
of this?"


"You have my word," Mr.
Uomo said. "Now, if you'll excuse us?"


I watched as Roderick got up and
walked to the door. "I'll tell you the decision of the gods in the
morning," Roderick said, and left.


"Finally!" Hoenig said.
"Finally I get to pay that bitch back and walk again!"


Mr. Uomo turned on his son.
"I'm not sending anyone after that ship until I have a guarantee they'll
finally deliver on their promise! I don't like being strung along like a
commoner, son!"


"But, Father! I'll be able to
walk again!"


"If you hadn't been such an idiot
and had stayed behind those thugs I hired for you, you'd still be walking! I
paid those people to get shot! Not for you to be out there acting like a
hero!"


"But I had to show them who
was boss! A leader needs to lead!"


"They were there because I
paid them to be there! They weren't following you for any other reason than
that!


"Furthermore, what kind of
deals have you been making with that snake while I'm not around?"


"Father! I've made no deals;
I've simply been sharing information…"


I pulled back and climbed down to
the ground. I didn't need to follow the conversation any further. Both Hoenig
and his father would need to be dealt with. But first, I had to deal with the
priest. 


"So, Fel," I whispered to
myself, "kill the priest and throw him through a portal, or…?"


I got a strong response to that
before I could suggest throwing him through alive. 


Moving quickly around the house, I
made my way to the perimeter wall, and watched and waited. It was only a moment
before the priest came out the front door and walked down the walkway to the
smaller gate, where he let himself out and headed down the street in the
direction of the docks.


I slipped over the wall
carefully—there were a lot fewer people out now, but it still paid to be
careful. I needed to figure out what I was going to do. I needed to kill him,
but I needed to do it without touching him, or he'd know I was a champion.
Which meant his gods would know I was here, and that wasn't something I wanted
to happen.


I was still shadowing him down the
street when a large, heavyset man detached himself from the shadows as well and
made his way over to me.


"Hey, buddy, I'm working this
side of the street. Best you shove off, if you know what's best for you."


"Guild?" I asked, looking
at him. 


"What if? I ain't seen you
around."


"Ten gold you kill that
guy," I said, pulling off my coin pouch and giving it a slight shake.


"Wait, what?"


"I got coin, gold. I need that
guy dead, and I'm more than willing to hire you, but you gotta hit him now,
before he gets any further."


"Show me," he growled.


I dumped the pouch out into my
hand; there was actually twelve gold and a few silver.


"I'll do it for all
that," he said, motioning towards my hand.


"Deal," I told him.


He looked around, made a soft
whistle, snapped his fingers twice, and pointed at the priest, who was way up
ahead.


"Money," he growled.


"Sure, but I'm gonna stick
around and watch to see the job gets done."


"Suit yourself," he said
as I handed it to him.


As I watched, he went down an
alleyway and disappeared from sight. But two other shadows were quickly closing
in on the priest up ahead. Picking up my own pace, I closed half the distance
as they struck, knocking him into an alley. I put on a burst of speed, and by
the time I got around the corner, one of the attackers was laid out, probably
asleep from a spell. The other appeared stunned, and the man I'd paid was now
facing off against Roderick. 


Roderick raised his hands to cast
some sort of spell as I grabbed the hilt of one of my swords and ripped it out.
I swung it around, taking him in the neck, decapitating him.


"What the hell!" the man
swore.


"Priest," I told him.


"Why didn't you tell me
that?" 


"That's why I followed, to
make sure he was dead."


"Yeah, well, that ain't gonna
help my friends none!" he growled.


"Cool your pits," I
growled and squatted down so I could keep an eye on him. I touched the first
one and popped a light cure spell. Then, shifting my sword to my other hand, I
did the other.


"What are you doing?"


"Healing them. What, you
didn't think that was included in the offer?" I said with a smirk.


He looked at the other two as they
gasped and gathered their wits, the one on the ground getting up.


"What are you, a priest?"


I snorted. "No, something
much, much worse. Now, if I wanted to get in touch with you fine gents again,
say, to hire you for something else, how would I go about doing it?"


"And why would we want to do
any jobs for the likes of you?"


"You just got paid twelve
gold, real gold, not that paper shit, and I fixed your guys afterwards. All for
an easy hit. Why wouldn't you want to do business with me? Look, I can do these
things myself if I need to, but I'd rather not step on any toes, okay?"


By now the other two were watching
me and noticing I still had a sword out, and there was a bloody headless corpse
on the ground.


"Go to the Blue Bantam, sit in
the back, and ask for Jules."


"Got it. Now, if you'd all be
on your way? I'll deal with this," I said, motioning to the body.


They didn't even argue, but quickly
disappeared. Opening a portal, I used the tip of my sword to knock the head
through so I didn't get any more blood on myself. The body I grabbed by a leg
and tossed. Then, after using a cleaning cantrip, I made my way back to the
Uomo estate, making sure I wasn't being followed by my new friends—or
anyone else. 


 


About two in the morning, the last
of the lights went out upstairs. There was still a dim light coming from two of
the rooms downstairs, one of which was obviously the kitchen. I had a good idea
which window was Hoenig's room, so I climbed the wall there first. 


His window was locked, and I didn't
know enough to pick it, so I moved over to another window into an empty room
and drove my fist through one of the smaller panes. Reaching in, I unlocked it,
slid it up, and carefully crawled inside. 


I took a moment to clean up the
mess and slid the window closed. The door leaving the room opened quietly.
Breaking the small pane hadn't made much noise, but it paid to be careful and
look around first. The hallway was dark and empty, so I stepped out carefully
and made my way to Hoenig's room. 


The door was unlocked, which was about
what I expected. Slipping in, I saw he was asleep in a large king-size bed with
his wheelchair parked next to it. 


I looked around the room carefully,
then closing the door behind me I moved quickly to the bed. Putting a hand over
his mouth I drew a dagger, and drove it through his left eye into his brain,
killing him instantly. He never even woke up.


I then dragged him out of his bed,
hoping to do so before he soiled it. That was when I discovered he was wearing
a diaper. Dani really had done a job on him with that shotgun!


Putting him in his wheelchair, I
resheathed the dagger without cleaning it, opened a portal, and pushed Hoenig
through. I then looked around the room, grabbed a bunch of his clothing, and
threw it through after him before I dropped the portal.


That done, I straightened the bed
up to make it look like it hadn't been slept in. Apparently someone else had
been sleeping in it, as the other side was pulled back. I found that to be
curious; if he couldn't control his bowels, I doubted he could enjoy the
opposite sex much, if at all. 


Killing Hoenig took care of my
promise to Howard. But if I wanted to be sure the Moth stayed safe, I'd
have to deal with his father. Taking out the map, I looked at it and quickly
figured out where in the house I was, and then where his father's room should
be. Moving quietly back out into the hallway, I made my way in that direction,
then ran into my first surprise as I peeked around a corner. There was a guard
sitting outside the door.


I took a few minutes to puzzle that
one out. I preferred stealth to an upfront battle, because, quite simply, the
fewer ties between this and me or the Grey Moth, the better. If Andrew
Uomo simply disappeared, so much the better for all involved. I was thinking
I'd send him to Fel alive, and let Fel deal with it as he saw fit. I still
remembered how he'd used a US senator. Maybe he could use the head of a
mercantile house as well?


I heard a sound then; someone was
coming up the stairs on the far side of the hallway from where I was, so I
carefully and quietly ducked into one of the rooms.


Two things stood out as I slipped
in: first, there was a couple lying on the bed, and they were busily, if not
quietly, enjoying each other. Second, one of them was most definitely Andrew.


The young woman he was coupling
with must have been a mistress or something, but the rest of the room showed
little signs of occupancy. This was more of a guest room than someone's
bedroom. Moving quietly, I opened another portal, and just as Andrew had his
moment, I grabbed him by the neck and threw him through it. 


The woman had been clinging tightly
to him, and he had his arms wrapped around her as well, so she joined him,
saving me the decision of what to do with her. Honestly, they both had their
eyes closed so tight, I don't think either of them even saw me. That done, I
used the same cantrip I'd used on Tom to clean up the mess on the bed, and then
quickly made it.


Ten minutes later I climbed out the
window, dropped down to the ground, and made my way back to the Grey Moth,
taking care again to make sure I wasn't followed. The sun was peeking over the
horizon as I came up the gangplank.


"Where have you been?"
Noah growled.


"Nice to see you're standing
watch. I won't tell anyone you weren't here when I left if you agree to keep
this between you and me, okay?"


He frowned at that. "What'd
you do, slip over the side?"


I chuckled. "Do I look wet to
you?" I said as I left him there and headed into the main deckhouse. I
went up to Howard's room and knocked on the door. Either he was waiting for me,
or he was a light sleeper, as he opened it before I could knock a second time.


"Well?" he asked, looking
at me.


I unclipped the dagger on my belt
and handed it to him. "I'd appreciate it if you'd replace this."


He took the dagger and pulled it
out halfway, noticed the drying blood, then slid it back into the sheath.


"Is this…?"


"I drove it through his eye.
He's dead, and I got rid of the body. No one will ever find it."


"So he did survive, then! But
how come no one knew?"


"Because he was paralyzed from
the chest down. I think his father was ashamed of him, and I suspect he was
ashamed of his condition as well. In either case, I'm going to bed. Noah saw me
coming aboard, as he's got the watch," I said and turned to leave.


"William?"


I stopped a moment,
"Yes?"


"I will never forget this.
Never. Thank you."


I looked back at Howard. "He
deserved it. Good night."


 


 


§          §


 


 


"Hi, Fel." I sighed and
picked up my beer. "Get anything?"


"Yes, William. I got quite a
lot. And thank you for not killing Andrew. Once I've finished with him, he's
going to be quite useful."


"I'm surprised he was dealing
with the Two Rivers crowd. I wouldn't think there'd be much money in
that."


"It was more his son than him.
If you'd sent him through alive, I probably would have gained a fair deal more
information."


I shook my head. "I pretty
much promised I'd kill him, Fel. Sorry, but I think the little bastard deserved
it."


Fel laughed. "Yeah, he did. So
does his father, to be honest. They may not deal in illegal goods, but their
business practices are about as shady and vicious as they can get. The whole
alliance with Two Rivers was so they could take over a furniture business on
Rossiya and turn it into slave labor so they could save on production costs.
The son is the one who got involved with their local priestly spy ring."


I nodded. "Who was the
girl?"


"His wife."


I shook my head. "That wasn't
Andrew's wife, Fel! I saw her! She was old enough to be the girl's
mother."


"His son's wife,"
Fel said with a wicked grin as my jaw dropped.


"He was screwing his own son's
wife?"


"He needed grandchildren, and
his son wasn't up to the job of producing. Further, with him all but unable to
perform in bed, Hoenig's wife was mightily unsatisfied, and Andrew
figured it would be better if he took care of her needs rather than
having her sleeping with any of the hired help."


"Damn, what a bastard."


Fel nodded. "Yes, the Uomos
have a long and storied history of backstabbing each other and engaging in
every self-serving act you can think of."


"Not my problem anymore,
right?"


"Right, it isn't. However,
William, there is one small thing you need to deal with."


"And that would be?"


"I have the address of the
house the priest was staying in. It would be best if it was cleaned out and
burned to the ground."


"It's holy?"


"I suspect it's blessed, but
not consecrated. I think you should talk to your new friends and hire them to
take care of it. I'd rather not have you stepping in there, in case it has been
consecrated."


"Because we don't want them
knowing I'm here."


"Not yet we don't, no,"
Fel agreed.















 


 


Ten


Gavin


 


 


"Is that the last of it?"
I asked Aden as the port side crane lifted yet another bundle out of the hold
and moved it over towards the waiting truck on the dock.


"Yeah, that's it. You
know," he said lowering his voice and grinning at me, "maybe if you
weren't out late partying, you wouldn't be so tired!"


I shook my head. "I gotta be
me. You know how it is. Maybe if the girls hadn't both decided to 'punish' me
with lots of sex when I finally got to bed, I wouldn't be so
tired."


Aden laughed. "I wanna be like
you when I grow up!"


I grinned back at him. "From
the way Netia and Chloe where hanging on you last night, I think you already
are!"


"Ah, that was just Chloe
wanting to piss Noah off. She's still mad at him."


"Yeah, she may be mad at him,
but the way she's acting will make him mad at you."


"Voice of experience
there?"


"I'm older than I look, Aden.
Noah started off here on the wrong foot, and if he doesn't make amends and get
in line with the crew, it's not gonna end well for him, I'm sure."


"You know I can hear
you!" Noah yelled up from the hold.


"Good, 'cause I'd hate to
repeat myself!" I yelled back down at him. "Now gather up the straps
and hang 'em back where they belong. I'm sure our captain will have a load soon
enough."


I turned to Aden. "And you can
help him."


"What are you going to
do?"


"I'll be asking our exec if I
can deal with some unfinished business."


"Uh huh, sure you will!"
Aden laughed, but he went over to the ladder and climbed down into the hold
while Dusty stowed the crane, now that the last load had been unhooked. I found
Howard up in the captain's office working on paperwork.


"I need to run into
town."


"What for?"


"Got some business to conclude
at the Blue Bantam, has to do with last night."


"Don't be gone too long. I
think we're going to start loading around five. Ann wants to be in the air
before the sun sets."


"Got it."


I ran down to our cabin and stuck
my head in. "Grab your guns, Dani, I need to run to see the head of the
local thieves' guild."


Dani laughed. "In trouble
already?"


"When is he ever out of
trouble?" Laria grumbled.


"You're staying here; keep an
eye on Slash," I told her.


"Thanks. That's definitely not
the kind of place I want to visit."


"Stick in the mud!" Dani
said, laughing at Laria as she stuck several pistols and knives in a few
interesting places, then zipped up her flight suit and grabbed her holster.


"So, where are we going?"
Dani asked as we left the ship.


"Blue Bantam, ever hear of
it?"


She nodded. "Of course. Was
there the last time I came through, fenced a few things there I'd been unable
to unload back in Alturas."


"So you know where it is,
then."


"Oh, lots of people know where
it is, especially the cabbies. Let's say we get one, because it's a long
walk."


I flagged a cab as soon as we got
to the gate at the end of the docks. There were always a few cabs looking for
fares, so it only took a moment.


"Where to?"


"Blue Bantam," I told
him.


He turned and gave me a look.
"Are you sure you want to go there?"


"We heard they have a really
great stew there," Dani said. "Now, if you please?" She made
turning around motions with a finger.


"Don't say I didn't warn
ya!"


I sighed and leaned back in my seat
as Dani watched the scenery outside the window. The ride was longer than I
expected; I'd have thought they'd put a place like that down by the docks, but
apparently they hadn't. We went almost clear across town before he stopped.


I paid the man from my other money
pouch. I'd have to find a moneychanger soon to convert some of the gems I was
wearing under my shirt. Getting out, I looked around. The neighborhood we were
in wasn't the best, but it wasn't a total slum. The Blue Bantam looked like a
typical mid-tier bar. The sign was faded, but the outside was in good repair.


Walking up the steps with Dani
following close behind, I stepped inside and moved to the right so she could
follow me in as I surveyed the place. The bar was in the center of the room,
booths lined all the walls, and tables occupied the space in between. There
were two sets of doors in the back. One led to a kitchen or storeroom, I guess,
while the other looked like it led to a bathroom.


Overall, the place was clean and
well cared for. The inside was nicer than the outside. The place was maybe a
quarter full, there was only one bartender working the bar, and I could see we
were drawing looks from a couple of toughs who were seated in the booths closer
to the door.


I headed towards the back, and a
waitress cut us off before we got halfway there.


"Welcome to the Blue
Bantam," she said with a scowl. "You know, can't say as I can recall
the last time we had an elf in here. Then again," she looked Dani over,
"I can't recall ever seeing an elf like you."


"Sexy, ain't she?" I said
with a smile. "Now, how about a nice seat in the back, and maybe a couple
of ales?"


"Back's reserved for regulars.
You look more like tourists than regulars to me."


Dani laughed. "Look at the
size of him, honey! When was the last time you saw a tourist that big? I mean,
hell, even the orcs give him a second look!"


I scowled at Dani, then turned back
to the waitress. "I need to talk to Jules."


"Oh? And what would the likes
of you, a crewmember from a ship, want to do that for?"


"Business," I told her.
"In fact, I did some business last night with one of your associates,
which is why I'm here today."


"Follow me," she said,
scowl deepening, and led us to a booth in the back that was blocked from the
view of the front door by the bar. "Wait here."


I motioned for Dani to sit, and
then slid in beside her as the waitress went into the back. 


"This is actually a pretty
nice place," I said to Dani, looking around.


"And you know this how?"


"I own a bar. Inn, actually.
My eldest runs it now. It's a bit more upscale than this, but this is still
pretty nice."


"You own a bar?" Dani
said, looking over at me. "You?"


I laughed. "I bought it for my
first wife."


"You bought a bar. Really,
Will?"


I nodded. "I used to be a
trader, way way back before any of this happened to me. I did okay, too. That's
kind of why I like life on the ship." I noticed the bartender cleaning the
bar on our side now. Probably listening carefully to every word we were saying.


Dani shook her head. "I guess
that explains why you got picked for that last job."


"Jules will be out
shortly," the waitress said, coming back to our table.


"Thanks." I palmed a
couple of silver out of my coin purse and handed them to her. "And could we
get some ale, please?"


"Sure."


"Aren't you afraid they'll
poison us?" Dani asked.


I shrugged. "I'm here to do
business, which means they make money. I'm also showing them respect by coming
here and asking to see their boss. I don't think they'll be foolish enough to
poison us."


"If you say so."


I watched as the bartender drew two
ales and gave them to waitress, who brought them over and set them down. I
burned a detect poison spell, one I rarely got the chance to use, and they both
passed.


I hoisted my mug, gave a nod to the
barkeep, and took a draft. It was good ale, surprisingly.


"How much longer are you
planning on waiting?" Dani asked when we got halfway down our drinks.


"Three more minutes. If they
don't want the job, I need to go take care of it myself."


"You think they're listening
to us, don't you?"


"If this was my place, I would
be. Now, finish your drink and let's go."


"I'm good," Dani said,
and as we were about to get up, a woman came out of the back with two men I
guessed were her bodyguards.


I continued to stand up and gave a
nod to her. "Jules, I take it?"


"Yes, I would have that
honor."


"Please, join us so we can
discuss some business, and then I can get out of your hair."


"Of course, but what do you
say we move to a more private table first?"


I smiled and helped Dani out of the
booth, then motioned for Jules to lead on. She led us through the back door of
the bar, down a short hallway, and into a nice office.


"So, what can I do for you,
Will?" Jules said, dropping into a comfortable looking chair on the other
side of a coffee table. Skipping introductions confirmed my suspicion that she
or someone else had been eavesdropping. I steered Dani into one of the
remaining chairs and took another one next to hers.


"I have a house that the sole
occupant of is now dead. I would appreciate it if you'd clean it out and burn
it down."


"And this sole occupant would
be the priest my men killed for you last night?"


I smiled. "Your men merely
distracted him, Jules. I'm the one who killed him."


"Yes, now you mention it,
that's what my man said. Normally I would be upset at you hiring one of mine to
kill a priest without warning him first."


"So why aren't you
today?" Dani asked.


"Because apparently there's
more to Will here than meets the eye. Also he paid my man handsomely for his
work. However, why should I do this for you? We of the guild steer clear of
religious matters, and this is obviously one."


I tilted my head slightly and
examined her. "Of all the groups around here, I'd have thought you'd have
the least amount of use for a Two Rivers priest."


That stopped her. She opened her
mouth a moment, closed it, reconsidered, then opened it again. "You're
sure it was Two Rivers? We haven't heard anything about them having followers
or priests here."


I smiled. "And that's because
they no longer do. Andrew Uomo was working with Two Rivers and using them to
help undercut his competitors. It seems they have quite the spying operation
going on in the first ring."


"And you know all of this
how?"


"As you said, it's a religious
matter. Competing religions, as it were. My god favors smugglers and has a far
looser view of the law than, say, the Two Rivers gods do."


I watched as she knitted her brows;
obviously she didn't like the idea of Two Rivers setting up shop here in her town.


"You're sure that's the only
one?"


"Best I can tell, but
eventually they're going to replace the guy they lost. You might want to keep
an eye out for them."


"Why are you telling me
this?"


"Because I hate them more than
you do, that's why. Holy wars are like that. You probably heard what they did
to Vikoria the Bountiful's people, and they're about as harmless as harmless
gets. Well, guess what? My people? We're not."


She nodded slowly. "If we do
this, you're going to owe me."


I snorted. "I know there's
money inside and other valuable objects. Things that aren't important to me,
but I'm sure you could find a use for. You'll be making a profit on this
regardless of whether or not I pay you."


"So why don't you burn it down
yourself?"


"Because I'd rather pay a pro
to do it. I don't want to set half the city on fire, just one house. I also
don't have access to a good fence. You do."


"Ten gold."


"Two, and I'm only giving you
that to guarantee you do the job. There's a lot of money in that house. You're
going to be very well compensated for your work."


She hesitated a moment, thinking
about it.


"Look, if it makes you feel
any better, while I won't say I'll owe you for this, let's just say it'll help
me and mine feel more charitable and positively inclined should our paths ever
cross again."


She looked over at Dani. "I
remember you. You came in here about five years ago with one hell of an
expensive piece of artwork to pawn. We looked into you while we were shopping
it. You've got a long history of running with the orcs. So why are you with
him?"


Dani smiled nastily. "Because
I always side with the winner. Will's straight up, and he doesn't cheat on
deals. Though," Dani paused a moment, "piss him off and he'll go to
the ends of the world to get even with you. Cat can hold a grudge worse than an
orc."


"Fine, two gold."


Standing up, I paid the lady and
gave her a piece of paper. "Here's the address. Have a good day."


"Did you really kill all those
people on that corvette by yourself?" Jules asked as I turned to head to
the door.


"Wow, that story is really
making the rounds, isn't it?"


"So that's a no, then?"


I laughed and ushered Dani out
before me. "I had a little help," I said and closed the door behind
me.


 


"Where have you been?"
Ann called down to me from the bridge as Dani and I came up the gangplank. I
could see loading was already underway. It was still early; we'd taken another
cab back once we'd walked far enough to get to a neighborhood cabs were willing
to come to. 


"Sorry, captain! I thought we
had until five!"


"Well, you thought wrong! Now
get to work! And Dani! Come up to the bridge! I need to go over a few
things."


"On the way, Captain!"
Dani called back, then turned to me and said in a much lower voice, "Damn,
she really does hate this place."


"Yeah, I don't blame
her."


"You know something I
don't?"


"Yup. And I took care of it
last night," I said with a yawn.


"What'd you do, Will?"


I gave her a shove. "Don't
keep Ann waiting. I got work to do."


She turned, and I watched her walk
away for a moment, enjoying the way her hips moved as she did. Then I headed
down into the hold and got to work. As soon as I got down there, I could see
there were a lot of things that needed moving, and Aden and Noah were losing
ground due to Ann's haste to get us loaded. 


I walked over to the intercom and
hit the button for the crane.


"Dusty, give us five so we can
get this under control, okay?"


"Captain will be pissed, Will.
She wants this all shipped now."


"Tell her she can read me the
riot act after this is loaded. There's only three of us."


"It'll be your funeral!" 


"If we don't get this squared
away, it'll be all of our funeral," I grumped back, and then got to
manhandling the containers into position. They were all marked with their
weights and position, written on the side in chalk by Howard up top. Dusty's
crane weighed them for us, he told Howard the weight, and Howard wrote that,
along with where he wanted it, on the side, so we could get the weight and
balance right on the ship. 


The problems came when he'd get a
crate he wasn't expecting weight- or size-wise, and there'd be instructions to
move a few other crates. This rarely happened, but when it did, things in the
hold became a complete mess.


We also normally had a couple of
local stevedores helping us. Today, apparently, it was just us crew. Either we
couldn't get the help in time, or more likely, Ann didn't trust them.


"Thanks, Will," Aden
said, panting. "I was afraid to ask for a breather."


"Yeah, you and Noah catch your
breath a minute, and I'll start on these big ones," I said and moved some
of the larger crates they'd been having problems with. The floors had rollers
on them, and that helped, but it also meant you had to watch where you put your
feet, or you'd fall on your ass and maybe twist your ankle in the process.
Also, rollers or no rollers, a heavy crate is still a heavy crate.


"You can't move that by…oh, I
guess you can," Aden said and went over to one of the other large crates.
"Come on, Noah, can't let ourselves get shown up by an old man, can
we?"


Noah laughed and joined Aden
instead of taking a break. By the time our five minutes were up, we had
everything where it was supposed to be, and the crates started coming in again
as fast as Dusty could get 'em hooked up and slung over. 


When we got to the second level,
stacking the next set of crates on top of the first, things got a little
harder. Noah was using the tie down straps to lock the first level into place
so they wouldn't shift as we flew—another problem with having the cargo sitting
on top of rollers—while Aden and I guided the next set into place. This had to
be done before they were set down, so moving them around now required them to
be hanging from the crane, which made this part of loading a lot easier, but
also slower. 


We were guiding another crate into
position, when suddenly the ship's horn blew five times, fast.


"What the hell?" Aden
yelled, looking around. I was looking around, too, and I pushed the crate hard
against the wall and waved for Dusty to drop it. Just as he did, something
caused the ship to roll hard to port, and I could hear the bumpers on the dock
squealing as the load tried to shift beneath our feet, the straps drawing
tight. 


The ship rolled back then, and I
looked over at Aden, who was holding on to one of the strap stays, and I heard
a scream that was suddenly cut off.


"Noah!" Aden yelled and
scrambled over to where he'd been tying down the first layer. The ship was
still rocking, but less now, as I followed Aden and we came to Noah. Most of
his body was caught between the hull and one of the larger crates he'd been in
the process of securing when the ship rolled. Noah's eyes were wide with fear
and pain, and a soft, high-pitched whine was coming from him. 


I could see his lower body was
crushed. Adrenaline was probably the only thing keeping him conscious, much
less alive. 


"Will, do something!"
Aden said, grabbing my arm. "Heal him! Save him!"


I shook my head. "I don't have
the skill or the power, Aden. I'm sorry."


"You gotta save him! He's my
cousin! Please, Will! You gotta do something! I'm begging
you!"


Noah was looking at me now, and I
could see the pleading in his own eyes. He knew he was dying.


"There's something I can
try," I said and looked at Aden, "but it'll cost you, Aden; miracles
are never free."


"I don't care! I promised my
uncle I'd take care of him! Whatever it costs! Do it! You gotta save him!"


"Get the rope over here, and
when I signal, have Dusty pull the crate back!"


Aden took off like his tail was on
fire. I looked up at Noah. "This is gonna hurt. I'm sorry. I'm sending you
to Feliogustus. If anyone can heal you, he can. There'll be a cost to you in
this as well; I'm sure he'll explain it to you."


"Ready!" Aden yelled.


I concentrated, opened a portal,
and grabbed Noah by the neck while waving my other hand.


The crate moved back, causing Noah
to pass out as it did. It wasn't a pretty sight; his feet were almost severed,
and his legs and pelvis were completely crushed, along with about half his
ribs. I quickly peeled him off the wall and threw him through the portal, with
a thought to Fel to try to save the boy as I dropped the portal.


"Where is he?" a
wide-eyed Aden asked, coming around the crate, his tail dancing.


"I sent him to my god. If
anyone can heal him, he can."


"Wait, you can do that?"
he said, still a bit twitchy.


"Yes, I can do that. What god
do you follow?"


"I, I haven't really
decided."


"Congratulations. You now
follow mine. I'll teach you about him after we clean up this mess and finish up
down here."


"Wait, what?"


I looked at him. "I told you
there'd be a cost. This is the first, Aden. Gods don't do miracles for free.
Especially not for non-believers. Tonight you're going to get down on your
knees and pray to Feliogustus and ask for his help."


I blinked in surprise as Aden
dropped to his knees in front of me and started praying, loudly. True, he
didn't know any of the standard prayers to Fel, or really any prayers at all,
but there was no doubting his sincerity. I did the eyes and ears for a moment;
I wanted Fel to see it.


"What happened down here?"
Howard called as he slid down one of the ladders into the hold.


"The load shifted! What the
hell happened up there?"


"A ship landing two docks over
lost a thruster and dropped the last twenty feet into the water. Stupid hotshot
decided he was too good to set it down in the landing zone. We got hit by the
wave. What's he doing? And where's Noah?"


"Praying. Noah got caught in
the cargo," I said and pointed to the bloody smear on the wall.


"Oh, shit," Howard said
and dropped down to sit on one of the crates. "Is he dead?"


"I hope not, but in either
case, he won't be coming back."


"What? Where is he?" 


"Ask Ann." I sighed.
"Let's get this loading done so we can get out of here. This place sucks,
you know that?"


I watched as Howard got up and
climbed out of the cargo hold, then I looked over at Aden. "Come on, we
have a job to finish; you can get back to that when we're done."


"Is there anything else I can
do?"


"Financial or other
contributions to the church never hurt."


"Can I give it to you?"


I nodded.


"Fine, I've got a lot with me.
I'll give it to you when we're done here."


That surprised me. "I thought
you didn't like Noah?"


"I may not like him at times,
but family is family. You stick by them no matter what."


 


§          §


 


"So how is he?" I asked
Fel.


"Grateful. Incredibly
grateful. You can tell Aden his prayers and devotion were heeded. His cousin is
alive and well and will be back on Juntura in a few months."


"Sure. Why so long?"


"I'm having Nara train him as
a missionary. The boy is actually quite popular out in the sticks, where his
father's plantation is. We had a long discussion, and he still can't believe
what his cousin Aden was willing to do for him, after all the grief he'd been
giving him."


"So he had his 'come to Jesus'
moment?"


"More like his 'come to
Feliogustus' moment," Fel said with a laugh as I rolled my eyes.


"You know what I mean. But
yeah, I guess that's more the case here. I turned most of Aden's education on
you and your religion over to Laria; she knows the specifics and the rituals a
lot better than I do."


"I must admit, William, I
appreciate how serious you can be when talking to the converts and the
laypeople. I think if Nara saw how you behave and use my full name when you're
talking about me, she'd probably have vapors!"


I looked up from my beer at Fel,
who was grinning at me, and tried not to blush. "The clergy know you
already; they know how to behave. But I don't want to start guys like Aden off
on the wrong foot. Wouldn't be fair to him or you.


"So, how are things at
home?"


"Rachel's scouts have found
Quzelatin's temple up in Ylvani and are now watching the city."


"That's good."


"And General Carso's cavalry
caught their latest attacking force in one of the passes leading into the
central valley and destroyed them to a man."


I smiled. "Better still. They
didn't have a champion with them?"


"Jane was there. She was quite
righteously indignant on your behalf, and Nara's, and killed him so quickly I'm
not sure he even realized he was in trouble until after he was dead."


"I didn't think I'd been gone that
long!"


"Quzelatin has been pushing to
do as much damage as he can before the inevitable axe falls," Fel said
with a sigh. "He never understand the long game. Right now he actually has
a chance to dig in and reestablish himself. True, he'd have a lot less than he
lost, but in the long run he might have gotten that back. Instead, he's wasting
his chance on a petty grievance."


I had to shake my head at that.
"So what you're telling me is, even gods don't know better?"


"Though we lose our mortal
side, we retain many of our mortal failings, I'm sorry to say."


"Oh! So that's why you're
unhappy with my lack of carousing?" I suddenly asked with a grin.


"It does at times pain me,
William," Fel agreed, with a look so somber I couldn't help but laugh. 


"Oh, before I wake up, I have
one last question."


"No, the Two Rivers people
don't have anybody on Alturas. At least, not to Andrew's knowledge, though he
does believe they have someone on Lassen. Actually, they most likely have
several someones on Lassen, and there were probably a handful still on Zenia,
they were just stationed in other ports."


"They're not going to be easy
to unwind, are they?"


"No, they're not. But then,
you can't expect to quickly undo something they spent a decade setting
up."


"I guess that gives me another
thing to discuss with Bazz when we get to Lassen."


"You might want to talk to Ann
about that, William."


"Huh? What do you mean?"


"There are a lot of places to
stop in Lassen. She's not going to pop in there unless she needs cheap fuel or
some other reason comes up. It's not one of her usual trade stops."


That stopped me a moment.


"Guess I need to talk to
Howard," I told him.


"That might be best."















 


 


Eleven


Second Chance, Alturas


 


 


Three days later, the mood on the
ship as we started our approach to Second Chance was still a somber one. We'd
lost a crew hand, even if he wasn't dead. 


"Where are we going after we
offload here?" I asked Howard as I followed him out of the mess. Ann had
timed our trip to get here early in the morning.


"Depends on what loads we can
grab. Half of our cargo is headed for Giyon, the other half is coming off here.
Why?"


"I'd like us to put in at
Mangan. Any chance of that?"


Henry nodded. "Fuel is cheap
there, and we're going to need to top off soon. Ann was considering doing it
here, but that's always a better alternative. Only problem will be finding a
load to go there."


"Oh? Why's that?"


"Second Chance is a mining
town; so's Mangan. Of course here they mine minerals, iron mainly, and there
they drill for fuel sludge. So I don't know that they produce anything here
they can use there. Still, it's a good idea. I'll have to talk to Ann and Jona
about it."


"What's our cargo,
anyway?"


"Mining gear. Half is going
here, half to Giyon. They mine coal in Giyon, so the equipment is about the
same."


"I guess that explains why it
was so heavy."


"Yup. We're gonna need you on
the bow line. If you see Aden, send him to the aft."


"Will do," I said and
headed outside. Tying up and casting off had been one of Noah's jobs, but I'd
done it before, so it wasn't that big a deal for me. Plus I enjoyed being out
on the deck as we sailed. You had to be a bit more wary of the engine nacelles
during a landing; exhaust wasn't the issue, though, that was pretty well
contained to not hit the ship, as that would be inefficient. The intakes,
on the other hand, had a tendency to vacuum up everything. The rear of the boat
had something resembling chain link that came up eight feet high—instead of
just guard rails—in the danger zone, because sometimes you had to work back
there, and having anything sucked into an engine wasn't good for the engine.


Not to mention you, if you were the
'anything' being sucked in. The front engines, however, were only a problem
during reversals. The only protection there was keeping your wits about you and
paying attention. 


My last trip here, I hadn't been
able to pay much attention to the area, as I was mostly running the engines, so
this time I took the opportunity to watch. I quickly found the cove where we'd
put the Fast Profit down, but it was no longer there, of course. There
were a lot of docks here, and a lot of them were occupied. But as I watched,
two ships moved away from them, and several others looked like they were
preparing to get underway. 


Which probably explained why Ann
had set us to get here in the morning. 


Unloading was a lot easier than
loading had been, though it still took most of the day. When I finished, I
found Dani waiting for me back in our rooms with my duster in her hands.


"Here, get dressed, we gotta
go."


"Huh, what's the rush?" I
asked, grabbing the duster.


"I need to see my friend here
and unload some merchandise. If I don't get there before three local, he might
not be in his office. Come on, move!"


I looked over at Laria, who shrugged.
"Come back and get me before you go for dinner."


I nodded, donned my coat, grabbed
my swords and weapon belt, and let her hustle me out the door as I popped a
cantrip to clean up so I wouldn't be a sweaty, dirty mess.


"I wish I knew if Ann was
gonna stop at Mangan or not."


"I told Howard I needed to
stop there, so I think it's safe to say we will."


Dani gave me a look as we headed
down the gangplank. "And why do you need to go there?"


I smiled at her. "I want to
talk to your old boyfriend about some business."


"And what business would you
have with Bazz?"


"I have this weird idea that
if I could hire a bunch of orc mercs to protect Carol, I won't have to worry
about her as much."


"Orcs are not the most
dependable people to put off alone with an attractive woman, William!"
Dani warned. 


"I don't know, you sure seem
to like them well enough," I said, but I didn't miss her use of my full
name.


"That's because I'm the kind
of woman who likes the idea of overly aggressive males who are always trying to
get me in the sack. But trust me, leaving them around Carol isn't going to be
safe. If you want dependable guards who'll behave, and die before they'd
dishonor themselves, you need to hire some dwarves."


I looked at her in surprise a
moment as we came up to the gate leaving the docks.


"Really?" I asked.


Dani nodded. "Honor is
everything to a dwarf. Their word is the most important thing they have, and
they'd die before they'd break it. But there's two problems with hiring
them—well, three, technically, I guess."


"And they are?"


"First, they're not
cheap."


"Okay, that makes sense, if
they're good."


"Second, they have to believe
what you're asking them to do fits in with what they believe, and it'll be
interesting."


"And the technicality?"


"They have to know you and trust
you."


"You know that one dwarf, what
was his name?"


"Danvin? Yes, I know
him. You, however, don't."


"Maybe I should have you do
the hiring," I teased.


"Me? Why would I do
that?"


"Umm, maybe because you're a
part of my religion now, too?"


Dani blushed. "Oh. Right. And
as the champion, I have to do what you say, don't I?" she asked a little
coyly.


"Mmm hmm," I replied with
a smile. "So, where are we going, anyway?"


"Danvin's place. I have some
product for him, and I'm also looking to buy some stuff to sell at our next
stop."


Frowning, I turned and looked at
her. "You didn't spend all the money you made off the corvette already,
did you?"


"'Course not, but an elf
always needs some folding money, don'tcha know…"


I sighed. "Let's grab a cab,
you can tell them where to take us."


"You really haven't through
this whole 'get guards to protect Carol' thing through, have you?" Dani
asked as we sat in the back of the cab and watched the driver steer his horse
through the traffic.


I shook my head. "I've got a
job to do, and not much to do it with. Fel's religion here has barely started.
If I could bring folks from home, yeah, it wouldn't be a problem. But Two
Rivers has decided, since they can't go after Vikoria, they're gonna go after
me instead."


"And going after you is best
done by going after Feliogustus, right?"


I sighed and nodded.


"Maybe you're going about this
the wrong way."


"Oh? And what would you
suggest?"


"First, a distraction.
Something to keep them too busy to worry about the likes of you."


"Yeah, I've been thinking
about that, but I'm even less set up for that than hiring mercenaries or
something."


"Yeah, well, you got me on the
case now, so let me think about it. I bet I can come up with something."


"And this would be based on
your years of living with the orcs?"


"Oh, hell no!" Dani
laughed. "You forget, I was raised a princess, Will! And when it comes
down to sneaky and deceiving, I think the royal elven families have a patent on
that shit!"


"So should I ask Danvin about
hiring anybody?"


"You can be my strong, dumb
bodyguard and sextoy," Dani said with a smirk. "I'll do all
the talking."


I sighed. "Oh, the abuse I put
up with."


"Oh? That's not how Laria
tells it!" Dani said with a laugh.


Dani had the cab drop us off about
two blocks away, and we walked the same route as last time, though she stopped
between the buildings and waited to see if anyone was following us this time.


"Dani, a pleasure to see you
again!" Danvin said when we came to his door. "And William,
right?" he asked me.


I smiled and nodded.


"How's the market on Horse
doing?" Dani inquired.


"Well, very well. You wouldn't
happen to have any for sale, would you?"


Dani smiled and pulled her zipper
all the way down, and just like last time, there was a large envelope there.
She untaped it and handed it to Danvin, and I watched as they dickered a
little. After all three of us had taken a 'sample', of course, which was still
Danvin's way of insuring Dani wasn't selling him poison. 


"So, Danvin, we're heading to
Mangan soon, and I'm looking for something I can turn a good profit on. Got
anything?"


"I'm surprised you didn't sell
your Horse there."


Dani shook her head. "Bazz
controls the market too much, and we're still tight, so I won't mess with his
business."


"In that case, I don't have
anything small, though I do have something fairly large going that way."


"What's that supposed to
mean?"


"Heavy weapons. I don't know
their final destination, but I have a buyer in Mangan."


"You got paperwork?" 


"I have paperwork of a sort,"
Danvin said with a smile. "But I wouldn't recommend getting caught with
them on this side of a gate."


"That's something I'd have to
talk with my captain about," Dani said with a thoughtful look on her face.
"She might be willing; maybe I should hook you two up. Say, dinner later
tonight?"


"I'll send a car around, say
about seven?" Danvin said. "If she's interested, she can join
me."


Dani nodded. "Okay, sorry we
couldn't do business," Dani said, getting up.


"It happens,
unfortunately," Danvin agreed standing up as well to shake hands with her.


"Oh, before I forget, do you
know anybody dependable who might be interested in a stint as a guard? Small
group, probably a six-month gig, has to be on the quiet side, and there won't
be a lot of trips into town, either."


"Where's it at?"


"Short trip out of
Gavin."


"Hmm, I'll ask around. When
would you need them?"


"When we can get them. We got
a spot and a person who needs protecting."


"Got it," Danvin said. I
shook hands with him, and we left.


"We don't need someone on
Zenia," I told her.


"Nope, and I wouldn't hire
through Danvin, anyway. It's not really his thing. If I was serious, I'd ask
him who to talk to, and do business with them."


"Then why ask?"


"'Cause now a bunch of people
are going to hear a rumor that we're looking to hire people for some job on
Zenia, near Gavin. A place where you killed one of Two Rivers' priests and had
his place burned to the ground."


"Oh…"


"Yup, let them think we were
afraid they were getting close. Why we even left with fewer people than we came
in with."


"How are they going to know
that?"


"What, you think Ann didn't
file a complaint about losing a crewmember after the accident? If they dig into
this far enough, they'll find the report, but they'll also find out Ann never
showed them a body."


I sighed and shook my head.
"I'm not sneaky enough."


"You also don't know the
territory very well, and don't have anyone to advise you," Dani said with
a smile, then surprised me by grabbing my arm and leaning into me as we walked.
"Where's Evean, anyway?"


"At home taking care of our
kid."


Dani chuckled at that. "So you
knocked her up, too? Where do you find the time, Will?"


I slid a hand down her back and
cupped her butt. "Evean is not a woman I'm willing to say no to."


"Love her, don't you?"


"That, and I'm also a little
afraid of her." I chuckled. "What's got you so grabby?"


"I told you the last time I
was here, Horse gets my motor going. Let's grab a cab and get back to the ship.
Then we can all have a little fun."


"Don't forget to tell Ann
about Danvin's offer."


"I won't," she said,
rubbing into me as I flagged down a ride.


 


We took on our cargo the following
night. Ann did come to an agreement with Danvin, and to cut down on prying
eyes, we loaded at midnight. As soon as we had it secured, we weighed anchor
and got out of Dodge fast. Ann even had Dusty unlimber the big engines once we
were out of sight of Second Chance and took the Grey Moth up to one
hundred and seventy knots. Netia was looking a little nervous as she flew it;
it was her first experience with the big engines. I think Ann wanted to go even
faster, but she wasn't going to push Netia. Not yet, at least.


"What's the rush?" I
asked Howard as I stood watch on the bridge with Aden. If anything out on the
deck broke, we'd have to run out there and fix it immediately.


"The cargo we got from Dani's
friend apparently wasn't his to sell, or something like that," Howard said
in a soft voice I barely heard over the wind noise. "Once we're through
the gateway, we're out of jurisdiction of the local government, however."


"I'm surprised Ann was willing
to take this kind of risk," I told him.


Howard smiled. "We can outrun
anything the locals can send after us, and Ann wants to build a relationship
with Dani's friend. With the shifting of our major trade routes, she needs new
contacts."


"Shifting?" I asked
curiously.


"This ship used to do the
circle."


"The circle? What's
that?"


"Zenia to Zenia, clockwise
around the first and second ring. Now it'll probably end up Zenia to Melamar
and back again. She's too afraid to set foot on Thayne ever again, and not at
all crazy about Nuris, or Savoy either, honestly."


I nodded and thought about what I'd
overheard at the Uomo household.


"That's probably wise. Why not
cut through Prime, then?"


"Too many customs agents, and
they search your ship for contraband. The elves on Melamar, some of them have a
taste for things the governments on Prime don't allow. Though with our being
out of service for a year, who knows if that market is still open to us.
Someone else may have taken it over."


"Elves are into
contraband?" I asked, surprised. "I thought they were all sweetness
and light, and that was why they didn't like Dani?"


Howard laughed loudly at that.


"Elves can be the biggest
bunch of hypocritical assholes you'll ever meet! I think the reason most of them
hate her is because she's honest about it."


"What about her ex?"


Howard shrugged. "No idea. Ann
told me not to ask about her past, and we never sail to Amnar, as she's on some
king's shit-list there."


 "So what do we bring
them?"


"Drugs, chemicals, works of
art."


"Works of art?"


"Pornographic works of
art," Howard said with a grin. "Paintings or statues, if we can find
them. They have to be pretty high quality, so they're not cheap, but the profit
margin can be quite large."


I shook my head, then looking over
at Ann, I raised my voice. "I can feel the gateway, Captain, we're ten
miles out."


"Bridge! We have someone
coming up behind us!" Dani, who had the stern watch, called over the
intercom.


"How fast are they closing?
What lights are they running?"


"They'll overtake us in a
minute, and they're not running any lights, Captain."


"Damn, and we're three minutes
out," Ann said and paused a moment, then grabbing the telegraph, she rang
for all ahead, full.


"William, help guide Netia to
the portal."


I moved up behind her and put my
hands on her shoulders. She flinched a moment, but her tail curled around my
leg as I leaned my head down next to hers.


"Come left a degree," I
said softly. "You got this, don't worry. I'm here, everything will be
fine."


"Captain!" Howard called
out. "We got a ship in front of the portal!"


I glanced over at Howard; he had a
set of binoculars out and was scanning the way ahead of us.


Ann grabbed the microphone and
switched to the radio. "Attention, clear the portal! We are being chased
by pirates! Clear the portal!"


"Grey Moth! This is the
Second Chance Municipal Police! Heave to and prepare for boarding!"


I could see the ship now; it was
lit up with a lot of lights and hovering, broadside, in front of the entry half
of the portal. Which, as we were now traveling counterclockwise around the
ring, was the lower half.


"You are violating Empire laws
and treaties by blocking the portal," Ann fired back. "We are not
going to stop and let those pirates kill us, you fools! Now move, or we will
ram you!"


"Captain!" Dusty called
from the engine room. "I have everything up to full power!"


"Pull the big engines back to
half as soon as we clear the portal!" Ann called back on the intercom.


"They're not moving!"
Howard reported.


I did the eyes and ears, said a
quiet prayer to Fel for a little help, then moved closer to press my back
against Netia, holding her with one arm wrapped around her waist, while I
grabbed the top of the flight gauges panel with my other hand to steady us.


"Aim for the top," I whispered
in her ear. I could feel the push of the engines; we were quickly accelerating
past one hundred and ninety knots.


"But we'll, we'll be killed!
It's too fast! I can't do this!" she protested, shivering against me.


I popped a cantrip and used my champion's
voice. "You can do this, Netia. It's safe. I have you. Fly over the
ship, through the portal, then pull up and bank to starboard, okay?"


She stopped shivering. "Are
you sure?"


"Of course I'm sure. You're a
great pilot, just fly us right through, bring the nose up a hair. Can you see
it?"


"I, I can see it, Will."


"I hope you're right about
this, William," Ann said to me. "We don't come back."


"And neither do my son or my
women," I told her.


"Captain, we're pulling
away!" Dani called over the intercom.


"Grey Moth! Heave to!
This is the police! Heave to!"


"Howard, sound the collision
alarm," Ann said calmly.


Netia almost jumped and shivered
again as the collision alarm rang out, so I popped another cantrip and used my
voice to keep her steady. We were passing two hundred and ten knots on the
indicated airspeed gauge, and the ship in front of us was growing larger and
larger as we quickly drew near.


"Captain!" Howard called.
"They're moving out of the way!"


"Secure for portal transit!
Secure for portal transit and heavy maneuvering!" Ann called over the
ship's intercom. The police boat was maybe halfway out of the way, but it
didn't matter, as we were going over it. We hit the portal, came out the other
side, and Netia was immediately pulling us up and out of the lane. I didn't see
any oncoming ship's lights, thankfully. Everyone else on the bridge was back
against the wall from the force of the climb, as well as the turn; the only
thing keeping Netia at the wheel as she pressed back against me was my grip on
her and the panel.


"Hard to starboard! Keep us
coming around! And climb us to three thousand!" Ann called out.


"Howard, man the rocket
launchers!"


I looked out the window; I could
feel the portal, but I couldn't see it as we were climbing and turning, putting
it on our right.


"Pirates have transited,
Captain," Dani called on the intercom a half minute later as Netia eased
us out of our climb. We were still coming about hard, the deck angled at thirty
degrees.


"Got it, Dani, man one of the
rocket launchers with Howard!"


I looked at our airspeed, we were
down to one fifty from the climb, but it was creeping up again.


"Will, ring for all ahead
half," Ann told me as she made her way over to the starboard bridge
windows to get a clearer view.


I let go of Netia and rang the
telegraph, then grabbed hold of the side of it. She was still pressing back
into me, and I didn't think it would be wise to drag her off to bed when all
this was over. After Laria told Rachel, I don't think it would go well. But I
could tell she was still scared and still nervous, so I kept my position.


"Ah! There she is." Ann
chortled. "Steer one-seven-five on my mark."


"One-seven five!" Netia
called back.


"Mark!" 


We leveled off then, and I let go
and moved over to where Ann was.


"Starboard crane, armed and
tracking!" Dani's voice called out.


"Port crane standing by!"
Howard followed up.


I watched as the starboard crane
swung out to point in the direction of the pirate. They were maybe a thousand
yards away, and heading away from us at a slight angle. I don't think they'd
seen us.


"Helm, roll ship six degrees
starboard!" Ann called out.


"Six degrees!" Netia
called out.


"Hold that!" Dani called,
and suddenly a rocket shot out of the end of the crane. The last time I'd seen
that, I'd been on the receiving end.


"Helm! Come about to
one-one-five!" Ann called. "Then roll us five degrees port!"


"One-one-five, five degrees
port!" Netia called back as the rocket struck the other ship, hitting the
bow and exploding. It looked like one of the forward nacelles came off before
the billowing explosion hid the front of the ship from view.


The ship quickly disappeared from
sight, and I followed Ann as she ran to the other side of the bridge. As the
other ship came into view again, I could see the damage. They'd lost their
port-bow nacelle, and the nose of the ship was now on fire.


"Hit them again, Howard!"
Ann yelled into the intercom as the ship rolled, bringing the enemy ship up
into the aim point of the crane-mounted rocket launcher.


I watched as the rocket streaked
towards the wounded pirate below us, and I could see the people on the deck.
They could see us now, and they were running for the rear launch. The missile
struck aft of amidships, killing or blowing everyone back there off the deck.
The back of the ship broke off in a secondary explosion, and as the front of
the ship nosed over, debris streamed out the back.


"Helm, level us off, turn, and
fly course one-five-zero."


"Turning to course
one-five-zero!" Netia called back.


"Howard, Dani, secure the cranes.
I'll send Will back to help reload them."


"Yes, Captain!" they both
called out.


"Think there's anyone left
alive?" I asked Ann as we watched the wreckage slam into the ground, the
fire on the front quickly spreading out around the wreckage as the rest of the
fuel tanks ruptured.


"Nope!" Ann said with a
smile. "Oh, that felt good! I've always wanted to shoot down one of those
bastards!"


I looked over at Ann and pulled her
into a hug. "Alerie is proud of you, I'm sure."


Ann smiled and nodded, her eyes tearing
up a little. "She followed Vikoria, like I do. That's were we first met,
in one of Vikoria's churches."


"Then when your time comes,
you can tell her all about this yourself."


"I'll be looking forward to
it." Ann laughed and then put her hands on my chest and slowly pushed me
back. "Now, you got some work to do, sailor!"


"Yes, ma'am!" I said with
a laugh and headed down to the cranes. I'd never had to help load the rocket
launchers before. I was sure this was going to be interesting.















 


 


Twelve


On Course to Mangan, Lassen


 


 


"Now, how about you tell me
what happened and why you're really here?" Dani whispered to me as we lay
in bed together. Laria had just left to help Kiara make breakfast.


I was lying on my back staring at
the ceiling of her cabin, trying to figure out just what I was doing. I no
longer had any kind of a plan, not even the barest inkling of an idea. After
what Dani had told me the other day, apparently, trying to recruit orcs might
not be the best idea.


"Willlllliam?" Dani said
in the same sort of sweet voice I knew from experience with both Rachel and
Evean meant I needed to pay attention—or the consequences could be immediate
and possibly painful.


"Yes, Dani?"


"Answer the question, what is
going on?"


"They killed one of my
children," I said with a heavy sigh.


"Wait! What? Who killed one of
your children?" Dani asked loudly, sitting up in bed, naked. Normally I
would have enjoyed the view, but right now I had other things on my mind.


"Par, the goddess half of the
Two Rivers duo, has been sending people to my homeworld to kill my eldest. They
failed, but they managed to kill one of my younger sons."


I told her the full story, all of
it, everything. When I was finished, she was laying across my chest, arms
wrapped around me.


"I'm sorry, Will. I'm
sorry."


"Not your fault." I
sighed, put my hand on the back of her head, and ran my fingers through her
hair. "Par is a stupid bitch. I was here working for Vikoria, I wasn't
here for me or for Fel. I was just doing my job."


"You did kill a lot of
her people when you rescued us, Will."


I shrugged. "So?"


"You didn't do that for
Vikoria, you did that on your own," Dani said as she slowly sat up and
straddled my chest, looking down at me. "You even said you don't think
she's going after Feliogustus, Will. That she's just going after you. I don't
think she wants a fight with him, just you."


"Oren was the High
Priestess' son!" I growled. "He wasn't just mine, he was hers,
and she belongs to Fel! Oh, trust me when I say Fel is angry with her. Hell, I
think nearly all the gods back on my homeworld are angry with her. She's
violated a whole shitload of rules and agreements."


"Rules and agreements?"


I sighed. "It's complicated.
Fel made a bunch of agreements with the other gods back home because they're
afraid of me. Well, of me, him, my wife, and all that."


"Oh, really now?" Dani
said with a grin.


I shrugged. "Ask Laria about
it if you don't believe me. She can tell you the stories. It doesn't matter why
she did it. She did it, and now she has to pay."


Dani looked down at me, a frown on
her lovely face. "I'd ask you if you were sure about that, but I've seen
that look way too often on Guntz's face to even bother asking. So, you're here
to make her pay."


I nodded.


"And how are you going to do
that?"


I sighed, looking back up at her.
"That's the part I don't know the answer to. Back home? I'd probably take
a bunch of soldiers, destroy her main temple, and slaughter her priests and
priestesses, until she either sued for peace or Fel told me to stop."


"Done this before, have
you?"


I gave a small nod. "More than
a few times."


Dani bopped me on the nose then,
and I blinked. "What was that for?" I said, surprised.


"This isn't your homeworld,
you can't deal with this like you're used to, and you need to stop thinking
that you can, got it?"


"And why not?" I growled.


Dani put her hands to either side
of my head, bent over, and got in my face, nose to nose with me. "Because
you'll lose! Got that? You may be the big man back home, but here? Here
you're a small fish in a big pond working for a minor god! I know you
want revenge, Will! By the trees, I swear I want it too, and I don't even know
Nara, and I never met your son! Killing children is about as bad as it gets to
an elf!


"But you need to stop thinking
you're going to do this here and now, that you're going to get your revenge
this instant! Revenge is an art, William! I learned all about it as a princess,
and then got to see it administered by an expert when I was made into a trophy
by an orc who did not fuck around!"


"I just, I feel so
helpless!" I admitted to her. "I don't know what to do, and I have to
do something!"


"You are doing
something; you're talking to me, and we are going to figure out
something to fuck that bitch up, and fuck her up good."


"Oh, we are, are
we?" I said, still a little growly.


Dani laughed and kissed me,
surprising me.


"William, the whole reason I
ended up with Guntz was to fuck over my fiancé for treating me like shit in
public and putting me, a princess, into a very nasty situation so
he could save his own wounded pride! That's why he hates me now, more than
anything in life; he'll go to his grave, thousands of years from now, still
haunted by the plain truth that everyone will know his fiancée, his intended,
the elf whose marriage was supposed to unite kingdoms, dumped him because he
wasn't as good in bed as an orc!" 


Dani grinned at me with a look that
would have done Evean proud. "Those bitches were going to kill my few
remaining friends and sell me off to my ex so he could humiliate and punish
me? Oh, trust me when I tell you, I most definitely have a score to
settle with them. But you'll notice I'm not rushing into it! You want to know
why?"


"Because you're not powerful
enough?"


"No! Because I've got a couple
thousand years to work with! And so do you, William! You already
told me you're immortal! By the trees, you can't even be killed! Oh, I'm
going to have so much fun helping you with this!"


"Now you're starting to sound
like Evean."


Dani smiled. "I liked her. She
was fun.


"Now, stop thinking you need
to solve this problem today. Or even tomorrow. We've got years, decades
if necessary. We want to plan it carefully and hit them the hardest when it'll
humiliate them the most."


I thought about that as I looked up
into her smiling eyes. Raising my head, I gave her a kiss, then pulled her down
into a hug.


"Behave, you!" Dani
laughed and pushed up off me after a minute. "I got things to do, and I
ain't missing breakfast!"


I gave her my best pout, and she
laughed as she climbed off me and sashayed to the shower, giving me a tempting
view of her perfect butt. Sadly, shipboard showers didn't provide enough water
for fun and games.


"Wake me when you're
done," I said and stretched. I suddenly felt a lot better about all this.
Up until this moment, the whole thing really had felt like only me against the
world. 


 


§          §


 


"I must say, I like your
choice in women, William," Fel said with a laugh. "They're definitely
a lot more interesting than you are. Often makes me wonder how you manage to
attract them!"


I sighed and shook my head.
"Does that include Evean?"


"Of course it does! I'm still
trying to figure out who tamed who in that match up." Fel grinned at me,
but then turned serious. "I do agree, taking Dani into your confidence was
a good idea, William. I know Laria's been helping you deal with your loss, but
she's not the kind of person you can lean on for the hard things. Dani's a lot
more mature."


I snorted at that. "Dani?
Mature?"


Fel nodded. "Compared to most
elves even twice her age, she's a lot more mature. All those years she
spent with the orcs forced her to grow up, even if she won't admit it."


"What exactly happened to her,
anyway?"


"That's not for me to tell
you, William. It's also not the reason I decided to interrupt your nap."


I nodded. Dani would probably be
waking me up very soon.


"The ship you took out last
night?"


"Yes, what of it?"


"It was a commerce
raider."


"How is that any different
than a pirate?" I asked, a little confused.


"Because commerce raiders work
for a country; they're paid professionals. That means they have better
training, better equipment, and better leadership. Well, normally they do, at
least."


I felt my heart sinking as the
implications set in.


"So it was a Two Rivers
ship."


Fel nodded in agreement. "Yes.
I was able to pick a lot of details out of Dani's mind while she slept
last night. She got a good look at it. Andrew is familiar with that particular
ship, because Two Rivers had been using it to do commerce raiding on his behalf
to pay him back for his financial support."


"How many of them do they
have?"


"Andrew believes they have
several of them spread out among the worlds on the first ring. It helps them
fund their war effort."


I sighed and put my head in my
hands, shaking my head. "Let me guess, there's one here on Lassen,
too?"


"If not, there's definitely
one headed your way now."


"So why didn't they catch us
as we were leaving Second Chance?" I asked.


"Either because you left too
quickly, or they were waiting until you were far enough away to be dealt with
unseen. I don't have any influence on Zenia or Alturas; I'm still too small
here."


I thought about Dani's 'minor god'
comment then.


"She's right," Fel
agreed, reading my mind.


"So you don't know how they
found out about us?"


"The priest you killed knew
about the Grey Moth, so of course Ral and Par know about it. Obviously
one of them directed the priest onboard last night's ship to come after
you."


"So this will happen again,
won't it?"


Fel nodded.


"I better warn Ann."


"No, she's got enough worries.
Plus she might put you off the ship if you do that, William."


"But they'll warn the other
ships about the rocket launchers," I pointed out.


"They didn't warn that
ship, William. Or if they did, it didn't matter. Remember, they used those very
launchers against you once already. They know they exist."


I felt a slap on my chest.


"Later, William," Fel
said as I started to wake up.


 


§          §


 


Opening my eyes, I sat up and
grabbed Dani, who was looking surprised, and kissed her.


"Wow, you wake up fast."


"Was barely asleep," I
told her with a smile. "And the ship we killed last night?"


"Hmm, what of it?" she
asked as she dropped the towel and got dressed.


"It was a Two Rivers commerce
raider."


"Well, shit," Dani swore.
"Think this had anything to do with killing their priest in Gavin?"


I gave my head a shake. "I
doubt it. But I gather they have a few more of those ships around."


Dani paused a moment. She was
standing on the toes of one foot; the other she was about to slip inside her
jumpsuit. She turned her head and looked at me, perfectly balanced. I guess
elves really were as graceful as us felinoids.


"Don't tell Ann. She'll
probably take it the wrong way, and she needs us if she's going to get through
this. But," she smiled slowly and then turned back to putting her leg into
her coveralls, "I think this is just the kind of thing we can get Bazz's
help with."


"Really?"


"Contrary to popular opinion, no
one likes pirates; they like professional, state-backed pirates even less,
and smugglers like them the least. Then there's the little bonus; if you catch
a pirate, kill them, and steal their ship, no one will know."


I laughed. "Yeah, it's not
like they can go to the police, right?"


"Exactly. Now, I'm starved.
Put some clothes on and let's get breakfast."


 


 


It took us over a day and a half to
get to Mangan, mainly because the big engines had eaten so much of our fuel,
and we were low to start with, so we were running a lot slower than normal. We
could have gotten there sooner, but Ann didn't want to arrive on empty tanks in
case any other problems popped up.


Honestly, I enjoyed the nice,
steady routine of being underway. I stood my watches, did my chores, spent my
nights and mornings entertaining Laria and Dani in bed, and played with my son
whenever the opportunity arose.


"I thought male cats weren't
supposed to be big on children?" Dani mentioned at one point.


Laria snorted. "You obviously
haven't spent a lot of time among us, have you?"


Dani had the good grace to look
embarrassed.


"Most males are quite fond of
helping to care for their offspring," Laria told her as she watched me
playing with Slash. "Then of course, there's the ones like our William
here, who tends to dote on them. Of course, that could be because he's away
from home far too much."


I looked up at Dani. "Being a
champion is a busy job. So I enjoy my time with my children whenever I can get
it."


"Where are your kids,
Laria?" Dani asked her.


Laria sighed. "Back home.
Rachel and Darlene always take good care of them, but I do miss them when I
have to travel with him." She nodded at me as she said that. "The
only thing that makes it worthwhile is I get him all to myself!" she
finished with a wicked grin.


"You don't exactly have him to
yourself," Dani said with a leer.


Laria snorted. "You I can
bully, or just tell Will I want some alone time. Rachel? Darlene? They
rule the den back home. 


"And then of course there's
his kids, the high priestess, her kids, another priestess with more
kids, and the other champion who's started coming around…"


"Will!" Dani laughed.
"How many women do you have?"


I looked over at her and smiled.
"A lot, and one day you're gonna be one of them."


Dani blushed again and squirmed on
the chair.


"Somebody's got ants in her
pants!" Laria snickered.


I got up and handed Slash to Laria.
"Guess I better pick them off."


"Use your teeth!" Laria
giggled.


"Oh, and tongue, lots
of tongue!" Dani added with a laugh.


"I live to please…"


 


When time came to unload the
contraband weapons we'd hauled in, Ann made the drivers wait until everything
had been offloaded, and then grabbed Dusty, Dani, and me, along with
Jona.


"What do you need us
for?" I asked her as we got into the front cargo truck.


"We haven't been paid in full
for this load yet, and I'm not letting it out of my control until we are.
Dani's used to dealing with orcs, and hopefully no one will be stupid enough to
start anything with both Dusty and you here," Ann said in a soft voice.


An orc climbed up into the driver's
seat. As the truck's passenger compartment and cargo compartment weren't
separated, it was easy for all of us to fit, as long as you didn't mind sitting
on a crate or standing, that is.


"Where are we off to?"
Ann asked him.


"The buyers'." The orc
grunted and glanced back at Dani. "They rent a warehouse over by the dry
docks we're delivering it to. Our boss will meet us there to make sure they
pay."


"Sounds good to me. Let's get
this done."


The orc started the truck and
slowly drove off the dock, making way for the fueling truck, the first of
several, which were going to be refueling the Grey Moth while we were
gone. I was happy I didn't have to deal with that mess anymore.


The streets of Mangan were about
the same as last time, lots of unhappy looking people, mostly dwarves, humans,
some orcs, and the occasional gnome thrown in, all going about their business.
I noticed this time that some of the gnomes were better dressed than others.
They were accompanied by either a pair of dwarves or a pair of orcs, which I
realized were bodyguards.


It wasn't a long ride, maybe ten
minutes, but we were going pretty slowly. We came to a gate with a human guard
on it, who opened it and waved us through, then closed it after both trucks
were inside.


"Hiring humans now?" Dani
asked with a chuckle.


"The boss says it keeps the
gnomes from figuring out who really owns this place," our driver replied,
giving Dani another glance as he pulled up before a warehouse and tapped the
horn twice.


At least I guess it was a horn. It
didn't sound like any horn I'd heard before, more like a strangled duck.


The door slid open, a lone orc
pushing it to the side, and we drove in and parked. The other truck pulled up
next to us as the lone orc pushed the door closed. We all piled out of the
truck, and a couple of humans approached, one dressed in an outfit resembling a
military uniform with ship captain tabs on it. It was a type I had noticed a
lot of ship captains preferred, particularly those with a history of military
service. 


The other was dressed in an outfit
that looked more like robes, and I immediately got a bad feeling and did the
'eyes and ears' bit. I got the distinct impression Fel was as surprised as I
was. Scanning the room, I noticed a dozen other humans, again in the
military-like dress, who were setting down tools and heading in our direction,
probably to unload the trucks. They were working on a set of what looked like
ship-class diesel motors, and I noticed a couple of ship's generators that also
looked to be in need of repair.


"What ship are you from?"
the captain asked with a scowl as he drew closer.


"Who cares?" Dusty spoke
up before Ann could open her mouth. As she didn't wear captain's tabs,
it wasn't obvious who our captain was. "All that mattas is that ya got our
money! Now let's see it and we're out of here."


"Wait for it…" I
whispered and noticed Dani eyes immediately narrow as she heard me.


The captain was looking at us,
trying to figure out his next move, while the man in the robes pinned Dani with
his eyes for a moment, then shifted his gaze to me. He changed course and
started walking towards me. I guess he wanted to touch me and confirm who I
was.


"Get over here to help unload
the truck!" the captain yelled, obviously wanting to bring his men in
closer and increase the size of his party. "On the double!" 


"Now wait a minute!"
Dusty said loudly. "You still need to pay!"


I noticed all the orcs were
quickly 'wandering' away from us, making it look like they had something they
forgot to do and needed to be somewhere else, obviously wanting no part of what
they figured was coming next. 


"Who are you?" said the
man in robes, who I could now clearly see was wearing a blue Two Rivers device
at the neck on his robes.


Fel 'kicked' me, and I got the
point. I gave the approaching priest my best well-behaved and friendly smile as
I stuck out my hand and took a step forward.


"Hi! I don't believe we've had
a chance to really meet. My name's Will!" I grabbed his hand and almost
laughed as the expression on his face turned to one of pure horror as he saw
his death before him.


"I'm Feliogustus' Champion!"
I said, roaring out the last word, and invoked my champion's aura as a shaft of
sunlight coming through a window high up suddenly hit my chest and emblazon
Fel's device on my shirt.


"Kill them!" the priest
screeched, and I seized him by the throat with my left hand as the sounds of
gunfire immediately filled the room. Ann had surprised me once again by how
fast she'd drawn her pistol, blowing a hole in the middle of the captain, who
collapsed to the floor, dead, his own gun barely out of the holster. Dani was
quickly picking off the approaching crewmen, who were now diving into cover,
and even Dusty had produced something that looked bigger than my trench gun and
took two hands to fire.


Jona was crawling under the trucks,
and the others were moving to cover as I brought the priest's face up to mine.
He couldn't speak because of my hand on his throat, and as I had his right hand
trapped by mine, he couldn't cast even the most minor of spells, as they all
required a gesture.


His left hand, of course, was
trying to pry mine off his neck. I opened myself up to Fel as I spoke to him.


"You broke the rules,
understand? You broke the rules. You lost to Vikoria, and rather
than admit the point, you took my women and my children and tried to have them
killed, even though they were no threat to you. You came to my home,
though I was naught but the hired help, you attacked me and mine, and you
killed a baby! 


"A helpless, harmless baby.
You're going to pay, Par, oh you are going to pay. You put your hand in someone
else's game, in my game, and all the players there are most
upset. It's not just me or my champion now who's looking to settle scores, Par.
Oh, no. You are going to pay."


I crushed his throat then and
dropped his dying body to the floor as I felt Fel retreat from my head.
Somewhere in there he'd pulled my strings, but I didn't care. I was pissed, and
I had people to kill. I pulled my own pistol and dodged side-to-side, shooting
at the few remaining crewmen as I moved forward. I'd been shot several times
while I was giving my little soliloquy, so I popped a couple of healing spells,
dove over a pallet of parts of some sort, and shot a man in the head as I
landed on top of his dying body.


Rolling to my feet, I leapt high
into the air, and as the last two tried to shoot me, Dani dropped them both,
holding a pistol in each hand now. 


I had to admit, she looked pretty
hot holding those pistols, especially as her zipper was now well south of her
navel.


Landing on my feet, I looked around
and saw a bunch of heavily-armed orcs entering the building from the far end.
They weren't pointing their guns at me or anyone else yet, so I didn't point
mine back at them. 


"What in the name of the
deepest darkest hell of the nineteen is going on in here!" an orc
thundered as he pushed past the others and stomped into the room. He must have
been their boss, because he had that charisma all leaders tend to have, and he
wasn't at all apologetic as he shoved them out of the way and strode into the
room. He glanced at me and immediately turned away and headed towards the
others.


As I still had my champion's aura
going, and as I was larger than any of the orcs in the room and covered in
blood, I wasn't sure I blamed him. I cast a cleaning cantrip to get the blood
off and watched him stomp up to the others, and then quite suddenly stop, his
jaw dropping.


"Mom? What in the hell
are you doing here! Why did you kill my custom…" 


He never finished that sentence as
Dani stepped forward and backhanded him across the face with all her might,
turning his head and making him take a step back.


"Makill! What kind of an idiot
are you? What would your father say? Doing business with Two Rivers?" I
could see she was downright furious! She kicked him in the stomach, and
he moved back another step. "I thought I taught you better than that!"
She punched him this time, right in the face. "I told you, again and
again, never, never, EVER to do business with bigoted, murderous, fanatic
assholes!" She punched him again. "They'll as soon kill you as pay
you! Those bastards tried to have me killed! Didn't you read my letter?"
She kicked him in the balls that time, and he bent over enough that she grabbed
one of his ears and dragged his head down to a level with hers.


"I swear, if it wasn't for the
fact I loved your father, I think I'd put a bullet in you to see if maybe
that'd learn you!"


Looking around, I noticed all
the other orcs had faded well back from the confrontation. I heard a few
whispered 'oh shit's' and even a 'damn, his mom really is a tough
bitch!' Meanwhile Ann and Jona were both looking completely shocked, while
Dusty looked on, nodding in obvious approval.


Makill had winced each time he was
hit and grunted loudly when she kicked him in the balls. I could see he was
looking pretty mad himself. But so far, he hadn't fought back at all. I moved
closer as she continued to read him the riot act, while all the time
questioning how any child of hers could not only be so stupid, but so uncaring
as to do business with the very people who had raped, beaten, and tried to
murder his own mother.


I dropped the aura as I stopped
beside her.


"I take it he's your
oldest?" I interjected when she paused to catch her breath.


"Who would you be?"
Makill growled.


"Watch your manners,
son!" Dani growled back and kicked him in the knee. "That's my
current boyfriend, and considering you now have another brother, I guess you
could also say he's your new step-dad!"


Makill frowned at that, and I shook
my head. 


"My name is Will. I'm the guy
who killed all the soldiers on that corvette so I could save your mom. Um, you did
read her letter to you, didn't you?"


"If I'd known you were going
to be the one making the delivery, I wouldn't have let you meet them,
okay?" Makill growled.


"That still doesn't explain
why you were doing business with them!" Dani said as she let go of his
ear. "I thought I raised you better than that!"


"It was good money,"
Makill said with a sigh as he straightened up. "If I hadn't taken it,
someone else would have."


"We are going to be having
more words," Dani growled. "Don't think I'm done with you yet! Now,
introduce me to your men, then I'll introduce you to my captain and the rest of
our crew."


I'll give him this, he recovered
immediately, turned to me, and gave me a wan smile. "Will, I'm Makill, the
son of Guntz and Dani, as I'm sure you've guessed by now. It's a pleasure to
make your acquaintance, even under these circumstances."


I shook hands with him. "Hey,
if she didn't love you, she wouldn't take the time to kick your ass. She'd just
shoot you."


Makill gave a small chuckle.
"I see you know her well, then."


Makill spent the next ten minutes
introducing us to each of his men who was there, and from the way they were
treating Dani, I could see they either feared or respected her. Possibly both.
I had to admit, this was not a side of her I'd seen before. Apparently the line
she'd told me way back when about having 'all the prissy elven princess knocked
out of her and replaced with a lot of bare-knuckle brawling' hadn't been an
idle boast.


Dani then brought her son over to
Ann and the others.


"Makill, this is my captain,
Ann Roy, owner and operator of the Grey Moth. Ann, sorry I never told
you, but yes, Makill here is my eldest son, and usually I'm quite proud of
him."


"It's a pleasure to meet you,
Ann," Makill said, turning on the charm.


"Excuse my surprise," Ann
said and shook hands. "Your mother is a woman of rare talents and constant
surprises."


"This is Jona, our ship's
purser."


"It's a pleasure," they
both said and shook hands. 


"And this is Dusty, our
engineer."


"You've got your mother's eyes,
and her sense of humor," Dusty grinned and told Makill as they
shook hands."


"Thank you, I'm sure."


"Okay, now that's all
over," Ann spoke up, "what the hell is going on here? What were they
buying weapons for? Dusty, Will, see if you can find the money they owe us
while you're at it."


"They're building commerce
raiders," I said as I grabbed the priest's body and stripped him clean of
everything, while Dusty went to work on the captain's body.


"That's not what they told
us," Makill said, looking over at me. "Are you sure?"


"Yup. They've got spies around
most major ports on the inner ring and use them to assign raiders to go after
ships they figure won't be missed."


"So they're building them out
here to keep them from being associated with Two Rivers if they get
caught," Jona said and nodded. "Clever."


"Well, shit,"
Makill said, shaking his head.


"Found the money!" Dusty
said and pulled out a couple of bags of coin. "Platinum!" he said,
looking inside. "Oh, yeah, we got money now!"


"Don't forget our cut," Makill
said.


"You can have the
weapons," Ann said, jerking a thumb at them. "I'm sure that'll more
than cover it."


"Ummm."


Dani coughed, and Makill looked at
her a moment, then smiled. "Sure."


"Where's the ship they were
refitting?" Dani asked.


"It's outside; they had it set
in a cradle next to the building. Why?"


"Because it's ours now. That's
why."


"Mother…"


"Makill, I said it's ours.
You, me, Will…sorry Ann, you already have a ship, and I don't think Dusty or
Jona would be interested working or sailing with a bunch of orcs."


"You sure about that,
Mom?"


"Yes, very. Now how about
showing us our new ship, then you can have someone drive the others back to the
Grey Moth while you catch me up on your life."


"Tonoke, Bock, take those
trucks over to the Tatum Street warehouse and get them unloaded. Stack it all
in storeroom two. Then come back here, get all the rest of this stuff, and put
it in storeroom three. Heneke, deal with the corpses and anything else they
might have left here. Taen, clean out their rooms at the inn; anyone asks, they
left in the middle of the night yesterday, they stiffed us for six hundred and
thirty two dollars, and is the party asking going to settle up their
bill?"


All four nodded and grabbed orcs
out of the bunch standing around watching. I had to admit I was impressed.
Makill didn't dally, and he was thorough. 


"Come on, let's go
outside."


We followed him, and Dani
surprising me by giving him a hug and walking beside him.


"I didn't get your letter,
Mom," Makill said once we were out of earshot of the others.


"Did Bazz?"


"Umm, I haven't been talking
to Bazz, Mom."


"Dammit! You two need to talk.
Like it or not, you're family. How's your brother doing?"


"He's doing fine. We don't
have much in common, Mom. He's only ten."


"Still, he's blood. You need
to be his older brother, and you need to keep an eye on him."


Makill nodded. "I do, Mom. I
may not exactly get along with Bazz, but Wyal's blood."


We stepped around the corner of the
warehouse, and there is was, tied down in a cradle that was loaded down with
extra ballast. Out of the water like that, it looked huge.


"Oh, a Meteor Class,"
Dusty said as I looked it over. It wasn't as long as the Grey Moth, and
the prow wasn't as narrow. It looked wider amidships, however, and the stern
wasn't square like the Moth's, it was more of a triangle, with a launch
rig set on either side of the rear. The wings had all their control surfaces
removed, and none of the engine nacelles were currently attached, either.


Makill led us to an attached
construction stairway as we looked it over. I could see a large square hole cut
in the side near the back exposing the engine room, which I guess made sense,
considering the size of what I'd seen in the warehouse.


"Why would they want to use
this?" Jona asked. "These aren't as fast as the Moth's class
or most cargo ships, other than the really big ones."


"They're sturdy, they carry a
lot of cargo, and there's literally thousands of these flying," Ann said.


"You can also put double
nacelles on 'em, front and back; it's a common upgrade," Dusty added.
"That'll bring the speed up. Run it like that empty, and it'll easily
overtake anything in the Moth's class, if they're carrying cargo. Also,
the wider body means you can mount heavy weapons on it."


"There's no way all those weapons
would have mounted on this," Ann said, motioning to the deck space as we
came up the attached stairway.


"Which means they were either
going to bring others in here to outfit, or they were going to load up the
spares and take them to others being retrofitted elsewhere."


"Mak, do you think you could
let us look through those people's things before you trash or sell them?"
I asked, looking over at Makill. "Maybe we can find some clues."


"The captain had his office
onboard here. Feel free to search all you want."


I nodded and listened as we got a
full tour of the ship. Overall, it was in fairly good shape. It was clean and
recently painted; all it needed to be airworthy were the engines and generators
re-installed, the fans put back on, and the control surfaces replaced.


When we got to the captain's office
onboard, I bid the others to continue without me and ransacked it. There were a
lot of papers, and I wondered how I'd ever get through them, until I remembered
the last time I'd had this problem. 


So I opened a portal back to Fel
and threw everything through it. I could always look at it later.


That done, I went and caught up
with the others, who were gathered at the top of the stairs leading back down
to the ground.


"Now that we've seen it, let's
get a ride for Ann, Jona, and Dusty back to the Moth, and we can go have
dinner," Dani said with a smile.


"What about Laria and
Slash?" I asked her in a soft voice.


"Oh, good point." She
turned to the others. "We'll all go back to the Moth, we have to
pick up my kid. Then we can have dinner."


"You are coming back to
the ship, right?" Ann asked Dani.


Dani nodded. "It'll be months
before this thing can fly, if we don't end up selling it. But if we could sit
in port here an extra day, Ann? I'd appreciate it."


Ann nodded. "Sure. Who knows,
maybe we'll even find a cargo while we're here."















 


 


Thirteen


Makill's House, Lassen


 


 


We were sitting around a table,
Dani, Laria, Makill, and me, having just finished an enjoyable meal. Dani had
caught her son up on everything that had happened while we ate dinner, and
Makill didn't look all that pleased with himself.


"So you really want me to
rebuild that ship and sail it?" Makill asked his mother.


"Actually, I think I'm going
to sail it for a while, with Will here, once it's done."


Makill sighed. "And where am I
going to get the money for this? I'll need to hire someone, someone good,
to finish the rebuild on the engines, the generators, the fans, not to mention
the cost of installing it all back into the ship!" Makill paused a moment,
then got up. "Excuse me a moment, I need to hire somebody to move that
ship tonight, before anybody comes looking for it!"


I turned to Dani, and Laria gave me
a kiss, then slid around behind me to massage my neck as the cook came out and
cleared the table. Other than the cook, I hadn't see anyone else working here.
Either he didn't have any other servants, or he'd given them the night off.


"I'm pretty sure Dusty could
do the rebuild on those engines in a week or two," I said, leaning back
into Laria's fingers. My shirt and my duster had had several holes in them when
we'd gotten back to the ship, and I know it bothered her when she saw something
like that.


"You really think so?"
Dani asked as she picked up Slash to nurse him.


"Yeah, I've helped him tear down
the engines and the generators a couple of times on the Moth. Maybe we
should ask him if he knows anybody worth hiring to do the job?"


Dani smiled down at Slash and
nodded. "I don't think I'd trust anyone other than a dwarf to do it right.
We'll ask him when we get back to the Moth."


"Okay, I got that taken care
of," Makill said, coming back into the room.


"That quick?" I asked,
surprised.


"It's light now, with all the
engines and ballast out of it. Moving it is easy. Slow, but easy. By morning
it'll be on the other side of the city. Now, what were you talking about?"


"Hiring a dwarf to do the
rebuild," Dani said.


"Mom! I can't afford
that!"


Dani looked up at him. "Why
not?"


"Because things haven't been
going all that well these last few years, that's why not," Makill said
with a sour expression. "I took that job because I really do need the
money. You know dwarves don't come cheap. If I have to hire one, it's going to
put a big dent in my operating capital! Hell, I don't even know where I'm going
to come up with the money to finish the rebuild on that ship."


"What about selling the
weapons?" I asked.


"That'll help, but I don't
have a buyer anymore, seeing as the last ones are dead."


"Save a set for our
ship," Dani told him.


"Mom, we're talking about money.
I don't know if I can afford to! Also, why am I paying for all
this?"


"Because I'm your
mother?" Dani asked innocently, looking up at him and smiling.


"Uh-uh. Sorry, Mom, Dad warned
me never to fall for that one."


Dani shrugged. "Fine, I'll pay
for it."


"You can? Mom, we're talking
probably five hundred platinum; any dwarf worth his mettle will cost probably a
hundred to get those engines, generators, and fans done, I'm sure."


"I'll hire him. You just make
sure he has a good place to work."


"That's the least of my
problems. But what are we going to do with 'our' ship once it's done?"


"Don't you worry about that;
if there's one thing I learned from your father, it was how to make money. Now,
tell me, are there any girls in your life?"


I almost laughed, and just sat
there and listened while Dani grilled her son about his life for the next hour
while Laria got in my lap and got very comfortable there.


"You know, you sounded just
like my own mom when you grilled him like that," I told her when we got
back to the ship. He'd had one of his men drive us.


Dani smirked. "I just wanted
to see him squirm. I honestly don't care who he's seeing, but I'm a bit worried
about his finances now. Guess I'll ask Bazz about it when we see him
tomorrow."


"You think he'll know?" I
had an arm around Laria, who was getting very touchy-feely. I guess she was
feeling a little neglected lately.


Dani laughed. "Knowing Bazz,
he's the reason for it. Makill inherited Guntz's business, and I don't think
he's stupid enough to run it into the ground. But Bazz is a real operator, and
if Makill and he are feuding… Like I said, we'll find out tomorrow."


I gave a small nod. "Now, what
are we going to do with a ship? I'm not here to learn how to trade, you
know."


"I was thinking we could hunt
commerce raiders. Two Rivers commerce raiders, for starters. You show
proof to the other countries around the Seven Worlds, and they'll have to act.
Their merchants will demand it."


"You think they already know
about it, don't you?"


Dani nodded. "But it's small
enough they don't want to waste the money on it. A lot of governments have
gnomes doing their books these days. It's all about profit and loss with the
gnomes."


Laria snickered. "Sounds like
the people we really need on our side are the gnomes."


Dani laughed. "Good luck with
that, gnomes are about as apolitical as it gets."


"Oh? Why's that?"


"Because ten thousand years
ago, their mathematical approach to government pissed off the elven king who
ruled most of Amnar, and he led an army against them, destroyed all their
cities, and forbade them from ever having a government again. Or even being a
part of one."


"Sounds rough," I said,
and then gave Laria a squeeze and a kiss.


"Oh, trust me, they earned it.
Do you know what an actuary is?"


I nodded. "Yeah, they're the
people who figure out how long you'll live when you buy insurance."


"Yeah, now just imagine them
running things."


"Umm…" I tried to picture
that.


"You've just outlived your
expected life span in your line of work. Think about that."


The picture in my head suddenly
turned nasty.


Dani noticed the face I was making.
"Yup."


When we got back to our rooms,
Laria dragged me off to our bed and closed the door between the rooms. I guess
she was looking for some undivided attention, because I got very little
sleep that night.


 


"Wake up, Will, it's time to
go see Bazz," Dani said from the doorway as I opened my eyes and yawned.


"Give me a minute," I
said, shaking Laria awake as I peeled her off me. She was snuggled up tight
against me.


"Do you have to go?"
Laria asked, pouting.


"What's got you all clingy
this morning?" I asked.


Laria blushed. "I'm coming
into my cycle. Can't you tell?"


I sat up suddenly and looked down
at her while taking a deep sniff. I could almost smell it; there was something
a little different in the air. All the times I'd gotten Rachel or Nara
pregnant, and even the times with Laria, we'd used magic to bring on their
cycle, as catfolk only cycled once a year.


I looked down at her and said,
"Oh."


"Sure you want to go?"
she asked with an evil grin.


"You're not in heat yet,"
I said, though I had to admit I was debating it. "How long until you
are?"


"Tonight," she said and
purred while stretching languorously on the bed.


"I'll be back by then—long
before then in fact," I said with a grin of my own. 


"Love you."


"Love you, too," I told
her. Getting up, I quickly got dressed and popped a cleaning cantrip as I went
out into the passageway where Dani was waiting.


"Did I overhear that right, is
she…?"


"Yup. Do me a favor and warn
Aden, if he comes anywhere near her, I'll have to kill him on general
principle," I said with a serious expression.


Dani looked shocked at me.
"You would?"


I laughed and clapped her on the
back as I led the way to the gangplank. "No, of course not! I'd just break
both his legs."


"I don't know if I should be
scared or turned on," Dani admitted with a sigh.


"We're going to have to find
more crew here soon, you know," I told her as we headed to Bazz's office.
I remembered the way; it really wasn't that far from the docks, and best I
could tell, nothing had changed in the year or so since we'd been here last.


"I know, we were short-handed
when we left, and with Noah gone, we're even more so. Ann's discussed it at her
captain's meetings with the rest of us officers on the ship."


"Hey, how come I don't get
invited to those?"


Dani grinned. "Because you're
the resident monster, and I'm in charge of you now."


"Oh, you are, are you?" I
said and laughed.


"Will, you're still just an
average crewman. You don't have all that much to do with the running of the
ship, and you've got very little experience with it."


"True."


"Plus you'd be bored."


I nodded.


"Let me do the talking."


"I'll consider it."


Dani smacked me on the ass, and we
turned down the street Bazz's office was on. When we stepped inside, the same
orc who'd been there last time was on duty. He didn't say a word, just picked
up the phone and told Bazz that Dani and her cat were here again.


"Go on up, he's expecting
you."


"Thanks," Dani said, and
I just smiled and nodded, following her up the stairs and once again
appreciating her fine ass.


"Bazz," Dani said as she
entered his office.


"Dani! Great to see you again,
and yes, I read your letter. Good to see you as well, Will, and while
Dani and I may not be lovers anymore, I'm still quite grateful to you for
saving her."


I nodded. "Yeah, she means a
lot to me, too. I still don't know if it's because she's a hot, kinky little
elf, or because she had my kid," I told him and was rewarded by Dani
stomping on my foot with her heel as Bazz laughed behind his desk. 


"What happened to the other
guy who used to be there?" I said, nodding to his bodyguard. He wasn't the
same one as before.


"Brugo unfortunately let his
personal grudges over a little thing like a lost fight dictate his behavior,
and decided to share privileged information that wasn't his to share. So I had
to let him go."


"Off a cliff, I hope," I
growled.


Bazz laughed and smiled. "Yes,
you don't strike me as the kind to take a personal betrayal any better than I
do. So, Dani, what can I do for you today?" Bazz said, turning back to
her.


"From the way you greeted us,
I take it you know all about what happened yesterday over at Makill's?"


"Of course, I keep an eye on
the boy, you know."


Dani sighed. "And how much of
his current business issues are you causing him?"


Bazz laughed again. "Let's
just say, not all of them."


Dani stared at him and tapped her
foot.


"What, not going to sic Will
on me?"


"You know I prefer to deliver
my ass-kickings personally, Bazz. Now, give."


"It's times like this I really
do miss you, you know. Even most orc women lack your spunk." Bazz leaned
back in his chair and shook his head. "Makill needs to learn a few lessons
and, out of my feelings for you and my former mentor, I've taken it upon myself
to teach them. Makill's at the point where youthful strength and enthusiasm
aren't going to carry him much longer. He needs to be wiser and shrewder if he
wants to succeed in this business.


"Apparently some of his
father's lessons didn't sink in."


"Just don't do anything that'll
end up with me attending any funerals," Dani said with a shake of her
head. "I'd yell at you, but after finding out he was doing business with
that bunch, maybe he does need a few lessons."


"Are you serious about
rebuilding that ship?"


"Yup. Will and I both have
some scores to settle, and I think we'll be able to use it to do that."


"While making money along the
way, right?" Bazz asked, giving her a serious look.


Dani laughed. "What? Do you
think I got hit on the head one too many times? Of course we're going to
make money! Do you think I want my own kids to disown me?"


I looked over at Dani, who saw my
puzzled expression.


"In the orc world, business
comes before pleasure, and revenge is always about pleasure."


"Ah," I said with a nod.
"I'm more in the 'enforcement' side of things," I added with a grin.


"So it would seem," Bazz
said. "What exactly are you, Will?"


"He's a champion." Dani
interjected before I could reply.


"For a god?"


"For my god."


Bazz blinked. "He doesn't look
like an elf."


"No, I converted."


"You converted?"


I could see the surprise on Bazz's
face.


"My boyfriend is the champion,
and he's made it very clear he has designs on my tight little elvish ass. His
god let him come save said ass when it was in trouble, and mind you, the elven
gods I was raised with never once did a thing for me, and their priests all but
excommunicated me. 


"And best of all? Feliogustus
likes smugglers. He doesn't just tolerate them, like certain other gods
we all rightfully respect, he likes them."


"Damn, he certain does sound
like a god of the catfolk!" Bazz said with a grin. "How come I've
never heard of him before?"


"He's new here," I said.


"Implying he's old somewhere
else?"


I chuckled; Bazz didn't miss a
thing. "Yes. Want to get in on the ground floor?"


"A catfolk god that'll allow
orcs? You know how many brothels out there are owned by orcs?"


"Prostitution is fine. Slavery,
however, is a major issue, and isn't tolerated. As long as the people working
there are on contract, there of their own free will, again, not a
problem."


"So any orc who followed your
god, err, Fe…"


"Feliogustus," I
supplied.


 "Feliogustus, would have to
free his slaves if he was a brothel owner."


I sighed. "Let me guess, all
the brothel owners here are orcs, and all the catfolk working in them are
slaves?"


"A lot of them. Not all. A lot
of the girls who take contracts won't come to places like this because of the
chances of not being allowed to leave."


"Just think how well you'd do
if you were following a catfolk god opposed to slavery but okay with
prostitution?" Dani said.


Bazz nodded thoughtfully.
"I've never liked the idea of buying and selling people. It's a nasty
business. But I'm not keen on being a crusader, either."


"No one's asking you to be
one," I told him.


Bazz nodded. "Now, getting
back to your ship."


"Yes, what about it?"
Dani asked.


"Who are you going to have
crew it?"


"Will and I will be in charge.
After that? I don't know yet, but," she smiled winningly at Bazz, "if
someone could set me up with a nice, dependable crew of good fighters to help
us take those ships, maybe they'd be able to get in on some of the
profits."


"You know, I think I just
might be able to help you with that," Bazz said with a smile.


"I was hoping you could. Also,
keep an eye out for those Two Rivers assholes. They're gonna come looking for
that ship. I'd rather they not find it or kill my son."


"I'll be sure to keep an eye
on the situation. So, you really think they were building some sort of commerce
raider?"


"We shot one down on the way
here, Bazz. It was a Meteor class too, just like this one. They've been
building them for a while now."


Bazz sat there silently for several
moments, and then shook his head slowly. "I need to talk to some of the
other leaders around here. If they're reaching out this far, it might be time
for someone to cut them down to size."


Dani grinned at him nastily.
"And now you know why we want that ship."


 


 


We got underway while I was still
in bed with Laria. Dani was kind and brought us some food and water. We could
have gone out and got it ourselves, but there were a couple new crewmembers
onboard, and neither of us wanted to meet new people when all we really wanted
to do was spend time in bed.


Before we'd wrapped up our meeting
with Bazz, Dani had arranged for him to send a couple of orcs by to see about
joining the crew. From what Dani told me, Ann had hired two of them. I was
surprised by that; I'd thought Ann didn't care much for orcs. I'd ask Dani
about it later.


"So how long until you send me
home?" Laria asked as we cuddled in bed. I knew it wasn't a long flight to
Giyon, so I needed to get up and meet the new crew and help with unloading.


"That transparent?" I
chuckled.


"Yup. I'm pregnant now, so
eventually you'll send me home. Rachel will frown, and I'll tell her to blame
you."


"I'm not sure yet. Honestly,
I'm not sure how much longer I'm going to stay onboard. I want to stay with the
ship at least until we get back to Juntura. But after that? I'm not sure what
I'll be accomplishing when I don't have any kind of solid goal here."


"What about the ship you just
got?"


"It'll be months before it's
ready, probably longer."


Laria's stomach growled, and mine
answered.


"Let's go get something to
eat."


"I think we missed
breakfast."


"You forget, I work in the
galley. I know where the food is kept!"


Ten minutes later, we were sitting
at one of the tables, eating leftovers and a few other things Laria had raided,
or which Kiara had quickly whipped up for us. Ann came down for a cup of tea
while we were eating and joined us.


"Congratulations, I
guess," Ann said to Laria. "First?"


"Third, actually," Laria
said with a smile. "I mean, I didn't expect to get pregnant on this trip,
but I'm not complaining!"


"Dani tells me you hired two
crewmembers?"


Ann nodded.


"Two orc
crewmembers?" I asked, looking her over. "I'd gotten the impression
you're afraid of …?"


Ann sighed. "We've been
short-handed for a while now, and I know you're not planning to stay on
permanent. Look, like it or not, I think those…assholes may still be after this
ship, and I have two options: retire, or keep flying. I'm not ready to retire,
and if I'm going to keep flying, I need some crewmen who are big, strong, well
armed, and who aren't afraid to fight. Dani and her friend here vetted them,
and they do have good references with the kind of people I do business
with."


Ann took a sip of her tea and gave
a small laugh. "You should have seen all the hardware they brought on
board, and here I'd thought Dani liked to go well armed…"


"What do the girls
think?"


"Netia so far doesn't seem to
care either way. Chloe I think is a bit scared. We still really need a medic of
some kind, though."


We chatted a bit more until it was
time for the ship to come into port. 


Ann stopped me as we all got up.


"Oh, I'm going to see about
getting a cargo for Deans or Delaize; we won't be making the return trip just
yet."


I nodded. "Howard said the
eventual goal was the Zenia to Melamar and back again route."


"We've been talking it over,
him, Jona, and me. We figure we should at least scout out the opportunities
now, so we can put a better plan together for the next trip. We may even add
Juntura and Pouli to that route."


"Thanks for letting me know,
Cap!" I smiled and headed down to the cabin with Laria, and put on my work
clothes, as I knew we'd be unloading as soon as we put in.















 


 


Fifteen


The White Swan, Riverhead


 


 


"Mom!" Travis said as we
came in the front door of the Swan. "Dad!" he said next, coming
around the bar. It was only then he noticed who was standing close to me.


"Rachel? It is you,
right?" he asked, eyeing her.


"Yes it's me, Travis,"
Rachel said and smiled, as Travis hugged Darlene, then Rachel, and finally me.


"I wanted to come visit so I
could see how ye were doing and see me folks," Darlene said. "An'
your father there has been off workin' for quite a few months, so it wouldn't
have been fair for us to run off without bringing Rachel along." She
looked at Rachel then, and smiled so genuinely that it calmed any lingering
fears I might have had about the two of them getting along. 


I brought up the rear as Travis led
us through the main room towards the back. I waved to Chaucer, who was behind
the bar, and several of the customers I recognized. As we went through the
back, I waved hello to Sarah, who was working in the kitchen, making tonight's
dinner, I was sure.


Rachel was looking around at
everything curiously. When Darlene had asked me to take her home for a visit,
she'd immediately told me Rachel would be joining us, which had made it clear
to me they'd discussed this beforehand. 


I was a bit worried at first,
because the only portal I knew of came out by Halfway, and I wasn't sure I
wanted to take either of them through that far from civilization. But
apparently Aryanna was willing to cooperate with Fel, and they opened a gateway
from his temple to Aryanna's temple in Riverhead.


About the only problem was, Rachel
showed up topless, in sandals and a loincloth, which was what most women
typically wore in Hiland. Thankfully one of the priestesses loaned her a top,
because topless Rachel was very much worth looking at—and I did, shamelessly.
Rachel's looks here obviously proclaimed her to be a foreigner of some type.
Her hair was the same sort of tawny brown as her pelt, something not exactly
common, and the rest of her features had a bit of a feline, or perhaps Asian
cast to them. She truly was an exotic beauty here.


Other than that, Rachel seemed
totally unfazed by the changes, but she was very curious about them. She spent
several minutes looking me over closely as well before we left the temple.


"Sit, sit!" Travis said,
motioning us to the dining room table in the back room where we usually ate.
"I'll be right back!" he said and ran back out towards the bar,
leaving us looking at each other in curiosity.


Travis returned in less than a
minute with two extremely attractive younger women.


"Mother, Mother, Father, I
would like to introduce my wives, Kayla and Rianna."


Both girls blushed. Obviously
Carrie had been telling me the truth when she'd told me about Travis' plans.


"Kayla, Rianna, this is my
mother, Darlene," Travis continued, "my second mother, Rachel, and my
father, Will." 


We all stood up and took turns
giving each of Travis' wives a hug. I almost had to laugh; Travis looked so
proud, I thought he would burst. 


"How long ago was the
marriage?" Darlene asked.


"Two months ago," Travis
said with a smile and gave both girls a hug as he stood between them. I did a
little math in my head; if I remembered correctly, Travis would be turning
eighteen very soon, but a lot of girls got married around sixteen.
That's how old Darlene had been when we'd gotten married, and him getting
married at seventeen wasn't really that big of a deal here, either.


"I guess this calls for a
celebration!" Darlene said with a smile. "Now, I need to introduce
Rachel to my sister and Chaucer, then we can send your father out to the
butcher's to buy something nice for me to cook. Oh, where's your sister?"


"Carrie's out riding with Aunt
Nikki."


"Will they be back
tonight?"


Travis nodded slowly. "I think
so."


"And your brother
Dennis?"


"He's with Master Burdon.
Carrie, Uncle Chaucer, and I thought he should learn how to defend
himself…better."


Darlene sighed. "Is he getting
in fights again?"


"More like still," Travis
said with a laugh. "Uncle Chaucer is steering him in the direction of the
guard."


"This isn't a problem, is
it?" I asked, suddenly a little worried he might be going the way of my
nephew Michael.


"Oh, he's not mean about it,
Dad. He just likes getting into scrapes. The problem is, he sucks at it,"
Travis said with a grin. "Master Burdon promised me he'd not only turn him
into a better brawler, he'd also teach him a bit better discipline."


I nodded. I'd look into it of
course, but fighting was something kids around here just did. Some of them more
than others. As long as no one was getting more than bruises, it wasn't a
problem. 


Darlene took things in hand and
introduced Rachel around, then sent me and Travis off to the butcher's with a
list of what to get, depending on what they had. 


"So, surprised?" Travis
asked as we headed down to the market.


"I knew you were looking to
get married, I just didn't realize you were going to do it so soon," I
said with a shrug. "They're both very pretty, but I hope you married them
for more than just their looks."


Travis chuckled. "Mom would
skin me alive if I had. She's met them before; she likes them."


"Well, that's good."


"She didn't tell you, did
she?" Travis asked, looking surprised.


"She probably thought you were
going to tell me, but then that whole mess happened, and you never got the
chance."


Travis nodded.


"I guess I'll have to pay a
visit to Duke Lias before I leave; I need to let Lias know you own the Swan
now."


"I think Chaucer already told
Duke Lias I'd taken over the Swan, Dad."


"Still, might as well make it
official. I should also probably visit Black's. Have you set up an account
there yet?"


"Yes, and I really wouldn't
mind some extra cash. Things are going well, and we're making money, but I have
plans, and more money will help."


"Just don't do anything rash
or stupid, and consider seeking the duke's counsel."


"Are you sure about that,
Dad?"


"Your aunt is Aryanna's
champion, and Duke Lias believes I'm friends with the king, so I don't think
he'll screw you. Besides, if you're going to become a leading citizen in
Riverhead, you really want to be on good terms with him. He's a good man, so
don't be afraid to show him your support. 


"Yeah, paying taxes is a pain
in the ass, and having to play politics isn't always much fun, but you really
want him on your side. The hardest thing to remember is, to them, you're still
a kid, and they know more than you do. So be patient, be respectful, and ten,
twenty years from now, it'll pay dividends.


"Oh, and remember to go to
church and pay your respects every Sunday, and not just because Nikki is
Aryanna's champion. Aryanna has been extremely kind to us; she's helped your
mother out during some very rough periods, as well as me. We wouldn't have the
inn if she hadn't been kind to me. So be grateful and faithful."


"After meeting Feliogustus, I
get it, Dad. Aunt Nikki's told me you know Aryanna personally. She's not
just our goddess, she's a family friend, and deserves our love and
respect." Travis then continued in a lower voice, "I can't believe
you brought the queen with you! Won't things fall apart without her?"


I shook my head. "Your brother
Baron is running things in her absence. She figured it'd be good practice for
him. She's only going to be gone for a week or two."


"I heard about what happened
at the wedding. I'm sorry about what happened to Oren; I wish there was
something I could do."


"Just keep your eyes open and
your wits about you. I don't think they'll try anything here. I'm not
sure they even know about this place. As I don't live here anymore, and your
mom moved to be with me and Rachel, odds are they'll most likely figure I don't
care what happens here anymore."


"All the more reason to stay
on Duke Lias' good side and honor Aryanna," Travis said with a nod of his
head. "Nikki thinks I should put a shrine inside the inn and have the
whole place consecrated into holy ground."


"Huh, hadn't thought about
that. I'd consult the head priest at the local temple as well. And make sure
you give a good donation if they do it, even if Nikki says you don't have
to."


Travis nodded as we got to the
butcher's. "I think I understand."


"Now, let's see what they have
that's on your mother's list…"


 


 


"So I hear you've started your
campaign to get your revenge, but you didn't call me?" Nikki said
to me as we sat around relaxing and enjoying an evening drink. Darlene was off
visiting her parents and introducing them to their new granddaughters-in-law,
though Rachel was cuddled up with me. While she was being a bit more subdued
verbally than normal, she wasn't hesitating to make her desires known.


I shrugged and took another sip.
"As I understand it, they're pissed at me more than anyone else. However,"
I said, eyes narrowing, "Fel has made it abundantly clear to me he's
really pissed about this."


"He is?" Rachel asked
from where she was pressed up against me, my arm draped down her side.


"Oh, yeah," I replied.
"I've never seen him this upset. I get the impression Par broke some major
rule with what she did. It's messed up Fel's game in a big way."


"How so?" Nikki asked.


"Fel made an agreement with
all the other gods that he would restrain me and Rachel from any more empire
building or using force to spread his religion for the next several decades if
they didn't attack us and left us alone while I was gone." I shook my
head. "I don't know why he did it, or why they agreed to it. I think it
might have had something to do with killing the god who tried to destroy our
world, and in return for not striking at Fel when he was weak, he offered them
that in return."


"They really do fear
him," Rachel said with a snicker.


"Who, Fel?" Nikki asked.


"No, my husband, your brother.
He's become one of our biggest heroes; they sing songs about him."


Nikki looked at me, and laughed as
I blushed. "They actually sing songs about you?" she said, laughing
all the harder as I got even redder.


"They don't do it around me,
at least," I mumbled. "I really hate it."


"So what are the gods on your
world doing, now the agreement is broken?"


I shook my head. "I haven't
asked yet. Fel thinks he can repair it, because while we're strong enough now,
he doesn't want to be viewed as a god of conquest, I guess. The first god who
was involved apparently didn't realize what they were getting into, because
they can't see me, after all. So they're bowing and scraping as they try to
avoid the consequences of their actions.


"The second god, however? He's
a complete asshole, and he was all but destroyed after he betrayed everyone.
But rather than try to rebuild, he's instead dedicated all his efforts to
attacking us."


"So what are you doing to
him?"


"We've laid siege to the city
his remaining temple is in and left it mostly at that. It was pointed out to
me, that if we destroy him, that'd free Par up to recruit another
asshole."


Nikki nodded and took a sip of her
drink.


"So, what'd you do on your
last trip there?"


"I discovered how
overwhelmingly the odds are stacked against me," I said with a sigh.


"Tell me what happened."


"All of it?"


Nikki nodded.


I spent the next hour going over
everything that had happened after I'd gotten to Juntura.


"You took out two of their
ships and one of their spies," Nikki said, tipping her glass at me.
"That's not bad."


"But it's not enough,"
Rachel said, and I nodded.


"No, it isn't," Nikki
agreed. "That's barely an annoyance to people like that. But it's a start.
Your friend Dani had the right idea; the ship you captured is going to be
important."


"How so?" I asked.


"The one you shot down was the
same type, right?"


I nodded. "Yeah, it was, why
is that important?" 


"It shows a lack of
imagination. All their other raiders will be the same as well, I can almost
guarantee it."


"And that helps how?"
Rachel asked.


"Because Will and Dani can
disguise it to look like one of their raiders whenever they want to.
That'll let them sneak up on the others and ambush them."


"But won't they become wise to
that?"


Nikki grinned. "Yup! And then
they'll suspect each other, and if you're lucky you'll get friendly fire
incidents!" Nikki paused a moment, then frowned. "Tell me about the
rescue of the girls from the whorehouse."


"Why? I already told you about
it."


"Yeah, but that was last year.
Something is bugging me; I feel like there's something obvious I'm missing. So
tell it to me again."


I shrugged and did.


"Well?" I asked when I
was finished.


"I need to sleep on it,"
Nikki said. "But there's definitely an idea in there."


"But there's still only one of
me." I sighed.


Nikki laughed. "Bro, if you
think you're not involving me, you've got another think coming! Oren was
my nephew, and you damn well better believe I want some revenge! I'm sure there
are other friends of yours who might welcome the chance to help you out and pay
you back."


"His friend Evean definitely
wants to help," Rachel said, and then added with a sigh, "and not
just 'cause she wants to get him in bed. I think this triggered something from
her memories."


"Evean's the one who grew up
in Vietnam during the war, isn't she?" Nikki asked.


I nodded.


"Ah! She'll be a great help
then, I bet."


"She will?" Rachel asked,
looking surprised.


"Most of the war there was
waged via terrorism, and I suspect she's seen a lot of it. Terrorism is also
what I was trained to fight against when I was in the Army."


"So you want to do terror
attacks against them?" I asked.


Nikki nodded. "Asymmetrical
warfare is your only option, Bro. There are more of them, and they're better
armed."


"But how? I don't want to go
around killing women and children."


"We won't. That's why you have
me. I'm an expert! But understand, no matter what happens, they'll claim you
did, regardless."


"Then why do it?" Rachel
asked.


"Because we can make them
hurt. We can make them hurt really bad if we're smart enough."


"I like the sound of
that," Rachel said, sighing happily, turning into me, and putting an arm
around me. "Nara's a good friend, and Oren was your son. They should be
made to suffer as much as we can make them."


I looked down at Rachel and smiled.



"Why are your women always so
bloodthirsty?" Nikki asked with a snicker.


"I got it from my long
association with you," I shot back. "Now I think I hear Darlene out
front, so I think it's time for bed."


"Yes, bed would be good,"
Rachel agreed.


 


"I figured it out!" Nikki
said, stumbling out of her bedroom the next morning as I sat at the table with
Rachel and Darlene, eating breakfast. We'd only just returned from the baths. I
probably could have used a cantrip, but washing Rachel, sans fur, was quite a
lot of fun. Thankfully Darlene had reminded me where we were before either of
us got into trouble.


"Good morning to you,
too," I said.


Darlene got up and went into the
kitchen while Rachel motioned towards an empty seat.


"So what have you figured
out?" Rachel asked as Nikki sat down.


"The Saint Nazaire raid!"


"And what was that?"


"Oh, right, from our
homeworld," Nikki said with a laugh. "Basically they took a
destroyer, filled the nose with explosives, rammed the gates into a German
dry-dock where they were building and repairing U-boats, and blew it up. I
don't think it was even fixed until after the war ended."


"You know," I said,
"I don't think neither Dani nor her son would appreciate me blowing up
their ship."


"But you can use that
ship to capture another ship, and fill that one with explosives!"
Nikki said with a smile.


"I don't know," I said,
thinking about it. "We not only have to steal another ship, but we have to
buy tons of explosives and fill it up. I don't think buying up explosives would
go unnoticed."


Rachel interrupted, "What did
you call that ship, you know, the one your friend destroyed as a
distraction?"


"A munitions ship, why?"


Rachel smiled at me. "Why not
steal one of those, then? You don't have to load it or fill it up."


"Umm…" I said thinking
about it.


"Genius!" Nikki said with
a laugh. "Ballsy and smart! I love it!"


I thought about all the damage that
ship had done when it went off. Dusty told me later that it was tied up on the
far side of the harbor. All the ships around it had been destroyed in the
initial blast.


"So what's our target?"
Nikki asked.


"Isn't it obvious?"
Rachel said with a smile that would have been accompanied by a purr back at
home.


"Their main temple," I
said. "It'll be like a kick in the nuts, and it'll paralyze them for days,
if not longer."


"You sure you want to do that,
Bro? You go for the biggest target, and there's no room for threats of
escalation."


"Never settle for anything
less than your enemy's juiciest target," Rachel replied. "Total war
must be total. Otherwise they won't take you seriously."


I nodded my agreement.
"Besides, there's always room for escalation."


"We should identify alternate
targets, just in case," Nikki said as Darlene returned with a large plate
of food and set it down in front of Nikki, who thanked her.


I shook my head. "Not unless
we realize we can't hit them where it'll hurt the most. Besides, it'll be
almost half a year until the ship is ready. Then we need to hunt down a few of
their ships and agents to get enough intelligence so we can even find a
munitions ship. We may end up having to pack one full of explosives on our
own."


"And while they're cleaning up
that mess," and this time Rachel did growl, "we can send our troops
into Ylvani and destroy Quzelatin's temple once and for all."


"And with any luck, Quzelatin
as well," I agreed. "Don't tell any of the others about this yet,
Nikki."


"Hmm? Why not?" Nikki
asked between bites.


"Because right now only
Aryanna and Roden know Fel has a temple in the Seven Worlds. I don't think it's
something he wants to become widely known yet."


Nikki nodded. "I'll talk to
Ary later when I head down to the local temple to check in and see if they've
got anything for me."


"How's Carrie doing?"
Darlene asked now that she'd returned to her seat beside me.


"Pretty well, actually. We
rode out to the gate to Pennsylvania yesterday, I introduced her to some more
technology, and taught her some about gates. She's got a touch of the family
wanderlust. I think Ary wants to help set her up as a trader."


"More likely she's looking to
get her trained up for one of her friends as a champion," I said with a
sigh.


"What'd be wrong with
that?" Darlene said, looking at me.


"It's a rough life, that's
what. I got lucky. Some of the champions out there I know, people like
Suzona, they had it pretty bad."


"Suzona? The hot blonde Viking
wet dream?" Nikki asked with a laugh. "She's had it
rough?"


"She was forced to kill her
father, and then her older brother, whom she loved, in self defense, and then
she had to quit her god and leave her home, never to return. The god she works
for now isn't her original one. Becoming a champion for her was not exactly
well received."


"Damn, I guess I won't
complain about having it rough! But changing the point, have you considered
taking Rachel here home to meet Mom and Dad?"


"Umm, I don't know if they're
ready to learn their son has two wives."


"Why? It's not like you don't
deserve us, is it, William?" Rachel asked, grinning at me mischievously.


"And then there's Shelly and
my brother Rob. They're probably still mad at both of us for kidnapping their
son Michael. Speaking of the little shit, how is he doing, anyway?"


Nikki smiled. "Well, really
well. Once he figured out no one knew him, and if he didn't pull his own weight
they'd beat him until he did, he got his act together."


"Really?"


Nikki nodded. "Yup, he told me
it reminds him why he joined that gang in the first place—he wanted to belong
to something. He's turned into quite the scrapper, too. His sergeant loves him.
They sent him to Iron Town a few months ago to finish his training. With all
the trouble they have there, they need guard members who aren't afraid of a
fight."


"Are you going to teach him
about gates?" 


Nikki shook her head. "No, I
think it's best he settles in here and stays here."


"Which means he won't be going
home ever again," I pointed out.


"Which is probably for the
best!" Nikki said with a laugh. "At least not until the statute of
limitations runs out!"


"'Statue of
limitations'?" Darlene asked.


"If they don't prosecute you
for most crimes within a set time limit, you can't be charged for them later.
Though in his case it's probably like seven years."


"How…strange."


"I guess they figure if you've
stayed out of trouble that long, you're no longer a problem?" Nikki said
with a shrug.


"Or maybe they just want to
reward people who actually manage to get away with it!" Rachel said with a
laugh. 


Shaking my head, I stood up.
"I need to run to the bank. I'm going to put some more money in Travis'
account to help with running the Swan here, as well as whatever else he wants
to do. Not like I'm using it.


"Carrie!" I called.


"What, Dad?"


"I'm going to the bank, if you
want some money, you need to come along!"


"Coming!"


"You're not just going to hand
her a bunch of gold, I hope," Nikki said, looking at me.


"No, I'm going to open up an
account for her. You get to teach her to be responsible with it," I said,
grinning at her.


"Gee, thanks."


"Hey, you told her you'd teach
her!" I laughed as I stopped to grab my weapons and headed for the front
door. Carrie met me there, and I noticed she had a belt with both a dagger and
a sword.


"You know how to use
that?" I asked, motioning towards the sword.


She snorted. "I've been
getting lessons since I was thirteen, Dad. Between Nikki, Chaucer, and several
of his friends in the guard, I get all the lessons I want."


I smiled at her and gave her head a
rub. "Good. Has Nikki taught you to shoot yet?"


"Nah, I'm already pretty good
with a bow."


"I meant with firearms;
rifles, pistols, that kind of thing."


"Umm, what's a rifle?"


"I thought she'd been taking
you through the gate east of here?"


"Only twice so far. Yesterday
we spent like half a day walking around with her showing me things."


I nodded. "Okay, I'll bring it
up with her tonight, and while I'm sure both your aunt and your mother have had
this conversation with you, I still have to ask: You do know about birth
control and all that stuff, right?"


"Umm…" I looked over at
Carrie, and she was blushing. "This isn't the kind of thing I expected to
hear from you, Dad! Not with all the kids you have!"


I laughed at that. "Yeah, but
they were all planned. Well, all but one. So I do know a little something about
accidentally getting pregnant. Just understand, if you're going to be portal
hopping, the rules are going to change on you; sometimes they're going to
change a lot."


Carrie nodded. "I'll keep that
in mind. So how much money are you planning to give me?"


"Spending it already?"


Carrie blushed again. "Umm,
there's this really nice sword, and I thought a little bit of armor wouldn't
hurt…"


I sighed. "You're still
growing, so don't go overboard on the armor. I don't want you going out
and looking for sword or knife fights until you're older, understand? So no
bounty hunting, or any of that kinda thing."


"Aww, Daaaaad!"


I sighed and wondered if my
brother's kids did this to them.


I stopped and looked at her.
"You know Aryanna sees all and hears all, right?"


"Well, yeah."


"And you know your aunt works
for her, and I'm on very good terms with her as well, right?"


"Yeah…" I could tell she
could see where this was going.


"You go doing stuff I don't
want you to, and trust me, I'll find out about it. I'll cut you loose when you
turn eighteen, but even then, if I hear you're doing stupid shit, I'll track
your ass down and spank you.


"I may not be able to be here
all the time, but don't think I don't care, and don't think I'm not keeping
tabs on you, even if you're not living with your mother anymore."


"How come Travis didn't get
this lecture?"


I snorted. "Because Travis is
never going to go off adventuring or traveling or any of that stuff. He's going
to build an empire here in Riverhead, I'm sure, while making babies with his
new wives."


Carrie laughed. "You got that
right!"


I thought a moment. "He does
know how to fight, right?"


"A little. I mean, he's good
at fist fights, but I don't know if he can wield a sword."


"Damn," I swore.
"I'll tell him when we get back that you're his new teacher, and if he
doesn't like it, I'll put him over my knee."


"What? You want me to
teach him? Why do I have to do it?"


"Because I learned a long time
ago, the best way to master something is to teach someone else how to do it.
You'll learn about fighting people bigger and stronger than you in the process,
as well. 


"Plus," I grinned,
"it'll force him to pay attention so he stops getting his butt kicked by
his little sister."


"I'm not that little!"
Carrie huffed as we started walking again.


"He's a man who just married
two beautiful women. Trust me, your brother's ego right now probably has
trouble fitting through the door!"


Carrie laughed and looked at me
slyly. "Voice of experience, Dad?"


"Yup, and when I got taken
down, it wasn't pretty. I'd rather spare your brother that."


"So how much are you giving
me?"


I shrugged. "I have no idea
how much gold I've got in the bank. Your mother's been managing the account for
the last several years. I'll probably put a quarter in your brother's account,
give you a quarter, and hold on to the rest until Dennis is older, or in case
Sylvia decides to come back."


"What about little
Rachel?"


"She came over when she was
young enough that I don't think she misses this place at all."


When we got to the bank, I was
shocked at how much money was in the account. Whenever I'd come to stay with
Darlene and the kids before, I'd ride out and take a few bounties, usually the
more difficult ones, as a favor to Duke Lias and the people of Riverhead, as
well as to get away from the inn for a couple of days here and there.


Apparently the Duke had been paying
the bounties directly into my bank account. I also suspected, under Darlene,
the Swan had become very profitable.


"Does this mean I'm going to
be rich?" Carrie asked, peeking over my shoulder at the amount written on
the piece of paper.


"No. It means you're going to
get more than I thought, but less than a quarter," I told her and opened
an account for and put a couple hundred gold in, which was still a lot
of money here. I transferred the same amount to Travis, and then withdrew half
of what was left.


It took them awhile to put that
much together. I could have taken a bank draft, but I felt the actual gold made
a better statement.


"What are you going to do with
that?" Carrie asked as we left the bank. If it wasn't for my champion's
strength, I'd be having a hard time carrying it.


"I'm going to the temple to
make a small donation. You can head back to the inn."


"You're going to give away all
that gold!" Carrie gasped.


I stopped and turned to look at
her. "Daughter, there are things in this world far more important than
gold. I suggest you keep that in mind as you grow up, especially if you have
any intention of growing old."


"Umm." She took a step
back. "Sorry, Dad."


"And you should be. Aryanna
has had everything to do with my earning all this," I said and hefted the
bag. "It's only right that I share it with her."


"But that's a lot more than
what they ask for as a tithe!"


I smiled. "I know. But if I
give it to you kids, you'll just blow it. I know the priests will put it to a
good use. Aryanna may not be my goddess, but I still have faith in her. You
should think on that as well. Now, head on back home, I'll be there in a
while."


Carrie nodded and ran off. I
suspected both Darlene and Nikki would be getting an earful.


No one bothered me on the way to
the temple. I guess they either didn't know what was in the bag, or they still
remembered who I was and what I did for a hobby. Walking towards the altar, I
stopped outside the sacristy as the monsignor of the temple came over to me.


"William! To what do we owe
the honor of this visit?"


I smiled at him. I still didn't
know his name, for all that I'd been coming here with Darlene for many years. I
hefted the bag, then set it down at his feet.


"I'm making a substantial
donation to Aryanna. Don't try to pick that up yourself!" I warned him as
he bent over. "It's heavy. Oh, and you should summon a few guards; I don't
know if anyone's realized what's in the bag."


He looked at me and nodded, then
pointed to one of the smaller side altars through an open door.


"I suspect you want some
privacy."


I smiled and nodded, and went to
have my conversation with Aryanna.


"William! I must say, I'm
impressed!" Aryanna's voice said with a laugh as I stepped into the room,
closing the door behind me. "I liked that little speech you gave to your
daughter, as well as what you told your son yesterday. So to what do I owe the
honor of such a large donation?"


I smiled. I liked Aryanna. She'd
recruited me to work for Fel, after all.


"I ask that you help and look
out for my children here as much as you're able. I'm mostly worried about
Carrie, though who knows? Travis may need your help, too."


"You're really worried about
Par, aren't you?"


I nodded. "I don't know if she
knows about my children here, but I'm sure she knows I used to live here. I
mean, that's all part of the omniscience thing, right?"


"There are limits on it,
William, especially when dealing with other spheres far away. Then there's the
whole issue of what you 'know' versus what you 'know and can act on' all of us
gods must deal with."


I nodded. "I always found that
a little confusing. So what does that mean in this case?"


"It means, as far as you're
concerned, Par only knows about your family on Fel's world because you work for
him. She knows nothing about your family here, or back on Earth where you grew
up."


"Well, that's a relief,"
I said with a nod. "Can I borrow my sister to help with my fight? I don't
want to drag you into anything you'd rather not be involved in."


"I don't think I could
restrain her even if I wished to, William!" Aryanna said with another
laugh. "This is the kind of thing your sister lives for, to use modern
tactics and modern weapons to take down a foe. Though she's doing this because
you're family, not because I sent her. 


"Par will quickly realize
tangling with me would be most unwise. Just understand, William, there will
come a time when Feliogustus is going to ask you to stop. When he does, it will
be best for him, and your people, if you do."


I looked at her symbol, a little
embarrassed. "This is about what I did to the Mulander's god, isn't it?"


"The Seven Worlds is a
different type of game, William. Feliogustus can play in it because he was born
there. I cannot. Many other gods cannot, and they may not like the idea that
Feliogustus can. That's why he wishes to keep his involvement as little known
as possible until he's firmly established. 


"However, if you were to
succeed in destroying Par, some of the other gods and goddesses of the Seven
Worlds would likely decide they should do the same to Feliogustus."


"Does that mean I can't try to
blow up their main temple?"


"No, Par overreached and
deserves to be slapped down. But you need to restrain your temper,
William."


I nodded. "I really don't like
them."


"Trust me when I say, you are
not alone in those feelings. Someone will deal with Two Rivers in an
appropriate way, in time, I'm sure. However, it may be best if that someone
wasn't you."  


I sighed and nodded again.
"Oh, is Michael really doing as well as Nikki says?"


"Don't trust your
sister?" Aryanna asked with a chuckle.


"He's my godson, obviously a
task I failed at, so I guess I want the less sugar-coated version."


"Fair enough. He is doing well
now, William. But when he first came here, there were problems. He was addicted
to drugs, drugs which don't exist here, so his withdrawals were not pleasant.
He then suffered several 'attitude adjustments'…"


"You mean beatings?"


"They were punishments he
earned with his behavior, so I would not call them 'beatings', even if physical
violence was a large part of one of them. Your nephew had several deeply
ingrained bad behaviors, and it is a credit to several of his instructors that
they took the time and made the effort to fix him.


"I've seen men like him
before, William. They believe they have no family, no friends, nothing. Less
scrupulous people find young men like that and take advantage of them, bend
them, warp them. He's learning the guard is his family, his friend, and his
home. He'll become a fine soldier, and should the day come you ever meet him
again, I doubt you'll even recognize him."


"Thanks, Aryanna. I may still
be pissed at him for what he did to Darlene, but he deserves better than what
he was getting back home."


"Don't thank me, William, I
had nothing to do with it. Thank your father for suggesting it, and your sister
for doing it."


"I'll keep that in mind."


"Be well, William."


 


We spent the next week touring
Riverhead, and riding around the city on horseback. It didn't take Rachel long
to learn the differences between horses and wolats. Horses weren't half as
nasty, and quickly realized Rachel wouldn't put up with any sort of
misbehaving. 


"Taking notes?" I asked,
watching her look over the city with a critical eye as we sat up on a bluff
overlooking the city and it's position where the river ran into the harbor that
opened onto the sea. 


"Yes," Rachel said,
nodding. "I am. This city is laid out well, and I'm trying to see what
lessons I can learn from it to bring back home."


"What have you learned so
far?"


"I've learned the river that
goes up from Rivervail back home would be a lot more useful if we could run
ships up it like they do here," she said, motioning towards the riverboats
heading for the docks.


"Why haven't ya?" Darlene
asked.


"There's a waterfall just west
of the city, and then of course there's the dam we built." I could see Rachel
biting her lip as she thought about it.


"Why haven't you built a set
of locks?"


Rachel turned and looked at
Darlene. "What's a 'set of locks'?"


"It's like a set of tubs with
gates at either end. They lift and lower the ship for ya."


"Will?" Rachel asked.


I guess locks hadn't been
discovered on Saladin yet, because I'd never once thought of them while I was
there. The whole ban on a champion bringing new tech to their world could be
pretty insidious in its effects sometimes. 


Or of course, maybe it was just
because no one had ever complained about not being able to sail up past the
falls? Nothing had prompted me to think about it? You can't think of
everything, after all.


"I'll book us passage up the
river before we leave," I told her. "Then you can see it for
yourself."


Rachel smiled. "Thanks, Love.
And thanks, Darlene, for suggesting it."


"Ya, know," Darlene said
as we rode back to town. "The gateway to Will's home is on the way
back."


"Oh?" Rachel said,
looking at me.


"Umm, you heard what I told my
sister, right?"


"Ya," Darlene said.
"But I wouldn't mind visiting them again."


"And I think it would be quite
enjoyable, watching you introduce both of your wives to your
parents," Rachel said with a snicker.


I sighed and shook my head.
"I'll think about it. But I'll tell you right now, if we go, we're not
going to stay long."


"If we go?" Rachel
asked, raising an eyebrow to look at me.


"Threats aren't going to work,
Hon. Not on this."


"Ah, so bribery. Lots and lots
of bribery," she said with a wink.


 


 


A week later I was knocking on my
parents' door. It was well after sunset on a weeknight. Darlene had decided to
help Rachel, and their bribery was of nearly epic proportions. 


I couldn't walk for almost a day.


And was still smiling about it.


"Just a minute!" I heard
my father call. 


I waited, then I heard, "It's
Will!" and the door opened, and there was my father.


"William! What brings you
here? Oh! Hello, Darlene! Please, come in, come in!"


I stood aside and let the girls go
in first, then followed them in, closing the door behind me as my mother joined
us in the living room.


"Will! It's so good to see you
again!" she said, coming over and kissing me on the cheek. "And
Darlene!" She kissed her next. "And you would be?" she asked,
stopping in front of Rachel.


"Mom, Dad, this is Rachel, my
other wife."


"You have two wives?" my
father said, surprised, as my mother gave her a hug and a kiss.


"It's so nice to meet you,
Rachel!"


My father greeted her next, and he
showed the girls over to a seat on the couch.


"Now, William, if you don't
mind, do you think you could explain?" my mother asked.


I smiled. "I married Darlene,
oh, about eighteen years ago now I guess?" I smiled at Darlene. "Then
while I was off saving someone's country, I met and fell in love with their
queen, and married her, I guess seventeen years ago?" And I smiled at
Rachel.


"And you're both okay with
this?" my mother asked the girls.


"Back where I'm from,"
Darlene interjected before Rachel could say anything, "it's common for
women to have more than one husband. Women outnumber the men there by three to
one."


"It's not as common where I
live—where we all live now," Rachel said with a smile. "But
your son made a very compelling argument when we met."


"Oh? And what argument was
that?" My father asked.


"That I was his now, and I had
no say in the matter," Rachel said, and then laughed.


"William!" my mother
exclaimed.


I shook my head, still smiling.
"Mom, she's a queen! She rules a country about twice the size of
Pennsylvania. Besides, I saved her life and her country. If she didn't want me,
she would have murdered me in my sleep."


My father was in the process of
sitting down when I said that. He stopped and looked at me.


"Wait, if she's a queen, where
are her bodyguards? Where's the, oh, I don't know, but doesn't our government
protect heads of state when they visit?"


"Dad, better sit down first.
You too, Mom."


My parents looked at each other,
shrugged, and sat down.


"Both Darlene and Rachel live
in an alternate reality. There are these things called 'portals' some folks can
see that lead to them, and I inherited that ability from one or both of
you."


"I guess that explains how you
were able to disappear from the room upstairs when the police came looking for
you," my mother said with a sigh.


"Actually, it's because your
son is the champion of a god," Darlene said. "That lets him open up a
portal back home. Normally you have to travel to where one is."


"And is that where your sister
is?" my father asked.


"Yes and no," I said.
"She's actually a champion in a different reality. The one I met Darlene
in."


"That explains why you never
visit," my mother grumbled.


"Okay, you're taking this far
to well. I thought you'd be thinking I was crazy and asking for proof," I
said, looking at the two of them.


"Trading across the portals is
how both of your grandfathers were able to keep their families fed during the
Great Depression," my father said with a sheepish look. "In fact,
that's how your mother and I met."


I dropped onto the couch between
Darlene and Rachel.


"You knew? Both
of you?"


My father shrugged, and my mother
nodded.


"Then how come you never told
any of us?"


"Your great uncles Phil,
Gerald, and William—whom you're named after," my mother said with a sad
expression and my father winced.


"Uncle Phil, Gerald, William?
Who're they?"


"They were your great uncles,
and would still be if they'd survived."


My father took over then. "It
wasn't just your grandfathers going through, it was the two of them, plus their
brothers, as well as two other men. They came across something and got involved
in something they shouldn't have, and only your grandfathers made it back
alive. Everyone else was killed.


"So both our fathers said no
one was ever to go through the portals again and forbade those of us who knew
about them from ever telling anyone else about it. It was too dangerous."


"Do you know where the portal
they went through was?"


"Vermont, near the border with
New York. That's why our families moved down here. To get as far away from it
as possible."


I recalled then the portal Josh,
the guy from the renaissance faire, had told me about. It was in Vermont as
well.


"They were afraid of someone
coming after them, weren't they?"


"I think they were more afraid
of one of us going through it to seek revenge."


"That's also why we never asked
too many questions about where you were living, Will," my mother said. 


My mother sighed a moment and then
looked at Rachel. "So, do I have any grandchildren I haven't met?"


Rachel's smile lit up the room,
"Oh! Do you! Your son has given me three wonderful children."


"Oh?"


"And then there's the one's he
got on his concubine…"


"Concubine?"


"Don't forget the high
priestess!" Darlene chipped in.


"Oh! And that other priestess,
Tara I think her name is?"


By now my father was staring at me,
looking a little shocked, as my mother was giving me the evil eye.


"How about I go into the
kitchen and get everyone something to drink?" I said, standing up suddenly
and making my escape as the girls continued to go on about my escapades.


"Coward!" Rachel called
out after me, laughing.


Yeah, facing down gods and monsters
were one thing. Facing down your mother when she's mad at you was not something
I was prepared to go through.


 


The next morning, things had
settled down quite a bit. My mother wasn't giving me 'the look' when I came
down to breakfast as the girls got dressed.


"Do you really have that many
children?" my father asked as I came into the kitchen. He was sitting,
drinking his morning coffee.


"It's complicated," I
said with a shrug. "Not that I regret any of them."


My father nodded. "Your wives
don't seem to mind. By the way they were all busy boasting about it, I think
they're proud of your philandering."


"Mom still freaked about
it?"


"I think she's more upset that
she has all these grandchildren she's never going to see."


"I could take you there, both
of you, if you want," I offered.


My father shook his head. "We
swore to your grandparents, all of us, that we'd never set foot through a
portal. I don't know what it was my father and your mother's father saw, but
whatever it was, it changed them. For years, they both had this haunted look on
their faces."


My father shook his head again.
"No, neither your mother nor I will go. Is that where your sister took
Michael?"


I nodded. "Yeah, she enrolled
him in the guard. Took a while for him to fit in, but I've been told he's doing
very well there."


"Well, that's a relief.
There's an arrest warrant out for him. If he'd stayed here, he'd be looking at
jail time for violating his parole, and a slew of other things."


"He won't be coming back, Dad.
You might want to tell Rob and Shelly that."


"Oh? Why not?"


"Because he's found his place,
and he fits in. If he comes back here, what is there for him? He'll just go
back to his old ways. Nikki and I already had this talk with the goddess Nikki
works for."


He nodded. "See if he can at
least write once in a while. I don't know if it would help Shelly, but it would
help your brother to sleep better at night."


"Sure, I'll talk to Nikki
about it."


My father paused a moment, then
looked up at me. "Are you happy?"


I didn't even have to think about
it. "Yeah, Dad. I'm happy. I've got two wonderful wives, several other
women who are seriously in love with me, and whom I love right back, and the
best boss in the world."


He smiled back at me. "I'm happy
to hear that, son. Your mother and I used to worry about you until you
introduced us to Darlene. It's nice to know you've found your place in the
world."


"Even if it's not in this
one?"


He nodded. "Even then."















 


 


Sixteen


Church of Feliogustus, Juntura


 


 


"Wake up, sleepyhead,"
Nue said, coming back into the bedroom and bouncing on the edge of the bed.


I tried not to groan. Nue was very
pregnant, and as I'd come to learn over the years, hormonal, which also meant
horny. Rachel, Darlene, Nara, and even Laria had gone through this stage, so it
wasn't just a felinoid thing. 


"What time is it?" I
asked.


"Six!"


"In the morning?" 


She nodded. "Yup!" 


"And why are you getting me up
now?"


"Because it'll take us six
hours to fly to my folks! Come on, get up! Adonna's already here with her
boyfriend! Get dressed! You can sleep on the boat!"


Sighing, I got out of bed, got
dressed, cleaned myself up, and made sure I had everything. Then I let Nue drag
me out behind the church as she carried our son in a large bassinet type thing.
There was a boat there, smaller than the one Carol had, but the four fans on it
were just as big. It had a closed cabin, the cockpit not being separate at all.
I saw that it was roomy enough, you could sit a dozen comfortably. Twice that
if you squeezed, I was sure. 


"Sit, sit," Nue said,
guiding me to a seat along the side. I sat and watched as she ran to the back
and put the bassinet down beside another one and made them fast against the
bulkhead. That done, she started the single motor. I turned to look up front,
where Adonna—who was also pregnant, if not as pregnant as Nue—was handling the
controls.


Within moments of Nue starting the
motor, Adonna had us up and flying.


My eyes then came to rest on
Adonna's boyfriend. He was shorter than me, of course. Most catfolk were. He
had a black pelt, which was common enough, and he seemed like a nice enough
male. He worked in the shipyards, as I recalled what Nue had told me last
night, and his name was Les. I nodded hello to him as I yawned, which caused
him to yawn, too.


"What day is it?" I
asked.


"Saturday," Les replied.


"Is this really a six-hour
trip?" I asked as I thought about how to stretch out using the seats to
either side of me and go back to sleep.


"It's four hours to the
portal, then two more after that," Nue said as she walked by us, to where
Adonna was piloting the boat.


"Portal?"


"Our parents are on Syzkilmyr,
remember?"


"Oh, right," I said.
Laying on my side, I stretched out. "Wake me when we get there. Nice
meeting you, Les, but someone didn't think I needed to sleep last night."


"I know the feeling," Les
sympathized. "And that looks like a good idea."


I woke when we got to the portal
from the feeling of it. Les was still sleeping, so I stretched, went up front
were Nue was now piloting, and Adonna was sitting by her, the two of them
talking.


"Have a good sleep?"
Adonna asked.


"Very," I told her, and
gave Nue a hug from behind and kissed the side of her neck. "So what're
these portals like?"


"These are only two hundred
and twelve feet wide."


"This boat is what,
twenty?" I asked.


"Twenty-six," Nue said.


"So we go through the top, as
we're outbound traffic, and inbound comes through the bottom. But," Adonna
continued.


"Yeah, but!" Nue added.


"Anything over a hundred and
two feet goes through the center."


"What's to prevent collisions
with other ships?" I asked.


"The ship's launch comes
through first and warns off any other ships. Five minutes later, the main ship
comes through and picks the launch up."


"What happens if two ships
meet at the same time?"


"Inbound has priority,"
Nue said. "At most portals, traffic is spread out enough it's rarely an
issue, and at the ones that are really busy, the Helmsmen's Guild pays to have
a couple of people there at all times to manage the traffic."


"And how many accidents were
there until they did that?" I asked, thinking about human, and
not-so-human, nature.


"Too many," Adonna said
with a sigh. 


I remembered when we'd shot
Rossiya's portal at a hundred knots. But at least I'd had Fel to lean on. I'm
fairly certain he would have known if someone else was transiting. 


"That time you were all chased
out of Rossiya with a warship on your tail, you had to shoot it blind, didn't
you?"


"Just like we did when we were
escaping with you," Adonna said with a shiver.


"Actually, that time
Feliogustus was watching out for us," I told them.


"Another thing I need to thank
him for, then," Adonna said. 


Nue slowed us down then. I knew
transits were done at slow speeds, so in case anyone did bump, the damage would
hopefully be minor.


When we popped through, the scenery
got even greener than it was before, which surprised me. We also had to climb,
as the trees here were a lot bigger than on Juntura.


"I've been told the ones on
Amnar are twice as big," Adonna said, watching me looking out the window. 


"And I thought Keman had some
big trees," I replied. I could see the trees nearest the portal had been
trimmed back or cut down.


I heard Les yawning then, and he
came up and joined us shortly. He ended up with Adonna sitting in his lap, with
his arms around her, and joined in the conversation, which made me feel good.
The two babies sleeping in the back were both mine, after all. I was a bit
worried he might have had issues with my being there.


Adonna went and got some sandwiches
for Les and myself, which was nice, because I was quite hungry and all but
inhaled mine. Apparently they'd eaten while the two of us were still sleeping. 


It was noon local when we finally
settled down at Nue and Adonna's parent's house. I was sent out first to tie
the ship down while Nue held it in place using the fans—apparently Adonna had
dumped a fair deal of the ballast so we could travel faster. 


That done, everything got shut
down, the now very much awake children picked up, and over to the house we all trekked.


"Mom, Dad, this is Will,"
Nue led off.


"And this is Les," Adonna
said.


"I'm Sianne," their
mother said and came over and hugged me. "Thank you for saving our
daughters."


"You're welcome," I said
and hugged her back. She then moved onto Les, and I found myself gripping arms
with their father. He was a pretty big male. Not as big as me, of course.


"I'm Paul, and while I'm
thankful to you for saving them as well, I'm not exactly happy with what you've
been doing to them," he said in a gruff voice, looked at Nue's
belly, and then glanced over at Adonna.


I leaned closer and lowered my
voice a little. "I had no idea about the first two, but Adonna's now
carrying Les' child, not mine, and Nue's happy, and that's all that matters.
Sorry."


Paul sighed. "You could marry
her."


I smiled. "Save that argument
for Les."


Sianne turned and smacked her
husband on the arm, and he sighed and moved over to Les.


"So when are you marrying my
daughter?"


"Dad!" Adonna yelled.


Les laughed. "As soon as I
know the answer is yes."


"Actually, next month,"
Nue said, speaking up. "That's part of why we're here. So you can meet
him, as well as meet Will."


Sianne rolled her eyes, and this
time it was Adonna's turn to smack her father on the arm. 


I guess both parents had already
met the children, because Sianne took Will Junior from Nue, and Paul took Ike
from Adonna. 


"Come inside, I'm sure
everyone would like some lunch," Sianne said, and that made both Les and I
smile. 


Lunch was nice. Les got the cross
examination, and thankfully I didn't. I guess that meant Nue had warned them.
The kids were well behaved, and Les didn't seem to mind holding Ike any more
than most guys I knew. Knowing he and Adonna were going to get married made me
very happy.


"You are all staying for
dinner, right?" Sianne asked as the day wore on, after Nue and Adonna had
put the kids down for their afternoon nap.


I looked at Nue, who nodded.
"We'll stay the night and leave after breakfast."


"Great! I'll make up your
room!"


"Don't worry, Mom, we'll take
care of it," Adonna said.


I watched as this led to the
typical mother/daughter banter, which only ended when all three of them
went to deal with it.


"Some things never
change," Les said with a chuckle.


"Yup, and here comes the third
degree." I sighed, leaning back in the chair and keeping an eye on the
kids, who were playing on the floor with some toys I had the sneaking suspicion
were very old, dating back perhaps to their mothers.


"What's a 'third
degree'?" Paul asked.


"Saying from back home,"
I said and shrugged. "Sorry."


"And just where is 'back
home'?"


I smiled. "You know how there
are nineteen worlds that make up the 'Seven Worlds'?"


"Of course, everyone knows
that!"


"I come from one of the many
that aren't a part of that."


"Hogwash!"


"Ask your daughters, they've
both been there," I told him, a little surprised that particular
term had translated.


"It's true," Les said.
"Adonna told me about it. What happened to them was very rough on Nue, and
Will sent her there to be healed by a friend of his. Adonna went to keep Nue
company."


I nodded slowly. That story wasn't
exactly true, Adonna had very much wanted to visit Fel as well after what had
happened. But I wasn't about to correct Les. It was Adonna's story to tell, and
I would let her tell it however she wished.


"The universe is a very big
place, Paul, and I've seen more than my fair share of it," I said.


"My daughters won't tell me
what you do for a living. They just say you're a part of this new religion
they've joined."


"Actually it's only new here.
Back home, it's been around for a long time and is one of the major
religions." I shook my head. "I'm not a missionary or a priest. I'm
happy both your daughters decided to join, and even more happy that Nue has
joined the clergy. If it wasn't for Feliogustus, they'd both be dead now, and
so would your grandchildren. 


"Understand, no other god or
goddess was going to save them."


"I thought you saved
them?"


"Yes, I did. But I work for
Feliogustus, and he could have told me not to go. Instead he helped me, as he
always does. He's also helped Nue. Look at her, she's a priestess now, she
stands up in front of hundreds of people to preach to them. She helps them, she
guides them, she teaches them. He's given her a strength she never had before.


"Look, I came here today to
make her happy. I love her, and I'm proud of her. I'm proud of Adonna, too, and
I'm happy she found a good male to love her and make the family she's always
wanted. I'm sorry if you wanted something other than that, but that's what you
got, Paul. Be grateful. I know I am."


"She needs a husband, someone
who will be there for her! Not some male who will be off gallivanting around
doing who knows what!"


"How many husbands would be
happy with a wife who would put them after her job as a priestess, after their
god? Perhaps if there were more priests here, she would have found one who
understood and who would still care. But she wanted me, and for all that
I have a lot of responsibilities, she got me. I've made changes in my life for
her, and I will do whatever I can to give her some piece of me. But you have to
understand, she is very much my woman now, and I have every intention of
keeping her." I said the last with just a slight hint of a growl.


I felt Nue's hand on my head as she
came up behind me.


"Give it up, Father." She
laughed. "I've seen him throw men as big as you from one end of the bar to
the other without even breaking a sweat because they said something rude about
me. He killed dozens of men to save me and Adonna. He's also right, what
man would want second place in a relationship? I'm a priestess, and my work as
one comes first! But Will here works for Feliogustus, too, so he understands. 


"Plus he's a big sexy hulk who
loves me."


I reached behind me and pulled Nue
around to sit in my lap. I really didn't deserve her. I was going to
have to engage Fel's help to make sure I kept her happy.


"Really, Paul!" Sianne
said, coming around and lightly bopping him on the head with her hand.
"Your daughter has made her choice, even Adonna believes it was a good
one, and you've seen how protective she is of Nue. Leave it alone, or you'll be
the one sleeping on the sofa tonight!"


Adonna went over and sat in Les's
lap, and we spent the rest of the afternoon being entertained by Sianne as she
told embarrassing stories about Adonna and Nue growing up. By the time dinner
rolled around, Paul had settled into a gruff acceptance of his daughters'
boyfriends, and things were better after that. 


At one point Nue told the story of
the pirate attack back when I was first sailing with them, and how they'd
thought they'd seen the last of me, and then when they put in at Second Chance,
they saw the pirate ship adrift in the harbor.


"And then we walked into the
bar for breakfast, and there he was, sitting as cool as could be, eating like
nothing had happened! I thought Ann was going to faint!" Nue snickered.


"Damn, you gave him up for
me?" Les said looking over at Adonna, "Suddenly I don't feel jealous
anymore!" 


Adonna leaned over and kissed him
as the others smiled.


"So what happened to the
crew?" Paul asked. 


"Some escaped, most
died," I said in a soft voice. I really didn't feel like bragging and was
feeling a little embarrassed that Nue had told the story.


"Where did you learn to do
such things?" Sianne asked. "Taking on a ship full of pirates like
that!"


"They really weren't much more
than a poorly organized mob. I've fought worse. I just have a bit of a temper,
and when I get really pissed off, I kill things. There's certain groups of
people I really don't like, and slavers and pirates are at the top of that
list."


"You don't look old enough to
have done that many things," Paul said, looking me over.


"I'm forty; I'm just blessed
with good looks," I said with a grin, and Nue laughed and hugged me, while
Sianne and Adonna just snickered.


After that, the conversation
drifted back to Les and his work at the shipyard. As an engineer, or at least
someone who'd once worked as one, I found it fascinating. He was obviously a
lot more than just a regular workman, and I was impressed by his knowledge on
the topic. He explained to me the reasons for a lot of things in the designs of
the larger ships I had always wondered about, especially as aeronautics was
something I knew next to nothing of.


When we went to bed, there was a
bit of a surprise; apparently Nue and Adonna had shared a bedroom. At least
their beds weren't small, and after all the time they'd spent sharing me,
neither was shy anymore.


After some teasing and enticing, I
think both Les and myself were able to quite easily ignore what was going on
the other side of a very dark room.


 


The trip back was noticeably
slower. I think the girls were just as worn out as we were for a change. So
rather than sacking out on the seats, I stood up front with the two of them
while they were flying. 


"This isn't the way we came,
is it?" I said after a while.


"We're diverting for
fuel," Adonna, who was currently flying the boat, said. "We came here
rather fast yesterday, so we burned a fair deal of fuel."


"I'm surprised you
noticed," Nue said and yawned from the chair she was curled up in.


"I looked at the heading on
the compass yesterday. I noticed we're not flying the reciprocal today."


"Damn, you really did study
for that test, didn't you?" Adonna laughed.


"I used to sail boats as a
kid; I'm not totally dumb when it comes to basic navigation," I told her
as I felt it—there was a portal, and we were closing on it fast.


"Stop the boat!" I said
suddenly.


Adonna pulled the throttle back,
which, as the fan blades were constant speed, changed the pitch. She eased into
reverse pitch, and we quickly came to a halt.


"Back us up, slowly."


Instead she spun the boat around
and eased us forward. 


"What are we doing,
Will?" she asked.


"I felt a portal."


"There aren't any portals
around here, Will!" 


"One of the smaller ones, like
we used to get the guns through to Rossiya," I told her. "Take us
down to just over the trees."


Adonna started to lower us, and Nue
got out of her seat and stretched as Les came up front.


"What's up?"


"Small portal," Adonna
told him. "Will here can sense 'em."


I felt it then.


"Slow down. Look for a place
to land."


"Seriously, Will?"


I nodded. "I want to check it
out. I should have asked Fel about them last night, but someone kept me from
sleeping," I said, smiling at Nue, who grinned back at me and purred.


"Just point where you want to
go. Nue, look out the windows and see what you can find."


"Got it!" Nue said,
opening the window on the port side, and stuck her head out as I directed
Adonna closer. She was still bringing us down lower, and was now skirting some
of the larger trees. 


"Full stop!" Nue called.


"Okay, now shift right ten
feet. Okay! Bring us down slowly. We may clip some branches!" Nue said,
pulling her head in. "Better pull the throttle back to idle and catch us
just before we ground."


"Umm, is that safe?" I
asked.


Nue laughed. "Not for you, but
Adonna's done it hundreds of times."


We started to fall a lot quicker
then, as all the fan blades stopped.


"Let me trim the ballast a
little," Nue said, holding the 'water dump' button for a couple of
seconds, and we slowed a bit. I could hear branches hitting the sides, and
looking out the windows, I could see them. It wasn't anything thick, however.


"Okay! Hit it!" Nue
called, and there was a sudden feeling of weight. The ground came into sight
out the front windscreen as the branches cleared, and we settled below the
canopy. 


"Okay, Will, get some ropes
out of the rear locker and secure us to one of the trees. We're still a ways
from town, and I don't really feel like walking."


I nodded and opened the hatch. We
were moving sideways towards one of the larger trunks, and as we got close,
Adonna set us down and put the engine back in idle. Jumping out, I ran to the
back, opened the locker, pulled out a set of ropes, and quickly tied us down.


"So, where's this
portal?" Nue asked as Adonna and Les joined us.


"This way," I said and
picked my way through the underbrush. It wasn't that bad, seeing as we were
under a pretty big canopy of trees. It was darker down here, of course, but
with our eyes, that wasn't really any kind of issue. 


We got to it less than ten minutes
later.


"Can you see it?" I asked
the others.


"I can't see regular portals,
so I doubt I'll see this one," Les said with a chuckle.


"I think I see it," Nue
said. "Adonna?"


"Yeah, I think I see it,
too."


I walked up to it and put my hand
on it. I didn't recognize it, but it felt safe. 


"I'll go through first,"
I told them. "If I'm not back in ten minutes, head home, and I'll meet you
back at the church in a week."


The girls nodded, and I stepped
through. I was in another forest, but the trees here weren't as big as the ones
back on Syzkilmyr. I didn't think I was on any of the worlds in the Seven
Worlds system; it didn't feel like Juntura, and I hadn't seen forests like this
before. 


Turning around, I checked the
portal, then stepped back through. 


"Well?" Nue asked.


"I think it's a world outside
the Seven worlds. It doesn't look or feel like any of the ones I've seen
before."


"Show us."


I shrugged and went through, taking
them with me.


"Yeah, this isn't any place
I've ever seen before, Nue," Adonna said. "How about you, Les?"


Les laughed. "I've been to
Syzkilmyr, Juntura, Zenia, and Nuris. That's it. You're the ones who flew
around the Rings for a living.


"William?" Nue said in a
soft voice that made me look around suddenly for trouble.


"What?" I asked, putting
my hand on my pistol's butt.


"Didn't you tell me once the
only reason you couldn't bring more priests to Juntura to help us was because
Feliogustus was blocked from sending them to the Seven Worlds by some rule or
something?"


"Yeah, why?"


"This isn't the Seven
Worlds, now is it?"


I grabbed her and kissed her.
"You're right! I need to tell Fel about this!" I did the eyes and
ears thing and looked around. "Fel! Can I open a gate home from here, one
you could send priests through?" I turned and looked at the others.
"Let's go back to the boat; I need to take a nap."


"Huh?" Les said.


"He needs to talk to the
boss," Nue said. Turning around, she stepped through the gateway as Adonna
grabbed Les's hand and took them both through.


I went through after them and
followed them back to the boat. Once onboard, I went in the back and laid down,
closing my eyes.


 


§          §


 


"It will take me about two
hours to get everyone assembled, William."


"We should build a shrine
somewhere not too far from this point so we can use it again," I said,
thinking about it. "Oh, and was this one of those things you couldn't tell
me about?"


Fel nodded. "I knew it was
possible. Opening the gateway isn't going to be easy, however, for either of
us. So don't get distracted. I'll have everyone run through quickly. Thank Nue
for me, for her figuring it out so quickly."


"I'll do that."


 


§          §


 


Two hours later, I was standing
there with Nue and concentrating on opening a gate back to Fel's temple. It
started off as easy as it usually was, but my normal gateways were pretty much
one-way.


I felt it when Fel took a hold of
the other end though, and the strain was immediate and heavy. 


Almost instantly I heard lots of
footsteps, and people were rushing by me. I was panting from the stress, as
what little power I had quickly flowed out of me, and I found myself on my
knees within moments. It became painful as I struggled to keep the gate up, my
powers almost exhausted—the feeling of being drained so quickly and completely
was agonizing!


"Drop it!" someone called
and, closing my eyes, I dismissed the gate and swayed until somebody grabbed
me.


"How many?" I asked,
getting pulled to my feet and still swaying unsteadily.


"Forty," Nue said.
"I don't think we're going to have enough room for everybody."


"That's okay," a male
voice I didn't recognize said. "Half of us are going to stay here and
build a small shrine out in the woods. That's what all this stuff we brought is
for."


"But you're forty miles from
the nearest town!" Nue told him.


"We can walk; it'll be
fine."


"Let's get through the portal
back to Syzkilmyr; you can all introduce yourselves afterwards, okay? I need to
rest," I told them.


"Yes, Champion!"


"Will, it's Will. Just call me
Will," I mumbled and had to be helped all the way back to the ship, where
I quickly passed out.















 


 


Seventeen


Somewhere over Juntura


 


 


I awoke with my head in someone's
lap. Their scent was familiar, but it wasn't Nue or Adonna's. My mind was still
a bit fuzzy, and I opened my eyes slowly to see I was on the boat. It felt like
we were moving, and there were quite a few people standing.


That's when I realized I was lying
spread out over the seats. While it really would have been nice to lie there a
bit longer, it also would have been rude to those being forced to stand. I sat
up slowly as I yawned, blinking to get my eyes in focus, and shaking me head to
try to wake up as I waved to those standing.


"Sorry, please sit," I
said. Looking to the front of the boat, I saw Nue and Adonna up there piloting
us. Les was talking quietly with a male and a female I think were priests.


"It's okay, Feliogustus told
us opening the gateway would be rough on you. Which was why we had to
hurry," said a male whose voice I recognized from earlier. "I'm
Zed."


"Hi, are you the one in charge
of this group?"


"I'm not sure exactly who is
in charge. I guess that's for you to decide?" he said, and several of the
women grabbed the now open seats. I turned to the female sitting beside me, the
one who'd been holding my head in her lap, and did a double take.


It was Tirumalamman, my eldest
daughter with Nara. 


"Tiru! What are you
doing here?"


"Hello, Father. What, no 'I'm
happy to see you'?" she teased.


I hugged her. "Of course I'm
happy to see you. Now answer the question, or I'll send your butt back to your
mom before we even land!" I said, growling out the last.


She grinned up at me cheekily.
"I don't think you'll have the power to do that anytime before we get to
Nue's church!"


I sighed and shook my head.
"Why are all my kids such obstinate pains in my ass?"


"Because we're your
kids, of course!" Tiru said and laughed. "Really, Father, you have to
ask?"


"Fine. So, why are you
here?"


"Feliogustus sent me, and
before you have one of your little 'talks' with him, Mom thought it was a good
idea, too. There's a lot of work to be done here, and this is the kind of thing
Mom's been training me for years now for.


"So, before you put your foot
down, I'm not going back, Father. This is my job, and I'm doing it."


"But I thought Nara wanted you
to take over for her when she retired?" I said, giving her my best
confused look. Which wasn't hard, because I really was confused.


I noticed Tiru's ears go down in
embarrassment as her tail curled. "Umm, Father? Who is our champion?"


"I am! Why're you so
embarrassed about that?"


She 'blushed' even more severely,
if such a thing were possible.


"And who is the only male the
high priestess is allowed to sleep with?" she asked in a soft voice.


I opened my mouth, and no words
came out as I realized exactly what she was saying. Priests and priestesses
were allowed families if they wished it, and while many of them didn't choose
that option, being chaste was definitely not a requirement for them.
Except for the high priestess; she had other constraints put on her.


"I see," I said, and
closed my mouth, realizing I'd just dodged a very large bullet. I stretched
again, then stood up and extended my hand to her.


"Come, let's go up front, and
I'll introduce you to Nue and Adonna."


"We already met, Father."


"Then you'll meet them
again," I said, smiling.


"And to think, you have the
gall to complain about your children," Tiru said sweetly as she took my
hand and got up.


"That came from your mother's
side. Trust me, I know," I told her, and we carefully made our way around
people to the front. The boat was packed. There were probably twenty people in
it now.


"I though more came
through?" I asked Tiru.


"Half stayed behind. They're
going to build a shrine and set up shop back there."


"Ah, good idea." I said,
and then we came up to Nue and Adonna.


"Feeling better?" Nue
asked.


"A little. I'm still pretty
tired. And hungry. Very hungry. But before this goes any further, Nue, Adonna,
this is my eldest daughter Tirumalamman. Her mother is Narasamman, the
high priestess of Feliogustus back in Hiland."


Nue looked at Tiru with a slight
frown. "You didn't tell me he was your father, or who your mother
is."


"Weeeeelllll, it's like
this…" Tiru started. 


Adonna snickered. "She
definitely sounds like him though!"


Nue nodded. "She does, doesn't
she?" She turned back to Tiru. "You don't have to make any excuses. I
think it's safe to say I know your father." She patted her belly,
causing Tiru to look even more embarrassed.


"Where are we, anyway?" I
asked. I could see the sun was getting low on the horizon.


"About two hours from
Portland. You've been out about eight hours."


"Two hours? Why so long?"


"We've exceeded the capacity
of the lift-stone in the boat," Adonna supplied. "So we're using the
fans to keep us up as much as we're using them to go forward."


"Ah, so less thrust."


"Exactly."


"Wait, doesn't this thing have
a gasbag we can use?"


Nue spoke up again, "I thought
it would be best not to advertise we were coming home with a lot more people
than we left with."


I looked back at the people in the
boat. "We've got what, twenty back there?"


"Nineteen, counting me,
Father," Tiru said. "Six of whom come from your temple."


"You have a temple?" Nue
asked me, looking surprised.


I shook my head and chuckled.
"I founded it. That's all."


"And only he and those who've
trained there know where it is," Tiru grumbled.


"Actually, I built it so long
ago, I doubt I could find it," I replied, deflecting the conversation.
"It's not really hidden so much as just hard to get to. That's
where we train our temple guards, so we wanted it to be someplace without a lot
of distractions."


"Oh, so it only makes sense
that our champion would have founded it," Nue said with a nod.


"Now, do we have any food
left?" I asked as my stomach growled.


Nue laughed. "Yes, we picked
up a lot when we stopped to refuel. I need to check on the children, so I'll
show you were it is."


 


By the time we landed, I'd met
everyone onboard. Sure enough, everyone was a priest, and six of them were
warrior priests. The group we'd left behind at the portal was made up of ten
priests, three acolytes, and seven guards. I was fairly certain I knew what
they'd be doing.


I talked a little with Nue about
what to do with the people we had, then I talked a little with Tiru, because
she had been trained extensively by her mother, and had a solid
understanding of a lot of issues I didn't. 


By the time we landed, I'd picked
out four of our warrior priests and told them they'd be going to Carol to help
her. One of them, Zed, I'd be taking with me, as I felt we'd need someone
onboard our ship who could heal and be able to defend themselves if necessary.


I wasn't sure which of the female
priests I'd take with us to leave with Bazz. I'd talk to Fel about it before we
left.


But when all was said and done, I'd
be leaving fourteen experienced priests with Nue. Many of them understood
missionary work, and I put Nue and Carol in charge of deciding how to best
deploy them. I'd have to tell Carol about her new assignment, though I suspect
Fel had probably done it already.


"So, happy you met my
parents?" Nue asked me much later while we were cuddling in her bed.


"Yeah, I am. I like your mom
and dad."


Nue chuckled. "Even though he
tried to put you through the wringer?"


"I would have been more
worried if he just accepted some strange man having his way with his
daughter," I said and kissed her.


"You're the first male I ever
brought home," Nue admitted. "I didn't date much growing up. Adonna
was always the outgoing one."


"I guess you've finally come
out of your shell, then."


Nue gave a small purr. "Yeah,
I guess I have. I think I like it. When are you leaving?"


"As soon as the Moth
shows up, unless I find out they're not coming here, in which case, as soon as
I can book passage. Will you be okay dealing with all these people?"


Nue nodded. "I'll have Carol
to help me. I'm sure she'll show up tomorrow, and then we can spend a day or
two sorting this all out."


 


Carol showed up early the next
morning with Malina. I introduced her to the four who'd be going with her and
asked if that was enough.


"I'm going to grab one of the
priestesses as well," she said after she'd met them. "I'll go through
them and pick one."


"Oh? Why?"


"Because you picked four men,
that's why!" Carol laughed. "I'm going to need someone I can let my
hair down with and talk to, and sorry, but a bunch of guys won't work for
that."


"Okay, that makes sense. Does
Fel know when Dani and the Moth are getting here?"


"They got in this morning;
Dani is on her way here. Beyond that, you'll have to ask her yourself."


I nodded. "And who should I
take for Fel's missionary to Bazz?"


"Tirumalamman."


"WHAT!" I yelled,
standing up. "You want me to take a sixteen-year-old girl and leave her in
that den of thieves?"


"She's seventeen,
William."


"I don't care if she's twenty!
I'm not putting any young woman, much less my daughter, at risk like
that!"


Carol looked up at me. "Sit,
William."


I glared at her.


"William, you can either sit,
or I'll sleep your ass, and you can have this argument with Feliogustus, and I
know you won't care for that conversation at all."


I growled and dropped back into my
seat. "Why is he doing this to me?" I demanded.


Carol sighed. "He's not 'doing
this to you', William! This isn't about you! Tiru is the most
experienced and knowledgeable priestess we have here, after me, and I
can't go, I'm the high priestess!"


"And I'm supposed to tell her
I'm leaving her in the midst of bandits!"


"Actually, she volunteered.
That's why she's here."


I growled and thought seriously
about opening a portal and pushing my daughter through it.


"Will, do you remember what
Narasamman's first words to you were after you made her the high
priestess?"


"Huh?" I said, a little
surprised by this change in tactics.


"She said: 'I believe if I
do my lord’s bidding and serve him well, I will not need his protections. When
my time comes to meet him, I will do so joyously.'”


I remembered as soon as Carol said
it. Nara took her responsibilities very seriously. Very few clergy I'd met over
the years had been as serious; none had been more so. She was truly the perfect
choice for the job, and I'd lucked out when I selected her.


"Okay, yeah, I do. What of
it?"


"This is your daughter's
chance. She's serious about serving Feliogustus. As serious as her mother, as
serious as you, and willing to do whatever it takes to promote him and
gain him followers. If you get in her way, she's your daughter, and I've been
told she's inherited a good deal of your temper."


I shook my head. "I don't
know, Carol, this is my daughter we're taking about here! I already lost a
son!"


"Do you really believe
Feliogustus would send her, knowing how you'd feel about it, if there was
someone else he could send?"


I shook my head. Fel was not the
type to make people suffer unless they'd earned punishment.


"Do you think you're
the only one who does the dangerous jobs for him? The risky jobs?"


"Yeah, but at least I come
back!" I growled.


"You almost didn't come back
last time, the one where you spent two years trying to come home. Yet you
didn't let that stop you, did you?"


I grumbled at that one. I could
have retired, but I knew Fel still needed me, Rachel needed me, our people
needed me.


"Religion is about making
sacrifices, William. You know this. Feliogustus believes she'll be safe.
He doesn't know it, because he can't see the future, but he believes it. He
knows very much how hurt both you and Nara will be if anything bad happens. But
even Nara has agreed her daughter needs to do this."


"I…I, I just don't know."


"Our children have to grow up
sometime, William. Feliogustus tells me your oldest sons are all living their
own lives; it's time for your daughters to do the same."


I got back up, looked around, and
saw the door leading outside.


"I need to go for a
walk," I growled. Turning, I strode directly for the exit.


"Will!" Dani said,
smiling at me as I opened the door and found her on the other side.


"Excuse me, Dani," I
growled. Stepping around her, I headed towards the street.


"What's got him all pissed
off?" I heard her ask someone. I didn't hear their response, but I heard
her say, "Is that all? I'll calm him down when he gets back."


 


It was getting dark when I got
back. I'd walked back and forth across the width of the city. Twice. I was not
a happy camper. Because I couldn't argue with anything Carol had said. More
than anyone else, I knew how the system worked. I knew how the
game was played. This was a big move for Fel. If he got in with the orcs, it
would solidify his position here in the Seven Worlds. Cats and orcs were just
natural smugglers and liked to go against the grain. They liked to get rowdy at
times, brawling was just one of those things you did, and rarely were there
hard feelings over it after the fight was over.


So Fel would pick the person with
the highest possibility of success. Because he needed this.


Then there was Tiru. This would
probably be the defining moment of her life. Just trying to do this would put
her in Fel's good graces for the rest of it. Succeeding at it would probably
end up making her a saint, just like Henry now was. For any follower of a god,
that was the biggest and best thing that could happen to you. Especially when
you'd already dedicated your life to them.


Last of all, there was me. If it
meant that much to Fel, like it or not, I had to allow it, because I knew he
wouldn't have asked if there'd been any other choice. Carol was right, I had to
let my children grow up, and I had to let them make their own choices. Yes, bad
things could happen. Actually, I was pretty sure it was guaranteed bad
things would happen.


But she had to meet that challenge
in order to be who she was meant to be. This was her test, and she had to take
it on her own. We all had our own tests in life, and if hers was a bigger one
than the rest of us, it just meant she was capable of so much more.


"You're bleeding." Dani
sighed as I walked into the room I'd been sharing with Nue.


"Huh?" I said and looked
down at my side. Sure enough, I was bleeding. "Must have been one of the
people who tried to rob me," I said and shrugged. 


Dani laughed. "You're the only
person I know who could walk around bleeding and not notice it. Now turn
around," she said, making a swirling motion with her finger. "Let's
see if they left any knives sticking in your back."


I popped a heal spell as I turned
around. Being on holy ground, I now had all the power I could need.


"Nope, you're good. Now,
before you start on any kind of bitch and moan campaign, you need to understand
that Bazz and I were together for about ten years. In all that time, no one
ever messed with me, because the few people who tried, he put in the dirt. 


"I may be an elf, but I'm a
female, and I've been accepted into their world. And in their world, you do
not mess with women, especially not another orc's woman. So she'll be as
safe there as she is here. Hell, maybe safer."


I nodded. "I hate it, but like
it or not, I have to let her do it. When do we have to be back on the Moth?"


"I packed your bags. Say your
goodbyes, then we're outta here. Ship's leaving at first light."


"Ann's got a hot cargo?"


"We're deadheading out of
here, empty. We had a hot cargo coming in, but nothing for the return trip,
unless she's managed to snag something since we put into port."


"I'm surprised she's not
waiting around to get something, then."


"Oh, we got a good cargo out of
Wainwright on Zenia. We need to get that ASAP, so we'll be running light and
fast."


I gave her a hug, then found Nue
and said my goodbyes to her. Carol was still there, so I said my goodbyes to
her as well, after taking a moment to check on my daughter with her.


I found Tiru next.


"You ready?" I asked.


She nodded and looked around to
make sure we wouldn't be overheard.


"Seriously, Father, an elf?
You really will sleep with anything!" she teased, giving me that cheeky
grin again. "And you got a kid on her, too?"


I rolled my eyes. "This from
the girl who's about to be living with orcs who are bigger, greener, and
uglier. You know I used to be human, don't you?"


"Really? I always thought that
was just mother teasing me."


I shook my head. "By human and
orc standards, Dani is incredibly hot. Also by a lot of male catfolk standards,
if you want to know the truth."


"Still, is there anyone you
won't get pregnant?" she asked with a giggle.


"Yes, you," I mock
growled, enjoying the embarrassed look on her face. "I'm not happy about
you doing this, just keep that in mind. And get used to seeing different races,
because you're about to be living up close and personal with humans, orcs, and
dwarves. Oh, and a gnome or two.


"And when we get to Bazz's
place, you're going to be the only catfolk there, I suspect, and possibly the
only female. Just keep one thing in mind."


"And that would be?"


"Catfolk women are highly
desired as bedmates. So expect to get a lot of propositions."


"Propositions?" She
gulped. "As in, males wanting to have sex with me?"


"Yes. So get used to dealing
with it, and don't be rude about it, either."


"Why can't I be rude?"
She looked a little worried.


"Because some of these people
might decide to teach you a lesson, that's why. If you're rude and everyone
thinks you're a spoiled brat, no one will help you. If you've been polite, or
in some cases, firm but polite, others will hopefully stop them. You're
not back in Hiland anymore, and being the high priestess' daughter won't mean
anything."


"Actually, it's more being your
daughter," she said, and the cheeky grin was back. "However, I'm
happy you're here to tell me these things, Father. I will try to be polite, and
I'll save any rude behavior for special occasions. Like when I have a sword in
my hand!"


"Better. Now let's find Zed.
Oh, and don't tell people about our warrior priests, okay? That's not something
we share."


"Yes, Father." 


I found Zed, grabbed my bags,
rejoined Dani, and all four of us headed down to the docks. When we got there,
I realized something and turned to Dani. "Neither of them has ever seen a
gun before."


"Seriously?"


"They don't even know what
they are."


"It's early yet. I better show
them the basics as soon as we're onboard. The orcs tend to keep their weapons
loaded."


"Oh? Problems?"


Dani laughed. "We had a pirate
try to take us a few months back; the boys got their rifles and shot up the
other ship's crew before they could get close enough to hook us. They even
talked Aden into spending all his saved pay on a nice semi-auto rifle and have
been teaching him how to shoot."


"Ann must be happy."


"Delirious. She invited them
to eat dinner at her table for a week!" Dani laughed, and then lowered her
voice. "Next thing you know, we'll find one of them sneaking out of her
bedroom in the morning."


Just the thought of that made me
laugh, as well.


We came down the dock and stopped
at the foot of the gangplank.


"Here's your new home for the
next few weeks," I told Tiru and Zed.


"That's a lot larger than the
boats at Rivervail," Zed said, looking it over.


"It's huge!" Tiru said.
"And it can fly? Just like the other boat?"


"Yup. Follow me up, and I'll
introduce you to the captain. Just remember to be polite and do as she says.
It's her ship, and she makes the rules."


Tiru and Zed both nodded and followed
me onboard. Dani had already run ahead to find Ann.


"Captain," I said as Ann
met us on the deck, "this is Tirumalamman, also known as Tiru, a priestess
of my god, Feliogustus. This is Zed, he's a priest. They'll be traveling with
me to Mangan on Lassen."


"I wasn't aware you'd be
bringing passengers, William."


"I know, and I'm sorry about
that, Captain. I'm willing to pay for their passage, and I'm also willing to
volunteer their labor for the duration of the trip."


"Hey!" Tiru said, and I
lightly bopped her on the head, causing Ann to give me a strange look.


"Tiru is also my daughter, and
she's going to mind her manners and do as you tell her, or there are going to
be some painful object lessons in her future," I said with a smile.


"He's your father?" Ann
asked Tiru, who nodded.


"You have my sympathies. Are
you his son, by any chance?" Ann asked Zed.


Zed shook his head and grinned.
"No, I'm not so lucky."


"We can always use the extra
hands, however, I doubt they're trained. Quarter fare should cover what they
eat."


"Thanks, Captain."


"Show them the crew area below
deck, they can bunk down there. I assume you'll be bunking with Dani?"


"I'm sure the crew will be
heartbroken," I said with a laugh.


"Give 'em the tour after you
get them settled in. I'll talk to Jona about working them into the roster come
the morning. We'll be pulling anchor at first light, as I'm sure Dani told you.
Welcome aboard, William."


I smiled at her. "Thanks,
Captain. It's a pleasure to be aboard the Moth again."


I was surprised that Ann's smile
was genuine. I took Tiru and Zed below decks to the crew bunks and got them set
up. Zed and my daughter took bunks in the same rack, with her on top and him on
the bottom. I once again met the two orcs who had joined the crew back before
I'd left, along with Aden, and I introduced them.


Both Kurog and Graul were
discretely eyeing Tiru, and I couldn't really blame them; she was an
attractive young woman. I decided to ignore it. They knew she was my daughter,
so I didn't think they'd do anything bad to her, and I knew she wasn't a virgin
from Nara keeping me up to date on the kids. So eventually they'd make passes,
and she'd have to learn how to handle that on her own. 


I'd make sure Zed didn't get
involved unless she asked for help. Better she learned how to deal with her new
admirers in a controlled environment first.


After they stowed their gear, I
gave them a quick tour of the ship, introduced them to the rest of the crew,
and finished up in the armory, where Dani was waiting for us. She had three
rifles and six pistols lying on the worktable, and a huge chart posted up
against the wall with the basic rules of gun handling on it. 


Surprisingly it wasn't any
different than what I grew up with.


"Dani's going to give you your
first lesson on firearms," I told them. "And you're going to listen
and do whatever she tells you."


"Where are you going?"
Tiru asked me.


"To bed. It's been a long day,
and as part of the ship's company, I have work tomorrow."


"As well as work
tonight!" Dani said with a smirk.


"Yeah, that too!" I said,
enjoying the look of embarrassment on my daughter's face. Apparently life at
the temple hadn't really prepared her for the much courser realities of
shipboard life.


Oh well, she'd learn.















 


 


Eighteen


Onboard the Grey Moth


 


 


We were all woken up early, before
first light, to get the ship ready to sail. We were the first ship to lift and
sail out of port that morning, and Ann really did have them pour the power on.
Due to the early start, the lookouts were doubled until the sun was fully up,
not because of any fear of pirates, but because a lot of ships would be coming
into port early—few ship captains would come into port at night if they didn't
have to.


So it was traffic and collisions
more than anything else, and Portland's port was one of the busiest on Juntura.



We did see a fair bit of traffic,
but everyone was obeying the rules of the sky ships—which I had since learned
actually did exist, people weren't flying around willy-nilly. So while a lot of
contacts were called, we didn't run into any problems.


"William!" Dusty said as
I walked into the mess. "You're looking well this morning!"


"I know that sound, whadya
want?" I replied as I went over to get a tray and some food.


"Ach! You wound me!"
Dusty said dramatically, while Branwaen laughed.


"I'll be down after I
eat," I told him and went over to the table Tiru and Zed were eating at.


"Good! Cause I've got a lot to
do, and I haven't had a qualified helper since ya left!"


"Don't you mean strong?"
I said with a grin.


"Aye! That too!"


"So how are you two
doing?" I asked as I sat down.


"Jona gave us our
assignments," Zed said.


"We're going to be doing a lot
of cleaning below decks," Tiru said. "Apparently we're going too fast
on this leg to do any 'hollystoning', whatever that is."


I choked on my food a moment as I
tried to laugh with a mouthful.


"You okay there, Father?"


"I'm fine," I said with a
cough as I got my breakfast back under control.


"Just don't miss your lessons
with Dani, whatever time that is."


They both nodded.


"And please, come dinner
tonight, I don't want to see the two of you sitting alone. Talk to the rest of
the crew and get to know them. Ship's crews can be pretty insular, but you're
here with me, and I'm a member of the crew. So they shouldn't be too put off.
Just don't do any preaching."


"What about Aden?" Zed
asked me.


"Aden's fine. Why'd you
ask?"


"He had a lot of questions
last night; he's a recent convert I take it?"


I nodded. "Most of the ship
follows Vikoria the Bountiful, as far as I know. We want to stay on good terms
with her, so don't try to poach her followers."


Zed and Tiru nodded.


"And do a good job cleaning.
Don't slack off."


"Actually, I don't mind
cleaning," Tiru said, surprising me. "There's always a lot of it to
do back home. Especially when someone's brought their muddy wolat
through the temple." She gave me a wink.


I just smiled. I'd stopped feeling
guilty about that years ago.


"And you're not having any
problems with the differences here? Do you need to be taught how to use the
showers or the toilets?"


"Nue showed us most of that
back at the church."


"Most?"


"She couldn't tell us exactly
how the lights or any of that worked."


"Ah. Well, that's not
something I can explain in a few minutes. But I can teach you how it all
works."


"You know how all this works?"
Tiru asked, surprised.


I nodded. "Your father happens
to be a trained engineer. That's what I did before—well, before all this
happened," I said with a general hand wave in the air.


"I think I'd appreciate a
little lecture, Father."


"I know I would as well,"
Zed put in.


"Okay. I've got second watch
in the engine room tonight. Come down after Dani's finished with you."


"She already taught us how
guns work," Tiru said.


"Yes, and now she's going to
teach you how to actually use them, as well as show you how to care for
them and what happens if you get shot or shoot someone else."


"I've seen people shot with
arrows, Father."


I snorted. "This is worse.
Lots worse. Hurts more, too. Trust me on that."


I'll give her this, Tiru took my
word for it and didn't argue the point any further. She'd seen me reincarnated
at least a half-dozen times. She knew my job sometimes required me to die. 


I finished eating, got up, walked
over, gave Dani a hug as she was talking with Ann, and headed down to the
engine room to help Dusty.


"Will! Great to have you here.
Did I overhear you correctly? You're a trained engineer?"


I nodded. "Electrical mainly,
though I picked up a fair deal of mechanical and structural in my
schooling."


"I guess that explains yer
interest in my engines and how quick you picked it all up. Still, bit surprised
you don't know more about 'em."


I chuckled. "Yeah, well
mechanics have the hands-on knowledge to work on 'em, and engineers have the
books and the numbers to design 'em. Different points of view. Also, I haven't
worked as an engineer in twenty years now, so I'm not exactly up on the
latest."


"Still, it explains a lot.
Now, as you can see, we got number one down, and number four is running to take
its place. We need to get number one broken down completely before we get into
Wainwright, so I can radio ahead for the parts I need for the rebuild."


"What's wrong with it?" I
asked.


"Nothing, yet. But it's got
ten thousand hours on it, and I always tear them down and do a rebuild. Keeps
things from gettin' dull, ya know!" Dusty laughed and gave me a poke that
staggered me. It's easy to forget how strong dwarves are.


"Normally Bran would be
helping me, but she's got to keep an eye on our lad, along with our usual
chores."


I nodded. "Well, let's get
started then."


 


I must admit, it was fun tearing
down the big diesel motor. Dusty had it down to a science. Everything was done
in an exact sequence, and all the parts were placed in a set of bins—again, in
sequence—that was stacked and made fast against the rear bulkhead by the small
onboard machine shop.


"Tomorrow, we'll check
tolerances on all the parts," Dusty told me as we finished up, just as the
dinner bell was sounding. "We'll fix the ones we can, and replace the ones
we can't."


"What about the
generator?" I asked, pointing at it.


"We'll tear that down after
we've checked the tolerances. Typically only the bearings and the brushes need
replacing, so I always carry spares for those. The rebuild on it should be
fairly straightforward."


I nodded.


"Let's get cleaned up and get
dinner. Then you have the engine room watch."


Getting cleaned up was easy for me,
though I did change clothes into something a bit more comfortable. When I got
to the mess, I saw Tiru and Zed had taken my words to heart and were sitting
with some of the crew. 


I joined Dani, who was sitting with
Ann and Howard, the captain and first mate, respectively. Conversation was
light; mostly they were speculating about what loads might be available when we
got to Lassen, as the load we were picking up was going straight there, so we
wouldn't be making port anywhere on Alturas.


Then it was down to the engine room
to stand watch, though Branwaen came down eventually and checked the
specifications and wear on all the parts Dusty and I had pulled.


"Needed some alone time?"
I asked with a laugh when she showed up.


"After a while, you want
someone who can form words to talk to when you've been with a child all day.
After that," she said with a laugh of her own, "you just want to be
able to put your hands on some tools and some metal."


I nodded, and we chatted about
inconsequential things until Tiru and Zed showed up. Tiru looked a little
strained.


"Problems?" I asked her.


"It was the pictures Dani
showed us," Zed explained.


"Pictures?"


"Of self-inflicted gunshot wounds.
She wanted to be sure we understood the ramifications of poor maintenance and
improper discipline."


"Ah, okay. Pay attention to
what I'm going to teach you, because all this stuff," I waved at the
running engines and generators, "is just as dangerous. In fact, if you
ever have to work down here, stick your tail inside your coveralls, don't let
it just hang out of your clothing."


"Yours is out," Tiru
observed.


"Yes, but I'm not working down
here right now. I'm just standing watch, so the only thing I have to do is work
the throttles. If I have to go anywhere near those spinning power shafts,"
I said, pointing to the couplings between the motors and the generators,
"I tuck my tail in," and demonstrated by doing just that. Only
instead of wrapping it around me under the coveralls I wore when working down
here, I stuck it down my pants leg. Which of course involved dropping my pants,
but as there wasn't a nudity taboo among cats, neither Tiru nor Zed cared.


But the catcalls from Branwaen as I
did it made Tiru blush.


Then I made them both do it,
and even Zed blushed that time.


I gave them an abbreviated tour of
the engine room, then told them how the lights worked, how the radio worked,
how the engines worked, and even how the generators created electricity and how
the fans used it.


By the time I was done, my shift
was over, and Branwaen had finished with most of the parts.


"Nice kid ya got there,"
Branwaen observed after Tiru and Zed had left.


"Thanks, her mom did a great
job raising her; I really don't get to see her enough."


"So I've gathered, from some
of the things you've said about your work. How many kids do you have,
Will?"


"A lot."


"Dani tells me you lost one to
those Two Rivers bastards."


I sighed and nodded.


"She also mentioned what
you're planning on doin' with that ship you captured."


"Dani talks too much," I
grumbled.


Branwaen laughed. "Aye, that
may be. But my clan owes you a debt for saving Dusty, Cillian, and meself. So I
wrote a letter to me Uncle Sams, and he told me he'd be sure to send you an
engineer for this new boat of yours. In fact, he'll be meeting us when we make
port in Mangan."


My eyes widened, and my ears went
up. Finding a good engineer to run the ship's engine room was something Dani
and I had already been talking about. Orcs and humans were okay engineers—well,
humans were probably a bit better—but dwarves were undeniably the best.


"Thanks!" I said and gave
her a hug, making her laugh. I wasn't even going to try to tell her they
'didn't need to do that'. We needed this too much.


"Yer welcome, William. I'mma
just happy we're able to pay you back. We dwarves don't like to leave favors
unreturned."


"Thank you again, I do
appreciate it!"


I went up to bed then, feeling a
bit better about things. Getting that ship running was going to be a problem.


"Ah, there you are," Dani
purred as I came into her room. 


"Branwaen tells me you've been
talking with her about our plans?"


Dani shrugged from where she was
lying on the bed, sans clothing of course, and as always, a lovely sight to
behold.


"I figured if anyone could
help us find a good engineer, it would be her or Dusty."


I nodded and sat down on the edge
of the bed as I stripped off my gear and clothing.


"She found us one; they'll be
waiting for us when we get into port," I told her.


"Oh! That's wonderful, now how
about you come here and we have a little fun."


"Actually," I said as she
grabbed my arm and tugged, "I was thinking of a whole lot of fun!"


"Oh, I like that even
more!"


"I thought you might," I
said as I took her into my arms.


 


"What are you thinking
about?" Dani asked me much later when we were just cuddling, and I had her
tucked under my chin.


"We're going to need a crew.
Not just a crew that's experienced at sailing, but one that's experienced at
fighting. One we can trust."


I could feel her nod. "I've
been thinking about that too. I'm pretty sure I could get Bazz's help, or my
son's, on that."


"Yeah, well, there's something
I haven't told you."


She paused a moment and if she were
a cat she would have gotten all prickly.


"What, William,"
she all but growled.


"My sister had an idea, which
I happen to agree with, so once we get this ship up and running, I'm going to
want to get her, and probably Evean. Maybe even Jane."


"Your sister?" 


I almost laughed; she was still
being prickly.


"She's a former military NCO
from a place a lot more advanced than this, and she specialized in what we call
'Asymmetrical Warfare'. What most people would call terrorism." I licked
an ear, but she didn't exactly shiver like she normally does.


"I'm listening, William."


"She had this idea that after
we'd shot down a few of their ships, we should see if we can either take one
over without destroying it, or perhaps even capture a munitions ship…"


"And?"


"And then I'd fly it into
their main temple and turn it into a Big, Smoking, Crater," I said,
finishing with a growl.


"Oh, I like it when you talk
sexy!" Dani said in a husky voice and rubbed back against me. "I
can't wait to meet her!"


Needless to say, I didn't get much
sleep. 


 


We got to Wainwright in two days,
and we were loaded and ready to go before we'd even finished refueling. It was
a large load, but the shipper had hired a crew, and the slip we pulled into had
its own cranes.


Thankfully Dusty's parts order was
waiting for us when we tied up, and instead of helping with the loading, I was
down in the engine room helping him with the rebuild. We'd done the generator
on the way in, and as he'd thought, it was simply a task of swapping bearings
and brushes.


Ann raised ship as soon as loading
was finished. She hadn't allowed any shore leave, and there was nothing else we
were waiting for, so we were on our way the same day, well before sunset.
Though we were running a lot slower now than we normally ran. Whatever it was
we were hauling, it was heavy.


"Are we going to use the big
engines?" I asked Dusty, after we'd finished the engineering tasks
associated with taking off and getting back underway, as we returned to the
rebuilding job.


"Only at night, and only if it
looks like we're not going ta make our schedule. They eat up ta much fuel.
That's why Ann wanted ta get there as fast as we could while we was running
light. The deadline is on the delivery, not the pickup."


I nodded as we got back to work. If
we were going to run the big engines, it would be best if all four generators
were up and running, so we didn't even break for dinner.


We managed to get the rebuild done
and tested before the end of the second watch, so come third watch, we ran the
big engines until the sun started to come up. Apparently Ann felt it would be
better to be ahead of schedule from the get-go, instead of having to play
catch-up at the end.


All I know is, come morning, I went
to bed and slept straight through until dinnertime. 


 


Other than that, the trip quickly
settled down into routine. About the only bit of excitement was, both Tiru and
Zed stripped to the waist while hollystoning the decks, which took most of the
trip, as they were doing the mid-deck and everything aft. While being topless
is not that big a deal to catfolk women or men, apparently it was to the rest
of the crew who were male. In fact, the two orc crewmembers found it quite
distracting, to Ann's constant frustration. I think the only reason she didn't
send them out to help as punishment was, she figured they'd be doing more
staring than working.


Aden found it funny, and Tiru I
guess was enjoying the attention, as she had no qualms about the orcs seeing
her like that. Though she was sharing Zed's bunk now. I don't know if
she was doing it to keep the orcs at bay, or just because she liked Zed.


In either case, I decided, while I
might be her father, she was old enough to make her own decisions.


 


 


§          §


 


 


It was the night before we'd be
putting into Mangan, which would be when Dani, Tiru, Zed, and I would be
leaving the ship. I was a little surprised to find myself sitting in Fel's bar
with a beer before me.


"What's up, Fel?"


"Your sister wants to know
when you're going to pick her up," Fel said with an exaggerated sigh.


"Yeah." I laughed.
"She can be that way. Is she in your temple tapping her foot yet?"


Fel laughed. "Actually I think
she's back at Aryanna's doing that. She knows you left several weeks ago, and
she's issuing dire threats to your person if you don't remember your promise to
take her along."


I nodded. "I'm thinking once
we get the ship running, we can take a shakedown cruise to Portland and meet
her there. How are our people on Syzkilmyr doing?"


"Quite well. They're putting
together quite the temple. They're building it deep in the trees, because
somehow they got the idea that if it can't be seen from above, it can't be
attacked from above."


"You're worried about that
now, aren't you?"


"I don't think anyone will
try, but if you're successful, William, there are going to be a lot of
extremely upset people for a while. It's only wise to take precautions."


I nodded. "Maybe I should
bring some more people through to make sure both Carol and Nue are protected.
Losing the shrine or the church would suck, but as long as they're around, I
can help them rebuild. Are you going to move your, I don't know what you call
it—main base, primary location—to the church Nue built?"


Fel shook his head. "It's not
a good location for a temple. I may consider directing Noah to undertake
building it once he's fully established himself out among the
plantations."


"Why him? Is he doing that
well?"


"Because his family is
wealthy, incredibly wealthy, and Noah told his father what happened on the boat
and what you and I did for him. So his father has decided it's in his best
interest to let his son preach wherever and whenever he wishes. Because of his
father's obvious cooperation, along with Noah's natural charisma and his
newfound humility, there are a lot of people who are willing to listen to what
the boy has to say." 


Fel smiled at me. "Do you know
Aden really doesn't like Noah? In fact, you could probably say he hates
him?"


That surprised me. I'd gotten the
impression Aden hadn't liked him, but I didn't know he hated him.
"Why?"


"Noah is the eldest son of the
family's patriarch. There were times Noah used that position to get his way.
Part of why his father sent him out; even he could see what his son was turning
into. It wasn't just you saving Noah that changed him, it was seeing what his
cousin did for him, that he begged and pleaded for Noah's life and was willing
to pay any price to save him.


"It had a profound effect on
him. He wants to help all the people he ignored in the past, and even took
advantage of."


"So he's becoming even more
popular than he was before."


"Yes. I have high hopes for
Noah and what his preaching is going to do for me in the long run. 


"Now, as to the matter of your
sister. I know you're worried about crew, especially crew you can trust. If you
were to take the ship through to the portal you found on Syzkilmyr, I could
have her come through with about a dozen soldiers."


"But we'd still have to train
them, and not only for the ship, but for the weapons and everything else,"
I pointed out.


"There's no reason she can't
start training them now, is there?"


I laughed at that. "She's
really pissing off Aryanna, isn't she?"


"More like the constant pacing
is wearing on her high priestess' nerves, William," Fel agreed with a
laugh of his own.


I nodded. "Okay, I'm good with
that. Is Evean going to join us?"


"Do you want her to?"


I rolled my eyes. "Yes I want
her to, if Hoa is old enough for her to come. I wouldn't mind a few other
champions, but Aryanna warned me you're being cautious about who you're sharing
this information with."


"I'm sure Evean will come,
William."


I nodded again. "Thanks, Fel.
Yes, I'm unhappy Tiru is here, as I'm sure you know, and Carol was right that
it was a conversation we shouldn't have, because I would have gotten emotional
and said all sorts of stupid stuff."


Fel smiled at me and put his hand
on top of mine as I sat there. "I know, William, I know. And you were
right, this is very important to me, and I wouldn't have allowed her to come if
it wasn't."


"Night, Fel."


"Good night, William."















 


 


Nineteen 


Port Mangan, Lassen


 


 


The moment we tied off at the dock,
the unloading of the ship began. Apparently they'd had some sort of loss of
equipment at one of the mining operations, and we were hauling the replacement
gear needed to get several wells back into production.


As Ann had decided to run the big engines
two more nights on the way in, we'd arrived a day ahead of schedule, which
apparently earned us a lot of points with the customer. 


We packed up our stuff, said our
goodbyes, and headed down the gangplank while the unloading was underway. I was
surprised at how little Dani had, and said as much.


"Eh, I told Ann I'd be back
eventually. Sooner or later our new ship is going to turn into another boring
cargo hauler, and I'll come back here."


"Don't want to be rich?"
Tiru asked.


"I've been rich. I'd rather be
happy," Dani replied with a smile. "Now, I think that dwarf standing
down at the other end of the dock is looking for us?"


I looked down to where she'd
motioned, and sure enough, there was a dwarf there, and he was now looking
right at me.


"Come on, let's make
introductions," I said and led everyone down the dock until we came to
him.


"Will Taylor?" he asked,
looking up at me.


"Yes, that would be me. I take
it you're here because of Branwaen's Uncle Sams?"


The dwarf's face split into a big
smile, and he held out his hand. "That'd be the truth. Ironforgers never
forget a service. I'm Thraznick Ironforger, and it's a pleasure to make your
acquaintance. From the things Branwaen told Sams, working with you will be both
exciting and profitable!"


We shook hands, and I quickly
introduced the others with me.


"Well, exciting, that's a
guarantee," Dani said. "Profitable, we're gonna have to work on that
one!"


"I brought some of me own
tools along. Where is this ship we'll be taking?"


"We're headed there now,"
I told him. "Where are your tools?"


"Back at the inn I'm stayin'
at. I'll get 'em once I know where to take 'em."


I nodded, and Dani was already
flagging down a carriage.


"We'll head to Makill's house
first," she told us. "I don't know where he stashed the ship."


I nodded, we all climbed in, and
Dani told the driver where to go. When we got to her son's house, she paid the
driver and let us all inside. The cook we'd met when we'd been here last
immediately came over and greeted Dani, then me, and told us she'd have someone
tell Makill we were here.


Twenty minutes later, Makill sent
over a truck to take us to where the ship was. I guess he didn't want a bunch
of strangers hanging around his house. The ship was, surprisingly, back where
it had been when we'd first seen it. They were welding the side back on as we
pulled up.


As we got out of the truck, Makill
came over, and Dani went straight to him and gave him a hug.


"I thought you moved it?"
I asked him as I came over and shook hands with him.


"I moved it back after the
people looking for it moved their search out of the city," he said with a
shrug. "You can't see it here from outside the yard, and they looked here
already."


"Finally using your
brains!" Dani said and gave him another hug. "You still fighting with
Bazz?"


Makill rolled his eyes, then shook
his head. "We're working it out. I needed his help getting this
done." He waved to the ship. "So that kinda forced me to work with
him."


"So how soon before it can
fly?"


"Once they're done sealing it
up, it'll be ready for ground testing. Tomorrow the control surfaces go back
on, so day after that you can take it out for some test runs."


"Let's take a look," Dani
said. Letting go of Makill, she introduced Tiru, Zed, and Thraznick.


"The dwarf in charge of the
engine rebuilds is down in the engine room," Makill told Thraznick as we
headed over to the stairs on the side of the dry-dock cradle. "You might
want to have a word with him before he leaves."


"Aye! I might!" Thraznick
said and made his way directly to the engine room, leaving the rest of us
behind. 


"So tomorrow we can move this
into a slip?" I asked Makill.


"More like the day after. The
man in charge of the rebuild wants to run it through some performance checks
first."


I nodded, and as we came level with
the deck, I looked around. All the fans were double nacelle now, as Dusty had
suggested, and Dani had agreed to pay for. There was also a nice deck gun on
the forward deck, and two more smaller ones to the sides of the rear deckhouse.
The way they were set, it would make going around the outside of the rear
deckhouse almost impossible. Right now they were both facing backwards, and
there was some fancy shielding folded up out of the way.


"I see you used one of the
sets of weapons we brought," Dani observed. "What's that stuff above
them?"


"It folds down over the guns,
so to anyone looking, it's just a covered side walkway, like on the forward
deckhouse," Makill said. "Of course anyone onboard the ship will find
them pretty fast. We had to make a few changes to the rear deckhouse, as well.
Two of the rooms back there are now magazines for holding shells."


"Oh? How many?" 


"You can put about fifty in
each. It's not the shells that take up the space, though, it's the feeding
mechanism. Honestly, I wouldn't put more than ten in either one."


"Oh? Why not?" I asked.


"Because that's all we were
able to test it with. Currently, there's five in each of them. We just couldn't
afford more than that."


"How do we hide the deck
gun?" Dani asked as we stepped aboard and made our way over to it. It was
large, a single barrel cannon with seats for two operators, and what looked
like a rear position for a loader. It was all exposed, so working it wouldn't
be any fun in the weather. 


"We'll figure something
out," I said, looking at it. "We aren't going to get in trouble with
any of the local navies over this, are we?"


"You'll get some looks, I
don't doubt," Makill said, "but Bazz filed all the appropriate
paperwork and paid the requisite bribes. There's been a rash of pirates on some
of the other worlds, and more than a few merchantmen are arming their
ships."


"Sold all those weapons,
then?" Dani asked.


Makill smiled. "Made a small
fortune, Mom. I had to cut Bazz in ten percent because he helped with the
paperwork, but it was worth every copper."


"I guess we might as well move
aboard now, if it's almost ready to fly," I said, looking around.


"Who's your captain?" 


"I'm the captain for now;
Dani's our Exec. Zed there is our healer, and you already met our
engineer."


"You're gonna need a helmsman,
and do you even have a captain's license?"


I smiled and silently thanked Nue
for her help. "I've got licenses for both," I told him. "Though
yeah, we're gonna have to build out our crew."


"Don't worry, Mak," Dani
said. "Mother has it all well in hand."


"Dinner tonight, Mom?"


Dani shook her head. "I need
to see Bazz, and I suspect he'll want to talk awhile. How about tomorrow
night?"


"I'll be looking forward to
it. Now, let me introduce you to the project leader for the rebuild."


 


Six hours later, I was sitting in
the captain's day room with Dani and Thraznick.


"So how does the engine room
look, Thraz?"


"There are a few minor things
that need to be dealt with. Ole Gunter, the dwarf who rebuilt the engines and
motors and oversaw the installation, couldn't fix everything. But he still took
care of the important stuff, as well as most of the not-so-important stuff.
I've got no doubt the ship'll fly, and fly well."


"And how do the control
surfaces look? Do you think they'll get them all put back on tomorrow?"


Thraznick nodded. "I gave it
all a quick look over before coming up here; I'll inspect it again in the
mornin' and keep an eye on them while they're doing it."


"Okay. Dani, you got
anything?"


"I checked all the ship's
guns; they're all in good working order. They even put the rocket launchers in
the loading cranes like I asked."


"Any idea how we're going to
hide the deck gun up front?"


"We put a fake crate over it
with tie-downs, and a few other real ones around it. The secondary cargo hatch
is in the front of the ship, just behind the gun, so it won't look out of
place."


I nodded. The Meteor class hull was
a lot different than the Grey Moth's layout, as it was both shorter and
wider. The main deckhouse sat further forward, before amidships. It contained
the deckhouse and the officer's quarters, with the regular crew quarters all
below deck. There was a cargo hatch just before the deckhouse, due to the shape
of the hold, because of the placement of fuel and ballast tanks. If you wanted
to put a large cargo container in the nose, it had to go through those doors.


Then there was the aft cargo hatch,
which, instead of one big one, was two slightly smaller ones. This had to do
with bracing, because the hold was wider than the Moth's. If you wanted
to put something especially large onto a Meteor class, it went on the aft deck
on top of the cargo doors, after the lower hold had been filled and the
doors braced. 


I gathered that was not a popular
or common occurrence. 


The aft deckhouse was wider and
taller than the one on the Moth, being two decks high instead of one.
The crew mess was back there, as well as berths for paying passengers, and some
more crew berths. Because the Meteor class had a bigger cargo hold and more
passenger berths, it usually had a larger crew. Which meant using one as a
commerce raider was only logical.


The main armory would be in the
forward deckhouse, with a smaller one in the aft. 


"Let's see if we can get
someone to work on it tomorrow while they're doing the flight control surfaces.
I'd rather not advertise we're armed when we start trials."


Dani nodded. "I'll call Makill
before we leave and tell him to send over some carpenters. It shouldn't take
more than a day's work to get that done."


"All right. I'll tell Zed he's
got the watch, and I guess it's time for us to go see Bazz," I told Dani.
"Do you need anything?" I asked Thraznick.


"Nah. I'm gonna go back to me
room and pack everything up and bring it back tonight. I'll have a list come
morning of what sorts of things I'm gonna need for the ship's engineering
supplies."


"All right. Dismissed, I
guess," I said and stood up.


"Oh, what name are you gonna
put on this here ship?" Thraznick asked.


"We can't use the name it came
here with, Will," Dani reminded me. "We did kind of steal it."


"More like we won it. Didn't
Makill change the name?"


"Not legally, and we're going
to need something to file it under tomorrow."


I nodded and thought a moment, then
smiled. "Pequod." 


"Pequod? What's
that?"


"It's the name of a ship
famous for hunting down big dicks," I said with a grin. "And let's
face it, there are no bigger dicks out there right now than the Two Rivers
people."


Thraznick shrugged, and Dani just
shook her head.


"Fine," she said. "Pequod
it is. I'll have someone paint it on the stern tomorrow, as well."


"Great," I said as I
followed the other two out of the room and went in search of my daughter.


I found her saying goodbye to
Zed—or perhaps I should say I found her after she said goodbye to Zed
and was cleaning up.


She saw me and had the decency to
blush.


"Umm, sorry, Father."


"Hold still," I said, put
a hand on her, and cast the cleaning cantrip I was able to use on others.


"Oh! What…what was that?"


"Cleaning cantrip. Something
champions get to help us with our jobs, so we don't walk into a meeting
smelling of sex," I said and gave her a wink as her ears went down and she
looked even more embarrassed.


"You should see if you can
learn it," I suggested. "Because if you're going to be the public
face of Feliogustus, you're probably going to need it."


"I'm sorry," she said,
ducking her head.


I laughed. "For what? You
should have just said 'Thanks, Dad!' and bluffed it like nothing happened.
Look, if you didn't do anything wrong, you have nothing to apologize for!"


"But what if I do…do
something wrong?"


"Then bluff. Apologies are for
private and not public, unless it's some little social faux pas. But don't get
embarrassed, especially not in public."


Tiru nodded.


"Now go put some clothes on,
and get your stuff."


"I'm nervous, Father." 


I nodded. "I'd be worried if
you weren't, but these are the things people remember. So do your best, and
keep a good head on your shoulders. When in doubt, shut your mouth and listen.
If you ever find yourself in a bad situation, make the best bargain you can to
get out of it in one piece. I can always beg Fel to put you back together and
fix you, but there has to be a 'you' for him to fix."


She nodded, and I put my arms
around her and pulled her in to a hug. "If worse comes to worst, just do
us all proud, and remember, no matter what happens, I love you, your mother
loves you, and Feliogustus loves you."


She nodded and gave me a hug back,
then I let her go.


"I'll meet you up on deck by
the construction stairs." I turned back and yelled into the room,
"Zed, you got the watch. So gear up, and don't let anyone onboard other
than Thraz until we get back."


"Yes, Will," came the
embarrassed reply.


 


The trip to Bazz's home wasn't a
long one. Apparently he lived on the top of a small apartment building not far
from his office. However, his 'apartment' took up the entire top floor, so it
was neither small nor squalid. It was, in fact, quite nice; the orc had taste
when it came to decorating his personal living space. There was a lot of
high-quality art on the walls, which were painted in soft tones, and the
furniture was made for relaxing.


"Bazz," I said, shaking
hands after Dani had given him a hug. "This is Tirumalamman, or Tiru for
short. She's a highly qualified priestess of Feliogustus. You said you wanted
to speak to someone at length and in detail, so I brought Tiru here to stay for
a while. Tiru, this is Bazz. He's Dani's ex, and is a leading citizen here in
Mangan."


I watched Bazz as I introduced
Tiru; his eyes widened slightly as he looked her over. Tiru was dressed in her
robes, but they didn't hide that she was a very lovely young catfolk female. I
could see he was quite taken with her looks.


"Bazz, it's a pleasure to meet
you," Tiru said. "I look forward to answering all your
questions."


Bazz's eyes immediately came up to
hers as she added that last bit. "Oh, where are my manners," he said,
recovering quickly. "Please, come in, make yourself at home. Dinner will
be served shortly, I'm sure."


I followed Tiru in, Bazz showed her
to a seat by his, and I sat on a couch with Dani.


"I take it this means you're
here to pick up your ship?" Bazz started off.


Dani nodded. "That and to drop
Tiru off here."


"Drop off?" Bazz asked,
looking from Dani to me, then over at Tiru.


Tiru smiled at him. "I can
barely begin to tell you about Feliogustus in one evening, can I? I'm here to
answer all your questions, no matter how long it takes."


Bazz turned and looked at me
suspiciously.


I smiled back at him. "Bazz,
you're an important man in the orc community; after hearing about our last
conversation, Feliogustus' high priestess is genuinely interested in seeing how
interested you are. Don't let Tiru's looks fool you—yes she's young, and she's
beautiful, but she's also the daughter of the high priestess and has been
studying our religion her entire life."


Tiru blushed as I said that.


"You're leaving me with the
daughter of the high priestess?" Bazz asked, raising an eyebrow.
"Aren't you concerned about her welfare?"


"We're very concerned
about her welfare. That's why we're leaving her with you instead of just
setting her up in a room on her own."


"You still have that guest
room, right Bazz?" Dani asked.


"Surely you wouldn't mind
having me as a guest, now would you?" Tiru asked, smiling fetchingly at
him. I wondered who might be preying on who here. 


"Yes, Dani, I do, and yes,
Tiru, I would love to have you as a guest here in my home."


"Great!" Dani said,
jumping up. "I'll help Tiru put her things in there and get settled. Call
us when dinner is ready, okay?"


Bazz just nodded and smiled, and
watched as both women left the room. I couldn't help but notice my daughter's
tail bouncing along happily. I don't know if it was just because she was happy
to be able to do what she'd set out to do, or if there was something she saw in
the big orc that I hadn't.


"So you're leaving an
incredibly hot catgirl in my house, and you're not worried I might try to
seduce her and have my way with her?" Bazz asked, looking at me curiously.


"My daughter is old enough to
make her own decisions on who will share her bed," I replied.


"Ah, good…wait! Did you just
say your daughter?"


I smiled at him. "Yes, I did.
I'm entrusting you with her life and her wellbeing. You have to understand,
Bazz, she's serious about trying to convert you. So is her mother. Dani has had
nothing but good things to say about you, and I must admit, I find you to be
the kind of person I can respect. If it turns out I'm wrong, or you're not able
to keep her safe…" I shrugged. "Anyone even remotely responsible
won't survive. I do have something of a temper, as Dani may have told
you."


Oddly enough, Bazz stood up
straight, walked over to me, and stuck out his hand.


"I appreciate your faith in
me, and I will not let you down," he said as I stood up and we shook
hands. "I will take care of her and protect her with my life, as if she
was my own woman."


"Who knows, maybe one of these
days she will be, right?" I said with a wink. "Just understand,
things are different where she grew up. There are no other races, and
electricity, engines, and motors don't exist. You're the third orc she's ever
met, and she's never been on her own away from her own people before."


"Then why did she come
here?" Bazz asked me, dead serious.


"Because she loves our god and
believes this is the best way she can serve him. I wanted her to stay
home, because I know how most of the other races look at our women, and I know
she could end up raped, a slave in a brothel, or even dead. Let's face it, orcs
don't exactly have good press out there in the rest of the Seven Worlds.


"But then, neither do we
catfolk."


Bazz nodded. "We're all
murderous brutes, you're all lazy crooks, and we're both only interested in sex
and never use our brains."


"Exactly," I said as we
sat back down.


"I'm still going to try to
seduce her," Bazz said with a wink.


"Good luck with that."


"Oh? What makes you say
that?"


"Both her parents are
extremely thick-headed, strong-willed, and spoiled completely by their
god," I said, grinning back at him. "Hell, I can't even get her to
call me 'Dad'! It's always 'Father' this, and 'Father' that. Makes me want to
look around to see who she's talking to!"


Bazz laughed. "My son does
that to me, too, when he's mad at me, which, as he's approaching his teenage
years, I suspect, is going to be a lot more often."


"Where is he, anyway?" I
asked, looking around.


"He's at his aunt's house
tonight. No offense meant, but I don't know you well enough to introduce you to
my child. In fact, if you'll let me invite Dani over by herself tomorrow, I'll
let her spend some time with him. I know he's been dying to see her, and while
she'll never mention it, I'm sure she feels the same way."


"Huh, I had no idea orcs were
so protective of their children."


"It's because you're not an
orc, Will. We really don't trust the other races much. You being catfolk
isn't too bad, but it's still a toss up between the gnomes and the elves for
which we trust the least."


"What about the
halflings?" I asked with a smile.


"Oh, they're almost as afraid
of us as they are of you!" Bazz said with a laugh. "Of course they're
not afraid of us eating them. Actually, I have no idea why they're afraid of
us."


"Maybe they just don't like
green?" I snickered.


"Nah, can't be that, the elves
wear it all the time, and they're not afraid of them."


"What are you two joking
about?" Dani asked as she and Tiru came back into the room.


"Why halflings are afraid of
orcs. Will here thought it was because we're green, but I pointed out that the
elves wear green all the time."


"It's because they're
idiots," Dani said with a snort. "They also think gnomes are harmless
because they're so short."


The maid came into the room then
and told us dinner was ready, so we got up and made our way into the dining
room.


 


The ride back to the ship was a
little poignant for me. Dinner had been good, and Bazz was a good host, but
leaving Tiru behind hadn't been easy. We'd hugged and said goodbye, and when we
left, she and Bazz were sitting down to discuss Fel and his religion.


"Missing her already?"
Dani asked.


I nodded. "I never really got
to spend as much time with her as some of my other kids. I've always felt bad
about that, and now I just left her on her own."


"Don't worry, Bazz'll take
care of her. He's a good orc."


"Yeah, a good orc who has
designs on my daughter." I sighed and shook my head. "It must be the
dad thing. She's an adult and her own woman, yet I'm still bothered by stuff
like that."


"Yeah, well, I spent ten years
warming his bed, and excuse me if I think ending up there will be good for
her."


"So does that mean I'm gonna
end up with green-furred grandkids?" 


Dani laughed and slapped me.
"No, you idiot! Cats can't breed with orcs!" 


I rubbed my arm and smiled down at
her, waggling my brows. "But we can sure breed with elves."















 


 


Twenty


Pequod, Mangan


 


 


We were sitting tied up at the
dock, hooked up to local power, as Thraz checked over the engines. A pilot from
the dry-docks had flown us over here an hour ago. Tomorrow we'd take the ship
out and fly it around the city to make sure everything was working properly.


Hopefully I'd get the chance to fly
it then, as well. Flying wasn't something I'd done much of, for all that I'd
passed the official licensing tests and now had both my helmsman and captain's
certificates. I had sailed boats on water growing up back on Long
Island, and had been a deck hand on a lot of larger boats my friend's families
had owned. 


As much as a bunch of drunken
teenagers running around in a yacht during summer vacation could be called
anything. But you hang out at the docks long enough, you can learn a lot about
ships, because the old salts love nothing better than to tell tall tales. 


That, added to my time on the Grey
Moth, as well as the weeks running that small cargo skiff with Adell, had
me at the point where I was fairly confident about my abilities to fly the Pequod.
However, if I was going to be good enough to shoot a portal and take the ship
through unscathed, I was going to need to fly the ship for a while. 


The sound of gunfire quickly
brought me out of my reverie, and I ran over to the portside of the bridge to
look out the window. Zed was in a firefight with five men, who were all down on
the dock. He was taking cover in one of the hatchways.


I hit the button to retract the
gangplank. That would hopefully slow any boarding attempts.


"Thraz! Fire up the
engines!" I yelled, pulling out my pistol. I ran out of the bridge and
down the stairs before popping out of a forward hatch and exchanging fire with
the men on the docks. I dropped one of them and wounded another almost
immediately, as they were all still focused on Zed, but that didn't last, as
they quickly realized I was there.


However, we were now down to only
two enemy effectives, and with the lack of cover on the dock and our higher
position, I didn't think they'd be in the fight much longer. Then I saw it. A
ship was coming in, and as they were coming from the east, and not the south
where the water was, I didn't have to guess their target.


"Cast off!" I yelled to
Zed, looking at the lines. I realized the way we were tied up would require us
to get onto the dock. Swearing at that, I grabbed the fire axe mounted on the
wall near the hatch and ran over to the ropes. Two hard strokes, and I severed
both lines, then dropped the axe, and made my way back to the bridge. 


Zed had seen what I'd done and
followed suit on the rear ropes, and when I got to the bridge, I could hear a
number of alarms going off out on the docks. Apparently a number of folks had
seen the ship heading our way, and adding that to the recent gunfire, were all
coming to the same conclusion.


I spun the wheels to bring the
nacelles to the straight up positions, rang for all ahead full, and hit the
intercom. "Hang on!" 


The blades spun up quickly, and I
grabbed the control to take the blades from neutral, where they made no thrust,
and pushed it down to fifteen percent, which was the normal take-off setting.
Twenty-three percent was the absolute max.


We rose slowly, as the wings were
still in the water and offering a fair deal of resistance. I tilted all of the
engines back two degrees to keep the deck level, and move us away from the
other ships and the docks in general.


Just as I did that, the wings came
free from the water, and we shot up like a cork out of a bottle. I looked
starboard to where the other ship was approaching, and I had a wonderful view
of the deck and the deck gun trying to track us as we blasted up into the sky
right before them.


And then they were under us, as the
gun fired twice, but I was reasonably certain they'd missed us. I eased the
engines forward slightly and hit the switch to dump ballast as we moved
forward. We were at five thousand feet, and still climbing. The ship had full
ballast tanks, as there was no cargo aboard, and not much fuel, so we were
negatively buoyant. I needed to get us close to neutral if I wanted us to make
any speed.


"They're turning to chase us,
Will!" Zed's voice came over the intercom.


I swore. The sun was setting, and I
had no idea what to do or where to go. Dani was meeting her son with Bazz, and
it was just me, Thraz, and Zed aboard the ship. The guns took a three-man crew;
two to aim, a third to load. It was possible to fire it with just two people,
but even then, we only had ten shells for each of the side guns, and none at
all loaded for the front.


"Thraz! Shut down the ship's
running lights!" I called out over the intercom. "Kill all power to
the cabin lights, as well!"


"Shut off the navigation
lights? That'd be against the law, Captain!"


"Yeah, so's ship combat above
the city, yet here we are!" I replied.


"Aye aye, Captain!"


I turned us west then, coming about,
and locking the main angle of the engines, which were now thirty degrees up. I
hit the switch to stop dumping ballast, hoping I hadn't dumped too much, then I
rolled us slightly and came around harder. We were still climbing, but a lot
slower now. 


"They're firing on us,
Will!" Zed called, and I immediately spun the wheel to change our heading
and rolled us in the opposite direction. Turning a ship normally wasn't that
big of a deal, because you either did it slowly, or you were moving slowly. Doing
it while accelerating and climbing tended to throw things and people across the
deck. So like an airplane, you'd roll the ship slightly to keep 'down' down. 


However, that was a move that
required a lot of experience to do correctly, experience I didn't have. I was
flinging shit everywhere inside the bridge, and no doubt everywhere else on the
ship. I had my foot claws dug into the deck as hard as I could so I didn't end
up flinging myself through a window.


"They're turning back towards
us!" Zed called, and I hit the ballast switch again and left it on, then
swung the engines back up straight and rolled us level. We hit ten thousand
feet in two minutes. I then hauled the motors down to zero degrees, pushed the
blades up to twenty degrees pitch, rolled us thirty degrees, and circled hard
to port. 


The air up this high was getting
thin, and a lot of ships couldn't fly any higher than twelve thousand, as the
crew would pass out and die above that. As I understood, it had something to do
with the lift stone. The higher you got, the less lift it gave. Now I could
turn our nacelles back to ninety degrees and probably get us up to eighteen
thousand feet, maybe even twenty, if I went fast enough. But then the lift
stone would invert, and the resulting effect, I've been told, is not for the
faint of heart. 


And I was trying to save us, not
wreck us.


I saw the other ship as I circled.
They were coming up after us, but not as quickly. Most likely because they were
full of people, fuel, ammo, and possibly even cargo. I remembered a story I'd
heard from a real old salt about his time in the merchant marine and a Nazi
U-boat during World War Two.


"Zed! Get on the anchor chain
in the bow!"


I kept us coming around, circling
the other ship as it continued to climb towards us. They couldn't turn their
nose fast enough to allow their gunners to hit us, but they were still trying,
taking the occasional shot. I saw it when Zed got to the anchor gear.


"Send out three shots on the
port anchor!" I called.


"What the hell is a
shot?" Zed called back on the intercom.


"Three hundred feet! Send out
three hundred!" I yelled back and spun the wheel, then I pitched us nose
down as I set a collision course with the other ship. 


I still had us banked as I watched
the anchor play out. The first hundred feet were chain, and the anchor itself
weighed about two tons. 


"When I tell you to, hit the
release and run! And hold on!" I yelled back into the intercom as I
thought about just where I was going to snag my fish.


According to the story this old guy
had told us, they were attacked by a U-boat while sailing across the Atlantic,
and several ships in their convoy had been hit with torpedoes. Their captain,
in a fit of rage, chose to ram the submarine. Rather than staying on the
surface and firing more torpedoes, or using their deck gun, the U-boat captain
had decided to dive. 


The merchant captain then decided
to go fishing. He dropped his anchor a couple hundred feet and wrapped the
chain around the U-boat, fouling its gear with the chain. He'd then released
the entire mess, while steaming full speed again, until the chain and the rope
had all run out and was no longer attached to the ship.


Now the anchor on that merchant
ship weighs in at a good four tons, and two hundred feet of chain almost as
much. The U-boat captain blew all his tanks, but it wasn't enough, and the
U-boat sank towards the bottom, whereupon it hit crush depth and was destroyed.


Me? I was just hoping to foul their
fans so they couldn't continue to chase us. 


I could only guess they didn't see
the anchor—it was a little cloudy up here, and the sunset was making visibility
difficult—because they turned into me, nose rising as they tried to give their
gunners a shot. I leveled off, pushed the blade pitch to max, and felt the ship
shudder as they hit us somewhere. But the anchor looked to be on course, so I
rolled us level, and pulled the blades back to ten degrees. We'd just started
to slow when there was a sharp jolt to the ship and our nose came down.


"Hit release!" I called
out, and a moment later Zed was running away from the anchor gear, as the rest
of the rope played out and the nose came back up. I increased power; I didn't
know if they'd tied off the end of the rope or not. The winding gear was
spinning, and when it suddenly came to a stop, there was only a moment's pause
before it was ripped off the deck, taking a portion of the gunwale with it, as
it passed through the hole the anchor chain had gone through, making it much
larger in the process.


The nose came up hard at that
point, as I realized I'd just caused a significant change in the ballast of the
ship, and I spent a minute splitting the difference on the front and rear fan
angles so the nose fans were pushing down slightly to level us off. I brought us
around again to see what was going on with the other ship, and I was not
disappointed.


 Both Thraz and Zed were on the
rail, watching as I circled. I could see the anchor chain had wrapped around
the front port nacelle on the other ship, and men were struggling to clear it
as the nose of the boat slowly settled.


"What's going on out
there?" I called on the intercom.


"They got a runaway,
Captain!" Thraz called back. "You jammed the gear, and they lost
control of the motor!"


"Why don't they shut it
off?"


"Because you dropped five tons
of weight on 'em! That's why!" Thraz laughed, and then suddenly, just like
that, the fan exploded, sending engine parts and crewmembers flying. I noticed
the nose was dropping.


"Musta been a big short! The
starboard side fan just died on 'em, too!"


"Take us to ahead half!"
I called out, and reaching over, I rang the telegraph as Thraz ran back to the
engine room. I looked at my fuel gauges; we were getting low on fuel. The main
ballast tank was empty, so I turned off the dump and set the pumps to move the
ballast out of the rear trim tank into the main one so I wouldn't have as much
trouble holding level flight.


Looking back at the other ship, I
saw it was probably thirty degrees nose down and falling out of the sky. They
were dumping ballast, and the rear fans had been reversed to try to slow it
down. As I watched, they dumped both of their anchor chains. The shock when
they ran out to their end and tore the deck gear loose caused the nose of the
ship to pitch back up suddenly, and I watched as my anchor chain slid off the
end of the ruined port nacelle, and suddenly the other ship stood on its tail
and lost all power. 


 I decided I had my own problems to
deal with at that point and, turning my engines to point down ten degrees, I
descended. 


"Thraz, turn our lights back
on please. Zed, come up to the bridge."


"Aye, aye, Captain!"


"Oh, and, Thraz? See if you
can find out where we got hit."


"Aft chain locker, Captain.
I've already sealed it off so we won't sink."


"Thanks."


"What's up, Will?" Zed
asked as he joined me on the bridge.


"Look around and see if you
can find the harbor. We need to land soon, or we're going to be in trouble
ourselves."


 


Finding the city wasn't as hard as
I had worried; with the sun now fully set, the city was lit up and easy to see.
I put us down in the water a good distance away, with the fans running at ahead
one quarter and pointed to push us down, as Thraz opened up the ballast pumps,
and we took on water to refill the ballast tanks. 


Once we were heavier than air
again, I shut down the front fans and brought us in towards the docks, where we
were met by the local constable on a police boat before we could tie up.


"Just what in the nineteen
hells were you doing up there?" the chief constable yelled at me as he
came aboard.


"Trying not to get
killed!" I told him. "Best I can guess, they knew this ship was fresh
out of the yards and decided to try to steal it!" I yelled back.
"After all, there were only three of us on board. Now, can you get us a
harbor pilot, or a tow to get us back to the dock? We're almost out of fuel,
and I'm pretty sure we're taking on water!"


"And where's the other
ship?"


"Last I saw, they were
climbing past ten thousand, heavily damaged and out of control."


All our guns were still in their
hidden positions, and I was pretty sure the constable knew they were there.


"And how did that
happen?"


"Ever snag bunkers for
bait?" I asked him. Bunkers were a garbage fish that made great bait for
fishing larger, better-tasting fish. But the only way to catch them was to drag
a bunch of hooks through a school and hope to snag one.


He looked at me, then looked at the
ruined anchor gear, then back at me.


"I'll give ya this, son. You
got big ones. Big brass ones. Once we get you tied up, I'll get a bunch
of my men down here to guard your ship, and you can tell me all about it over a
couple of beers."


I had to laugh. "Thanks,
Chief. After the flight I just had, I think I could use a few. Hell, I'll even
buy."


 


"I guess we won't be needing
that shakedown flight after all," Dani told me when she got back to the
ship the next morning.


"Ah, so you heard about our
little escapade last night, then," I said and yawned. I still hadn't
slept; I'd been going over the damage with Thraz since I got back from 'giving
my statement' to the chief constable in charge of the port, then twice more to
everyone in the bar who wanted to hear about it. The only reason I wasn't hung
over was because I'd spent more time talking than drinking. 


That and a liberal use of cantrips,
of course.


"Everyone heard it, considering
they started off by shooting up the docks! One of Bazz's friends found the ship
with their salvage boat this morning."


"How was the crew?"


"Dead."


"Really?" 


Dani laughed. "If the altitude
didn't kill them, you can be sure Bazz's friends sure did. If the crew is still
alive, they can't salvage the boat. And right now, everyone believes they're
pirates, so no one is gonna be asking any questions."


"Think we'll get our anchor
and chain back? Or are we going to have to buy a new one?"


"That depends whether anyone
finds it or not, and the odds are heavy on the not. How long is it going to
take to fix this mess?"


"The hole in the hull is above
the water line. Thraz says he can have it patched by the end of the day. Same
for the damage to the gunwale up front. As for the anchor gear, the floor can
be patched by tomorrow; the gear is common, and can be replaced once that's
done. 


"Worse comes to worst, we put
some ballast in the portside chain locker and live with just one anchor until
we have enough money to replace it."


"I think we'll be sailing
without that anchor or the gear to run it," Dani said. "I'm about out
of funds."


"I've got some gems, if you
know a good moneychanger, but if we're not replacing the anchor just yet, we
don't need the gear yet, either. So let's order fuel and get out of here before
they send another ship after us."


"Think they will? They've lost
three so far."


"That depends on how much they
value human life, now doesn't it?"


Dani made a face. "I'll call
around and see if I can find a couple crewmembers. You're right, we need to be
out of here."


"And we need to paint a new
name on the stern once we're away; it's a safe bet they know about Pequod
now."


"I know just the place we can
go to get new papers, no questions asked," Dani said with a smile.
"Now fork over those gems, and I'll get us some spending money."


I pulled off one of the necklaces I
had around my neck that my shirt was currently hiding.


"Here."


Dani blinked. "How come I
never noticed these before?"


I smiled at her. "Because the
first two times I was here, I didn't bring 'em. This time and the last time, I
pulled them off when I took off my shirt so you wouldn't see them."


"What, don't you truuuust
me, William?" she asked, rubbing up against me.


"Of course I do," I said,
and pulled her close and kissed her. "And I also trust you to do things
without asking me, because I don't own you…yet," I said, growling
out the last word.


Dani sighed and pressed into me a
little harder for a moment. "If you don't live up to these threats, one of
these days, a couple hundred years from now, I'm going to be very
upset!"


I laughed, gave her another kiss,
turned her to face the door, and patted her on her ass. "Me, too. Now go
deal, I want to get out of here, too."















 


 


Fourteen


The Grey Moth, Juntura


 


 


Nearly three months had gone by
since I'd set sail with Ann and the Grey Moth. We'd made the circuit of
Juntura to Melamar and back three more times. Once we even went as far as
Pouli, and another time we didn't hit Juntura. The cargos going clockwise
around the worlds tended to be longer trips than the ones going the opposite
way. It seemed a lot of the long-haulers like the Grey Moth did a
clockwise circuit. 


Ann, with Jona's help, had figured
out ways to capitalize on their going against the flow, namely doing a lot of
short or medium hauls in the opposite direction, and things were settling down
into a routine.


There were also a lot more high
paying smuggling jobs going in the opposite direction, and Ann's introductions,
by Dani, to Danvin, Bazz, and her son Makill were paying large dividends. True,
she was now having to float hefty bribes at some of the ports the Grey Moth
occasionally did business at, but honestly, Ann looked happier than I could
recall ever seeing her.


We were pulling into Portland on
Juntura now, and I'd be getting off here, along with Laria, whose pregnancy was
starting to show. Dani would be staying aboard, though she was going to leave
her son with Nue and Adonna for a while. I don't think she trusted the others
to keep him safe as much as she trusted me. 


I very much wanted to go home and
spend some time with Rachel and Darlene; I still wasn't happy about spending
long periods away from home after that two-year absence. Then again, I also
wanted to see how my kids were doing, how Baron and Leiss were holding up, as
well as making sure Nara was okay after our loss of Oren.


And maybe I wanted to take a trip
up into the hills and do a little scouting of Ylvani.


"How long until your son said
the boat'll be done?" I asked Dani as I watched the approach into Portland
from the port side.


"Five more months to get
everything rebuilt, and another two months to install it. Then I figure a month
to shake it all down and find a crew."


I nodded. "So I need to be
back in six months at the latest."


"What if we're not in port
when you get here?"


"I'm sure I can find passage
on somebody's boat," I said with a shrug. "I've got enough time in
here on the Moth that no one should have a problem taking me on as a
crew hand if I can't go as a passenger."


"Get Nue to sign you up in the
guild. That'll help," Dani suggested.


"I haven't gone to
school," I pointed out.


"You know how to fly a boat,
and I suspect you already know how to plot a course. You've been through enough
transitions and dockings to know the rules of the sky ships," Dani said,
looking at me. "Look, if you're going to get your captain's cert for our
ship, it'll go a long way if you're a guild member."


"You need a cert?" I
said, surprised.


"You don't exactly need
it, as long as you steer clear of Prime. But it helps. Next time you're
on the bridge, look at the documents on the back wall. Both Ann and Howard have
captain certs posted up there." Dani gave me an annoyed look. "I
can't believe you haven't noticed them already."


"Usually I'm too busy watching
cat ass," I said with a wink.


"Or the captain's, I
bet," Dani said with a laugh. 


I laughed with her. "I think that
ship sailed a long time ago."


"You gonna visit Carol?"


I shook my head. "I'll check
in with Nue and head home from the church."


"I think the one who's going
to miss you being here the most is Kiara, because she loses her helper in the
mess," Dani said as the Moth finally settled into the water and
transitioned to sailing instead of flying.


I nodded and went over to the
mooring lines for the rear of the ship. With the big fan inside the rear
nacelle, which was left active up until the moment the ship came up against the
dock, handling the rear mooring could be a little tricky. Not because you might
get sucked up—the power settings were too low for that—but because if the line
got sucked into the fan or any of the nacelle steering gear, it could do a fair
bit of damage. So you really had to be careful with the lines.


Netia chopped all power on the rear
portside fan just as we kissed the dock, and I jumped down to the dock, which
was about twelve feet below, as the Moth's current cargo wasn't a heavy
one. That was another reason I was on the stern line, while Aden was on the
bow; his jump was even higher than mine due to the slightly higher prow. For
felinoids, however, it wasn't a dangerous drop, which is why we were handling
the lines instead of the orcs. Not having a crew waiting to tie us up saved the
ship a half gold in docking fees, which while not a lot, was still enough not
to spend it if you didn't have to.


We got the ship tied up, the
gangplank came down, and Aden and I both boarded. I'd already said all my
goodbyes, as had Laria, so I gathered up Laria and our stuff, waved to Howard,
saluted Ann, and headed down the gangplank onto the dock as Dani joined us,
bringing up the rear with our son.


 


"Will!" Nue said,
literally throwing herself into my arms when we entered the church. Smiling, I
gave her a hug and a kiss, then set her down as I reintroduced Laria to her.


"What, no hello for me?"
Dani asked with a smirk. "I'm gonna take Slash down to the nursery. I
can't stay long. So hello Nue, see you later Nue, have fun in bed, Nue!"


Nue thuppted at Dani and
gave Laria a hug with her free hand. "You had him for three months!"
she shot back at Dani, then turned to Laria. "Nice to see you again,
Laria, and congratulations on your pregnancy!"


She then dragging me to the back of
the church.


"What's the rush?" I
asked, laughing.


"Knowing you, I've only got a
day before you leave. So I want to make the most of it!"


I rolled my eyes as Laria
snickered. 


"Fine, I'll stay a week."


To my surprise, Nue pulled even
harder.


"I just said I'd stay a week!
What's the rush now?"


"Because now I want you twice
as much!" Nue giggled as both Laria and Dani laughed loudly.


"Dani thinks I should join
your guild," I told her as she pulled me into her small bedroom and
started pulling my clothes off.


"Sure, we can go over there in
a couple of days."


"What about tomorrow?"


Nue looked up at me with a
predatory grin. "You got work to do first, Mister." She cast a
spell that up until then I thought only Nara and the other high priestesses
back home knew.


I had her out of her robes
quickly after she was finished.


 


Five days later, Nue took me
to the Helmsmen's Guild and got me signed up. The reason for the delay was, you
had to take a test, and Nue spent three days coaching me on it so I'd pass. I
probably could have learned the material in a day, none of it was all that
surprising, but there were constant interruptions during her teaching.


Most of which were instigated by
Nue herself.


"How's your church
doing?" I asked her after we left the guildhall, my new certificate, ink
still drying, in her hands.


"We're still gaining
followers, though right now I think it's down to one or two a week."


"What about all those gals who
had boyfriends?"


"Oh, most of them got married,
and their boyfriends joined. So we're up to almost three hundred members now.
Shia, the next highest ranked priestess after me, is thinking of staring up a
second church on the other side of town."


"Already?" I asked,
surprised.


"A dozen of our members live
over there, so it'd be easier for them if we did, and that would give her a
base to work from."


Nue then spent the next half hour
telling me her plan to spread Fel's faith throughout the city.


"The only thing really making
it difficult is, I don't have enough clergy," she said with a sigh when
she finished. "You really need to fix that, Will."


I cocked an ear as I looked at her.
"Oh, I need to fix it, do I?"


She looked up at me and frowned.
"That's your job, isn't it?"


I shook my head and laughed.
"Yeah, I guess it is. Problem is, back home—my home, that is—is the only
place we have a bunch, and according to the rules, Fel can't send them here,
they have to get here on their own."


"So send them to
Syzkilmyr," Nue said with a shrug. "Then they can fly here on a
ship."


"'Here' is any part of the
Seven Worlds, Hon. Syzkilmyr is part of the Seven Worlds."


"Oh. That reminds me. One
of these days, I want you to meet my parents."


I looked at her in surprise.
"Huh? Why?"


"Because you're the father of
two, soon to be three," she patted her belly and smiled,
"grandchildren. Besides, it's not like anyone else is going to give
me cubs."


I gave her a hug. "No one else
better be!" I said and mock growled.


Nue leaned into me. "Mmmmm, I
can't believe I actually managed to land a male like you."


"I'm just happy you decided to
become a priestess of Fel's," I said and swept her up off the ground into
my arms. "What do you say we celebrate my passing the test?"


"Does that celebration involve
my bed?"


"And the desk, and the chair,
too," I said with a lusty growl.


"Then I say yes!" 


 


"Welcome home, William.
Laria."


I looked up, surprised, at Fel. We
were in the temple, and normally he didn't send his manifestation to talk to
me. I noticed Nara wasn't in the room, and Laria was of course standing there,
looking gobsmacked. 


"Thanks, Fel," I said and
then I turned Laria towards the door and gave her a pat on the butt. "Go
wait outside, okay?"


"Umm…" she murmured and
walked to the door out of the main temple area, looking over her shoulder
several times until she'd left the room.


I chuckled and turned back to Fel.
"So nothing bad happened, did it?" 


Fel laughed and shook his head.
"No, William. Everything is fine. But the only way I could get you alone
was to meet you this way. Nara is being quite insistent about seeing you the
moment you get back, and I don't think you'd be capable of paying me any mind
at all with her in your lap."


"How's she doing? Is she still
struggling with Oren's death?"


Fel sighed. "And maybe I
shouldn't have even mentioned that. I'd say you're a shallow man, William, but
when that shallowness extends to my high priestess, I wouldn't be a very wise
god if I complained."


"Sorry, Fel," I said,
embarrassed. "It's not just that I love her, it's that she's also
dedicated to you as much as I am. I know she's important to you, so I worry
about her."


Fel smiled at me and put his hand
on my head. "I know, William."


I felt my being light up when he
did that. Once again I realized just how lucky I was; how many champions
actually hooked up with the perfect god?


"What Nue said to you is
correct. You need to figure out a way to bring her more priests and
priestesses. I want you to bring a priestess to Dani's friend Bazz. He's
impressed with Dani's conversion, as well as with you. He's ripe for
recruiting, and a man of his stature as part of my religion would do much to
help spread it."


"Umm, wouldn't any priestess I
put there be in danger of getting raped? Shouldn't I put a priest there as
well?"


"How many orcish women have
you met while visiting Makill or Bazz?" Fel asked me.


I tilted my head to the side as I
tried to recall. I had seen a couple of orc women during our trips, but
only a few, and none of them were around when I was in the company of either
orc.


"Orcish society is very
matriarchal, William. While most of their leaders are male, the ratio of men to
women is more than eight to one. Women, therefore, have a special significance
to the males. Women who are a part of their society, that is. 


"That's why they all listen to
and respect Dani, even though she's an elf. I need that level of
acceptance by one of my priestesses if I'm going to make any headway among the
orcs.


"As for her safety, make that
Bazz's responsibility. A show of trust like that, especially coming from you,
would make a big impression on him. At his most basic, Bazz is very much an orc
of his word." 


I nodded slowly as I thought about
that. It all made sense. 


"So you think the orcs would
be a good fit?"


Fel smiled at me. "Yes,
William, I agree they would do well. In fact, I like them more than I do
dwarves or humans."


That surprised me. Then I
thought about what Fel had told me about Ral and Par and their prejudices, and
how they predated their becoming gods.


"That's not a god thing, is
it? That comes from before you ascended, doesn't it?"


Fel chuckled and smiled. "Yes,
very perceptive of you, William. Back before I became a champion, I had several
orc friends, along with my feline ones."


It dawned on me then. "You're from
the Seven Worlds, aren't you?"


Fel nodded. "Juntura. I was
the youngest son in a long line of tavern owners. That's why I'm a catfolk god,
Will."


"But I thought you were human?
I mean, you worked for Aryanna!"


"You're human, William, yet
you work for me. In fact, you're probably the most dedicated champion I've ever
had, or ever will."


I felt the fur on my face bush out
in a blush. "Honestly, I don't even think of myself as human anymore. This
is my home now," I said and waved my arms around me to take in all of
Saladin. "This is the real me," I said and motioned to myself.


I had another thought then.


"Does that mean I can find your
bar, the actual place you grew up in, if I look around hard enough?"


Fel laughed. "It was a very
long time ago, William, and Juntura is a very big place."


"You're not going to tell me
where it is, are you?" I said, grinning at him.


"No. Now keep your mind on Nue's
request; I'm sure you'll use your normal ingenuity to find a way around it.
That and getting a priestess to Bazz are your priorities."


I nodded. "Par isn't going
anywhere, and I can't even begin to figure out what we're going to do until I
have that ship. Oh! That reminds me, was the paperwork I shoveled through
helpful in finding where their other spies are?"


"Yes, William. It was. I'll
tell you what you need to know when the time comes. Now, I think you better go
say hi to Nara before she starts calling me rude names."


"What? She calls you rude
names?"


"Not in the way you think.
Later, William."


"Later, Fel," I said,
turned quickly, made my way to the door, and opened it, getting an armful of
Nara immediately. She was showing her pregnancy and was considerably grabbier
than Nue had been. Maybe that was because she was grabbing on so tight, her
claws were sinking in.


I took a few minutes to kiss her
and hold her tight. Then I looked at Laria, who was still standing there.


"Tell Rachel and Darlene I'll
be up in the morning."


"Umm, can I stay here
instead?" Laria squeaked.


I laughed as Nara nipped at my
ears. "Sure. Now excuse us while I show a certain high priestess how much
I've been missing her."















 


 


Twenty-one


Juntura


 


 


"Will!"


I turned and caught Evean, who had
launched herself with enough force to knock me flat to the deck.


"Pinned ya!"


"Huh?" I said, shaking my
head and re-gathering my wits.


"New movie back home,"
she said, and then gave me one of those kisses that altered reality—or at least
my perception of it, as time seemed to stop. By the time she'd finished, I was
debating rolling over on top of her and having my way with her on the front
cargo deck in broad daylight.


"Somebody miss me?" I
gasped.


"Somebody obviously missed me!"
She laughed and ground against my lower body, parts of which were now quite
rampant. "But really, Will! It's been almost a year!"


I sighed and hugged her, and kissed
her for a change, doing my best to make it count. 


"Sorry, I've been busy."


"Yeah, Nikki told me all about
it. Nice to know we're finally going to get some payback!" she growled.


"How are you here,
anyway?" I asked. "Is Nikki here now, too?"


"Feliogustus could send me
because I've been here before. We're still going to have to go to that place
and get your sister and the others."


"Are you two going to get
up?" Dani asked, walking over.


"Oh, hi, Dani," Evean
said without looking up.


"I don't know," I purred.
"I'm happy here."


Dani rolled her eyes, and Evean
laughed. I heard someone clearing their throat, and looking over, I saw it was
Nue.


"Hi, Nue! What brings you
here?"


"Someone has to fly you to the
portal, of course, and I know where it is. Besides, do you really want to try
to fit this through a third ring portal on your own?"


"Umm…"


Evean climbed off me and helped me
to my feet, so I went over and gave Nue a hug and a lengthy kiss as well. When
I finally let her go, she was panting, trying to catch her breath.


"I missed you too. How's our
new child?" I asked, patting her now flat belly.


"She's fine. I named her
Jane."


"Why Jane?"


"Because she doesn't look
crazy enough to name after Evean?" Nue said with a wink. "I'm
thinking I'll save that name for our next child."


I heard Evean cough and didn't have
to look to know she was the one blushing now.


"We might as well get
underway; we can refuel when we get back. I'm hoping you can help me find a
couple of helmsmen with a lot more experience than I have."


"Plus, he's the captain, and
he shouldn't be the only one flying," Dani added.


"Tell Thraz to get the engines
ready." I looked around at our meager crew. "When we get back, we'll
have a full liberty," I told them. "This shouldn't take more than a
day or two."


Nue looked at the orcs and Zed
standing there. "How many orcs are on your crew?"


"Ten," I told her as we
headed to the bridge with Evean in tow. "Two of them are experienced
sailors, and I've got one helping our engineer, who's a dwarf. The other is our
cargo master; I'll introduce you to him later. The other eight are all seasoned
fighters."


"What, no gnomes or
humans?"


I shook my head. "With the
exception of Dani and Thraz, this crew is going to be orcs and cats."


"Now that's a weird mix,"
Nue said as we entered the bridge, and she went to give the controls a quick
look over.


"Yeah, I know. But orcs are
pretty kick-ass fighters, and they're all on loan from Dani's ex. They also
know all about these worlds, whereas the people I'm going to port through from
home don't. So the orcs will help teach them."


Nue gave me a look. "You sure
about this?"


I laughed. "All the catfolk
are from my home. They've never met orcs before, so they're not going to be
biased. I've told them they're free to make passes at any women onboard, once
everyone's gotten comfortable with each other. But if I hear any complaints,
I'll be putting my foot up their ass. 


"Zed's also been making quite
a bit of headway with them."


"Really?" Evean asked. I
had my arm around her now as Nue set the controls. "Why's that?"


"The idea of a catfolk god
being interested in orcs fascinates them."


"Yeah, because they probably
figure they'll get a lot of feline ass," Nue said with a snicker.


"And that's wrong
because?" an older orc asked, stepping onto the deck. He was strongly
built and came up to my eyes, which was big for an orc; six-two seemed to be
about average for them.


"Ah, Nue, this is Bork. Bork,
Nue."


"My sister used to date an
orc," Nue said with a smile. "As long as folks are willing, it ain't
my business. But you have to admit, that's probably their prime
motivator."


Bork laughed. "Guilty as
charged. Are you?" 


Nue nodded her head in my
direction. "His."


"Will, you really need to stop
hogging all the hot women," Bork said with an exaggerated sigh, while
giving Evean a look. 


Evean, of course, got all slinky
for a moment and pressed up against me, which caused Bork to laugh loudly.


"I'm ready," Nue said.


I hit the intercom. "Cast
off!" I said and rang the engine telegraph to all ahead slow. Nue slowly
backed us away from the dock, then carefully turned the ship around and ran us
out to the outgoing traffic launch zone. I called out the usual orders, warned
everyone we were about to make way, then rang for all head, half, and smiled as
Nue took us up. She hadn't lost a move, and it was fun watching her fly a big
ship again.


"Makes me miss the Moth."
Nue sighed. "If I wasn't running Feliogustus' church, I'd be tempted to
sign on."


Dani joined us on the bridge.
"Nue, Will and I own it. Whenever you want to take some time to fly
again, let us know. You'll be more than welcome."


"I thought your son owned a
third?" I asked, looking over at her.


"He's a silent partner. He
only gets a third of the profits until he's gotten his investment back."


"Ah."


"So you are going to
run cargo?" Nue asked.


"Once we teach Two Rivers to
stop messing with us, yeah. Eventually this is going to be a straight up cargo
ship," I told her with a smile.


"Then I think I may take you
up on that offer once in a while," she said with a smile, and I watched as
she bounced a little on her toes and flew us along, looking very happy.


 


It took us about six hours to get
there, about half of which I spent in my cabin with Evean, who decided she had
better ideas of how to spend the time than hanging out on the bridge.


When it came time to make the
transit, I had to take one of the ship's launches through to clear the way and
warn traffic. That turned out to be a lot easier than I thought it would,
because the one ship that was coming immediately heaved to and waited for the Kashmir
to come through. 


I then docked the launch, and less
than an hour later, we were there. 


Landing was less of a problem than
I'd expected, because a few trees had been carefully pruned back and we were
able to lower the Kashmir until the tips of the wings were just above
the ground. 


We then used ropes to secure the
ship into place, dumped enough ballast to give the ship slightly positive
buoyancy, then shut down the fans. We disembarked next, and I met the folks on
the ground who were building the local temple. I couldn't remember any of them,
mainly because I'd barely been conscious the last time we'd met.


"William!" the head
priest said, coming over to me. "It's nice to see you again. And standing
on your own power as well!" he teased.


I looked over at the work they'd
been doing. It hadn't been a month, yet I was impressed by how much they'd
done. They had one main building—I guess the main temple—mostly completed, and
a lot of survey stakes and ropes marking out other building sites.


"You've got the main temple
done? Already?" I asked.


"What? Oh, no, that's just the
beginning, it'll be months before it's done. But it rains here fairly often, so
we needed to get the roof up quickly."


I nodded. "I'll come over and
take a look after I deal with the portal."


"Sure you'll be able to?"
he asked, curious.


"It's holy ground now,
right?"


He nodded.


"Then yeah, I will."


I turned and headed to the portal,
a good fifteen-minute walk from here. The sooner I got this done, the sooner we
could implement Nikki's plan for my revenge. Which, I had to admit, I was very
much looking forward to now.


Once I stepped through, I found a
good spot, did the eyes and ears thing for a moment so Fel would know I was
ready, and then I concentrated.


It was hard, as hard as last time,
and I don't think I would've lasted any longer. At least this time it was over
quickly, and when I heard Nikki's voice telling me to "Drop it!" I
complied immediately, falling to my knees and gasping.


"Give him a minute," Nue
said. "Last time, he passed out. Twice."


I blinked and shook my head. I only
remembered once.


"Ev, I'll carry him, you lead
everyone through," Nikki said and I felt myself picked up and carried.


"I can walk, you know," I
said, still trying to get my wits back.


"Uh-huh."


When we passed through the portal,
she set me down and went back to get more people. By the time they were done
getting everyone through, Nue had helped me to my feet, and I was all but
carried back to the fledgling temple. As soon as I stepped inside, however, I
could feel Fel's power, and I recovered quickly, and suddenly felt a lot
better. I could see they had the altar set, and I could feel Fel's presence.
But he wasn't manifesting his voice or image, so I could only guess he still
didn't have enough followers here for that.


"Nikki, this is Evean, whom I
know you've met. Dani, my elf sex-slave, who's the mother of one of my
children. This is Nue," I pulled Nue over, "who's one of Fel's
leading priestesses in the region, as well as the mother of several of my
children, and many more, I'm sure."


"Dani, Nue, this is my sister
Nikki. She's a champion like me, and she's had a lot more military training
than I have."


"How come she came through as
a cat and not a human?" Evean asked.


I turned, looked at my sister, and
shrugged. "I'm glad she did; it'll keep her from standing out, though her
champion form is gonna be human."


"The world we came into
doesn't have any humans in it," Nikki said. "I guess that carried
over because it's close to the core worlds?"


I shrugged. "Let's get back
onboard the Kashmir. I'd like to be docked back in Portland by morning.
You can introduce me to everyone you brought once we're all aboard and
underway."


"Sounds like a plan,"
Nikki said and then turned around to the group behind her. "You heard the
man! Let's go!"


I watched as they trooped out, Dani
coming over to stand on my free side. "Sex slave, huh?"


"Wait till I tell her how
kinky you are," I said and smiled.


"What about Evean?"


"Oh, she already knows about
Evean. At least I think…" I looked over at Evean, who was trying to look
innocent. "Oh, yeah, she knows. My sister was a sergeant, nothing gets by
her." 


 


Taking off was a little more
involved; the ship was a bit negative in buoyancy, now that we had two dozen
extra people on it, so Nue had to go up first and start the fans before the
rest of us boarded.


Once we were underway, I gathered
Bork, Evean, Dani, and Nikki in my day cabin.


"So how many of these people
are going to be on the ship?" I asked Nikki once we settled down. 


"Eighteen. Twelve of them make
up two six-element assault teams, and the remaining six are for heavy weapons
and fire suppression. How many orcs do you have onboard?"


I told her the breakdown.


"That sounds good. I want to
take six of them and turn them into a team, and the other two I'll add to the
heavy weapons and fire suppression team."


I nodded. "Sure. Bork, you
might want to explain to the others that my sister is a lot tougher and meaner
than they are, despite how she looks."


"That might take a bit of
selling," Bork pointed out.


"Oh, just warn them,"
Nikki said with an evil grin. "I'll do all the selling!"


Evean and I both snickered.


"Oh, when can I introduce them
to actual weapons? I was using sticks to train them."


"When we get back to Portland,
we'll be buying weapons," I told her. "I'm thinking of taking at least
a week to get everyone familiar with each other, all the changes, and your
plans for our team structure. After that, we'll see about hunting down some Two
Rivers ships."


"Do you know where to
start?" 


I shook my head. "Not yet. I
did send Fel a lot of intelligence on them, however, and now that he's read it,
I'm sure he'll be able to give me several good places to start. If you'll
excuse me, we should be coming up on the portal back to the second ring, and I
need to help Nue with that."


 


Transiting back proved to be a bit
more difficult, as there was actually inbound traffic, and we were outbound, so
we had to wait while that cleared. I also ended up flying the rest of the trip
after that. Nue was tired, and I was more than happy to let her rest. When we finally
landed, she spent the rest of the night with me in my cabin. 


Come morning, we headed back to her
church so I could see my latest child, and introduce Nikki to some more of her
nieces and nephews. Dani said she'd handle buying the weapons we'd need and
brought Evean and several members of the crew along to act as pack mules.


Dani and Evean had become friends
during the time we'd spent together on the captured corvette. I could kind of
understand their friendship, because in some ways, they were both just kinky
bad girls who liked to show off, and had both seen the underside of life. They
just had a lot in common, unlike Darlene and Evean, whose friendship I was
still having trouble parsing.


But in any case, I knew they'd come
back with what we needed, and probably a couple of unexpected surprises to
boot.


 


The next ten days were busy. I
helped Nikki and Evean train all the Hilanders in the proper use of firearms,
both rifles and sidearms. I was surprised to find two of the eighteen were
females. Both were trained as combat medics; the only place you really found
females as warriors back on Saladin was among the Mowoks. Among the Hilanders,
women soldiers weren't common, but they could be found assisting clerics by
dealing with wounds until a cleric could handle them.


At some point I'd have to get
someone to upgrade their basic first aid skills, because we did have access to
better tools here.


Once they were all proficient with
the new weapons, Nikki drilled the six-man team of orcs, as well as the two six-man
teams of Hilanders, on the tactics that would be used to clear a ship once we
boarded it. They did that well out of sight of the docks or any sailors. We'd
decided we didn't want anyone observing that, as from the tactics I'd observed
when we'd been boarded by pirates, the art of clearing and capturing a ship
wasn't one that had been studied much here in the Seven Worlds. 


Neither apparently were
suppressors, which she had Thraz turning out in the ship's machine shop while
they trained.


Dani had managed to find several
training shells that were used for practice for each of the ship's guns when
she was buying real shells, so while Nikki was teaching tactics to the orc
team, Dani and I trained the eight heavy weapons people on how the three person
crews worked for each of the guns. I had to draft Boe, the orc I'd assigned to
help Thraz down in engineering, for one of the teams, as it took nine people to
man all three guns. I quickly realized I needed to cross train some people from
each of Nikki's assault teams, as well, just in case we had any wounded, and
since the two Hiland teams were spending more time on the boat than out
training with Nikki as we got closer to leaving, they all got trained, as well.


During this time, Carol came out to
see us for a few days. It was good to see her again, and Nikki appreciated
seeing all her new nieces and nephews. I did try to spend time with Dani and
Evean, but since we weren't going to be here long, Nue and Carol had priority
until we left, and I made sure to give them as much attention as I could. 















 


 


Twenty-Two


Kashmir, Juntura


 


 


When the ten days were up, I kissed
Nue goodbye, gathered everyone up, and prepared to pull anchor and leave port.
We still weren't ready to go hunting just yet; we had eighteen people who
really didn't know a damn thing about sailing onboard now, all of whom had come
from a decidedly non-technical world.


We also had six new crewmembers.
All women. Or rather, all catfolk females.


Three of them were cooks and worked
in the mess. With the current size of our crew, feeding them was going to be a
fulltime job. The other three were our new helmsmen. Two were experienced; the
other one was a fresh graduate. I think the combination of the size of the ship
they were getting to fly with the number of males onboard may have had
something to do with their willingness to sign on.


So the next step in our plan was to
spend several days sailing around some of the more remote parts of Juntura,
train everyone on standard ship drills, and let the gunnery crew take a couple
shots with live ammunition so we could all get used to what that involved.


I came aboard the ship a couple
hours before we were getting ready to take off for our shakedown cruise. Evean
and Dani had stayed onboard for the last few days, allowing me to devote a
little extra time to Nue, Carol, and my kids with them. Evean was being a
little less pushy than I'd expected her to be, but once I stepped into Dani and
my cabin, I found out why, as I got a mini-ambush. 


Evean had moved in, and she did
more to me in the next hour than some women can do in a week. 


 


"Somebody miss me?" I
asked, panting heavily, while she just laid there and purred.


"Damn, I'm impressed!"
Dani said, laughing. "I would have joined in, but I was afraid I'd lose a
limb or something!"


"Don't worry, now that we're
getting underway, I'm sure you'll have plenty of opportunities," I said as
I stretched out on the bed. The cabin Dani and I had picked wasn't the biggest;
it was actually the one right behind the captain's dayroom. As ship owners, we
were entitled to a permanent room, and we decided it would be better if we took
the same one. The logic being, if we were both onboard, we'd be sleeping
together, and if only one of us was onboard, we still only needed one cabin.


We'd also decided to leave the
captain's quarters empty. Eventually we'd be hiring a captain for the ship, and
this way we wouldn't have to move when we did. Neither of us intended to stick
with the ship after we turned it into a regular cargo ship, anyway. Dani really
liked the lack of responsibilities on the Moth, after all.


"Let's go up and meet the new
crew. I'm surprised you manage to get that many fems to sign on. Weren't they
worried about the orcs?"


Dani laughed. "Nue helped line
them up, and then I took Zed and some of the hunkier guys along for the
interviews. The girls were drooling so much at the idea of being on a ship with
a three-to-one ratio, I think they completely missed it when I mentioned we had
a couple of orc crewmembers."


Evean snickered and then added,
"I also told them I was the ship owner's wife, and I'd be ever so
happy if they could help out with all those men, seeing as I had no interested
in them, being the happily married woman that I am."


"And then she offered them
double the normal rate, and the same for the cooks," Dani continued.
"They were more than happy to join us."


"How are the male crewmembers
taking it?" I asked.


"They're all playing it cool.
Your Hilanders are still getting over the new sights, so they're not causing
any trouble, and the orcs got what they needed in the city, so they're feeling
pretty mellow for now."


I nodded and popped a couple of
cleaning cantrips on myself and Evean, found my clothes, and after getting
dressed, I headed up to the bridge with both girls in tow.


"Ah! There you are,"
Nikki said. I noticed all three of our new helmsmen were standing there,
looking at me appreciatively. Evean attached herself to my arm, however, before
any of them could get ideas. I had to admit, I enjoyed possessive Evean, because
she was the most beautiful and sexiest woman I'd ever met.


"The wife wanted to say hello;
sorry I'm late," I said with a big smile. "Now how about some
introductions? I'm Will, the captain and part owner. I believe you've met Dani,
the first mate and other share holder?"


"I'm Neli, your senior
helmsman," the older of the three started off. "This is Nita, and
Alena is our junior helmsman; this is her first real posting."


I smiled and nodded. All three of
them were attractive, Nita incredibly so. Only Alena had black fur, the others
were tawny colored like me. But I wondered if all the catfolk females coming
out of the academy were this attractive? Or had Nue picked them based on their
looks?


"We wanted to ask about the,
umm," Neli lowered her voice, "orcs on board."


I nodded. "Yes, they're
members of the crew, and have been with us since we first set sail a couple of
weeks ago."


Alena looked up at me; I could see
she was nervous. "Captain, we've all heard the stories. Are you sure it's
safe for us to be here?"


"Yes, it's safe. They're
members of the ship's crew, and please don't be rude to them. I know a lot of
orcs have bad reputations, but honestly, you'll all appreciate them if we get
into any trouble. If they do anything you don't like, ask them to stop. If they
don't, talk to me, Dani, Nikki, or Bork, and we'll deal with it."


"Bork?"


"Our cargo master, and yes,
he's an orc, too. Nice guy, trustworthy."


"But what if they hit on
us?" Alena asked in a whisper.


"Tell them you're not
interested? Unless of course, you are?" Dani said with a wink. "Look,
I used to be married to one. If an elf can live happily with an orc, it's
obvious a lot of the stories are just that, stories. Sure, they're a little
rough around the edges, so what? Just makes them a lot more fun. Course,
catfolk are nowhere near as refined," she said 'refined' with a
snooty tone, "as elves. So I'm sure you'll have a lot fewer issues."


Nikki spoke up then, "All the
orcs, except Bork and Boe down in engineering, answer to me; same for most of
the male catfolk. I'm the commander of the 'marines' onboard, if you want to
think of them that way. I'll be sure to remind them to be polite. No one on
this ship is going to force themselves on anybody."


"And they're all terrified of
her, almost as much as they are of him," Dani said with a grin and yanked
a thumb in my direction.


"Are we really going to be
hunting pirates?" Neli asked as Alena settled down. I noticed Nita was
looking thoughtful.


"Yes, that's why we've got
twenty-six marines onboard, as well as three deck guns, and two rocket
launchers. However," I said, taking a moment to look at each of
them in turn, "we'll only be doing that for a year, at the longest. Most
likely we'll be done with that in a lot less time. We have a few specific
targets we're being paid to eliminate. After that, we're going to put most of
the marines ashore and become purely a cargo vessel."


I looked them over a second time.
"Any other questions?"


Nobody said anything, so I smiled.
"Neli, you have the con. Dani, let Thraz know to warm up the engines.
We'll be casting off shortly. Nita, Alena, you're of course welcome to stay on
the bridge and familiarize yourselves with everything up here. I need to do a
quick inspection, then I'll be back up here for launch."


Everyone nodded, and I left Dani in
charge on the bridge as Nikki, Evean, and I went to inspect the rest of the
crew and the ship.


We only had fifteen shells in each
of the magazines for the side guns. We didn't want to try them with more than
that, because Makill had told us they'd only been tested with ten. Plus those
shells were expensive, and if we were firing that many, we had other problems. 


The deck gun took a larger shell,
and I decided to limit us to twenty of those, as well. That magazine was
actually in the ceiling of the front hold, and could have held sixty shells
easily, but again, they weren't cheap, and I figured a lower number would
discourage waste.


Everything looked shipshape and
squared away. I noticed our marines had reorganized themselves belowdecks. Each
of the fire teams were bunking as a group, and all three were right next to
each other. The heavy weapons and fire suppression group were also all bunking
together, which put the two orcs on it with the two female Hilanders.


"How's that working out?"
I asked Nikki as we left the crew quarters.


"Pretty well, actually. None
of our people really have any issues with the orcs, and the orcs seem happy
about that. However, I think the six on fire team three are a little jealous of
the two on the heavy weapons team."


"Oh? Why's that?"


"Because Mari and Sofia, the
two fems on it, aren't shy, and they don't care who's watching them while they
get dressed."


I shook my head. Hilanders didn't
have a nudity taboo, so of course they wouldn't care. The Junturans' nudity
taboo I think mostly involved only the other races, because of how so
many of the other races viewed them, though I hadn't spent enough time there to
really know.


"Let's check with the cooks,
and then it'll be time to get underway."


All three of the cooks were in the
kitchen, cleaning it and making sure everything was secured. While I'd replaced
more than a few of the things that had gotten broken during our last escapade,
I knew the kitchen was still something of a mess, and not having a cook for the
trip here hadn't improved matters.


"Hello, ladies. I'm Will, your
new captain."


"Oh, hi!" said an older,
but still surprisingly attractive, catfolk fem to me as the other two
straightened up, and I once again got a thorough examination. "I'm Jill,
your senior cook. That's Anna." She motioned to a black furred fem, who
was incredibly attractive. "Try not to drool there, Captain," she
continued with a wink. "And Irin's our apprentice."


"Any last minute concerns?
We'll be pulling out shortly. You did check the ship's food stores,
right?"


Jill nodded. "Yup,
everything's good, and we brought on a few extras this morning."


"No comments about the
orcs?" Evean asked, obviously curious.


"Nah, if any of them give us
any grief, they'll spend a couple of days bent over the head and remembering
who it is that feeds 'em!" she said with a laugh, and the other two both
grinned evilly and nodded their heads.


"I will say I find the males
you brought from the backwoods to be kind of interesting, though."


"Oh?" I asked.


"They're obviously not from
Juntura. Definitely a lot more of the rough and ready type. Not at all shy,
either. It'll make for an interesting trip, I'm sure."


"Just don't get too many of
them sick," Nikki said. "I need them able to do their jobs, so if you
see a trend developing, let me know so I can nip it in the bud, okay?"


Jill laughed. "I hear ya.
We're not as priss and well-brushed as those helmsmen you took on today, and
all of us have sailed before, as well as worked in some of the less reputable
pubs in town."


I nodded, and we took our leave and
headed back up to the bridge.


"Let's get this show on the
road," I said as we came onto the bridge. I noticed Bork had joined Dani
up there, and they were talking about possible cargo, depending on our future
plans. "You can take us out, Dani."


Nikki and Evean watched as Dani had
the lines brought up and cast off. It was interesting, watching her work. I'd
never seen Dani in command before, and obviously she'd been paying attention
during her time on the Grey Moth. She had Neli back us out, bring us
about, and sail us to the launch zone, then get us up and headed on a course
away from the city as we climbed to three thousand feet.


"So what's the plan?"
Nikki asked as we leveled off.


"I want to run a few drills to
get everyone used to the realities of living on a ship," I said, making
sure everyone was listening. "Then I want Alena to take one of the
launches off and have Neli and Nita practice a few coming alongside maneuvers
so our marines can see how that will look.


"Then each of the gun crews
will get to take a couple of shots with their guns, so everyone can get used to
the noise. After that," I looked around the room and smiled, showing my
fangs, "we go hunting."


 


The next few days were busy as
everyone learned about life on a boat and the rhythm that comes with it. There
were surprisingly few injuries, and the crew started to become a crew.
The cooks unbent almost immediately and were joking and interacting with the
crew by the end of the first day. Neither Jill nor Anna cared about the orcs,
and even Irin didn't seem that bothered by anything that went on.


Neli, Nita, and Alena, however,
were a different story. Alena was obviously still nervous, and was with either
Neli or Nita when off duty. They also tended to self-segregate at meals, though
they would join me, Evean, Dani, or Nikki. I got the impression at least once,
however, that Nita really wanted to sit with the guys, but stayed with
Alena.


In fact, my only real complaint was
that both Evean and Dani could get a little insane at times when the two
of them were together at night with me in bed, and to be totally honest, I
encouraged it far more than was probably wise or smart. I didn't hide my
feelings regarding Evean anymore, and I was coming to realize, other than
Roden, there had never been anyone in her life before. 


Dani at least had had Guntz, whom
she had obviously loved, and to a lesser extent, Bazz—whom I suspected she'd
once had serious feelings for as well. 


But I was Evean's first real
love, and at times I could see an intensity there that probably should have
scared me. However…


However, that was how I felt
about Rachel, and how Rachel felt about me. And not just occasionally, but all
the time. So instead of pulling back from her, I accepted it, because I
understood it. The harsh truth was that Dani and Evean were going to be with me
for a long time, a long time, one way or another. I'd only just started
to realize and begin to come to terms with the fact that everyone else I loved
wouldn't be—that forty or fifty years from now, they'd all be gone, but I'd
still be here. A hundred years from now, my kids, maybe even my grandkids,
wouldn't be here.


But Evean would be, and so would
Dani. 


So yeah, maybe the insanity wasn't
totally their fault; maybe I contributed, too. Oren's death had shaken me, more
so than Goth's had, because Oren was my son. I remember my mother once
telling me, there's no greater pain to a parent than to have to bury their
child. The harsh reality now was, I would one day bury all of them.


 


§          §


 


"You have my sympathies,
William," Fel said as I woke up in his bar. "I remember when it
finally settled into my head, and I hadn't started a family yet, unlike you. I
never did have children; I wasn't able to face it back then as well as you
have."


"I don't know, six-hour orgies
are hardly 'facing it'," I said with a groan. Even in my dream, I was sore
all over.


Fel laughed then, surprising me.
"Maybe not, but they sure are a lot of fun! Besides, your thoughts about
Evean are spot on, and she's finally realizing, one of these days you're going
to seriously dig your claws into her, and she isn't going to be getting
away."


"Is that a good thing, or a
bad thing?" I asked, a little worried.


"For her, it's a good thing.
For you?" Fel grinned at me. "I suspect she's going to drive you
crazy, more often than not. But that's a long, long way away. So I
wouldn't worry about it."


I nodded, and picked up my beer and
took a drink.


"So why am I here tonight?
Surely not so you can console me or make comments on my sex life. Not that I
don't appreciate the former, mind you, Fel."


"You need to sail to Nuris.
They have a decent operation there in three of Nuris' major ports, and ships in
two of them. I've put all the information in your mind. Then you need to make a
run through Thayne to Savoy, where their next biggest operation is."


"What do they have in
Thayne?"


"Nothing, anymore. When they
took the Grey Moth, they tipped their hats to a lot of folks who didn't
appreciate them bringing their war into their territories. Especially as
they're worried once Two Rivers has taken enough land in Rossiya, they're going
to decide somebody in Thayne will be next."


"What about finding some sort
of munitions supply ship?"


"You're going to need to get
me some more intelligence, William. It looks like they're getting their
munitions from a group of gnomes on Delaize now. They can't sail a ship like
that through Prime, it would be confiscated the moment someone there realized
what was on it."


"Which means they'll be making
the circle," I said.


"Yes, most likely
counter-clockwise, as Juntura is quite hostile to them now as well."


"So if we can find out the
name of the ship and a schedule, we can intercept it."


Fel smiled at me. "Exactly,
William. And if you can take out their ships on Nuris and Savoy, that will
leave them without an escort."


I smiled back as I thought about
it. "Thanks, Fel."


"Good night, William."















 


 


Twenty-Three


Port Seven, Nuris


 


 


"Shut down the engines, make
those bow lines fast, and get us on shore power so we can shut down the
generators," I called over the intercom. We'd gotten to Nuris a week ago
and had cruised the area around the portal, but there hadn't been any distress
calls or signs of pirates.


So Nikki, Dani, Evean, Bork and I
had hit on a strategy. We knew there was a Two Rivers intelligence operation
here. We even knew they had a couple of ships based out of here. Some of our
crew would go into town tonight and let it 'slip' that we had only put in for
refueling and would be on our way in the morning, as we had a 'hot' cargo
headed for Thayne. 


Most 'hot' cargos heading to Thayne
these days were weapons, so they'd tell everyone they 'didn't know what was in
those one by one by six boxes stacked twenty deep and eighty wide' as they
laughed about it.


The best part was, we even had a
fairly good idea which bars were the best to go to.


We'd send out two teams. The first
would be made up of three orcs, who were obviously our 'security' to keep us
from being pirated, with Thraz sent along to 'keep an eye on the boys'. Boe
apparently had a gift for playing dumb, so he'd be the 'weak point' and would
spill the beans when appropriate.


The other team was Nikki, Nita, and
Evean. Nikki and Evean would be in human form and would play the captain and
the purser, out for a drink with the helmsmen. Evean and Nita would bitch about
the orcs onboard, while Nikki would talk about how they needed them for this
trip to Thayne. That was more for cover, because it wouldn't look right if only
one group was out there. 


Everyone else had to stay below
decks, except me in human form, and Jacob, the orc fire team leader. We'd play
'deck watch' in case anyone decided to try anything while we were tied up.


The fuel truck, which still looked
like a cement mixer to me, showed up early on, and I helped with the refueling.
Our tanks really weren't that empty, but still, it had to look good for anyone
who might ask questions later. 


I was putting the covers back on
when I heard someone hailing Jacob from the dock. I quickly went over to see
what was going on.


"What do you mean, I can't
come on? I'm the port inspector!" a man yelled from the dock at the foot
of the gangplank. Jacob had his rifle trained on the man's head.


"Boss said no one come, you no
one!" Jacob yelled back, in an accent so thick it almost made me laugh.


"Whoa! Hold on a minute,
Joc," I said and looked at the man on the dock. "Who are you, and
what do you want?" I asked him.


"I'm the port inspector! I'm
here to inspect your ship!"


"Sorry, but Captain said no
one's allowed on while she's away. You'll have to come back in the
morning!" I called back to him. I guess he thought we were pretty dumb. I
knew there was no such thing as a port inspector.


"If you don't let me come on
now and inspect your ship and your holds, you won't be leaving in the
morning!"


"That's fine with me!" I
said, laughing. "I've been wanting to get off this bucket and stretch my
legs since we left Powder Smith in Wainwright!"


"You haven't heard the last of
me!" he yelled, shaking his fist and walking off.


"Who the hell is 'Powder
Smith'?" Jacob asked in a lower voice, all accent gone, as the man hurried
down the dock.


"Rifle manufacturer. Big one.
Probably the only company within reasonable sailing distance that could fill a
ship like this with rifles these days."


"You'd think he would have
come up with a better ruse than 'port inspector'. Honestly, I'm insulted!"


I shrugged. "Better to be
underestimated by your enemies than overestimated."


"True."


I went back and finished sealing up
the tanks, and shortly after that, the girls came back.


"How'd it go?" I asked as
they paused on the deck before going below.


"I got a few questions about
if I had any room for a rush cargo," Nikki said. "I told them we were
full up; maybe we could stop by next week after we got turned around?"


"Some human girl in the
bathroom asked me how I could sail with orcs," Nita said next. "I
told her, they're not part of our company, they came onboard with the guns,
oops! Did I say guns? I'm sorry, I meant cargo! They came on with our cargo,"
Nita said with a wink.


We all snickered at that, then the
girls went below, and we waited for the others.


When they finally showed up, they
were drunk. Thraz wasn't, and Boe appeared only a little tipsy. But the other
two were all but being carried.


"Had to put on a good
show," Boe said with a shrug. "Who turns down free drinks from a
human, right?"


"Then why aren't you two
drunk?" 


Thraz grinned. "We swapped
glasses whenever nobody was looking."


I sighed and shook my head. Jacob
helped them get downstairs, then sent one of the others up to stand the rest of
his shift. A while later I was relieved on watch and went to get some sleep
myself.


 


I was standing on the bridge as we
cast off.


"Remember to move slow and
make it look like we've got a heavy load on," I told Neli, who was
piloting. 


"Yes, Captain," she said
as I rang for all ahead slow. I noticed she had the pitch on the blades way
down, so the engines were making a lot of noise, but not moving us that
quickly. Hopefully that would convince anyone watching us from a distance that
we really were loaded down.


She took us up slowly to five
thousand feet, and then when we started off, we 'lost' a thousand in altitude.
As soon as we were out of sight of any other ships, the fire suppression team sprang
into action, climbing up onto the tops of both deckhouses and covering
themselves with tarps painted the same color. 


The next hour was quiet. The portal
we were heading for was a good eight-hour sail at our current speed.


"I hope they're not waiting
until we get to the portal." Neli sighed.


"Ship overtaking us from
behind!" the stern watch reported almost as soon as she'd said it.


"Looks like you got your
wish," I said with a grin, and then hit the intercom. "Everyone to
your positions. Don't attack until they're committed." I turned to Neli.
"You going to be okay up here?"


"Where are you going?"


"To the rear entrance of the
deckhouse, in case anyone makes it that far. Remember, we have four people on
the roof through the hatchway," I said, pointing. "If you need help,
and I'm not responding, call them down."


I had my swords, and I had my
pistol. I hadn't bothered to grab a rifle because the attack was mainly Nikki's
show.


"Remember, try to take the
captain alive!" I called out, and then we all waited. It didn't take long;
the other ship came alongside us and immediately closed the distance as their
intercom bellowed, "Heave too! Heave too!"


Neli just flew a straight course,
and in less than a minute, grapples flew out, locked onto our ship, and pulled the
two ships together. No one was out on our deck, but there were ten men on
theirs who were obviously the boarding party, and another two manning what
looked like machine guns set up on what normally were crane mounts, so they'd
have a commanding view of the decks below them. 


The moment the boarding party
jumped over the rail, the snipers on our roof opened up on the two machine
gunners, killing them in moments, while our fire teams bolted out of the two
deckhouses. The second and third team immediately attacked the boarding party,
while the first team ran as fast as they could and vaulted onto the other ship
before their captain could realize the tables had turned. 


I saw Nikki leaping the rail with
them, and I noticed the boarding party had already been cut down to three
survivors, who were trying to hide behind the edge of the front deckhouse, but
unfortunately for them, our snipers were picking them off from above.


"Teams two and three!
Board!" I yelled out and stood guard on the deckhouse entrance while our
snipers made quick work of the remainder. I noticed all the grapples suddenly
drop as the other two teams scrambled aboard our attacker. Somebody must have
realized things weren't going as expected and hit the grapple release. 


I yelled, "Stay with him!"
up to Neli in the deckhouse, then charged across the deck and leaped the gap
opening between the ships before it became too wide to jump.


I immediately made for the bridge.
By the time I got there, they had the captain on his knees with his hands tied
behind his back, and one pilot, who was wounded, flying the ship.


"What are you doing
here?" Nikki asked.


"Someone's got to fly the
ship," I said, pulling the pilot away. I leveled us off and rang for all
stop. 


"Let me know if and when we
have control of the engine room, if you need me to go down there and set the
engines, too," I told her. 


"You two," she said
pointing to two members of the first team. "Tie that man up and guard the
bridge. The rest of you, with me."


I looked around; there were several
dead bodies, and the captain was trying to inch his way out of the bridge. I
concentrated a moment, opened a portal, and pushed him and the other one
through it. Ten minutes later, Nikki came back.


"The ship's ours. Now
what?"


"We take it under tow back to
Juntura and sell it, of course," I said with a smile. 


"What about the crew?" 


"There were survivors?" I
asked, surprised.


Nikki nodded.


"Huh. Put 'em off the
ship."


"I don't know if I want to
give them a launch, Bro."


"No, I mean put them off
the ship."


"You want me to toss them over
the side?" Nikki asked, looking at me a little wide-eyed.


"They're pirates, Nikki.
Doesn't matter if they have letters of marque or any of that shit here. Toss
'em over the rail and let 'em learn to fly. If it bothers you, I'll do
it."


"Um, I think I can do it. What
would you have done if this was a proper military ship?"


"Shot 'em and thrown their
dead bodies over. I've seen what these people do, Sis. It's like the Nazis all
over again. Seeing what they were doing when I rescued Dani and the others
brought back all those old horror stories dad told us about his time in the
war."


"We need to talk, Will.
Seriously. But you're right about these guys, they're pirates, and I'll have
them all thrown off the ship."


I nodded and looked out the side of
the bridge. Neli had already matched speeds and was slowly closing the distance
as she ran alongside us. 


 


"Ship overhauling!" came
the panicked cry from the stern watch.


"What the hell?" I said,
looking around. We had only just gotten the two ships tied side by side so we
could assess our prize.


"Dani!" I called, then
yelled out, "Man the guns!" 


"What, Will?" Dani asked,
sliding to a stop in front of me.


"Either this is their other
ship coming to help out, or another pirate. If they come up on the other side,
put a couple rounds into their engine room."


Dani stopped and looked around,
obviously assessing the situation. 


"Third squad! Scatter on the
deck and drop! Look like you're dead!" she yelled and took off.


"Boe! To the pirate engine room!"
I yelled myself and ran back to the other boat. Alena was on the bridge, making
sure it was held steady to ours, but I didn't want her to end up all alone on
the ship if things went south.


"Thank god you're here,
Will!" she said, sounding almost terrified.


I gave her a quick hug and popped a
voice cantrip. "Everything will be fine, don't worry."


She nodded, and I snagged a pair of
binoculars, went to the starboard side of the bridge, and watched out the
window. The orcs on the Kashmir's deck had taken advantage of the
bloodstains left by the attackers to drop by them and make it look like the
crew had been killed. I could see two of our catfolk hunkering down in the
machinegun nests on the ship that had been used to support the boarding, hiding
behind the simple armor. There were also several deck guns on this boat, but no
one had looked at them yet, so they were as good as useless in this fight.


As the ship pulled up, I heard our
radio broadcasting. Someone was calling to let us know they were here to help
with the cargo and would be pulling alongside. Running back to it, I hit the
mike and yelled, "You're late!" 


"No we're not!" came back
almost immediately. "You attacked early!"


Surprisingly it continued to go on
in that vein for several more seconds as I stepped back to the side and looked
out the window again. I could see they were matching speed with the Kashmir,
and suddenly everyone on the deck scrambled, several running for the deck gun
in the center of the ship.


I head the Kashmir's gun go
off, and a hole appeared in the side of the other ship; then several seconds
later it went off again, and another hole appeared. The enemy was bringing their
gun to bear when a third shot rang out, all their fans instantly wound down as
they went dead, and the ship slowly dropped. Neli pulled up and banked away
from us abruptly as she accelerated, which broke the lines holding us together,
and I heard the other ship's gun finally fire, but they were falling faster
now, and Neli's sudden maneuver had gotten her out of the line of fire as the
enemy struggled to elevate their gun to follow. I could see the flight surfaces
on the enemy ship were working, and their pilot was trying to roll the ship to
help the gun crew. At least they weren't aiming at us yet.


As I watched, the starboard crane
on the Kashmir came off of its rests and tracked outwards as Neli took
the ship in a tight curve around the falling ship. I heard our machine guns
open up as the two gunners must have decided to pick off the people on the
deck, and for a moment, they all dove for cover, as those running for the
launches on the fantail were cut down.


Then a rocket flew out of the
rocket launcher on the starboard crane and hit the attacker dead amidships,
right behind the gun mount. The resulting explosions broke the ship in two;
obviously the rocket had hit their magazine.


The two pieces of the ship spun
away from each other, end over end. As I watched, the open ends disgorged
several large rocks as they spun upwards, and the two halves of the destroyed
ship suddenly plunged towards the ground like the proverbial stone.


"See, Alena? Nothing to worry
about at all."


 


We'd taken our prize in tow, but
had landed both ships in a lake I'd found on the charts once nightfall was
coming on. Tomorrow we'd put a prize crew onboard it, but we'd keep it under
tow until we reached the gateway. According to Dani and our helmsmen, towing a
ship through a portal was not a good idea.


Once we'd gone through, we'd fly
the rest of the way back to Portland in formation. 


"You know, we could just keep
it and turn it into another cargo ship," Bork said. We were sitting in my
dayroom and having a brief meeting before we called it a night. The rest of the
crew was already celebrating our victory, and I suspected everyone here wanted
to join them.


I shook my head. "We need the
funds right now more than we need another ship. We have bonuses to pay to
everyone for capturing it. Besides which, we're not here to start a shipping
company."


I looked over at Nikki. "How
many did we lose?"


"Only one, and that was just
bad luck. We have a few more wounded, Zed told me it'll be a few days before
they're recovered enough to fight, but if we're going back to Portland to drop
off that ship, it shouldn't be an issue."


Dani spoke up next.


"Before we launch tomorrow, I
want to move all their munitions over. They've got full magazines, and their
weapons fire the same as ours, so it's a free reload. You should probably send
Jill over as well, to see what we can grab of their food stores."


I nodded and made a note of that.


"How many will we need for a
prize crew?" Evean asked.


"Alena can pilot it, Boe can
run the engines, two more deckhands to help tie up and spell either one of them
for breaks?" I said and looked at Dani and Bork, who nodded. 


"Once we're through the
portal, it's just a six-hour run in," Bork said. "We could add a cook
and few more crewmen to flesh out the watch if you want to.


"How long are you thinking of
staying in Portland?"


"Long enough to pick them up
and have Nue and her sister take possession of the ship so it can be sold. So,
a day? Half a day?"


Bork nodded, and I looked around
the room. "Anybody got anything else?"


Everyone shook their heads.


"Okay, go join the party. Try
not to get too drunk. We have to fly tomorrow."


I watched everyone leave, except
Dani and Evean, who were seated to either side of me.


"You know you have to make an
appearance, Will," Dani said.


"I'm just waiting for the
others to mingle first so I can make my grand entrance," I said with a
smile. Then I frowned a moment. "We got lucky today. They had no idea who
we were or what was in store for them. I don't think that's going to
last."


"You know, they didn't have a
priest on their ship," Evean said. "So for Two Rivers, this isn't a
religious fight. Ral and Par might not even know you did it."


"How could they not know?
They're gods!" Dani said, staring at Evean.


"Rules," I said, looking
at her. "This didn't happen in their domain, it happened two worlds away.
They're limited as to what they can know."


"Sounds confusing."


"It is," Evean and I said
together.


Sighing, I stood up. "Come on,
let's go spend a little while with the crew, have a few drinks, then go to our
cabin and fuck like bunnies."


"Do bunnies really fuck that
much?" Dani asked as they stood and followed me to the door.


"The playboy ones do!"
Evean sniggered.


Dani gave her a blank look as I
laughed.


 


§          §


 


"Hi, Fel. What have you got
for me?"


"There's a munitions shipment
that should be coming through in about a week, William. You'll need to raid the
office of the intelligence officer in charge of everything on Savoy if you want
to get the fine details. The escort ship will be flying out of there to take
over the last leg of the trip; its name is the Excelsior."


"People name ships that?"
I asked, bemused.


Fel nodded. "When they're the
stuffy religious types, they do. Also, there's only one ship based out of Savoy
right now. Between you and Ann, with those three ships you stole or destroyed,
they needed to redeploy their assets."


"Guess that captain was in the
know, huh?"


Fel smiled and shook his head.
"No, the captain had no idea. He was more of a political appointment given
an easy job. The pilot, on the other hand, had been sent over from Savoy to
help crew the new ship they'd just put into service after a refit. Apparently
he wasn't happy about his situation in life."


I nodded and starting making plans.



"Your sister is right,
William," Fel said, interrupting my thoughts, "you can't just
slaughter everyone you don't like."


I sighed. "They were pirates,
Fel."


"Yes, they were. The Excelsior,
however, is not. Not yet, anyway. It's a flagged warship to help the munitions
ships make it through Thayne without difficulty. So if you do end up with
prisoners, don't execute them out of hand."


I grumbled a little. I really
didn't like any of the Two Rivers people.


"Please, William."


I sighed again and nodded. Fel asking
me to do something was even worse than when he ordered me. Because now I'd not
only make him mad if I didn't do it, I'd feel bad about it, too.


"Yes, Fel. I'll either send
them to you, or figure something out that doesn't involve killing them or
setting them up to be killed."


"Like say from hitting the
ground after you 'let them go', right?" Fel asked with a laugh.


I nodded. I might play those kinds
of semantic tricks on others, but you don't do that kind of crap to your
friends. A thought occurred to me then.


"Wait, you said they'll be
coming through in about a week?"


"Yes, you won't have time to
fly to Portland. You'll need to send them off without you, or leave the ship
here."


I shook my head. "Can't leave
it here, Nue's dropped more than a few hints about money, and mine and the
girls' share from this would definitely help out."


"I put the combination to the
ship's safe in your head; you can pass that on as well. Or take it
yourself."


I nodded. "How long will it be
until Par knows we took this munitions ship?"


"That will depend on where you
take it. If you take it on Savoy, it'll take six days for the souls of any crew
or priests you kill on the Excelsior to make it home. But understand, as
soon as that ship comes into Rossiya, Ral and Par will know who's aboard
it."


"Unless of course it's me,
Evean, and Nikki."


Fel nodded.


I paused a moment and considered
what I was about to do.


"I have to ask, Fel. Is it
okay with you if I do this? I don't want to make things worse for you, and I
think you're about to end up with an enemy until the end of creation once I do
this."


Fel smiled at me, really smiled.
"Why, thank you, William, for asking; I know how much you want to do this.
But it's too late to turn back now. Ral and Par, or more to the point, Par, has
pushed too far. Yes, she'll hate me forever, and Ral too, I'm sure. But they
made a fatal mistake; they put their hand in someone else's game, so now they
get it cut off."


"More rules?" I asked


"You could say that," Fel
said with a nod.


"How's Tiru doing?"


"She's doing well. But it is
still far too early to tell, William."


"Thanks. Goodnight, Fel."


"Good night, William, and I
wouldn't recommend riding that ship in until it crashes. Use a fuse."















 


 


Twenty-Four


Port Saligar, Savoy


 


 


It took us five days to get to Port
Saligar, sailing flat out. The ship was getting fueled, having consumed most of
its fuel load after running so fast. We'd sent the other ship home, with Alena
to fly it, Boe to run the engines, half the members of strike teams two and
three, and Anna the cook. 


That left us with two functional
strike teams, but as Nikki, Evean, and myself would be part of the next attack,
I didn't see that as a problem.


But we did have a problem right
now, and that problem was Two Rivers' intelligence headquarters here on Savoy.
Over a dozen people worked there, including a priest—who was not the one
in charge, surprisingly. Which was probably the reason the office wasn't on
holy ground.


We were currently watching from a
second story window in a flophouse Evean and I, both in human form at the time,
had rented a room in a few hours earlier. We were each carrying a set of
binoculars, making it easy to peer through the few windows that didn't have
their shades drawn.


"So how about we just go in
there and kill everybody?" Evean suggested with a grin.


Nikki growled and smacked her on
the ass. "Behave."


"William! Control your
sister!" Evean squeaked, surprised.


I sighed. "I gave up on that
years ago, Ev, and besides, if I can't make you behave, what makes you
think I can make her behave?"


"I say we sit tight and wait
until sundown. We sneak in, grab what we want, and then leave," Nikki
suggested.


"But then they'll know we were
there," Evean replied.


"No, they're know someone
was there. They won't know that it was us."


"And you're sure of that
why?" 


Nikki grinned. "My brother
there has a tendency to destroy things, or hadn't you noticed?"


Evean grinned back at her.
"That's one of his redeeming features, truth be told."


Nikki, Evean, and Dani looked at
me.


"What?" I said, looking
back at them. "Surely you can't expect me to disagree with her, can
you?"


"You're still such a dork
sometimes, you know that?" Nikki grumbled.


"Then how come I get all the
hot girls?"


Nikki sighed. "Dork."


I sat there and watched as it got
later and later. As I listened to the girls killing time, mostly by telling
stories about me or teasing Nikki over her lack of children, I saw one person enter,
then not much later, two other people leave. I recognized the three of them
because the pilot Fel had 'questioned' had known a lot of the people here, and
Fel had put their appearances and names in my head with the location and layout
of the place.


After a while, four women came out
of the building and left.


"There go their
secretaries," I said with a small nod.


"From the way they dress, I
have to wonder what their actual duties are," Nikki snarked.


"You wouldn't be wrong,
either. The people working here are pretty cutthroat, and prefer being
here—where they can get away with that kind of behavior—over being at home
where they'd have to hide it."


Two more women came out, followed a
minute later by a group of men, one of whom I recognized as the captain of the Excelsior.


"The guy with the engineer's
cap is the captain of the Excelsior," I whispered as we continued
to watch. 


"So they haven't sailed
yet," Dani said. 


"Somebody want to follow him
and find out where they're moored?" I asked.


"I'll do it," Evean said,
and shifted back to her human form and quickly made for the door. "It sure
beats sitting here and being bored!"


"Meet us back at the ship,
Ev," I told her.


"You got it."


"There's their priest," I
said as another man came out a minute later. A few more came out, then the
lights were turned off, and a lone man came out, locking the door behind him.


"And that is the man in
charge," I told them. "I'm gonna follow him and see where he
goes."


"What?" Nikki said.
"What about our little B and E?"


"I'm sure you two can manage
if I'm not back. Give it an hour, okay?" I said. Shifting into my human
form, I quickly made for the door and left the room. I'd suddenly had an idea
as I watched him locking up, and I kinda liked it. 


Coming out of the flophouse, we almost
collided.


"Watch where you're going, you
bum!" 


"Who you calling a bum?"
I yelled back and pushed him. "Watch your own damn step, four eyes!"


"How dare you lay hands on me!
I'll teach the likes of you to mind your betters!" he yelled back, then he
pulled out a pistol and shot me.


I screamed in pain—which wasn't
faked, it hurt a hell of a lot—and rushed him. I grabbed him, wrestled with
him, and pulled him towards one of the alleys as we drew looks from people on
the streets. Not that there were many of them.


"Help me! He murdered me! He
murdered me!" I yelled loudly to cover his yelling, as he was finding out
just how strong I was. 


I popped a cure on myself, which
helped some, but I'd need another one; the bullet had done a lot more damage
than I had realized, and I was even feeling a little dizzy.


He pulled the trigger again, the
gun trapped between us, and this time he got the both of us, though it wasn't
as serious a wound this time around. However he screamed loudly in pain, and I
noticed people were heading towards us, so I grabbed the arm with the pistol
and twisted it as I manhandled him into the alleyway. As soon as we were out of
sight, I concentrated, opened a gateway to Fel, pushed the man through, cast
another cure on myself, and shifted into my champion form as I dropped the
gate.


"Where'd they go?" a man
yelled as several people came into the alleyway.


"Where'd who go?" I
asked.


"Two men! They were
fighting!"


"Oh," I shrugged and
pointed down the alley. "What do you want with a couple of drunks?" I
said as they ran by me.


I walked around the block a few
times, and once everyone was gone, I shifted and went back upstairs. As I
entered the room, Nikki was glaring at me, and Dani was snickering.


"I didn't really want to
search the place anyway," I said with a shrug. "What do you say we
get some dinner and meet Evean back at the ship?"


"Why didn't you tell us this
was your plan?" Nikki growled.


I shrugged. "'Cause I just
made it up?"


"Argh!" Nikki said and
threw her hands up in the air as Dani laughed even louder.


"It'll be okay, I know a good
restaurant," Dani said, still laughing as she went over to the door.


 


The restaurant Dani took us to was
a nice one, as she'd promised. She'd told us to stay in our human forms,
because apparently cats and orcs weren't allowed. Elves and gnomes were, but
that and humans was it.


"Kinda weird to run into
blatant discrimination, isn't it?" Nikki whispered to me after we'd been
seated.


"There are a lot of places
that limit customers by race," Dani said, obviously overhearing. "I'm
a little surprised they allow gnomes, and not dwarves. But you'll run into this
pretty much everywhere, if you take the time to look for it. I'm probably the
only elf out there allowed into most orc bars."


"Just seems weird is
all," Nikki said.


"Back when the emperor ran
everything, the only exception was if the person wanting in was an officer in
uniform. If you didn't seat them and treat them with complete respect, the next
day you'd find a bunch of storm troopers burning your place to the
ground." Dani paused, and then laughed. "A lot of elven and
human businesses got torched over that one, I'm sure."


"You mean elves can be as
stuck up as humans?" 


Dani snorted. "Elves wrote the
book on stuck up. Trust me on that one. Pouli and Melamar elves aren't too bad
these days, but the ones on Keman can get pretty stuck up, and I won't even set
foot on Amnar."


I decided to change the topic by
asking what Dani recommended on the menu. I knew going to Amnar was probably a
death sentence for her, as her ex was now a king or something like that there,
and wanted her dead. I don't think she was on good terms with her parents
anymore, either, and they were a king and queen, seeing as she'd once
been a princess.


Dani was more than happy to change
the subject, and Nikki also seemed happy to. I honestly found the menu to be
interesting. I also found it interesting that mine was the only one with prices
on it. Neither of the girls' menus had them. I was just glad I'd brought gold,
because this wasn't going to be cheap.


The service was exemplary, and the
food was great. In fact, everything was going well until Nikki quietly went,
"Uh-oh."


"What?" I sighed in
resignation.


"Over your right shoulder,
there's a man I believe we saw earlier tonight. He's staring at Dani."


"Oh, shit," I swore and
debated turning around to look.


"He's standing up."


"Dammit!" I swore again,
then fished the pouch I kept my gold in out of my pocket and dumped a bunch on
the table. 


"And here he comes, as well as
all his friends."


"Dani?" I asked as I put
the pouch away.


"It's that priest. The rest of
the men look like ship's company."


"We better get…" I
started, but then a voice came from behind me as several men spread out around
the table.


"Princess Daniella Latenta
Paronator Latham! I think you'd better come with us!"


Nikki leaned back in her chair.
"Greedo! I was just going to see your boss. Tell Jabba I've got his money."


"What the hell are you…"
the priest started, but I'd gotten the reference—it was one of the last movies
I'd ever seen—as everything kicked into overdrive. Lunging to my left, where
Dani was seated, I took my fork and rammed it into the eye of the guy reaching
for Dani as Nikki's gun went off, blowing a hole in the table, as well as the
head of the priest who had been standing behind me. 


The man dropped, taking my fork
with him, so I grabbed Dani, who was still eating her dessert. Pulling her out
of her chair, I ran for the exit, carefully dodging tables as I heard Nikki's
pistol fire again. 


"You'll let just anybody in
here, won't you?" I yelled at the maitre d' as I lowered my left shoulder
and blasted out the door, moving Dani to my right, but still keeping her body
close to mine. 


I came out onto the street and
looked around, Nikki coming up behind be me, gun still out. 


"Move, they're
following!" she said, and I turned left and dashed for a taxi that had
just been vacated. The door was still open, as the man was paying the driver
through the side window. I launched myself into the back, making sure not to
land on top of Dani.


"Drive! Five gold if we're
gone now!" I said, burning a cantrip to put a little power behind
my words.


He took off just as Nikki jumped in
behind me, forcing me to quickly shift around so I didn't crush Dani.


Who was still holding her plate and
eating her dessert.


"Really?" I groaned,
looking at her, as everything shifted back to normal speed.


She smiled at me, took another
piece off with her fork, and stuck it in my mouth.


I had to admit, it was pretty damn
good.


"Where to?" the driver,
who was hauling ass down the street, asked.


"Pier Six off of Market,"
I told him and carefully moved over to sit by Dani. Once I sat down, I got the
money out and paid the driver, who had slowed down to regular traffic speed.


"Trouble back there?" the
driver asked.


"She's a princess, we're her
bodyguards," Nikki said. "Apparently someone thought they'd do a
little kidnapping."


"In Bacherof's?" the
driver said, surprised.


"I will be having words with
the owner," Dani said in a perfectly haughty-sounding voice. "Maybe
I'll even have my father, the king, buy it for me so I can tear it down when
I'm done. I almost lost my dessert!" she ended, holding up her plate and
sounding about as indignant as an elven woman could sound.


I looked at Nikki as we struggled
not to burst out laughing.


When we got to where we were going,
Dani looked at me and told me to, "Tip the nice man," as she flounced
out the back. I sighed and gave him another couple of gold, bending over and
whispering to him as I did.


"I wouldn't tell people about
her; when she gets mad like this, bad things happen."


The driver nodded slowly.
"Never piss off an elf or a gnome, every hack knows that. Thanks for the
tip!" 


I watched as he drove off, then we
headed down to our ship. "Get everyone ready to take off as soon as Evean
gets back, Princess," I told Dani with a grin.


"Where are you going? You're
supposed to be protecting my body." She giggled back and rubbed up
against me.


"I need to take a nap. Sis,
please keep an eye on her royal highness here," I said with a wink.


Nikki rolled her eyes and looked at
Dani. "I still can't believe you finished your dessert!"


"They told everyone I was a
princess. What was I supposed to do?" she asked with a smile.
"Anything else would have been out of character!"


I left the two of them to it and
went to talk to Fel.


 


We took off at midnight and set off
for the portal our target would be coming through. The Excelsior was
another Meteor class, same as ours, though it was armed a lot better than we
were, with three deck guns of the same caliber as the one we had mounted on our
foredeck. The Excelsior, I discovered from Fel, was originally intended
to be another commerce raider, but after they lost a certain corvette, the one
assigned to escort duty had been recalled to the capital.


"So, that's what they're
mounting," I said to the others. Bork, Dani, Nikki, Evean, Thraznick, Zed,
Neli, and Nita were there, as well as Eiger and Jacob, the leaders of our two
remaining assault teams.


"Taking them head on would be
suicide," Neli said. "They've got more experience and better
training. A simple ship to ship battle isn't going to go well. We'd probably
damage them, but I don't think we'd win."


"We need to remember what our
goal is here," Nikki said, looking around the table. "Our goal is to capture
the munitions ship they're escorting. That's it. Our only concern with the Excelsior
is, it's in the way of our goal. We need to focus on our goal, not the Excelsior."


"Yeah, but as long as the Excelsior
is there, we're not accomplishing that goal."


"Don't be too sure of
that," Nikki said, looking back at Neli. "What's the Excelsior's
goal?"


"Umm?" 


I looked around the table; no one
else had an idea of where Nikki was going, but I was figuring it out.


"To protect the munitions ship
and get it to its destination."


"Which means?" Bork
asked.


"We can hide behind it. They
can't shoot it, or it'll be their ass."


"But then they'll know we're
not going to destroy it."


"Exactly! We'll be putting a
people on it to take it, so they'll have to do the same, to either defend it or
win it back! And while they're busy doing that, we put both fire teams
on the Excelsior, and suddenly it's not about a ship to ship fight
anymore, it's about repelling boarders."


"Wait, if you're going to put
both teams onto the Excelsior, who's going to take the target
ship?" Jacob asked.


"Me, Evean, and William."


"Add Zed," I told her.


"And Zed." She nodded.


"You're going to take over a
ship with just four people?"


"Evean, William, and a friend
of ours took over and killed everyone on a corvette last year. Now, how many
marines and other crewmembers do you think they're going to have on a ship
hauling explosives?"


Jacob nodded slowly. "I think
I see your point."


"I think we have a good
starting point," I said to everyone as they turned to look at me. "So
now it's time to work out the details. We know were the ship is coming out, and
when. The ship escorting them from Pouli will follow them through to ensure the
Excelsior picks them up, then it'll reverse course and return to Pouli
though the portal. So we have to stay out of sight until after that happens.


"However, we know which portal
they'll be taking through to Thayne as well, so we have a twelve-hour window in
which to attack them."


"Let's do it at night,"
Dani said.


"Why?"


"Because we see great in the
dark. Humans, however, don't. There's also only one of us, so anything we shoot
at is the enemy. But there are two of them. They'll have to be a lot more
careful, or they might shoot their cargo ship instead of us."


"Running at night will also
make it harder for them to see the ship's launches," Eiger pointed out.
"Which will make it easier for us to get our people onto their ship."


"Why are we doing this, if you
don't mind my asking?" Nita asked, piping up.


"Because they murdered the high
priestess' son, who was also my son," I growled. "They killed
a one-year-old cub, and both I and my god, our god," I
motioned to Zed and Eiger, "are pissed, and we're going to teach them what
happens when you fuck with us. Understand, we Hilanders are a race of warriors,
and we don't put up with shit like killing defenseless cubs."


"Oh!" Nita said, wilting
a little. But I noticed Bork and Jacob sat up a little straighter, along with
Eiger and Zed, and even Dani, surprisingly.


I sighed and gave a small shake of
my head. "I'm sorry, Nita, I didn't mean to jump on you. I'm just really
protective of my kids. Two Rivers, however, seems to take a particular delight
in slaughtering the weak and defenseless."


"So what happens after you
capture the ship?" Neli asked.


"You escort us through Thayne,
then head directly back to Juntura. Dani will function as captain until I
return to the ship. After this is done, I'm hoping the Kashmir will
finally be able to start its career as a cargo hauler."


"That sounds good to me,"
Neli said. "And as a mother, I can heartily agree with teaching a lesson
to any bastards who go around killing cubs. Nita, fetch the maps off the chart
table, and let's get down to planning."















 


 


Twenty-Five


Over Winterland, Savoy


 


 


The plan was not simple. We
were grounded, with four lines set into anchors pounded deep into the dirt. The
ship's motors were currently at idle to keep a light tension on them, as four
orcs with axes stood ready to sever the lines. 


I sat in one of the launches with
Evean, Nikki, and Zed. Eiger, Jacob, and the rest of their assault teams were
in the second one, with Nita piloting. She hadn't wanted to do it until Zed had
a few words with her in private. I honestly think he promised to marry her,
which, considering how many of the girls drooled over him, probably wasn't far
from the truth. The girls liked me because I was big and buff and in charge.
Zed was so handsome, that if catfolk made movies, he'd have been a star.


The plan boiled down to this: Once
the munitions ship was sighted, the fans would crank up to full power, and as
the ship passed overhead, the ropes would be cut, and we'd come flying up out
of the dark. The people on the deck gun would open fire on the Excelsior,
and as we drew near, I'd cast off and head for the target. 


As the Kashmir passed
between the two ships, the side gun, on whatever side that would be, would also
open fire. Neli would then bring the Kashmir around hard and dive
down to the opposite side of the target from the Excelsior. Nita would
cast off while they were coming around, being launched up high, and hopefully
out of sight, due to the light cloud cover. Once on the other side of the
target, Neli would tilt the Kashmir and slide in close, like a pirate
trying to board. Dani, Bork, Jill, and Anna, the only people who didn't already
have assigned jobs, would use the two machine guns and their rifles to pour
fire into the bridge to make it look like the ship was about to be boarded.


While they were distracting
everybody, Nikki, Evean, Zed, and I would be coming over the stern and taking
out the crew. 


Nita had probably the hardest job
of anybody. We had no idea what the Excelsior was going to do, and she had
to get the assault teams onto it. That was why she was launched up high, so she
could dive down, gaining speed, to be able to maneuver to match whatever the
captain decided to do.


"I see them!" Dani sang
out over the intercom. "Everyone, hold on tight and get your axes ready!
Neli! Full power!"


I checked my engine and motors.


"Prepare to cut the lines!
Cut!"


It was like being in an elevator to
the moon. It started off easy, a gentle force pushing us down, but kept getting
heavier and heavier. Suddenly I could hear the deck gun firing shot after shot.


"Will! Cast off!" 


Nikki and Evean cut the two lines
that had us tied down with their knives, and the acceleration stopped for us. I
could see the boats now. Both the Excelsior and the munitions ship were
running with their lights on. The rest of us were not. Neli rolled the ship
almost onto its side as she shot the gap between the two ships, the nose of the
Kashmir clipping one of the wings of the Excelsior, causing it to
momentarily bank away from the munitions ship. 


And then she was pulling up out of
sight, and damned if she wasn't doing a barrel roll with a several-hundred-ton
ship right over everybody! I could barely make out the other launch as Nita cut
loose, flying up into the light cloud deck.


"I really need to ask Nue
where in the hell she found Neli," I growled as I brought our own engines
up and made my way to the stern of our target. I could hear alert sirens going
off on both ships, and just as I got to the back of it, the ship started to
slowly turn to port, towards the Excelsior.


"Grappling hooks!" I
called out, and all three of them tossed hooks out, Zed and Evean's hooking on
to something. I did my best to keep us neutral, as they hauled is in, then tied
us off. We were just forward of the stern on the portside. I turned everything
off, and we scrambled over the side and onto the boat. I heard the soft sound
of a shot and noticed there was now a dead body on the deck.


"I hope you let him…"
there was another gunshot and I noticed another body hit the deck, only this
one was screaming.


"…alert the captain."


"Course I did," Nikki
grumbled. "This ain't my first rodeo, Bro."


"It certainly isn't." I
sighed. "Now remember, wound them, tie 'em up, stop them from dying. We
need them alive. Got it? Zed, with me."


Everyone nodded, and we split up
into two groups, after Zed and I took a moment to truss up the wounded sailor
and make sure he wasn't in any danger of dying. Then we moved forward. 


Zed and I came across one more
sailor as we moved among the stacked cargo. None of us had known what this
ship's layout was, but now that we were on it, it was a bridge forward design,
with all the cargo holds behind the bridge, and cargo stacked up on the deck,
as well. Once we cleared the top, someone was going to have to go back and take
the engine room.


We'd gotten about halfway to the
bridge when I heard machinegun fire, and I saw bullets hitting the bridge and
forward deckhouse. Looking over the rail, I was shocked at how fast the Kashmir
was coming towards us. The whole ship slightly rolled towards us, and probably
a good thirty feet above us. Just when I thought they were going to crash, Neli
dropped them down until the railing on the Kashmir struck the railing on
the cargo ship—which didn't even budge. She then blew the ship's whistle twice,
and ten seconds later she dropped out of sight. 


I heard it before I saw it. The Excelsior
was passing above us, and ropes were dropping down from it. Ropes with
people on them!


I dropped to a knee, burning a
cantrip for accuracy, and picked them off as fast as I could. I was still
shooting them when I head the sounds of heavy weapons, and the Excelsior
was suddenly moving again. Looking portside, I watched as Neli took the Kashmir
up on the far side, the nose pointing at the Excelsior, and all three
guns opened up on it. 


People were still trying to get
down the ropes, but the cargo ship was still moving to port, and the ropes were
no longer over the deck, so I stopped worrying about the people on them, and
went back to worrying about the soldiers who'd made it down, as the captain of
the Excelsior tried to avoid being a sitting duck.


I came up on them about the same
time Nikki and Evean did. There were a dozen of them, and they were all heavily
armed. The fight was brief, but furious. I was wounded twice, and Zed, whom I'd
told to stay behind me, had been wounded as well.


At least we could heal ourselves.
The enemy couldn't.


I rejoined Nikki and Evean at the
entryway to the deckhouse. 


"Let's take the bridge; once
we have that, we'll have to go get engineering."


They nodded, and we moved out of
the line of fire and pulled open the hatch.


Zed did something, and the firing
stopped.


"Mass sleep," he said
with a grin.


"Now he tells us!"
Evean said, giving Zed a look as he shrugged, looking a little sheepish.


We piled through the door in short
order. Nikki and Zed hog-tied the four sailors on the floor as Evean and I
dashed up to the bridge. 


I shot the one guy who was armed in
the legs, dropping him.


"Surrender and we won't kill
anyone!" I yelled, burning another cantrip.


"You'll never get away with
this!" the captain said.


"All the more reason to order
your crew to surrender! We're soldiers, not pirates!"


"Everyone, lay down and
surrender," the captain ordered, and then pointed to the ship's intercom. 


"Yes, pass the order. I'd
rather not kill anyone else today. Have them assemble in the mess. Make sure
they understand if we find anyone hiding when we search, they'll be shot."


"What are you going to do with
us?" one of the crew asked.


"Put you on the launches and
set you adrift once we're near our destination," I told them. "You're
merchant marine. Now, Captain?"


Nikki and Zed came up while the
captain was telling everyone to surrender and meet in the mess. Evean stood
guard as they tied everyone up.


"What's that for?" the
captain demanded.


"Less chance of
accidents," I told him. "Now, how many people are on your ship?"


"Eighteen, total."


"Break it down."


"Six in engineering, three
pilots, two cooks, six able-bodied sailors, and my executive officer."


"I tagged one coming up the
side, Nikki. What's that put the count at?"


"Seven plus these four, not
counting the captain."


"So six more. Zed, stay here
and keep an eye on them. Anybody acts up, shoot 'em a few times. Just try not
to kill anybody."


"Yes, Will."


"Come on, Captain, you get to
lead the way." I noticed Evean was looking out the windows. 


"How's it going out
there?"


"They're way down below us.
Someone's on fire. I can't make out which."


"Okay, let's go find the
mess."


As expected, there were six people
in the mess. The engine room was below us. As the motors were all electric,
there were only fans, and no 'prop', they could put it anywhere. It made sense
to put it all in one space. 


By the time we got everyone
situated in the mess and checked the ship, the Kashmir was flying off
our wing.


"I need to take our launch
back over and find out what happened," I told the others.


"Sure. What do you want us to
do?" Evean asked.


"Stay on this heading and
altitude. I shouldn't be gone long."


"Where are the rest of your
boarders?" the captain asked.


"Wiring the ship with
explosives in case we have to abandon ship," Nikki said with a smile.


"Zed, with me," I said,
and we quickly made our way back.


 


As I landed on the back of the Kashmir,
I could see she'd taken some damage. There were a couple of holes punched
through the aft deckhouse, and the other launch now tied up wasn't one of ours.



There was also a hole in one of the
wings, and I suspected there might be more in places I couldn't see from here.


Making things fast, I sent Zed to
the room we'd set up as a medical bay. He'd be staying here anyway. I went in
search of Dani, and found her on the bridge.


"How bad is it?" I asked.


"Eight dead, ten wounded. Did
you bring Zed back?"


"Yeah, I sent him to the med
bay. What happened?" 


"During all the maneuvering
while we were slugging it out, Nita was forced to crash the other launch into
the deck of the Excelsior. She broke her leg in the process, and several
team members suffered similar injuries. 


"The fight on the Excelsior
was tough; we lost six people. They did a lot of damage, killed a lot of
people, then set it on fire, retreated to one of its launches, and got
off."


"Who died onboard?"


"Irin was killed when the
first shell went through the mess. Bax was killed by shrapnel when we took a
hit up by the front gun while he was loading it."


"Can you still fly?" 


Dani nodded and ran a hand through
her hair. "Yeah, we can still fly. Thraz will do a full damage assessment
once the sun comes up."


I looked over at Neli. "Where
the hell did you learn to fly like that?"


She 'blushed'. "Umm, I was thrown
out of the military because I did a barrel roll…" she stopped and giggled
"…with a frigate."


"Yeah, that'd do it. I take it
you didn't break anything?"


"Just the captain's
nerve," she said, still giggling.


"Yeah, well, you got a job
here for life. Though please don't roll any ships again unless you have
to."


 She nodded.


I turned and gave Dani a hug and a
kiss. "I need to get back to the other ship. I can't stay long. I'll see
you back in Portland in a week or two."


She nodded, and I gave Neli a hug
as well, because she really seemed to need one. I then went down to the engine
room where Thraz was.


"Will! What can I do for
ya?"


"You know those bombs I asked
you to build?"


"Ah, yes. So you're gonna blow
that boat up then, are ya?"


I nodded.


He got a duffel bag and set it at
my feet. "The triggers in these are pretty easy to set—just don't drop 'em
after you activate 'em, as they're shock activated. Make sure they're secure
before you pull the pin. I made you six of them. Let me show you how they work."


Twenty minutes later, I was on the
launch going back to the munitions ship. Neli was flying, because I'd found Zed
and Nita in a very compromising position. At least he'd taken care of his
patients first!


"So, now what?" Nikki
asked as I carefully set the bag down on the bridge.


"Set these up in good places,
seeing as you probably know more about it than I do. When we get close, we'll
activate the impact triggers, and you and Evean will take the others off the
boat and gate back home."


"You're not going to ride it
in, are you?" Nikki asked, looking at me.


I laughed and shook my head.
"No, Fel already disabused me of that notion. I'll leave about thirty
seconds before the big boom."


"Why are you keeping the crew
on until the last minute, anyway?"


"Because Ral and Par know
there's supposed to be a crew on this ship. If it shows up without one, that'd
be suspicious. We have an hour and a half run to get to the main temple after
we get through the portal. I don't want to take them off until we can't be
stopped.


"And how long will that
be?"


"Three more hours to the first
Portal, thirteen to the one after that."


"So we have eighteen people to
deal with until then."


I nodded. "Keep them awake;
don't let them sleep. No food, only water. Maybe we'll give them a beer or something
after twelve hours. We want them groggy and easy to deal with."


"What about bathroom
breaks?"


"Give 'em a couple of buckets.
If they figure out what I'm planning to do, I wouldn't be surprised if at least
one of them tried to play hero."


"And we need them all alive,
so keep them tired and off balance. Got it."


"Great. Go help Ev, and bring
me up some food and water when you can.


"You know, you could have them
send over a couple of soldiers to help us out here."


I smiled at her. "I did. I
sent them down to help Ev. Oh, are you and Bork really sleeping together?"



I laughed as she 'blushed', ears
going flat. "I can't sleep with the troops who report to me; that's just
not kosher. Besides, I like big men, the only other males onboard are
Thraz and you, and I'm just not into dwarves."


"But green is cool?" I
teased.


"Like I said, I like big
men!" And this time she leered at me. "He's actually a pretty good
lover, and…"


I held up my hand. "TMI,
T.M.I. Go help Ev."


 


#


 


I looked out the window to the
left. The Kashmir waggled its wings, then broke away from me, picking up
speed as it did so. I turned back to the gateway before me and cast an accuracy
cantrip on myself just to be safe. The only people on the ship, other than the
crew we were still holding prisoner, were me, Nikki, and Evean. 


Evean joined me on the bridge.


"This is so freaky," she
said as we approached. "I still can't get used to how this works. You
know, I never really noticed it before."


I nodded, still concentrating as we
got closer. Then the nose touched…


…and we were through. I pulled the
nose up slightly to start a slow climb.


"Hold course for me," I
told her, "I need to run back down to the engine room and run everything
back up to full power."


"Aye aye, Captain!" she
said with a laugh, and I slid down the stairs using my hands on the rails. It
didn't take long to get the engines back up to speed, and I ran all the way
back up to the bridge, reset the fan blades, and set us on a slightly steeper
climb.


"Did you and Nikki get
everyone on the boats?"


"Yup, they're all tied and
blindfolded. We actually got them all into one."


"Does that mean you're staying
with me?" I told her.


Evean nodded. "You showed me
how to arm the bombs, and Nikki showed me where they all are. I figured I'd arm
'em for you, then pop out so you could concentrate on flying."


I nodded, reached over with an arm,
and pulled her into a hug. "Thanks, Hon."


"I want to get my revenge on
the bastards as well," she said and leaned into me.


"Fel's pretty pissed," I
told her. 


"They're all pissed," she
said.


"Really?" 


"Yeah, I was talking with
Roden earlier about it. Supposedly there's some protocol or something they're
all supposed to follow. When they agreed to help the first goddess—what was her
name?"


"Tistre."


"It could still be construed
as 'following the rules', because they were helping one god with their
'problem'. But when they signed on with Quzelatin, it became clear they were
pursuing their interests in another world. Not those of Tistre, not
those of Quzelatin, their own."


"And that's a no-no, I take
it?"


"It's a huge no-no, my boy
scout," Evean said with a smirk. "It's okay to help other gods out,
in their lands, when asked. Even if perhaps you maneuvered them into asking.
But you don't bring your interests to other gods' realms. Par's
pursuing you, and to a lesser extent Feliogustus, broke those rules. Then on
top of that, Feliogustus had entered into an agreement with all the
other gods on our world that they agreed to because of the service you'd done
and because it shifted a lot of power away from Feliogustus."


"And Par's actions destroyed
it."


"Yup. Feliogustus is free to
set you back to conquering the world. He's free to gain allies and pretty much
do whatever the hell he wants."


"Does this mean battle lines
are being drawn back home?" I asked with a frown.


"Rod tells me there's a lot of
whispering and backroom discussions going on, to put it in terms I'd
understand. Understand, no one wants to attack your home, but they're all
seriously worried about who you and Rachel might decide to take on.
Especially as your Feliogustus has been getting very chummy with those gods and
goddesses who helped with the Kaiju and didn't sell him out. 


"You see, before this, he
couldn't send you out to help someone if they were attacked by another god or
country. But now? Now he can, and Rod's pretty sure he would."


"So where does this leave
us?" I asked, a little confused.


"No one knows. Things are all
very confused because of Par's actions. Feliogustus has the upper hand on
Saladin now, but Rod's told me he's playing it cautiously, trying to reassure
the others, which is confusing them, because most of them don't know
about the Seven Worlds. And no, don't ask me how."


I just smiled at her, because that
part at least I understood.


"But—and here's the big ole'
but—all the gods here in the Seven Worlds are watching what
happens here."


"Is that good or bad?" 


"They're about to learn
Saladin has an A-Team, and we can play with the big boys."


"Oh, does this mean I'm
Hannibal?"


Evean laughed. "No, your god
is Hannibal."


"Face?"


Evean shook her head and smiled at
me. "I'm Face. You're Howling Mad Murdock."


"Well, you are the
good-looking one," I said, smiling back.


"Burns Six Three, Burns
Six Three, this is Two Rivers frigate Blue Squire."


"Hold us steady, will
you?" I asked and, letting go of Evean, I went over to the radio station
on the bridge. Thankfully I had all the latest intelligence and call signs.
Switching to human so my voice wouldn't give me away, I waited as they repeated
the call a second time.


"Blue Squire, this is Burns
Six Three. What can we do for you gentlemen today?"


"Burns Six Three, where
is your escort?"


"Blue Squire, they're
returning to base. They said they were having a fan problem. Besides, who's
gonna bother us here? We got you, right?"


"Burns Six Three, are
you requesting an escort?"


"Blue Squire, how much
trouble will you get in if we do?"


"Burns Six Three, stand
by."


There was a minute of silence, then
they came back.


"We can escort you as far as
Port Caeder, if you wish."


I knew the route we were taking;
I'd committed it to memory. Port Caeder was half an hour away at our present
speed. We were currently about ninety minutes out from our target.


"Blue Squire, if you
could take us about halfway there, I think we'll be safe. Oh, and tell Captain
Sheehan he still owes me dinner."


I smiled and waited to see what
they'd say to that. 'Tell Captain Sheehan he still owes me dinner' was code for
'everything is running fine over here'. If I'd said, 'Give Captain Sheehan my
regards', it would have meant we were in trouble. These phrases were only known
to ship captains and were changed every month.


"Burns Six Three,
Captain Sheehan acknowledges and thanks you for not pulling us out of our
assigned patrol area. Good day."


"Blue Squire, good
day."


I got up from the radio just as the
intercom rang. "Did you know there's a frigate off the starboard
side?" Nikki called.


"Yup, just escorting us for a
little while. Stay out of sight and don't sweat it."


I walked over to Evean.
"Better get out of sight, they can probably see into the bridge from
there."


"How's this?" Evean
asked, dropping to her knees before me.


"That's fine," I said as
I took the wheel, staying in human form.


"Um, Evean?" I asked a
moment later. Evean being Evean, I guess being on her knees was giving her
ideas.


"Hmmmm?" 


Suddenly I realized I liked those
ideas.


"Uh, never mind." 


 


I looked out the window and checked
the compass. The Blue Squire had peeled off an hour ago, and while I'd
sighted a few other ships off in the distance, no one bothered us or came
close. I'd altered course fifteen minutes after we passed over Port Caeder and
started a slow climb to six thousand feet. This ship's original destination was
two hours past Port Caeder on a northerly heading. Two Rivers' main temple was
now forty minutes due west, and that's where I was heading. 


The nice thing about a lack of
radar or position reporting was that no one knew what I was doing. Oh, Ral and
Par may have noticed it. But right now, the right crew was on the right ship,
and as they couldn't see me, Nikki, or Evean, they didn't have a clue where we
were going. 


I shifted into my champion form and
nudged Evean, who was napping on the floor, with my foot. 


She said something in a language I
didn't recognize.


"Huh?"


"Oh, sorry, was having an old
dream. We there?"


"Soon." I checked my
headings and did the 'eyes and ears' thing as I scanned the horizon. I got
little hot and cold nudges as I carefully brought the ship into line. I knew
what the temple looked like, but seeing it from the air would be tough.


"There's the city," Evean
said, pointing. 


I nodded and checked my heading. We
were getting close. "Tell Nikki to go."


Evean went over to the intercom.
"Time to go, Nikki!"


"About damn time. One of these
people shit themselves, and the smell in here is terrible. See you two
later!"


Two minutes after she took off,
with the crew the radio came to life.


"Burns Six Three! Burns
Six Three!"


"Should we talk to them?"
Evean asked me.


I shook my head. "Nah, let 'em
sweat. Now, where's that temple?" I asked, scanning around. It only took a
few moments, and there it was. 


"Activate the bombs in the
back, then get back up here. I'll get the ones in the front."


Evean nodded and ran off the
bridge. I locked the wheel and followed her down. I armed the two Nikki had set
in the front of the cargo hold and then went back up to the bridge. The voice
on the radio was now calling to any other ships in the area. Looking around, I
could see there were some small craft. I kept us level, though I let the nose
drift back and forth a little, like there was no one at the helm, and listened
in.


"Done," Evean said as she
came back on the bridge. "Down!" I said and pulled her down to the
floor again.


"Um, really, William? Here?
Now?" 


I laughed. "A small boat is
doing a flyby. I don't want them to see anybody on the bridge."


"Oh!" Evean said and
grinned.


Sure enough, the ship flying by
reported no one appeared to be on the bridge. I got a sudden ping from
Fel then, and standing up, I grabbed the controls and dropped the nose.


"Time to go, Ev."


"But I want to stay!" she
said with a pout.


I looked at her. "You're not
riding this in. If I have to grab you and drag you through myself, I might
miss."


"Fine, be that way," she
grumbled, and as I watched, she opened a portal and dropped through it. 


I concentrated and opened one
myself as I continued to push the nose down. We were at three thousand feet and
picking up speed; the altimeter was counting off the hundred-foot increments
faster and faster, and the people on the radio were screaming. I pushed the
nose down further as the temple drifted under me, then I put the blades on the
nose impellers to zero, and the ass pushed up as the nose dropped like a stone.
I set the rear impellers to their full pitch and locked the wheel. The temple
was almost dead under me, and the altimeter passed two thousand feet and was
counting off a hundred feet every two seconds. 


I didn't wait; nothing was going to
stop this juggernaut now. I jumped through the portal, closing it the moment I
was through.


"Fel?" I asked as I slid
across the floor and smacked into the wall. Damn, that hurt! I'd forgotten
about relative velocities.


"Boom!" Fel said
loudly, then laughed. The next thing I knew, his manifestation was in the room,
and he picked me up and gave me a hug. 


"There is now one hell of a
big hole where the main temple used to be, and you got their altar, their two
head priests, and both their champions!"


"How'd I get their
champions?" I asked, a little scattered.


"They were sending an army
through to Quzelatin to ride down here and 'teach me a lesson'!" Fel
smiled and gave me another hug. "And as they had a gateway open,
Quzelatin's temple and a quarter of Ylvani were destroyed! Jane's leading
Rachel's armies in there right now to mop up and plant the flag."


It took a moment for realization to
set in, and then I smiled and hugged Fel's manifestation back.


"So their religion has no
leaders, and it'll be days or longer before they can replace them."


"Longer, I bet. You know that
little speech Evean just gave you about showing them we had an A-Team?"


I nodded. Normally I hated it when
he read my mind like that, but not right now.


"I just told all the other
gods in the Seven Worlds I was invoking the—well you could call it the 'don't
poke the tiger in the eye with a stick' rule."


"Which means what,
exactly?"


"I've told you, in the core
worlds, all the rules are in play from all the realities that link off them.
When you commit to any particular rule, you gain powers, but you also gain restrictions.
I just picked one that doesn't allow me to war on any other god, but if
any god attacks me, I will engage in all out war, no holds barred, until they
either surrender and pledge to never attack me again, or I've destroyed
them."


"And that helps us how?"


Fel sighed dramatically, and
considering he was a god, it was a pretty impressive sight. "William the
Godslayer, the champion who has now slain four gods…"


"Wait, four?"


"Yes, first was the god of the
Mulanders, next you got Tantrus…"


"How did I get Tantrus?"


"Rachel's armies killed his
priests and destroyed his temples when they went in there to clean up. As she's
your wife, you get credit for the kill."


"Oh."


"Then third, there was the god
on the negative plain."


That made me smile; I liked that
one, even if it had taken two years out of my life. "But that's only
three."


"And you fried Quzelatin's
main and only temple and all his priests. Which makes it four."


"Umm…"


"You just did a number on Ral
and Par, and you walked away unscathed. There are a lot of gods right
now who don't like Ral and Par, and if you were to go back and ask for their
help in exterminating Two Rivers, with a record like yours, you'd have a lot of
takers.


"You're a godslayer, William.
The one thing all gods fear. And I just told them I'll put you in a box if they
let me play by that rule."


I shook my head and sighed.
"They're falling all over themselves to agree to it, aren't they?"


"You could say that." Fel
grinned. "What this means is, only Ral and Par can attack me, and right
now the church is open to schism because all my priests are publicly preaching
that we have no fight with Ral, only Par."


"I want two days with my
wives, then I'll go back and put the fear of you into them."


"Take three. The Kashmir
won't be back in port until then."


"Thanks, Fel! Now, where's
Nara hiding out?"















 


 


Twenty-Six


Kashmir, Portland


 


 


I was sitting in the captain's
dayroom on the small loveseat pushed against the wall. I had Rachel tucked
under my left arm and snuggled up against me. I'd decided to bring her along
and let her finally experience flying. I'd had Carol give us quite the aerial
tour of Portland and the surrounding areas, then take us down to the docks.


We'd been waiting for the Kashmir
as it came in and docked. 


Once it had tied up, I went
onboard, introducing Rachel to everyone as my wife, and found Dani on the
bridge.


Dani looked a little panicked at
first when I introduced Rachel, but I dragged her up close and gave her a hug
and a kiss.


"I want to see everybody in my
office," I said and gave her a pat on the butt. "Crew and officers
first. I'll meet the marines down in the mess after that."


"Where are Nikki and
Evean?" she asked, relaxing a little, though still stealing side glances
at Rachel. I was pretty sure I had mentioned to her that Rachel was a queen,
and very much a no-nonsense bloodthirsty little minx probably as well, and
right now Rachel was exuding that 'I own him and therefore I own all you, too!'
vibe.


"Home. Or at least that's
where they went when we left. I've no idea where they are now, but I wouldn't
expect to see them again for a while. Now, go round everybody up," I said
and took Rachel down to my dayroom.


"I can't believe how big this
is," Rachel said to me. "If I hadn't seen it land, I wouldn't believe
it could fly! You say the airships on your homeworld are different?"


I nodded. "They're big as
well, but a lot faster, so they don't need cabins or offices, because you don't
live on them. They're big open tubes to carry cargo, or they're full of rows of
seats, like a church, to fit as many in as possible to make the trip."


"That doesn't sound very
comfortable."


I laughed. "It's often
not."


"So where is your cabin? Captain,"
she purred.


"I'll show you later," I
said and gave her a kiss, as we'd gotten comfy on the small couch.


Everyone trooped in, looking tired,
and sat down at the table while looking at us.


"Dani, how did the trip home
go?" I asked.


"We stopped at the crash site
of the Excelsior. No one had raided it yet, so we raided their stores
and what was left of the shells in their magazines. We then flew back to Port
Saligar, and I sold the location of the wreck to a salvage company. Then we
came back here." 


I nodded and patted the couch on my
right side while giving her a smile. 


"Come, Princess."


I didn't see Dani blush often, but
it was worth it when she did. She slinked over to me and slid down to sit on
the couch on my other side as I put my other arm around her.


"Thraz, how's the condition of
the ship and how long to fix it?"


"It'd be best, Cap, if we rented
a dry dock and had a full inspection done. I think we got a fuel leak, and the
number three and seven impellers blade's need blending, if not flat out
replacing. I've got temporary patches on the holes in the deckhouse, the deck,
and the one we took in the hull; each of those will take a day to fix, but in a
yard we can have them worked on simultaneously. Then of course we need that
inspection," he said, shooting a glace at Neli, who smiled at him. 


"Okay, anything else?"


"Ya know Cap, these things aren't
supposed to be flying upside down," Thraznick grumbled.


"And yet it does it amazingly
well." I smiled, then looked over at Jill. "Jill, how are you doing,
and do you still want to sail with us?"


Jill nodded, perhaps a little
slowly. "Losing Irin was tough," she said with a sigh. "Is Anna
still with us?"


"As far as I know. I just
landed here in town when you got in." I looked over at Neli and Nita.
"Neli, Nita, are you willing to stay on?"


Neli nodded immediately, still
smiling, and Nita looked over at Zed, who nodded.


"Yes, Will," Nita said.


"William," Bork said,
speaking up, "if you don't mind my askin'. What are we doing next? Also,
how did it all go?"


"It went very well. Where the
main temple to Ral and Par was, there's now a smoking hole. A very big
smoking hole. I also killed both of their high priests and their
champions."


Rachel spoke up then, surprising
me. "They don't call my husband the 'Godslayer' for nothing, you
know," she said with a predatory smile that caused everyone at the table
to unconsciously lean just a little bit away. 


I smiled and kissed her.


"They do?" Bork said,
looking like he'd just found out he'd spent the last month living with a serial
killer. Which, in a way, was probably true.


"Yes, they do."


"He's very famous back
home," Zed said, speaking up. "They even sing songs about him. Which
of course he hates." Zed snickered, and then looked at me. "I'll
teach them to you if you want!"


"You know I go drinking with
your boss, right Zed?"


"And you know he'll side with
me on this one; he's your boss too, you know!"


I shook my head and sighed.
"Let's not get off topic. Two Rivers is in a serious bad way right now.
What I do next depends on what they do, and they have to do it soon.
Otherwise, yes, we'll be sailing back there in a week, and I'll be leveling
every last temple, then I'll be hunting down their priests, until they cease to
exist as a religion. 


"However, I'll be
raising an army, so we won't be doing it alone. I won't expect any of you to
stay on if we go to war. That'll be a more private discussion."


"And if we don't go back to
war?" Bork asked.


"Then we'll need to hire a
fulltime captain, see which, if any, of our marines want to stay on and work as
deckhands, and Dani and I will turn the ship into a regular cargo ship."


Bork nodded. "I'd prefer that,
but I guess I'm staying either way. I do know a good candidate for captain, if
you're interested."


"Very much. See me and Dani
later, and we can discuss it. Zed, you're staying with the ship
regardless."


"Yes, Will," he replied.


"Dismissed."


The three of us watched as the
others filed out, the last one closing the door behind them.


"Godslayer? Really?" Dani
asked, looking at me.


"Yes, Godslayer," Rachel
said with a nod. "He hates that name, too!" she added with a snicker.


"So you're gonna raise an army
and wipe out Two Rivers?" Dani continued. "While I sorta like the
idea, you can't be serious. I mean, you can't be! I mean, are you?"


I smiled and gave her a hug.
"Yes, I'm serious. I don't want to do it; in fact, it's become something I
really hate."


"And what about all the other
gods?"


"They're okay with it. In
fact, I suspect several of them are going to help. Hence the army."


"I don't understand,"
Dani said with a shake of her head. "The elven gods are definitely not
like this."


"Obviously," I said and
stood up, pulling them both with me. "Now, let's go meet the troops and
let them know what's going on. Then I can cut everyone a nice week-long liberty
while Thraz gets the ship fixed."


"You don't think this war's
really going to happen, do you?" Dani suddenly said, eyeing me
suspiciously.


"My attack was on Par. I've
blamed everything on Par. I want to hurt Par. Poor Ral, he just had the bad
luck of partnering with the wrong bitch. He should split from her, go his own
way."


"Huh?"


"He's trying to engineer a
schism in their church," Rachel said, causing Dani's eyes to open wider as
she figured it out. "The threat of an attack will help drive that wedge
deeper, and many of Ral's supporters will see how much they stand to lose if
they continue to associate with Par."


I nodded. "That's the gist of
it. Now, let's get this done. I promised somebody I'd show her my cabin before
she had to go back home."


"I don't know, a princess and
a queen? Sure you can handle us, Will?" Dani teased.


"Maybe next time we can bring
Darlene and make it a real challenge," I said with a laugh.


"Darlene?" Dani looked
over at Rachel.


"Don't ask. Even Evean
respects her."


"Oh! I like the sound of that!"


I had to laugh. Sure, next week I
might be going to war—again. But right now, I wouldn't change a thing.


 


End
Book Nine















 


 


Afterword


 


 


A lot happened during the writing
of this book. Originally I wanted to write this last year, but the lawsuit, the
injury to my arm, and a whole bunch of other things helped derail it. Then this
year there was the 'pandemic' which wasn't (I don't see any dead bodies in the
streets, do you?) the travel restrictions, my mother's declining health, and a
few other things (like having my one and only vacation a year canceled and
losing a bunch of money because of it) and let's just say it's been a rough
year.


But it's done, and I hope you all
enjoy it, because that's what makes it worth doing. We all need our get-aways
at times, and reading was always one of mine, which is why I am so grateful that
I get to pass that enjoyment on to others. 


Some notes about the story.


First off, some people pointed out
to me the similarities between 'Twin Rivers' and another place with a name that
started off with 'Twin'. A place I was quite familiar with, and in which I had
actually done work. I hadn't realized that similarity, and it wasn't planned.
When I came up with the name 'Twin Rivers', I needed to describe a pantheon of
two gods. Rivers, especially where they join, often have a significance in
religion and are often represented by gods and goddesses.


The type of attack used—in the
story it's 1998, so they don't know about what's coming in a few years. I wrote
a similar scene in Children of Steel (which was actually written in the
90s), and crashing things laden with explosives into a target is a tried and
true military tactic (look up Joe Kennedy, Jr.). Yes, I am familiar with what
happened in recent history, but it wasn't what I was thinking about when I
wrote that part of the story. 


Though it did occur to me
afterwards, and of course was pointed out to me by the beta readers.


The phrase 'They kicked my dog'.


This is something of a
colloquialism from my past. If you wanted to piss someone off but not quite
blatantly engage them (because you were a dick), you'd go over to their house
and kick their dog. It's a pretty scummy and cowardly behavior. You don't have
the guts to confront the person you want to get even with, so you pick on
someone/something a lot smaller and weaker than you are. The hope is that 'well
they won't do anything to me directly because I only kicked their dog, not
them'. Usually this works in that only angry words are exchanged.


But sometimes they get a fist in
the face.


In either case, it's the kind of
insult you don't ever forget.


 


I would like to thank my beta
readers, as well as my subscribers on Patreon and SubscribeStar. There were
some very helpful comments given to me there, and I appreciate it very much. 


Yes, there will be another book
following up the events of this one. Hopefully it won't take as long to get
around to it, but the Valens Legacy series (under my pen name Jan
Stryvant) really did consume a good deal of my life there for a while. 


Since the last POI book (The Seven
Worlds) I have moved to Texas. I live out in the country once again, and I
appreciate the lack of all those things I moved to get away from. 


 


Again: If you enjoyed this
book, please, please rate it and write a review. 4- and 5-star reviews
are my life's blood on Amazon. That's how Amazon decides who to show my books
to, and with the way online advertising has been taken over by just two
companies (whom the Feds are now investigating), getting the word out on my
books now is incredibly difficult. Amazon does try to help, but their efforts
are not always timely when it comes to alerting followers about new books.
Reviews are the best thing you can do to help me.


 


Some Recommendations: I do
have another name I write under, as I mentioned above: Jan Stryvant. If you
haven't looked at it, you might appreciate my Valens Legacy series.


 


Some other people I enjoy reading
in this genre, and you might, as well:


William D. Arand (aka Randi
Darren)—Please check him out, he's good. I've been a big fan of William's since
I discovered his work. It was kind of a funny moment for me when I found out he
was a fan of my stuff as well. I'm honestly beginning to suspect that he can't
write a bad story, because every book he writes is just so much better than the
one before. I just finished Remnant, and it was great. I'm also now a
part of his and Blaise's Veil Verse universe. You should really buy his
books.


Blaise Corvin—The Delvers
books are really a lot of fun and very much worth it. When I first came across
his Delvers LLC books, I almost felt kind of jealous, because I was like
'why didn't I think of that?' I do think if you like my stuff, you'll like his
as well, so check it out! And definitely give the Nora Hazard
book a try ('Mitigating Risk' is the first one), it was a great read.
Also check out (if you haven't already) his book in the Veil Verse
universe. 


Michael-Scott Earle—Yes!
Michael-Scott IS back, he's just not on Amazon anymore. If you want to find him
and read his works again, please go here:


www.michaelscottearle.com


Michael-Scott is another really
good author; we've been contemporaries for years, he's just a way faster writer
than I am with some really great ideas. He also plays bass, like I do, so you
know he's good. 


 


If you're into 'Harem' type
fiction, you may also want to check out this group on Facebook to see who else
is writing it that you might like:


https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/


 


Again, thank you for your support
and for buying my books.


My Amazon Author's webpage:


https://www.amazon.com/John-Van-Stry/e/B004U7JY8I


Occasional announcements at:


https://jvanstry.blogspot.com/


John Van Stry website at: 


http://www.vanstry.net/


Email:


vanstry@gmail.com
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