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     One 
 
    Hillshire - Riverhead 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shot the man in the head, his brains spraying out everywhere, and then as his children screamed. I shot their mother in the gut, dropping her as she tried to protect her kids from the monster that had come out of nowhere. I put another round in her head so she wouldn't suffer, reloading as I went past the screaming children to shoot another woman, then another man, and then a young lady who was screaming as she stared at me, her brains splattering all over the folks behind her. As she dropped, I kept killing them, only stopping to reload. 
 
    Eventually, I ran out of bullets. I had to, there were just so many of them. But rather than stopping, I drew my swords and cleaved heads, ran people through, and just hacked them to death. The amount of blood, bile, and gore got deeper and deeper as I waded through them, dozens, hundreds, thousands... 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I woke up suddenly. I was lying on my back in our old bed at the White Swan. Darlene was curled up against me on my left, and Rachel was on my right, both of them snuggling up close against the cold. It was late February back on Earth, which meant it was midwinter here in Riverhead. Six months had gone by since I'd left Mangan, since I'd last seen Kani, since I'd seen Slash, Estelya, or my by now newborn child with Kani. 
 
    I'd been popping through to Juntura every other week for five of those months, bringing Rachel, Darlene, and sometimes even Laria with me on each of those two-day visits. Fel had moved his main temple on Juntura to Nue's Church, for now, while the construction of the new temple—which would be the main temple on Juntura once it was completed—got underway in earnest. 
 
    To say that people were flocking to Nue's church to see me would be an understatement. Everybody loves a winner, and Junturans are especially vicious about going after those who hunt them and those who enslave them. So what I'd done to Two Rivers had struck a very deep chord with the catfolk there. It also hadn't hurt that the rumors of Fel's work at stamping out the slavery of catfolk in the orc brothels of Mangan on Lassen was spreading, or that the orcs who followed Fel were sharing that belief. 
 
    I'd have to go visit Mangan soon, I needed to see Kani, and I needed to see my children with Dani, as well as my child with Kani. I also needed to find out what those damned elves were up to, because I was still harboring a fair deal of resentment towards their gods, and elven society in general. I was also quite curious as to what Dani and Kani's parents had done in response to Dani's murder.  
 
    Last I'd heard, they'd been raising an army. But since then, I hadn't wanted to ask Fel about it. While the hole in me losing her had created was healing, it was still a tender spot. Rachel and Darlene had done a lot to help me with it. So had Laria, Nara, Nue, and surprisingly even Evean had come by more than once to see how I was doing and spend some time helping me to come to terms with it. 
 
    Then again, maybe it wasn't so surprising. Dealing with loss was something I knew she helped Roden's followers with. As he was a god of soldiers, I was sure she'd had to do it a great many times. 
 
    She and Darlene were now as thick as thieves. I think part of their connection was that they both came from incredibly poor backgrounds, had each spent time as 'working girls', and they had more than a fair bit of experience with dealing with smugglers and other such 'socially undesirable' types. 
 
    About the only thing no one had really been able to help me with was the nightmares. I hadn't asked Fel to stop them, and he hadn't offered. I think we both knew it was better for me in the long run that I pay this price for the wholesale slaughter I'd visited upon so many people at the end of the war.  
 
    At least they were coming less often.  
 
    I heard the sounds of the inn starting to come to life around me as I lay in bed. Travis and his wives getting out of their bed, and setting about getting breakfast started. Chaucer would be getting up soon as well, even though he didn't have the morning shift. Because there was no way his and Sarah's children would be in bed much longer with all that activity going on. 
 
    Darlene started to sit up, so I tightened the arm I had around her and pulled her back down onto the bed. 
 
    "Where do you think you're going?" 
 
    "To help." 
 
    I smiled at her. "I don't think Travis and his wives need his mother looking over their shoulder while they work." 
 
    Darlene blushed and didn't say anything, instead turning to face me and giving me a kiss. 
 
    "Feels strange, doesn't it?" Rachel said, yawning and rolling over to press up against my back. 
 
    "What?" Darlene asked. 
 
    "Not having to get up and do any work." 
 
    Darlene nodded, then suddenly smiled at me mischievously. "Oh, what ever shall we do?" 
 
    "I can think of something," Rachel purred as the two of them decided to get a little frisky. 
 
      
 
    It was a good deal later when the three of us got out of bed to get some breakfast and see how well the kids were doing. We'd gotten in well after dinner last night, and while it was nice to see Travis, his wives, Chaucer, and Darlene's sister Sarah, who was now Chaucer's wife, all I'd really wanted to do was sleep by then. 
 
    "Mom, Mom, Dad, how is everything?" Travis said as we walked into the family dining room in the private section of the inn. 
 
    "Your mother wanted to visit and check up on you," I said with a smile. 
 
    "Oh? And you didn't?" Travis asked with a grin. 
 
    "Let's just say, I figured it couldn't hurt." 
 
    "How have things been going for you?" Darlene asked as I seated her, and then Rachel, at the table before sitting down myself. 
 
    "About the same as they ever do, really. Business is good. I'm taking over the shop that sits behind us and turning it into a dry goods store." 
 
    "Is there that much of a need here?" Rachel asked. 
 
    Travis nodded his head. "The population here, and in the area surrounding the city, has grown by almost ten percent over the last five years, from what I've been seeing. They built a couple of new warehouses down by the harbor, and we're seeing a fair bit more trade in textiles, grains, and some household and toiletry items of types that aren't common around here. I've noticed the demand is definitely outstripping supply, so..." 
 
    I flagged down Kayla, one of my son's wives, and mimicked eating, and she smiled and went off to get us some breakfast, while Rachel and Darlene talked business with Travis. By the time we'd all eaten, Travis had invited us to check out his new shop. 
 
    "I'm going to pay Aryanna's temple a visit," I told the three of them, "but don't hesitate on my account." 
 
    "Don't worry, dear. We won't!" Darlene teased. 
 
    Smiling, I gave her and Rachel each a kiss, then headed out to the inn's main room. Rianna was tending bar, and Kayla was serving the patrons who were still having their breakfasts. Mornings were typically slow, so it really didn't take all that much work to keep things going.  
 
    Waving to each of the girls, I went out the front door and made my way down to the temple. 
 
    "William! It's a pleasure to see you!" the head priest of the temple said with a warm smile as I stepped inside the front doors. 
 
    "Nice to be here," I replied with a smile, having totally forgotten his name once again. 
 
    "Going to be in town long?" 
 
    "No, just checking on the kids, and wanted to say hello to Aryanna again." 
 
    He nodded and led me over to the small side chapel I'd used here many times before.  
 
    "Oh, here, a donation for the church," I told him and passed him a couple of gems I'd brought along solely for that purpose. 
 
    "Why thank you, William." 
 
    "You're more than welcome," I told him. Walking inside, I pulled out a gold coin and set it on the small altar there, more out of habit than anything else. 
 
    "Hello, William," Aryanna's voice said. 
 
    "Hello, Aryanna. It's nice to hear your voice again. It seems like forever since I was here last." 
 
    "Hard times do seem to make life slow down." 
 
    "So, I have to ask. Why Suzona?" 
 
    Aryanna's laughter filled the room. "Really, William, you have to ask?" 
 
    I blushed. "But I thought she was happy with Isengruer?" 
 
    "She was, but she had to do a lot of nasty, questionable things in that last war. Things people were remembering every time they looked at her, and it wasn't helping Isengruer in his goal of moving past it and putting his people, as well as the new ones he'd conquered, back together." 
 
    "So he fired her?" I asked. 
 
    "No, she could see what was happening and told him she'd leave if he thought it would help, and he accepted her offer. That was why she came to help Nikki when Nikki went to the core worlds to help you. She was looking for a new god. As I'd already put your sister in touch with Sanugok, your sister spent that time giving Suzona the 'hard sell' on working for me." 
 
    "Oh? And what was this 'hard sell'?" I asked with a slight frown. 
 
    Aryanna laughed again, "Access to you, plus this is a good place to raise children." 
 
    I sighed and shook my head, but I was smiling. "Well, at least you got someone who knows how to lead armies and can kick ass with the best of them." 
 
    "Yes, Suzona is truly an accomplished warrior champion, and I'm lucky to have her; however, there is something she has absolutely no experience with, which was another reason your sister was able to convince her to come and be my champion." 
 
    I looked at the altar with a puzzled expression. "What in the world is there that Suzona, the hot, wet-dream inspiring, incredibly sexy, and deadly Viking warrior doesn't already know?" 
 
    "How to be a mother." 
 
    I opened my mouth in an 'O' as I thought about that. Aryanna was very much a maternal goddess and figure. If there was anyone at all who knew what it took to be a mother, and how to be a great one, it was undoubtedly her. 
 
    "Why thank you, William," she replied—obviously reading my mind—which she was able to do only because I was currently standing in one of her temples. 
 
    "So when should I expect to get ambushed by her?" I said, only half-teasing, while looking around the room. 
 
    "The only reason she's not already here is because I know you're still working through a few things. I also wanted to have this little talk with you beforehand, so you'd know how things now are." 
 
    I nodded. Honestly, growing up in Hillshire would be good for a child, I was sure. Still, the idea of actually putting my child in her? I know I'd teased her about it once before—mainly because our relationship had started out as somewhat contentious. I think she was still afraid of Evean, because while Evean might not be the fighter Suzona was, she still knew how to get the better of Suzona in any situation. 
 
    At least Rachel didn't have any issues with Suzona because Rachel was the queen and Suzona inherently treated all royalty with respect. 
 
    "So what do I tell my wives? Or more to the point, what do I tell Rachel?" 
 
    "That the next time you have to go someplace, having Suzona with you will all but guarantee no other woman is going to be getting their hands on you?" Aryanna said in a playful voice. 
 
    "That would work," I said with a chuckle of my own. "However, I don't know when the next..." I stopped and looked back at her altar as I recalled Fel having told me, more than once, that Aryanna was very good at seeing the future. "I'm going someplace soon, aren't I?" 
 
    "Let's just say the possibility looks promising." 
 
    "You know, I distinctly asked Fel for some time off?" 
 
    "Yes, I know. I also know that for you, William, you'll work through your grief and your sorrow much more quickly if you're actually doing something and helping other people." 
 
    I sighed heavily. "I'd argue with you about that, but I know arguing with you would just be stupid." 
 
    "Because I'm a goddess?" Aryanna teased. 
 
    "No, because you care about me." 
 
    Aryanna laughed at that. 
 
    "How's Michael doing?" 
 
    "He's continuing to make a good name for himself amongst the other guards and winning the approval of his commanding sergeants. He's been assigned to Iron Town, and he's shown himself to be quite capable of dealing with the kinds of issues and problems that occur there." 
 
    "Well, that's a relief. Once again, it was nice to talk with you, Aryanna; thank you for everything you've done for me and my family." 
 
    "You're very welcome, William. I do have one small favor to ask of you, however." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "Be nice to Suzona. Leaving Isengruer was hard for her. Harder than what happened between her and her father, even." 
 
    "Yeah, I guess I can see that." I paused a moment as an old thought occurred to me. "Aryanna, are there a lot of champions out there like us? Ones who actually do fall in love, who do care, who do put their gods first? And they're just acting like assholes to spare themselves the pain of losing their loved ones to the ravages of time and circumstance?" 
 
    Now it was Aryanna's turn to sigh heavily. "Sadly, William, champions like you and Suzona are rare." 
 
    "What about Dezba, Joseph, and my sister?" 
 
    "I notice you didn't put Evean in that little group." 
 
    "I think Evean is in a class by herself," I said with a chuckle. "However, I get this feeling from her that she'll never work for anyone other than Roden, that when her time with him is done, she'll just retire." 
 
    "Perceptive. Yes, Roden is everything to her. You're the only one who's ever come close to that, which is one of the reasons Roden likes you." 
 
    "He does?" 
 
    "He spoils her more than Feliogustus spoils you!" Aryanna said with a chuckle. "As for the others? All of them understand loyalty, though it took Dezba over a hundred years to truly bond with her people. Joseph never bonded with any people or any god until he met with Circe. As for Nikki? I suspect she'll do well with Sanugok." 
 
    I nodded again, pleased to hear that. 
 
    "Thanks, Aryanna," I said, and bowing to her altar, I headed back to the inn. I wasn't sure how long we'd be staying, at least long enough to attend services at the temple. I knew Darlene missed paying her respects to Aryanna as well, seeing as she was still a quite devoted follower. 
 
    I was debating a trip back to Earth to see my parents; it had been a couple of years, and I could sneak off and see Rob and Shelly, and let them know I'd checked up on their son, and for the first time in his life, he was happy and doing well.  
 
    Of course, I'd probably have to leave right after that, but who knows? Maybe Shelly wouldn't lose her mind... Or maybe I'd just tell Rob after getting him alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, want to talk about it?" 
 
    I looked up at Chaucer, who was standing behind the bar. The girls and I had just gotten back from dinner at Duke Lias' home. Surprisingly, he was still quite interested in me, for all that I didn't live here anymore.  
 
    "How do you know I have something to talk about?" 
 
    "I was a career sergeant, thirty years, Will. I can tell when a man's got somethin' on his mind. Though I'm a guessin' whatever it be that's buggin' ya', it's not as fresh a wound anymore." 
 
    I nodded and set my mug down. 
 
    "Someone very dear to me was murdered, by a king no less, because he was a self-centered, cowardly asshole, and it all happened because a bunch of gods made a mistake." 
 
    "Well, that don't sound no good." 
 
    "It wasn't. For all that I want to punish those gods, I can't." 
 
    "Punishin' a god ain't something no mortal man can do," he said while refilling my mug from the tap. 
 
    I snorted at that. "Oh, no, that's not the reason. It's because they weren't the reason he killed her. They didn't know he was going to kill her; they thought they had him under control. But there was another god's priest in there that they didn't know about, and he'd been encouraging said king to be a much nastier and crueler ruler. 
 
    "So, by the rules, I can't do anything to them. Plus my god promised he won't let me go after any of the others unless they come after him first." 
 
    "So go after the king, then," Chaucer said as he set down my now full mug. 
 
    "I did. I killed him months ago. In front of his entire court. Killed a few of his advisors, as well." 
 
    "Ye killed a king?" Chaucer said, paused a moment, and added, "Of course yea did. What happened after that?" 
 
    "Eh, I'd already proven to everyone that he was a liar and a coward, and he'd murdered a princess from a very powerful family. So I suspect the castle and everyone around it are gone now, as I was told her family was also quite furious. Not that I really care about what happened to the ones living there. 
 
    "It was just so... so unexpected. I've been told a thousand times it wasn't my fault. There's nothing I could have done. That there was no foreseeing this." 
 
    "But yea still carry the guilt, because if you'd been there, nothing would have happened." 
 
    "Exactly." I sighed. "The problem is, I can't always be there. Not for anybody. I've got my job to do, and to be honest, if I try to hold someone's hand every waking minute—and sleeping one, too—well…" I shook my head again. "Nobody would stand for that." 
 
    "Assumin' you could even do it." 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    "That's how my mum died, you know." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "A couple of bandits came to our small farm while I was in town gettin' supplies and trading our crop. They had some fool idea we had money. I found the body when I got back. Tweren't pretty, what I came across." Chaucer sighed, drew himself a beer, and took a long pull. 
 
    "So what'd you do about it?" 
 
    "Joined the guard and hunted 'em down. Then hunted down all the others like 'em. What else was there to do? I tried to tell meself if I hadn't gone to town that day, it wouldna happened, but the truth was, they was waiting for the moment to strike. Sooner or later, I wouldna been there, and the same thing woulda happened regardless of anything I'd done or not." 
 
    "So what do I do? I could sure use some answers here." 
 
    "What I did. I spent twenty of those thirty years huntin' those monsters. All over the kingdom I got sent, and I helped put the fear of our goddess inna them, so much so that them robbers came to realize that stealin' from people was one thing, but killin' would always mean your death—anna not always a quick or easy one." 
 
    "But it still happens, Chaucer, even if it doesn't happen as much," I observed. 
 
    "True, but nowhere near as much as it used ta. Anna every time it does happen, if you make a big enough example, it won't happen again for a long time. People need to see the teeth before they'll understan' that the wolf can bite 'em. So every once in a while, the wolf goes out and does a little remindin'." 
 
    I thought about that for a few minutes.  
 
    "You know? You just might be on to something." 
 
    I got off the barstool. "Good night, Chaucer." 
 
    "Night, Will." 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Fel," I said and took the beer he handed me. 
 
    "I thought you'd be angrier," Fel said, picking up his own mug. 
 
    "Aryanna spilled the beans, and she's probably right. I probably do need to do this, whatever this is." 
 
    "And of course, Aryanna's already volunteered Suzona to go with you," Fel said, toasting me with his mug while grinning. 
 
    I shook my head. "I'll admit, I've come to like her and enjoy her company, mostly," I said, grumbling out that last word. "But why me? I mean, really, Fel. Sure we have fun in bed together, but is that any way to go picking the father of your child?" 
 
    "Oh, please, William! You know exactly why she wants you! Not only are you the only man to ever refuse her and not put up with her bullshit, but what was it you told Tia? How'd that go again?" 
 
    I could see Fel was giving me that 'don't be stupid' look, and I sighed. 
 
    "Look, she knows exactly how you feel about her. You're not one to lie about your feelings, and I seem to recall the last time the two of you were together, you were quite affectionate with her. Sure, there's a lot of men and champions out there who'd be more than happy to do the deed, but you'll never betray her, and once she's had your child, heaven help anyone who does, or goes after said child. 
 
    "And let's be brutally honest here. You're both still getting over a serious loss." 
 
    I looked up at him and frowned when he said that. 
 
    "William, how much would it hurt you if you had to leave me?" 
 
    I winced. "That bad, huh?" 
 
    "Worse. She was with Isengruer for a very long time. There are only two reasons she didn't just retire then and there and go off to her eternal reward for having served him." 
 
    "I'm guessing one of them was she wanted to have a child?" 
 
    "Raise a family is more like it. And to still be there if Isengruer needed her help again. Even if she had to do it as a mortal and it meant her death, she'll be there. She's still devoted to him." 
 
    "And you want me to help her?" I said, giving him my own 'are you crazy?' look. 
 
    Fel laughed. "Me? No, I'd never do that to you; I'm far too shallow a god for that!" 
 
    "Bullshit," I grumbled, and he laughed again. 
 
    "No, Aryanna wants you to do it for her. Which, of course, is why you'll do it." 
 
    "You know I'd do it for you, Fel." 
 
    Fel nodded, "Yes, of course you would. I think it's safe to say you'd do it even if you hated it. But for Ary? Oh, you'll not only do it, you'll like it!" He laughed again. "And before you start grumbling, she used to do this shit to me all the time, back when I was her champion." 
 
    "And did you like it?" I asked, genuinely curious now. 
 
    "Actually, yes, William, I did. Aryanna is very much a 'people person' kind of goddess. The part of her that led to her being deified and ascending—that part lives on very strongly in the goddess she's become. I wouldn't be half what I am today without the lessons I learned working for her. So yes, William, I know things are still hard. I know you're still having the occasional nightmare and bouts of depression. 
 
    "But I want you to do this. Not only because you signed me up for this obligation, but because Aryanna believes it'll be good for you and help you put your own grief behind you." 
 
    I sighed, and then sat up with a frown. "How did I sign you up for an obligation?" 
 
    Fel smiled so widely that if he wasn't a god, I was sure it would be painful. 
 
    "Remember when you told Commander Yuudai that if he helped you, you'd owe his country a favor?" 
 
    "Umm..." I tried to remember what had been said, but I did remember that the offer had been made. 
 
    "Well, it would seem, the time has come to collect." 
 
    "He needs my help?" 
 
    "It would appear so." 
 
    "Why would they need the help of a god or a champion?" 
 
    "That, William, I suspect you will soon find out. You can finish up with any family business—they don't seem too rushed, but don't dawdle. Once you've come home, I'll make the arrangements to send you on your way." 
 
    I nodded. "Night, Fel." 
 
    "Sleep well, William. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Two 
 
    White Swan 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was sitting in the private dinning room with Rachel and Darlene, enjoying a quiet lunch, when Chaucer came back into the room. 
 
    "Will, there's a lass out in the main room who says she knows yea?" 
 
    I sighed. "Let me guess, incredibly hot blond with gray eyes, in armor and armed to the teeth, with a thousand-yard stare to end all thousand-yard stares?" 
 
    "Yup, that'd be her. She's also wearing Aryanna's device." 
 
    "Oh, right, Nikki's gone to work for another god, and Suzona's Aryanna's new champion." 
 
    "Nikki's left us? So soon?" Chaucer said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Aryanna is well known for taking on new champions and training them up for her allies. Trust me when I say, Aryanna gained a lot of benefits from Nikki going to work for a new god." 
 
    "Oh, well, anything that benefits our goddess benefits all of us." 
 
    I nodded. "Exactly." 
 
    "So is this 'Suzona' a new champion as well?" 
 
    "No, Suzona's incredibly experienced, and I'm actually quite glad Nikki talked her into coming here. Don't be put off by her haughtiness; she earned it—the hard way." 
 
    "Iffen you say so. I'll go get her." 
 
    "What's Suzona doing here?" Rachel asked, and even Darlene looked a little surprised. 
 
    "You know that really nasty war I went to help her god win?" 
 
    Rachel nodded. 
 
    "She realized her presence was a constant reminder to everyone of just how bad it had been, and all the things she had to do to win it. Her presence was holding folks back from moving on and putting it in the past. So after talking with her god, she made the hard choice and decided to leave him." 
 
    I looked up as Suzona entered the room. I hadn't seen her in her human form in more than a few years. Five? Longer? The haunted look in her eyes was something I'd never seen before, but her six-foot tall, blond, svelte, and busty super-heroine appearance was, as always, impressive. Getting up, I went over to her and pulled her into a hug, because I honestly didn't like seeing that look in her eyes. It was just... wrong somehow. 
 
    Releasing her, I smiled. "Suzona, I believe you know my wife Rachel, and that's my wife Darlene," I said, motioning to them. 
 
    Suzona gave a slight bow, not being able to do more than that because I still had an arm around her. 
 
    "I welcome you to our family's humble inn," Darlene said, standing up. Rachel did so as well. "As a devoted follower of Aryanna, I would like to personally thank you for taking service with her. William has told us, more than once, what an accomplished warrior and champion you are. Again, thank you."  
 
    She hugged Suzona, surprising her. 
 
    Rachel hugged her next, and then they invited her to sit down and join us. 
 
    "Have you eaten recently?" Darlene asked. 
 
    "Ummm..." 
 
    "I'll get you something; wait here," Darlene said and left for the kitchen. 
 
    "She's like that," Rachel said with a smile. "So, is this a friendly visit, or do you have a job for our husband?" 
 
    "About that," I said before Suzona could respond. "Remember when I had to go on that trip with the other champions?" 
 
    "The one you didn't come back from for two years?" Rachel said with a slight frown. 
 
    "Yes, that one," I said with a bit of a wince, and not because of Rachel's frown. "During that adventure, we promised a government along the way that if they helped us, we'd return the favor one day." 
 
    Rachel sighed and gave a small nod. "If they helped us when we needed it, we have no choice but to honor that request." 
 
    "I'm sorry to be taking him away like this," Suzona said, regaining her wits. 
 
    "Just do us a favor and keep him out of trouble," Rachel said with a sigh. 
 
    Suzona laughed suddenly, and I had to admit, the sound made me smile. "Me? Keep William out of trouble?" 
 
    "With other women," Darlene said, coming in and setting a large plate of food in front of Suzona, who was suddenly blushing. "Normally, we'd send Laria along wit' him, but I have a feeling that wouldn't be safe this time." 
 
    Rachel started to open her mouth, paused a moment, and looked at Darlene. Something must have passed between them, because Rachel nodded and reached across the table, then put her hand on Suzona's. "I think we can all agree our Will here has more than enough wives, concubines, and girlfriends." 
 
    I was treated to an amazing sight as Suzona blushed all the way down to her impressive cleavage, which her current armor so delightfully put on display, as she was never afraid to use her looks to her advantage. 
 
    "I... I'll do my best, Rachel, Darlene," she said and suddenly smiled at Rachel, then Darlene, before turning a slightly more predatory gaze on me. "I promise." 
 
    "Now that we've got that settled, please, eat!" Darlene said and took her seat next to me. We all went back to eating our lunch as I wondered if Darlene had been clued in somehow regarding what Suzona was expecting from me? 
 
    "So, when are we heading back home?" Rachel asked. 
 
    "Well, I know Darlene wants to see her folks again before we go, and I should probably introduce Suzona here to Duke Lias, and perhaps a few others, seeing as she's now Aryanna's champion." 
 
    "Thus letting everyone know your inn is still under her protection, right?" Rachel replied with a wink. 
 
    "Oh, of course!" I agreed with a smile. 
 
    "It is?" Suzona asked, looking a little surprised. 
 
    I nodded. "Ask Aryanna. Besides, this really is a very good place to raise children," I said, giving her a wink and enjoying how she blushed all over yet again. Three in less than an hour—a record, no doubt. "I should know, we raised enough here, didn't we, love?" I said, and then leaned over to give Darlene a hug. 
 
    "That be true, William, that be very true," Darlene said with a pleased look. 
 
    "Now, let's finish up so we can be about it," Rachel said, motioning to the food still on our plates. 
 
    After we'd finished eating, I helped Darlene clean up the table. Grabbing my weapons harness, I got Suzona, and we headed off to Duke Lias' castle. I really did want to introduce her around so they'd all know who she was, and know as well that I obviously approved of her. 
 
    "Did your wives just tell me that not only am I allowed to sleep with you, I'm to run off anyone else who'd try?" 
 
    I stopped and looked back at the doorway to the Swan. 
 
    "What?" she asked, looking at me. 
 
    "I can't believe you made it a whole two steps out the front door before asking me that." 
 
    "William," she said frowning, her accent making it sound more like 'Vilhem'. 
 
    I laughed. Stepping up to her, I put my arms around her and kissed her. Really kissed her.  
 
    The fact that she immediately clung to me rather than pushing me away—this was a public place, after all—said a lot to me. 
 
    I gave her a couple of minutes before I stopped and appreciated the fact that she was a little out of breath as I put my arm around her and headed off towards the duke's castle. 
 
    "Yes, pretty much that. Oh, and I have a sneaking suspicion they might be okay with a few other things as well." 
 
    "Such as?" 
 
    "You raising your kid here, at the inn." 
 
    "What!" she said and gave me a push, but I maintained my grip on her. 
 
    "You're going to have to raise them somewhere, and you might not want that to be the main temple." 
 
    "What makes you think I want to make a child with you, William?" 
 
    "Ever think maybe I might want to make a child with you?" I said and grinned as she fumed. 
 
    "You are impossible, you know that?" 
 
    "I'm reminded of it constantly. By the way, Aryanna is very important to me, if you hadn't figured that out already. While on the one hand, my sister told me one of the selling points for getting you to come here was it would pretty much guarantee you access to me" —I looked over at her, and the look she was giving me wasn't exactly a friendly one— "I'm incredibly happy that you're now her champion." 
 
    "Because you'll have better access to me?" she said, frowning. 
 
    "No, because you might be the best champion she's ever had or will ever have, Suzona. I told you, Aryanna is very important to me. She's done a hell of a lot for me, and she helped make me everything I am today. I consider her to be a friend." 
 
    I stopped and turned her to face me. "I also consider you to be a friend, as well as a lover. So, I want you to understand that I'm here for you. Always." 
 
    She thawed a bit and smiled a little back at me. "Thank you, William." 
 
    "Of course, I hope you understand that you're not the only one with issues right now." 
 
    She gave a small nod and fitted herself back under my arm as we started walking again. "Ary told me about what happened to your friend Dani, and well, I already knew about your son, of course. You'd think the gods would know better than to anger you, William." 
 
    "I think the concept of champions who care more about their families, their gods, and their people than their own ego is something a lot of them find too difficult to comprehend, seeing as they've never run into it before." 
 
    "So, you really are happy I'm working for Aryanna now?" 
 
    "Yeah, I am. I think in time, you'll be as well. She's helped me with some difficult things—just don't ever make the mistake of thinking she's a pushover." 
 
    "Oh? I take it you have?" 
 
    "Yup. Under that loving and caring personality, there's some real steel. She didn't get to be where she is today by not knowing when and how to rein people in and deal with difficult problems. The game here may be different than what you grew up with, but Aryanna's a master at it." 
 
    "Game?" she asked, giving me a look. 
 
    "Oh, right, you probably haven't heard me talk about this before. The way I look at the gods and their interactions is that they're all just playing a game, and playing it to win. We—their champions, their followers, their priests and priestesses—we're all just their agents in this game. And as in all games, there are rules only the players, and not the pawns, can know." 
 
    "I'm not so sure I like that image, Will." 
 
    I shrugged. "I've found it works for me. It helps me understand what Fel wants from me, what the other gods expect, and explains away the behavior of some of the other gods I otherwise would never be able to figure out." 
 
    "Still, I'm not so sure I like the idea of being a piece in a game." 
 
    "As champions, we're a little bit more than 'pieces', Sue, but if it helps, think of it as war games with your armies. The people in them are more than mere pieces to you, and you have those you care about, and others you're never quite pleased with. Then you come up against some other commander who doesn't give a shit about his people, and you know exactly how you're going to kick his ass out there on the field." 
 
    Suzona was quiet a moment, then she slowly nodded.  
 
    "I think I'm beginning to see why you're such a deadly adversary, William. You put everything in terms you can easily understand, which allows you to quickly grasp the strategic situation so you can determine which tactics will be most effective." 
 
    "Actually, it just makes it easier for me to cheat," I said, smiling. 
 
    "Which is the same thing." 
 
    "Well, in any case, we're here. I think you'll like Duke Lias. He's pretty sharp; not much gets by him." 
 
    "Does he know you're a champion?" 
 
    "He knows I'm very close with Aryanna, her last champion was my sister, and apparently I do occasional tasks for the kingdom. So while I'm sure he knows something's going on with me, he's been far too polite to ask." 
 
    Suzona just nodded, and I went up to the guard at the gate, who obviously recognized me, and asked for an audience. After this, I'd have to find out if Bersheres was still the captain in charge of the guard—and if not, who was—and introduce her to him as well. While I didn't expect any of my enemies to ever come through here again, it still wouldn't hurt to be prepared, just in case I was wrong. 
 
    Plus, Riverhead was an important part of the kingdom, for all that it was probably one of its most remote cities from the capital. A lot of trade came into the harbor here, and a good many trade caravans started here because of that.  
 
      
 
    "I can see why you like it here," Suzona observed as we made our way back to the inn much later. "These are good people, and surprisingly devout. Aryanna has quite the flock." 
 
    "I'd like to take a little credit for that, but best I can remember, they were like this when I got here." 
 
    "Oh?" she said, nudging me with an elbow. "And what would make you think you had anything to do with it?" 
 
    "My sister came here a lot. Not just to visit me when I was here with Darlene, before she moved to be with us, but to check up on Darlene and the kids. They're all her nieces and nephews, after all." 
 
    "I guess I'll have to talk with Aryanna about traveling the kingdom and making sure all her followers get the reinforcement of seeing that her champion cares for them," Suzona said with a thoughtful look. 
 
    "Have you been told anything about what we're off to do?" I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. "No. While they may have told Isengruer when they prayed for our assistance, as I was no longer with him, I wasn't privy to any of that." 
 
    "They prayed to Isengruer?" I said, surprised. "Why him?" 
 
    Suzona looked a little embarrassed. "Because they got to see me in the nude, and as I was the most attractive one there at the time, they all remembered me, as well as everything about me?" 
 
    I remembered that Evean had been in her human form at the time and hadn't had corrective surgery yet. 
 
    "Oh, right. And I'm sure you took the opportunity to tell them all about him!" I chuckled. 
 
    "Of course; would you have done any differently?" 
 
    "Nope, but then, I don't have men following me with their tongues hanging out." 
 
    "The women do," she said with a laugh and jostled me with an elbow again. 
 
    "In that time and place, I think I put the fear of god into their women, so I'm not so sure that's true." 
 
    "So when are we leaving, and is anyone else coming with us?" 
 
    "We'll head back to my home tonight. Tomorrow or the day after, we'll head off for... What did we call that place again?" 
 
    Suzona shrugged. "It was the second world we came to; I don't think you or Evean ever gave it a name." 
 
    I shrugged as well. "As for anyone else coming with us? I'm sure whatever it is, the two of us should be able to handle it." 
 
    Actually, I was pretty sure I'd probably be able to handle it by myself. Seeing as Aryanna had all but told me she was sending Suzona with me so I'd not only help her get over losing her god, but to... I shook my head. How in the world did I get myself into these situations? 
 
    "What?" Suzona asked, looking at me. 
 
    "Just wondering if the only reason they're sending the two of us is that they—Aryanna and Fel, that is—want us to learn to work together," I said, thinking fast. 
 
    "Why would they do that?" 
 
    "Because we haven't worked well together in the past?" 
 
    "Well, then, I'll be very sure to supply you with ample proof that I'm willing to work hard under you in whichever position you need to place me!" 
 
    I stopped and looked at Suzona, who had a big smirk on her face. 
 
    "Okay, where's the real Suzona, and what have you done with her?" 
 
    "Let me just say, there was one woman who was quite impressed by your threats of violence and your well-known proclivity for following through." 
 
    "Really?" I deadpanned. 
 
    "You kill gods William. As well as kings, princes, champions, monsters, and damn near anything or anyone else who invokes your ire. You are, as your sister would say, 'a warrior woman's wet dream'." 
 
    I rolled my eyes up to the heavens as she tucked herself back under my arm and got me moving back towards the White Swan. I thought back to what Joseph had told me when we were on the world of the Seven Towers, that a woman like Suzona had a hard time finding a man who was her equal, much less one she could look up to, because she was such a serious bad-ass herself. 
 
    And while I found it hard to believe I was just that man, she apparently did.  
 
    "It's your humility," she said, obviously figuring out what was going through my head. 
 
    "Me? Humble?" I all but snorted. 
 
    "You don't brag, you don't boast, and you hate it when people speak of your deeds with the awe they deserve. Do you know when we first met, I was warned not to dismiss you?" 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    Suzona chuckled. "I thought I'd been lied to. You weren't what I expected for a man of your supposed feats and experience. But during our last adventure, I noticed how the others acted towards you; they either feared you or respected you. Joseph told me what happened with your child, afterwards, and what you did. The lengths you went to, to get your revenge. 
 
    "Then of course, there was what you did to kill that kaiju. You risked your very being to see it truly killed and defeated." 
 
    "How'd you know about that?" 
 
    "Isengruer told me, of course. I was curious whether you'd been successful or not after you'd been betrayed. Then of course there was what you did in those core worlds. 
 
    "Sorry, William, but you're most definitely the kind of male this female wants." 
 
    I gave a small nod of acknowledgement and decided silence was the better part of valor. Also, because my ego had just been swollen by record amounts, and I was afraid if I did say anything, I'd sound like a complete fool. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Two days later, we were ready to go. It was just the two of us, and we were standing in Japan. The only portals Fel knew of to the world that was our destination were into areas he didn't know enough about for us to get where we needed to go.  
 
    The same was also true of the world with those towers. But at least there was a portal in Japan much closer to the one in the Hanshin Tiger's stadium. Another bonus this time around was that I got Fel to teach me Japanese. Something that hadn't occurred to me before. True, I couldn't speak it worth a damn and had a horrendous accent, but at least I understood it now. 
 
    Plus I had a map. 
 
    "How long since we were here?" Suzona asked as we hiked out of a park towards a local portal trader's shop. This portal was apparently a rather popular one, which was why Fel had sent us through it. I guess that made it easier for him to connect to it or something. 
 
    "Five, six years?" I said with a shrug of my shoulders. 
 
    "Think they'll remember us?" 
 
    "I don't know why they would." 
 
    "That door into the portal area under the stadium, it was locked, remember?" 
 
    "But there weren't any cameras on it." 
 
    "Think you can get us some firearms?" 
 
    I shook my head. "Not in Japan. Well, not easily, at least. Just be happy we've got a few knives and short swords." 
 
    "The people in that tower place had guns, William." 
 
    "I guess we'll just have to be careful, then. Who knows? If they triggered that suicide machine of theirs, they're probably all dead now, anyways." 
 
    We were both carrying what looked like athletic bags that had jumpsuits, balaclavas, canteens, some rations, shorts for me, and a couple of outfits to change into if necessary, along with the weapons and a harness for them. In my case, the harness had been made to fit my champion form. I didn't think I'd be needing to blend in after we went through the gateway. 
 
    "Hi, how may I help you?" the young woman behind the counter said as we walked inside. 
 
    "We need to get some local currency," I told her. 
 
    "Did you just come through the nearby portal?" 
 
    "Yes, but we didn't bring any of the currency with us." I pulled out a few gold coins I had and set them on the counter. "Also, do you have a bus schedule?" 
 
    She pointed to the wall behind us. "I'm sorry, it's in Japanese." 
 
    "That's okay," Suzona said and walked over to where the young lady had pointed. 
 
    "Been here before?" she asked as she got out a scale and a few other things to assay the coins. 
 
    "Not recently," I replied. "Anything I need to be wary of?" 
 
    "That would depend on where you're going. You know you're not allowed to have any firearms or explosives on you?" 
 
    I nodded. "We have some knives, that's about it. Do you know if the Tigers are playing today?" 
 
    She gave me a shrewd look. "Why would you want to go through there?" 
 
    "The next portal we need to hit is there, and as all the nutters there live in those underground cities, we can easily sneak through without being seen." 
 
    She shook her head. "About five years ago, there was a problem with that portal. Some of those 'nutters', as you called them, came out of it and killed a few people. Since then, the portal there has been blocked." 
 
    "Does that mean the government knows about it?" Suzona asked, coming back over. 
 
    The young woman shook her head. "Some monks took care of it." 
 
    "How badly is it blocked?" I asked. 
 
    "No idea, just that it's been covered over in some manner." 
 
    "Hmm. You don't know of any other portals that go there, do you?" 
 
    "Sadly, no. If there are any, I suspect they, too, have been covered over." 
 
    She finished her assaying and counted out a stack of local currency. 
 
    "Well, might as well go watch a ball game." 
 
    "Umm, the season doesn't start for a few months?" she said, giving me an apologetic look. 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. "That's what happens when you've been gone a long time; you forget what month it is. Oh, well," I continued, scooping up the money. "Thanks for your time." 
 
    "So now what?" Suzona asked after we'd walked away from the shop. 
 
    "We buy a couple sledgehammers, break inside, and see just how big a blockage they put over the gateway." 
 
    "Sledgehammers? Why not some explosives?" 
 
    "Because we don't have any, and because it doesn't take much to block a portal. Any kind of wall would do it. So I don't see why they'd do anything more than that. Remember how far down inside the place it was?" 
 
    "And what if you're wrong?" 
 
    "Then I guess we'll have to look for another way to get there." 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Three 
 
    Japan – Koshien Stadium 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Don't they ever turn the lights off around here?" I grumbled. 
 
    Suzona and I were on our second circuit of the stadium; it was late, after midnight. We'd decided to have dinner, then come back after dark, slip into our black jumpsuits, and do a little breaking and entering.  
 
    "There are still a fair number of people on the streets, William," she said as we finished our second circuit. "Let's pop into one of the bars here and have a drink; maybe it's still too early." 
 
    I shrugged. "Sure, why not?" 
 
    "Which one?" 
 
    "I don't know, pick one." 
 
    "Well, this is as good as any," she said. Turning, she led us into a bar with a rather nice tiger painted on the door. I figured it was probably a sports bar for the local team. However, the first thing I noticed was that everyone was well dressed; they all had nice shirts and wore sports jackets. None of them were wearing ties, and they had their shirts open at the top, so I was pretty sure I was seeing ink on the skin of some of them. 
 
    The second thing I noticed was every single eye had turned to look at us as the bar went quiet.  
 
    Suzona was in her champion form, so of course she was the image of a blonde Viking wet dream come to life. I wasn't in my champion form, obviously, but after all these years, I'd become fairly buff-looking myself, though not of the muscle-bound variety. I wasn't actually dressed all that differently from the men in the bar, though I wore my clothing a lot looser nowadays, and I was wearing cargo pants instead of slacks. 
 
    Of course, we were both carrying the 'athletic' bags with our gear inside and a wooden haft sticking out of each of them from the sledgehammers we were now carrying. 
 
    "What kind of bar is this?" Suzona asked me in a soft voice, and she wasn't speaking Japanese or English, but was using the tongue Aryanna's followers spoke. Thankfully I'd spent so many years there, that even out of my champion form, I knew it. 
 
    "Criminal. Of the organized crime sort. These folks are probably all in the same gang. I won't say the name because they'll know we're talking about them, but one of their hallmarks is they're all heavily tattooed under those clothes." 
 
    "Oh," she said and walked up to the end of the bar closest to the door. I walked up next to her and looked up at the bartender. 
 
    "Do you serve Gaijin here?" I asked politely in my heavily-accented Japanese. "Or would you prefer us to take our custom elsewhere?" 
 
    "I'm surprised you know our language," the bartender replied. 
 
    "Well, it's your country, and it's only polite to learn it, but please forgive my accent," I said with a slight bow. 
 
    "What about your friend, there?" 
 
    "I speak your language as well," Suzona said in that low, husky voice of hers, and I suspected half the men in the bar fell in love. 
 
    "Do you know what kind of bar this is...?" he said, looking back and forth between us. 
 
    "She's Suzona," I said motioning towards her. 
 
    "And he's William," Suzona said before I could continue. "As for what kind of bar this is, my friend William here believes it's most likely the kind of place where no one asks too many questions, and as long as one does not start trouble, there will be no trouble." 
 
    And with that, she gave him a smile that was pure predator. I don't think I could have done it any better even if I'd been in my champion form. 
 
    "Serve them," a man in the back said. 
 
    The bartender, who'd been looking just a little nervous at that point, nodded curtly. 
 
    "What may I get you?" 
 
    "Whatever beer or ale you have that's good," Suzona said. 
 
    "Anything you have that's made in Ireland," I said when he looked at me. 
 
    "One moment," he said with a nod and got a mug down for Suzona, into which he drew a beer. Then he pulled down a bottle of Jameson's and poured a couple of fingers worth into a glass he set in front of me. 
 
    Smiling, I picked up my glass, made a small toasting motion to the man in the back who'd told the bartender to serve us, and then took a drink. I smiled at the familiar taste and slight burn. It'd been a long time since I'd been able to have a sip of what had once been my favorite drink so many decades ago, when I was just another engineer at another company. 
 
    The noise resumed in the bar, though it wasn't very loud. The men in the back were all talking in mostly conversational levels. Obviously, none of them were given to excess drinking that would cause them to raise their voices. For my part, I just enjoyed sitting there and having a quiet drink. I hadn't had much time over the last six months to really be alone with my thoughts, which was probably for the best, as none of my thoughts had been very comforting. 
 
    So I'd avoided being alone, and I'd avoided any and all introspection. I'd lost a son, I'd lost my Dani, and I'd taken up all that pain and anger and used it to slaughter something like a hundred thousand people.  
 
    Maybe more. 
 
    Oh, I hadn't killed them all myself—though I was sure the number I'd personally killed was staggering—but all those people were dead because of me. Oh, that bitch Par might've been the one who threw the die that set those events in motion, but I was the one who ordered it and threatened to beat or kill any and all who didn't do as I told them. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    Unlike the first time I'd done that, it wasn't all over in a couple of days. It had taken weeks, and I realized I needed to see Tia. I undoubtedly owed her an apology, as well. 
 
    "Stop growling," Suzona said, putting her hand on my arm. 
 
    "Sorry." I sighed. "Just thinking about the things I did to that bitch's followers." 
 
    "How did you get her partner to break with her? Isengruer told me no one has been able to figure that out." 
 
    I shrugged and shook my head. "I can't exactly remember it." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    I sighed. "It has to do with something that happened to me a few years back. Have you ever heard of a mythic?" 
 
    Suzona shook her head. 
 
    "Ask Aryanna about it. There are places, especially close to the core, where I get the benefits of one. That lets me know things and say things I otherwise couldn't. Though to be totally honest" —I turned and smiled a little sadly at her— "even when I can remember, I won't tell you." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "Being a god-slayer isn't the kind of thing you want on your head, Suz. It's a very nasty business. It preys on your soul, and it's only by the grace of Feliogustus and one hell of a lot of luck that I even still exist.  
 
    "Don't even get me started on the nightmares. There's nothing honorable about an indiscriminate homicidal rage, no matter how 'righteous' it may be." 
 
    "Well, if anyone would know, I guess it would be you, William." 
 
    I noticed the side-eyed look the bartender was giving me as he drew beers for a couple of the customers in the back. I realized we'd been speaking in English, which was my native language here, and I shouldn't have been surprised that he understood it. 
 
    A few minutes after he served the beers to the men in the back, a couple of them got up and slowly made their way towards us. 
 
    "Trouble." I sighed. 
 
    "Isn't there always?" Suzona said with a chuckle. 
 
    I motioned to the bartender to refill my drink and put a bunch of large-denomination yen notes on the bar as well. I had no idea what the drinks cost, and I was probably overpaying, but I really didn't care. If we had to leave in a hurry, I didn't want to see the poor guy get stiffed. 
 
    "So our bartender mentioned something about you killing a lot of people?" the first one said, looking over at me. 
 
    "Why is that important?" I asked, taking a sip of my drink. 
 
    "You're in our bar, you mention such things, and you wonder why we might find it important?" the second one said. 
 
    I nodded my head to him. "I concede your point. No, we're not here to kill anyone." 
 
    "Here in our bar? Or in Japan in general?" 
 
    "Neither," Suzona said, turning to look at the two of them. "We're just passing through your town and decided to stop and have a drink." 
 
    "Why were you passing through?" 
 
    "That would be none of your business." 
 
    "This is our town; we run it. Anything that goes on here is our business." 
 
    "Not this." 
 
    "You will tell us." 
 
    Suzona smiled. "No." 
 
    Both men visibly bristled. 
 
    "I wouldn't advise it, gentlemen," I said and took another sip of my drink.  
 
    "We do not fear you two!" the second one said. 
 
    "Fear has nothing to do with it." I sighed, shaking my head. 
 
    "No, it doesn't," Suzona agreed. "It's more like a total lack of ability." She leered at them.  
 
    To be honest, I was shocked. She wanted them to attack her.  
 
    Which the second one did. 
 
    "Ah, shit," I swore as my champion's speed kicked in. I leaned back out of the way, as I didn't want to spill my drink when he tried to grab her and missed.  
 
    Because she'd dodged. While sitting on the barstool. 
 
    Then, of course, she gave him a bitch-slap, knocking his head back. 
 
    He tried to hit her, and she dodged again, and slapped him again. He went for a high-kick, which was impressive. The man obviously knew how to fight. Unfortunately, Suzona did as well, and she just ducked under it and let go with a hard punch to the back of his leg as it passed over her head. The end result was, he got knocked over as his leg suddenly flew up out of his control, and he landed in a heap on the floor, grabbing his leg and moaning softly. 
 
    "Tried to warn you," I said, shaking my head, as the first one pulled out a short stick of some kind and attacked Suzona with it. He didn't last any longer, nor did he fare any better. 
 
    Five more men got up, and these were a lot bigger and stronger-looking than the two on the floor. Suzona slipped off her stool and moved a little bit further from the bar to give herself more space. 
 
    I took another sip and watched. One of the two on the floor, the guy with the stick, made like he was going to get up, so I tapped him on the head with my foot. 
 
    "You had your turn; stay down." 
 
    "Aren't you going to help her?" the bartender muttered, looking as Suzona squared off. 
 
    "Nah. She's working through a few things. I suspect this'll help her vent a few frustrations." 
 
    "But there are five..." he started and just then, quick as a wink, Suzona skipped forward and punched one of the men in the forehead hard enough that he dropped like a sack of bricks. 
 
    "More like four," I said as Suzona skipped back, and then laid out another one with a spinning hook kick as he broke formation and tried to rush her. 
 
    "Make that three." I snorted and took another sip. 
 
    The three who were left moved together as one. Apparently they'd realized that one-on-one, they weren't going to be able to take her. The theory had merit. But as the theory met reality, it didn't go well for them at all. Apparently Suzona knew a lot about bare-knuckle brawling, because that's what the next ten seconds turned into. Suzona took a hit to the chest from one of them, and it did move her back—simple physics, after all, they did weigh more than she did. But that was about all they were able to do to her, and then suddenly there were three more unconscious men on the floor.  
 
    Another man got up, but this one drew out what looked like a blade. I swore at that; we didn't come here to kill anyone. 
 
    "No live steel!" I shouted out in Japanese. 
 
    The man frowned at me and took a step forward, assuming a ready position. 
 
    Swearing loudly, I jumped to my feet and shifted.  
 
    "You would dishonor your ancestors?" I yelled, burning a cantrip to put some force into my words. 
 
    Everyone froze, and every eye was on me. 
 
    "William, do you think I can be hurt by one such as him?" Suzona growled at me. 
 
    "That is not the point! There will be no killing." 
 
    I shifted back, picked up my glass and drained it, then set it back on the bar and stared at the bartender, whose eyes were so wide I was afraid he'd gone into shock. 
 
    "A refill please?" I said to the bartender and pointed at my glass. 
 
    "Put your sword away, Haruka," an older, more-mature looking man in the back said. "It is not his woman he is worrying for. It is us." 
 
    "I can win, Oyabun!" Haruka replied, but I noticed he hadn't moved forward. 
 
    "These are god-sworn; the tasks set before them are holy, and the powers they wield are fearsome. We make no quarrel with the gods, ever, lest their favor be withdrawn from us." 
 
    Haruka blinked, took a step back, and bowed. "Apologies." 
 
    "Accepted," I said and sat back down. 
 
    "Please, come back and be my guests," the older man said. 
 
    "Why, thank you," I said, and after the bartender had refilled my glass and freshened up the ice, Suzona and I picked up our bags and went to sit at the table with him. Several of the younger men got out of their chairs for us and moved to other tables. 
 
    "My name is Isamu, and as you have no doubt seen, I am the one in charge here." 
 
    "I'm Will," I said and nodded my head in respect. 
 
    "Suzona," she added with a slight bow of her head as well. He smiled at our acknowledgment of his position and our show of respect to him.  
 
    "So, to what do we owe the honor of your presence?" 
 
    "We thought this was a sports bar for the Hanshin Tigers," I said with a guilty smile, "and I happen to like the team." 
 
    "Yes, after seeing what you are, I can understand that," Isamu said with a smile. "I admit to being a fan of them as well. But I was asking more about what brought you here to our city, and why do you have sledgehammers in your bags?" 
 
    "Do you know about portals?" Suzona asked with a smile. 
 
    He nodded. "Yes, I have even known and done business with some who travel them. I also know about the one in the stadium." 
 
    "Do you know how it was blocked?" I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. "No, I am not one who can travel through them." 
 
    "Well, we were told it was," Suzona picked back up. "We hope these hammers will be enough to get us through it." 
 
    "Why do you want to go there? I have been told it is a most unpleasant place." 
 
    "Because we've been tasked to," Suzona said with a shrug. "We haven't even been told why." 
 
    "And yet you would still go?" 
 
    I sighed. "We serve. You know how it is. For all that we're powerful, we're still soldiers. We're beholden to our gods, and we do as we're bid. Even when it hurts." 
 
    Isamu nodded slowly. "You are correct, of course. I do know how it is. We all have our masters, even one such as I, and we serve them because it is our calling. Taikai!" Isamu said, turning back towards the others in the bar. "You will assist our friends here in gaining entry to the stadium when they leave." 
 
    One of the men in the back stood and bowed. "Yes, Master." 
 
    "Thank you," I said with a dip of my head towards Isamu. 
 
    "You are most welcome. Now, if it is not too much to ask, do you think you could entertain us with some stories of your exploits?" 
 
    Suzona chuckled. "You'll find them hard to believe; many of the worlds beyond the portals are unlike everything you've ever experienced." 
 
    "So they shall be entertaining, now, will they not?" 
 
    I had a flash of inspiration then, and looking over the group and then back at Isamu, I said, "How many of you know that Eiji Tsuburaya was a portal jumper?" 
 
    That got them! 
 
    "Then Godzilla exists?" one of them exclaimed. 
 
    "Not anymore; he was there when they killed it, but we had to travel to that place to find the very weapon he saw used. Would you like to hear the story?" 
 
    Isamu smiled, and everyone nodded. 
 
    So I told them the story. Not exactly all of it, but enough of it to keep them entertained. I didn't go too in-depth on Evean's description, though I got the impression Isamu knew who she was from the thoughtful look on his face. They really did enjoy the story. Eiji was obviously even more popular with the older generation than I'd thought, and they were all quite impressed to hear about his traveling all that distance, then coming back here and rebuilding his life using the things he'd seen and learned. 
 
    "Thank you for telling us," Isamu said when we finished and stood to leave. It was three AM, so I was hopeful we'd be able to proceed unseen. 
 
    I smiled at him as we shook hands. "I was a fan of his works growing up. I'm actually a fair bit older than I look, and" —I gave him an embarrassed look— "it just didn't seem right that his own countrymen didn't know the full story of his trials. I'm honestly sorry I never got to meet him. He really did save my people." 
 
    We shook hands all around, then, and took our leave, with Taikai leading us down some alleyways and back streets to keep us out of sight. When we got to the maintenance doors for the stadium, I was surprised to find he had a key, and he let us in. 
 
    "There are cameras inside," he told us, "so unless you need me to guide you, I would prefer to leave now." 
 
    Suzona and I nodded and, pulling out the balaclavas we'd brought, we put them on and went inside as he closed the door behind us. It only took a minute to get to the door we wanted, and Suzona easily picked the lock.  
 
    Going inside, we looked at the brickwork of the wall that stretched across the room from wall to wall. 
 
    "Well, I guess that makes it a little less obvious," I said as we got our sledgehammers out and went over to the section of wall that was directly in front of the portal. 
 
    "At least this won't take long. The door was alarmed, and there was a camera on it," Suzona said as we started in on the wall. "I'm surprised there are no cameras in here." 
 
    "Having people appear out of nowhere is probably something they don't want to have to explain." 
 
    She nodded, and we both set to with a will. It didn't take long, as the wall was only a double row of bricks—enough to keep it from falling over, but not enough to stop two champions with sledgehammers. Five minutes after we started, we'd cleared the portal. 
 
    "Take the hammers?" Suzona asked. 
 
    I shook my head. "Let's get out of here. I think I hear footsteps." 
 
    Grabbing our bags we both ran to the portal... 
 
    ... and bounced off, landing on our asses. 
 
    "Son of a bitch, it's blocked!" I growled. 
 
    The door opened, and there were several police officers with guns pointed at us. 
 
    "You are under arrest!" one of them called out. 
 
    "Now what?" Suzona asked, grumbling unhappily. 
 
    "I guess we go to jail," I replied and put up my hands. 
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    Getting arrested in Japan is obviously not a pleasant experience. I did the 'eyes and ears' so Fel would know what was going on, as Suzona and I were separated. We weren't exactly roughed up, but the treatment we got was anything but gentle. I could've just trumped them with my strength, opened a portal, and gone home, but I figured waiting until I could post bail would be easier and quicker. 
 
    I mean, we were only doing some minor vandalism; it wasn't any kind of capital case! 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    "What were you doing?" one of the detectives asked again. I'd been asked by each of them at least a dozen times. 
 
    "Looking for something." I sighed. 
 
    "So you admit you vandalized that wall?" 
 
    "That wall wasn't there four years ago when I was here last. So yes, I admit to knocking a hole it in. What's the big deal? I'll pay the monks to fix it." 
 
    "What monks?" 
 
    "The ones who built the wall." 
 
    "So you broke into the stadium to break down a wall to look for something?" 
 
    "We didn't break in; we were let in." 
 
    "By who?" 
 
    I shrugged. Again. "I knocked, he opened the door. I'm not sure I could remember his face, and I didn't get a name." 
 
    "What were you looking for?" 
 
    "A portal," I said and smiled. 
 
    "There wasn't any kind of portal there!" 
 
    "Right, so we were wrong. Can I leave now?" 
 
    "Not until we know who you are! Where is your passport? Your ID?" 
 
    "I forgot them, obviously," I said, and then we started the whole dance all over again. Somewhere along the line, they asked if I wanted a lawyer, and I would've missed it if Fel hadn't 'kicked' me. 
 
    "Yes! I want a lawyer!" I said immediately, then added, "I'm not saying anything else until I've talked with him!" 
 
    They still continued to question me, asking the same things over and over, but at that point I just sat mute and did my best to ignore them. I was getting tired and wanted to sleep. I figured they must be pretty bored here to be spending so much time over such a minor issue. It wasn't like we were robbing a bank, after all. 
 
    Eventually, and I had no idea how much more time had gone by, I was hauled off to another room, and there was a man there who introduced himself as my lawyer. 
 
    "Ah, finally. When can I pay the fine and get some rest?" I asked him. 
 
    "It's not that simple, Mr. William. Apparently the police are still having trouble identifying you. That bothers them." 
 
    "I broke a hole in a brick wall. That didn't go anywhere. What's the fuss?" 
 
    "The brick wall was built by a number of kannushi, or Shinto priests. They are most incensed by what you did, viewing it as an attack on our religion and our culture." 
 
    I sighed heavily. "Please invite one of the Shinto priests who built it, preferably the most senior one, here. I'd like to talk to him, and I suspect he'd very much like to talk to me." 
 
    "And why would I do that?" he asked giving me a strange look. 
 
    "Because I asked you to, and you're my lawyer?" 
 
    "What makes you believe they would even come?" 
 
    "Tell them I know what's on the other side of the wall. Also tell them 'the other side is blocked as well'." 
 
    I got another strange look. "The other side is blocked? What does that mean?" 
 
    "To you, nothing. To one of the priests who built that wall? Everything. Now, if you could see to the woman I came here with?" 
 
    "She has already been identified and released, once they discovered she was Bridgette Nelson." 
 
    "Oh," I said and tried not to laugh. Apparently Evean had done a fair bit more than just tell everyone who Suzona 'was' when we were here last. 
 
    "The judge will see you in the morning; I would suggest you do not cause any problems before then." 
 
    "Just find those priests, or at least one of them," I told him, yawning and stretching. "It may not mean much to you, but it will to them." 
 
    He nodded to me and got up. Two officers came in and led me to a large cell, where there were a number of men sitting around quietly. 
 
    I sat where they pointed me to, and for the most part, got into something of a 'lotus' position. Closing my eyes, I was asleep in seconds. 
 
      
 
    I awoke when I heard my name called by one of the guards. I wasn't all that surprised that I hadn't talked to Fel while I was asleep. I knew what he wanted—for me to try to find another way through to the world of the seven towers. I could only guess staying here would help me find it, as he didn't tell me to come home. 
 
    I received the same level of manhandling I'd gotten before, only this time I was shown into a room with my lawyer and an older gentleman who was dressed in what looked like formal robes. I did the 'eyes and ears' thing, just in case Fel wanted to see this. 
 
    "You may leave us," the older man said to the officers. 
 
    "This is a dangerous man..." one of the officers started. 
 
    "I said you may leave," the older man interrupted and made a shooing motion. 
 
    I got a couple of nasty looks as they pushed me down into a chair and left the room. 
 
    "So, you wanted to talk to me?" the older man said, looking at me. 
 
    "You're the one who put up the brick wall?" 
 
    "I'm the one who ordered it. Noriaki here tells me you said it is blocked on the other side now?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yes." 
 
    "Why were you trying to use that portal? Are you from there?" 
 
    "No, I'm not from there, though I've been there before. We need to pass through there on the way to another place." 
 
    "So you know what is on the other side of that gateway then?" 
 
    "Of course. Do you?" 
 
    "No, but we have been having some issues with those who recently started coming through it." 
 
    "You're not the only one. I'm just surprised they knew of this portal's location. When we were last there, they didn't seem to have anyone left who could sense them." 
 
    "So why did you wish to see me?" 
 
    "Two reasons. First, put some kind of door up that'll close behind you when you go through. That'll allow folks like me to pass through—if the other side is ever unblocked—without having to vandalize your wall." 
 
    "Then they could just open the door upon arriving." 
 
    "It doesn't work that way. Anything blocking the portal rebounds you from it. A wooden door would work just as well as that brick wall." 
 
    "I will consider it. What is your other reason?" 
 
    "Do you know of any other portals in Japan that lead through to that place?" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because we have to go there." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because my god has bidden me to," I said, looking him in the eye. "We're champions. We've been assigned a task." 
 
    "Ah. I have heard of such as you." 
 
    "Yeah, I gather we're not as unknown as I'd thought we were here." 
 
    "That, and my brother told me about you." 
 
    "Your brother?" I said, giving him a look. 
 
    "You may know him as Isamu." 
 
    I made an 'oh' with my mouth. 
 
    "He mentioned that you can turn into a large cat?" 
 
    I shrugged and shifted, causing my lawyer to yelp and jump back, knocking his chair over. 
 
    "Calm yourself, Noriaki!" the old man, obviously the Shinto priest I'd asked for, said. 
 
    "Yes, Kannushi." 
 
    "How does one such as you know so much of Japan?" the priest asked, looking back at me. 
 
    "Actually, I'm from America. I got... 'recruited', you might say, to work for my god... let's see, I think it's been twenty years now?" 
 
    I shifted back as he nodded. "I would take it, then, that the woman with you is not the movie star the police think?" 
 
    I smiled at him and did my best not to laugh. "We've been here before, though last time, the situation was much more dire. This time" —I shrugged— "while it's not dire for me or mine, we're off to help someone who is in need. Which, again, is why I'm asking if you know of another way through." 
 
    "Is there only the one path? I thought there were many of these gateways and interconnections?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I honestly don't know, but I do know the ways of the gods aren't obvious, and are often inscrutable to people like you and I, and I'm saying that as someone who's worked for a god, directly, for two decades." 
 
    The old priest considered my words for a moment, then nodded. "I know of a place; I will take you there." He turned to my lawyer then. "Tell the judge I will be taking Mr. William here with me." 
 
    "What!" Noriaki said, looking at him. 
 
    "Don't worry, he's my son. He knows better than to argue with me." 
 
    "Your son?" I said, doing my best to not laugh. 
 
    "Yes. It makes family reunions difficult, but we manage." 
 
    I just sat there and nodded. At least we were making progress. 
 
      
 
    Six hours later, Suzona and I got out of a small van. Opening up the back, the Shinto priest handed us our bags back. Everything else we'd brought had already been returned to us. I set mine down and pulled one of the necklaces over my head. I handed it to him. 
 
    "What is this for?" he asked looking at me. 
 
    "For your temple or shrine. I'm not really familiar with Shinto, but I've always considered it to be wise to express my gratitude to those who help me." 
 
    He smiled. "A wise policy." 
 
    Suzona and I both bowed to him, and he bowed back. I could feel the portal; it wasn't that far from where we'd parked. There was a Shinto shrine in front of it, which I found curious, but there were other things I knew I'd have to worry about soon enough. 
 
    "So what's on the other side of that portal?" he asked as we picked up our bags. 
 
    "Crazy people," I said, shaking my head. 
 
    "Why are they crazy?" 
 
    "They lost a great war," Suzona said, "and now they're building seven massive weapons that'll destroy most of their world in a fit of pique and wounded pride." 
 
    "That does not sound at all wise or good." 
 
    "No, it's not. But having fought in one such war myself," Suzona said with a suddenly haunted look, "it would seem no race, no people, no civilization has a monopoly on such foolishness or stupidity." 
 
    He looked at me, and I nodded in agreement with Suzona. 
 
    "Well, if the universe were perfect, there would be no need for gods or priests, would there?" he said with a cryptic smile. 
 
    "No, I guess not," Suzona said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    With that, we picked up our bags and walked to the portal. I put my hand on it—it definitely led to the 'War World'—and stepped through. 
 
    I looked around as I stepped out, and moved out of the way for Suzona, who'd immediately followed. We were up high on a hillside, not unlike the other side of the portal back in Japan. To the north, I could see one of the towers rising up high into the sky, the setting sun reflecting off the top of the tower. 
 
    "I guess they're getting close to setting those off," Suzona said, looking in the same direction. 
 
    I cast the cantrip that helped improve my eyesight so I could get a better view. The workers up there were building a framework over the top of the tower. From the looks of it, it was going to be a pretty massive addition. 
 
    "Wonder how long until they trigger it?" I said aloud. 
 
    "I don't think I'd want to be here when they do," Suzona said, shaking her head. "Or even in any world with a portal that leads directly here." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "Remember what the people who helped us said, that some of their scientists believed any major event that happened in an adjoining world was echoed in the others?" 
 
    "I'm not so sure I believe that," I said with a slight frown. 
 
    "I'm not so sure I'd want to take that chance," she replied. "When those seven towers are all triggered, I suspect the results will be far beyond what any of these people are expecting." 
 
    "Let's find a safe place to bed down for the night," I said as I stripped off my clothing and got out the shorts and weapons harness I'd be wearing instead. While the clothing I had on was still fairly baggy, after I shifted into my champion form, it was far too tight to be comfortable. 
 
    "Sure," Suzona said, and then smiled as she watched me strip. 
 
    "Enjoying yourself?" I asked. 
 
    "Very much, William! Very much!" 
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    I was looking down the barrel of carbine at a woman who was begging me not to kill her as I pulled the trigger. Her body bounced from the combination of the force of the slug and her muscles spasming as her head exploded, and without missing a beat, I shot her children. One I had to pin to the floor with a foot so I wouldn't waste my bullets— 
 
      
 
    I sat up suddenly, blinking my eyes and looking around in the darkness as I tried to remember if I'd actually done that. Not the shooting of the woman—yeah, that I'd done. More than once. But I hadn't killed any children—well, not the younger ones—and I was sure I hadn't pinned one down with my foot... 
 
    Had I? 
 
    "What's wrong?" Suzona hissed softly. Bolting upright had obviously woken her up. 
 
    "Nothing," I said as I got my breathing under control. 
 
    "Villiam," she hissed in a soft voice, her accent quite apparent. "Talk To Me." 
 
    I sighed and let my shoulders drop. "Nightmare. A new one." 
 
    "Nightmare? From what?" 
 
    I rolled my eyes up to the heavens above—not that she saw it, I was sure.  
 
    "Do you have any idea of what I did?" 
 
    "You fought in a war, a holy war. You slaughtered thousands. I've done it, too, William," she said in a softer voice. 
 
    I shook my head. "I went house to house; I chased them down. Men, women, any kid who looked old enough to actually believe in Par, civilians, and I shot them. I even held them down while I put a bullet in their head. They begged, they pleaded. Some asked me to spare their wives, their eldest children..." I shook my head and looked at her. "I didn't show any mercy; I didn't give any quarter. These people weren't fighting me—many of them were trying to run away—and I hunted them down and slaughtered them." 
 
    Suzona's eyes widened just a fraction. 
 
    "Why?" she asked. 
 
    "Because that's how you kill a god, Sue. You wipe out their followers, you kill all the true believers, and even the ones who weren't true believers, but still went through the motions." 
 
    "What about converting them?" 
 
    "That takes years, decades, maybe even centuries! Then there's the clergy, their families, the acolytes, the old ladies who clean up the pews between services! Until you take away their base, the very place their power comes from, you can't even begin to stop them. You can't convince people to stop worshipping their gods! You can only kill them and keep the rest of the folks out there too afraid to want to ever join." 
 
    I shook my head again. "Oh, there's more to it, there always is, but killing everyone, showing no mercy, no remorse. Being relentless. That's the important part. Do you know how big an asshole you have to be to do that? What kind of uncaring, unfeeling piece of shit?" 
 
    "Then why did you do it?" 
 
    I dropped back down onto my back, still staring up at the stars. 
 
    "I tell myself they deserve it because their god deserves it. I tell myself they're just as guilty as their god for following a child-murdering, woman-raping piece of filth. That if you're gonna follow a devil, an evil god, you have no right to bitch when I put you in the ground." 
 
    "So why do you do it, if it bothers you so much?" 
 
    "Because somebody has to" —I sighed— "and apparently I'm the only one who knows how." 
 
    "Or has the courage to do it?" 
 
    I snorted. "It's doesn't take courage to slaughter the helpless, Sue. It's not all that hard to be a monster." 
 
    "What about all the people you saved from those two? They don't think you're a monster, William." 
 
    I sighed again. "Don't be too sure of that, Sue. The looks on the faces of the other champions when I laid down the law and told them what they had to do... I could see it in their eyes, the horror of it. Champions. People who deal with all sorts of nasty shit. Oh, yeah, while I'm sure the rank and file are happy Two Rivers is gone, I'm just as sure none of them want to invite the man who did it over for Sunday dinner." 
 
    "I understand," she said with a heavy sigh while laying her head down on my chest. "I saw it in the eyes of Isengruer's followers after we won the war. I'd led so many attacks; I'd personally executed all their heads of states, their priests, their priestess." 
 
    Now it was Suzona's turn to sigh. "Everyone just wanted to move on, to put it in the past, but every time they saw me, they remembered what we'd had to do, what we'd done." 
 
    I put an arm around her. "First time's the worst." 
 
    "Really?" she grumbled. 
 
    "No. Well, maybe for some people it is. But... well... I don't think you're the type to ever enjoy it. You've got way too much honor, and I mean that in a good way." 
 
    "Plus I was only killing the leaders, not the followers, like you had to. Have you talked to Feliogustus about helping you with them? The nightmares, that is?" 
 
    I gave my head a slight shake. "No." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because I'm afraid one day, it'll become too easy, too routine. I've all but forbidden him from ever helping me with it, not that I think he'll ever offer. Some things must have a price. Some things must be paid for. For all that it was 'easy' to do it at the time, because of all the people who were friends or lovers of mine who'd been murdered, or raped, or tortured. Because of all the people who'd been worked until they had nothing left, and then shot in the head. Now that it's over, it haunts me. I know in time the nightmares will diminish, the horror of what I've done will be forgotten, and only the good things will remain. 
 
    "But it doesn't make the aftermath any easier. Nor should it." 
 
    Suzona nodded her head on his chest. "I guess I can understand why you don't want to hear the songs or the tales; it reminds you of the things you had to do. Still, good things did come from it." 
 
    "Yeah, a blood-thirsty, thieving, racist religion got shut down," I growled. 
 
    "Plus all the other gods there now know what the ones back on Saladin know— if they don't leave your Feliogustus alone, you'll punish them in ways no god wants to be punished." 
 
    "Where'd you hear that?" I asked, a little surprised. 
 
    "Aryanna told me. She likes you, William." 
 
    "Yeah, I like her, too. Even if she is trying to set me up with you." 
 
    "What, you don't like me?" Suzona teased. 
 
    "Now that I've finally gotten to know you, I like you a lot, Sue. Though what you see in me is a constant mystery." 
 
    "I see a man who has great powers and great abilities, who's won a great many battles and wars, yet can still sit comfortably with the poorest of his god's followers, as easily as he'd sit with kings and queens, and treat them with the same respect. 
 
    "You're far better at..." she paused a moment, "connecting with the people, with the average man, with your god's followers than I or many other champions, William, You don't take on airs." 
 
    "Oh? You think so?" 
 
    Suzona snorted. "As someone who was once put in their place by you, which I realize now I deserved? Yes. One of the things Aryanna's teaching me is how to listen to the peasants and treat with them the same as I would with the lords and ladies. It's not an easy thing for me." 
 
    "No, but then your father was the king, Sue." 
 
    "What would you do if your son, the crown prince, acted as I had?" 
 
    "Ummm..." She had me there. 
 
    "You know I want your children, William," she said, changing the subject abruptly. 
 
    I smiled and softly purred as her fingers ran through the fur of my champion's form. 
 
    "And I would be very happy to make them with you," I said as she slid up and kissed me. 
 
      
 
    We didn't go back to sleep, and when the light of false dawn filled the sky, we cleaned up, put our clothing back on, then packed up our small camp and headed off towards the tower. 
 
    "Do you think it's the same one as before?" Suzona asked. 
 
    "Well, if I remember correctly, and if the portal we took lines up with the other one, it should be. But I guess we won't know until we get there." 
 
    "Then we aren't likely to get a friendly reception." 
 
    "No, no we're not," I agreed with a nod. 
 
    "So what's your plan?" 
 
    "Get close enough to see if they've got the gate down there blocked. If they don't, we'll come back about three in the morning and sneak through." 
 
    "And if they do?" 
 
    I smiled at her. "We come back at three in the morning and see if we can steal something to break the barrier down with." 
 
    She smiled and moved up to lean into me from the side. So what if it made the going a little slower? It definitely made it a lot more enjoyable. 
 
      
 
    It was noon by the time we got close enough we could spy on the area around the base of the tower. There were a few more guards than the last time, and looking over at the small 'port', I could see a cargo ship there with a very large cargo container being carefully moved off of it. 
 
    "I'd bet that's their weapon," Suzona said, and I nodded in agreement while I looked for the portal. We could feel it from here, if only weakly. 
 
    "I think our portal is inside that small building," I said and motioned to what looked like a small, but sturdy prefab structure that hadn't been there before. 
 
    "I wonder why they're blocking the portals?" she asked, looking it over. 
 
    "Maybe they're afraid of someone coming through and stopping them?" I suggested. 
 
    "Maybe someone's already tried, William," she said, giving me a concerned look. 
 
    I looked at the tower, then at the size of the container that undoubtedly held the specially constructed 'slug' they were going to use, and then back at her as I thought about what she'd said regarding possible spill-over into other realities. 
 
    "I think you may be right." 
 
    "So we come back tonight, steal one of those trucks" —she motioned at the area that looked like a motor pool— "crash it into the building, and go through the portal." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan," I agreed, and we started to back away, when suddenly everything kicked into high-speed, and we scrambled a lot faster, as machinegun fire stitched across the hill where we'd been just a moment before. As we continued to back down the other side of the ridgeline, I could hear it; there were vehicles coming. 
 
    "Somebody saw us," I growled. 
 
    "That, or they've installed some sort of warning system," Suzona agreed, and we both hopped to our feet and ran back towards the direction from which we'd come.  
 
    "Keep going; I'll circle around behind them," I told Suzona, and I stopped running and carefully picked my way through the trees at a ninety-degree course to where we'd been running. If they were following our trail, hopefully this would work.  
 
    I got about a hundred feet when I heard a vehicle crashing through the brush, so I hit the ground and hoped the coloration of my fur would blend in and hide me.  
 
    Whatever it was following us didn't stop, so after it'd gone by, I poked my head up and saw a small jeep-like vehicle dodging thru the trees with a driver and two soldiers in it as it drove away from me, quickly following Suzona. 
 
    Leaping to my feet, I took off after it as fast as I could run, which was considerably faster than it was able to drive, with the trees and other terrain in the way. Leaping up into the back, I wrung the neck of the guy manning the machinegun mounted there. The man sitting beside the driver must have heard something, because his head came around just in time to get a face full of my foot, with the claws out.  
 
    He screamed and fell out of the vehicle as I pulled out my short sword and killed the guy driving, then I jumped out as it smashed right into a tree, loudly. 
 
    Suzona was stripping the one I'd knocked out of his weapons, having already finished him off. I ran to the guy in the back of the wrecked vehicle—which was already burning—grabbing his weapons and ammo.  
 
    I'd just relieved him of his ammo pouch when Suzona threw the dead body into the seat it'd been in, and the whole thing went up with a 'whoosh' as the pooling gas underneath caught fire. Thankfully I was still sped up or I probably would have gotten my fur singed. 
 
    We changed course to collect our bags from where we'd left them a few miles back. We heard a couple small explosions as we moved quickly; apparently they'd had grenades or some such on them. 
 
    "Hopefully they'll believe the driver was careless and just crashed," Suzona said. 
 
    "Hopefully," I agreed. "I'd love to know if we got tagged by a spotter or some sort of sensor." 
 
    "Well, if we draw a response like this again tonight, maybe we should just steal their vehicle?" 
 
    "That'd work. But I think we should circle around to the west a little more so we're closer to those parked vehicles." 
 
    "Or we could find a nice place in the shade and pass the time doing something a bit more... enjoyable?" she said, moving over to press up against me. I had to admit, the effect on me was both immediate and dramatic. I was used to Suzona being militant about a good many things. 
 
    This wasn't one of them. It was also something I very much wanted to do with her myself. Where Evean was every man's wet dream, Suzona was every teenager's. At least every teenager who'd been nerdy enough to read superhero comic books and look at Boris Vallejo art.  
 
    "Umm, yeah, I guess we could do that, too," I said. I was figuring out that Suzona could definitely be as much of a handful as Evean was. I looked back down at her as I put an arm around her and noticed somehow, in the last ten seconds, she'd lost her top.  
 
    Apparently she was working on becoming as shameless as Evean now as well... And suddenly, suddenly I was okay with that.  
 
      
 
    It was late when we started our careful trek back towards the tower. I was getting a lot of little displays of affection from Suzona as we walked, which wasn't something I would ever have expected from her in a million years. Darlene was the most demonstrative woman I'd ever known when it came to public displays of affection, as well as those that happened when others weren't around. Rachel, surprisingly, placed a close second. I think she just enjoyed being able to do that, because before I'd come along, she'd been forced to act a lot more proper. 
 
    Now Suzona was quickly passing Evean, Laria, and Nara. I think returning her little gestures was possibly spurring her on as well, because several times when I smiled at her and gave her a hug, she blushed and looked away. If we weren't sneaking through the darkness and about to steal a truck and cause all sorts of mayhem, I might have had a little fun with it—but only a little. The last thing I wanted was for her to stop what she was doing. For all that it might've been just a tad inappropriate in what would soon be a firefight, I knew I'd regret it, deep down, if I asked her to stop. 
 
    Drawing closer to our objective, we suddenly kicked into overdrive at the same time, but instead of backing off, we ran for the trucks as fast as we could, and a machine gun once again opened up on where we'd just been as searchlights probed the area. Running towards the tower, however, confused the people manning both the gun and the lights, so they didn't pick us up as we closed on our objective.  
 
    I could see these guards were stationed up on top of the first and widest ring of the structure, so the closer we got to it, the less of a firing angle they'd have, and the more cover we'd be able to use once we got in among the trucks and the other outbuildings. 
 
    "They're not very good at this," Suzona said with a laugh. 
 
    "Count your blessings," I replied as we ducked behind an outbuilding. 
 
    "Think they know where we are?" I asked, and a moment after that, the outbuilding was hit by machinegun fire, and we took off again, as it was quickly demolished. 
 
    "Next time, don't ask!" Suzona growled, panting as we made for another building while doing our best to avoid the spotlights. I heard several vehicles start their motors, and I swore. 
 
    "This keeps getting better." 
 
    "Yes, it does, doesn't it?" Suzona said and laughed as she took off for the cover of another building, and I followed her. A truck drove by, and we dodged around it, causing it to be hit by machinegun fire, which immediately killed whoever was in it and set it on fire. 
 
    "Oh! Let's do that again!" Suzona said, still laughing, and I followed her as we dodged around a few more trucks, but apparently someone was paying attention, as the ever-present gunfire suddenly stopped. 
 
    I grabbed her with one hand as we dodged another, then I ripped the door off a truck with my other hand and tossed her inside. She immediately grabbed the guy who was starting the engine and threw him back at me. Dodging him, I climbed up into the cab, shoved her over, and floored the accelerator, and we shot ahead.  
 
    "You know, I don't think this thing will survive being shot if we try to crash into that building!" Suzona yelled over the sound of the loudly revving engine as she beat up and shot the half-dozen armed soldiers in the back with her captured rifle. 
 
    "If you have any ideas, I'm all ears!" I yelled back. 
 
    "Aim to ram the cargo container; we can jump out as we get close and take cover behind the building." 
 
    I shrugged; that made as much sense as anything. Building up speed, I pulled us hard around and pointed the truck at the container. Reaching behind me, I grabbed a dead body and wedged it under the dash so it'd keep the accelerator floored. 
 
    "Jump!" I yelled, and we went out opposite sides as the truck smashed through the fence surrounding the little 'port' area where the gate was.  
 
    Sure enough, the machineguns opened up on the truck, which exploded brightly. The two of us ran over to the building with the portal in it and took cover on the far side from the tower. Fortunately, there was a door on this side, so I kicked it open, and about that time, fire poured into the building, and the brick wall blocking the portal took some hits, as the walls around us were quickly being torn apart by all the gunfire. 
 
    "Is it my imagination," I started as Suzona grabbed my hand and yanked me off of my feet, "or did they build that on the wrong... 
 
    "... side," I finished as we came out into the brightly-lit cement room once again, tumbling to the ground. 
 
    "Hold it right there!" a loud voice called out. 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, we know the drill," I grumbled as Suzona and I quickly dropped what we were carrying and stripped off our clothes. Taking off the weapons harness and my shorts only took a moment; Suzona had the zipper on her jumpsuit all the way down, the top of her jumpsuit off, and was pulling it the rest of the way down when a different voice told us to stop. 
 
    "William and Suzona Blues, right?" 
 
    It was all I could do to keep from laughing, and Suzona gave me a look that made it clear she was torn between laughing, as well, or killing me. 
 
    "Ah, you remember us?" Suzona said instead. 
 
    "Yes, and if you'd be so kind as to gather your things and climb the ladder, Commander Yuudai will meet with you shortly." 
 
    I put on my shorts, but stuck the rest of my stuff in my bag, then shifted back into my human form. Suzona pulled her jumpsuit back up without zipping it, but likewise put her other gear and weapons in her bag. That done, we climbed up the ladder and out onto the platform at the top. I noticed I got a few looks from the guards and was surprised to see Emiko was there. 
 
    "Emiko, it's nice to see you again," I said with a smile. 
 
    "Why did you change, Will?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Your bosses invited us here, so I don't think anybody needs to be reminded of who and what we are." 
 
    "Still, that looks... cold." 
 
    I laughed. "Well, maybe a little, but I really wanted to get out of that little trap of yours first before putting on something more appropriate." 
 
    "How long until Commander Yuudai gets here?" Suzona asked. "Is there any chance we could have a room to freshen up a little first?" 
 
    "Oh! Of course! Follow me," Emiko said, and she led us off across the dark compound, along the lighted pathways, until we came to something that was nicer and smaller than the barracks we'd all stayed at last time. 
 
    "Is there anything you need?" she asked as she showed us into the room. 
 
    "Food would be nice," Suzona said with a smile. "However, we can wait until after meeting with your commander. It would be rude of us to make him wait." 
 
    "What time is it here?" I asked. 
 
    "It is a little past 3300 hours, Will, and I will see to arranging some food for your meeting, Suzona. I suspect the commander will probably be hungry as well." 
 
    "Thank you," we both said and gave a small bow, surprising her. 
 
    After she left, I dumped out my bag onto the bed, Suzona did the same, and we got out the nicer outfits we'd been wearing when we started this whole thing. Putting them on, we followed that by casting a cleaning cantrip, so we looked freshly showered, and our outfits looked clean and freshly pressed. 
 
    "William and Suzona Blues?" Suzona asked as I repacked my bag, leaving the black jumpsuit out. 
 
    " I told Emiko that when we first got here. Apparently someone remembered." 
 
    "Still, what's it mean?" 
 
    "It's a line from a movie, a comedy. Well sort of. It goes 'We're Jake and Elwood Blues, and we're on a mission from God'." 
 
    Suzona smiled. "Well, we were on one." 
 
    "Which is why I said it." I paused a moment. "Actually, I guess we still are," I said, and I went to sit in one of the large, overstuffed chairs in the room. There were two of them, with a coffee table between them. The bed looked like a queen size, and to be honest, the idea of curling up in it was a tempting one. It had been a long day, after all. 
 
    Suzona waltzed over in that lithe and very distracting manner she had, but rather than sitting in the other chair, she sat in my lap, quickly made herself comfortable, and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    "You know, I'm not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, but what's gotten into you?" 
 
    "What, are you not enjoying my attentions?" she asked with a hint of a smile. 
 
    "Actually I'm enjoying them a lot," I replied as I put my arms around her and closed my eyes, deciding this might be a good time to take a nap. "I just don't recall you ever showing anyone this kind of affection before. Of course, we were working most of those times." 
 
    "Well, someone whispered in my ear that if I really wanted your undivided attention, I should show you lots and lots of affection." She laid her head against my shoulder and gave a soft sigh. "Aryanna told me, as well, that if I wanted any kind of relationship beyond the types I engaged in in the past, I'd have to unbend a little, William." 
 
    "Beyond the types in your past?" I asked softly. 
 
    "I've had a fair number of lovers over the years, William, but as I'm sure you know, relations between champions tend to be physical, and not much beyond that. Relations with the men back home, well, they never went much beyond the physical as well." 
 
    "What about Gregory?" 
 
    "Gregory's a good friend and a fine bed partner, but it's never been more than that." 
 
    I realized where this conversation was going, and while I was surprised by it, I thought back again to what Joseph had told me, and realized I shouldn't have been. 
 
    "So you've never had a boyfriend—a lover who was more than just about sex, who actually cared about you and loved you," I said, making it a statement. 
 
    "I'm the hot warrior bitch every man wants to lay with and fears to confront or appear weak before." 
 
    "You do seem to give off that vibe, Sue." 
 
    "Yes, and there was a time I enjoyed it. But not so much anymore." 
 
    I opened an eye and looked at her; she smiled at me. 
 
    "And this was my fault?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes, Will, it was all your fault." 
 
    "Good," I said, kissing her. I closed my eye and leaned back into the chair. 
 
    "That's all?" she asked, sounding a little put out. 
 
    I gave her a squeeze. "I care about you, Sue; I'm seeing there's a lot more to you than I first thought." 
 
    "Oh? How much more?" 
 
    "More than enough to love," I said, and found myself suddenly being kissed earnestly. I kissed her back, gave her another hug, and would have purred if I'd been in my champion form as she settled back down against me. 
 
    The next thing I knew, someone was knocking on the door. 
 
    "Come in," I said, yawning, Suzona yawned as well, still cuddled up in my lap. For a hard-ass, steely-eyed, Viking warrior woman, she sure did cuddle well. Dezba could definitely take lessons from her. 
 
    "The commander is here now, Will, Suzona," Emiko said, noticing our relative positions on the chair. "I thought you were with Evean?" she asked. 
 
    "I have more than one woman in my life, Emiko," I said, and I stood up, still holding Suzona, who looked a little surprised as I set her down on her feet. 
 
    "I'm one of your women now, am I?" she asked, looking into my eyes. 
 
    "Sure looks that way," I said and smiled back at her. 
 
    "And what will Rachel say about that?" 
 
    "Who's Rachel?" Emiko asked. 
 
    "His wife; she's the queen of a rather large country, a fair bit of which he conquered for her." 
 
    I smiled and put my hand on Suzona's hip in a possessive manner. "What did she tell you when you last met?" 
 
    Suzona blushed while Emiko watched the byplay between us. 
 
    "Now, shall we go?" I said. Turning to Emiko, I smiled. 
 
    "This way," she said, wisely deciding not to ask any more questions. I pulled Suzona up against me, for a change, instead of waiting for her to move there and claim that part of my attention. It took her a moment, but she made herself comfortable against my side and made a pleased sound. I had to smile; of all the women in the Infinite to actually want me, Suzona wasn't one I'd ever have thought to put on that list.  
 
    I found it interesting that Aryanna, Fel, Nikki, Darlene, and apparently even Rachel were more or less pushing her at me. I wouldn't have been at all surprised, looking back on things, for Aryanna to have sent Darlene a dream, and then Darlene had probably sat Rachel down and explained things to her when we were all back at the White Swan. 
 
    It would be easy to think they were doing this to help me get over Dani, but it would be pretty self-centered of me to believe that. Besides which, I had Kani—whom I needed to go see soon—to hopefully fill that empty spot in my heart. 
 
    So the only conclusion that made any sense was Suzona was the one hurting, here, the one who needed help, the one who needed somebody who'd care for her and treat her as something more than an object of lust and desire. 
 
    Well, that was something I could do, now that we'd finally connected when Evean had made me make nice to her. That she was so blatantly throwing herself at me made me feel... warm inside. It wasn't the huge ego boost I thought it would be, and it wasn't something I felt I was owed or deserved.  
 
    She just seemed to fit well into my head.  
 
    In some ways, she reminded me of Rachel, though maybe not as tough and determined? Rachel had been raised to rule, and came from a long line of strong folk who'd been very good at it. Suzona had the same background, though in her society, she'd had less expectations placed on her. She'd never been groomed to rule or lead, any of that. So she'd rebelled against it, and it hadn't exactly turned out well for her, as she'd once told me.  
 
    And she'd had to do it all alone.  
 
    I was fortunate. I'd had Darlene and Rachel from very early on to lean on when things got tough, for those times when I was lost. Suzona hadn't had anyone.  
 
    I shook my head—introspection wasn't my strongest suit, but it was clear even to me that Suzona needed me, and I wanted to be there for her. Because somewhere along the way, I'd come to care. 
 
    "Deep thoughts?" Suzona asked as we came to the headquarters building we'd used last time. 
 
    "I'm just happy you decided to come along. It's nice, spending some private time with you." 
 
    She gave me a squeeze and I smiled. Emiko showed us inside and brought us to the conference room. Commander Yuudai was the first to come over, shake hands, and give a small bow to both of us. 
 
    "Suzona, William, it's nice of you to come." 
 
    "Well, we did promise," I said, still smiling. 
 
    "Yes, that you did. Allow me to introduce the others who are attending this morning." He motioned to the other people who were seated at the conference table.  
 
    "They're Veasna, who's from our State Department; Cam, who's a researcher with the agency that studies portals; Hiromi, who's in charge of the government agency that studies earthquakes and geology; Kei, who's here to represent our leading council; and Hitoshi, who's the leader of our armed forces." 
 
    Suzona and I both bowed as I quickly looked them over. Veasna and Hiromi were both women, the others were all men, and I doubted a single one of them was under fifty.  
 
    "Thank you for coming," Kei said, standing up and bowing, then all the others stood as well, bowed, and sat back down. 
 
    Commander Yuudai motioned us to a pair of seats at the end of the table as he went back around to sit at its head. I found that interesting, because I was fairly certain he wasn't the most senior person in the room. 
 
    Then again, he'd dealt with us before. 
 
    "I must ask," Hiromi said, looking down at the two of us, "how far along are the towers?" 
 
    "We only saw one," Suzona said, "but they were preparing the mechanism on top, and the device for it had just been delivered." 
 
    "So there's still time," Hitoshi said in what sounded like a cautiously optimistic voice. 
 
    "Are you aware that they're blocking portals into their reality?" I asked. 
 
    Hitoshi, Kei, Cam, and Yuudai all nodded. 
 
    "We've sent a few agents through to try to disrupt their plans," Hitoshi said. 
 
    "Did you have any success?" Suzona asked. 
 
    Hitoshi sighed heavily. "We were able to disable one of the towers, but those we sent were either killed, or caught and executed. There were also several attempts at retaliation." 
 
    I frowned a moment and looked at Suzona, then back at the others surrounding the table.  
 
    "What do you want us to do?" 
 
    "To stop them, of course," Kei said. 
 
    I thought about that a moment. 
 
    "You see, after much study, we're fairly certain, for an event of that magnitude, there'll be a certain amount of bleed over to those realities closest to them," Cam said, explaining. I held my hand up, and he stopped. 
 
    "Whether or not that's true doesn't matter," I said to him. 
 
    "It doesn't?" Veasna said in a pleasant, but surprised, voice. 
 
    "No. I'm here—we're here—because we owe you a favor, and if this is what you wish us to do, we'll do it." 
 
    "Besides," Suzona said with a hint of a growl, "what they're doing will kill tens of millions, so any excuse to do what we already wish to do isn't something we're going to question." 
 
    I looked at Suzona and smiled. "That, too." 
 
    "Oh! We were worried," Veasna replied, smiling at me. "We know this may be a lot to ask." 
 
    "Are you familiar with the design of the towers?" Suzona asked, looking around the table. 
 
    "Some, why?" Kei answered. 
 
    I looked at Suzona, who looked at me.  
 
    "The bottom ring, that's the key." 
 
    "The one that's packed with explosives?" I said, getting an inkling of what she was thinking. "But those outer walls, they've got to be reinforced. They have to focus the explosion, don't they?" 
 
    "They probably did that with the placement of the charges, so it shouldn't be too much to overcome, William." 
 
    "Overcome what?" Hitoshi asked. 
 
    "What's the most powerful, high-explosive, anti-armor round you have that a person can carry and fire?" Suzona asked looking at him. 
 
    "But that would cause a massive explosion! You'd kill everyone there!" Veasna blurted out. 
 
    "They're all going to die anyway," I said with shrug. "When they fire that thing, everyone in the area will die. At least this way, the people in the underground living quarters will hopefully survive." 
 
    "The question," Suzona said, "is how many do we have to destroy to stop them? If you took out one, that leaves them with six. How many do we have to destroy?" 
 
    "Just one would cause a moderate earthquake," Hiromi, the geologist, said. "Two would undoubtedly cause a major earthquake. Three might destroy the island, and that would probably kill everyone living there, regardless of where they live." 
 
    "So we need to take out four of them at a minimum," I said, looking at her. 
 
    "Just make sure if you can't get them all, you don't leave any right next to each other; that would multiply the effect." 
 
    "That leads to our next problem," Suzona said. "Mobility." 
 
    "Actually, our next problem is getting there," I replied. "We can't go back the way we came. But you're right, after that, it's mobility. These things have to be hundreds of miles apart." 
 
    "Some are only a hundred miles apart, but most are two hundred," Hitoshi said. "We have maps you can use." 
 
    "And the weapon?" 
 
    "Yes, we have something I believe you can use. Its range, however, may not be far enough." 
 
    "So what about mobility?" Suzona asked. "It'll need to be fast." 
 
    "Just how wide is a portal?" Hitoshi asked, looking over at Cam. 
 
    "Twelve feet," I said before Cam could answer. "At least, the ones I've seen around here." 
 
    Cam nodded in agreement. 
 
    "So," Commander Yuudai said, speaking up, "we have three problems. First and most important is we need to find a portal that isn't being blocked. Second is we need a way to transport you to each of the towers that's fast and reliable, to keep them from finishing them and setting them off in advance of your arrival. Third, we need some highly-explosive, armor-penetrating weapon with enough range that you can hit it from a safe distance." 
 
    "And it has to work there," I added. "Don't forget that. Sometimes the rules are different enough that some things don't work." 
 
    "Is there any chance we can get any more of you?" Hitoshi asked. 
 
    "I don't know. I'll have to ask." 
 
    "Do you have any kind of estimate for when they'll launch their attack?" Suzona asked. 
 
    "Actually, yes, we do. In eighteen days, it'll be the anniversary of their defeat. They're planning to strike on that day." 
 
    I nodded, and just then several carts were brought into the room with what looked like food service on them. 
 
    "I think it's safe to say, that concludes our preliminary meeting," Commander Yuudai said with a smile. "I think a meal and a chance for our guests to relax is in order while we try to find answers to our questions. 
 
    "Does anyone have any other issues that need to be addressed immediately?" 
 
    I watched as they all shook their heads in the negative. 
 
    "Fine, then we're adjourned, and we'll meet again in eight hours, at noon, to see what progress has been made." 
 
    Everyone nodded, and Cam, Kei, and Vesna got up, bowed, and quickly left. Hiromi and Hitoshi, along with Yuudai, me, and Suzona, were immediately served breakfast. 
 
    "Don't worry about Veasna," Hitoshi said to Suzona and me after she'd left the room. "She has to go on record as being opposed to the excess loss of human life, but even she realizes what's on the line here." 
 
    "So what do you think the effects of their weapons would be, if they were to successfully fire them all?" I asked Hiromi as I started in on the food piled high on my plate. 
 
    "If the equations and blueprints we've been supplied with are correct, I think it's most likely they'll create a volcano at each of the tower sites, and one or two of them could conceivably link up into a super-volcano, which would probably kill a lot more people when the ash cloud causes everyone's crops to fail." 
 
    "I'm surprised none of the other countries are doing anything about this," Suzona said between bites. 
 
    "The war collapsed everybody's economies. No one's really had the time or money to come see what's happening. The last time they were there, which was some fifteen years ago, they were told the towers were going to be used for a massive solar energy project," Yuudai said as he picked up his glass to take a drink. 
 
    "Do you really think the effects will bleed over?" I asked. 
 
    "No one's really sure," Yuudai said with a sigh, "but even if they don't, like it or not, we did help them, however unwittingly. So it now falls on us to stop them." 
 
    I nodded. After we ate, I'd have a lot to talk to Fel about. A couple more champions would definitely help. 
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    "So they want us to go after the towers," I said to Fel as I sat in his bar, "and destroy at least four of them. Which, considering it's just me and Suzona, I'm not sure we can do before they fire them off." 
 
    "No, you really do need a larger group of people to help you," Fel agreed. 
 
    "Is there anyone else out there that's willing to help?" 
 
    "No, I'm sorry William, but there isn't. They only got Suzona because she's hot for you," Fel said with a grin. 
 
    "Well, having her chase me isn't half as scary as having Evean do it. I am curious though, Fel, will any of the connected realities suffer any effects?" 
 
    "It depends on how they're connected, William. The possibility does exist. Remember, one of the purposes of the portals is to allow certain energies to flow, to keep 'The Infinite' in a certain state of balance." 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. "So this very much needs to be done." 
 
    "Yes, I'm afraid so." 
 
    "Can you help at all with the locations of any portals that connect there?" 
 
    "The people you're dealing with at Yuudai's have a complete list of all the portals from their country through to the 'War World', as they like to call it. The only way you'll know which ones are blocked, and which ones aren't, is by checking each of them." 
 
    "Someone who has the ability to go through them," I grumbled, because I knew there were probably more than Suzona and I could cover in the time remaining. 
 
    "There are several portals that connect Japan there as well," Fel continued. "You already know one of those isn't blocked, so there's a fair chance some of the others aren't, as well." 
 
    A thought occurred to me. "Are there any portals between Japan and the world we're currently in?" 
 
    "Actually yes, there is one." 
 
    "Can you tell me where it is?" I asked as I wondered, if I asked Evean to help, if we could get some of the weapons we needed smuggled in through there, or even possibly bought on the black market. 
 
    "I'd advise you not to ask Evean for help with this one, William." 
 
    "Oh?" I asked, giving him a curious look. 
 
    "Suzona's trying to get you to give her a child. If Evean were to show up right now—well, Evean is going to demand your attention, and I don't think that'll work well with Suzona, whom you may have noticed is not all that confident about her hold on you, or your attentions toward her." 
 
    "So you're saying she's vulnerable?" 
 
    "Fragile might be a better word for it. She's dealing with unfamiliar emotions and territory." 
 
    "Any chance I could get my sister to help?" I asked while thinking about what Fel had just told me. Suzona was obviously going through some issues, and I did have feelings for her, so I'd need to make sure I didn't add to them. 
 
    "There'd have to be an exchange of favors, William, and I have no idea at all what Sanugok would want for such a task, as I'm still far too small a god there to have had any relations with him." 
 
    "This is going to be a hard one," I said with a shake of my head. 
 
    "Why do you think they called for help?" 
 
    "What about Shin? His goddess had just as much on the line as the rest of us." 
 
    "A couple of weeks from now, he'd be able to help, but not right now." 
 
    "And I can't ask for Tesh's, because she'll also want to sleep with me, and Suzona probably wouldn't care much for that, either." 
 
    "You're learning," Fel said with a smile. "But to be honest, she isn't at all familiar with the kinds of weapon you'll be using for this." 
 
    "Are the locals, the ones in the other countries, really that clueless about what's going on?" 
 
    "After the destruction of the society and country of the tower builders, there was a major power shift among the powers on that world. That led to several regional conflicts, as those who hadn't lost a lot in the war preyed on those who had, and that led to an economic collapse they're just now climbing back out of. Everyone there now has better things to do with their time and money than to check on people that they all believe to be economically ruined and still living in a purely agrarian economy.  
 
    "Even cargo ships don't go there anymore, because no one there has any money to buy anything. Which, of course, is because all their resources are going to build their doomsday weapon, but no one else on the planet has discovered that yet." 
 
    "Well, I guess tomorrow I'll have to investigate the gates and where they come out. Maybe we can just go through, hit the nearest tower, pull out, and let the folks here airlift us to the next portal." 
 
    "I think your fear of them rushing to get their weapon ready to detonate it, and setting it off early once you start destroying them is a valid fear, William. You may only have a day, or less, to carry this out." 
 
    I nodded. That was my biggest fear. 
 
    "Good night, Fel." 
 
    "Sleep well, William." 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    I woke up with Suzona curled up against my chest. The previous times we'd slept together, she'd always maintained her space after we'd fallen asleep. This was the first time I'd woken up to find her doing this, and we hadn't even made love before going to bed, both of us being exhausted. 
 
    It was a little alien to me, having someone come to me for comfort like this. With my wives and Laria, yeah, I expected it, because we were family. I suspected if Evean had ever needed comfort, she got it from Roden. The only time I'd had to comfort Nara, I'd gone to her because I could see that she'd needed it. Nue, well Nue was just a helmsman, so it wasn't unexpected that she sought me out for comfort when all those bad things had happened to her. 
 
    But Suzona was showing those signs, and I could only think that there was more going on with her than I'd thought. Which reminded me again of Kani.  
 
    I was definitely going to see her when I got home. Maybe even take her back to Nue's temple in Juntura for a while so I could spend more time with her, and with my kids by her and Dani. If someone as strong as Suzona was having issues and needed me, well, I'd laid claim to Kani, and it wasn't right for me to ignore the obligation I had there. 
 
    "When did my life become so complicated?" I whispered to myself. 
 
    "Hmmm?" Suzona asked as she stirred. 
 
    "How are you doing, Sue?" I asked and gave her a light squeeze. 
 
    "Better, I'm doing better," she said with what sounded like a happy sigh and wiggled back against me. 
 
    I kissed her on the back of the head and enjoyed the moment.  
 
    "I didn't want to leave him," Suzona said softly after a few minutes of silence had gone by. 
 
    "Then why did you make the offer?" I whispered back. 
 
    "Because I love him? Because I knew he'd never ask me to go? Because I could see I was hurting him by staying?" 
 
    I gave her another squeeze. "I understand." 
 
    "It still hurts though, William. I wanted to retire. I wanted to stay with him." 
 
    "Why didn't you?" 
 
    "Because he asked me not to. He asked me to pursue my dreams of a family. He told me he wanted me to do some of the things I'd had to put off. He told me if I really loved him, I'd go do those things. I'd do the things I'd sacrificed so I could serve him." 
 
    "How long were you with him?" 
 
    "Over a hundred years," Suzona said and sighed. "Though it honestly doesn't feel that long." 
 
    "Well, he obviously loves you if he wants you to pursue your dreams." 
 
    "Can a god love, William?" 
 
    I gave a small nod and gently hugged her again. "Yeah, I believe they can. Sure, it's probably not in the same way they did back when they were human—when they were alive—or at least I don't think it is. But they seem to maintain strong ties to who and what they were when they were alive. I don't think they can consummate that love like we do, not physically. Then again, maybe in paradise, things are different? 
 
    "But when I met with Stephanie, after she'd become a goddess, she told me she loved me when she was human, and still cared." I then added as an afterthought, "I need to visit her again one of these days, I guess." 
 
    "Why haven't you?" 
 
    "She's very far away, and not powerful enough for Fel to link into her temple." I kissed the back of her head again. "That's the one problem with loving people and having children with them. Visiting family and friends for folks like you and me can be hard. Back when it was just Rachel and Darlene, I only had two places to go to. Now I've got two more on the Seven Worlds—well, actually three, and of course Stephanie." 
 
    "And now I want to add to the problem," she grumbled. 
 
    "No, I want to add to the problem," I said and nibbled on her ear. "I already go to Aryanna's to visit my children. Having a child with you will never be a problem at all, Sue." 
 
    "You want me to have your child?" she asked, rolling over and looking at me. 
 
    I pulled her against me and smiled at her while looking into her eyes. "Sue, the moment you told me you wanted my child, I wanted to be the father." 
 
    "Because I'm the 'hot Viking bitch'?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No. I wanted it for the same reason I made love to Evean in that room with the lights on. I very much want to love you and become a part of your life. Yes, ideally, it would be easier on me if we waited until all my other children were grown, but this isn't about what's ideal for me. It's about what's ideal for you.  
 
    "So when this current mess is over, feel free to turn off the built-in birth control we get as champions, and I'll show you how much I care, and how much I want this with you." 
 
    She kissed me then, and I made love to her. This was, I realized, the beginning of what would undoubtedly be a very long relationship, and from the intensity of Suzona's lovemaking and reactions to my efforts, I had a sneaking suspicion I was going to end up as her sole lover when this was over. Unlike Evean or Dani, I was getting the impression Suzona was very much a 'one man woman', just like Darlene, Nara, Nue, and yes, even Rachel, were. 
 
    After we'd both achieved our bliss and hit our peaks, I found myself staring into her eyes, those gray colored irises, our sweaty bodies still entangled as we held on to one another. 
 
    "Something on your mind, William?" 
 
    I smiled. "I am so going to own you." 
 
    Her eyes opened wider for a moment, and she took a short breath. 
 
    "I think... I think I'd like to be owned by you, William. I think I'd like that very much." 
 
    I kissed her again, and we slowly separated and went to use the shower. Sure, we could have used a cantrip to clean up, but there's just something about communal bathing with someone you love and care about that warms the heart. That draws you closer to one another. 
 
    After we dressed, we found where the mess was and ate. Just as we were finishing up, Emiko found us again. 
 
    "Commander Yuudai and the others would like to see you again. They have some of the answers to your questions." 
 
    "Great," I said. We got up and followed Emiko back to the conference room we'd been in before.  
 
    "Suzona, William, we have some of your answers," Commander Yuudai said as we were shown into the room. Cam the portal researcher, Kei from the leading council, and Hitoshi from the military were there as well. 
 
    "Well, let's start with the first question, portal access," I said as Suzona and I took the same seats as before. 
 
    "There are five portals that join the War World with our world," Cam said as a map appeared on the wall behind him. "Three of them are blocked; two of them, however, they have yet to discover." 
 
    I looked the locations over. Two of the three blocked portals were near towers, and one had been the one we'd come though. I guess someone did a better job of blocking it after we used it. The third one was on the island to the north. I noticed there was a tag that said 'Emperor's City' on it, which was probably why there weren't any towers there. 
 
    The other two were on opposite ends of the main island, one near the north end on the west side, and the other near the south end on the east side. 
 
    "We could drive right for those two, William," Suzona said, getting up and looking more closely at the map. The northern gate was on the coast and about sixty miles from the closest tower. The southern gate was about a hundred miles away from either of the two southern towers. 
 
    "Which of those two towers would be easier to get?" I asked, motioning to the two towers the southern portal came out between. 
 
    "The southern one is close to the coast; the northern one is a few miles inland," Hitoshi said. 
 
    "I'll lead a small team to take the northern-most of the two, and we can send a boat around to take the other one from the water. Sue, you take that one by the northern gate." 
 
    "That still leaves four towers." 
 
    I nodded. "I have an idea for the one on the other side of the gateway here." 
 
    "But that gateway is blocked!" Cam said. 
 
    "I know. The gateway we used, however, isn't." I stopped for a moment and looked from Yuudai to Hitoshi. "Do you have any people we can bring through the portals with us? To help Suzona and me, and to go after that southernmost tower on their own?" 
 
    "Can't you take out both of those yourself?" Commander Yuudai asked. 
 
    I sighed. "Honestly, with the amount of explosives in those towers, I'm worried when we set them off, we'll all die. And even then, assuming I can get some sort of transport, it's two hundred miles to get from one to the other, and that's going in a straight line. It would probably take a day, at least, to go from one to the next, and I'm worried they might set it off before we can get there." 
 
    "Do you think five hours would be enough time?" Hitoshi asked. 
 
    "I'd hope so. Could Suzona use this same way to travel between the two towers on the west coast? They're what, a hundred and twenty miles apart?" 
 
    "Yes, easily." 
 
    "And this would be using...?" Suzona asked. 
 
    "Powered parawings." 
 
    Suzona and I both shrugged. "What's that?"  
 
    "They're fairly simple, small flying machines. They carry one person and a fifty-pound payload in a framework under a self-inflating wing. Our military has been developing them for scouting missions. They don't show up on radar, they're quiet, and one strong person can carry one though a portal easily." 
 
    "I don't know how to fly a powered parawing," Suzona said. 
 
    "My people can teach you in a day," Hitoshi said. "They taught me; it's not that hard." 
 
    "Then why haven't you used them to attack the towers yourself?" she asked, looking him in the eye. 
 
    "We can't," Hitoshi said. 
 
    "What do you mean?" she asked with a frown. 
 
    "We're forbidden from traveling there," Commander Yuudai said. "We're also forbidden, by treaty, from making war on anyone, anywhere." 
 
    "What about the tower you already destroyed?" I asked while trying to wrap my head around that. 
 
    "Those were all people from the War World who moved here years ago. They volunteered when they discovered what the towers going off might do to us here." 
 
    "But this weapon may kill millions of your countrymen. Why can you not go?" Suzona asked, obviously as confused as I was. 
 
    "The treaty we signed to end the war—that all of us in the world signed—allows no exceptions. War is war, and we're not allowed to make it. Our military is also quite small. They're used more for natural disasters and intercepting pirates and smugglers on the high seas." 
 
    "Are you not in the military?" 
 
    "No, I'm in the national police force. Since you were here last, I was promoted to the regional head; my full title is Commander-General Yuudai." 
 
    "Huh," I said. "Well, I guess that explains why you want our help doing this." 
 
    "What I'd like to know is, if you don't have a military, what kind of weapon you're going to be giving us." Suzona asked with a faint scowl. 
 
    "Are you familiar with recoilless rifles?" Hitoshi asked. 
 
    "Yes. What size is the round it fires, and what's the effective range?" 
 
    "Three and a half inches, and a thousand yards." 
 
    "How does it do against concrete?" I asked. 
 
    "Amazingly well. While they were originally built for attacking tanks, they're superb bunker busters. The rifle weighs fifteen pounds, and each round weighs four pounds, so you should be able to carry the gun and six rounds." 
 
    "How old are the guns and the ammunition?" 
 
    "Less than ten years. We may be limited by treaty, but those we have, we train with heavily." 
 
    "The only question left then—is a thousand yards far enough away to be safe?" 
 
    "What about the northeast tower?" Kei asked, speaking up for the first time. 
 
    "If they haven't fired it off by the time we've destroyed the rest, maybe we'll try for it," Suzona told him. 
 
    "Remember, your expert told us if we can destroy four of the towers, it would be enough," I said, turning to face him. "Right now we're hoping to get five of them. Also, do we know for sure if these rifles will work there?" 
 
    "Yes, we had them tested this morning, when we found the open portals, using one of our War World volunteers," Hitoshi said. 
 
    "Oh, there's one more minor detail," Kei said, drawing my attention back to him. 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "You can't come back here after you destroy the towers." 
 
    "Why?" Suzona asked. 
 
    "Because it would be construed as you being members of our army. We already got in trouble for the last group, even though none of them came back. We'll undoubtedly get in trouble once more for sending the two of you. But the leading council has decided that a decade of minor economic sanctions is preferable to millions of our people dying." 
 
    I nodded, and Suzona agreed while sighing. "Yes, it is." 
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    Three days had gone by, during which Suzona and I had been taught how to fly the parawings, and we'd also been taught how to fire the recoilless rifles, and even taken a few practice shots. Right now, I was about to see if I could get that fifth tower dealt with, so I was standing by a public telephone booth in Kobe with a large pair of suitcases, waiting for someone to show up. 
 
    It took about a half hour, but a very nice car pulled up, and I recognized the driver from the bar Suzona and I had met them in. It was Taikai, the man who'd gotten us into the stadium. Isamu had given me his card when we'd met, and I'd remembered his phone number—not really that hard, as I'd shared that memory with Fel—I'd called him and told him I needed to see him, and it was urgent. 
 
    "What's in those cases?" Taikai inquired as he helped me put them in the trunk. 
 
    "A very powerful weapon. So don't draw any attention," I told him as he closed the trunk. 
 
    He gave me an incredulous look. 
 
    "I told Isamu this was urgent. I'm not much for exaggeration," I said with a smile. 
 
    "I guess not. Well, it's not far. Get in and let's be on our way." 
 
    "Yes, let's," I said and got into the passenger seat. For all that I'd been gone from home for so long, it still felt weird being in a right-hand drive car.  
 
    Ten or so minutes later, we got to where we were going. I got the cases out of the back and was led into a building. 
 
    "You can leave those here," one of the men said as I was shown to a room. 
 
    "No, I can't," I told him. When he opened his mouth, Taikai grabbed his arm and shook his head. The man looked at Taikai, then back at me. 
 
    "Isamu is waiting inside," he said and moved out of the way. 
 
    "Thank you," I replied and gave him a slight bow before going inside. 
 
    "William!" Isamu said, getting up and coming around the desk he was sitting behind, dressed in an impeccable silk suit. "I must say, I am surprised to see you like this." 
 
    I set the cases down and shook hands with him. 
 
    "Yes, I'm sure it is. It's good to see you again, Isamu. I believe I need to speak to your brother, Tomomi." 
 
    Isamu nodded. "And those cases?" 
 
    "Contain a recoilless rifle and six rounds of ammunition for it." 
 
    "That is a strange gift to be bearing for a priest such as my brother, William." 
 
    I nodded. "I know, but it's an important one." 
 
    "Then I would hear the tale of it. He is my brother, William, and I would be lax in my duties if I did not involve myself." 
 
    I smiled at him. "Yes, you would be. This has to do with the world on the other side of the gateway that was blocked, which your brother helped me find another passage to." 
 
    I then told him about the War World, the towers there, and what they were going to be used for. 
 
    "That is a very sad story, William, but how does that involve my brother?" 
 
    "We need to destroy at least four of those towers. Suzona and I are fairly certain we can each destroy two of them before they're set off, but I'd feel better if we could destroy more of them." 
 
    Isamu nodded. "Yes, I am sure you would. But that still does not tell me why I should let you involve my brother in this affair." 
 
    "The tower I want help with destroying is west of Kobe by ten miles, about where Himeji is in that other reality." 
 
    "But it's in another reality, so again, why should that matter to my brother, or to me?" 
 
    "One of the purposes of the gateways, the portals, is for energy and other powers to flow between the different realities in what the gods call 'The Infinite'. They serve to keep it in some sort of balance. When those towers are set off, the effect will not only destroy their version of Japan, but because of those portals, some of that energy will be transferred here." 
 
    Isamu's eyes hardened then as he looked at me. 
 
    "You swear this is true?" 
 
    I nodded. "I swear it on my god, Feliogustus. He told me it would happen, and I'm from this world, Isamu. True, I'm not from Japan, but I still wouldn't wish to see any harm befall you or your countrymen." 
 
    "Show me the weapon." 
 
    Kneeling down, I set the first case on its side and opened it. 
 
    "A Gustaf gun?" he said, looking a little surprised. 
 
    I shrugged. "All I know is it's a recoilless rifle that fires a three point five inch round. It's high-explosive, will penetrate a concrete bunker wall, and hopefully cause the charges in the tower to detonate prematurely, destroying the entire structure." 
 
    "Three point five? That would make it almost the same as the current Gustaf rifle. That one fires an eighty-four millimeter round." 
 
    I looked up at him, surprised. "You know about these?" 
 
    Isamu smiled. "I was once a member of the Japanese Defense Forces when I was a much younger man. So, what's your plan?" 
 
    "To send a small squad of men through the portal your brother took me to, so they can attack the tower. Once they've gone through, I have to return to where Suzona's waiting for me, so we can launch our attacks on the other four towers." 
 
    "Can you teach me how that works?" 
 
    I nodded. "Of course. It's not really all that hard. The hard part will be getting close enough. The range is only a thousand meters." 
 
    Isamu snorted. "A thousand meters? Child's play! Come, let me call a few people, and then we can visit Tomomi."  
 
    "Thank you. I hate having to ask you to do this, Isamu, but there are a great many lives at stake," I told him as I closed and locked the case, then stood back up. 
 
    "I'll admit, I'm surprised one such as you would care." 
 
    I looked at him and frowned. 
 
    "William, I've heard you mention you yourself have slain thousands of people." 
 
    I took a deep breath and sighed. "When you've killed as many people as I have, when you've led wars of extermination, you either learn the value of what it is you're destroying, or you become a monster, Isamu. Well, I've seen monsters, and for all that many people may now feel I am one, I have no desire to walk that path. We all do the things we do because we have a duty, and we have honor.  
 
    "But that doesn't mean we enjoy it." 
 
    Isamu gave me a sad look. "No, it doesn't. When do you wish to launch this attack?" 
 
    "As soon as possible." 
 
    "Then that's when it will be. Come." 
 
      
 
    Little more than twelve hours later, we were standing around the portal as the sun was coming up. 
 
    "Isamu, you don't have to do this!" Tomomi was saying to his brother whom, I'd been just as shocked as he was to discover, was personally going to lead the small team of heavily-armed Yakuza enforcers who were going. 
 
    "Yes, Tomomi, I do. I'm quite experienced with this type of weapon, and as the champion William has sworn, if we don't do this, thousands of my countrymen will die. I know you don't approve of the life I've chosen, so if nothing else, consider this my atonement for the things of which you disprove." 
 
    Isamu stopped and grinned widely. "Besides, how could I possibly pass up the opportunity to blow up some idiot's shit?" he said, and then laughed as the others all laughed with him. 
 
    Tomomi shook his head sadly. "It's not often I find myself disagreeing with the way of the divine, but you're right. Still, be careful, Isamu. I would prefer for you to come back." 
 
    "As would I, Tomo! Now, let's be about this. William here has much to be about today, as well." 
 
    "Everyone ready?" I asked. 
 
    They all nodded, so I led them through the portal two at a time, bringing Tomomi through last. The top of the tower was visible in the distance, and I could see they were rigging some sort of crane on the side of it. No doubt they'd be loading it soon. 
 
    "Thank you for giving me this opportunity, William," Isamu said in a soft voice. "My country is important to me, as are my countrymen. As long as the gods know I've done this service, I'll pass on a contented man." 
 
    I bowed to him, then to each of the men with him. 
 
    "Be careful, and be victorious," I said, then taking Tomomi by the hand, I led him back through the portal to Earth. 
 
    "Do you think you can go through without my help?" I asked him after we'd gone back. Tomomi was apparently one of those people with the ability to sense portals, and he'd be coming back tomorrow to bring any survivors back home. 
 
    "Yes, William." He shook his head. "I wish he'd sent someone else." 
 
    "I don't." 
 
    Tomomi gave me an ungrateful look as we walked back to his car. 
 
    "Tomomi, I know Isamu will do this, no matter what. He won't 'die trying'; he'll get it done. Your brother is a man who doesn't let anything stand in his way; that's why he's as powerful as he is. You should be grateful that he's not a selfish man; that he, willingly, took this on. 
 
    "I know I am, because this needs to be done." 
 
    "Do you think he'll survive?" 
 
    "I don't know. But if anyone does, it'll be him." 
 
    The rest of the drive passed in silence. 
 
    "Good luck, William," he said as he dropped me off at the portal that led back to Yuudai's world. 
 
    "Thank you, Tomomi, and thank you for your help," I told him, and then quickly stepped through the portal. The moment I showed up, the pilots at the helicopter that had been waiting for me started it up, and I climbed in the back. The flight to the portal I'd be leaving from was only a few hours. Suzona was already ready and waiting at the other one, and as soon as I was ready, they'd notify her over the radio, and we'd go through at the same time. It would take me about three hours to get to my first objective, which would mean she'd have to wait at least two hours before attacking hers.  
 
    After that?  
 
    After that, we'd see, I guess. Lying down on the floor of the helicopter, I decided now would be a good time to take a nap. 
 
      
 
    Flying wasn't as much fun as it had been on the boats in the Seven Worlds, but it was definitely a lot easier. For all that the paramotor wing was a simple device, there was obviously a lot of technology involved that went into making it easy and simple to fly. The motor was powerful, but quiet. The controls were simple, a lot simpler than the ones on those ships, and it was fast enough for the job. 
 
    Most of my journey was over the water, so I was able to climb up a fair bit to make my trip a faster one. The trip to the first tower for Suzona was a relatively short one, so I kept checking the watch I'd been given to get an idea of how much time I had left before she hit her first tower. 
 
    The tower I was heading towards came into view in the first hour of my flight. It was that big. When I got close enough I was concerned about being seen, I could also see the tower that Isamu was going to attack off in the distance. Neither tower looked like it was ready to fire off its projectile yet, so that made me hopeful Suzona and I would have more than enough time to hit our second targets. 
 
    By the time I made ground fall—that is, I was no longer flying over water—I was low enough to hopefully not be seen by the folks working on the tower. There were a number of hills and rises between us, but soon I'd need to look for a place to land. I'd wanted to do this at night, but Suzona didn't have the kind of night vision I did, and it probably wouldn't have been wise to send Isamu out at night, either. 
 
    Furthermore, I weighed a lot more in my champion form, so that would probably have pushed the limits of the paramotor wing's abilities. 
 
    By the time I'd found a place to land, I had less than thirty minutes to get to my target. It took me a few minutes get it ready to leave when I returned, and hide it under a small tarp so hopefully no one would see it. Then I grabbed the rifle and four rounds, leaving two behind to lighten the load, and made my way towards the tower, which was still a couple miles away. 
 
    The next half hour wasn't a lot of fun. Especially not with thirty-some-odd pounds on my back. I'd shifted into my champion form immediately, but the trip was all uphill, as I'd landed on the other side of a fairly high ridgeline to shield my approach from observation. I was still climbing towards the top when I heard a distant sound of thunder, and looking at my watch, I swore—Suzona had hit the first tower. 
 
    Well, at least now I knew the gun would work. 
 
    I got down to my hands and knees and scrambled a lot faster, trying to get up there before all hell broke loose. Surely someone would be raising an alarm, right? 
 
    Ten minutes later, when I got to the top and peeked over the edge towards the tower, all I could see were the workers continuing as normal. Sliding back down, I got out the rifle and set it up as I'd been taught. I set two shells out on the ground beside me, then loaded the third, and left the fourth in my pack on the ground. Engaging 'eyes and ears', I crawled the last five yards, moving the two reloads forward with me as I traveled, until I had a clear view. 
 
    Setting the rifle up and aiming it wasn't an issue, and popping an accuracy cantrip, I pulled the trigger and counted down as I watched the round streak off towards the target, reminding me of when my sister and I had taken out all those troops in Stephanie's reality years ago.  
 
    It hit the concrete right where I'd aimed, punched through, and I even saw a slight puff of something coming out the hole a moment later. 
 
    And nothing happened. 
 
    Swearing, I grabbed another round, loaded it into the rifle, and took aim at a different spot as I took incoming fire. Recoilless rifles created a big flame out the back when you fired them—something you couldn't possibly miss. I noticed there were a lot of people pointing at me from the tower now, and I could hear all sorts of vehicles firing up their engines, despite the gunfire. 
 
    Suddenly there was a bright flash, followed a moment later by the ground shaking as the tower swayed a little, thankfully causing all the people trying to shoot me some issues. Then suddenly there was the sound of a very loud explosion, followed by a slight breeze, and everyone turned to the north, where it had come from. You could actually see a tower—or the top of a tower—going upwards into the sky, rising on a black cloud of smoke and fire that quickly pushed up past it as the tower's ascent slowed. 
 
    Saying a brief prayer, I pulled the trigger before I was forced to push myself back down the edge to avoid the machinegun fire stitching its way towards me. I counted to myself—the last shot had taken only two seconds to punch through, and I'd seen the smoke when I got to... 
 
    Everything was bright, and I was launched into the air as the ground pushed me. My eardrums ruptured, and it felt like someone had hit me with a Mack truck! 
 
    I cast cures on myself as everything shook, and a huge wave of fire swept over my head. Grabbing the rifle, I slid down the hill as fast as I could go, grabbing the bag as I went by. I cast another cantrip for dexterity, because that was the only way I was going to be able to stay on my feet, as I ran just as hard as I could down the steep incline while dodging trees, rocks, and other obstacles. My champion's speed was still engaged as I ran, which made me wonder where the top of that tower was going to land. 
 
    How I got the gun in the pack with the other round and slung on my back, I couldn't remember, I just knew I was doing at least a three-minute mile by the time I was halfway down the ridge, for all that I was dodging trees. That was when the ground shook a second time, the echoes from the first explosion still reverberating around the hills. 
 
    Glancing back, I saw the top of the tower crashing to the ground on the very top of the rise, and the projectile, that huge, pointed slug, was rolling down the hillside in my direction. 
 
    Swearing, I turned my head back, concentrated on running as fast as I could, and hoped I had enough of a head start on it to get my wing back up into the air before it caught up with me. The idea of being ground into paste by something that had to weigh a hundred or more tons wasn't a pleasant one. In fact, it was so unpleasant that I wasn't even complaining about, much less feeling, the dozens of small branches I was crashing through that were tearing up my jumpsuit as well as my flesh underneath. 
 
    When it tore off one of the straps for the backpack, I had another horrific moment, as the gun and the round spilled out onto the ground. Grabbing at the gun, I snatched it up off the ground as the round rolled away from me in a different direction. Then I heard the sound of a tree shattering from the way I came.  
 
    "Fuck!" I swore and abandoned the round as I ran for all I was worth. I had two back at the wing. That was better than getting crushed while trying to save the third one! 
 
    The moment I got to the wing, I jumped into the small open framework, and started the engine, not even bothering to strap myself in. Thankfully it caught immediately. As I had it pointed downhill, it rolled as the engine throttled up to max, and that dragged the wing up into the air.  
 
    I pulled the straps around me to keep myself from falling out as I fought the controls at the same time. 
 
    "What the hell! Why aren't we taking off!" I swore, and immediately I felt Fel kick me in the head. 
 
    "What the fuck..." I swore, then realized I was in my champion form, and shifted out of it. 
 
    "Sorry, Fel..." I apologized, and suddenly I was staring at the sky as the loss of weight combined with how hard I'd been pulling for the wing to climb hit at the same time. 
 
    I had a bit of a moment then, as I was trying not to lose the gun, not to fall out of the wing's trike frame, and not stall the wing and crash us under the ground—just as a large, black shape rolled underneath, missing the wheels of the trike by only a few feet. 
 
    I stopped the insane climb, and grabbing the gun with my other hand, then sticking it between my legs, I buckled myself in. Turning to the south, I looked behind me at the huge mushroom cloud that was slowly climbing into the sky. I could see two more: one to the north, where Isamu had undoubtedly done his job; and a second one, much, much farther way, just climbing into view as it rose past the curvature of the Earth. 
 
    I started a slow climb, because speed was now of the essence for me. I had a little over two hundred miles to go, while Suzona had half that. She'd been hitting her other target a good two hours before I'd get to mine.  
 
    I was expecting quite the reception. 
 
      
 
    I came in flying about five thousand feet above the tower. It had gotten cloudy, and the ride had become a rough one. But this high up, I didn't think they'd see me, and I knew I could lose the altitude a lot faster than it'd taken me to gain it. The tower was close to the sea, and I could see it was set on a small hill, which was maybe three hundred feet or so above sea level, probably to protect against storm surges. It undoubtedly gave a better foundation for the tower, and made it easier to dig without having to worry about the seawater intruding or leaking into the shaft.  
 
    The problem, as I saw it, was where to land so I could get a clear shot. I didn't think anyone had survived any of the attacks to warn the folks here how I was going to attack, but most of the area surrounding this tower was flat. Or flat enough that if I didn't want to be seen, I'd have to land at least five miles away and slog it in on foot. Which I was okay with. 
 
    But... 
 
    But first I needed to get an idea of how close they were to firing the damn thing. If they hadn't lifted the slug into position, I'd have all night to get down there and launch another tower into the air. 
 
    But if they were getting ready to fire, that would certainly limit my options. 
 
    It was getting late in the day. It was March, so it was still early in the year, and between the clouds and how soon the sun would be setting, there were a lot of shadows. Because of that, I had to spend more time circling the tower than I would've liked, and while I was still a fair distance out, every time I made another circuit, that increased the chances of someone seeing me. 
 
    The problem was, I couldn't find the slug anywhere on the ground around the base of the tower, even in the shadows. It wasn't being hauled up the sides; I couldn't even see any lines there, though there was a crane of sorts extending out over one side, same as I'd seen on the others. 
 
    I got a sudden feeling of dread, and diving down until I was at the same level of the tower's top, I saw it. 
 
    They were moving the slug into position.  
 
    From the way they were scrambling all over it, and workers where moving as fast and furious as ants on a recently kicked anthill, I could tell they were going to be firing it the moment they got it into position.  
 
    I turned and flew away from the tower for a couple minutes. I needed to land, and I needed to land now. I only had two shots left, but hopefully I'd only need one. I'd aim at the same place as before, the top of one of the 'windows', and hope for the best. Getting the rifle out, I loaded it carefully, and set the other round under my legs so I wouldn't lose it in a rushed landing.  
 
    As I turned back towards the tower, I realized that to even be able to hit it on the second ring, I'd have to be at least a thousand yards away, because the tower sat so much higher on the rise! Looking around furiously, I tried to find some high ground that was within range of the rifle. I wasn't finding any when a thought occurred to me: why not launch from in the air? I turned my head and looked at the two small fanjets behind me. If I shifted my weight just a little, I could put the gun on my shoulder, and most of the blast would pass between them. Hopefully they'd survive long enough for me to load the second round if the first didn't work. And if the second didn't? 
 
    I'd worry about that if and when it happened. 
 
    Someone must have seen me as I started my run in on the tower, and all I could think of was that old movie with the guys trying to bomb some bridge or dam. The one they used in the flashbacks for that comedy movie.  
 
    I got hit in the shoulder then, and swearing, I popped the last of my healing spells, pulled the rifle up, sighted it in, and pulled the trigger as everything kicked into high gear.  
 
    The moment after that, I drew a lot of fire, because the big blast of fire was a hard thing to miss. So was the wing, which was now on fire, as I'd been pointing down to hit the target, and the back blast from the gun had gone into the trailing edge. 
 
    I'd grabbed the last round and was loading it when two things happened almost at the exact same time. 
 
    The first was, I got shot in the gut. 
 
    The second was, the entire base of the tower blew out in a perfect ring, just like the Death Star. The shockwave tore the wing to pieces, and shattered all the bones in my body. I watched a ball of fire and flame launch the top of the tower into the air as it boiled up from below, and I barely even felt it as it incinerated my body. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "How long have I been dead?" I asked when I found myself in Fel's bar. 
 
    Fel handed me a beer. "A little more than a week. It was really only one more jump than the trip from Earth." 
 
    "Did Suzona get the last tower?" 
 
    "No, she didn't have the fuel to reach it, so she went home to Aryanna." 
 
    "How bad was it when they set it off?" 
 
    "There's a volcano there now," Fel said with a shrug as I took a pull of my beer, "or there will be soon enough. It punched a pretty deep hole into the Earth. Apparently their designers underestimated the abilities of their device, and that's a major subduction zone, and there's always molten rock close to the surface." 
 
    I winced. "How many people died?" 
 
    "A lot. The royal family and their advisors were all killed, and most everyone in what would've been northern Japan there died. Not that there were a lot of them compared to, say, modern day Japan. They did spawn a tidal wave, and it killed hundreds more, but it wasn't as bad as it could have been." 
 
    "And the people who we did this for?" 
 
    "They got hit with a six point two magnitude earthquake several hundred miles south of where the tower was. They lost quite a few people in it, but their own spies have told them how many towers were taken out. So right now, they're counting their blessings that only one tower was set off." 
 
    "And Japan?" 
 
    "Experienced a six point seven even further to the south. Most of the energy transferred via the portal you'd been using there." 
 
    "Damn, that sucks. Did Isamu survive?" 
 
    "Sadly, no. Only one of his men was there when your priest friend came back two days later, after the earthquake. Still, those who know about the portals know what he and the others did. There are a lot of people honoring his memory." 
 
    "Did anyone from the tower builders' country survive?" 
 
    Fel shook his head. "Not really. Several countries there detected the explosions and are sending forces to investigate. Once they figure out what was going on, I doubt they'll leave anything living there when they're done this time." 
 
    I just shook my head. Setting my beer down, I decided it was time to talk to my recently-deceased countrymen. See if any of them had some last-minute business they needed dealt with, like maybe some harsh words they wanted to retract. Or maybe a loved one who could use a kind word and a little comfort when I got back. 
 
    All I knew was as of now, I'd had enough of dealing with other people's hate for a good, long time. 
 
    I stopped a moment and looked back at Fel.  
 
    "Did you ever forgive that old priest?" 
 
    Fel smiled at me. "Yes, William, I did. I sent him off to paradise a couple  years ago." 
 
    I smiled back. Suddenly everything was right in my world again. 
 
    Maybe there was hope after all. 
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    I untangled myself from Suzona, who was fast asleep, then I got out of bed and stretched. She'd shown up about a day after Fel had reincarnated me with a very needy look on her face. I'd dragged her off to Nara, who was more than happy to put Suzona in heat, and then I'd spent the next two days showing her that yes, I did care. 
 
    She'd taken the time to show me just how much she wanted me, and how she felt about me in return, and as the old saying goes, it had really blown my hair back. I didn't understand why she had it so bad for me, but I liked her, I cared about her, and I was even growing to love her. All that was more than enough for me. 
 
    Casting a cleaning cantrip on myself, I padded down to one of the small altars in the back of the temple, sat down on the floor, and leaned back against the wall. 
 
    "Deep thoughts, Will?" Nara asked, coming in and straddling my hips. She sat down facing me and made herself comfortable. 
 
    "You really should add a couple of chairs to this room," I told her with a smile. 
 
    "People aren't supposed to be sitting down and getting comfortable in Feliogustus' presence," she chided. 
 
    "I'm always comfortable in his presence," I replied with a grin. 
 
    "Touché. Now, what's bothering you?" 
 
    "What makes you think something's bothering me?" 
 
    "Because you're sitting on a hard, cold floor instead of warming my bed, your wives' bed, your concubine's bed, or your new lover upstairs' bed." 
 
    I looked around the room, and then back at her.  
 
    "Why do they all want my children?" 
 
    "Why are you always so quick to give your children to us?" 
 
    "Because I want to have them with you?" 
 
    Nara smiled at me. "Exactly." 
 
    "How can it be that simple? I mean, I can understand you, Nara; I'm your only option, and Rachel, well, I didn't honestly give her much of a choice, and with Darlene, I offered her a far better life! But Evean, Suzona, even Dani, and now her sister? They could all do better than me! I'm just a weak-willed womanizer when it comes to a pretty face!" 
 
    Nara sighed and rolled her eyes. "Not this again." 
 
    "What that supposed to mean?" I asked, scowling. 
 
    She bopped me lightly on the nose. "Every time you get a new woman, you get all guilty and apologetic. Yeah, I like it that you don't take the whole 'it's just my due' attitude like certain other people think you should." She glanced over at the altar, and I thought I heard a snicker for a brief moment. 
 
    "However, the truth of the matter is, in pretty much all these affairs, it was your due." 
 
    "Oh? And who decided that?" I grumbled. 
 
    "We did." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Will, all your women—with the sole exception of me— could have picked another man. But we didn't. We went after you, and we put ourselves in that category." 
 
    "Laria didn't. Her father gave her to me." 
 
    "Didn't you offer her the chance to pick somebody else?" 
 
    "How'd you find out about that?" I said, glancing at the altar. 
 
    "Because this is you we're talking about! No, Feliogustus didn't tell me, it's just the kind of thing you'd do." 
 
    I glanced away, embarrassed. 
 
    "Yes, I offered it, and no, she didn't want it." 
 
    "See? She put herself there. And before you ask, I was perfectly willing to live a life without children, or even a lover, until I watched you come in there and kick our old head priest's butt and set everything straight. Until I saw just how dedicated you were to Feliogustus. 
 
    "So I put myself there, quite happily I might add, as well." 
 
    "Still, I feel so guilty at times because I never get to spend enough time with all of you." 
 
    "Ever think maybe one of the things we love about you the most is that you're not constantly there, looking over our shoulders and getting underfoot?" 
 
    I leaned back from her, the back of my head hitting the wall as I looked at her in surprise. 
 
    "William, most of your women have lives. They have careers, I guess you could say. Rachel's probably the only one who could put up with you all day, every day and not mind it, if she didn't have a hundred other things she needed to do each and every day already.  
 
    "You come when we need you. You love us. You give us beautiful children. You scare the snot out of anyone who might mess with us—even the gods now, apparently." She gave a little laugh. "For a strong and powerful woman, you're in many ways the perfect mate. And for those who aren't so strong or powerful? Your attentions are so overwhelming, they need a break from time to time." 
 
    She looked thoughtful a moment. "Well, again, maybe not Rachel. I think she has a thing for the occasional tyrant in her life. However, the point I'm trying to make here is, stop feeling so guilty about it.  
 
    "Now, what else is bothering you?" 
 
    I gave her an embarrassed look. "I'm a little worried about Suzona." 
 
    "Well, don't be." 
 
    "Huh? Why not?" 
 
    "Because she got what she wanted." 
 
    "A child?" 
 
    "That, too," Nara said grinning at me. 
 
    I gave her a blank look. 
 
    "William," Nara said and giggled, "Suzona's never chased after a man in her life. She never had to. She's never wanted a man before—until you. Now that she's got you, and gotten your child, you can be sure she's regained her confidence." 
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    "You're not going to push for me to bed more women and father more children, too, now are you?" I asked. 
 
    Nara laughed. "No, I'll leave all the pushing on that to Feliogustus. Now, before you go back to Rachel, how about showing me how much you love me?" She winked at me then, and I couldn't help but smile as I put my arms around her and pulled her close. 
 
      
 
      
 
     Three weeks later, I was aboard the Kashmir as we sailed for Lassen. With Mangan being the effective headquarters for the shipping company that now ran both the Kashmir and the Gretchen-Marie, getting a ride there was a simple task. I'd have to talk with both Bazz and Makill about how the company was doing, seeing as I now owned the Kashmir and had part ownership in Gretchen-Marie. Currently, most of the profits were being split between Nue's church and my daughter's. The remainder went to Kani to take care of our children.  
 
    One of which I'd yet to meet. 
 
    "How long until we get there?" Laria asked as we settled into the owner's cabin, which still contained several of my and Dani's outfits, though I guess those jumpsuits and clothes now belonged to Kani. 
 
    "About a month. Captain Kardez shared with me the highlights of the schedule." 
 
    "I guess that's not too bad." 
 
    "Just be glad my daughter Tiru told them I was coming last month. Normally this ship sails the circle, and then it would've been a two month journey." 
 
    Laria leaned into me and purred. "Like I'd complain about having you all to myself for two months?" 
 
    "Personally, I'd rather get there sooner. I need to check on Kani, Tiru, and my kids. I'd also like to find out how things are going for my sister, now that she's working for a new god." 
 
    "You think there might be problems?" 
 
    "I doubt it, but I'm pretty curious about another orc god and orc culture. Fel has a pretty serious opportunity on Lassen to gain converts among the orcs, and maybe even some of the other races living there. So I kinda owe it to him to learn what I can." 
 
    "But isn't Tiru doing that already?" 
 
    "Champions tend to talk about other things than priests do. Also, Nikki is my sister, so she'll be a bit more direct and upfront on things." 
 
    "How many of the worlds here have orcs, anyway?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I know five of the worlds here have enough to matter. As for the others? I'm sure you'll find them on most of the others, in small groups. You even find them here on Juntura, of all places." 
 
    "So what are you going to do with Kani?" 
 
    "I'm probably going to take her back to Juntura, along with my kids by her and Dani." 
 
    "Didn't Dani want her daughter raised among the orcs?" 
 
    "Yes, well, I want her to spend some time with her father's people, as well," I said, smiling, "but Kani deserves a bit more of my time. So for now, I think I'll move her to Juntura. I'll probably take them all back to Lassen next time I head there. I need to do what I can there to help spread Fel's word. 
 
    "So are you going to help out in the kitchen on this trip?" 
 
    Laria nodded. "I'm too used to working to just sit around all day. Plus, I like cooking. Darlene lets me work in the kitchen back home. What are you planning to do?" 
 
    "Help Thraznick down in Engineering. He wants to do a couple of rebuilds, and now that I'm onboard, he's drafted me to help." 
 
    "Drafted you? Aren't you his boss?" 
 
    I snorted. "Not when it comes to Engineering, it seems." 
 
    Laria laughed. "I've heard Rachel say the same thing about you." 
 
    "Yeah, but she likes it!" I protested. 
 
    "So you're telling me you're not going to like working for Thraz?" 
 
    I laughed at that. Honestly, I was looking forward to something as simple as tearing down a bunch of motors and generators and rebuilding them. Deep down, I was still an engineer, after all. 
 
    "Well, how about we check to make sure the bed still works, and then after that, we can see about our new jobs?" 
 
    Laria smiled at me. "Yes, Champion..." 
 
      
 
    I spent most of the journey to Zenia and on to Alturas working below decks with Thraznick. We rebuilt all the generators, and two of the motors. Boe, his orc assistant, was still learning the finer points of the trade, and with my help on the rebuilds, it allowed Thraznick to spend more time teaching Boe what he'd need to know when the time came to rebuild the third motor. 
 
    On the last leg of the trip, I spent a lot of time just sitting on the top of the deckhouse and watching the scenery go by underneath.  
 
    "Deep thoughts?" Kardez asked, coming over and sitting down next to me. 
 
    "Not really," I said with a shake of my head. "Just enjoying the sights for once. Any trouble with pirates?" 
 
    "None. Word's gotten 'round this used to be a fighting ship, and that it's got some decent fire power hidden below decks." 
 
    "Gee, I wonder how that got around?" I asked with a smirk. 
 
    "You do what you can with what you got," Kardez replied with a smirk of his own. "But word did get around on some of the pirate ships we took down, and with the Two Rivers folks no longer flying around and preying on folks, there just ain't as much of it as there used to be." 
 
    "That's good to hear. Never been a fan of pirates. All they ever do is hurt folks who're just trying to make a living." I thought a moment about things. "Any problems sailing through any of the elven worlds?" 
 
    "Not really. Oh, I heard Dani's parents did in fact wage war on that castle you took." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    Kardez nodded. "They erased it. Not a stone was left standing. Then they hunted down all that asshole's remaining family. Killed both his parents, and put one of his brothers to the sword." 
 
    "Harsh," I said with a sigh. 
 
    "I'd thought you'd be happy to hear about it?" Kardez asked, looking over at me. 
 
    "Six months ago, I'd have cheered," I said with a shrug. "His parents? Yeah, maybe they're responsible for raising the little shit. But his brother?" I gave another shrug. "Did he really deserve that?" 
 
    "Well, Dani's parents sure seemed to think so. They didn't just order this war waged, they led it. Personally." 
 
    That stopped me. I blinked and looked at him. "They did what?" 
 
    "Led the war. They were both pretty angry. Livid is the word that best described it, I think. He cost them the lives of both their daughters." 
 
    "Kani's not dead!" 
 
    "She might as well be." 
 
    "Why? Because she's my woman now?" 
 
    "No. Because what King Idiot did shamed her, just as it shamed Dani. Then, when Dani finally won redemption from the shame his lies brought on her, he killed her and shamed Kani by association. Her being with you isn't something they're upset about. According to Bazz, they're not even upset with her living with you now." 
 
    "Oh? How'd he find out about that?" 
 
    "Because they sent a messenger to him. They want permission to visit their granddaughter." 
 
    "They do?" 
 
    "Bazz told me they want to recognize her as a member of the royal family." 
 
    I growled at that. "Why?" 
 
    "Because they can't forgive Dani personally, and this is the next best thing?" Kardez shrugged a shoulder and shook his head. "Elves are strange, but for some of them, making up for past mistakes is a serious matter. Also, I got a feelin' they want to be on yer good side, Will." 
 
    "This just keeps getting better and better. Okay, please tell me why they even cared about that?" 
 
    He gave me a look like I was crazy. 
 
    "What?" I protested, spreading my arms and raising my hands in a surprised expression. 
 
    "How many gods have you killed? How many wars have you won? How many kings have you slaughtered?" 
 
    I looked down at my legs. "A few," I admitted. 
 
    "Then of course, there's the other thing." 
 
    "What now?" I sighed. 
 
    "You gave Dani a daughter. You redeemed her, Will. You. Not their gods, not their priests, not even the idiot king. You not only redeemed her by giving her a daughter, you redeemed her before a court full of witnesses when you got that idiot to admit to lying about what'd been done to her. 
 
    "Oh, no, right now, if you asked to live in their castle, they'd not only let you, they'd let you bring Kani along, for all that she's been disgraced, because they know one day you'll redeem her, too." 
 
    "Really?"  
 
    "Well, that, and you'd probably kill anyone who was rude to her!" Kardez added, laughing. 
 
    "I hate my reputation," I muttered. 
 
    "That may be," he said, still laughing, "but we orcs love it! You have to understand, Will, that all the other races view elves as the best of everything! The most cultured! The most learned! The wisest, most honorable, the only race that's got all its shit together in one sack! 
 
    "Only us orcs know the truth, and we just love it when someone comes along and rubs their noses in it like a puppy that peed on the carpet!" 
 
    I lay back on the roof of the deckhouse and stared up at the sky. "Well, maybe if their gods would stop pissing on the carpet, we wouldn't be having these little object lessons," I grumbled, and Kardez laughed that much harder. 
 
    I wondered if I was going to have to keep an eye out for assassins, or even worse, elven assassins. More stuff to ask Fel about, I guess. 
 
    "What percentage of Lassen are orcs?" I asked when he'd finally stopped laughing. 
 
    "Beats me. Ask Bazz. I know there are a lot of us there." 
 
    "Why's that?" 
 
    "No elves. Same for Delaize." 
 
    "You two really don't like each other, do you?" 
 
    "Oh, their women like us just fine," Kardez said with a snicker.  
 
    I sighed and lay there, staring at the clouds. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Fel. What's up?" I asked. I must've fallen asleep up on the top of the deckhouse. 
 
    "Well, first, I wanted to tell you that, while you may run into the occasional elf with an attitude, no one—well, no elf that is—is going to be sending anyone out to kill you." 
 
    "That's a relief," I said and took a drink of my beer. 
 
    "Also, Dani's parents are sincere in their attitude, so for Kani's sake, and the sake of Dani's memory, don't go giving them any grief if you should ever meet them. Dani and Kani love their parents." 
 
    I nodded and smiled. It was nice to know their parents weren't bad people. 
 
    "But the main reason I wanted to talk to you was I hadn't realized how many of the orcs felt like Kardez just said." 
 
    "You didn't know?" 
 
    "I'd been hearing some things from your daughter, as well Bazz and some of the other more devout orcs. But you expect to hear those kinds of things from the faithful and the ones who are sworn to you. To hear it from Kardez, that was a pleasant surprise." 
 
    "All the more reason for me to talk to my sister and spend some time there," I said with a nod. 
 
    "I may have you go there more often. I think I may send you to Delaize, as well, to see if word of you has been spreading there." 
 
    "Sounds like I'm going to need to bring more priests and priestesses through." 
 
    "Are you sure you can handle such a mundane task, William?" Fel said, teasing me. 
 
    "I'll struggle through it, I'm sure," I said with a smile. "Anything else?" 
 
    "Tia would like for to you to visit when you get the chance, so she can show you your new daughter." 
 
    I smiled as I thought about Tia and all those women I could get in trouble with. 
 
    "What about the child I gave Tabitha, Tia's captain?" 
 
    "His name is Bill, and he's also doing well." Fel grinned at me then. "I'll make sure Tia tells her you actually asked without me prompting you." 
 
    "I need to find a faster way to travel so I can visit my kids and their mothers more often." 
 
    "Maybe you should have more of them close to home?" Fel teased. 
 
    "That reminds me, next summer I need to take Diament off to stay with the Mowoks." 
 
    "Yes, he did enjoy his last visit, didn't he?" 
 
    "Well, next time I'm going to see about fostering him with one of the families there. He'll be fourteen then, and if he's serious about being one of them, that'd be a good time to start." 
 
    "Baron is right that it'll tie them closer to your family. They liked what they saw of him when you brought him to visit last summer." 
 
    "I noticed. Honestly, Fel, before all this stuff with the Seven Worlds happened, I'd been thinking about going to live among myself them after Rachel passed." 
 
    "You know that would end up with you siring a lot of children, William!" Fel said, laughing. 
 
    I blushed. "Yeah, but in their culture, no one would complain." 
 
    "Not to your face, at least!" Fel said, still snickering. 
 
    "Good Night, Fel," I said with a sigh. 
 
    "Night, William!" 
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    Kani was waiting for me when we docked. Eiger, who was still onboard, having moved up to the exec position after Dani had left the ship, had radioed Makill when we'd started our final approach to the landing bay, so they could get a crew down there to unload us as soon as possible. As this was the Kashmir's home port, the entire crew would be given a week's leave.  
 
    "Will!" Kani called out and threw herself at me.  
 
    I'd braced myself as soon as I'd seen her, because Rachel, Darlene, and even at times Laria did have a tendency to throw themselves me, and have on occasion even knocked me down from the force of it. 
 
    Catching her and wrapping my arms around her, I held her close and kissed her as she shamelessly rubbed herself against me. I maintained enough sense of my surroundings to move out of the way of the gangplank, but that was about it. I took my time and let her know I missed her, and she was still mine. 
 
    When she finally came up for air, I smiled at her. 
 
    "Yes, I missed you. Yes, I'll try to visit more often. Now before I get in trouble, this is Laria, she's my concubine, and my wives, Rachel and Darlene, send her with me to keep me out of trouble." 
 
    "Trouble with women," Laria supplied before Kani could say anything. 
 
    "Now, where are the kids?" I asked, looking around. 
 
    "Your sister's watching them back at home, along with Breena, who's still babysitting for me and helping with the kids." 
 
    "My sister's babysitting?" I said, looking at her, a little surprised. 
 
    "She said she wanted to talk to you, but figured you wouldn't want to see her until after you'd seen me." 
 
    I smiled and gave Kani another kiss. "Well, she got that mostly right," I said, and letting go with one hand, I put an arm around Laria as well, because I didn't want her to feel left out or ignored, even though she'd had my undivided attention for the month it had nearly taken to get here. 
 
    "Now, how about we go back to the apartment, and I can finally see my new son!" 
 
    Kani nodded and smiled, and after I led us off the pier, she pointed to a waiting car that was being driven by one of Bazz's men I recognized. The ride back to the apartment, which Bazz owned and lived in the top floor of, wasn't a long one. I did notice a very conspicuous guard just inside the ground floor entrance, and I got the feeling there were a few inconspicuous ones around, as well. 
 
    Apparently, Bazz wasn't looking for any repeats of what had happened with Dani, and the gesture didn't escape my attention. She'd been the mother of one of his children, as well, and they'd remained close after parting. 
 
    "Will!" Nikki said as we entered Kani's apartment, coming over to hug me. She then greeted Laria as Slash came over and hugged me. 
 
    "Daddy!" he said as I got down to my knees and gave him a hug. Thankfully, catfolk children weren't quick to forget their fathers, for all that I wasn't around as much as I often wished I could be. He babbled a bit, asking where I'd been, and why hadn't I been here, all the stuff I'm sure Kani wished she could ask. 
 
    I smiled at him and, sitting down on the floor, I let him sit in my lap as Kani brought Estelya over to me. She was almost a year old, and while she looked at me cautiously, elves apparently weren't as attached to their parents as felinoids. Her brother was there, and was happy with me, so I must be safe.  
 
    I fussed over her for a few minutes until she waddled over to Breena, the catfolk who'd been hired by Dani when she'd needed a babysitter, and grabbed her leg for support. 
 
    "She's walking already?" I said, a little surprised. 
 
    "Elves are quick to walk," Kani said, and then handed my newest son to me. 
 
    I looked down at him; he was barely three months old. "Why'd you name him Daniel?" I asked without looking up. I was pretty sure I knew why, but I wanted to give Kani the chance to tell me. 
 
    "You know his name already?" 
 
    "Blame Tiru. She told Feliogustus, who told me." 
 
    Kani blushed. "Oh." She smiled after a moment and continued, "I named him after my sister. I don't know that I'll ever have a daughter to pass it on to." 
 
    I nodded, and another thought occurred to me as I passed Daniel back to her, then picked Slash up from my lap and set him on his feet. I slowly stood up, keeping my eyes on Kani and smiling at her. Which of course caused her to blush, which made me smile even more. 
 
    "Nikki, you've got thirty seconds to tell me what's on your mind. Then I'm going to be indisposed until tomorrow." 
 
    "Thirty seconds? What?" Nikki protested, and Kani blushed even more. 
 
    "Twenty-five," I growled. 
 
    My sister noticed the look I was giving Kani and had the good graces to look embarrassed. 
 
    "Oh! Right! Sorry. I want your help with setting up an orc settlement and church, and we can go over the details tomorrow." 
 
    "What do you want my help for?" I growled as I went over to Kani and steered her towards the bedroom. 
 
    "I'll tell you tomorrow. Plus, maybe Feliogustus wants to put a church there as well?" 
 
    I just nodded and turned to Laria. "That's Breena." I pointed. "Breena, Laria is my woman; she's in charge for now." 
 
    Breena nodded. "Sure thing, William." 
 
    As soon as we got inside the bedroom, Kani put Daniel down in his crib for a nap. Standing next to her, I looked down at him as he fussed a little. 
 
    "He's beautiful, and thank you for giving him to me." 
 
    "Does this mean you'll be around more?" Kani said, looking up at me. 
 
    "Yes. Now, let me show you how I feel about you, Kani." 
 
    I took her over to the bed and made love to her. I took my time and did everything I could to show her I cared. I even told her I loved her, more than once. 
 
    And I meant it. Seeing the son she'd given me for no other reason than because she wanted to be mine, just like her sister had been, had had a very profound effect on me. Kani belonged to me. She was my property. While that was something I should be upset about—that I owned her, body and soul—I wasn't, because she'd been the one to give herself to me. She'd gone from queen to slave in the course of a minute, because she'd seen what she thought was a chance at the same happiness her sister had had with me. 
 
    I was determined to give her that happiness. She needed someone to love her. She was enough like Dani, I could tell I wouldn't be able to keep from loving her. But she was different enough that when I held her, I wasn't seeing Dani there anymore. I was seeing Kani. I was seeing a beautiful woman who needed me, wanted me, and loved me. 
 
      
 
    "You really do love me now, don't you?" Kani asked me a good many hours later. We'd stopped so she could feed Daniel, who'd been fussing and crying; obviously it was his feeding time. 
 
    I hugged her and looked over her shoulder at my son. She was sitting on my lap while feeding him. 
 
    "Yes, I do. I don't think it'll be long before I love you as much as Dani and the others." 
 
    "As much as your wives?" she asked, surprising me. 
 
    "Maybe not as much as Rachel," I admitted to her. "Rachel and I have become so close and so much a part of each other that if anyone had ever told me I could feel that way for another" —I gave a happy sigh— "I wouldn't have believed them." 
 
    "Then how can you love me, as well?" 
 
    "Love isn't something there's a finite supply of, Kani," I said and kissed her on the top of her head. "I think I learned that lesson from Darlene when I married her. In her society, men often take multiple wives, so she was okay with it when I married Rachel. Yeah, some of the others at first were just me womanizing because I was rich, powerful, and full of myself, and they all wanted the big, tough, famous, powerful guy. But as I got older, I got pickier, and," I said a little embarrassed, "your sister, and of course Nue, whom you haven't met yet, weren't supposed to happen." 
 
    "Oh? Then how did they?" 
 
    "I saved their lives. They needed comfort, and I comforted them." I gave a small shrug while I nuzzled the side of her face and watched Daniel nurse. "Apparently I'm an oddity for a champion." 
 
    "Why?" I could hear the confusion in her voice. 
 
    "Because I love my people, I love my god, I love those who love me, and yes, I love women—a lot." 
 
    "And the other champions don't?" 
 
    "Some do, but most are just self-centered narcissists. It takes a lot of ego to do this job, Kani. A lot. So it's not surprising that so many of us are selfish bastards. That doesn't mean we're bad at it, either. Thankfully, a lot of champions take their oaths and their job seriously, and serve their gods well. Many are raised up from the faithful of their own god. Many serve only that god until they retire." 
 
    "Is that how you got started?" 
 
    "No," I said with a slight shake of my head, and then ducked my head to kiss her on the side of the neck. "I come from a place that's a lot more technologically advanced than my home, or even the Seven Worlds. I was recruited by the goddess Aryanna for my god." 
 
    "Then why aren't you like the others?" 
 
    "Aryanna is apparently very good at recruiting champions, and as she and my god are good friends, she pulled out all the stops—" 
 
    "All the what?" 
 
    I chucked. "Sorry, old expression from where I grew up. She spared no effort, and apparently I'm the kind of person Feliogustus wanted and needed. Maybe because I have a tendency to over-commit? I'm fiercely loyal? All I know is I'll do anything to help him, to protect him, and the same goes for Rachel, her kingdom, and yes, all my women." 
 
    "I believe you, William. After what you did to..." She stopped and shook her own head. "When I saw what you did for my sister, I wanted you. I wanted you more than any other man I'd ever seen, heard about, or read stories of. After so many years of living a lie in a loveless relationship with a man I held nothing but contempt for..." She sighed as Daniel finally stopped nursing. 
 
    "I want you to worship Feliogustus," I whispered in her ear. "I want you to become one of his followers." 
 
    She stiffened a moment, then slowly turned her head to look at me. 
 
    "Why?" was all she asked. 
 
    "So he'll watch out for you, so I'll always know where you are, so if anything ever happens to you, I know one day I'll be able to see you again. Because I own you, and you're mine, and he's my best friend in all the Infinite. Because I asked you to. Because everyone, and I do mean everyone, will know just what kind of hell I'll unleash on them if they hurt you," I said, growling out the last bit. 
 
    "Dani followed him, didn't she?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "My, you're full of questions tonight," I teased. 
 
    "You're asking me to make a pretty fundamental change in my life, Will." 
 
    "And becoming my slave wasn't?" 
 
    "A few thousand years isn't an eternity." 
 
    "She changed because her gods never answered her prayers, never helped her when she needed it. Truth is, she was sacrificed by the elven gods in an attempt to make Estrosh a better ruler—even the gods could see what an asshole he was," I growled. "And while we all must make sacrifices, they could've done something for her other than just cutting her loose." 
 
    "They let her die, didn't they?" 
 
    "They didn't know he was going to kill her, or trust me, I'd be hunting their asses down!" I grumbled. "Feliogustus was not happy about that. He cares. That's why I'm so close to him. That's why I want you to follow him, and why Dani did." 
 
    "There's another reason, too, isn't there?" she asked, getting up and putting Daniel in his crib, as he'd already fallen back asleep. 
 
    I nodded. "Maybe, someday, Feliogustus will do for you what he did for Dani, though you'd have to earn it, just like she did." 
 
    "You want to have a daughter with me one day, don't you?" 
 
    I smiled at her. "One day, yes, I'd like to have a daughter with you. It made Dani so incredibly happy, and not just because of what it meant to elven society, but because it was the one thing she'd thought would be denied to her forever. I mean, really, can you see your own gods giving you that?" 
 
    Kani shook her head as she came over and straddled me on the bed, her knees to either side of me. 
 
    "Sadly, I can't. They take so little action. However" —she sighed shaking her head— "it is their way. It's always been their way. You know your daughter's been trying to get me to convert for months now." 
 
    "Well, good for her," I said, smiling and taking her head in my hands. I kissed her. 
 
    "But you're right, and you do own me, William," she teased. 
 
    "So you'll convert?" 
 
    "Of course I will. After all, how can it be paradise if you don't have a pair of sisters as your devoted love slaves?" 
 
    I laughed and kissed her again. "Dani might not feel the same about that, you know." 
 
    "I wouldn't be too sure about that!" She giggled as I dragged her back to the center of the bed, and we picked up where we'd left off. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Fel. What's up?" I asked him, a little surprised. 
 
    "This has to do with what your sister wanted to talk to you about," he said, handing me a beer. "Though I also want to thank you for converting Kani." 
 
    I smiled a little guiltily at him. "What can I say? I'm selfish that way. If it wasn't for the high regard in which I hold Aryanna, I'd probably have talked Darlene into it as well." 
 
    Fel smiled at me and raised his beer in acknowledgement. "I can't argue that one with you. Now, as to what your sister wants, I'm okay with you doing this. While I won't order you to, it would mean her new god, Sanugok the Fearless, will owe me a small favor. Talk to your daughter about who to take with you to either create a shrine, or possibly a small church there as well." 
 
    "Should I ask where?" 
 
    "I don't wish to spoil the surprise," Fel said with a wink. "Plus, I don't think you'll be asleep too much longer, as I believe Laria is about to demand some of your attention shortly." 
 
    "One of these days, I'm going to ask you to let me put my daughter in Kani, you know." 
 
    "Yes, if she doesn't ask me first," Fel said with a chuckle. "When the time is right, which will be more a matter of her earning it than anything you do, William." 
 
    I nodded; that sounded fair to me. 
 
    "I just hope nobody takes it into their head to 'rescue' her from me or any of that shit," I said, setting my beer down. I could feel someone's hand on my arm, and I didn't have to guess who. 
 
    "They won't," Fel assured me. "As Kardez already mentioned, your new in-laws are quite happy you took Kani and made her yours." 
 
    That stopped me. "What?" 
 
    "William, Kani's now shamed in elven society, even more so than Dani was. She can't go home, not ever. No elf of any standing will willingly have anything to do with her. If she'd been at the castle when they showed up to level it and kill all of Estrosh's family... well, it wouldn't have gone well for her." 
 
    "So they're happy she's with me, because it means they don't have to kill her?" I asked, frowning. Yeah, I could see how they might not have wanted to put their own child to the sword. 
 
    Fel smiled at me, that friendly yet humorous smile that told me I'd missed something. 
 
    "What's the one thing you can do for Kani that no one else can?" 
 
    The hand on my arm started tugging insistently, and Fel just laughed and raised his mug again. 
 
    "Later, William!" he said as I woke up to find Laria with a needy look on her face. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Ten 
 
    Bazz's Bar, Lassen 
 
      
 
      
 
    "So you want me to help you build a church?" I asked Nikki as we sat down at a table in one of the bars Bazz owned. This one had the advantage of being across the street from the apartment building where Kani, my daughter Tiru, and Bazz lived. 
 
    "Yup. Plus, I thought you might want to put one there as well?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I'll have to talk to my daughter and see if she can spare anybody, but Nikki, why me? What do you want my help for?" 
 
    Nikki grinned at me, all teeth. "It has to do with the location." 
 
    "Location? Why would that matter? You can go anyplace here that I can." 
 
    "This one is kinda special, Bro." 
 
    "Where is it?" I asked, picking up the beer the waitress had just set down. 
 
    "Seuado, on Amnar!" she said, still grinning at me. 
 
    I stopped, the beer held just to my lips, and looked over the top of it at her. 
 
    "Let me guess, there's a bunch of piles of nicely cut stone all ready to use, we'd just need to have some workers assemble it for us?" 
 
    "Yup!" 
 
    I took a long drink of my beer. Honestly, I did like the idea. Plus, Fel had told me last night that he liked it, too. 
 
    "So why do you need me there?" 
 
    "Because you're the one who destroyed the castle, that's why." 
 
    "Dani and Kani's parents are the ones who tore it down, Sis." 
 
    "After you knocked down the gates, blew a few holes in it, killed the king, enslaved the queen, and murdered or kidnapped half the court!" 
 
    "Well, yeah, there is that!" I said and grinned back at her. "I guess I need to talk to Makill as well as Tiru." 
 
    "Why do you need to talk to Makill?" 
 
    "Well, I'm going to need to haul workers there, along with their equipment, plus I'm bringing Kani, Laria, and maybe even the kids. So I'll need a few guards as well." 
 
    "You're going to bring Kani back there? Are you sure it's safe?" 
 
    "She's my slave, Sis. You just said so yourself." 
 
    "Aren't you worried what the locals might think? Or do?" 
 
    "They'll do as they're told, or I'll kill them," I growled. "Kani is mine, and I'm not going to leave her here by herself when I just got back. Besides, her parents want her with me." 
 
    "They do?" Nikki replied, looking surprised. 
 
    "Yup. Fel told me last night." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Well, first off, this way they didn't need to put their disgraced and shamed daughter to the sword." 
 
    Nikki blanched at that. "Oh, wow. I hadn't considered that. Estrosh really did break one of the cardinal rules of elf society, didn't he?" 
 
    I nodded. "Yup. Kani's shame is supposedly even worse than Dani's was." 
 
    "That'd make me even more worried about bringing her along!" 
 
    I shook my head. "Apparently they think I can do something for her that no one else can, something that'll redeem her." 
 
    Nikki looked thoughtful for a moment, then looked up into my eyes. 
 
    "You're going to give her a daughter, aren't you?" 
 
    I nodded. "One of these days, if she earns the right in Fel's eyes, I will. And not just because it'll redeem her in the eyes of elven society, but because that's the one thing I can give her that no one else ever will." 
 
    "Wow, you do that, and I'm sure her parents will love you, Will!" Nikki said, laughing. 
 
    "Love him?" Tiru said, coming over and grabbing a chair to join us. "They'd let him move into the castle and live there! Hell, they'd probably make their granddaughter the heir apparent!" 
 
    "Hi, Tiru," I said, leaning over and giving my daughter a hug. 
 
    "They'd do that?" Nikki said with a surprised look on her face. 
 
    Tiru laughed, a smile on her face. "If Dad there pushed hard enough, they'd probably make Estelya, or even Daniel or Slash their heir!" 
 
    Now it was my time to look surprised. "What?" 
 
    "Dani and Kani are their only children. Estelya is now an elven princess, and technically Slash could be considered an elven prince, because he is Dani's son, and you redeemed Dani." 
 
    "Technically, Feliogustus redeemed Dani." 
 
    "That may be, but you fathered Estelya on Dani. You're her father, and I think the only reason you haven't gotten a letter from your new in-laws, begging you to move into their castle and raise Estelya in the 'manner in which she deserves', is that they know you'd bring Kani with you, and well..." Tiru smiled and winked at me. "Your proclivities for violence when you don't get your way, Dad, are quickly becoming the stuff of legends around here." 
 
    "I don't think Dani would want our child on the throne; she made it clear before she left that she wanted our kids raised here. Daniel, on the other hand..." I grinned evilly as I thought about that, causing Nikki and Tiru to laugh loudly. "Ohhhh, you know what? I think when the day comes that Feliogustus allows me to redeem Kani, there just might be a spirited conversation with said in-laws!" 
 
    "Trying to butter Feliogustus up are we, Father?" Tiru asked between laughs. 
 
    "Nah, that doesn't work for me with him. But I know him well enough to imagine he's probably laughing about that idea as well. Though whether or not he'd actually let me do it, that's another thing altogether." 
 
    "I'd think just having your daughter with Kani inheriting an elven kingdom would probably be more than enough to cause issues," Nikki said, still snickering. 
 
    "Yes, well, the elven gods brought this one on themselves," I said with a frown. 
 
    "Knowing the way some of those gods think… they might rather see your kid sitting on the throne than that other jackass'." 
 
    "I find that hard to believe." 
 
    "Will, Bro, you're not only a very faithful follower of your god, you're also very protective of your children. If there's some chaotic, evil god trying to make a move on any of the elven kingdoms, they're gonna know if they mess with your kid, you'll put them in the ground!" 
 
    I facepalmed at that as both Nikki and Tiru laughed again. 
 
    "I guess Fel will tell me when it becomes important," I said with a shake of my head. "So, Nikki, when do you want to leave to go do this, and Tiru, do you have anyone you can spare, and do you want a shrine or a small church?" 
 
    "A church, a small church," Tiru said immediately. "I have a priestess who'll be going with you, and Bazz is already helping me find some craftsmen to help you build it." 
 
    I nodded. "I need to talk to Makill. I'm going to take the Kashmir, so I need to let him know to change its scheduling. Oh, that reminds me, how are you getting your people there, Sis?" 
 
    Nikki blushed. "Ummm... do you think you could haul us there?" 
 
    I smiled at her. "Of course we can! But it's gonna cost you!" 
 
    "You'd charge your own sister?" 
 
    "I'm charging Sanugok the Fearless' champion!" I said and grinned at her. "Besides, if I did it for free, my son-in-law" —I jerked a thumb over at my daughter— "might just have words with me! Orcs don't just give shit away, Sis. Business is business! You know that!" 
 
    Nikki sighed. "Yeah, yeah. I'm learning all about that aspect of orc society. As for when, say a week from today? I know it's going to take some time to get everyone together, and then get everything loaded." 
 
    "I'll ask Makill to get in touch with you and let you know when, where, and how much." 
 
    Nikki nodded. "Moving on to other things, how's it going with Kani?" 
 
    "It's better now, a lot better. I still have my rough moments, but she's not part of them. Having her there to hold when I wake up reminds me that all those bad things I did were worth doing. I haven't told her yet, but when I leave to go back home, I'm going to take her to live in Juntura for a while." 
 
    "Oh? Why?" 
 
    "Because I can visit there a lot easier than I can visit here. I pop in there almost twice a month now, if only for a day or three. There's so much for me to help with there, and I can bring Rachel or Darlene, because it's not anything dangerous." 
 
    "Can't you just have Feliogustus open a portal here?" 
 
    I shook my head. "Maybe once Tiru here and Bazz get a temple built? I honestly don't know if he can do that." 
 
    "Huh, maybe I should talk to Sanugok about working something out?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I wouldn't ask for a favor like that until you've spent some more time working for him, Sis. It hasn't quite been a year yet, has it? This might not be something he's willing to do." 
 
    "Point. Well, I need to get going if I'm gonna get everyone beat into shape and ready to go in seven days." 
 
    "Okay. You know, we should do dinner in a couple days, after I've spent some time catching up with Tiru and Bazz, as well as Makill." 
 
    "You got it, Bro. See ya later! Later, Tiru!" 
 
    I watched as she left, then looked over at Tiru. "Did Fel tell you I was here?" 
 
    She snorted. "The bartender called me as soon as he saw you walk in." 
 
    "Ah. Okay. Well, I need to head over to Makill's place and let him know what's going on." 
 
    "Don't bother; Bazz already called him." 
 
    "He did?" 
 
    She nodded. "Nikki talked to him this morning to get some advice on who to hire to help and all that stuff. She knows he's one of the big movers and shakers here in town, plus he's an in-law now." 
 
    "Makes sense. What did Makill say? How much is this gonna cost me?" 
 
    Tiru smiled. "Not a single copper." 
 
    "Wait, what? After what I just told your aunt there, he's not gonna charge us?" 
 
    "Of course not! We're going to build a church on the site of his mother's murder in her memory! Soon as he heard that, he said he'd pay whatever it cost! It took Bazz an hour to talk him into at least letting him pay half on the construction costs. He's already pulled the Kashmir off her trade route, and he's fronting the costs for fuel and the crew out of his own pocket. Between him and Bazz, they got more volunteers for security and builders than they can fit onboard." 
 
    "I'd forgotten how popular Dani was," I said a little wistfully. 
 
    "It's not just that, Dad. A bunch of orcs are going to build a church to a non-elven god on the site of a castle they helped destroy. A church the elven gods have already agreed to allow to be built because they're afraid of who else might do it if we don't. 
 
    "Oh, this appeals very much to their sense of irony, as well as their sense of honor. More than a few are also thinking this might convince a few elven maidens still living there that perhaps life among the orcs has a lot more going for it than what they have now!" 
 
    "You really think so?" 
 
    "Hey, you're gonna have a crew of orcs building a temple dedicated to the memory of an elven princess they all adored. Respected. One who lived amongst them for decades! You know when the last time that happened was?" 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Tiru laughed. "Neither does anyone else. I'm still learning this whole orc/elf dynamic. It's kind of interesting. They really did hate each other in the distant past. There were a lot of wars fought, but the elves couldn't kill the orcs off faster than they could breed, and the orcs couldn't match the destructive capabilities of the elves. 
 
    "Well, over many tens of thousands of years, the orcs became more civilized, and I guess what started things on a less genocidal path was when they honored each other's customs. Of course, by then, enough elven maidens had been bred into the orc tribes that they became intelligent enough to be more than the 'dumb brutes' they'd supposedly started out as." 
 
    "I'd think that would have made the elves hate them even more," I said, frowning as I thought about the implications. 
 
    "Elves are a lot more pragmatic about things than I think any of us catfolk are, Dad. There's even a belief amongst the orcs, as well as some of the lower classes of elves, that more than a few of those 'shamed' elven maidens over the many millennia were 'helped' into finding their way into an orc settlement." 
 
    "You're kidding me!" 
 
    Tiru shrugged. "Once the orcs figured out that might be what was going on, their leaders and elders passed down a bunch of rules regarding how the female elven 'slaves' were to be treated. Feliogustus has shared a fair bit of information about this in my dreams. He's even told me there used to be some very important elven kings and lords who felt that 'civilizing' the orcs was the only way they'd ever put an end to the constant wars they'd been fighting against them before one side succeeded in wiping out the other." 
 
    I thought about that a moment, then thought about what had happened to Dani. Suddenly I wondered how much the elven gods had to do with that belief. But then, I've become a very suspicious person over the last several years. 
 
    "Well," I said after a moment's consideration, "it must have worked, because they're not at each other's throats constantly anymore." 
 
    "No, but there's still a lot of hard feelings. Though, according to Bazz, it's more on the side of the elves nowadays. He says it's because they live so long, their society is slow to adapt to changes. Well, that and tweaking the elves' noses is still quite the orcish pastime." 
 
    "So how have you been doing?" I asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "What, hasn't Feliogustus been keeping you informed?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No. It wouldn't be fair to you for me to ask him what you're doing, assuming he'd even tell me." 
 
    "He wouldn't?" Tiru asked, looking the slightest bit surprised. 
 
    "Probably not. You may be my daughter, but you're one of his priestesses, and you're doing important work for him. That's a lot more important to him than satisfying any prying I might want to do. So yes, how's it been going for you, Tiru?" 
 
    "Truthfully, Dad, I think it's been going a lot better than I should've had any right to expect. Between you, Dani, and Bazz, I had far more interest in the beginning than Nue or Carol got. Everyone saw how quickly you took to the orcs, and it didn't go unnoticed that not only did you bring your own daughter here to live amongst them, you brought a fair amount of other feline women, as well. Ones who didn't have any prejudices against orcs, and who also weren't afraid to sock 'em in the face if they didn't behave." 
 
    "So it wasn't me attacking that castle and killing that king?" 
 
    "Oh, those things made an impression, but I was already getting their attention before that. You fighting against those Two River people, that drew a lot of attention as well." 
 
    "It did?" 
 
    "Of course it did. You needed to set things straight, and who'd you bring along to help you with the hard stuff? Orcs. You led them like they were your own people, fought with them, you even ate with them and talked to them like equals. No, that was a big thing. It's one thing for Bazz to tell them you're 'one of us', but when you come back after months in the field with a hundred orcs, and they tell everybody, 'yeah, he's one of us all right!' It sinks in." 
 
    "And things at home?" 
 
    "Well, our daughter is doing well," she said, grinning at me as I facepalmed. I'd forgotten I'd sent her and Bazz back to Saladin before I'd gone off to deal with Two Rivers, and she'd gotten pregnant with his child. 
 
    "Tiru, how about we visit my newest granddaughter?"  
 
    "You don't even know her name, do you?" 
 
    I looked at her, embarrassed, as I got up and helped my daughter up out of her seat. "I don't even know if you had an orc or a catfolk." 
 
    "Orc. Bazz is ecstatic. Having a daughter is a big thing in orc society." 
 
    "So I've gathered. What's her name?" 
 
    "Kaishi, it means 'new beginnings'." 
 
    "How are the other girls I sent here doing?" 
 
    "Well, the other priestesses are all still here, including the ones from the second batch you helped through two months ago. They all like the attention they're getting, because it's helping them spread the word. As for the others, most of the women who came from the Mowoks are still here, and about a third of the ones from home. Those are mainly the ones who lived out in the hills and not in the city." 
 
    I thought a moment, "Are there any catfolk men out here?" 
 
    "Just one." 
 
    "Oh? Who?" 
 
    "I'm looking at him," Tiru teased. 
 
    "Umm... is that a good thing?" I asked concerned. 
 
    "Eventually it may not be. And honestly, there are several catfolk men on both your ship and Makill's, so when they're in port, there are enough for any of our women who want to spend some time with a catfolk male. But I think everyone kinda understands that things are in a state of change right now." 
 
    We came into the apartment, and she led me to their room, where Kaishi was. Looking down at her, it was different. 
 
    And not just because she was an orc and not a human or a catfolk. 
 
    "This is different," I told her. 
 
    "Because she's an orc?" 
 
    "No, because I'm a grandfather. You're the first, Tiru. I'm pretty sure Travis and his two wives are working on children after his mother had a few words with them. But this is my first grandchild." I turned and gave her a hug. "Thanks." 
 
    "Here, let me pick her up, and you can hold her." 
 
    "Is that okay? I remember Bazz going on at some length about females and strange males," I joked. 
 
    "You're her grandfather," she said and winked at me. "You pass. Plus, your sister already had the privilege." 
 
    I smiled and took my granddaughter from Tiru. She really wasn't any different than my human children had been, except for the skin color and the shape of her ears. I did the 'eyes and ears' thing for Fel, because I wanted him to share this with Nara, who couldn't come here. As high priestess, she couldn't leave Saladin's plane. 
 
    Eventually we ended up sitting around and discussing church matters, of all things. Tiru had a lot of ideas she wanted to go over with me. As the senior priestess here on Lassen, she had no one else she could talk to. It occurred to me if she became the high priestess here—if Fel were allowed to have one per world here—one of the rules was going to have to change. Because she was married.  
 
    I'd have to ask him about that at some point. 
 
    By the time Bazz came back from his day at the office, Kani had already joined us, bringing Daniel with her. By then, Daniel was sleeping in the crib with Kaishi. 
 
    "Ah, this is all so disgustingly domestic!" Bazz said, laughing as he came in to the apartment and gave Tiru a kiss when she greeted him at the door. 
 
    "What would your men say?" I asked, curious. 
 
    "That I was a god among orcs, and they'd want to know if you had any other daughters who might want to move to Mangan." he replied, smiling. "Orcs are all about family, Will, and it's obvious to everyone that Ti and I are in this for the long haul." 
 
    "So they're envious?" 
 
    "More like jealous. Tiru here is hot," he said, grinning down at her. "I not only got a hot little catfolk fem with a hell of a left hook, I've had a child with her. Makill is damn near turning himself inside out to earn that same level of favor with Feliogustus, so when Revi finally agrees to marry him, they can have kids together." 
 
    "Is that why he's so hot to help build this new church?" 
 
    Bazz gave a light shake of his head. "No. That's because it's exactly the kind of thing his mom would've wanted. A reminder of who failed her and who stood by her." 
 
    "You know, she told me if anyone built any statues of her, they had to be lewd ones. I think the same goes for any images." 
 
    Bazz laughed at that. "I know just the artist." 
 
    "You can't put porn of Dani in the church, Dad!" 
 
    I snorted. "Wanna bet? But she was mine, and before that, she and Bazz were once serious, so whatever it is, I'm sure it'll be tasteful enough." 
 
    "You have seen what we consider to be 'tasteful'?" Bazz asked with a big smile. 
 
    "'Course I have, that's another reason I like orcs so much!" I replied, and then laughed as Tiru kicked Bazz in the shin, and glared at him, before turning to glare at me. 
 
    "So, how about I go get the children, and we can have dinner?" Kani said, obviously trying not to laugh herself. 
 
    "Sure, I'll go find Wyal," Tiru said, giving Bazz and I one last look. 
 
    "So, what are you thinking?" I asked Bazz after she'd left with Kani. 
 
    "Dani commissioned a painting of herself years ago. It's tasteful, mostly, but it definitely shows off a lot of her charms. I've held on to it all these years because she had it done for Guntz, who loved it." 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, I think she'd like that." 
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    It was a little weird for me, not being involved in the planning—or actually anything at all—for the trip. But honestly, I enjoyed the time I got to spend with Kani, and my sons Daniel and Slash, as well as my daughter Estelya. Slash and Estelya would be staying home; in fact, I'd talked with Bazz about moving them into his place when I took Kani and Daniel back to Juntura with me, after I'd been reminded that Dani had wanted them both raised in orc culture. 
 
    Wyal, and even Makill were both very much in favor of this, as Slash was their half-brother, and Estelya was their half-sister. I'd been surprised to discover that Wyal spent time with them almost daily. I was discovering just how important family was in orc culture. In some ways, it reminded me of the Mowoks, where family was also quite important. 
 
    So Laria, Kani, and Daniel shared my quarters with me on the Kashmir. The trip wasn't terribly long, just a few days more than a week. I was standing on the bow of the ship as we came into sight of Seuado—the country over which Estrosh had ruled—and what was left of its castle. It felt a unreal to me. It was still very green, but where there'd once been a very elegant castle, there was now only a large pile of rubble. 
 
    I seemed to recall that there'd been a large town nearby, but I hadn't focused on that when coming here the last time. The only reason I even suspected there'd been one was because of the ruins I could see to the north of the pile of rubble that had once been the castle. 
 
    "Wow, my parents really did destroy everything," Kani said, coming up behind me. 
 
    I nodded. "Looks like. How big was that town?" I asked, motioning to the ruins. 
 
    "Big. It was the largest city in the kingdom. I think fifty thousand people lived there." 
 
    "That's all? Doesn't sound all that big to me." 
 
    "Elves tend to spread out. However, I don't think the population of the kingdom was more than a million." 
 
    "How big is your parents' kingdom?" 
 
    Kani shrugged. "Ten million? I honestly don't know for sure." 
 
    "Well, at least they left the docks intact. That'll make unloading everyone and their tools easier." 
 
    "It looks so... alien now." 
 
    "I wonder if there's anyone left living here?" 
 
    "Anyone who didn't leave when word got out about Estrosh was probably killed when my parents and their army rode through." 
 
    "Make sure to keep that collar I gave you on. If anyone shows up, I want there to be no question of who you belong to." 
 
    Kani smiled and leaned into me. "Yes, Master." 
 
    I snorted, then watched as Kardez took us around the ruins slowly, making a full circle before heading over to the lake to land. Nikki and all the surveyors and the head builders we'd brought along were on the deck, taking a good look. Kani and Dani's parents really had done a number on the place. 
 
    "I'm going to join the surveying party," I told her as the crew shut down the motors and secured the ship to the dock after we'd landed. "I want you to stay onboard for now." 
 
    "I don't think there's anyone around here to cause any trouble, Will." 
 
    I smiled at her. "I didn't ask you, Kani." 
 
    She blushed and looked down at her feet. "I'm sorry, William." 
 
    I leaned over and kissed her on top of the head. "I just don't want you backsliding into your old ways while we're here. You're not a queen anymore, and nothing here is your responsibility, beyond taking care of our son." 
 
    She nodded, and I left her there, going to our cabin to grab my weapons harness. 
 
    "Are you going out?" Laria asked. 
 
    "Yup. Keep an eye on Kani and make sure she stays out of trouble." 
 
    "Umm, okay," she said a little nervously. 
 
    "Laria, I've told you before, you're my concubine; she's my slave. You're in charge of her." 
 
    "But she was a queen, Will!" 
 
    "She isn't anymore. Besides, most elves don't have half the sense catfolk do, plus you're stronger. If you have to, sit on her." 
 
    Laria nodded, though she looked a bit unsure. So I stopped by the two orcs I'd hired to keep an eye on the girls and my son, and had a brief word with them, as well. After that, I headed out to the gangplank and followed a group of surveyors down to the dock. Nikki was standing with a couple of the priests Sanugok's high priest had sent along. It took me a minute, but I found Zed and Marai, the priestess my daughter had sent along to run the church. 
 
    "So, any idea where we're going to put it?" I asked, looking at the two of them. 
 
    "I think the spot where you killed the king would be a good one, if it wasn't buried under all that rock," Zed said, nodding over towards the rubble. 
 
    "Well, let's go for a walk, and we'll see if anything strikes our fancy." 
 
    "What about the others?" Marai asked, nodding towards my sister. 
 
    "We get first pick. Now, come on." 
 
    They each picked up a bag, and as I led them off, the surveyors followed along behind us. I saw a nice rise I thought would work well. Anything set on it would be clearly visible for miles. There was a small grove of trees on it, but we could cut them down if they were in the way. 
 
    When we got there, I looked around. There were seven elm trees, and they were all planted in a large circle. Obviously, they'd been planted here at some point for a reason. 
 
    "These trees have to go," Zed said, looking around. "They're too close together to fit a building among them. 
 
    "Guess we'll need some axes, then," I said, looking at the view. It really was a good one from up here. I turned to the surveyors. "You might as well lay out the markers." I turned to one of the helpers. "Could you run back to the ship and have them send up a couple of axes so I can cut these down?" I asked him, motioning towards the trees. 
 
    "Yes, Champion!" he said and quickly hurried off. 
 
    "Umm, sir?" one of the orc surveyors said in an uncertain voice. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "I think these trees are like a holy grove to one of the elven gods?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Not anymore." 
 
    "Umm, are you sure? Elves can get pretty picky about their trees." 
 
    "More so than their castles or their kings?" I asked, motioning towards the nearby ruin. 
 
    I noticed he looked uncomfortable at that, and while I honestly didn't give much of a damn about what the local gods or their followers might think, this wasn't about me, it was about Fel. So I did the 'eyes and ears' thing and took a good look around, then I dropped to my knees and prayed, out loud. 
 
    "Lord Feliogustus, our guide and savior in these hard times, I, William, your champion, ask for your guidance. May we cut down this grove of elms and build your church here, on this spot? Or would you direct us to leave it pristine, as it now lies?" 
 
    I then added in a whisper, "Yank my chain if I shouldn't be doing this, Fel, I don't want—" I almost said trouble, but truth was, right now I wouldn't mind a little. "—I don't want to bring you trouble." 
 
    I bowed my head and waited. Sure, I could have just asked him without making a big show of it, but if I was going to change my mind, Fel yanking my chain while I was doing 'eyes and ears' would have some obvious side effects, like me wincing and probably swearing. Which would make it clear that I wasn't picking this spot because they were worried or I was afraid, but because I'd been told not to. 
 
    After a minute, I felt it, a warm, pleasant feeling. Apparently Fel thought this place would do just fine. 
 
    "Thank you, my Lord Feliogustus; it shall be as you command." And with that, I dropped the 'eyes and ears' and got to my feet. 
 
    "Our god Feliogustus approves. He seems to like this spot. So, put down your markers, and as soon as your man gets back here with a couple of axes, I guess I can get started." 
 
    "Yes, sir, Champion!" he replied, and I noticed all the orcs suddenly looked relieved. 
 
    "What was that about?" Zed asked me a moment later in a soft voice. 
 
    "I think I'm about to piss off a god or a goddess, and our Feliogustus likes that idea." 
 
    Zed looked at me in surprise. "He does?" 
 
    "Fel was really pissed over what happened to Dani." I sighed. "Possibly more than I am." 
 
    "Do you think there's going to be trouble over this?" 
 
    I motioned to the fields around us. "As I don't see anybody alive, not really. Ah, here comes our helper with a couple of axes. Care to help?" 
 
    Zed shrugged. "Might as well. Can't bless anything until these trees are gone, if they're actually holy." 
 
    "Great! Tomorrow, I guess, we can dig out stumps." 
 
    "Ugh, that's not going to be fun." 
 
    I smiled at him. "It is if you put a bunch of powder under 'em and light it up." 
 
    "How does that make it easier?" 
 
    "It'll blow them up into the air. I wonder if we have any explosives, or if I'll need to make some bombs of my own? Guess I'll find out after we get these dropped." 
 
    The orc I'd sent back to the ship came over with two axes, and I gave one to Zed. Picking the biggest of the trees, I went to work. 
 
    I hadn't cut down a tree in years—maybe decades? I honestly couldn't remember. But the axe was sharp, and I had my champion's strength, and I was halfway through the second one before Zed had dropped his first. It felt good to be doing something so mindlessly physical, and I suddenly realized I hadn't been in a fight, a real fight, since I'd finished with Two Rivers, almost... I thought about that. I guess it was almost a year? Normally, back home or at Darlene's, I'd go off and hunt bandits when I was home after a few weeks. I'd look for the biggest problems and just deal with them. I guess I really had been getting a bit disconnected from things. As for fighting, well, blowing up those towers hadn't really counted. That wasn't real fighting in my book. 
 
    "I think we're about to have company," Zed said as I dropped my third tree, and he put the final touches on dropping his second. 
 
    I looked over in the general direction he'd nodded in, and I could see a number of riders on horseback that were moving a lot faster than any normal horse did. 
 
    "And here I thought this was going to be boring," I said, smiling at Zed. 
 
    "You're crazy, you know that, William?" He sighed. 
 
    "Yup, that's one of my better traits," I said, turning to face the newcomers as I switched the axe to my left hand. Popping a cantrip to improve my distance vision, I could see they were all elves, and they were riding hellbent-for-leather in our direction. I heard cracking then, as Zed's tree went down. That left only two remaining. 
 
    I don't think the oncoming riders understood that I could see them quite clearly; one was pointing in my direction and apparently yelling something. There were six of them, and they were all elven men. Which made me wonder where the women were, unless of course they weren't coming to discuss the weather? As I understood it, elven women were typically included in any important talks or discussions. 
 
    Their mounts were incredibly fair looking, well-groomed, and in perfect health. Based on how fast they were moving, I suspected they were elven steeds, which I'd only heard of until now. 
 
    "Take cover," I said in a slightly raised voice when it became clear they'd be here in less than a minute. Then everything slowed down as I sped up, and while five of them were reining their mounts in and slowing to a walk, number six... number six drew his sword. 
 
    Popping an accuracy cantrip, I drew my pistol and double-tapped him, aiming for the forehead. Sure enough, he had a shield spell up, but the second shot arrived before the damage the first one had done had regenerated, and while it didn't hit with enough force to blow the back of his skull off, he still pitched over backwards as he rag-dolled and fell out of his saddle. 
 
    The others immediately reined in their mounts hard and stopped. But the steed the guy I'd shot had been riding dropped its head and charged me. I didn't even think twice, I dodged to the side and took off a leg with the axe in my left hand, causing it to collapse face-first to the ground as its ass came up into the air, hind legs flailing. It flipped onto its back and slid away from me, and it was only as I shot it four times in the head that I realized it had been screaming.  
 
    That shut it up at least, and it slid another fifty yards or so across the ground before coming to a stop, obviously dead. 
 
    "Guess we're having elven steed for dinner," one of the orc surveyors joked. 
 
    I glanced over at him. "Better warn the cook, something that big is gonna take a while, I'm sure. Also, if one of you knows anything about dressing out a horse, might as well get started." 
 
    Turning on my heel, I marched over to the five remaining elves, who were still on their mounts and looking at me nervously. Meanwhile, their mounts were eyeing their dead mate, as one of the orcs drew out a sharp knife and headed over to the corpse, with two more in tow, obviously to dress it out. 
 
    "Now, before you say a word, how about turning your steeds there around so they don't have to watch what's about to happen?" 
 
    "Who do you think you are, telling us what to do?" one of them angrily retorted. 
 
    "You're not going to..." another one started. 
 
    "Butcher him and eat him? Hell, yeah, we are. Horse is a delicacy for orcs and cats, and while we don't like killin' 'em, if one is stupid enough to get himself killed, why let it go to waste?" I replied, looking at the horses who'd all turned and were now looking me in the eye. 
 
    "Sorry, guys, I didn't want to kill him; that's why I shot his rider first. Remember that. Now, how about turning to face me over here so you don't have to watch?" I ordered their mounts and burned a cantrip to put some force into my words. 
 
    "What do you think...!" the first one yelled as all five of the horses bodily turned to look away from the orc, who started in with the knife a moment later. 
 
    I pointed my pistol at the one who yelled, causing him to freeze in place. 
 
    "If you so much as slap your mount for turning away, I will end you here and now. I know you elves can be assholes at times, but I cannot abide cruelty. That's why I made Estrosh suffer before I killed him, to teach everyone a lesson about what happens to those who do such things." I said, growling at all of them. 
 
    "Now, what do you want?" 
 
    I noticed the mount of the man I'd threatened had lowered its haunches a little, like it was getting ready to launch somebody. I winked at it. I'd heard people say elven steeds were actually quite intelligent. I guess they'd been telling me the truth. 
 
    "We want you to stop cutting down those trees!" Number two said. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because they're holy!" 
 
    "Not anymore," I told him. "Your gods pulled out of here back when I killed your king. Actually, they pulled out just before. Apparently his little stunt didn't set all that well with them, and now my god has decided to build a temple here." 
 
    "You can't do that!" the first one said indignantly. 
 
    "Am I going to have to shoot him?" I asked number two and motioned to number one with the pistol. The other three looked at each other in surprise, because their mounts were still shifting back and forth, almost nervously. This made me wonder if maybe they didn't want there to be any trouble with me and were intentionally keeping their riders off balance. 
 
    "Etlin, shut up," number two said. "We didn't come here to start a fight, and look at what happened to Merridan, who did." Number two turned to face me. "My name is Aris, and" —he looked at the five fallen trees and blanched. "Is there any way I could persuade you not to cut down the remaining two trees?" 
 
    I did the 'eyes and ears' thing. 
 
    "You do understand that I'm building a church here to my god, Feliogustus, right?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "And that all the ground on this rise is going to be blessed and consecrated, all of that, right?" 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    "So why would I want to leave trees that are holy to another god on the grounds of the church? Why would the god or gods who held them want them to remain on the grounds of another?" 
 
    "Because they're not holy to us as in the way gods are holy. They're not a part of any god or any religion. They're a symbol of who and what we are as elves, the elves of this land, this place. They were meant to symbolize harmony with nature, harmony among ourselves and our people, harmony with the gods, and our harmony with the other kingdoms." 
 
    "Well, you sure did fuck that up, now, didn't you?" I growled. 
 
    "Please don't blame us for what our former king did." 
 
    "I think it's a bit too late for that," I said and nodded towards the ruined castle. "Honestly, I thought the Latham king and queen had killed everyone." 
 
    "They wiped out most of the people in the city, and anyone who was related to the king, his advisors, or other supporters," Aris said with a sigh. "They also killed off nearly all the nobility." 
 
    "Except for the five of you, right?" I asked. 
 
    "Six, actually," one of the others said, glancing back at the body laying a dozen yards from where we were talking. 
 
    "Yes, obviously they missed one," I said with a smile. "Now, I'd still like to hear a good reason why I shouldn't cut down those last two trees." 
 
    "Because it will make us happy?" one of the others who hadn't spoken yet said. 
 
    "You are?" I asked. 
 
    "Ralin, Champion." 
 
    "Okay, Ralin, I appreciate your approach, but why should I wish to make you happy?" 
 
    "Because we have to start somewhere, and why not here? I won't say we didn't have this coming to us; we did. My father killed himself for his own cowardice in not calling out the king's lies when he saw what it finally led to. Said he should have stood up to the king. At least then he would have died with his honor intact." 
 
    I nodded slowly. "I'm not going to make any promises, but I'll talk to the architects and see if those two can remain, as a sign of our good faith. You may all go now." 
 
    "What? You can't just dismiss us like children!" Etlin said. 
 
    I looked at his mount. "Is he always this bad?" 
 
    The look I got from his steed spoke volumes. 
 
    "If you need a place to stay, I promise we won't eat you." 
 
    "What do you think you're doing!" 
 
    "Talking to the only reasonable person from your house, it would seem." I turned to Aris. "Have a good day, and you might want to see to your dead compatriot's remains." 
 
    "Have a good day, Champion," Aris said with a nod. Ralin and the two I'd never gotten the names of were already heading off at a trot.  
 
    Aris and Etlin rode over to the body, dismounted, put it on the back of Aris' mount, and then followed after the others. 
 
    "Think we'll be seeing that horse again?" Zed asked. 
 
    I shrugged. "Beats me. Let's go talk to the head surveyor and see if we can save these trees." 
 
    "I've already seen the plans. It shouldn't be much of an issue at all." 
 
    "Great! In that case, why don't you help Marai bless the grounds?" 
 
    "And what will you be doing?" Zed asked with a sigh. 
 
    "Hauling horse meat, from the looks of things," I said, motioning towards the dead elven steed that was quickly being broken down into its component parts. 
 
    "You sure you don't want to help us? We'd get done a lot faster if you did, Will." 
 
    "I can't bless all that much compared to you. It would take me days to get this done, and I'd be exhausted." 
 
    "And it'd probably be best for you not to be exhausted," Zed agreed with a nod. "Well, might as well get to it. With any luck, we can get the wards in before night falls." 
 
    I gave him a nod back and walked over to the orcs, who'd done a surprisingly good job at butchering the horse. 
 
    "Do you want the hide?" Gotz, the one who'd skinned it, asked. 
 
    "Yeah. Might as well get that tanned. With the way these steeds look, I'm sure it'll be useful." 
 
    I could see a couple of orcs coming at a trot, each of them pushing a wheelbarrow.  
 
    "Are those for?" I asked and motioned at all the horse meat. 
 
    "Yup. A lot easier than getting all bloody hauling it down." 
 
    "Well, in that case, I'm going to find our head mason and architect and find out what the prognosis on using all that rock over there is." 
 
    "Even with it already cut, this is going to take a while, Will." 
 
    "Done this before?" 
 
    "Well, not for a temple, but I've done buildings as big as this one in the past. Now the one your sister's going to build? That one will take months!" 
 
    "Huh, I had no idea. I wasn't really involved with any of the planning." 
 
    "Yeah, we all noticed." 
 
    I shrugged and tried not to feel guilty. "Breaking in a new slave," I said instead with a wink. 
 
    "Oh, I think we all spent a little time on that after we got back from the last trip here," he said, responding with a wink of his own. "Anna' don't be surprised if we end up with a bunch more come this end of this little exercise." 
 
    "As long as we don't start any wars, I guess I won't complain," I said with a smile. Then with a wave to everyone, I headed down to the large pile of rubble that had once been a very nice castle and the group of orcs that was standing with my sister, looking it over. 
 
    "So, trouble?" Nikki asked. 
 
    "Eh, one of the locals got himself dead, and I don't think the others minded all that much. But on the bright side, we're having fresh horse for dinner." 
 
    "You killed his horse?" 
 
    "After I killed him, his horse decided to come after me." I shrugged. "The others all behaved. Which reminds me, I need to tell the guards not to kill any elven steeds that show up sans rider." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I think one of them isn't terribly happy with its owner, and I got the impression they're really quite intelligent. So I promised him if he showed up here, we wouldn't eat him." I turned to the others, who'd been listening in. "So, how's it look?" 
 
    "It looks good," Stannich, the orc in charge of the construction crew for Fel's church, said, speaking up. "We're going to start sorting and stacking rock in the morning, and with any luck, we can start on the foundations the day after." 
 
    "Great. Well, I'm going to go back aboard the ship and keep an eye out for any other unexpected visitors." 
 
    "I'll probably join you soon enough," Nikki said. "We've decided on our site as well, the surveyors should have most of it marked out by nightfall, and I'll let the priests bless it come morning." 
 
    "Sounds good," I said and walked back to the ship. Jacob, the orc who'd first sailed with me back when all this had started, was now in charge of all the men we'd hired on, who were primarily the laborers who'd be building the church, but they could stand in as security if needed. I'd fill him in on what had happened up on the hill and go over our security with him. Those elves showing up had been a surprise; I could only guess that somehow they knew we were coming. I wondered how far they'd ridden. I'd have to ask Kani how fast elven steeds could travel. 
 
      
 
    Six hours later, well after dinner and just after the sun had sunk below the horizon, one of the guards came and found me as I was preparing to bed down for the night with the girls. 
 
    "William, it seems an elven steed has shown up down on the dock." 
 
    "One has?" I said surprised. 
 
    "Yes, sir, one has." 
 
    "Well, guess I should go talk to him, then," I said, getting up and heading for the door. 
 
    "Aren't you going to take any weapons?" Kani asked me. 
 
    "It's just a horse, Kani." 
 
    "A very fast horse that just might take you for a ride," she pointed out. 
 
    I shrugged, grabbed my harness, and shrugged into it as I walked out to the deck, and then down to the gangplank to the dock. I wasn't wearing much beyond a loincloth; I'd been getting ready for bed. Then again, other than a tunic and a pouch to carry some coin and other odds and ends, I rarely wore all that much if I wasn't going off on a mission of some sort. 
 
    I spotted him as soon as I hit the dock, as he was at the end of it. It was definitely the one from before, and he watched me as I strode towards him. He was a beautiful specimen, and he wasn't wearing a bridal or a saddle. 
 
    "Is he really that bad?" I said, coming up to him.  
 
    He shook his head no. 
 
    "Then why are you here?" 
 
    He turned sideways and sidestepped until I was right beside him. It wasn't hard to figure out. 
 
    "You want me to mount up so you can take me someplace in the dark?" 
 
    He nodded his head. 
 
    "And why in the world should I do that?" 
 
    He looked at me, turned, lowered his head, and pushed me in the chest. Not hard, but I'd been around horses for so many years now that I knew it was a friendly gesture. 
 
    "Fine," I sighed. "Just don't make me regret this. I've got enough regrets already this month." 
 
    He whinnied and turned his side back to me, and I jumped up, landing on his back. I grabbed the base of his mane to steady myself, slid forward as I stuck out my legs to keep my balance, and noticed we were already well away from the docks and accelerating quickly. I had to bend forward as the wind picked up. We were easily doing sixty miles per hour, possibly more. I was surprised at how smooth the ride was, even more than how fast. I wasn't a big fan of riding bareback, because it didn't just hurt the rider; the horse usually didn't enjoy it either. However, he didn't seem to mind, so I tried not to as well. 
 
    We rode for quite a while. I didn't have a watch, so it could have been a half-hour, or it could have been longer. We'd entered a forest some time ago, and as he slowed, I could see a clearing up ahead. When he stepped into it, he stopped and whinnied. 
 
    "Got it," I said, and leaning back, I swung a leg over and slid off onto the ground. Taking a couple of steps away from him, I looked around. In the moonlight, the clearing was fairly bright to my feline eyes. The view of the sky was open and unobstructed. Those stars that weren't obscured by the light of the moon were out and there wasn't a cloud in the sky. The ground in the clearing had grass growing in it, but enough animals must have come here to graze that it was all fairly short. 
 
    "Okay, I'm here. Now what?" I asked, looking around. I didn't feel any threat, and of course I wasn't in overdrive, so there wasn't anything to trigger my champion's speed that I had to worry about. At least not yet.  
 
    But all the same, I knew someone was there; I guess you could say I felt it. 
 
    "I was hoping you would come." 
 
    I watched as a beautiful elven woman stepped into the clearing. She wasn't wearing any weapons, though she was wearing a holy symbol for one of the elven gods prominently.  
 
    And nothing else. 
 
    I felt my heart sinking immediately. 
 
    "Oh, gods, please no." I sighed softly, shaking my head and shooting the steed that had brought me here a scowl. 
 
    "Do you not find me pleasing, William?" 
 
    "Heaven help me, I don't want to be rude to a woman, but how about you go put some clothes on, and then, if you really want to, we can talk?" 
 
    "Surely one such as yourself isn't bothered by nudity?" she asked, smiling at me. 
 
    "The only thing stopping me from walking up to you and popping you one in the nose right now is that I was brought up to never hit a lady. However, if you continue to misjudge me and misunderstand who and what I am, I may just remember that a lady doesn't walk into a clearing stark naked with a strange man," I grumbled. 
 
    "You are William the Godslayer, Kingkiller, a man capable of untold violence and destruction, a man who makes queens his lovers and female champions his playthings, a man who is possessive about his women, and fanatical about punishing any who would lay a hand upon them." 
 
    "You forgot my kids, my people, my friends, and last but most definitely not least, my god, Feliogustus." 
 
    "Oh? I did?" 
 
    I sighed again. "You really have no idea who you're dealing with here, but whatever. Who are you, and why the hell are we here?" 
 
    "I am Dianysyllian. I am the god Elavan's high priestess, and I am here—" 
 
    "Are you fucking nuts!" I yelled at her, cutting her off. She jumped, and even the horse twitched. "Why in the world would you put yourself within arms reach, much less in private with a man who would very much love to bitch-slap your god into next week for getting one of my wives killed?" 
 
    I saw her eyes go wide. That got through to her. 
 
    "Look, the only reason I'm not on a crusade to go after any of them is Feliogustus told me I couldn't, because your god and the other gods didn't think she'd end up dead. But that doesn't mean I'm not pissed at them!" I all but roared out that last bit. "And no, throwing naked tarts at me in the middle of the night isn't going to make up for that, even if she is the high priestess!" I threw my hands up in the air and started pacing back and forth—well, stomping back and forth might have been more like it. 
 
    I was not happy. 
 
    "I'm hardly a tart, William," she said angrily. 
 
    "Then put some fucking clothes on!" I yelled back at her. "Some people," I growled and looked at the steed. "What's his name, anyways?" I asked, pointing at him. 
 
    "Bruidal." 
 
    "Great. Bruidal, get over there and take her back to wherever the hell it is you got her from before something bad happens to her. I mean, seriously! Of all the lame ass stunts..." 
 
    "William!" Dianysyllian yelled. 
 
    I turned and looked at her. She didn't look pleased. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "My god sent me here, to offer myself to you, because he's sorry! Why else would I be standing out here, naked, in front of a man who slaughtered hundreds of my countrymen? Our king? Who killed a goddess on the far side of the Seven Worlds, and laid a second low!" 
 
    "If you're so afraid of me, why the hell did Elavan send you out here?" 
 
    "Elavan is not afraid of you!" she replied hotly. 
 
    "Well, you sure are. Answer the question!" 
 
    "I doubt one such as you would appreciate the answer," she huffed. 
 
    "Well, we won't know if you don't tell me, now will we! And people say I give my god shit..." 
 
    "William!" she said, looking suddenly embarrassed, and I knew I'd scored a hit with that one. 
 
    "Just tell me why he sent you, Dian." 
 
    "He wanted me to come here and apologize to you." 
 
    "By having sex?"  
 
    "Umm..." She looked embarrassed suddenly. "I thought if you slept with me, you wouldn't harm me?" 
 
    "Or maybe you thought if you ended up pregnant, I'd forgive and forget?" 
 
    She blushed, then suddenly winced. 
 
    "He's laughing at you, isn't he?"  
 
    "I was afraid to come, I'll admit it, but he told me if I don't make the effort for him, you will never forgive him for what happened, and if we truly want peace with the orcs one day, asking forgiveness is the first step on the path." 
 
    "Try me again in a decade or two. Points to your god, however, for realizing that an apology was necessary, and if it's sincere, one day I just might forgive him. But the next time one of your women ends up in a bad situation through the fault of the gods and prays to them for help? Maybe you should try sending a little." 
 
    "Umm..." she said, suddenly looking nervous. 
 
    "What?" I growled. 
 
    "You're not going to like this." 
 
    "Now what?" 
 
    "He said 'what do you think Guntz was?'" 
 
    That stopped me cold. 
 
    "If I ever find out that's true, I think I'll owe him an apology." I turned, and as I walked by Bruidal on my way back from where we came, I smacked him on the ass. "Go, take her home or wherever."  
 
    "I can find my own way, William!" she called after me. 
 
    "If I find out he let you go home unescorted, I will beat him black and blue!" I yelled back.  
 
      
 
    The sun was coming up when Bruidal caught up with me. I don't know how far he'd taken me last night, but five or six hours of walking hadn't gotten me back home yet. I got up on his back, and less than thirty minutes later, I was back at the ship. I could see the work crews were getting their gear together so they could get started for the day. 
 
    "Next time, I want a written note regarding whatever stupid idea you've been conned into," I told him as I got down. He snorted at me, nudged me, and dammit if he didn't wink, then he turned around and cantered off, heading back home, I guessed. 
 
    "Where the hell have you been all night?" Nikki asked, coming over to me. 
 
    "One of the elven gods wants to make amends." 
 
    "Oh? And?" 
 
    "And I need to talk to Fel and get some rest. The truth is, I don't know what to think anymore." 
 
    Nikki just shrugged and went back to work. When I got to my cabin, Laria and Kani jumped up and hugged me. 
 
    "What happened?" Kani asked. 
 
    "Do you know Dianysyllian?" 
 
    Her eyes went wide. 
 
    "Apparently Elavan wanted to convey his apologies over what happened to Dani." 
 
    "He did?" she said giving me a shocked look. 
 
    "What did you do to her?" Laria asked, giving me a look. 
 
    "Other than yell at her for being so stupid as to meet me in private all alone in the middle of the night stark naked?" I yawned and stretched. "I made Bruidal take her home, because there's no way I'm letting a naked chick walk home through the forest by herself." 
 
    "What's a chick?" 
 
    "Slang from home for young women, and no I don't know why," I told her, and yawned again, then undid my weapons harness as I looked longingly at the bed. 
 
    "Dianysyllian is not young," Kani told me, helping me out of the harness. 
 
    "She's sure stupid enough to be," I grumbled, and giving them each a kiss, I hit the bed and was out before my head even touched the pillow. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "That was all sorts of messed up, Fel," I said, walking around the bar and giving him a hug. 
 
    "Touched a tender spot, I see." 
 
    I nodded. "I don't know if I should be happy they underestimate me instead of being insulted." 
 
    "I don't think Elavan is underestimating you anymore, William." 
 
    "Was he telling the truth about Guntz?" 
 
    "I'm not sure, William; I'm not sure at all. There's no doubt at all that Guntz treated Dani far better than Estrosh was capable of. It could be that when he saw Guntz's intentions, Elavan decided to leave her with him. But he wasn't Dani's primary god, so if he had anything to do with it, he definitely went behind the other gods' backs to do so." 
 
    "That line she said, that he wants peace with the orcs. Is that the official line from the elven gods?" 
 
    "No, but they're not pushing for war, either." 
 
    "So, do I owe him an apology?" I asked, very much confused. 
 
    "Perhaps, perhaps not. But it's nice to see some of the elven gods are a lot more independent of each other than I'd surmised." 
 
    "Is this a rules thing, or don't you know?" 
 
    "The elven gods are only found on four of the nineteen worlds that make up the realm of the Seven Worlds. They have no temples, or even shrines on any of the other worlds." 
 
    "They don't? Why not?" 
 
    "Because they've forbidden their followers from building them. The elven gods play a very different game than most of the others do. That means their powers and their presence on those other worlds is almost nonexistent. That means that they often deal through intermediaries rather than directly when it comes to those other worlds. 
 
    "This temple you're building, this will give me a much closer and more direct connection to the elven gods. That's part of why I want it built, other than just sticking my thumb in their eye," Fel said with a chuckle. "This will allow me to talk directly with them." 
 
    "And that's important?" 
 
    Fel nodded. "I'm becoming an orc god as well as a felinoid one, William. I guess you could say, it's expected. All the orc gods have temples on the four elven worlds." 
 
    I nodded slowly. That made sense.  
 
    "Do you think in another ten or twenty years, I'll be fending off Dianysyllian's attempts to bed me again?" I asked with a sigh. True, she was hot, but desperation isn't a good dating tactic, and the idea of sleeping with someone because they were afraid of me was not a comfortable thought. 
 
    "You did turn her down, William, and you weren't very kind about it." 
 
    "I'm doomed," I sighed, shaking my head as Fel laughed. 
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    It took them a little more than a week to get the main walls up and start on the roof of the church. Stannich told me it'd take about six weeks to get the structure finished. Zed and Marai had already set the altar, so it was all holy ground now. I'd been helping them build it, more out of boredom than anything else. As I was stronger than anyone else here, they definitely appreciated it. 
 
    That was when the locals put in an appearance. They had that hungry, haunted look I've seen on the faces of refugees so many times before. 
 
    Seeing it on the faces of elves just seemed... wrong. I don't know why, it just did. Yeah, I was angry with their gods, and was I still hella pissed at Estrosh, even though I'd killed him. But I'd never once heard Dani say a cross word about her people, and the same was true for Kani.  
 
    Like it or not, I guess I owned this, and needed to fix it. Like I'd told King Valinstar back on Madria, hungry, unhappy people caused problems, and I'd had a lot to do with their current situation. I'm the one who'd killed their king, after all. 
 
    I went and rounded up Nikki, Captain Kardez, First Officer Eiger, Stannich, and Jacob. 
 
    "Okay, we need to do something about these people," I said, as we stood up on the deck and looked out at the people milling about. There were maybe a couple dozen, but more were showing up every hour or two. 
 
    "Why? I don't think they're going to be any problem," Stannich said. 
 
    "Because I'm the one who killed their king and half their court?" I said with a shrug. "Look, I broke it, so I own it. We need to find out if they're hungry. We need to see if they need a place to sleep. We need to find out if they're safe. All that." 
 
    "I don't know, Will, that could end up being a lot of food," Kardez said, looking out over the rail of the ship. 
 
    I nodded. "I know. I may even end up having to send you and the ship off to get more supplies. But look on the bright side..." 
 
    "There's a lot of females down there for the men to hit on," Jacob said, and then laughed as Nikki turned and looked at him. 
 
    "What?" he said. 
 
    "I'm trying to think of a snappy comeback, but dammit all, nothing is coming to mind," she grumbled. "You're right, and there are. Just make sure the men know I don't want to hear any complaining." 
 
    "From the women," I added. "If they hook up, I'm sure the elven men will definitely bitch." 
 
    "If we have to build them a shelter, it's going to slow down the construction of Feliogustus' Church as well as Sanugok's temple," Stannich said, turning to me. 
 
    "Yup. But if they see that two orc gods are helping them out, I think it might gain us some converts." 
 
    "And women," Captain Kardez said with a grin. 
 
    "There is that," Nikki agreed. 
 
    "Take Kani with ya," Jacob suggested. 
 
    "Why? She's not their queen anymore," I replied. 
 
    "Because she'll know who's important and who's not. Also, if they see her living happily as your property, maybe a few others might take the hint?" he said with a big smile as he turned and looked out over the elves who were forming a group. 
 
    I shook my head. "It's gonna be like feeding time at the zoo down there, isn't it?" 
 
    "This from the man who dragged off their queen," Stannich said with a chuckle. 
 
    "She asked me to make her mine..." I started, then just shook my head. "You know what? I don't care. Just no slaves." 
 
    "Got it, Boss!" 
 
    Shaking my head again, I went and grabbed Laria and Kani. Kani hadn't been off the ship since we'd gotten here. 
 
    "Where are we going?" Kani asked as we walked down the gangplank. 
 
    "We're getting elven refugees, and I want to get them sorted and organized so we can feed the ones that need fed, and house the ones who need shelter." 
 
    "Okay, but why me?" she asked with a frown. 
 
    "Because you'll know who's important and who's not. Also, who's going to be trouble, so I can just kill them now and be done with it," I joked. 
 
    "Umm..." 
 
    "He's joking," Laria said. 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" 
 
    "Mostly," Laria said with a shrug while grinning. 
 
    "I'm not planning on killing anyone," I said with a sigh. "Besides, sooner or later, someone is going to see you, and I want to head off any issues. You're not the queen anymore, and you belong to me. You're mine," I said with a happy growl and noticed her blush out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    As I approached the cluster of refugees, the two orcs I'd hired to act as personal security discretely joined us. Eiger was already down there with a couple crewmen, rounding the other elves up. I was surprised that Eiger, who was a catfolk, was drawing more looks than the orcs were.  
 
    Then again, maybe they thought he was me? 
 
    "Okay, listen up!" I said as I walked up to the group of them. "Raise your hand, how many of you are hungry?" 
 
    All their hands went up. 
 
    "About what I expected," I said as I noticed one of the women staring at Kani. She nudged her neighbor and nodded towards Kani. 
 
    "Now, how many of you need a safe place to sleep?" 
 
    A couple hands started to go up, and then everybody froze. Some were even kneeling. 
 
    "On your feet!" I growled loudly. That stopped everyone, and they all turned to look at me. "Just because I killed your king—who'd turned from your gods, I might add—that's no reason for you to kneel before me!" 
 
    "No, it's... she's our... our qu—" 
 
    "Stop!" I said, and this time I burned a cantrip to put some force into my words.  
 
    She stopped. 
 
    "First of all, your queen, who was the sister of my wife Daniella, abdicated. Got that? She quit. Before the court, and before all your gods. She then cursed all those who'd misled her and said she would no longer live among any of you.  
 
    "Understand?" 
 
    They nodded slowly. 
 
    "Furthermore, Kanialla is currently disgraced and shamed, and is no longer a member of elven society." I could see her wilt a little as I said that. "Not that that's important anymore, because I own her hot little elvish ass, and she's now a part of orc and catfolk society, where none of that matters. 
 
    "Also, she's had my child. So before any of you do anything you'll have a few seconds to regret before I maim you, Kani here is mine, and you will not touch her, talk to her, or insult her. She's also no longer your queen." 
 
    "Are you going to make us all slaves?" one of the women whispered. 
 
    "Kani's condition is by her own request, so great was the shame placed upon her by her dead husband. In all fairness, as I could see her anger at her husband was genuine, and out of respect for Daniella, I accepted her service. Other than that, no one here is going to be made a slave. However," I said and smiled at her, "if you like big, green men, there are a lot of orcs here looking for wives and girlfriends." 
 
    "Like any of our women would lie with an orc," one of the men said. 
 
    "Oh, when I left here last time, a number of women from the court asked to come with us, and trust me when I say, they're all quite happy now. Some of them have even gotten married. And if you know anything about orcs—which you should—you know how well they treat their women." I noticed a few women shared looks with each other at that, and several others had thoughtful expressions on their faces. Out of the forty or so elves here, only five of them were men.  
 
    It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out what had happened to the rest of the men. 
 
    "Now, how many of you need a safe place to stay? I need to know if we're going to have to build a place for all of you to live." 
 
    "Wait, what?" another of the women asked. 
 
    "I'm familiar with refugees—my god alone knows just how many of them I've created, which now apparently includes you. I'll feed you, and I'll house you if you need a place to stay, seeing as the city is gone. So, show of hands?" 
 
    All the women's hands went up. 
 
    "Think you might like another plaything?" the woman asked with a thoughtful look. 
 
    I smiled at her. "Sorry, I've already got more than enough, plus my wife the queen would kill me." 
 
    "I thought you said she wasn't...?" She motioned towards Kani. 
 
    "No, I'm not talking about her. My wife back home is the queen of a very large country." 
 
    "Oh, anymore like him perhaps?" she asked and nodded towards Zed, who just rolled his eyes. 
 
    "Zed's married, though if you can talk his wife into sharing, that's on you." 
 
    "Thanks, William," Zed grumbled at me. 
 
    "Just trying to help!" I said with a smile. "But yes, there are two more single catfolk males onboard. Now, I need all of you to give your names to Zed here, as well as what, if any, skills you have. I'll go talk to our cooks and have them working on some food for you, then I'll talk to my head builder, and we'll see if we can put something together for you to sleep in tonight, while we work on a more permanent solution." 
 
    "Thank you!" they all said, or at least it sounded like all of them. I noticed that all the women and three of the men actually bowed. 
 
    That done, I went in search of Jill, our senior cook, to let her know I'd just increased her workload. Hopefully, some of the elves could cook as well. I also needed to let Stannich know we'd definitely be building some sort of quarters. 
 
    "The woman who asked to sleep with you is the mayor's wife," Kani said once we were out of earshot. "So I'm guessing he's dead." 
 
    "What about the men?" 
 
    "The one who spoke up, he was one of the mayor's advisors. Same for the other one who didn't bow. Of the three who did, none of them are anyone of import, and as for the rest of the women, a lot of them are younger and probably unmarried; they were possibly servants. There's a fair number of those there I do recognize; their husbands were soldiers or nobles, and I suspect they're all widows now." 
 
    "So there's gonna be a lot of orcs with bedmates tonight, then," Laria said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Why would you think that?" 
 
    "Because they're used to having a man to protect them and provide for them, and it's been how many months since they've been safe? All the orcs here are big and buff. They also know a thing or two about manners. That mayor gal looks nice; maybe I'll sic Kardez on her." 
 
    I chuckled at that. "Yeah, go do that. I need to talk to Jill, and then Stannich. After that, I think I'm gonna hide in my room and entertain my women." 
 
    "Oh! I like the sound of that!" Laria said, laughing as she went skipping off to find Kardez. 
 
    "What are you hiding from?" Kani asked. 
 
    "Responsibility, that's what. Though I suspect in a week or two we're going to be sending Kardez and the crew off to buy more food. Maybe I should tell him to bring back some farming tools and a couple of Vikoria's followers, so we can get the land around here under till." 
 
    "They'll want to put a shrine in at the very least, Will." 
 
    I nodded. "That's fine. Vikoria's followers are good people. They'll help me keep these people from starving." 
 
    "Maybe you need to send someone around to the farms in the surrounding area to find out what's going on with them?" 
 
    I put my arm around her and dragged her past the door to our cabin. 
 
    "I think I just had a change of plans," I told her. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I think it's time I sat you down at a map and had you tell me everything that's around here. I hadn't even thought about the local farms, and if they're still producing, that's a great load off." 
 
    "And if they're not?" 
 
    "Then we have some serious problems. I don't think your parents would have gone after the farmers, so if they're off their land, it means someone else is on it." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, exactly." 
 
    Sitting her down at the chart table behind the wheelhouse, I pulled down the chart of the local area, set it on the table, and gave her a pencil. Then I grabbed a pad and another pencil and took notes. 
 
    Kani had a pretty impressive memory, because she not only drew in the farms for the local area, but she also drew in all the towns in the area. I'd have to take the time to find out which ones her parents had destroyed, if any. I also got a fair idea of where I'd gone that night last week. There was a large city to the northwest of here, about seventy or eighty miles away, just inside the farthest border of Seuado. Apparently, Elavan's main temple was there. The woods I'd been in were between here and there. 
 
    "You know, I wondered why his main temple was never here in the capital. I guess now I know why," Kani said after she'd finished. 
 
    "How do you know Dianysyllian, then?" 
 
    "Twice a year, I'd ride out to Elavan's temple to pay my respects, and twice a year she'd come to court." 
 
    "What kind of god is Elavan?" 
 
    "Elavan is the god of prosperity. Many of his followers are traders, performers, and artists." 
 
    "No gamblers?" 
 
    "Some gamblers will give him a nod, and all pay homage to him, but those are typically the ones that follow him first." 
 
    "What do you mean by 'follow him first'?" 
 
    "The elven gods are sort of a panoply. Many elves tend to worship a number of them, though they primarily follow one above the rest." 
 
    "Wouldn't that be a pantheon?" 
 
    Kani shook her head. "In a pantheon, they're related in some manner, or work together in all things. Most of the elven gods aren’t related, and while some of them will at times cooperate, most of the time they do their own will. The only thing they don't do is allow their followers to war upon each other." 
 
    "Oh? Why not?" 
 
    Kani shrugged. "I don't know, that's just the way it's always been. Or at least I was taught it's always been that way." 
 
    "Well, Fel told me they play a different game here." 
 
    "Game?" 
 
    "That's how I think of the interactions gods have with each other. They're all playing for dominance, followers, all that." 
 
    "Makes sense." 
 
    "It definitely makes it easier to understand them. Well, you go check on Daniel, then I think it's time to do a little scouting and see how much of this is still accurate," I said, nodding to the map. 
 
    "How? We don't have any horses." 
 
    "We have two ship's boats that'll fly just fine. I'll get Alena to fly us, and grab a few orcs to play guard just in case." 
 
    "Oh! Right!" She blushed. "I forgot about the boats." 
 
    "Easy enough to do. I'll come get you when we're ready." 
 
      
 
    An hour later, I had Alena at the helm, while I handled the engine. Kani was sitting up front, where she'd have a good view and could take notes, and I had two orc crewmen who were both well armed and reputed to be good shots, as well as my sister Nikki, who'd asked to come as soon as she heard I was going. 
 
    "So what's up, Bro?" 
 
    "I'm worried about the farmers in the area." 
 
    "What caused that?" 
 
    "There's what, twenty or thirty thousand fewer people living around here now, yet they're all starving? What happened to the food?" 
 
    "Well, any granaries or other storage places were probably destroyed along with the city." 
 
    "Probably, but a lot of farmers don't sell everything there. Plus, there should be granaries and the rest of that in the towns in the surrounding area." 
 
    "Makes you wonder just how many elves were killed by Dani's parents." 
 
    "Yeah, that's something I'm gonna ask the mayor's wife after we get back. If anyone would know, it'll be her." 
 
    "Isn't she the one Kardez just dragged off to his quarters?" 
 
    I laughed. "Damn, that was fast. I thought she was more interested in fur?" 
 
    "Eiger turned her down," Alena said. 
 
    "He did? Why's that?" 
 
    "Because I told him I wasn't sharing?" Alena said, and looked back at me with a big smile on her face.  
 
    "Okay, now I know I've been too wrapped up in my own problems if I've been missing that," I said with a chuckle. 
 
    "Farm coming up on the left," Kani said. 
 
    "Port, it's called the port side," Alena corrected her. 
 
    Nikki and I moved over. 
 
    "It's been burned out," she said. 
 
    "Damn, I was hoping they hadn't messed with the farms. 
 
    "Hold on a moment," said Kanhz, one of the two orcs, speaking up. "Alena, hon, could you circle a couple times, please?" 
 
    Kanhz was way bigger than me, and was covered in what passed for tribal tattoos among the orcs. Hearing him speak so politely always made me stop a moment. He looked like a born killer and the meanest orc on board. 
 
    "What's up?" I asked him. 
 
    "I don't think the Latham royals used fire at all. I think they used explosives and magic, and just knocked everything down." 
 
    "Goblin sign," said Muahtz, the other orc, pointing. 
 
    I looked and saw it; there were four elven bodies nailed to poles set in the ground. I couldn't be sure because of the state of the bodies, but it looked like they'd been heavily mutilated. 
 
    "Damn," Kani swore. "I thought they'd been pushed out past the southern border." 
 
    "Maybe they came back?" I replied. "It's been a year, and it doesn't look like anybody's been doing anything to work together here." 
 
    "I wish I knew for sure who those elves you met when we got here were. What family they came from." 
 
    "Well, seeing as the rode off to the north when they left, I'm guessing they're from up there." 
 
    "If the goblins are coming this far north, I guess that would mean the lords on the southern border are gone." 
 
    "I've never seen a goblin; what can you tell me about them?" 
 
    "Nasty little shits," Muahtz said and spat over the side. "They're maybe all of four feet tall. They're nasty, vicious, and breed like rats. They barely have language, and they have a taste for flesh. When they can't find any, it's not uncommon for them to turn on each other." 
 
    "What kinds of weapons do they use?" 
 
    "Whatever they can get their hands on. They're not smart enough to work metal—hell, I think they have problems working wood. A rock on a stick is about the height of their ingenuity." 
 
    "Didn't they once say that about orcs?" I asked. 
 
    Muahtz shook his head. "We were never that bad, or that dumb. We learned to work metal long before we came into conflict with the elves." 
 
    "What happens if you cross one with an elf?" 
 
    "You get a dead elf after she gives birth," Kani said with a look of distaste on her face, "and if you're lucky, the bastard dies in child birth." 
 
    "What if you're not?" 
 
    "Then you get a hobgoblin," Kanhz said. "Five and a half feet of insane fury. The regular goblins learn quickly to do as he says, or they die, painfully." He paused a moment. "You know, if they're venturing this far north, and they haven't before, Mrs. Kani, it may very well mean there's a hobgoblin driving them on." 
 
    "Mrs.?" she teased. 
 
    "I have no idea what our champion's last name is," he said with an apologetic shrug. 
 
    "Taylor," I supplied, "but you're a member of my ship's crew, Kanhz, so I won't take it amiss if you address her by her first name."  
 
    I turned back to Alena. "Let's go look at the other farms and see if we can tell how far north they're venturing." 
 
    "Head to the northeast," Kani told her, "there's a small town; we should look and see if they're still there." 
 
    "Sure thing." 
 
    Five minutes later, we were looking at burnt-out ruins. There were a lot more bodies. 
 
    "Take us down beside that large building over there," I said to Alena and pointed. "I want to see if I can get an idea of how long ago this was." 
 
    Alena brought us down and edged us over. 
 
    "What do you think, Nikki?" I asked my sister. 
 
    "This has been rained on, so I'm guessing it's been a few weeks. At least longer than the last time it rained around here," she said, looking it over. "Still, there must have been a lot of them if they took on a town this big. I'm surprised I don't see any goblin bodies. You'd expect at least some dead." 
 
    "They eat their dead," Muahtz said. "They're probably eating a lot of the dead elves, too." 
 
    "Then why'd they leave those behind?" I said, motioning to the ones at either end of the town who'd been nailed to poles that had been set in the ground. 
 
    "Because they're evil?" Kanhz suggested. 
 
    "Take us back up; let's see how far this goes," I said with a disgusted sigh. 
 
    "I don't know how much longer we're going to have enough light to tell," Nikki said, motioning towards the sun, which was setting. 
 
    "Still, I'd like to get an idea. If they're still running around out there, I'd like to know how long until they come back and attack us." 
 
    "You've got a point there, Will," she agreed. 
 
    The next three farms were burned out, but there weren't any bodies. After that, the farms were abandoned, but they were still intact. I looked at the map Kani had drawn on. "According to this, there's an estate for one of the nobles up ahead; over there somewhere, I think," I said, making a general motion. 
 
    "Well, let me climb up, and we'll see if we can find it before the sun sets," Alena said, and we quickly gained some altitude. 
 
    "Over there," Kani said, pointing.  
 
    We looked, and sure enough, there was a very large estate there. Alena immediately turned and dove towards it. A few minutes later, we were hovering a few feet above the ground by the main building. 
 
    I clambered over the side and dropped to the ground. 
 
    "The rest of you wait here," I told them as a number of elves in armor came out of the building. 
 
    "Who are you, and what are you doing here?" one of them asked. 
 
    "I'm William, the champion of Feliogustus, and I would like to speak to whomever is in charge. From the looks of your armor, I take it you know about the goblins running around to the south of here?" 
 
    "Felio..." He paused a moment. "You're the Godslayer! The man who killed King Estrosh!" 
 
    "Yeah, that would be me." 
 
    "Why are you here? You caused this!" he yelled accusingly at me. 
 
    I took a deep breath and counted to five. 
 
    "Look, if you know who I am, you should know not to piss me off. As for why I'm here, that's a matter for me to discuss with your boss. Now, go. Fetch!" I said, leaning on my champion's voice. 
 
    He glared at me a moment, then stomped off. I could see the others looking at the launch we'd arrived in, and at those sitting in it and watching. 
 
    A lot faster than I would've expected, an elf came out. I winced. It was Etlin. 
 
    "What brings you here, Champion?" he said, giving me an angry look. 
 
    "I've just learned about the goblins that are rampaging through the land, and first I wanted to make sure you were aware of them. Second, I wanted to find out if you knew where they were and where they were going." 
 
    "Why would you care? After what you've done?" 
 
    "Because we've got refugees coming to us for help and protection, and I want to know how big of a fight I'm looking at. As for what I've done, don't blame me for your former king being an asshole. So I killed him? He had it coming. For the rest of it, blame his in-laws, and blame him for breaking tradition." 
 
    "Still, I find it hard to believe that you would care about the likes of us!" 
 
    I gave him my best annoyed look. "I hated him, and I'm still a bit pissed at your gods—well, most of them at least," I said, thinking about what Elavan had tried to do. "But I'm not mad at elves, and if I did in fact 'break it', then I have an obligation to at least try to fix it!" 
 
    I noticed that he was staring at the boat. I turned to look, and sure enough, he was staring at Kani, who was studiously ignoring him. 
 
    "Kanialla! You really did take her with you and make her yours!" he said, and I turned and looked at him as I got the sinking feeling things had just gone from bad to worse. 
 
    Then suddenly he was on his knees before me. 
 
    "Thank you, Champion William! Thank you for taking her and saving her! So many of us thought she'd died at the castle that day, when the recriminations set in, or when the Lathams rode through, and in their anger, destroyed so much and killed so many!" 
 
    "Wait, you're okay with her being my woman?" I said in complete surprise, when keeping my mouth shut might have been the better answer. 
 
    "Yes, of course! She's been dishonored and shamed, and cannot be a part of elven society! All would turn her out, and some might even raise their hand against her because of her husband's transgressions! But none would do that to one such as you!" 
 
    "This is not the response I expected from you, Etlin." 
 
    "You redeemed Daniella because you loved her. What you did to our king made it clear just how much you cared. Surely, if you could do such a thing for a woman all thought was lost to our society, I do not doubt that one day, perhaps, you will do it again, Champion William.  
 
    "This, this gives me hope. Because if our former queen may one day be redeemed, perhaps one day all of us may be redeemed as well. As of this moment, I am your man, Champion. I will lend you my sword arm if you should need it, and I will listen to your council and your words as if you were my king." 
 
    I looked down at him. I could see he was serious. I wondered what the state of the kingdom, of Seuado was. It was obvious that, with the loss of their king, they'd lost all leadership as well as their sense of community, their duty. 
 
    "Two things I would ask of you," I said to him, and from the look he gave me, I could see I was right. He had the look of a man who was in dire need of a leader. Of someone to follow. 
 
    "Whatever you ask, Champion William!" 
 
    "The first is, I want to know everything you and your men can tell me about these goblins." 
 
    "It will be done. The second?" 
 
    "I want you to organize a defense against them to protect your people and as many of the people north of here as you can. If your neighboring lords are willing to help, coordinate with them." 
 
    "And if they refuse, Champion?" 
 
    "Tell them I'll be around to have words with them! Seuado may have fallen, and the king and queen and all the royal line may be no more, but we have a duty to those still here to see them protected! It's time for the nobles to be noble once more, and for the soldiers to defend the land." 
 
    "Won't that anger the Lathams, Champion? They said they wanted Seuado to be removed from the land, and for it to be no more." 
 
    I smiled as a thought crossed my mind. "And it has been; this is no longer Seuado. Seuado has fallen, and is gone, never to return. This new land is to be known as Suffolk from this day forward." 
 
    "Suffolk," he said with a thoughtful look. "I shall tell the others." 
 
    "Great, and call me Will. Now, what can you tell me about those goblins?" 
 
    "Come inside, and I'll show you the map we've been tracking them on. We turned them back south just a few days ago and managed to cut their numbers down by at least a quarter. However, there are still a great many of them, I fear." 
 
      
 
    Four hours later, we were on our way back to the ship. Several of the other lords had shown up while Etlin was telling me all he knew, and then of course he offered us dinner, and none of us were going to refuse him, because we were all rather hungry by then. The only thing that was interesting was that none of them would talk to Kani, or even acknowledge that she was there. I had to slide my plate of food over to her, as well as give her my goblet to drink from—both of which were replaced so quickly that it was obvious they'd cooked for her as well. They just couldn't admit it. 
 
    Aris was one of the lords that showed up, as well as Ralin, and the two others from that day, Elorn and Chyddin. I could see that they were all quite pleased that I'd taken charge of the situation. Apparently all of them had risen to their positions with the death of their fathers and didn't have the experience or the training to understand what needed to be done. Still, they all knew how to use what they had, once I'd gotten them organized with Nikki's help, and told them what they needed to do. 
 
    "Suffolk?" Nikki said to me after we'd taken off, heading back. "Really?" 
 
    I shrugged and grinned a guiltily. "Hey, it beats 'New York', or worse yet, 'New Jersey'!" 
 
    "Well, at least you didn't hang 'Hoboken' or 'Camden' on them!" Nikki said with a laugh. "I do wonder what happened to their fathers." 
 
    "I didn't want to ask," I said with a shake of my head. "I already know Ralin's killed himself from the shame he felt for not having spoken up against Estrosh. I can only assume the others either did the same, or they were killed in the purge." 
 
    "Ralin's father is the one who stood up and told you he'd held his tongue out of fear for his family," Kani said in a sad voice. "The shame of what happened that day" —she looked up at me, and I could tell she was still hurting deep inside— "was so great, and spread so wide, that I suspect the court tore itself apart completely, between recriminations and guilt. My lady-in-waiting told me a fair bit of what took place in the minutes between you taking me out of there and when she and the others fled. After that, I'm sure it got much worse." 
 
    I went over and picked her up, sat down, and pulled her into my lap. 
 
    "I'm sorry, hon," I whispered in her ear and held her close. 
 
    "As am I," she whispered back. "For all that I'm no longer their queen, it still hurts to see them all laid so low." 
 
    "Well, they got a new ruler," Nikki said, smiling at me. "So, I'm sure things will get better." 
 
    "Wait, when did I become king?" I growled, looking at my sister. 
 
    "When you sat down and told them what to do. That's when." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "As if I don't have enough on my plate already." 
 
    "Then declare yourself regent, and declare Slash or Estelya the monarch." 
 
    "Dani would probably kill me for that," I complained. 
 
    "I'm not so sure about that," Kani said, shifting over in my lap so she could look at me. "You told me she said she wanted them raised in orc culture, correct?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "Well, then, perhaps that's the kind of ruler this new country of Suffolk needs." 
 
    "It'd please Dani's parents, I'm sure," Kanhz said, looking thoughtful. "It would put the country under the rule of their grandchild, just as they'd always hoped." 
 
    I kissed Kani and leaned back and thought about that as she snuggled into my arms. He had a point. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Thirteen 
 
    Suffolk, Feliogustus's Church 
 
      
 
      
 
    I gathered everyone together the next morning, and I do mean everyone. I had them assemble on the shore and stood on one of the wheelbarrows so I could be seen. 
 
    "Listen up, everyone. We discovered last night that a large group of goblins came up from the south a few weeks ago. They went around to the west of the ruins here, probably because they felt there wasn't anything of value. All the farms to the west have been destroyed, and anyone they caught, died. They went pretty far to the north, until the folks in charge up there organized their soldiers and sent them packing, heading back to the south. 
 
    "Which means in three or more days, they're going to make it to the northern part of the city ruins" —I motioned towards where the city had been— "and then of course on to us here." 
 
    "What are we to do?" one of the women said in a fearful voice. 
 
    "Kill them, of course," I said matter-of-factly, "but we have a number of tasks that must be taken care of before they get here." 
 
    "What would those be?" the former mayor's wife asked. I was going to have to find out her name, especially as she had spent the night in Kardez's quarters, which made me suspect she was going to become a fixture around here. 
 
    "First, I need a number of you to go out and gather all the survivors together, and bring them back here, so they don't fall prey to the goblins. I'm going to assign the two ship's boats to scout the other settlements, so we can warn them, and maybe even help them to evacuate back here as well." 
 
    "But that could be thousands!" one of the men complained. 
 
    "Yeah, about that. After talking with the nobles, I've decided I'm taking over as regent for the new ruler." 
 
    "WHAT! You can't do that!" 
 
    I pulled out my pistol and took aim at his head. "Care to bet?" I said as those around him quickly drew away. 
 
    "But you, you can't!" he said in a much more passive voice. 
 
    "I seem to recall there used to be a castle over there," I said with a jerk of my head. "Which would seem to indicate that I can do what I damn well please!" 
 
    "Regent for who?" the mayor's wife asked again. 
 
    "With Daniella being redeemed, our children are now in the royal line. I haven't decided yet if our son or our daughter will be your new ruler." 
 
    "I'll die before I let a catfolk become my king!" the man whom Kani had identified as one of the dead mayor's advisors said loudly. 
 
    "Fine!" I declared, and burning an accuracy cantrip, I shot him in the head, blowing his brains all over a couple of the other men standing behind him. 
 
    "Let's get one thing straight here and now—I rule. Got that? I'm in charge. You don't speak back to me in public, and you are not to be dismissive or rude to me in public. You got a problem? Bring it up in private. I will not tolerate open dissent when I've got thousands of people who need to be saved, defenses that need to be built, and meals I'm going to have to pay for myself so none of you go hungry. 
 
    "I may not have wanted this job, but dammit, now that I've got it, I'm going to do it right. We're in the middle of an emergency. My rule is absolute, and I don't care if you don't like it. After we've dealt with this crisis, you can leave. For now" —I pointed at the wife of the dead mayor— "what's your name?" 
 
    "Glaesile, my lord." 
 
    "Right. If you have issues or problems, bring them to Glaesile, who'll bring them to me." 
 
    "What?" Glaesile said, looking at me in shock. 
 
    "Don't worry, Kardez will be quite pissed if I mess with his woman, so you're safe." She blushed as I said that. "Oh, and call me Will.  
 
    "Now!" I called out and clapped my hands loudly. "We'll sit down, eat breakfast, and then you'll all tell Glaesile where you think there are more survivors, and if possible, you'll run off to bring them back here. You're all my people now, and I don't like my people dying." 
 
    "Unless you kill them," someone muttered. 
 
    "With the way he was arguing, he obviously wasn't one of mine, now was he?" I said with a growl. "Get to it!" 
 
    I jumped down off of the wheelbarrow and strode over to where Kardez was watching.  
 
    "Get with your girlfriend there and figure out where to send the boats to find and warn people. Make sure everyone is armed and knows about the goblins, and that they're not to take chances; we're going to need those boats." 
 
    Glaesile walked up to the two of us and frowned at me. "His girlfriend?" 
 
    Kardez responded by stepping up next to her, putting an arm around her, and pulling her against his side. She blushed, but she didn't protest. 
 
    "Did you have to shoot him?" she asked with a frown. 
 
    "Seeing as I just might install my son as king here? Yeah, I did. Let's be brutally honest here; I killed your king. I murdered him three times in front of the entire court, along with several of his advisors, and who knows how many of his guards and other retainers. I'm a brutal, vicious, nasty piece of work as far as everyone here is concerned, and if they see me acting otherwise, they're going to think I'm setting them up for something even worse. 
 
    "Also, people need to realize they have to be respectful to me and mine. I'm not going to put up with dissension in the ranks. I just don't have time to deal with it. So they can go to you, and you'll let me know whether it's important or not. I can't put Kani in charge of any of this; she's not a queen, and as my property, I don't want her bothered." 
 
    "Umm, about that," Glaesile said, lowering her voice, "how am I supposed to address her? I can't call her Kani, because she's disgraced, we're not supposed to acknowledge her, and I don't want to call her 'slave', because I get the feeling you wouldn't care much for that." 
 
    "Call her William's woman," I replied. "I think that should dodge the problem well enough, but I don't see you needing to talk to her." 
 
    "But she knows so much..." 
 
    I held up my hand. "She's not your queen. She's not here to solve your problems. That's my job now. Her job is to screw my brains out, give me children, and keep me happy. Okay?" 
 
    "Umm..." Glaesile said and blushed again. "Do you treat your wife, the queen one, like that?" 
 
    "Only when she needs it," I said with a smile. "Now, Kardez, talk to Jill and the others, and get an idea of how long our food will hold out if we end up having to feed a thousand extra mouths. I'm probably going to have to send you somewhere to buy as much bulk food as you can get your hands on, and once we get this all sorted out, and the goblins dealt with, we may find ourselves needing new farmers to take over the abandoned farms." 
 
    "Thinkin' of bringing in some of Vikoria's people?" 
 
    "She is an ally," I said with a nod. "Of course, if we end up with hundreds of elven women and no men, I may send you back to bring us some potential husbands!" I said and gave him a wink. 
 
    "After what some of these women have been through, I think they'd welcome that," Glaesile said, surprising me. 
 
    "Then I guess I'll keep it in mind. How many refugees do you think are out there?" 
 
    "Thousands, I'm sure, and most of them are women. A lot of the families fled when they heard about the army heading our way. Those of us who stayed did so because our husbands couldn't leave, or because the lord or lady they served died in the castle when you removed the king." 
 
    "Guess I've got my work cut out for me then. Take care of things, Kardez; I need to find my sister and plan our defenses." 
 
    "Nikki!" I called out and headed for one of the groups that wasn't here to work on Fel's church as I saw her hand come up from the midst of them and wave me over. 
 
    "What's up?" she asked. 
 
    "Let's get the lay of the land and figure out our defenses and battle plan." 
 
    "Why not just stick everyone on the ship, have it hover overhead, and we all just shoot down at them?" 
 
    "Glaesile, the wife of the now dead mayor, thinks there are several thousand elven refugees out there." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "They're overwhelmingly women." I notice a lot of eyebrows going up on the workers' faces. "But even if they weren't, we can't just leave them here to be slaughtered. I'm thinking a couple of defensive walls to break them up will make it easier to shoot and kill them." 
 
    "I don't know, Will, that's a lot of work." 
 
    "These guys are four feet tall, right?" 
 
    "Supposedly. 
 
    "So a four foot high wall is all we need to give us an advantage. That's, what, two or three of the stone blocks? I'm just looking for something to break up their attack. Though we may want to turn what we've got built so far into forts." 
 
    "Why would we want to turn your church and my temple into forts?" she asked, giving me a curious look. 
 
    "Because both you and me, plus our clerics get unlimited power when we're on holy ground. That's why." 
 
    I laughed as she smacked herself on the side of the head. "Why didn't I think of that?" 
 
    "'Cause you haven't run into it before. I have. Now, let's take a walk and start planning. We need to get them building defenses here as soon as possible." 
 
    "Go tell Stannich about your plan for Feliogustus' church first. I'll tell Yura to do the same for Sanugok's. Then we can start making plans." 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, we were walking the area around the temples. 
 
    "So, what do you think?" I said "You heard what Etlin said last night. They think there's at least two hundred of them." 
 
    "Well, first, I think if they saw two hundred, there's probably another two hundred they didn't see." 
 
    "You think? If they had those numbers, I would've expected them not to be turned so easily." 
 
    "I got to talking with San last night..." 
 
    "San?" 
 
    "Sanugok." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    "Anyway, he told me most of the goblin armies aren't good at standup fights unless there's a lot of something bigger and nastier standing behind them whipping them on. So a bunch of armored knights on elven steeds is going to kill morale, and they're not going to want to mess with them. Especially if they see all the ones up on the front lines getting slaughtered." 
 
    "Makes sense." 
 
    "If we end up with several thousand elves who aren't able to fight? Yeah, that'll spur them on enough that unless we put up a really large defense, they're not going to be swayed." 
 
    "And we've got what? Eighty workers, my ship's crew, a couple guards I added to the mix, and that's it." 
 
    "How many of them have armor?" 
 
    "My crew, the ones that fight at least, all do. I still have mine from the war, as I've been leaving it stored on the ship. We've got some heavy leather breast pieces I can dole out to five of the workers, but that's it." 
 
    "Well, my clerics all brought their armor, so that's three more, and of course I have mine. How are we set for weapons?" 
 
    "We've got lots. I have sixty rifles, another sixty pistols, and about ten thousand rounds of ammunition for them. Also, Eiger believes all the workers have their own pistols with some amount of ammo for them." 
 
    "Okay, here's what I'm thinking. We build a series of hundred or so foot long walls. We stick twenty men behind them with rifles. They shoot at the goblins until they get close, then retreat back to the next wall, and so on." 
 
    I thought about that a moment. "What's to stop them from using the walls as cover against us?" 
 
    "We can have the Kashmir and her two boats orbiting overhead and firing down on any that try to use it as shelter. But that's not a big issue." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "The goal of the walls is to slow them down. We don't want to let them hit us with a massed charge. That gives them more of an opportunity to break through our defenses some place. We want to break them up into smaller groups..." 
 
    "So we can defeat them in detail," I said, nodding. "Well, let's check out some of the rises and approaches, then we can climb up on the roof of Fel's church and pick out places." 
 
    "Sounds like a good plan." 
 
    "I just hope they haven't gotten their hands on any firearms." 
 
    "I wouldn't count on them not having any, Bro." 
 
    "I know, and that worries me." 
 
    "I'm more worried about clerics or magic users." 
 
    "You really think they might have some?" 
 
    "I'd hate to ignore the possibility and end up with an unpleasant surprise. Also, with all the places they've destroyed and people they've killed, the possibility of them having some magical items is pretty high." 
 
    I nodded and thought about that a moment. "Wait, if they have magic users here, why haven't we seen any on the other words?" 
 
    "Only the elven worlds have them. Well, some of the dwarven worlds have enchanters who can make magical weapons, but those things typically only work on the two main dwarven worlds, and three of the elven ones. I think magic works on Prime, but it's supposed to be pretty complex and hard to wield in combat." 
 
    "If we do end up with as many elves as Glaesile seems to think we are, we're going to need to build some sort of major wall to protect them." 
 
    Nikki nodded. "I'm bothered by that as well. Maybe we should see if Kardez can raise anyone on the radio who's willing to come out here and help us evacuate?" 
 
    "I'll talk to him about it once we've figured out where to put these walls." 
 
      
 
    "How many?" I asked Glaesile later that night after the sun had set. Elves had started showing up around noon, and by dinnertime, it had turned into a constant stream. 
 
    "A lot," she replied with a frown. 
 
    "I need numbers, Glae; 'a lot' doesn't cut it." 
 
    "So far, we've got about six hundred women, five hundred children, and eighty men." 
 
    "How many of them can fight?" 
 
    "Ten of the men are fit enough to fight and brought weapons and armor." 
 
    "What about the others?" 
 
    "They're either too old or too crippled from what happened." 
 
    "Can any of the women fight?" 
 
    "Not really. I mean, if they have to, they will, but they aren't warriors, and a lot of them are either too old or too young." 
 
    "Find the men who can fight who showed up with weapons or armor and tell them I want to see them at first light." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" she asked, giving me a look. 
 
    "Why wouldn't I be?" 
 
    "You did kill their king, William." 
 
    "Yeah, I did, didn't I? I'm also now the one running the damn country. If they want to stay here, they need to earn it. Which means they get to do as I tell them." 
 
    "They're not going to like that," she warned. 
 
    "I don't care. I've got over a thousand unarmed women and children to protect, and not enough to do it." 
 
    "Can't you just put them all onboard the ship?" 
 
    "Assuming I could even fit them, no. That's just too much weight. Ask Kardez. We're trying to get some of the other folks in the area to send us some ships so we can evacuate people, but I'm hearing he's not having much luck?" 
 
    Glaesile gave a heavy sigh. "We're still being shunned, I'm afraid." 
 
    That gave me pause. I hadn't considered that. 
 
    "I'll figure something out," I told her. "Just let the men who can fight know, tomorrow, first light, and leave any attitudes behind." 
 
    "I'll do that." 
 
    I left her then, and went in search of Eiger, who was in charge of the two boats. 
 
    "Ah, Will, I see you found me," he said when I caught up with him on the fantail. 
 
    "How'd it go?" 
 
    "Not bad, we found a couple of villages and warned them about what was coming. Told them to spread the word, and then did the same at several farms we came across. We ferried about a hundred or so women and children back; the men were all willing to hike it, but were worried about their families." 
 
    "Any sign of the goblins?" 
 
    "Not yet," he said with a shake of his head. "Tomorrow, we're going to fly over those villages and some of the farms again. Once those are attacked or destroyed, at least we'll know where the goblins are." 
 
    "Which one of you is William?" an elf asked as he came up to us. 
 
    "That would be me," I said. "You are?" 
 
    "Tyrin, and who do you think you are, ordering me around?" 
 
    I sighed and stopped myself from punching him in the face. Like it or not, I needed everyone here who could wield a weapon. Instead, I put on a surprised expression and decided to fuck with him and see where it went. 
 
    "Haven't you heard?" I asked, the picture of perfect innocence. 
 
    "Heard what?" 
 
    "I'm the regent, until such time as the queen's heir is of age to ascend the throne." 
 
    "What? Impossible! Kanialla abdicated, and she never gave birth to an heir!" 
 
    I looked at him like he was a dim child who needed a pat on the head. 
 
    "I'm not talking about Kanialla, I'm talking about Daniella Latenta Paronator Latham, who was the king's originally intended wife. With her being redeemed, that restored her to her position, and with her dead, that means the crown passes to her child." 
 
    "But she was never crowned! They never wed!" 
 
    "She was betrothed, was she not? I believe if you look at the law, in the case of an unexpected death, such as your king experienced," I had to restrain myself from winking at him, "that betrothal still legally constitutes a claim, and any issue she may've had now stand in line to inherit." 
 
    "I've heard what happened to her! I will not stand for an orc as our king!" 
 
    I rolled my eyes and gave him a long suffering look. "With the birth of her daughter, she became redeemed. Her betrothed witnessed the birth and acknowledged the filial ties. Why, the queen at the time even adopted her daughter! All this makes her the heir." 
 
    I stopped then, and looking him in the eyes, I growled. "Now, you either acknowledge that Estelya is the crown princess and the heir apparent, and I'm her regent, or I'm going to kill you where you stand." 
 
    He was gobsmacked, and his mouth worked several times before any words came out. I could see that the idea of a queen who was related to the Latham crown probably appealed to him. I'm not sure, however, that he liked the idea of a catfolk regent. 
 
    "Who made you the regent?" he sputtered after a minute. 
 
    "The lords of the northern lands, Etlin, Aris, Ralin, and the rest. I met with them last night. Now, I've got a lot of citizens out there" —I waved towards where they'd bivouacked the elves— "we've got a large force of goblins coming, and damn few fighters to defend all those women and children. So you either acknowledge the new queen and her regent so I can fix things, or get the hell out of here before I kill you. I don't have time for silly games." 
 
    He looked at me sidewise. "How do I know you'll actually put Estelya of the Lathams on the throne?" 
 
    "Because she's my daughter, and I sure as hell don't want it!" I said with a growl. "Plus my god, whom I'm a champion for, would have words with me! Now make up your damn mind. The only reason we're still talking is because I need every fighter I can get!" 
 
    "That you mean to stay here and fight for these people shows me you are a man of honor. I will follow you, Regent William." 
 
    "Great!" I said and actually smiled at him. "Oh, and we changed the name of the country to make the Latham royal family happy." 
 
    He looked thoughtful and nodded slowly. "Only wise. Who are we now?" 
 
    "We're Suffolk." 
 
    He smiled. "I like it. What would you have me do, William?" 
 
    "For tonight, nothing. But in the morning, we're going to have to work on some sort of palisade to protect the women and children. I'm hopeful that we'll be able to kill off enough of the goblins to dissuade them, but if they see how many we have? I have my fears." 
 
    "Another fine point. I'll be about it, then." 
 
    And with that, he walked off. 
 
    "That went well," said Eiger, who'd been watching the whole thing. "When did you decide to make Estelya the queen?" 
 
    "Just now. I've been debating putting Slash on the throne—" 
 
    Eiger interrupted that declaration with a loud bark of laughter. 
 
    "—but for all that it'd be funny, having a cute little female elf who's been raised by orcs just seemed a much more enjoyable outcome." 
 
    "Yeah, and with who her grandparents are, as well as her father, ain't no one who wants to keep their head firmly attached to their shoulder will complain." 
 
    "It'll make Dani and Kani's parents happy as well, I'm sure." 
 
      
 
    The next day was a busy one. Everyone who could work, did work. While the blocks that had to be moved could only be moved by the orcs with the gear they'd brought, Tyrin and Glaesile got the few men, a fair number of the women, and even the older children to work on building earthen works for defense. With the lake to their backs, they dug a fairly deep trench, and then breastworks behind that. Stannich came by several times to check their work, and to make sure they had an earthen ramp built, as tonight they would be hauling blocks up to stack on top of the wide earthen berm that was being built. 
 
    I was really happy to see that Tyrin knew what he was doing, and also knew how to organize people and make them work. Putting him in charge had been quite a fortuitous circumstance, and I was happy I hadn't had to kill him or send him packing. 
 
    I was going over the rifles and making up stocks of ammunition for each of our fighters when Eiger came into the armory in a rush. 
 
    "I got bad news, Will." 
 
    "They're here?" 
 
    "No, they won't be here until the day after tomorrow, at the rate they're moving. Maybe even longer, seeing how big they are." 
 
    "How... big?" I asked, looking at him, and then I groaned. "It's not two hundred, is it?" 
 
    "More like five or six hundred," Eiger agreed. 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "It looks like there's three or four bands of them. They started gathering in one of the villages we evacuated. Anyhow, I got a good look, and it seemed to me there was more than one of those hobgoblin types leading the different bands." 
 
    "Damn. We're in for a fight, aren't we?" 
 
    "There's more," he warned. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "They've got firearms. Not a lot, but we drew rifle fire when they saw us, so we got out of there quick." 
 
    "They damage anything?" 
 
    "No, they're not very good with them, but I didn't want to take any chances." 
 
    "Did the other boat find anything of interest?" 
 
    "No, and between the two of us, we brought back another eighty-four. Everyone else has been paying heed to what we told them, and spreading the word, so I suspect there's going to be a lot more elves showing up tomorrow." 
 
    "Yeah," I said with a small nod of the head. "We're over two thousand now, and out of all that, we've got a little over twenty effective fighters. I just wish we had more rifles; most of the women know how to shoot, and it would really help if we could put more of them on the walls of our little fort." 
 
    "Have you tried to get anyone to send help?" 
 
    "They're still shunning us," I grumbled. 
 
    "Have you told them about the change in rulers?" 
 
    "I suspect they're waiting for the Lathams to bless it. Apparently nobody wants to piss them off." 
 
    "Think they will?" 
 
    "Kani told me they'll be ecstatic. But it's going to take more time than we probably have for them to get word, and then inform everyone out there that we've been accepted." 
 
    "Have you thought about training a bunch of the women to arm the two side guns onboard? That'd free up some of the crew to fight." 
 
    "Yeah, Kardez started them on training after you left this morning." 
 
    "Well, I guess tomorrow is our last day of preparing." 
 
    "Yup. I'm gonna spend tonight with my girls and my son. See you in the morning, Eiger. 
 
    "Night, Will." 
 
    Heading into the deckhouse, I went up the stairs to my cabin. Starting tomorrow, I'd be wearing my armor and carrying all my weapons, just in case our enemy showed up early. Hopefully the boats would be able to warn us of that. Tomorrow night, I was going to have them hovering overhead and playing lookout as well, and from that point onward, I'd be living in the partially-constructed church. All the orcs and elves who were fighting would be in their positions. We'd load up the ship with as many as Kardez thought they could safely carry, and they'd spend the night at altitude, just in case. 
 
      
 
    The next day was frantic, as everyone put the finishing touches on our defenses. We only had three of those short defensive walls Nikki had proposed. The elves, and the orcs who were the fastest runners among them, would be manning those.  
 
    Our 'fort' was finished, and it even had a 'moat' in front of it, now that the trench around the three sides had been completed. We had over two thousand packed in there, and I do mean packed. There were over a hundred packed into the church, and Nikki had three times that in the temple. Neither building had a roof, but we'd been able to build positions from which to shoot.  
 
    We'd tried to make as many contingency plans as we could, but the problem was, goblins didn't follow any kind of strategy beyond the old million man rush. So we'd have to play it by ear. My biggest fear was running out of ammunition, which would mean we'd have to get down there and slug it out with swords. But there was nothing to be done for it. We'd just have to see how many of them showed up. 
 
    I was making a last round after lunch to look at everything and see if I'd missed anything, when one of the boats came flying down at a high rate of speed, before coming to a halt not far from me. Eiger leapt off the deck and ran over to me. 
 
    "What's wrong?" I asked. 
 
    "There's a column of riders approaching from the northeast." 
 
    "Riders? On horseback?" 
 
    "Yes, looks to be around sixty." 
 
    "Great. Hopefully they're here to help. Get back up there and see if you can find those goblins." 
 
    "Oh, did that already. I don't think they're going to be getting here until after the sun rises tomorrow. That hobgoblin is bunching them up and not letting them get too spread out." 
 
    "Got it. Go." 
 
    He went as I thought about that. I know I'd been hoping they'd string out and attack as soon as they got here. If he was bunching them up, disorganized or not, that could still overwhelm our defenses. 
 
    I jogged over to the church and climbed up one of the ladders that hadn't been pulled up yet, so I could get up high enough to see what was coming. 
 
    As they rounded a bend in the road, they came into view, traveling fast enough I suspected they were all riding elven steeds, which hopefully meant they were here to help. Most of them were wearing armor and carrying weapons, and as I wasn't speeding up, I was feeling pretty hopeful. Fifty or sixty extra warriors, especially if they could fight from horseback, would make a powerful difference in tomorrow's events. 
 
    As they drew closer, I swore. Dianysyllian was riding abreast of the leader. Sliding down the ladder, I took a couple steps away from the church, drew one of my swords, and waved it over my head until they saw me and turned to head in my direction. 
 
    "Friend of yours, William?" Zed called down. 
 
    "Sure you don't need a second wife?" I yelled back up at him, causing him to laugh.  
 
    "Sorry, I'm just not the glutton for punishment you are!" he replied. 
 
    I stood there scowling until they slowed down and reined in just in front of me. 
 
    "I thought you'd be happy to see me, William?" Dianysyllian said, looking down at me. 
 
    "I could have sworn I told you ten or twenty years," I grumbled, "but at least you're dressed for the occasion." 
 
    She blushed as I said that. 
 
    "Now, while I hate to look a gift horse in the mouth, why are you here?" 
 
    "You have a number of Elavan's followers among those seeking shelter with you. They've been praying for help, so here we are." 
 
    "You do know I'm expecting about a thousand of them." 
 
    "Actually, it's only seven hundred," she said with a smile. "Elavan says they'll reach us just before noon tomorrow." 
 
    "Well, that's good to know. Now, what's the price of your help going to be?" 
 
    "William! Really!" she said, looking at me aghast. 
 
    I sighed. Heavily. "Elavan, what would make you happy? Just tell her. I can't accept this without doing something for you. It wouldn't be fair." 
 
    Dianysyllian blinked and gave me a very strange look.  
 
    "Elavan says he'd like a shrine." 
 
    "Fine. Better yet, he can have a church. It just can't be bigger than the one I'm currently building for Feliogustus." 
 
    I almost laughed at the way her jaw dropped, then her eyes went wide, and surprisingly, she laughed. Which earned her several looks from the elves riding with her. 
 
    "Elavan is both impressed and pleased with your gift. Starting tonight, all his clerics will be sure to mention the new kingdom of Suffolk to their patrons, as well as the regent William Taylor, whose daughter, Estelya Daniella Latham Taylor is the new queen. He's sure that your in-laws will be quite pleased when they learn their granddaughter has inherited the lands here." 
 
    "Thank you, Elavan," I said with a bow. "Now, let's go meet my sister Nikki, who's Sanugok the Fearless' champion, as well as my other leaders, so we can figure out how to best employ your fighters. Cavalry is definitely going to be invaluable tomorrow." 
 
    "Of course, William," she said, and throwing a leg over, she slid off of her mount and slinked up next to me with a smile. Damn if she didn't look hot. Almost as good as she had the other night when she'd been naked. 
 
    "Maybe in a decade or two," I sighed in a soft voice at her. 
 
    "Only maybe?" she teased. 
 
    "If you're still chasing after me by then, I'll make sure to catch you," I teased back with a smile. "But for now, we've got some new plans to make. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Fourteen 
 
    Feliogustus' Church 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood atop the wall of the church and looked out towards the ruins of the city. I still didn't know its name, but that didn't matter. If we rebuilt it, we'd rename it. Nothing that was destroyed would bear its old name. We were changing—or rather I was changing—everything. The time to break from the past had come, and that would be the only thing to save this country, assuming of course we weren't all dead come the morning. 
 
    The goblins had arrived at noon yesterday, as Dianysyllian had said they would. But they hadn't attacked. They'd waited until they had most of their army, and now that the sun was rising, I could see they were on the march. I'd been told by my experts that they'd fall on us as soon as they arrived. That they hadn't had caused a fair deal of consternation among those experts. I, however, wasn't prejudiced in any fashion, because to me, they were a new enemy. 
 
    Nikki's temple was a little closer to the city than the church, but the church was on a rise with a more commanding view. The fort we'd built for all our people was to the east and a little further south of my position. Nikki's was north and also east. She had forty-three of the orc workers in the temple with her, the four acolytes, and three priests. All Sanugok's clergy were trained to fight, and all the workers, being his followers, were more than ready to throw down for this.  
 
    From what I'd gathered when I heard Nikki whipping them up for the battle, this was the kind of thing that would endear them to their god forever and guarantee them a place in their afterlife. 
 
    Of course, I'd said more or less the same to my people, if I was perhaps a bit less militant about it. I had twenty of the workers; the remaining seven I'd stuck in the fort to defend it, along with twenty of the effective elf fighters, all of whom I'd put under Tyrin's leadership. 
 
    The Kashmir had taken off at sunset yesterday, stationed about five hundred feet over the fort. It was now climbing to a thousand feet to put it out of effective range of any rifles the goblins might have, but well within range of its two side-mounted guns. The two launches were slowly moving off to take up positions over me and Nikki, also at a thousand feet above. We'd put ten of the best elven female riflemen in each of them.  
 
    We'd also put all the youngest children and another two hundred elven women aboard the Kashmir. But that still left us with close to three thousand people in our little fort. Which was packed to put it mildly.  
 
    The twenty elves who'd make the stand at the first wall were already in position. Nikki and I would be moving up to the second wall shortly. When they fell back to the third wall, Nikki would go with them, but I'd retreat to a short wooden palisade we'd put up yesterday closer to the church. A few of my orc fighters would be waiting there for me. As we were close to the church, this would allow for a lot of covering fire from that position. 
 
    As for the riders who'd come with Dianysyllian, they were waiting on the far side of the hill Fel's church was set on, keeping out of sight of the goblins. I'd give the signal when I wanted them to attack. They were our wildcard, our ace in the hole. I knew just how devastating cavalry could be; however, we only had fifty-six riders. Dianysyllian was downstairs in the church, and I hadn't even had to threaten to sit on her to keep her out of combat. 
 
    Having the high priestess of another religion sitting in our church on holy ground was definitely a little weird. I had the distinct feeling there was a fair amount of horse-trading going on down there between Fel and Elavan, with Dianysyllian being the conduit. I also had a sneaking feeling I might be one of the items on the trading block, because at this point, it'd become crystal clear to me that Dianysyllian was still very interested in me, and in having my children.  
 
    Which meant Elavan was most likely interested in my getting my children on her.  
 
    All that I could and would worry about later. Right now, I had the leading edge of a goblin army forming up just outside the city. It was time to go to work. 
 
    "Zed, you're in charge until I get back," I said as I climbed down the rope on the outside wall to the ground. "Everyone else, to your starting positions." 
 
    I trotted off to the second wall, and I could see Nikki was on her way there now as well. I could also see that the goblin front line was running forwards now, charging the first position. We hadn't been quite sure if they'd march up to it in good order, or just run at it. That discussion had been a spirited one. Mainly because they had waited for the rest of their army to show up, a definitely un-goblin trait. Whoever was running their army was powerful enough to get them to mind them. 
 
    The only question now was, were they any good at war? 
 
    The gunfire from the first line lasted as long as it took the goblins to get to their position. From what I could see, they dropped a lot of them, but they were still falling back after only a couple minutes. 
 
    "Well, that went faster than I thought!" Nikki called to me as we pulled up to the second wall. 
 
    "Yup, you know what that means, right?" 
 
    "Hold the line!" she said, and then surprised the hell out of me by laughing.  
 
    Shaking my head, I unslung my carbine, and picked off goblins as the elves retreated towards us. I felt kind of sorry that I didn't have that chain-fed monstrosity with me, but it was more of a close-in kind of weapon, and I needed range to cover the retreating elves.  
 
    Thankfully, they ran a lot faster than the goblins did, and got here before the goblins were even halfway. Of course, me and Nikki were picking them off, as we were both shooting so fast now that our speed had kicked in, we might as well have been shooting machine guns. I'd brought ten thirty-round magazines with me, and I burned through all of them in little more than a minute. 
 
    That done, I slung my carbine for later and drew my swords. 
 
    "Hold the line!" I yelled and stepped out to the side of the wall to engage the leading line of goblins, as Nikki repeated my call and did the same on the right side. The goblin line was a long one, but with the riflemen back at our combined positions concentrating on the wings, that was helping to bring them closer together.  
 
    The fighting started off slow, as I was cutting them down as fast as I could get to them. There were a lot of them, and they were a lot more spread out than I liked. They were also afraid of me, and were trying to keep away, which got harder and harder for them, as more and more goblins advanced from the rear. 
 
    Eventually I had to pull back towards the wall, as there were so many of them, I was worried about them flanking the elves there, or worse yet, me. The main body of their army had reached us at that point, and while I was curious as to who was leading them, I was far too concerned with my personal survival, as I was being shot at, and occasionally even shot. I'd had to pop several healing spells during the fight because of that. Thankfully, none of them were able stab me; they just didn't have the reach or the skill. 
 
    But pistols and rifles didn't take quite the same level of skill, though I did see more than a few goblins get shot by their own, as trying to use a rifle in close combat was never a sure thing. I was just happy they didn't have that many rifles, and those using them weren't as experienced as they could have been. 
 
    With bodies stacked up against the wall, I called for a retreat, and Nikki picked up the cry immediately. I held back a couple seconds to cut down the leading edges of the goblins when they came around the wall as the elves broke contact. I could see that two of our elves were down, dead. Someone had gotten some lucky shots in, or maybe they had a few who knew how to shoot. Nikki took off after them, and I turned and ran for all I was worth towards the small palisade we'd put up.  
 
    I noticed as I ran that the ship's boat was no longer above the church, and stealing a couple of looks as I ran, I saw they were roving back and forth over the advancing lines of the goblins, while the Kashmir was taking potshots with one of the side guns at the larger formations towards the rear. Hopefully doing some serious damage. 
 
    Some of the goblins were chasing after me, but the bulk of the army was following Nikki and her group as they ran for the third defensive wall.  
 
    The ones following me were quickly being cut down, because that put them between the two buildings that had a lot of riflemen in them, plus the ten who were behind the palisade. Whoever was in charge of them must have seen that as well, because the bulk of the army went to the north of Sanugok's temple, engaging Nikki's troops at the wall.  
 
    "Hold as long as you can; I have to see what's going on!" I yelled to the orcs at the palisades, and ran up the hill to the church, then pulled myself up the rope as fast as I could. I cast another healing spell on myself as my powers recharged, and then turned to look at the state of the field. About half the orcs from Sanugok's temple had sallied forth and were blocking the area between the third wall and the temple, effectively anchoring that whole section against the goblin army. But their commander must have spied the fort behind them, because they were slowly shifting the army to move around to the north side of the wall and around their flank.  
 
    We'd known something like this would happen no matter what we did; however, we'd hoped the lack of a wall on the west side of the temple would filter a lot of them around that side and put them in firing range of both buildings. But that wasn't happening. Kardez and Eiger had the boats and the Kashmir focusing all their fire on the troops that were flanking, but the Kashmir was no longer firing her guns, so I could only guess they'd run out of ammunition for them, as they were now employing only riflemen. 
 
    "Looks like it's time to send in the cavalry," Zed said, looking over the situation beside me. 
 
    "Just keep an eye out in case their leader decides to come around the other side. If they do, send up the red flare." 
 
    "So you're going, too?" 
 
    "After all this time, you have to ask?" I told him, and going back down the side, I ran around to the back of the church, were we'd left the steed Dianysyllian had ridden in on. It was Bruidal, of course. Etlin had lent him to her for the duration, I guess. 
 
    "So, feel like going to war?" I asked him as I ran up to him. 
 
    He ducked his head in a nod, and I vaulted up onto his back. He had a saddle and stirrups on this time, but no halter or bridle. That was fine by me, because I'd spent enough years fighting from Tom's back without one, I was used to just using my knees to guide him. 
 
    The moment I landed in the saddle, we rode down the hill to the where the rest of the riders were waiting. About half of them were men; the others were women. I'd been told many times there were a lot of women fighters and warriors among the elves, though I'd never really seen it before. When you consider that fighting from horseback was a lot more about skill and dexterity than strength, it only made sense, to me at least, to see a lot of them here. 
 
    "They're going around to the north; we need to slow them down!" I called out, and then I turned Bruidal back towards the direction we needed to go without waiting to see what they did. They'd either follow me, or they wouldn't. In either case, I was committed. I was prepared to lose fighters in this battle. I was not prepared to lose civilians, especially not women and children who'd already been through the last one. 
 
    I heard them coming up behind me as we proceeded at a fast trot towards the goblins. I was looking over the terrain to try to figure out the best place to attack, when suddenly a fireball flew up out of the rearguard, and hit one of the ship's boats as it made a vain attempt to dodge it. They were far too close to do more than roll the boat so they took the hit on the bottom, which blew a hole right through the hull and set the ship on fire. I actually saw a couple of bodies come flying out of it as the pilot, who was obviously still alive, turned and dove towards the lake. The moment they got over the water, everyone jumped over the side, for all that it was still a good hundred feet in the air. 
 
    But by then, the entire thing was going up in flames, so I couldn't blame them. 
 
    I swore loudly, turned Bruidal towards where the fireball had come from, and kicked him, hard. 
 
    "Move your ass! NOW!" I yelled into his ear and grabbed on tight with my thighs, as suddenly everything kicked into high gear, and apparently Bruidal did as well. I'd thought they'd been coming down the hill fast that last time. 
 
    Apparently that wasn't anywhere near a steed's top speed. 
 
    Bruidal must have guessed my intentions, because he leapt over the first line of goblins, who were looking at us in open-mouthed surprise. I drew one of my katanas with my left hand, and leaning over and popping a strength spell, I held it out to the side as I shifted my weight, keeping it high enough not to hit anything, yet. 
 
    I saw the mage about the same time he saw me. He was an elf of some sort, though definitely looked a little different, and he turned and pointed at me and said something as I burned a healing spell and a warding spell that until now, I'd always wondered about the purpose of.  
 
    Bruidal stumbled when the spell hit, so I cast a cure on him, then gathered myself up, cast an accuracy cantrip, and launched myself off his back as he lost his footing and tumbled.  
 
    The mage-elf dodged, of course, but he hadn't realized just how long a katana is, nor that a cat can alter its course in flight a lot more than you might expect when they whip their tail around. 
 
    That cost him his hand. 
 
    I hit the ground at a surprisingly high rate of speed. Thankfully there were all these goblins I slammed into who quickly slowed me down and absorbed the worst of the impact. I popped another healing spell, scrambled to my feet, and ran back the way I came as fast as I could. The mage had stopped the bleeding and was now throwing some sort of spell at me that hurt every time he did it. But not enough to stop me, or even slow me down. 
 
    When a number of goblins charged between me and him to try to stop me, I pulled my pistol and unloaded the entire magazine in to the mage's body.  
 
    From the look on his face just before he crumbled, I don't think he was expecting that one.  
 
    I holstered and drew my other katana in a smooth, well-practiced motion, popped another healing spell, and went to work. They were all around me, and I was busy almost from the get go. I felt like a top, I was spinning so much, using both swords to slash at whoever came close enough, and when they finally stopped trying to close with me, I did the only thing I could think of.  
 
    I attacked. 
 
    Somewhere during the fight, I noticed Bruidal had regained his footing and was doing his own little dance number, lashing out with his rear hooves, and snapping at things with his teeth. Which, from some of the screeches I was hearing, must have hurt. 
 
    I worked my way towards him, figuring that would hopefully keep us alive a lot longer. About that time, I noticed that neither of the remaining airships were in sight.  
 
    By the time I caught up with Bruidal, he was bleeding pretty bad, so I hit him with my last healing spell, and when he nudged me with his hindquarters, I leaped back into the saddle, and then we really went to work.  
 
    To be honest, he was a lot better than Tom at this, and Tom was pretty damn good. It didn't take long for me to figure out his rhythm and which side I should be attacking from as we wound our way back and forth through the mass of goblins. I wasn't quite sure how many we were killing, but we were wounding a hell of a lot of them.  
 
    When we were suddenly standing outside Sanugok's temple, Bruidal leaned up against the wall, panting like a steam engine, and I slid off of his back to crumple to the ground.  
 
    I hurt. 
 
    I was also tired. 
 
    And blood, there was a lot of blood. On both of us.  
 
    I was wishing he'd been able to make it to Fel's so I could've cured the two of us when I guess one of Sanugok's priests got to us, because the we got hit with a couple of massive healing spells. 
 
    Ever seen a horse sit like a dog? I hadn't. Bruidal did it and gave me a look that spoke volumes as I tried not to laugh. 
 
    "Oh, come on! After all that shit, you don't think I can use some comic relief?" I retorted, then stuck my tongue out at him, making him snort. 
 
    "Man, if my mount back home saw what we were doing out there, I don't think he'd ever let me ride him again," I said, laying on my back and stretching out. I was still bone weary, and my body was pins and needles everywhere, as the healing continued to do its job. 
 
    Bruidal made a questioning noise. 
 
    "I have a wolat back home. Wolats are giant wolves—he's about as big as you are, and yes, we ride them—and he's hella smart, maybe almost as smart as you are. I'm actually on Tom, Junior these days. They don't live as long as I suspect you do.  
 
    "Anyway," I said, getting back to it, "I've trained the hell out of him, we've fought together more than once, and shit, if you don't want to go back to Etlin or Dian, I'll very much make a competitive offer to try to hire your ass." 
 
    That got a very strange series of noises out of him. I suspect he was laughing at me. 
 
    "As soon as I think I can stand, I guess I need to find my sister and see how the war's going." I groaned and rolled onto my side, then got to my hands and knees. That was when I noticed my left foot was mostly gone. 
 
    "How the hell did I miss that?" I grumbled and looked at Bruidal, and noticed the left stirrup strap had been cut.  
 
    "Better me than you, right?" I laughed, and he snorted in agreement. 
 
    "Are you coming up here to join us? Or do I need to come down there?" Nikki's head popped over the side as she yelled. 
 
    "Can I get a regeneration spell?" I yelled back and pointed at my foot. 
 
    "Yeah, give me a minute." 
 
      
 
    It was more like five minutes, but by then, I was able to use my hands to pull myself up a rope while someone lowered a bucket full of water so Bruidal would have something to drink. 
 
    "How are we doing?" I asked. 
 
    "They made it through to the fort, but that's it. They're getting too much harassment from the cavalry, as well as the snipers on both our walls and the fort's. 
 
    Just then a horn sounded from back by the ruined city. 
 
    "What the hell?" I said, looking around. 
 
    "What? Someone sounded recall. Why's that a surprise? They're not getting any further, and are losing men steadily." 
 
    I shook my head. "It's not that, it's that they're that organized. I'd also kinda hoped when I killed that elven mage, I'd killed their leader." 
 
    Nikki shrugged. "All I know is, I need to get my men together and sally out here soon to seen how many we can kill while they retreat." 
 
    I nodded. "You do that. I'm gonna head over to Fel's church so I can recharge." 
 
    Nikki turned and yelled at her troops to get their shit together and shake a leg, because Sanugok didn't expect his men to be coddled, he expected them to get out there and show those damn elves on horseback how an infantryman kicks ass! 
 
    I had to laugh as I slid down the rope. I could tell she was loving every minute of it, and from the sounds of her men, I think they were loving it, too, for all they were bitching and moaning like every soldier since the dawn of time. 
 
    "I'm going over to my church," I told Bruidal. "There's food over there, if you're hungry." With that, I trotted off. It wasn't terribly far, and by the time I got there, I could hear Nikki exhorting her troops on the field. I even passed Zed and all our orcs as they moved down to the palisade to add their fire into the retreating troops. 
 
    "Don't go past the second wall!" I called after them, and Zed gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    When I got inside, which meant climbing up the outside wall and then back down the inside one, I found Dianysyllian inside with a bottle of wine and a large slab of meat, both of which she passed to me, and I started in on immediately. 
 
    "There are three hobgoblins out there," she said. I stopped and blinked at her and made a questioning noise because my mouth was full. 
 
    "Elavan told me. The elven mage was keeping them hidden from him. He knew of at least one, but not both. When you killed him, the spell went away." 
 
    "What kind of elf was he?" I asked after I swallowed. 
 
    "He was a Noct-Elf." 
 
    "What the hell is that?" 
 
    "Something very twisted and evil. They're also not natural; he was turned into one." 
 
    "By who?" 
 
    "Elavan suspects it was done by the head priest of a particular god of chaos, whom he suspects you care for even less than Elavan does." 
 
    "What about those hobgoblins?" 
 
    "What about them?" 
 
    "Where did they come from? Are they the sons of that Noct-Elf? Or some poor soul?" 
 
    "Elavan can't tell, because the same high priest was undoubtedly involved in the affair. However, that does explain why they split up the army. With three leaders, it could still be kept under control." 
 
    I nodded, chugged down the rest of the bottle, gave her a hug, stuck the rest of the meat in my mouth, and headed up and out. I burned a couple of heal spells on myself, a cure poison just in case any of the things I'd been shot or stabbed with had been tainted, then a cantrip to clean up my appearance.  
 
    By the time I got down to the ground, Bruidal was standing there waiting for me. 
 
    "Well, let's go check the fort and see what happened down there," I said to him as I carefully got back into the saddle. I could see that Kashmir was setting down in the lake, and the other boat was secured on the back of it. I'd have to check in with them as well. 
 
    As we made our way over to the fort at a slow trot, I realized I'd forgotten to ask Dianysyllian if Elavan had a count on the number of dead. Oh, well, I guess I could ask Fel about it tonight when I went to sleep. For now, it was check on everybody and get read for round two. 
 
    I just wondered if round two would come tonight or tomorrow? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Fifteen 
 
    Aboard the Kashmir  
 
      
 
      
 
    I found Laria and dragged her back to the room, where Kani was waiting, as I'd found her first and told her to go there. 
 
    "Yes, Will?" Laria asked as soon as I got inside. 
 
    "Strip. Both of you," I said with a smile and a lusty growl. I was already busy stripping off my own armor, which was in serious need of repair.  
 
    "What about the results of the fight?" Kani asked as she took off her own clothing—not that she was wearing much. Neither was Laria, for that matter. 
 
    "Love first, sex next, discussion last," I said, and taking Laria's head in my hands, I kissed her long and hard. I wondered if she'd like another child. I also wondered if either Zed or Marai knew the spell to put her in heat. 
 
    When I finished with her, I grabbed Kani and gave her the same kind of kiss. Danny was only a few months old, so I didn't think she'd be springing another child on me tonight. But all I had to do was ask, and if I wanted her pregnant, she would be.  
 
    Another tempting proposition. 
 
    "I forgot how much combat gets his ardor up," Laria said with a giggle as I dragged them both over to the bed. I kissed her again, then switched back to Kani, then back to Laria again. I'd shared my bed with Rachel and Darlene often enough that I was getting the hang of it. Of course, I'd had the two of them plus Laria more than once, though Laria always took a more submissive role when one or both of the others were there.  
 
    However, for all that Kani may have once been a queen, she wasn't anymore, especially not when I was around, so Laria felt like she was in bed with an equal. If anything, Kani was the shy one, because she'd never shared me before I'd come back with Laria in tow. 
 
    But yes, fighting did get my motor running, especially when I'd slaughtered so many, and damn near gotten myself killed at least once. Also, I not only needed to remember that I was alive and I'd won, I also needed to let my women see that I was very much alive and had been triumphant once again.  
 
    Then of course, I hadn't been paying nearly enough attention to either of them for the last several days while we'd been dealing with all this. I knew tonight or tomorrow we'd be back at it; there was still a good-sized goblin army out there, and they weren't going to go away until we'd killed them. That would include getting those three hobgoblins. If we didn't deal with them now, they'd be back far too soon, I was sure. 
 
    I took my time with the two of them, making love to them, tender and sweet, and very caring the first time around. Much more physically the next few times. It was good to be alive. I was back to fighting the good fight once again. Once this was done, no one would ever forget about Dani because of the kingdom I was raising in her place. 
 
    Maybe I'd even commission a lewd statue or two. 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    "Evening, Fel!" I said with a happy sigh as he handed me a beer. 
 
    "Nothing like the love of a good woman or two, right?" he asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "Nope. So, how many did we kill today?" 
 
    "Well over three hundred. There's less than four hundred of them now." 
 
    "They are coming back, though, right?" 
 
    "Yup. They know you've got a lot of women in there, and the hobgoblins in charge are thinking of breeding as many of them as they can, while they feed the men and children to the other goblins." 
 
    "It figures," I said and took a drink. 
 
    "At least you got their magic user." 
 
    "Who'd I lose when that boat got hit?" 
 
    "Eiger was killed..." 
 
    I winced. "How's Alena taking it?" 
 
    "She's still unconscious." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "When she hit the water after jumping out of the ship, she broke both her legs, and got a concussion, but at least the water put out the fire." 
 
    I winced again. "I hate to ask, Fel, but any advice?" 
 
    "Throw Zed at her. Tell him I told him to comfort her." 
 
    "Umm, what about Nita?" 
 
    "Nita's the one who dove into the water and pulled her out when she landed her boat by the wreckage. The four of them had been double-dating, as you would've called it back home. They'd become good friends. Nita isn't going to complain." 
 
    "No, but Zed might." 
 
    "Not if you tell him I'm behind it. That'll take care of his conscience." 
 
    I nodded. "Who else died?" 
 
    "Several of the elven women riflemen were also killed." 
 
    I already knew down in the fort we'd lost about a dozen to gunfire, some of whom hadn't been up on the wall. 
 
    "So, how goes the horse trading with Elavan?" 
 
    "Dianysyllian really wants your daughters, William," Fel said and hoisted his glass in a salute. 
 
    "Can she at least wait a while first?" I complained. 
 
    "I'm surprised you're not saying no!" Fel laughed. 
 
    "I don't want to make any more attachments right now. So I take it Elavan is okay with the idea?" 
 
    Fel nodded. "He likes the idea of his high priestess having your kids, and he's willing to see to it that several of them are daughters." 
 
    "Why?" I asked, because damn if I wasn't curious. "I get Dian's interest; she's apparently a little kinky and wants the big, bad cat so she'll feel safe around me." 
 
    "Hmmm, why in the world would a high priestess want to bear the children of a man who has two queens as his wife, had a princess, has knocked up all of them, as well as two high priestesses, three top-notch champions, and killed a goddess for killing his child?" Fel asked while tapping his chin with a finger. 
 
    I sighed. "High Value Male. Big Badass. Yeah, I get it." I tipped my beer to him and took another drink. 
 
    "High value male who cares. Plus, your daughter is going to rule here, and everyone's figuring out when you do finally have a daughter with Kani, that daughter will inherit the Latham kingdom." 
 
    "And my kid will rule Hiland back home." 
 
    "Also, there's that little factor that you're probably going to become a mythic throughout all the Seven Worlds." 
 
    "All? How did I get all?" 
 
    "Founding Suffolk got you an in to this realm, and as this is a third ring, the second ring world will get it, too. It's been a long time since anyone came through here like you have, and I've told all the other gods that you've turned down godhood and just want to serve me." Fel smiled beatifically at me when he said that. I could feel it down to the root of my soul. I'd made him happy with that declaration. "The collective sigh of relief was the most amazing thing I've seen since becoming a god." 
 
    "That and their jealously, I'm sure!" I laughed, and Fel joined me. 
 
    "Oh, they still believe you're a prima donna, and I do all I can to encourage that belief. But they understand now that you're devoted to me, and figure if that's the price one has to pay for someone like you, it has to be worth it." 
 
    "I guess this means you're okay with me putting Estelya on the throne, then?" 
 
    "Yes, but she needs to be raised among the orcs, as Dani wished." 
 
    "Yeah, I agree with that. I want her to be able to punch out the first elf who wises off to her, as well as any who come after that. But that leaves me with a big problem." 
 
    "You don't know how to run a kingdom." 
 
    "And I can't let Kani do it, and I very much want to ask Rachel to help me with this, because she knows what to do. But that would mean coming here a couple times a year with me, spending time while helping me get everything in order." 
 
    I looked at Fel. "I'm afraid to ask her to do that." 
 
    "Why, William?" 
 
    "Because I know how much she loves Hiland, and I don't want to make her choose between me and her kingdom. Hiland is her life and who she is. It's very much a part of her. Estelya isn't her daughter, for all that she's mine. Sure, she met Dani, but I don't really know how she felt about her, because there was never time to ask." 
 
    "I'll talk to her, William." 
 
    "Fel!" I said, staring at him. "That's worse than me asking her! She can't refuse you!" 
 
    Fel rolled his eyes. "William, do I have to remind you, yet again, that you can trust me?" 
 
    "Sorry, Fel. But for all that you're my best friend in the world, I know you have to do the god thing, and while I'll make any sacrifice you set in front of me, I know the cost of those sacrifices. So I get scared when I see they might be set in front of those I love." 
 
    Fel smiled at me. "Well said, William. Well said. But I won't force her, and as I'm her god, and this conversation will be taking place in my main temple, I'll know her thoughts, just as I know yours. 
 
    "To be totally frank with you, William. I think she'll jump at the chance." 
 
    "You do?" 
 
    "Of course! She's a queen, and she loves exercising that power, because as you said, it defines her. Plus she gets to gain control over Kani." 
 
    "Kani was a queen too, Fel." 
 
    "Yes, but Rachel is on a level all by herself. Remember, even Evean and Suzona respect Rachel. All your women know who rules the roost, William, and it isn't you!" Fel laughed. "Again, I think Rachel will enjoy it. She'll just put Baron in charge while she's gone. That gives him some time to get used to the idea of ruling, and more importantly, it gets everyone else used to the idea of him ruling." 
 
    I nodded and smiled. "Honestly? I'd welcome the help from her, because I know she'll cut right through the bullshit and set everyone right. Or at least she'll have me go out there and set them right. Plus it'd let me spend a lot more time with her. 
 
    "Oh! I want to bring a bunch more of our warrior-priests here, as well as some of the instructors." 
 
    "You want to make the church a training one, don't you?" Fel asked with a chuckle. 
 
    "Yes. Dani would've loved the idea." 
 
    Fel nodded. "You're right, she would have. Okay, I'll talk with Nara and get things going." 
 
    "Thanks, Fel." 
 
    "Sleep well, William." 
 
      
 
    §          § 
 
      
 
    I woke up in bed just before the sun came up and shone through the porthole of my cabin. I was lying between Laria and Kani, and for the first time in a long time, I hadn't had any bad dreams. The nightmares hadn't really been bothering me since we got to Mangan, though the disquieting dreams, the kind that made you wake up with that sense of unease or dread, had often made my mornings difficult.  
 
    While those had still been with me, the times they weren't were always a rare joy, and after yesterday, I'd been worried I might have a few bad ones tonight. But yesterday really had been one of those clear-cut 'good versus evil' fights. I wasn't doing the kind of thing I hated doing, but had to do anyways, to set the 'greater good' back in place. 
 
    No, I was just killing evil creatures and evil beings. 
 
    Getting out of bed carefully so as to not wake the girls, I took a few minutes to deal with 'business', then I got dressed and put on my armor. It was in a pretty sorry state, but then as a champion, it was my job to get in the thick of it. As I had the ability to heal a certain amount of damage during the fight, there were always those times when I was truly in the middle of the worst of it, and my armor bore the brunt of such things. 
 
    I slung my weapons, gave each of the girls a kiss, which they sleepily returned, then I went up to the bridge to find out what our status was. 
 
    I found Neli up on the deck with Han, one of the catfolk marines who'd elected to stay on as crew. 
 
    "Morning, what's our status?" I asked as I came in. 
 
    "We're hovering about a hundred feet over the lake. Nita has the launch out doing a reconnaissance of the area before the sun comes up," Neli told me. "It's been a very quiet night." 
 
    I nodded. "How's Alena doing?" 
 
    "Not well," she said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "I'm going to send Zed over. Actually, I'll call Nita on the radio and tell her to pick him up." 
 
    "Is that wise?" 
 
    "Fel seems to think so." 
 
    "He does?" 
 
    "I'm his champion; we talk. The four of them were very close, so yeah. This should work." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    I went back to the radio room, sat down, called Nita, and told her to go grab Zed. Then I found Marai and told her she'd be dealing with things at the church today. 
 
    "Isn't there going to be fighting?" 
 
    I nodded. "But with the orcs staying there, I don't think there'll be any problems. There's a lot less of them today. So get your things and get up on deck. I'll be going down with you." 
 
    I left her to get her stuff together, went out onto the deck, and ran into Kardez, who was doing his morning inspection. 
 
    "Ah, there you are! I think a few folks wanted to talk to you last night, Will." 
 
    "Well, they can talk to me when I get down to the docks. I've got Nita hauling Zed over. I'll have her drop me off then." 
 
    He nodded. "Losing Eiger hurt. He was one of the best execs I've had. Thanks for bringing Zed back. I can put him in charge until I figure out what to do." 
 
    "Well, I brought him back to help Nita with Alena, so just understand he may be a bit distracted today." 
 
    Kardez nodded. "How bad did we hurt them yesterday?" 
 
    "We got about half, and killed their mage. Hoping today goes a lot better for us. I need to ask Nikki how many of her people she lost. I didn't think to ask Fel when I was talking to him." 
 
    "She lost a dozen." 
 
    "Damn, I don't think we lost any at all over at the church. Then again, they didn't come our way." 
 
    "That was a surprise; goblins usually don't show such organization." 
 
    "There's three hobgoblins down there with them, so they've got some sort of leadership to keep them under control." 
 
    "Three? That's not good." 
 
    "Nope, it isn't."  
 
    Marai joined us on the deck then, and I saw the boat Nita was flying approaching to land on the fantail.  
 
    "I'm gonna have to replace that boat," Kardez said with a shake of his head. 
 
    "Oh, before I forget, you're not going to be trading for a while. I'll have to let Makill know." 
 
    "What are we going to be doing?" 
 
    "I'm going to bring in a bunch of priests, warrior-priests like Zed, and I'm going to train them here. Also, I'm going to be ferrying in some more workers and such. We have all those elven widows down there who need homes, and all the rest of what goes with that." 
 
    Kardez looked thoughtful a moment. "That'll get you a lot of single men." 
 
    "Not orcs?" 
 
    "Oh, you'll get plenty of those, don't worry! But I'm sure there'll be a fair deal of catfolk, humans, and even dwarves who'll be wanting to move out here." 
 
    "What's the fascination with elves?" I asked. "I mean, I get it with orcs, because the male to female ratio is so skewed. But why would the others be interested?" 
 
    Kardez looked at me and chuckled. "You're immortal; I'm not surprised you don't get it." 
 
    "And what's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "Hot wife who never grows old, William. Elves don't age like we do, and for a lot of guys out there, the idea that they don't is a pretty big draw. Well, that and a guarantee that they'll be having sons." 
 
    I shrugged. "Whatever. Just as long as everyone's happy, I won't bitch." 
 
    "So what's so important that I had to come back to the ship?" Zed asked, walking up to us. He had his arm around Nita. 
 
    "Alena needs you, that's what," I said with a smile. 
 
    Zed frowned. "Will, I'm already married." 
 
    "Yup, and I think you just gained a second wife, and before you say anything—" I held up a hand to stop him. "Alena needs you, and she needs Nita, and I have it on good authority that nobody is going to complain if you move her into your cabin. Which includes Nita, there." 
 
    Zed winced. "Feliogustus suggested it, didn't he?" 
 
    "More like told me to throw her at you, that Nita wouldn't mind." 
 
    "Nita?" 
 
    "He's right. I wouldn't mind. Alena needs us. Besides, once she's gotten through this, we can always let her go if she's unhappy." 
 
    Zed snorted. "Fine. Come on, Nita." 
 
    "Um, I was going to borrow her for a flight down to the church." 
 
    Zed smiled at me. "Maybe later; first I have your boss' orders to deal with." 
 
    "Ouch!" Kardez said, laughing. He turned to me. "I'll have Neli bring us down to the docks. We need to ship some supplies anyway." 
 
    "Fine," I said with a sigh.  
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, I walked down the gangplank and headed towards the church. I ran into the elven contingent of riders—or maybe I should call them knights—who'd come with Dianysyllian. They'd set up their camp just inside the packed fort so they could rest without fear of ambush during the night. 
 
    "Champion," said Tehlmar, the leader of the group, greeting me as I approached. 
 
    "Is Bruidal about? I want to borrow him for a ride up to the church. I want to see what we're up against, and I'll need to move around a fair bit." 
 
    "Yes, I'll take you over to where he's resting. He's quite impressed with you, you know." 
 
    "Oh? I know he can understand me, but I don't speak horse." 
 
    Tehlmar chuckled. "Few of us do. Very few. I'll admit, I'm a bit concerned about how today's battles will go. I'd expect a change in their tactics after yesterday." 
 
    "I'd have to agree with you. However, other than just storming us, I don't know that there's much else they can do, other than to come at us from another direction." 
 
    "Bruidal! Your rider is here!" Tehlmar called out as we headed towards where the horses were gathered. Sure enough, one of their heads came up, and Bruidal trotted over to us. "Let me show you were the saddles are, and I guess you can get going." 
 
    "Great. Thanks for yesterday; you folks really helped us out." 
 
    "Dianysyllian told us last night about the three hobgoblins. No, we needed to be here, and we're all glad we came. Unlike the orcs—even the orcs of old—there's no reasoning with a goblin, and the hobs are just plain evil." 
 
    I nodded in agreement. He pointed out Bruidal's saddle, and I wasted no time in getting it on him, then I led him back to where Marai was waiting, and put her up on him first, then got on behind her. The sun was just coming up as we rode up to the church, and I followed her up the rope ladder the orcs standing guard inside let down for us.  
 
    That done, I spent a few minutes looking around, especially in the direction of the city. There wasn't much to see there, so I looked all the way around, including to the south. I had a bad feeling then, and not one that came from any place other than me. 
 
    "Keep an eye to the south!" I yelled down inside the church to Stannich, who was here with the men. "I think they're going to come from there!" And with that I went back down the rope, got on Bruidal's back, and rode over to Sanugok's. 
 
    "Where were you last night?" Nikki asked with a grin. 
 
    "A good man knows when his women need him!" I said with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, is that so?" 
 
    I nodded. "Of course it is! And a better man knows when he needs them. Last night, I needed them." 
 
    "Well, come on up, and I'll tell you today's plan." 
 
    "Yeah, about that. I'm gonna take Bruidal here and head south." 
 
    "South? Why south?" 
 
    "Because coming at us from the north again is stupid, and they're not stupid? I'm thinking they may have spent the night marching around to the south. All I know is, I got a bad feeling about this, so I'm gonna ride down there and have a look. If I don't come back, obviously it's worse than I expected." 
 
    "Got it. I better run down to the fort and let 'em know what's up." 
 
    "Yup! Later, Nik!"  
 
    With that, I turned Bruidal, and we were off. 
 
    "Head east a little; I'd rather not end up in the middle of 'em if I'm right." 
 
    Bruidal altered his course then, picking up speed. I leaned forward as far as I could, getting down close to his neck. I wasn't sure whether they were out there or not, but they'd come up from the south, so circling around only made sense. 
 
    We'd been riding maybe five or ten minutes when I saw them.  
 
    "Shit," I swore. "Don't get too close, but let's see if we can get an idea of who's in charge. 
 
    Bruidal came around in a curve, and his definition of 'not too close' was about twenty feet in front of them as he charged, full speed, across the front of their ranks.  
 
    I held my tongue and looked at the ranks and ranks of goblins. There were hundreds, easily. What I wanted to see was who was leading them, because these didn't look like the ones we'd been fighting; they all looked fresh.  
 
    I picked their leader out pretty easily when we passed him. It wasn't all that hard; he wasn't a goblin, an orc, or a human. He was an elf. Probably another one of those 'Noct-elves'. Apparently, despite all those stories I'd read as a kid, there really were evil elves.  
 
    He was also a cleric or priest of some sort. I did the 'eyes and ears' bit for Fel the moment I spied him and got as good a look as I could before we were too far away.  
 
    "Back to camp!" I told Bruidal, who turned and galloped away from the area. Apparently a certain elven god of chaos had decided to take more of a direct hand in what was going on. I wondered briefly if this was the same god who'd helped create the hobgoblins I was currently dealing with. If that was the case, that would make him the high priest who'd created those three hobgoblins according to what Elavan had told Dianysyllian.  
 
    But I had to wonder if any god would risk their high priest like that? Because the fallout after I killed him would be pretty nasty, and I didn't believe for a moment their god was stupid enough to think I wouldn't kill whoever that was.  
 
    I stopped doing the 'eyes and ears' and rode straight for Nikki. I could see that she and the others had already taken to the field and were doing the same stunt we'd done yesterday. I jumped off Bruidal, who galloped off to wait for me to call him back, out of range of those few goblins sporting firearms. 
 
    "Will! What are you doing here?" 
 
    "There's a group of goblins to the south, about six or seven miles. They're being lead by a cleric of some sort. They'll probably be here in two hours." 
 
    Nikki thought about that a moment. 
 
    "You're thinking they'll attack us as we're chasing this bunch back to the ruins when they decide to break and run?" 
 
    "That'd make the most sense, and we'd all be out of our fortifications." 
 
    "How many are there?" 
 
    "At least as many as there are here. Possibly more." 
 
    "Damn. Well, let the others know. I think we'll just play it the same until these retreat, then we'll just let them go." 
 
    "They saw me, Sis; they have to know we know!" 
 
    "Yeah, but they don't have any way to talk to each other, now do they?" she said with a grin, then turned back to shoot another goblin. 
 
    "Good point. I'm going to warn Tyrin and Tehlmar; maybe someone can think of a way to take advantage of the situation." 
 
    "Have Kardez drop a couple hundred pounds of fuel sludge on them and a torch! That'd work!" 
 
    I had to agree with that, as I whistled and called Bruidal back over. Getting up on his back, I quickly rode back to the fort and the docks. Tehlmar was waiting there with the rest of his riders on the outside of the fort, and Tyrin was on the top of the wall above, watching the approaching army of goblins Nikki and the others were currently engaging. 
 
    "We've got a force of at least several hundred coming from the south!" I called out as I rode up to them. "Could be more; I wasn't able to get a good look. They're being led by a priest. I'm not sure who their god is yet." 
 
    "How far are they?" Tyrin called down. 
 
    "About two hours. I'm thinking they're waiting for us to chase their army back, like we did yesterday, and will try to attack us then to catch our fighters out on the field." 
 
    "Then how about we ride around to the back of this lot," Tehlmar said, motioning to the army before us, "and see about killing us some hobgoblins?" 
 
    I stopped a moment and, turning and looking at him, I smiled. "You know what? I like the way you think." 
 
    "Mount up, everyone! Let's go get us some hobs!" Tehlmar yelled. 
 
    "Finally! This waiting was getting old!" one of the women yelled back, and most of the rest just cheered.  
 
    I had to admit I was a little surprised. This was the first real fighting group of elves I'd been around, and dealing with Estrosh had kind of slanted my expectations. 
 
    "Tyrin, call Kardez or the boat down and let him know what's going on," I told him, then checked my weapons and ammunition. 
 
    Less than a minute later, they were all mounted up, and I let Tehlmar and his second take the lead as we took off at a gallop. Killing the hobgoblins in charge would definitely sow confusion in the ranks, and when they all retreated just before the other army showed up, hopefully they'd keep retreating, and we wouldn't be facing another huge host. 
 
    Tehlmar led us around to the west, behind the hill Fel's church was on, taking us out of direct sight of the goblin army. He continued to lead us west a fair ways before turning us back to the north. With the speeds we were traveling, making such a wide arc didn't take all that much time. However, it did keep us out of their line of sight, so none of the goblins would know what we were up to.  
 
    When we finally reengaged the goblins, we were at their rear, and I could see all three of the hobgoblins. Where the goblins were around four feet tall, the hobgoblins were closer to six feet, and more solidly built. Not as heavy as an orc, but definitely a little bigger than the average elf or human.  
 
    The three of them were in separate groups with their own passel of goblins around them. Tehlmar aimed his group for the one on the right, who was closest.  
 
    I pointed Bruidal at the one to the left. Some of the others could take the middle one. 
 
    I'd kicked into high gear as soon as we came out of cover, and I already had my rifle out, so I started shooting all the goblins around the hobgoblin. I wanted to get their numbers down quickly so I could go after the hobgoblin with my sword because I didn't have a lot of ammunition. We'd burned up most of our stocks yesterday, and I only had one magazine worth in the rifle. I did have two reloads for my pistol, loaded onto stripper clips, but that was it. 
 
    So when the bolt on my rifle locked open, I stuck it in the scabbard by the saddle, drew my swords, and went to work.  
 
    Bruidal was both efficient and vicious in his movement around the goblins, keeping them from doing more than shooting at him. However, they all had guns, and I burned through three heals on him as we worked our way through the goblins surrounding our target. By the time we got to him, we'd killed at least two thirds of his party, and I jumped off of Bruidal's back to take the hobgoblin head on. I did so because the axe he was using looked nasty enough that I didn't want Bruidal to lose a limb, and me to end up stuck under him after he lost said limb. Because unlike the goblins, this hobgoblin actually appeared to have some skill. 
 
    Crossing one of my swords with his axe, I got to work immediately, trying to kill him. However, with the armor he was wearing, I knew this would probably take a few minutes, as I wasn't just fighting him, but the remainder of the group around him.  
 
    Bruidal was, thankfully, covering my back as best as he could, but there was only so much he could do with his hooves, and he had to keep moving as he was such a large target. 
 
    Then there was the middle hobgoblin. He was trying to support the one everybody else was going after—I guess he felt since there was only one of me, I wasn't that big of a threat to the one I was engaging. The others were fighting an interesting battle of inches. They were riding around in different directions, and weaving in and out of each other, making it hard to track any one of them, but there was always one stabbing or slashing one of the goblins. They never stopped picking away at the group surrounding their target, and every so often, one of the goblins would fall dead.  
 
    It was an interesting strategy, because they were barely being touched themselves, but it was obviously going to take them some time to get through all the hobgoblin's people before they could engage him. 
 
    But on the other hand, none of them would be in that bad a shape when they did. 
 
    As for the one I was fighting, he was strong, almost as strong as I was; however, he wasn't as fast, and while he might've been good with that axe, I was better with my two swords. I could tell he had some sort of magical shield. That was something I wasn't exactly used to dealing with, but in the elven realms, I was coming to realize this sort of protection was common. 
 
    But a magical shield, like armor, wears with time and damage, and I was doing a fair bit to him. What finally ended the fight was when I got through his magical shielding completely and got to his regular armor. He tried to slam into me and bull me down to the ground, so I dropped my sword, pulled my pistol, and shot him point-blank in the chest three times, then got the front of the barrel under his armor and pulled the trigger three more times. 
 
    When he collapsed to his knees, I ran the sword I was still holding in my left hand through one of the eye slits in his helmet, then used the remaining rounds in my pistol on the ones trying to attack me from behind. They quickly scattered as the hobgoblin I'd killed keeled over, so I holstered my pistol, snatched up my dropped sword, and looked around to see that the first hobgoblin was having to fight the elven riders, who were doing to him what they'd done to his men. However, only four of them were contending with him; the rest had moved on to the remaining hobgoblin.  
 
    Sheathing my swords, I took a moment to reload my pistol, call Bruidal over, and check on him and myself before remounting. By then they were working on the last of the hobgoblins when I suddenly heard cannon fire! Looking back towards the battleground, I could see there were several ships, ships I didn't recognize, heading southward and firing down at the ground. 
 
    I waited for them to finish with the last hobgoblin, then we all rode back to the fort as fast as our steeds could carry us. 
 
    "Tyrin! What's going on?" I called as we got to the wall of the fort. The goblins had apparently started their retreat early; the ones in charge must've seen there was a fight going on back by the leaders. When the orders stopped coming, and a number of ships suddenly appeared and joined the fray, they lost their nerve. 
 
    "It would seem word's gone 'round that this is a new country, and a Latham granddaughter now sits on the throne. So some of our neighbors have decided to come to our aid." 
 
    I remembered then what Elavan had said to me via Dianysyllian, that he was having his priests announce us to the world. Obviously that had been a lot more important than I'd realized at the time. 
 
    I looked around the battleground at the small groups of goblins who were still fighting, as well as the ones who were running away. 
 
    "I think we need to clean up this mess," I said to the others, motioning towards the goblins that were still about. "Now that we don't have to worry about the forces to the south." 
 
    "What an excellent idea!" Tehlmar said with a nod. "Groups of four! Let's go!"  
 
    And with that, we set off to deal with the remaining army, which was quickly falling apart as they discovered their leaders were dead. 
 
      
 
    It took hours to run them all down—or at least most of them. By the time we called it quits, the ships shelling the goblins to the south were also finishing up and turning back around to land in the lake. 
 
    "Looks like I'm going to be busy tonight," I said to Tehlmar as we rode back to Fel's church. I wanted to stop in there to recharge and check with Marai on her status and that of the orcs there. 
 
    "Better you than me!" he said with a laugh. 
 
    "I just hope Tyrin doesn't try to hide on me. I'm definitely going to drag him around with me so he can tell me who all I'm dealing with." 
 
    "Why not just drag that pretty little 'slave' girl with you," he asked with a wink. 
 
    "I'm not sure how they're going to react to that, quite honestly." 
 
    "Will, you're going to discover that a lot of elves are diehard romantics. Show her a little affection and appreciation where they can see it, while they're all studiously pretending to ignore her, of course, and I think you'll find that they'll see you in a much better light." 
 
    "You think?" 
 
    "Everyone knows what you did for her sister Dani; it won't take much to convince them that one day you're going to do the same for Kani." 
 
    "I hope you're right, Tehlmar. It would be nice to have some peace and quiet for a while." 
 
    Tehlmar laughed when I said that. 
 
    "Okay, okay, it would be nice to at least not have any trouble with the neighbors." 
 
    "That's a wish I think you're about to find has been granted." 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Sixteen 
 
    Skies over Suffolk 
 
      
 
      
 
    I took Tehlmar's advice and brought Kani with me as I went to pay my respects to the captains of the seven ships that had shown up to help us. Two of those ships were full-scale military ships, with an impressive amount of armament. They'd come from two different countries that neighbored Suffolk: Casertia and Alamere. They'd each sent a gun boat as well, though those only mounted about the same level of armaments the Kashmir carried. They were, however, about a third of our size. 
 
    The other three ships were more along the lines of armed transports, and were each carrying a small force of soldiers. They came from Vallenar, Egeria, and Lemenar.  
 
    I'd managed to draft Tyrin, who seemed a little uncomfortable with Kani being there, but I had Kani wearing one of her sister's jumpsuits along with a collar that had my name prominently on it. I also brought Dianysyllian along, because she was the high priestess of Elavan, and the followers she'd brought with her had been indispensable during the fighting. So I didn't want to snub her.  
 
    We set foot on the ship from Casertia first, as it was the one docked closest to us. I'd taken the time to change out of my armor and had put on a nice shirt and a pair of cargo pants, but I honestly didn't have anything here that was up to the occasion. I was undoubtedly going to have to find better clothing now that I was a regent. 
 
    "Suffolk arriving!" the elven soldier at the top of the gangplank said as I set foot on the bottom. That took me a moment. Not because I was unfamiliar with the custom of referring to the captain of a ship as the ship, or the head of an organization as the organization, but because it still hadn't sunk in that I'd pretty much taken over a country. 
 
    I thought that shit was supposed to be hard? 
 
    I saluted the elf at the top of the gangplank when I got there, more out of habit and manners than anything else. 
 
    "Permission to come aboard?" I asked. 
 
    "Granted," he said, returning the salute. 
 
    "Thank you." I stepped onboard and walked over to the captain of the ship. At least everyone in the Seven Worlds used the same rank insignia, so I had no troubles there. 
 
    "Captain," I said, sticking my hand out as I approached. "I wanted to thank you and your crew for your help today." 
 
    He shook hands with me, and thankfully didn't squeeze; I guess somebody had warned him about the claws. Catfolk tended to grab forearms when shaking hands to avoid that problem. But when in Rome... 
 
    "It was truly our pleasure, Regent. Goblins are a plague on everyone. It's only fitting that we render aid to each other in stopping them when it becomes necessary." 
 
    "Please, call me Will, or William if you must. I've never been overly fond of many of the titles I've gained over the years." 
 
    "I heard you were riding with the elven knights in the attacks today?" he asked, looking a little impressed. 
 
    "Yes, that would be correct. I'm a warrior at heart, and as a champion for my god, Feliogustus, I don't think it's fitting for me to simply watch when I have certain gifts the common soldier does not. Plus, I've always subscribed to the practice of leading by example." 
 
    "Ah, a sentiment with which I must heartily agree," he replied with a smile. I saw it click then as his expression changed slightly. "Wait, a champion you say? Would that mean that you are the self-same gentleman who dealt with those two upstarts on Rossiya?" 
 
    I was impressed; he didn't call me 'the Godslayer.' I noticed, too, that he'd glanced over my left shoulder, where Kani was standing. 
 
    "Yes, I'm afraid that dubious honor would be mine. Now, if I may, I would like to introduce Dianysyllian, the high priestess of Elavan." I took a step back and let her have a few moments of the captain's time while I put an arm around Kani, who was looking nervous, and gave her a reassuring hug. 
 
    Tehlmar was right, that gesture did not go unnoticed.  
 
    Dian and the captain talked for a couple of minutes. I got the impression he was a follower. When that was done, I stepped forward again. 
 
    "Captain, I would also like to introduce Tyrin, who's currently the commander of my armies in the region." 
 
    Tyrin shot me a look as he stepped forward to shake hands. They exchanged brief pleasantries. 
 
    "The remaining woman is my personal servant, and has no standing here, so you'll forgive me if I do not introduce her." 
 
    "Honestly, William, I'm a little surprised you had her accompany you." 
 
    "Sometimes one has to ensure, personally, that certain realities are understood by all, lest there be misunderstandings later." I lowered my voice to almost a whisper and continued, "Especially when those misunderstandings could affect someone I have come to deeply care about." 
 
    The captain nodded, and I could see the hint of a smile on his lips.  
 
    "Ah, yes, I understand totally. Though I must say, I find it interesting that a member of the Latham line has been set upon the throne, and that you've been appointed regent." 
 
    I shrugged. "Daniella was redeemed before her passing. Under the laws, with no other heir to the throne, her daughter's claim is the only valid one. There was a void here, and the old order had ceased to exist, so—a new line, a new country. As for me being regent?" I smiled at him, though it was not a friendly smile. 
 
    "Anyone who messes with my daughter will learn what the goddess Par learned the hard way after killing my son." 
 
    He looked thoughtful and nodded. "I see the wisdom of your appointment, William. That is a logic that is just too obvious to argue with. Especially after the affairs that led us to this time and place." 
 
    I gave him a much friendlier smile. "I'm sorry that I cannot offer you an invitation to a nice sit down dinner, where we might discuss things further. However, I do think, after your help today, I would find future discussions with representatives of your crown and kingdom to be welcome ones." 
 
    "We'll be looking forward to those talks, I'm sure. But tell me, William, how do you plan to proceed from here? Both the old castle and the old city have been laid to waste." 
 
    "I'm bringing in an expert to advise me." 
 
    "An expert?" 
 
    "Yes, Queen Rachel of the Hilands, my wife." 
 
    He frowned. "Forgive me if I'm not familiar with your wife or your country." 
 
    "It's a good distance from here, so I'm not surprised that you're not. But by comparison, Suffolk truly is a much smaller land than the one she rules. She's actually looking forward to the challenge of helping me with this land and its people." 
 
    He nodded again and seemed pleased with what I'd said. 
 
    "If you require any assistance, please don't hesitate to ask. I'm fairly certain my superiors will allow us to stay a while and lend a hand, should you need one." 
 
    "Well, if they wouldn't mind helping us expand our little fort so we can better care for the refugees and civilians, I'd be very obliged." 
 
    "Oh, I do believe we can help with that! Protecting the women and children is a soldier's job, after all, is it not?" 
 
    "Very much. That's why we stood and fought, for all that we were outnumbered. Again, thank you, Captain for coming to our aid, and please thank your men for me as well." 
 
    He saluted me, I saluted him back, we shook hands, and then I headed down the gangplank to the dock. 
 
    "Where in the world did you learn to talk like that?" Dianysyllian asked, and I could see Kani was curious as well. 
 
    "My wife is a queen. If I didn't mind my manners when she's doing diplomatic things, she'd stripe my hide," I replied with a wink.  
 
    "Well, I think you won some points, not only for taking on the defense of all the local elven women and children instead of just letting them get slaughtered, but also for making it clear how you feel about your woman." 
 
    "You can say her name, you know," I teased. 
 
    "Not in public, and I would warn you against it as well, William. Tradition is a hard thing to go against. Right now, your artful bending of it for someone you obviously care about is winning you a measure of approval." 
 
    I nodded. "Tyrin, any comments?" 
 
    "Commander of your army am I?" 
 
    "What, you didn't think I wasn't going to punish you for doing such a great job, did you?" 
 
    Tyrin snorted, and Dianysyllian laughed. We came to the gangplank for the Alamere ship then, and we went through the whole dance all over again. Only the captain of this ship was a woman, and she was very much impressed by my affection towards Kani, as well as the clearly implied message that she was mine and no one should mess with her. 
 
    When we finally made it back to the Kashmir, I'd definitely worked up an appetite. Everyone had offered their men to help with the building of shelter for the refugees I'd taken in, as well as help with improving the defenses in case the goblins should come calling again. One of the captains didn't seem to be exactly happy with my treatment of Kani, but the other officers who'd stood there watching us talk hadn't appeared to echo that sentiment. 
 
    Kani went off to check on Daniel, and I asked her to meet me in the mess with Laria. Tomorrow we'd be back to working on Fel's church and Sanugok's temple. 
 
    "Oh, Dian," I said. "Do you have your own people coming to build Elavan's church, or do I need to lend you some of mine?" 
 
    "Thank you for the offer, Will," she said with a smile as she put her hand on my arm, "but I'm fairly certain I'll be able to get Captain Amarath to loan me some of his men to help with that." 
 
    "Which one was Amarath?" I asked with a frown. 
 
    "The first one." 
 
    "Oh! You know him?" 
 
    She smiled. "Yes, very well. He's my eldest son." 
 
    "Oh..."  
 
      
 
    It only took four more weeks to finish Fel's church. I'd sent Kardez back to Mangan to get his hands on more weapons, food, and hopefully more orcs. I wanted to get the existing farms back into some level of production. I also wanted to add more soldiers, or at least fighters, to see to it that the people here were protected. Not leaving some kind of force here when I had to leave to get Rachel would be inviting trouble. 
 
    I was able to get in touch with Etlin and the other lords to the north, and they sent down a sizeable contingent a few weeks later that made me very grateful. One of the other things I'd have to work on would be improved communications. A couple radios would help with that, I was sure. 
 
    More refugees showed up during this time, of course. Some were from the towns the goblins had attacked. Those would need to be rebuilt, as well. Thankfully, the towns that had been warned in advance still had most of their population intact. 
 
    "So, what next, Bro?" Nikki asked, coming over to join me where I was sitting and watching all the soldiers helping to build our town—though honestly, it was more of a fort than a town right now. 
 
    "I need to go home and bring Rachel back with me." 
 
    She gave me a look. "You're going to do what?" 
 
    "I need help, Nik. Rebuilding this country with the southern half in complete ruins isn't going to be easy." 
 
    "What about Kani?" 
 
    "I don't think Kani really has the skills for this, and she's still an 'unperson' as far as the elves are concerned. So I can't involve her; it wouldn't be fair to them, and it wouldn't be fair to her. The politics of the situation, because of the violation of their traditions, makes all of it a difficult situation." 
 
    "Damn, that sucks..." 
 
    I snorted. "No, it doesn't suck. I prefer Kani being my woman and the mother of my children. Her royal days are over." 
 
    "Spoken like a true chauvinist!" Nikki said, laughing. 
 
    "I don't think she wants to be a queen ever again, Nik. It didn't work out all that well for her, remember, and right now? Now I spend a fair amount of my time showing her love and affection, and making sure she's happy. After thirty years of living with someone who treated her not all that different from the way he treated his favorite chair, I think it's safe to say she's found her place.  
 
    "Hell, even Dani didn't want to go back, other than maybe to see her folks. She was done with her royal status, as well." 
 
    "Huh. That's a bit of a surprise." 
 
    "Nah, not really. They wanted to box Rachel in before I showed up, and they'd had a little success with trying to make her all proper and boring." 
 
    "And then you showed up!" Nikki said, laughing again. 
 
    "Yup, and I punched a number of them in the nose, and told them she was going to enjoy her life, and they were going to be taking orders from her and not the other way around." 
 
    "No wonder she loves you." 
 
    "So that's why I know Kani doesn't want to go back. She didn't have someone to stand up for her, and she got ground down. She may have been a queen, but she never really ruled here.  
 
    "Anyway, as far as plans go, I'm not making any until I've gone over everything with Rachel. She'll know what to do." 
 
    "So who are you going to leave in charge while you're gone?" 
 
    I smiled. "You, of course." 
 
    "Wait! What! You can't do that to me, William!" 
 
    "'Course I can. You're my sister, and it's your niece you'll be holding the throne for! Besides, that temple you're building isn't going to be done anytime soon. Stannich told me it's gonna be months yet before it's done. I'll be back by then." 
 
    "Yeah, but what'll I do while you're gone?" 
 
    "Make sure the town here is finished, and that it, the churches, and temple are protected. If you get bored, go hunt goblins. Also, make sure the men Etlin sent me check the farms and local towns each week, just in case. If Kardez can't find us somebody to take them over, I'll see if I can get someone out here." 
 
    "Do you really think Rachel will come?" 
 
    "I'm hoping I can get her to come out twice a year, for at least a few weeks each time." 
 
    "But why would she? It's not her children who are going to inherit here, Will." 
 
    "She'll do it because I asked, and I'm guessing because it needs to be done," I said with a shrug. "These people need help. Having their country destroyed, not to mention the number of people who were killed, set them back pretty far. If somebody doesn't come in, pick up the pieces, and put it all back together, chaos is going to come in here and rule. That means all the elves still here die, the ones to the north end up in constant fights, and the countries around here have to raise armies and go to war." 
 
    "I thought you didn't care about what happened?" 
 
    "Yeah, well, you made me regent. Blame yourself for that one. Once they became my problem, I couldn't just hang them out to dry." 
 
    "I'm surprised the surrounding countries didn't move in after Dani and Kani's parents left." 
 
    "I have a feeling they left some fairly dire warnings about what would happen to anyone who tried to move in here or build anything here." 
 
    "Oh? Then why are they letting you do it?" 
 
    "Because I'm putting their granddaughter on the throne? Or maybe because I'm the one who killed Estrosh and started all this? Because they're afraid of me?" I shrugged. "Take your pick. All I know is, whatever hell I sent Estrosh to, he has to be really squirming to know that Dani's kid, one I fathered, is taking over his kingdom." 
 
    "I take it you like that idea?" Nikki asked. 
 
    "Puts a smile on my face every time I think of it," I admitted. "But I know all the elves I've talked to, and more than a few of the orcs who've suddenly decided to stay, like the fact that Dani's daughter is going to end up ruling here." 
 
    "Just don't be too quick to count yourself out of that equation, Will. I think I see your ship coming back." 
 
    "Ah, good. Well, let's see what Kardez brought us, and then I can go home and set us up for the next batch." 
 
    "Batch of what?" 
 
    "Priests and priestesses. If I'm going to rule here, there's gonna be a few more churches built." 
 
    She nodded at that. "Can't say as I blame you." 
 
    Getting up, we walked down to the dock, and got there just as Kashmir was pulling up. I caught the bow line as it was tossed to me, and made the bow fast to the large cleat, while Nikki took care of the stern line. 
 
    When the gangplank hit the deck, Zed came down first, with a group of orcs and a group of halflings, which surprised the hell out of me. 
 
    "Halflings, Zed? How'd you even get them on the boat?" 
 
    "They're followers of Vikoria, and apparently several of their priests got these dreams, wherein it was told to them that you're a friend and ally of Vikoria and would never attack her followers. That, and something about a number of farms that had been abandoned?" 
 
    I laughed. "Have I mentioned how much I like Vikoria? I'll have to put together a bunch of elves to escort them out to the farms so they can pick the ones they want." 
 
    "You're not still having problems with goblins, are you?" 
 
    "No, but I'd rather be safe than sorry, and I know most of her followers don't go armed, as they're more interested in farming. Oh, any idea how elves feel about halflings?" 
 
    "I gather they're okay with them. They're mostly harmless, and tend to be good at farming." 
 
    "Two things everyone appreciates," I said with a smile. "How many orcs?" 
 
    "Fifty-four. All of them are looking for wives, and to settle here. Most of them are tradesmen, all of them can fight, and ten of them work for Bazz, who sent one of his lieutenants here to make sure things get set up right, as he put it." 
 
    I smiled at that. "With the amount of orcs I suspect we'll end up with living here, I'm glad he sent them." 
 
    "Well, expect to get a lot more. A couple thousand widowed elves is apparently something orcs dream of." 
 
    "How're the ones who decided to try their fortunes in Mangan doing?" 
 
    "That was just a little bit weird," Zed said with a slight shake of his head. 
 
    "Oh? How so?" 
 
    "Apparently elves and orcs are a lot closer culturally than I though? That or those girls know all about orc culture. Most of them fit right in and didn't bat an eye at any of what was going on. But it was obvious they all knew what they wanted and set right out finding it. Then there's the ones staying on the ship with their 'boyfriends', like Glae is doing with Kardez." 
 
    "What? Are they like Dani?" 
 
    "Some are a little, but none are quite that brave. They aren't, however, the least bit shy about showing their affections to their boyfriends, and the men behave around all the claimed ones impeccably. Even Muahtz has learned manners!" 
 
    I laughed at that.  
 
    "Well, let's get the farmers off first, and get them settled, then I'll go talk to Tyrin about setting up an escort to take them out to the farms tomorrow. Kardez or Boe can get the orcs settled in town. Oh! How much food did you get?" 
 
    "We're packed to the top of the cargo bay. Gonna be a few days getting that load off." 
 
    "Great, well, let's get started." 
 
    Zed went back up and got the halflings moving down the ramp, and I once again couldn't help but make the comparison to hamsters. The first one down was a priest, and he made a beeline for me, while the others kept a wary eye on me and shied away. 
 
    "Champion William?" he asked, coming up to me. 
 
    I smiled and nodded. "You have no idea how happy I am to see some of Vikoria's followers joining us here. I know you'll get those farms working again in no time." 
 
    "Are they truly abandoned?" 
 
    "Yes, I made sure none of them were claimed. Back before we got here, there was an issue with goblins. A number of farms were raided, and sadly a lot of the folks working there were killed. While we do have a few survivors here, all of them told me they'd never go back because of what happened." 
 
    He nodded at that, and we continued to talk about the farms, me telling him what I knew of them as we headed down to one of the new town squares in our new town. I figured it'd be as good a place as any to stage them. 
 
    "Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll see about getting you some escorts for tomorrow to take you and yours out there." 
 
    "Yes, of course. Thank you, William. The goddess thanks you for your help." 
 
    "She and her followers are more than welcome." 
 
    As I walked away, I heard him talking to those around him. "See? I told you. He's an ally of Vikoria's and has helped our people more than once. Sure, he's violent, but he's violent for us, not against us!" 
 
    I almost laughed at that, but hey, if it worked, great. We needed food, and while there were a lot less people living here now than there used to be, the more things got settled, the more likely those who'd fled would return. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We sailed out of there a week later, once everyone had settled in, and the ship had been offloaded. We had a hold full of elven women once again, and more than a few of them had children. One of them confided in me that she liked the idea of a big, strong man in her life, and once she had one, she knew she'd be safe in their society. Seeing how the crew reacted to them was also interesting. Boe, Thraznick's assistant in the engine room, was seriously courting one of the women, who apparently knew a thing or two about mechanical devices. Glaesile was definitely taking over as Kardez's executive officer, and Tad, one of the catfolk who worked as a regular sailor onboard, was chasing after one of the elven women as well, who seemed very interested in getting caught. 
 
    I was going to send Laria home when we got to Mangan, as she was once more in a family way—Zed apparently did know that spell, and Laria was interested in one more child with me. I didn't want to have Kani and Daniel sailing on their own, and I wasn't sure I wanted to take her back to Hiland right now, so I'd put them with Nue, then I'd take the ship through to Syzkilmyr, and bring through a bunch of priests and priestesses to take back to Suffolk.  
 
    I hadn't decided yet if I'd bring Kani and Daniel back, or if I'd leave them at Nue's church, as I was planning on going home to visit Rachel and Darlene at that point, and ask Rachel for her advice, if not her help. 
 
    I really wanted her to come with me. It would be nice to spend time with her on the trip there, and putting Suffolk back together wouldn't be quite the pain in the ass I knew it was going to be if I had her there telling me what I had to do. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Seventeen 
 
    Portal of Syzkilmyr 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was exhausted. I'd opened a portal through to Fel's temple twice now, but after each one, I'd taken everyone back to the temple under the trees in Syzkilmyr and rested for an hour or two. The temple was almost finished at this point, and it was honestly rather impressive. Because of its remoteness, the men and women staying at it had a lot of time on their hands, and they spent it building the temple. 
 
    I held this one open as long as I could as the last group of people hurried through, then someone put their hand on my shoulder, and a very familiar voice said, "Drop it, Will." 
 
    I did, and opening my eyes and turning, I saw Rachel standing there with a smile. 
 
    I fell over because I'd turned too fast and was both dizzy and weak. 
 
    "William?" she said, suddenly worried. 
 
    "He's just exhausted," the priest who'd come with me from the temple told her. "This is very hard on him, and he probably lost his balance, turning so quick. You two" —he pointed to two of the warrior-priests who'd come through— "pick him up and follow me." 
 
    When we got to the portal, I'd recovered enough of my wits to take everyone through, then I put an arm around Rachel and let her help me along until we set foot on holy ground, and I got most of my strength back—however, I was still a little dizzy.  
 
    I immediately set to kissing her and holding her close. 
 
    "Aren't you going to ask why I'm here?" she asked between kisses. 
 
    "Don't care," I mumbled, and slid my hands inside the band of her loincloth, easing it down past her hips. 
 
    "How about we go someplace a little more private?" she whispered in my ear, and I suddenly realized there were a lot of people watching us.  
 
    So I steered her into one of the smaller side chapels and kicked the door closed as I pulled her over to a nice bench that definitely needed to be broken in. 
 
    "Will, we're in a chapel with an altar!" she whispered a little more urgently. 
 
    "If we do it on the altar, I can almost guarantee you you'll end up pregnant. So unless you want that, I think this bench would be better, don't you?" I asked as I pulled off the shirt I was wearing. 
 
    "But we can't do this here, can we?" 
 
    "I'm a member of the clergy. Now stop being difficult, hon." 
 
    She shut up and went to work on my pants. I was a much happier man. 
 
      
 
    "I'm happy you decided to come and help me with this," I said to her much later as we cuddled on the floor, with her lying on top of me because, as she put it, I was much more comfortable than said floor. 
 
    "I'm happy you asked," Rachel admitted. "Feliogustus made it quite clear that you really did want my help, but you were worried I might not want to be gone from home for a month or longer at a time." 
 
    She laughed then. "Baron was the one who was the most worried. But for the moment, peace reigns in our lands, and none of our neighbors want to give me or my husband the excuse to annex them." 
 
    "We'd have to push north past the Mowoks to get anything worth having," I said with a yawn. 
 
    "I think if we pushed west far enough through those mountains, we might find something, but I'd rather leave that for our descendants." 
 
    "Well, you won't get any arguments from me." 
 
    "So, tell me," Rachel said, propping her head up on her hands as she laid on top of me and looked down into my eyes, "how did you end up with a country?" 
 
    "Nikki's fault," I said with an innocent look. 
 
    "How is it her fault?"  
 
    "Because she told me it was mine? I honestly hadn't realized everyone was doing what I told them to. Well, not until she pointed it out, and I don't want to be a king, so I decided I'd put Dani and my daughter on the throne and declare myself regent." 
 
    "Well, if things had worked out the way her parents intended, that would have happened anyway, wouldn't it?" 
 
    "Pretty much, only I wouldn't be the father of their granddaughter." 
 
    "So, when do we get to meet them?" 
 
    "Huh?" I asked, looking at her in surprise. 
 
    "Your in-laws. When do we get to meet them?" 
 
    "Umm, I'm not sure that's wise?" 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because Kani is pretty much banished from elven society, and until I can redeem her, it's really for the best that her parents don't see her. After all, they're from one of the more important countries, and I don't want to put them in a position where custom and tradition might dictate them doing something I'd have to punish them for." 
 
    "Redeem her... that'd be done the same way you did with Dani, right?" 
 
    "Yes. But just as Dani had to earn it, Kani has to earn it, and honestly, right now I like her not being a queen or a princess, or any of that." 
 
    "You already told me she abdicated. She's not a queen anymore." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "So we'll keep her in another room, and you can let them know she's well in some way that doesn't violate tradition. But you've just put their granddaughter on the throne of a country you created. One where you killed the king, and they then destroyed a fair amount of it with their army. 
 
    "They're going to want to talk with you, Will." 
 
    "Umm." 
 
    "You're going to talk with them, William," she said a little more firmly. 
 
    "You know, you're not queen here," I teased. 
 
    She smiled sweetly. "Wherever I go, I'm still your queen, dear. Now, this isn't up for argument. They're probably profoundly unhappy that they never got to see Dani again, so of course they're going to want to see her children one of these days, as well as meet their son-in-law. This is one of those diplomacy things you're going to have to live with as regent." 
 
    "Yes, dear," I said with a sigh. "Should I have Dani's and my children there, too?" 
 
    Rachel shook her head. "Not this time. They'll probably want to take her off and raise her, and teach her all of those things they think a princess needs to learn, and I seem to recall you saying Dani specifically made it clear that wasn't what she wanted." 
 
    "No, it wasn't." 
 
    "So be polite, but be firm. How big is this new country?" 
 
    "About the size of Marland. Only it's flatter and warmer." 
 
    Rachel quizzed me for a while about everything I knew of the new kingdom, the lords' names, what gods were there, and what my impressions were of the place and the people. 
 
    Then she quizzed me about Kani, looking for a lot more detail on her life, and what I knew about her.  
 
    Eventually our hunger forced us to get cleaned up and rejoin everyone else. At that point, I led Rachel over to Kani, introduced them, then took Daniel from Kani, as Rachel dragged her off to a private corner to talk to her quietly. After a few minutes, Rachel pulled Kani into a hug, kissed her on the forehead, and didn't let go as they continued to talk. I could see from Kani's body language that she was tense, but as they talked, she slowly relaxed, until Kani was leaning into Rachel. Rachel still hunted regularly, and was a lot stronger than Kani was, as well as a few inches taller. Kani might be older, but Rachel was definitely more mature and knew how to charm people. 
 
    When they finally came back to me, arm in arm, I could see Kani looked a lot happier and was more relaxed than when I'd first brought Rachel over to her. 
 
    "May I see Daniel please, Will?" Rachel asked, and I passed him over. Rachel smiled down at him, looking both pleased and happy. She loved children; she just didn't want to have any more herself. 
 
    "He's lovely, Kani." 
 
    Kani blushed and ducked her head. "Thank you." 
 
    She passed Daniel back to Kani, and I took each of them by the hand and led them back to the kitchen, so we could get some food. When we finally sat down to eat, Rachel asked Kani about what Suffolk had been like when she was the queen. There were a lot of questions about the farms in the area, the nobles, what they liked to do, all that. Eventually I realized Rachel was actually asking Kani about the kingdom's old economic status and their base economy.  
 
    Suddenly I realized how Evean had gotten tripped up in the cross-examination, as Kani happily talked about her past as a queen, and the things she'd seen there and done as part of her tasks.  
 
    "You knew Dani, didn't you?" Kani asked eventually. 
 
    Rachel nodded. "Yes, I did, and I liked her. A lot. For all her irreverence and outwardly brash behavior, she was a very caring and loving person. We were all hurt by her loss." 
 
    Kani nodded. "I wonder one thing at times myself," she said, looking a little guilty. 
 
    "Oh? What?" 
 
    "If she'd lived, whether I could have gotten her to ask Will to kill Estrosh and take me away with them." 
 
    Rachel laughed at that. "Kani, from what I've seen of you, and heard about Estrosh, I don't think she would've had to ask. Will would've seen what needed to be done and just done it. He's like that, and if there's one thing I've learned to respect, it's his judgment when it comes to women." 
 
    Kani blushed then, and I just purred. Rachel had a point. Even if Dani had still been alive, I would've still killed Estrosh. He'd struck me as someone who needed killing. As for grabbing Kani? I smiled as I looked at her. Yeah, I could see myself doing that, too. 
 
    "So, Will, when are we leaving?" 
 
    "Sunrise. We'll stop at Nue's church and spend a day or two checking on things, and after that's done, we'll sail straight on to Suffolk." 
 
    "Great! Now, how about we go back to our room on the ship and spend the night getting more comfortable with each other? 
 
    Kani blushed again, and I just smiled. Fel was right; Rachel was definitely a much more aggressive queen than Kani had ever been. Then again, as Dani had told me, elves were slow to mature, and not only was Kani younger than her, she'd never been dropped into the deep end and had to learn to cope.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    We sailed directly to Suffolk, which cut the time down, though we spent a couple of nights with Nue. Rachel was happy to see Nue again, Kani finally got to meet her, and we dropped a few of the priests and priestesses off there as well. I even got to spend a night with Carol, who, it turned out, needed the extra priests for the temple that was being built. 
 
    We also picked up some more supplies and gained several male bachelors who'd become members of the religion, and thought they'd help out, especially with the possibility of gaining an elven wife in the process. 
 
    Personally, I thought that was kind of funny. Typically, everyone went for the catfolk girls first, but here were several catfolk guys, who definitely had a lot on the ball, and were hot for elves. 
 
    Then again, they'd seen what a character Dani had been, so maybe that was the draw? 
 
    The first thing Rachel had me do when we got there was to have the ship fly a lap around the entire country, with Kani standing next to her and answering questions. She then had us fly over the interior, mainly sticking to the houses and keeps of the nobles. We spent all day doing it, and I could tell she was looking at more than just the lay of the land from the questions she was asking Kani. 
 
    It was quite late in the day when we finally landed. All the folks we'd brought for the new church headed off immediately. They'd come back in the morning for the equipment and supplies they'd also brought. We were going to have to expand the church, as they'd need more rooms for everyone, as well as a large room for training either attached to it, or on the grounds nearby. 
 
    I'd have to talk to Stannich about getting some more work done, I was sure. 
 
    Everyone else headed into the town. Once they were all off, Rachel, Kani, and I left the ship, and I did an inspection tour of the new town. We'd been gone for almost a month, but a lot of work had been done. The castle ruins looked noticeably smaller now, as well. 
 
    "They keep this up, and we won't be able to build a new castle," I joked. 
 
    "That's fine. We're not building it here," Rachel said. 
 
    "We're not?" 
 
    "No. Militarily, this is a terrible place, and from a control viewpoint, it's also a poor location. Then on top of that, everything around here has been destroyed as well. It'll be decades before this part of the country comes back. No, this is a good time to relocate the capitol and the seat of the crown to a more fitting location." 
 
    "Where were you thinking?" 
 
    "Up by that noble you're so fond of—Etlin, I believe you said his name was?" 
 
    "There isn't a lot of good stone up there, Rachel," Kani said in a soft voice. "I was told that's why they built it here. They wouldn't have to ship it so far." 
 
    "We're not going to build a large stone castle. That's a waste of resources—which we don't have a lot of right now—and let's be honest, it didn't stop Will here from going inside and killing the king. No, we're going to build it out of the local materials, and we're going to keep it small. We're going to make it clear that the kings and queens of Suffolk are not all that far above, or removed from, their citizens.  
 
    "Plus, putting it deeper inside the country will make it a lot harder to attack. It'll give whoever's in charge more than enough time to see them coming, and to take appropriate action." 
 
    "They can just fly in," I told her. 
 
    "Not if there isn't a large enough place for them to land," she said, smiling back at me. "I seem to recall someone telling me that elves like trees about as much as we do?" 
 
    I looked at Kani, who gave me a guilty look. 
 
    "So," Rachel continued, "the nearest lake will be a mile or two away, maybe farther, and we'll drop the castle in the middle of a forest. You can set something up so a small boat can land, but just like that temple we stayed at, I want it to be hard for anyone to just drop in, so your niece never gets any unpleasant surprises." 
 
    "You think there will be?" Kani asked, looking surprised. 
 
    "The country is weak, and it's going to take a long time to build it back up. Sooner or later, someone is going to think about how much better they could run it, and how much happier everyone would be with someone responsible in charge. Well, if we make it hard for them to take it while also living a more austere kind of life, the people will appreciate it.  
 
    "Remember, the country is the people. They're who we lead, and who we must pay heed to. Who we rely on if we wish to stay in power. If the populace is happy, and the rulers are popular, our neighbors will be less tempted to invade." 
 
    "Well, let's go check on the temple and the churches," I said.  
 
    "Are you going to limit the religions here at all?" 
 
    "In this area, right now, only Feliogustus, Sanugok the Fearless, and Elavan are allowed. That may change in time. As for the rest of the country, other than a certain god of chaos, whose priests and priestess are going to be killed on sight…" I shrugged. "I don't know." 
 
    "What's the reason for limiting the others?" 
 
    "Because I'm not exactly pleased with what they put Dani through," I said. "I'm also holding them all a little responsible for what happened here." 
 
    "But not Elavan?" 
 
    "Apparently he's the only one who was sorry enough about what happened to try to communicate his regrets. Further, he may very well have done something right," I said with a sigh. "I know gods have their ways, and things they must do, and sometimes the mortals gotta take it in the shorts for the team, but that doesn't mean I have to like it," I said, grumbling out that last bit. 
 
    The walk to Sanugok's wasn't terribly far. They were maybe half done with the temple. Sanugok was putting in a pretty good sized one. 
 
    "Rachel!" Nikki said, coming out and trotting over to give her a hug. "It's so great to see you again!" 
 
    "And you, Nikki," Rachel said with a smile. "How about a quick tour, then maybe later you can join us for dinner?" 
 
    "Oh, I'd love that! Yeah, let me give you the nickel tour." 
 
    "What's a nickel?" 
 
    "Five coppers." 
 
    "Oh! Okay! So tell me, why are you building such a big temple out here?" 
 
    "San figures with all the elven widows and refugees, a lot of orcs are going to come through here looking to hook up with one of them." 
 
    "They'll do that?" Rachel asked, looking curious. 
 
    Nikki snorted. "A lot of them have hooked up already. Apparently relations between orcs and elves have gotten a lot better over the last few hundred or so years, and with a lot of them coming out here to help out with the rebuilding, and then taking up arms to protect everyone from the goblins..." Nikki smiled. "They know Dani lived with one for a good long time, was very much in love with him, and that he took very good care of her, as well as protected her when she needed it." 
 
    "So security, then?" 
 
    "Pretty much, although it doesn't hurt that women in orc society are treated quite well, because the male-to-female ratio is so bad." 
 
    "But won't this make it worse? I seem to recall that elven women can only have sons if the father isn't an elf." 
 
    "If enough orc men end up here, orc women will follow, if for no other reason than to make sure their wives are shown proper respect. In a lot of ways, orc society is fairly matriarchal." 
 
    "And there won't be any problems with the elves in the rest of the country?" 
 
    Nikki shook her head. "Not this time around. Because of the circumstances surrounding the events that took place, they actually had to thank Will, here, as well as the orcs he brought with him, for what he did." 
 
    "Oh, they must have loved that!" Rachel said with a laugh. 
 
    "Trust me, a lot of them did! Both races get really bent out of shape when some of their oldest and most revered practices and traditions are violated. Especially the ones they see eye-to-eye on. I've also been told there's been a strong push for a long time now to try to stop the interracial wars. Then on top of all of that, add in that there's now issues with the goblins to the south..." Nikki smiled. "Suddenly a militant order of orcs is actually very welcome." 
 
    Nikki continued to tell us what was what as we made a quick walk through the building. I'd seen the plans for the temple before, but it was still interesting to see how well they were coming along. I wasn't surprised to see that they were adding a defensive wall as well.  
 
    After we finished that, we walked over to Fel's church. The church itself was finished, and they were now working on a wall around that, too. 
 
    "They're going to love it when I tell them we're expanding already," I said with a sigh. 
 
    "Well, from the look on that priestess' face, I think she already knows!" Rachel teased, motioning to Marai, who was very much headed our way. 
 
    "William! What's this I hear about you making changes to my church?" Marai asked, coming to a stop before me. 
 
    "I've decided we're going to use this church to train our warrior-priests, like we do in the Champion's Temple back home," I said with a smile. "Dani would've loved the idea, we've got those goblins to the south you know will be coming back, and of course when I asked Feliogustus about it, he agreed." 
 
    Marai looked suddenly mollified. "Oh! Well! If our lord agrees, then by all means, I'll make sure it gets done! Guess I need to find Stannich and give him the news." 
 
    "Well, that was easy," Kani observed as Marai quickly turned in a new direction and walked off. 
 
    "William is pretty much Feliogustus' word personified," Rachel said with a shrug. "Only the high priestess can gainsay him, unless of course Feliogustus has told William to kill them." 
 
    "Has that ever happened?" Kani asked with a surprised look. 
 
    "Once," Rachel said with a growl and a dark look, holding up a finger. 
 
    "Umm, sorry I asked." 
 
    "Anyway," I said, breaking into the moment, "let me show you where we'll be staying while we get things in order." 
 
    "We're not staying on the ship?" Rachel asked. 
 
    "Tonight we are, and maybe tomorrow. But I suspect I'm going to need to send Kardez back to Mangan to do a little trading and move some people back and forth." 
 
    "See if you can get him to leave the ship's boat." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "So we can visit all the nobles. We need to make sure they all understand you're in charge, and eventually Estelya will be put on the throne here. We're going to be working very hard over the next few decades to bring Suffolk to at least the level of production and prominence the previous country had." 
 
    "They didn't destroy all of it," Kani said, looking at Rachel in surprise, "just the castle and the city." 
 
    "True, but that city was how big a part of Seuado's economy? You destroy something like that, while also taking away the king, queen, and a fair number of the experienced nobles, and the economy is going to tumble immediately. If farmers think they can't sell their crops or their cattle, they'll grow less. Suddenly there is less. Turning that around is harder than you might realize. Then of course, there are all the skilled craftsmen and tradesmen. If they leave to go elsewhere to find work, they won't be coming back." 
 
    "Oh!" 
 
    It didn't take me that long to inspect the church and make sure we had a room; it wasn't a very large building. Then we left and stopped by where Dianysyllian was overseeing the construction of Elavan's church. Interestingly enough, she'd put it at the bottom of the rise Fel's church sat on, between the town and Fel's church. 
 
    "William! It is so good to see you again!" she said and gave me a quick hug. 
 
    "Dianysyllian, this is my wife, Queen Rachel of the Hilands. Rachel, Dian is Elavan's high priestess." 
 
    "Greetings, Your Majesty!" Dianysyllian said and curtsied.  
 
    "And greetings to you, High Priestess. Why, may I ask, did you decide to build here?" 
 
    "So when the town grows out this way, it'll engulf both of us at the same time. Also, because of certain events, my god Elavan has made it very clear that he wishes to have peace with Feliogustus and see that he is accepted in this realm." 
 
    Rachel nodded. "And why is the high priestess overseeing this personally?" 
 
    "She wants my babies," I said, and enjoyed watching Dianysyllian suddenly blush deeply as she stood there, trying not to squirm. 
 
    "Oh, well, at least she has good taste in men," Rachel said matter-of-factly. "Be a good friend to the regent and the crown, and I'll be sure to put in a good word for you when the time comes." 
 
    Rachel took Kani's hand and headed back to town as I took a moment to grab Dianysyllian before she fell over, as she was having trouble breathing. 
 
    "Your wife is a dangerous woman, William," Dianysyllian said between gasps as she tried to get her breathing back under control. 
 
    "Yup. That's why I married her. I'd say to go back inside and sit down for a while. I'll see you tomorrow at some point, I'm sure." 
 
    She looked like she wasn't in danger of passing out anymore, so I hurried to catch up with Rachel and Kani. 
 
    "That was fun!" Rachel said with a snicker. 
 
    "Yeah, I don't think she's experienced people like you and me before," I said with a chuckle. "I also suspect she brings a great deal of amusement to her god." 
 
    "Well, maybe tomorrow we can ask her to let your in-laws know you're in town, and we'd like to meet with them." 
 
    "Wait, you're going to ask my mother and father to visit?" Kani said, looking very distressed. 
 
    "Don't worry, we'll make sure they don't run into you," Rachel said, patting her on the arm. "But William and I need to make a few things clear and lay down a few ground rules on how Estelya and Slash, your niece and nephew, are going to be raised. Once that's understood, we may even let them visit their grandchildren." 
 
    "They may not like that," Kani warned. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure they'll get used to living with disappointment," Rachel said with a smile. "You're William's, and Will belongs to me. So that makes you family, and trust me, I take care of family." 
 
    I noticed that Kani looked mollified after Rachel said that. Now I was almost looking forward to meeting my in-laws. 
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    Kardez left us the remaining boat when he sailed three days later, with another surprisingly large group of passengers. He'd be gone for a couple of months this time around, because I needed the ship to earn enough money to replace the two boats it was now missing.  
 
    The next day, we flew up to Etlin's lands. He had the others there I'd met already, but also another three I hadn't. 
 
    "Rise for the regent of Suffolk," Etlin said as he led Rachel and me into the room, "in the name of Crown Princess Estelya." 
 
    I smiled at everyone as they all stood. Best I could tell, nobody was harboring any grudges. Well, not against me, at least. 
 
    "Thank you, everyone," I said, walking over to the head of the table. I'd run enough military meetings over the years, and watched Rachel run enough council meetings, that I wasn't feeling lost. 
 
    "Before we get started, I want to go over a few things. First, this is my wife, Queen Rachel of the Hilands, which is where I'm from. She's graciously agreed to help me with the rebuilding of the lands to the south, so when my and Dani's daughter ascends to the throne, that will be one less thing she has to contend with." 
 
    "What about the Latham family?" Aris asked. 
 
    "As I understand it, they're quite happy with this recent turn of events." 
 
    "No, I'm sorry, I wasn't clear; what I meant to ask is simply—are they going to help with the reconstruction of the southern areas, seeing as they destroyed a good deal of it?" 
 
    I held Rachel's chair out for her to sit, then I sat down and motioned for the others to sit before continuing. 
 
    "I'd rather not involve anyone else in our rebuilding unless we absolutely have to," I told them, looking around the room. "I don't wish to appear weak to our neighbors, or anyone else. Further, whenever you accept aid from someone, no matter how close, there is often a string or condition attached to that aid. I don't know the Lathams well enough to know if that's something I need to concern myself with, but until I do, I'm not going ask them for anything." 
 
    I looked at them and smiled as they gave me thoughtful looks. 
 
    "Now, our first order of business today is to determine where to build the new castle for the queen." 
 
    "What's wrong with the old location?" 
 
    I went over the previous day's conversation again, with Rachel joining in to help me. 
 
    "So you want the new castle to be up here, then?" Etlin asked. 
 
    "Yes," Rachel and I said together. "Until the southern provinces are rebuilt," Rachel continued, "the eight of you are going to be the primary advisors to your regent, William," she said, motioning to me. "So it only makes sense to put it close to all of you. Of course, this will mean in the future, you eight—the founding nobles of Suffolk—will have a greater amount of influence in the kingdom and the queen's councils, because you'll all undoubtedly have a much greater understanding of the kingdom by then." 
 
    I smiled as they took that to heart. Rachel and I had discussed a number of approaches to dealing with the nobles, and I'd told her they were all young and inexperienced. So her first advice to me was to pull them into the council to give them not only a feeling of importance, but a say in what would be done. Then to add the carrot of the added prestige down the road when they became known as the founders of this new kingdom. 
 
    We then spent the next hour discussing the best location for the new castle. That was followed by a discussion on who could supply what resources to see its construction started. We weren't in much of a rush; however, we did want people to see signs of progress to help with the general morale of the populace. 
 
    We ate dinner after that, during which I brought Kani in and sat her between myself and Rachel, making it quite clear that she was ours and we were continuing to take care of her. I think Rachel's open and friendly demeanor towards Kani had a big impact on the eight nobles, as well as their wives, whom they'd brought along.  
 
    They all looked happy. I remembered that bit about the 'stain' of what Estrosh had done was upon all of them, just as it was also on Kani. But they all knew in time I would help Kani to redeem herself, per their customs, and remove that stain from her. 
 
    Just as I was now working to remove that stain from all of them and their country.  
 
    I know it sounded weird when you thought about it, but these people needed hope, and when they looked at her, or at least when these nobles did, they saw that hope. I knew I shouldn't have been surprised that losing their king, their queen, their country, all that, had had such a huge negative impact on their lives—especially with the way they'd lost it. But it had. For all that they weren't refugees, they weren't living hand to mouth like so many of those in the fortified town we were building to the south, they'd still had a fundamental part of their lives altered.  
 
    Their present, as well as all their futures, had been uncertain. Then a figure who was apparently larger than life had stepped in and said he'd fix it. That I was that figure—I had to shake my head when I thought of that—was something I was still surprised by. 
 
    Of course, Rachel telling stories over dinner about my exploits and how I'd helped grow her kingdom during the course of our lives together only made matters worse, I was sure. But I could see they were hanging on her every word and looking more and more at ease as things went on. 
 
    We spent two more days there while Rachel went over their holdings with each of them in surprisingly fine detail. Even more surprising was none of them resented it. They really were lacking in experience in how to do their jobs, having inherited them unexpectedly, and after decades of being a queen, Rachel not only knew what they needed to be doing, she also knew how to show them without being patronizing about it, or lecturing them. 
 
      
 
    "I daresay you've made a lot of friends the last few days here, Your Majesty," Etlin said to Rachel when we were leaving. 
 
    "Dani wasn't just my husband's lover," Rachel confided to Etlin. "She was a friend of mine, as well. I was so happy for her when our god blessed her with a daughter. There's really nothing else I can do but my best now for Dani's daughter, to see that her mother's memory lives on in her." 
 
    Etlin smiled, and I saw his eyes dart to the side for a moment towards where Kani was standing.  
 
    "I hope one day we can see another of those blessings from your god, Your Majesty. I most truly do." 
 
    Rachel smiled, and I noticed Kani blushed and looked down at her feet. 
 
    "I think if we are sincere in our efforts to set things right, in time, all things will be set right," Rachel said and gave him a hug. "You're a good man, Etlin. Suffolk is lucky to have you among its noble families." 
 
    I noticed Etlin looked a little embarrassed by that; however, he had just gone about as far as one could in noble society to acknowledge what they'd all been dancing around. Honestly, I was getting more impressed by him myself the more time I spent in his company. He was passionate about his country and his people, and I was finding that passion refreshing.  
 
    "Be good, Etlin. I think we'll be back in about a month for our next talk," I said, stepping up and shaking his hand.  
 
    "Thank you, William. It's nice to have something positive to look forward to again." 
 
    I smiled and ushered Rachel and Kani up onto the boat; the two bodyguards I'd brought along, as well as Daniel, were already aboard.  
 
    Then I got us buttoned up and flew us back to Fel's church. Compared to flying the Kashmir or her sister ship the Gretchen-Marie, flying one of the ship's boats was definitely a pleasant change of pace. I didn't push it, however, so it took us two hours to get back. 
 
    "Looks like we've got company," I said as we came over the rise into the sight of the lake. There were three airships there, two fairly large warships, and a smaller, much fancier-looking yacht that probably had as much firepower as a frigate. 
 
    "Kani, do you recognize them?" 
 
    I actually heard her gulp. "They belong to my parents," she said nervously. 
 
    "Ah," I said and pointed the nose of our ship at Fel's church. We did have a place for it to tie up there, and the last thing I wanted was to deal with a bunch of paranoid sailors. 
 
    "Unidentified boat!" came over the radio. "Identify yourself immediately!" 
 
    I hit the button by the microphone on the forward wall of the small helm station. 
 
    "This is the regent's private craft; who the hell do you think you are there, son? Dial it back a bit! This ain't your home!" 
 
    I smiled as I waited for the inevitable reply. 
 
    "You are to land on the lake immediately!" 
 
    "Put your boss on before you get your ass in trouble there, son," I replied, doing my best 'folksy' sounding accent. 
 
    "This is Captain Remington," a new voice came on the radio. 
 
    "Ah! Captain! Would you be so kind as to ask my father- and mother-in-law if they would come up to Feliogustus' Church in a few hours for an early dinner?" 
 
    "In-laws? What are you talking about!" 
 
    "Allow me to introduce myself, then. I'm William the Godslayer, the late Daniella Latenta Paronator Latham's husband, and the father of her children. I'm also the appointed regent for Crown Princess Estelya of Suffolk, who's my daughter. Now, please convey my greetings and my message to the king and queen, and remember, you're a guest here. Please behave like one." 
 
    I brought us around to the side of the temple and carefully let us down. Rachel tossed the bow line off, and one of the priests caught it and made it fast, while another grabbed the stern line and did the same. I shut everything down. I'd check the lines and the rest of the stuff after seeing to Rachel, Kani, and Daniel. 
 
    "So, have our visitors come up here yet?" I asked one of the priests. 
 
    "No, William, but they have visited Elavan's church at the base of the hill." 
 
    "Ah, well, I guess we should get cleaned up, and I need to find out who's cooking and let them know we're about to have company." 
 
    "Umm, Will, I don't think they're going to come," Kani said hesitantly. 
 
    "You let me worry about that. Take Daniel back to our room. Rachel, see if you can figure out a good place here for us to receive our guests. I'll go alert Marai and the cook." 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, after I'd gotten the cook and Marai squared away, one of the acolytes came and found me. 
 
    "There's a couple of elves at the front entryway." 
 
    I nodded and strode off to the front doors. When I got there, I wasn't all that surprised to find two elven soldiers, one of which appeared to be of a decent rank, if I was reading things correctly. 
 
    "Yes?" I asked coming up to them. 
 
    "Are you William?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "King Elias Arron Latham and Queen Latenta Ariel Paronator Latham formally request your presence." 
 
    I smiled at them. "Better, but please convey to them that as I am host, and they are my guests as well as my in-laws, it is incumbent upon me to host them for our first meeting." 
 
    "But they're the king and queen!" he said, looking at me, offended. 
 
    "They're a king and queen. Someplace else. Also, technically, they're family, so I'd say the rank really doesn't count in this kind of situation." 
 
    "Do you have any idea who you're dealing with?" he blurted out, staring at me in consternation. 
 
    I sighed and counted to three before continuing. I didn't want to get snippy, but these people had to know who they were dealing with by now, and if not, I'd have to carefully show them. 
 
    "Okay, look. Please tell them, for our first meeting, I would prefer to meet here, and not on their ship. I'm sorry if that offends or upsets them, but they, as well as you, need to understand at the very least, I'm their equal. Please impress upon them that I'm not doing this to be rude, but because this is the way things are going to be." 
 
    He opened his mouth, and I raised my hand, stopping him. "If you're afraid to tell them, ask Dianysyllian to go with you; I'm sure she'd be happy to.  
 
    "Now, off with you." 
 
    "Are you sure that's wise?" Marai said, coming up to me. 
 
    "If I don't set expectations up front, there'll be a lot of trouble later on," I said with a shake of my head. "For all I know, it's the flunkies who are making the big deal, and they just offered dinner on their ship to be kind." 
 
    "Good point," she conceded. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, I got called to the front again, only this time there was a much larger group of soldiers, and they were escorting a well-dressed man and woman, who were both wearing wire circlets on their heads. 
 
    An equally well-dressed functionary was walking before them, and when they got to the front door where I was standing, the guards parted, and he walked up. 
 
    "William the Godslayer?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "Allow me to present the king and queen of Latham. King Elias Arron Latham and Queen Latenta Ariel Paronator Latham." 
 
    I smiled and bowed. "It's a pleasure to meet the two of you. My last name is actually Taylor, and I'd be quite pleased if we dropped the honorific." 
 
    "I'd think a man who earned such a title would want all he encounters to know of it," Elias said. 
 
    "I do those things because I must, not because I enjoy them, and honestly, I prefer not to be reminded of them," I said with a wry look. "Come inside and allow me to introduce you to my wife." 
 
    "Wife?" Latenta said, looking surprised. 
 
    "Yes, my wife, Queen Rachel of the Hilands, was kind enough to hear the laments of her husband and come out to help him be regent to this new country he created, so his daughter won't end up with a complete mess." 
 
    "I thought Daniella..." she said, looking at me a little confused. 
 
    "I have multiple wives," I said with only a slightly embarrassed look. "It's one of those things that just happened. Now, please, come. I must say, I'm surprised you walked; I'd have thought you'd take a carriage or a boat up here." 
 
    "It really wasn't that far," Elias said, and as he took a step forward, several of the guards moved to follow him and Latenta. 
 
    "Your guards can wait outside," I said, looking at them. 
 
    "But who will protect them?" the functionary said, looking scandalized. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, "They're family. Do you really think I or any of mine are going to do anything?" 
 
    "Family?" Latenta asked, looking at me. 
 
    "I have children with Dani as well as..." I trailed off and gave her a smile. "You're the grandparents of my children. In my world, that makes you family." I lowered my voice. "Plus I plan to engage in some rather frank and blunt talk, and I think it would be more comfortable for everyone if we did that in private." 
 
    "I think I understand," Elias said, while Latenta nodded and looked thoughtful. 
 
    "Elmon, stay out here with the guards. I'll ask William to send out some refreshments." 
 
    I smiled as Elmon, the functionary, nodded and walked over to the elf, who I guess was the ranking guard. So far, this was going easy. 
 
    "This is Marai, the head priestess of this church," I said to Elias and Latenta as they stepped inside. "Now, I apologize for the state of things, but we're having to remodel." 
 
    "I thought you just completed building this church?" Latenta asked. 
 
    "With the goblins to the south, which apparently have fallen under the control of a god of chaos, I've decided to put in a more militant order of priests to help with the defense of the nearby town." 
 
    "Ah, that explains why your priests and priestesses all seem to be rather fit," Elias commented, impressing me once again. 
 
    The dining room we were using was clean, and best of all, finished. I brought them up to Rachel. 
 
    "King Elias, Queen Latenta, this is my wife, Queen Rachel." 
 
    I watched as they exchanged greetings. 
 
    "So what is your role back in your own country?" Latenta asked me. 
 
    "William is the champion of our god, Feliogustus," Rachel said, "as well as my husband, and the father of my son, the crown prince. Our society doesn't allow champions to hold the crown, and William is more of a 'kill it until it stops moving' kind of man," Rachel said with a toothy grin. "Governing isn't his best talent." 
 
    "Where is our granddaughter; I was hoping we might meet her?" 
 
    "Estelya, your granddaughter, and Slash, your grandson, are living with an old friend of Dani's who has agreed to raise them in orc culture, per her wishes when she died," I said, giving them both a firm look. 
 
    "What! But we can give her so much more! She's a princess now!" 
 
    "And her brother, your grandson," I said, emphasizing the word so they both flinched slightly, "is a prince. Understand that if you recognize one, I expect you to recognize both." 
 
    "Then why didn't you put Slash on the throne?" Elias asked, giving me a curious look. 
 
    "Maybe I wanted him to inherit your kingdom?" I said with a chuckle. 
 
    "William," Rachel said and put a hand on my arm, "that really wasn't funny." 
 
    "I don't know, the idea of a catfolk ruling an elven kingdom would be kind of humorous, though I don't know if my son would ever forgive me." I turned back to Elias. "I recognized the politics of the situation. I understand that the daughter whose birth redeemed Dani would be a better fit for all those reasons, but I don't want to see her other children slighted." 
 
    "Including the two from before she met you?" Elias asked. 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, but I don't think either of them would much appreciate the title of 'prince' being hung on them, seeing as they're orcs, and their society is different. But honestly? They're good kids." 
 
    "Now, please, let's sit and relax," Rachel said, and motioned to the seats around the table. "While I know the cuisine here isn't all that fancy, it's good, and I'd hate to see the talents of the church's cook go to waste." 
 
    They both nodded, and we took our seats, with Rachel and I on one side of the table, and the two of them on the other. The hint was clear; we were negotiating. Making them come here was also another obvious hint that we were the ones setting terms. 
 
    "I'd hoped to make Estelya my heir," Elias said after the drinks had been set out. 
 
    "When it became clear that I had to deal with the mess I made of this place," I said, waving a hand around in general, "Estelya had the clearest and most logical claim." 
 
    "But she's our only grandchild who could have inherited," Latenta said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Currently, that's true," Rachel said, giving each of them a look in turn. "However, I would suspect if you pray to your gods and hold on to your hopes, that situation will change when the time is right." 
 
    I noticed that got me a looking at by both of them. 
 
    "I've heard it said that you took the disgraced queen as your woman?" Elias asked, still looking at me. 
 
    "She offered herself to me after she abdicated, and asked me to either kill her or take her away from the shame she'd been forced to bear," I said, looking back and forth between the two of them. "Understand that she is mine. I care about her, I love her, and I hope that one day she will be redeemed." 
 
    "So!" Rachel said with a smile. "Now that we've cleared the air on that subject, I must admit to a fair bit of curiosity about what this region is best known for when it comes to trade, and what kind of trade your kingdom engages in." 
 
    I smiled as they almost got whiplash from Rachel changing the subject so drastically. 
 
    "Planning ahead, are we?" Elias said with a smile as he relaxed for the first time since they got here. 
 
    "I rule a very large and a very successful kingdom, Elias. Planning ahead is the reason for that. From what I've gathered in our meetings with the sons of the previous nobles, the former ruler of this region didn't bother himself all that much with the welfare of his land or his people. That will change." 
 
    "The people of the Hilands are all of warrior stock," I said to their surprised looks, "and Rachel was raised to those ways. A leader has a responsibility to those they lead, as a commander to those they command. So that attitude is very much a part of the royal family." 
 
    "That is a very enlightened attitude," Latenta replied, still looking a little surprised. 
 
    "Our home is quite different from those of the Seven Worlds," Rachel said by way of explanation. 
 
    Elias and Latenta seemed to accept that, and they discussed trade and its issues on Amnar, as well as between Keman, Delaize, and Melamar. As dinner was served, the discussion eventually moved on to a frank appraisal of the other countries in the region. Who the problems were, and where trouble typically came from. Several of the kingdoms out there were actually run by orcs, and there were a couple of regions where the goblins were always an issue. 
 
    I could see Rachel mentally taking notes, and she asked a fair number of probing questions.  
 
    "How long are you planning on staying, Rachel?" Elias eventually asked as the meal was winding down. 
 
    "I'm planning to visit several times a year, for a month or two each time, unless I need to be here more often," Rachel said frankly. 
 
    "But what about your home? Your own kingdom?" Latenta asked. 
 
    "Our eldest son, the crown prince, needs the experience of leadership. Not having me looking over his shoulder will help build his confidence. I also want the people to see him in a leadership role. All our foes back home have been conquered for some time now. Helping get this new country safe and secure is truly an interesting, as well as important, challenge." 
 
    "Conquered?" 
 
    Rachel smiled at them. "William is actually a very good military commander, among other things. Back home, everyone has learned that you really don't want to go up against him. As I believe more than a few have since learned in the realm of Rossiya and elsewhere?" 
 
    I restrained myself from laughing as Rachel talked me up. However, I could see that remark had hit the target, as both Elias and Latenta gave small nods of acknowledgement. They'd done their homework on me, obviously.  
 
    When dinner was finished, Rachel looked over at Latenta. 
 
    "I understand traditions are important and need to be upheld, and as the king and queen, you have to pay special heed to these cultural mores and exercise constant vigilance. However, sometimes you need to take off your crown and not be the queen, just be a mother. You need the queen in you to look the other way for a little while so you can give comfort to those who've found themselves in terrible circumstances not of their own making." 
 
    "What are you getting at?" Latenta asked. 
 
    "Would you like to take the weight of your crown off and go for a little walk?" Rachel replied. "I've found such things do help with the weight ruling often makes us bear, to sometimes just be a wife or just be a mother." 
 
    Latenta's eyes widened a hair for a brief moment, then standing up, she took off the circlet on her head, and set it down on the table where she'd been sitting. 
 
    "Elias, please excuse me for a few minutes." 
 
    "Of course," he said with a smile as she went over to join Rachel by the door. 
 
    "Your wife is a very impressive woman," Elias told me after they'd stepped out of the room. 
 
    "Yes, she is," I agreed. 
 
    "Do you believe you'll be able to redeem my daughter as you did Daniella?" 
 
    I nodded slowly. "I believe, in time, she will earn it, just as Dani did." 
 
    "I would like to see my granddaughter very much, William." 
 
    "I know. Trust me, I do. But Dani made it very clear, after she died, that she wanted her to be raised among the orcs, and I think I understand why, now that I've seen how things are here." 
 
    "What do you mean by 'after she died'?" 
 
    "I'm a champion, Elias. Feliogustus' champion. When his people die, before they're judged, I can visit with them, talk with them. Up until they're judged and pass on to their final reward. You also need to understand that I'm immortal." 
 
    "Champions aren't immortal," he said with a frown. "Oh, I know if you die, you come back. That you don't age for as long as you work for your god, but all of you pass on, sooner or later." 
 
    I smiled at him a little wanly. "Typically, yes, but for some of us, the rules are a little different. So I want to ask you, for the sake of my own peace of mind as well of that of your daughter, please don't try to interfere with Estelya's growing up. When she's older, you'll get to meet her, but for now, I'd rather she learn more about bare-knuckle brawling than prissy elven princess stuff." 
 
    "Oh? And why would that be?"  
 
    "Because her kingdom is going to have a lot of orcs in it, as well as catfolk, and if she's going to rule those people wisely, she'll need to have a connection to them. But don't worry; I'll be sure to let you spoil the other one, once a certain somebody has delivered her." 
 
    "You know, you're not what I expected." 
 
    "Yes, I hear that constantly, and sadly it's led to many underestimating me and my god." 
 
    "I've heard the stories of what you did on Rossiya to the Two Rivers people, and their gods, William. I'm not sure underestimating you is something you have to worry about anymore." 
 
    "One can only hope, Elias. When I came here to build this church for Feliogustus, the last thing I intended was to end up ruling the place." 
 
    "But you did." 
 
    "Yeah, well, you need to understand that what happened to Dani affected me deeply, and I don't know that I'll ever get over it. I took Kani because she needed me, and because Dani asked me to. A decision which, looking back, was a good one.  
 
    "So when I came here and saw what I'd wrought—" 
 
    "I'll remind you that it was my armies that laid all this to waste, William." 
 
    "Yes, but it was me forcing him to confess his crimes to the world, and then killing him, as well as several of his court that led to you doing so." 
 
    He nodded, conceding the point. 
 
    "So when I saw all I'd done and caused to happen, just like with Kani, I couldn't walk away from that need. There isn't enough compassion in the Seven Worlds, and I know I'm responsible for some of that lack myself. So" —I shrugged, raising my hands— "here I am." 
 
    "Again, you're not really what I expected, William." 
 
    "Yes, and I'm hoping that's a good thing," I said as Rachel and Latenta returned. Elias and I got to our feet as Latenta put her circlet back on. 
 
    "Thank you very much for dinner. Perhaps now we can return the favor?" Elias asked. 
 
    "I think we'd like that," Rachel said with a smile as I walked over to her and put my arm around her. We said our goodbyes, and then walked them out to the exit, where they picked up their guards and returned home. 
 
    "How'd it go?" I asked after they were well out of earshot. 
 
    "Well, it went well. Kani told her mother that she loved you, and you loved her. That she was happy, and even if she was never able to come back home, just having found you was enough." 
 
    "Damn, she said that?" I replied, my ears going down in embarrassment. 
 
    Rachel laughed. "Will, you still have a way of committing yourself that really turns a woman's head. I once asked Feliogustus how you did it. If it was some ability he gave you or taught you, and he laughed and told me it was just who you are." 
 
    "How did Latenta take it?" 
 
    "She was happy. She confided in me that what happened to Dani that first time had infuriated her and her husband. They didn't know the truth, for all that they suspected, and were never able to discover it. But customs and traditions are a powerful thing, and Kani was willing to step up for her sister." 
 
    "Yeah, I get the impression they were both a fair bit young and naive." 
 
    "Latenta admitted they'd led too sheltered a life." 
 
    "Well, let's remind Kani that we love her and figure out what we're doing here next." 
 
    "Yes, let's." 
 
      
 
    End 
 
    Please remember to leave a review! 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Afterword 
 
      
 
      
 
    As always, if you enjoyed this book, please leave a review and rate it. That helps me a lot with getting other people to see my books, and remember, too, that only 4 and 5 star reviews are considered to be positive reviews by Amazon. 1, 2, & 3 stars are negative reviews. 
 
    Where we are in Portals of Infinity: Honestly, I'm still trying to figure out what I'm going to be doing for book #12. I've been talking to my Patreons about a few things I've been thinking of, and still trying to figure out how best to approach it. There are a lot of things I'd like to cover, but I don't know if you, the reader, will enjoy it or not. Then there's moving things forward and all that. 
 
    Looking at last year's (Book #10) afterword, I can tell you that the weather is still screwy—we're in a drought this year, and it's caused a lot of problems.  
 
    My first book with Baen Books comes out in a little more than two months at the time of my writing this. I'm hoping it's well received, because I have a lot more I'd like to write for them. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, on to the shilling! 
 
      
 
    Some Recommendations: I 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 or Valens Heritage. Or even Shadow, though he's a bit more of a sociopath at times than some of you might enjoy. 
 
      
 
    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. 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 books a try ('Mitigating Risk' is the first one), it was a great read. Blaise is a cool guy and a great author, buy his books too.  
 
    Michael-Scott Earle—Yes! Michael-Scott out there and he's still doing ebooks and audiobooks, 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! Seriously, if you haven't already, you should check him out. You won't regret it.  
 
      
 
    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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